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1. Swords
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My name is Daven Carrickson, son of shamed Carrick the Thief. I’ve been called Daven of Terrailles in mockery, called Daven of Teelevon in celebration, called Prince of Chaos by men and monsters. 

In the spring of my seventeenth year, when I was a shepherd called only Daven, they came to take me to the Academy of Wizardry.

~
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ON A PRETTY DAY EARLY in the month of Korhah, I stood with sword in hand on a grassy hillside and faced a tall and angry opponent. Sweat burned my eyes and I could taste it salty on my lips. I blinked, and the glistening beads on my eyelashes flashed momentarily in the bright sun. Then he advanced. I stepped quickly to the right, fell back a pace. My muscles burned despite the chill breeze that brought goose bumps to my arms. I started to turn, feinted slightly and whirled the other direction. Two quick steps. I counted time by the thud of quick feet on the grassy turf. Timing was everything—timing and terrain. My eyes darted to the edge of the little brook, slippery mud that he always forgot, but it was too far for me to press him now. Too far for my failing strength.

He attacked, quick and vicious. The sword he swung was heavier than mine—and newer—and I fell back half a step under its blows. Then I stopped him. His arms were stronger than mine, too, and his energy was new. My side ached, my head throbbed. I sighed, danced left as I sighed, and barely avoided a wild swing. Then a desperate smile stole across my lips. He couldn’t see it with his shoulder turned away. I brought my sword up quickly. Falling forward, twisting, I lashed out and caught him just beneath the shoulder, felt the resistance against the tip of my weapon just as I crashed against the unforgiving ground.

For a long while I lay there, trying to catch my breath, trying to ignore the pain in my shoulder. Then I finally rose to one knee and grounded my sword before me for support. I forced a smile, forced myself to breathe evenly, forced myself to stability as the cold wind danced across my aching body. My toes were in the brook, and I could feel the cold water seeping through old and worn leather.

Very, very slowly then the victory seeped into me. I had won, again, and the fight was done. Cooper stood above me now, frozen mid-stride and glaring at me hatefully. He should have won that round, and he knew it as well as I. A single point of brilliant blue light shone just below his shoulder, bright even in the afternoon sun. Wisps of yellow and white light trailed along his sleeves and chest, and mine as well, but the blue was the death shot, marking my victory. The same magic that made the air dance with color held him motionless, and the anger in his eyes made me glad of those few moments to catch my breath.

Slowly and unsteadily I pushed myself up. “It was a good fight, Coop.” The anger in his eyes never changed. “You did well. I got lucky.” He said nothing, so I counted the seconds beneath my breath and reached out to steady him when the spell expired. He fell against my arm, but instead of catching his balance he threw himself forward, hurling me down to the ground beside him. He grimaced when his shoulder struck the earth, but there was satisfaction in his eyes. It was a small victory in defeat, a bit of honor stolen.

I ground my teeth at the pain but forced myself to calm, because I was too tired to do anything else. Groaning, I pushed myself up again, and leaned against the ancient oak as I brushed some of the dirt and grass from my clothes. Mocking, Cooper said over his shoulder, “Sure. Good fight.” After a moment I stepped away from the tree, knelt and washed my face in the cold brook. I rested there for a moment before turning to scoop up my battered sword and carefully sheathing it. There were already soft footsteps on the turf as two of the others stepped forward to take their turn, so I moved quickly out of the sparring area.

Cooper was sitting now among the other boys, gnawing a bit of dried venison and nodding at whatever they were talking about. Most of them were sitting on a rough-hewn wooden bench that Cooper’s dad had made for us. Cooper was sitting on a large stone in front of it, which left me only a place on the grass. At Cooper’s feet. I sighed and turned toward the road.

Bron yelled to me, “Daven, where are you going?”

I answered him without looking, “Back to Jemminor’s. I still need to water the flock before supper.” I stopped, a cruel smile stealing across my lips, “Good luck against Kyle.”

They all laughed, then, and I almost decided to stay and watch that fight, but I had four wins for the day and those were points hard earned. That was some honor. I wasn’t about to give that up by sitting on the grass before them. So I turned back down the graveled path, forgotten among the jibes at poor Bron, and headed for my master’s house.

He was my master by choice—my employer—and I was a shepherd by choice, which still surprises some people. To me it was an opportunity to be free. I worked through the morning and afternoon out in the grassy hills of the luxurious Terrailles province. Every day I walked where the herds walked, watched over them and chased off any predators or poachers—though both were few in this land. I had a room in my master’s house, a place at his servants’ table and regular meals. More important by far, I had evenings off to practice the sword.

It had taken months to teach the other village boys what I knew, months more before any of us were good enough to practice with real weapons, but now we met almost daily. I taught them forms, and they taught me treachery. We dueled sometimes—the careful and polite sport of the capital’s nobility—but far more often we fought, a frightening blur of muscle and motion, of anger and desperation. All of it was governed by a little spell that I had brought with me—a child’s enchantment, a referee and scorekeeper in the middle air. I had brought them together, and I dreamed that among that little group of boys I was king—or general, perhaps, of a ragged little army of miscreants. They didn’t know—especially Cooper, whose family had a name—but I considered myself their liege, and they respected me as no one else had in my whole life.

At Jemminor’s farm, I watered the sheep. It was heavy work, lugging bucket after bucket of water from well to trough, but it was work I did twice a day. The work of a shepherd is walking and carrying, and I had grown strong over years of it. The meal of a shepherd is a feast compared with that of a beggar boy in the capital, and I had grown soft on too many of them, but I enjoyed that gentle luxury at the servants’ table. I fell asleep on a soft bed under new quilts and dreamed of being a soldier. It was a quiet life, and I loved it.

~
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A SHEPHERD’S DAY BEGINS before the dawn and starts off with the smell of honey and oats—for the sheep, not the shepherd. I dumped several handfuls of sweet grain in a trough near the saltlick, then filled it the rest of the way with dry hay from the barn. The sheep came crowding in before I was done, pressing hard against my hips and legs, but I shoved between them to drop the last of the hay in the trough, then waded back out.

The day was bright and warm, and I spent long hours out in the hills with no one for company but the milling flocks. I stared up at the blue sky as soft white clouds drifted slowly by. I ran my hands through the waist-high meadow grasses as I strolled, a hundred sheep around me. I sat for an hour on a cool, mossy stone beside a quiet brook and listened to its bubbling. I enjoyed the silence, enjoyed the peace, but all day I felt the evening calling me forward. My hands strayed often to my belt, but the sword wasn’t there. I had work to do yet, but the evening’s fight called me on. I smiled and waited. Just like every day.

But when I climbed the low hill outside of town at the end of the day, I was disappointed. I was half an hour late, and all the others were there already, but there was no sound of clattering blades, no shouts of encouragement or rage. I stepped up into our clearing and found them all sitting on the bench or spread in the grass around it, leaning forward with elbows on knees and listening intently to Cooper, who sat on the stone before them and spoke with solemn grandeur.

As I approached, Kyle tossed me a soft roll without ever looking away from Cooper. I caught it and took a bite, and I moved closer, curious. Cooper glanced up, saw me, and smiled. He looked delighted. It was the first time I had ever drawn that reaction from him. I stepped up next to Bron and nudged him and he scooted over, crowding Kyle but making enough room for me on the bench. Just as I sank down, Cooper said something that made my blood run cold.

“What?” I said, glaring at him suspiciously, “What about the Guard?”

Several of the boys scowled at me at the interruption but in a moment their eyes swiveled back to Cooper, waiting excitedly for his answer. He only laced his fingers behind his head and gave me a satisfied smile, lips pressed tight.

Kyle finally threw his hands up in frustration and said, “Coop’s going to join the Guard!”

I shook my head. “That’s impossible.”

Kyle nodded. “It’s truth. I heard it in the village green. His dad bought him a commission, and he leaves next Kingsday!” His eyes shone with excitement; they were all almost shaking with excitement.

I felt my heart sink. “Nothing so special about that,” I grumbled.

Bron snorted. “You’ve spent too long in the sun. It’s addled your brains.”

I shook my head, trying to fight a panic building beneath my ribs. “No,” I said, to myself as much as to them. “Don’t let your daydreams fool you. It’s not so fun being in the Guard.” Every eye was on me again, most of them wide in disbelief. I swallowed a lump in my throat, “It’s a lot of work. Think about it. And hardly any excitement at all.”

Cooper grinned at me. His eyes sparkled. But Bron seemed offended. “Be serious, Daven. It’s the biggest thing that’s ever happened to any of us! He’s leaving, he’s going to see the world.” For a moment he lost his intensity, gazing dreamily up at the clouds, but then he shoved me lightly and I slipped off the end of the bench, “You’d be ecstatic if it were you. You’ve always wanted to join the Guard.”

I opened my mouth to answer but Cooper interrupted. “Guard wouldn’t have him. He’s got no family, no name, no skills. Leave the boy alone, Bron, he’s just a little jealous.”

I was already on my feet, and in an instant I whirled on him, my rage erupting. “My skills dropped you dead yesterday, Cooper, and you know it. After winning three other fights that day, too! I—”

“You cheated,” he said, lacing his fingers behind his head. “If you’d fought fair I would have torn you apart.”

Kyle laughed uneasily, “Come on, Cooper. Calm down. Daven’s never cheated, he’s just fast....” He pressed a hand against his side where I’d accidentally bruised him the day before, winced, and continued. “Calm down, both of you. It’s all just a game.”

I took a step back and placed my hand on the hilt of my sword, my chest swelling in my fury. “It is a game. Maybe. Here. But in the Guard it will be real.”

Cooper shrugged. “I’m ready.”

“No,” I said, and the sick fury in me boiled in my stomach. “You’re not. You’re arrogant and pampered and a fool. And the first time you get a break from guarding pig farmers and building roads, Cooper—the first time you face an enemy with a sword—you’re going to die.” I took a deep breath, trying to see clearly, and let it out slowly. “Or maybe you’ll remember your fights with me and turn and run.”

“I think not.” He rose gracefully, slowly like a cat uncurling, and I saw the shiny hilt of a new sword at his side. He hooked a thumb behind his belt. “Your lessons amount to one simple reminder: real foes cheat.”

My voice dropped to a whisper, “I never cheat.”

He snorted. “You always cheat!” He took a step closer to me, too close, and looked down his nose at me. “It takes honor to stand. It takes honor to face the charge. You run and sneak and hide and attack from behind and the sides like a coward—” he hesitated only a second, but his cruel eyes were locked on mine when he added, “like a criminal.”

I bit back my anger, forced myself to stillness before I answered. When I did, it was in a normal voice. “There is one thing you always forget, Cooper.” I turned to the others, slipping unconsciously into my lecturing voice as I repeated words I’d told them time and again. “When you face a stronger opponent or a larger opponent, remember this: you’ll rarely win a game of subtlety with a brash charge.”

I expected nods from them. I’d been teaching them for years. But now instead they just turned, all as one, to get Cooper’s assessment of my advice. In one day I’d lost everything, because his father bought him a commission.

Cooper spoke with patronizing indulgence. “This is not a game to be won whatever the cost. This is a nobleman’s sport, and you corrupt it when you...you....”

Bron gave a tired sigh. “Coop, we don’t even duel that much. Mostly we fight, and that’s not a nobleman’s sport.”

“And that’s what you’ll be doing in the Guard,” I said. “Fighting.”

Behind me, Bron grunted his irritation at my interruption. But then he went on grudgingly, “It’s true. And Daven does it right. Just let it go. Here, on this field, he’s the best of us.”

Cooper sneered. “You’re far too kind. I’ll say it like it is, like none of you has ever dared to say. He’s a dirty little sneak. He’s the least among us!”

Bron didn’t answer right away, and that hurt. When he did, his words were measured. “If you mean in wealth, you’ve got it and I don’t think he’d argue. But if you’re talking skill with a sword...the shepherd will probably still be better than you even after the Guard teaches you how to do it right.” For a long time Cooper only glared at him over my shoulder, and knowing Bron he met the stare levelly. After a minute Bron added, “He’s just good.”

Cooper opened his mouth to respond, then shut it. Still looking past my shoulders his eyes went wide. Then a stern, dark voice fell among us, “Better than Guard training, eh?” There was a slightly foreign lilt to the words, but more compelling was the authority and power behind that voice. Coop let go of me and took a long step back. I took a quick step away, then turned to see who had spoken so.

A man stood just at the head of the little gravel footpath, his shadow darkening the ground between us. His condescending gaze ran over the line of boys seated on the bench, then back to Cooper and me. Finally he gestured at me with the riding crop he was carrying, “You’re more skilled than a Guardsman? Eh?”

The crimson sun behind him buried his features in darkness. His face was narrow and bony, his eyes deep and lost in shadow. His lips twisted in a mocking smile as he took one long, fearsome step forward. His clothes were much finer than any worn by the people of the village, but my gaze kept drifting to the heavy broadsword that hung on his belt.

When I did not answer, he seemed to grow impatient. “Well, you are the boy Daven, no?” I could only stare at him, and his brows came together in anger. “Answer me, boy! You are Daven, son of Carrick the Thief, correct?” I flinched at the name he used, but after a moment I stammered an answer, nodded, and he seemed to relax a little.

“I have been sent a long way to find you, Daven, with little explanation as to why a penniless peasant should command my attention. But now I understand. Everything is clear, yes? Here is a boy with no training who could school the soldiers of the Royal Guard.” For the first time I noticed the greens and browns of his uniform, the crest on his shoulder, and recognized him for a Green Eagle, a member of the king’s elite guard. He saw the recognition in my eyes, and his shone with malicious glee.

With a slow gesture he reached up to unclasp the cloak hanging from his shoulders. “This is something I must see,” he said. He glanced at my eyes, but I couldn’t find any answer. I gave a tiny shake of my head, but he pretended not to see it. He folded the cloak neatly, then dropped it on the end of the bench Coop’s dad had made. He passed a gaze over the row of boys sitting in rapt attention. They all stared back in awed surprise, Cooper with a satisfied grin across his face.

The Green Eagle shook his head and strode out past the stump to our sparring ground. He turned in a slow circle, taking in the terrain, and I watched him note the mud-slick patch at the edge of the stream, the treacherous little pocket where a groundhog’s burrow had sunk the earth, the knotted root of the oak that broke the ground more than four paces from its trunk.

Then he turned to me, his left hand resting casually on the hilt of his sword. “Well?” he asked. 

I licked my lips. “I...I can’t fight you.”

The soldier grinned. He looked like death. “You must.”

“No, I’m sorry. It was just...I’m not as good as a Guard.” Beside me Bron nodded fervent agreement, and I felt the stab of it in my heart. Everything I’d fought for, lost. I sighed. “He spoke in haste.”

“Regardless,” the Eagle said, and his voice was hard. “I have come all this way, and I find you all dressed up for battle. I would see you fight.”

Bron jumped to his feet. “I’ll show you,” he said. “Let him fight me. You can see why I thought—”

The soldier’s terrible gaze swept to Bron, and the young man stammered to a stop. For a long moment the soldier said nothing, only stared, and then Bron took a long step back.

The soldier nodded. “I don’t want to watch you,” he said. “I want you to watch me.” He ran his imperious gaze down the line a third time, this time commanding each boy’s attention before moving on. “I want you to see how a king’s guardsman handles himself.”

Then his gaze snapped back to mine, and he drew his sword with a long, whispered rasp. He ducked his chin, and said, “Ready?”

Now I looked down the line of boys. Bron, who had spoken up for me. Kyle, who always had to find courage to face me, and always listened so carefully when I explained what he had done wrong. Dain who had been my first friend in town, though he had grown distant when the stories followed me in from the City. Gavin was strong and slow and shy, but he had found the worn-out old scabbard I wore on my belt and made it a gift to me. And even Cooper was impressed enough with my ability to feel threatened.

And now, in the dying light of a beautiful day, I would be made to look a fool. I took a deep breath and let it out. I nodded once, to forestall the old soldier’s impatience, and drew my sword. It was dented all along the blade, rusted so deeply in spots I couldn’t possibly polish it away. The fine silver chain meant to wrap its hilt had been replaced with tight straps of leather, and even that was getting loose, now, and almost worn through. It usually felt easy and familiar in my fingers, but standing before the Green Eagle it felt like a frail and broken thing, and so did I.

For a long minute I stood there on the edge of the circle. I could feel the others watching me, waiting, and I nodded again and stepped forward. As I went to meet him I spoke the words out of long habit, “Watch over us, keep score for us, decide for us.” The soldier tilted his head in curiosity as I invoked the spell, then he chuckled.

“You say prayers for yourself, too. I should expect as much. Well, God watch over you, boy, because it’s time for us to begin.” I had no response to that, but it mattered little. I fell into the stance I had learned, shoulder and elbow in line with the soldier, narrow blade held blocking everything from my waist to my eyes. He took a place in front of me, body turned differently and both hands gripping the short hilt of his broadsword. Gavin always liked to play at two-handed weapons, but I knew my victories over his clumsy thrashing were no preparation at all for the style of a true soldier.

He flexed his arms, stretching, then relaxed into a ready stance. “So, you have the skills to train a Guardsman?” He mocked me, low enough now that only I could hear. “You’re so certain you will live through your first encounter?” My eyes went wide, and he nodded knowingly, “Ah, yes, I heard it all. You’re a little arrogant for the beggar son of a thief. They think highly of you, though.” Somehow, I didn’t think he meant the boys watching us, but I couldn’t guess who else he might mean. He gave me no time to consider it.

“We shall see,” he said, and like a whisper he glided across the grass. He flowed as he moved first to one side and then the other. At the last moment his blade darted out and crashed against my own, flinging it from my hand. The soldier stopped in his tracks, his weapon hanging forgotten at his side.

For a long moment he stared at me, then shook his head in disappointment. He stepped up until I could feel his breath hot on my ear and spoke in a quiet voice filled with terrible menace, “Retrieve your weapon, child, that we may finish this. I mean to see these skills of yours.”

I glanced over at him and felt a blush beginning to burn in my cheeks. “I’m sorry—” I started, but he shook his head.

“I don’t want your apologies. I want to see how you fight.” A smile creased his cheeks. “I want them to see.”

I closed my eyes and clenched my stomach against the sudden flurry of fear, then swallowed hard and turned aside to recover my weapon. When I turned back he had reclaimed his position near the center of the circle, and I moved opposite him. I lifted the sword again, but this time I could not hold it steady. Fear set my arm to trembling, and in my fear I squeezed the hilt too tightly. The muscles in my legs and stomach were tense. Everything was wrong, but I knew no way to make it right.

I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the terrain. He stood a pace closer to the brook than Cooper had yesterday, but there was no way I could force him back. I had at least ten paces to the edge of the clearing, but he could easily press me so far. The tree was to my right, so it would hamper my swing much more than his. I tried to clear my mind, to release myself to the habits of the fight, but terror kept intruding.

He raised an eyebrow at me, smile still on his lips. Then suddenly he lunged, the tip of his sword just barely striking the middle of my blade, and I responded perfectly. Half a step retreat, withdraw and replace the blade, setting it familiarly instead of responding to his beat. He nodded, ever so slightly, and came at me again, this time swinging a wide and powerful swipe that would have caught my sword near the hilt, but I dipped low and reached for his wrist. I recognized the practice forms he was using against me, and instinctively responded. He was teaching me a lesson from the fourth chapter of my book.

I relaxed a little, then. He had said he intended me to have a lesson, to see my skills, and that was just what he was doing. Perhaps, I thought as I parried a half-hearted thrust, perhaps I could impress him, too. As I fell back a step I noticed my left foot slid a little too easily over the grass and remembered the splash of the stream in spring slicked the ground over here. I adjusted for it, retreated another step, always parrying his blows. Maybe if I did well, I could get invited to join the Guard myself. Right in front of all of them, as I fought a Green Eagle.

I built the daydream in my head as he pressed me back, but as I retreated I slowly, subtly moved with the hope of placing the tree at his disadvantage. White light danced around the back of my right hand and fingers and I realized there was a very light trickle of blood running down to my wrist. I checked quickly, trying to see two things at once, and saw several tiny nicks on my wrist as well, and one on my shoulder. Of course, there were no marks on my opponent.

I focused too much on these little injuries and was caught by surprise when he suddenly fell back, then came on me á flêche, darting forward and lunging with a low cut that scored my hip. I felt blood flow, damping my leggings, and there was a flash of yellow at the hit. For a moment the soldier looked puzzled, but he pressed his attack. I fell back quickly. He made a move from chapter six, a clever strike, but I danced aside and came back with a variation on the normal riposte that nicked the edge of his hand. His brows came down, and he came forward.

He cut me again, on my right shoulder, and I ran to escape the next strike. I dove, rolled, and came up just in time to block another attack, but his blade moved like lightning and he nicked me twice more before I found a defensive posture. He pushed me back with textbook maneuvers and battered through my defenses without apparent effort. It seemed that every time he swung he cut me somewhere, small wounds, just enough to draw blood. Each time he cut me I felt the little pain, and each time he blinked in confusion at the sparkle of white or yellow, but pressed on with his attack. They had to be fierce, vicious thrusts to penetrate the ward of my spell, but I had expected such from him. He was a man trained to kill.

And suddenly I saw it coming. I was still clinging to my daydream, still hoping to somehow impress him, but as the blood flowed and sweat burned in the hundred little nicks and cuts, suddenly I realized that he was tiring of the game. Tired of testing my skills, tired of impressing these village brats, and most of all tired of using up his great honor on a little nuisance like me. I could see the end of his patience in his eyes, and see his solution to that, too. One, two, three strokes away and he would finish me and be done with the bother.

I parried a shoulder cut that nearly knocked me down, then retreated from a stop-thrust. He came at me again, and I fell back, farther and farther, desperately hoping to somehow keep him at bay for a moment more. I wanted to find some way to impress him still, some crazy way to win, but he was overwhelming me now at every pass. I fell back, almost running backward, and he pursued me like a thunderstorm. Then I felt my foot start to slip on the wet grass. I had only a moment to realize I had come too close to the stream before both my legs went out from under me. I landed hard, and as my feet shot out in front of me I felt them connect with his ankles, and he began to fall. The soldier had no time to respond, no idea how. His arm was drawn back for a killing blow but as he came falling forward he tried to bring the sword down, his instincts curling him into a midair turn that aimed his shoulder for my stomach.

Desperately I threw my hands up to try to catch him, crossing my arms before my face, and as he hit me I felt the sword knocked from my clumsy grasp. His knee smashed hard into my right thigh, his other foot scraping the side of my left calf, but I was most afraid of the weight still hanging above me, of the shoulder to my midsection. I tensed against his fall, but it never came.

After a moment I opened my eyes and found his, hateful, inches away. He hung suspended above me, his sword stretched out over my left shoulder and his body almost parallel to the ground. His lips were curled back in an animal snarl and his eyes flashed madly. It took me a moment to comprehend, and then I noticed the bright blue line where his neck and shoulder met, searing against his skin. In his fall he’d struck the blade of my sword and the spell considered it a fatal cut.

I scrambled carefully out from under him, grabbing my sword and hastily backing away. Even with him frozen in place I could not tear my attention from him. Suddenly I realized he would not consider my victory an end—when the spell released him he would be on me again, and I would not stand a chance. The thought drained the last of the excited energy that had driven me. Weak, empty, I fell to one knee and counted the slow seconds as the spell expired. I clutched my sword before me, now in both hands, and held it out in a defensive posture. Any moment now he would be free, and—

“Boy,” his breath was cold death, and I realized he was speaking through the pressure of the spell, “I did not come to kill you, but you will rue this witchcraft!” He paused, straining to draw breath, and then went on. “You will regret this.”

My breath caught as the spell expired, and somehow he caught himself short of falling. Instead he was instantly on his feet, and with a single stride he reached me and cast aside my little practice sword with a contemptuous swing. He pressed the sharp tip of his own weapon against my throat.

I heard a sound behind me, and it must have been Bron, but he didn’t even make a word before the soldier’s cruel glare swung that way and shut him up. “My business is with the boy Daven,” he said, pronouncing the words like judgment. “This is no more of your concern. You will go to your homes.”

They shifted uncomfortably, and Cooper took a step forward. I didn’t dare turn my head, couldn’t tear my eyes from the blade biting into my skin, but I knew Cooper by the sound of his footfall even before he spoke behind me. “You’ve shown him his place. You can let him go now.”

The old soldier’s eyes narrowed to slits, a cold fury focused on Cooper behind me. “A new recruit of the Guard doesn’t give orders to an officer, let alone a Green Eagle.” His nostrils flared, his breath escaping in a contemptuous huff, and he snapped. “Get out.”

They went. None of them dared defy the man. I couldn’t blame them. I heard their retreat, heard their steps crunching down the hill and back toward town, but kept my gaze fixed on his.

When he looked back at me, he seemed thoughtful.” I knew your father was a thief, boy. It’s an old crime, mostly forgotten, but I imagined it was for that that the magicians tore me from important duties. But now I understand. You dare to work witchcraft against an officer of the King’s Guard, by the full light of day. I can only imagine what else you would dare to do.”

I trembled as I knelt there, afraid to move for fear of that blade against my throat. I could only stare into his eyes as he spoke his terrible accusations. “The king respects the power of the Academy wizards. It serves him well. But it is a dangerous thing, and it cannot be risked in the hands of one without name, without honor, and without training. It was wise of them to send me, after all. Few men have the courage to do what must be done.”

My heart thundered in my chest. My mouth was dry as summer dust, my stomach an aching knot. I shook my head and tried to find a voice. “No,” I said softly. “No, you don’t understand.”

He ignored me. He looked around, over my head toward the bench where my friends had been a few minutes earlier. Then past it, out over the lovely fields of Terrailles that rolled out to the distant sea. His gaze swept over the rough path that led back down into town and he nodded once. The soldier looked around carefully, and then returned his attention to me.

The sun set.

He whispered, “Now you will die.”

The sword rose high above his shoulder, still clasped in both hands, and he set his jaw in grim determination as he turned to swing it down with all his weight behind it. My eyes were locked on his, his eyes burned into mine for an eternity as that blade fell. Slowly...so slowly....

And then it stopped.

I stared up at his still form for a long time before I realized it was utterly motionless. I watched the shadows on his face merge, stared into his dark eyes as the last glimmer of day faded, and finally I took another breath, counted another heartbeat. I was alive, somehow, and he was frozen into a perfect stillness far beyond the magic of my little spell. I sat staring up at him, awestruck that I was alive, wondering who or what could have done this to him, until a sound intruded on my thoughts.

At first it was the whisper of clothes, the grinding crunch of footsteps on gravel. With that intrusion other sounds returned. I heard the water once more dancing softly to my left, heard the cicadas whistling in the night, and far off the cry of a hunting falcon. Then I heard a voice, grumbling in complaint and annoyance between panting breaths. It had nothing of the cruelty I’d heard in the voice of the soldier before me, but authority enough to shame him. Mind still reeling with terror, I rose slowly and turned toward the path to face this new surprise. Somewhere deep within my tired mind there was a spark of curiosity.

I saw first some gray hair, and then a round and cheerful face twisted into a grimace. As he came into view I saw he was wearing a plain gray robe, belted with a blue silk scarf but otherwise unadorned, and he carried a long, thin staff that he jabbed viciously into the ground at each step. He was walking quite hurriedly up the hill and puffing with the effort of it, all the while muttering to himself.

Then he caught sight of me and the soldier frozen behind me, and he stopped short. He was perhaps a hand shorter than me, but when he stepped forward to face me I felt an instant respect for the man. His annoyance disappeared in a flash, replaced by a kindly smile as he reached out a hand to clasp my shoulder, “You must be Daven, no?”

For a long while I stood there, blank and silent after that terrible question. This stranger only stood patiently, squinting at my features by the thin light of the stars. After a moment he demanded again, “Well, boy, you are Daven? Daven son of Carrick?” He caught himself, but I heard the name on his lips. Carrick the Thief. I shuddered, afraid of these strangers coming for me in the night.

“I have done no wrong, sir.”

He breathed an exasperated sigh. “So you are Daven?” I nodded, afraid, and he continued. “Good. Good to hear, boy. I have come a long way to fetch you.”

His words struck me like blows. Another stranger come to fetch me, this one clearly no soldier but somehow he frightened me more. I began to back away from him, stumbling on the ground my feet knew so well. “I—I have done no wrong,” I stammered.

“Silly young man!” He said the words under his breath, but I caught them in the cold night, and they seemed a curse. Mad with terror I turned to sprint into the darkness, to lose myself in the night, but his hand fell upon my arm. At the same time he spoke, his breath bearing a strange word that meant nothing to me but somehow carried with it a world of meaning. In an instant my heart grew calm.

For several heartbeats he stood watching me warily, but all my fear was gone. When he was satisfied, he took a step back, releasing me, and continued in a normal voice. “I have come a long way to fetch you, Daven, and it would not do for you to slip out of my reach now. I need you to listen to me and to answer my questions. I hope you will forgive the things I do for need.”

I nodded in agreement, but he wasn’t paying attention. Instead he stared past my shoulder to the top of the hill. After a moment he stepped past me and tapped the end of his tall staff on the frozen form of the soldier. “Why...” he spoke thoughtfully to the night. “Why would Othin behave so?”

The answer sprang unbidden to my lips. “I offended him, sir. He was protecting his honor.”

The stranger barked a laugh, but there was something cold in his eyes as he examined the weapon frozen in the soldier’s hand. “There could be no honor in something like this. He acted rashly.” He turned to me then, spoke words that sounded meaningful though they held no significance to me. “It is never wise for us to punish the weak for the injuries the strong have done us.”

I nodded.

“This....” His attention was on the statue once more. “This was a mistake I should have foreseen. I regret how close it came to tragedy. I regret what it put you through. I’m glad I caught him before he did serious harm. You—” The wizard stopped, and a look of sheer surprise stole across his face. It seemed so inappropriate, so foreign on his dignified features, and it was quickly lost in a more fitting look of contemplation. “You are quite a remarkable fighter, Daven.”

He stepped closer to the still form and tapped the extended sword with his staff. It fell free of the soldier’s grasp, landing with a dull thud in the thick grass. “In Othin’s homeland there is a tradition, Daven, that when a man loses a duel his only honor is in surrendering his blade. I believe you have rightfully won this.”

He hesitated a moment, considering, and then reached out to tap the sword belt draped from Othin’s shoulder to hip, and that too fell free. He scooped the sword up clumsily and forced it into its scabbard, then held the belt out to me as a gift.

I didn’t dare touch it. Instead I met the wizard’s eyes and asked, “What do you know of my fighting?”

His eyes shone as he returned my gaze, “When you bend reality, Daven, reality remembers. I can see much of you in this place, and it makes me think perhaps there is a hope after all. I’ve found you in the nick of time, and it seems you may exceed even my own lofty expectations.” His voice trailed off, and still he stood there in the night, arms extended toward me.

Finally the awkwardness overcame my fear, and I reached out to take the belt. He nodded once, satisfied then whirled to face down the hill, nothing more than a shadowy motion in the darkness. “Come, it is quite late. Let us finish this discussion at your master’s home.”

He started confidently along the graveled footpath, down and into the village. I followed the old man into the night, never doubting he knew the way.
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2. Sorcery
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The gravel crunched with every step, holding back the silence of the settling night. Before us and below, Sachaerrich waited in the darkness, probably bustling as its citizens went to their meals though no sound reached us. Alone, we walked slowly alongside the gentle brook that bubbled down the hillside.

After a moment the old man spoke. “Have you enjoyed your stay in Sachaerrich?”

“It has been nice.” My legs ached from the brief but frenzied fight, but I tried not to limp as we walked. By now the little wounds were nothing more than a distraction. “The village is a quiet place to live. The people are friendly.”

He looked at me for a moment, considering. “You have made friends here, then?”

I shrugged. “Friends enough. Goodman Jemminor provides for me, and there are several of us that play at swords, sometimes.”

He chuckled. “Play at swords? You are modest. Still, it is good to hear you have friends. Will you miss them when you leave?”

“No.” I answered without thinking, but after a moment the question struck me as odd. “Why do you ask? I’ve nowhere to go.”

“Everyone leaves eventually, Daven. I imagine you’ll be leaving soon.”

I nodded. Once more silence fell as we trudged on, then the stranger spoke again. “I am looking for a swordsman, Daven. I need a young man about your age, who knows how to use a solid weapon but is willing to participate in...nonstandard training.” He hesitated, his eyes on my face. “Would you be that man?”

For a moment excitement bubbled within me, like my daydream come true, but I fought it down. “I am just a shepherd. The most I’ve ever dreamed of is a place in the Guard.” My voice sounded gloomy even to my ears.

“And you just proved yourself worthy of one.” He chuckled, waving vaguely back up the hill behind us. “You showed yourself worth more than that, even. You fought a Green Eagle and—”

“I didn’t fight him, though!” He blinked in surprise at my outburst, and I shrugged, “I mean...I didn’t ever even hit him. He fell on me. He fell on me. It was just a trick of the spell.”

“Ah!” He said, holding up a finger, “Even the spell commends you, Daven. That is a surprisingly complex adjudication for such a young man. The fact that you can work it—”

“I can’t though.” I was being rude, interrupting him, but he kept trying to call me more than I was. My father had been the last person to speak to me like that, and his words had all been lies. I said, “It’s just a little spell. I bought it for a silver coin from a man in the City. He saw my book, and offered it to me. Anyone can do a spell like that. It’s just words.”

He looked at me for a moment more, his eyes sharp in the night, and then he said, “Ah. Well. True enough.” I heard disdainful laughter hidden in his voice.

We walked in silence again, while the stars came out to shine, and I began to feel bad for arguing like that. Finally I sighed and said, “What do you want a swordsman for, anyway?”

His eyes cut to me, a moment’s gaze, and then they were on the road again. “I wish to try a little project, with the king’s approval. I mean to make a new kind of soldier, to train a swordsman with some of the skills of magic and see what he can do.”

I shook my head. “Why would you do that? The king is disbanding whole regiments in exchange for the handful of wizards produced at the Academy. What value could there be in teaching someone both?”

He smiled. “I don’t know. We’ve never tried it, so who could say?”

“I could,” I said. “Anyone could. A wizard can call down fire and summon lightning. A wizard can simply lift his enemies into the air, or...” I waved back over my shoulder, toward the silhouette of the Green Eagle still frozen on the hilltop. “Or bind them in place from a hundred paces away. For someone who could do that, what use is a sword?”

“That’s a complicated question,” the old man said. “And one the other Masters refuse to consider.”

“Oh.” I nodded. It should have been obvious. I felt an emptiness gnawing in my stomach, but I kept it from my face. “You’re a Master of the Academy.”

“I am.” His gaze was heavy on me, his words thick with understanding. “And I have been a Justice and a sometime adviser to the king. This is not the first time we’ve met, though I doubt you would remember me. You may call me Claighan.”

I nodded. I couldn’t speak. I remembered him, if only as one dark and threatening form among a long row of them. This was one of the men who had condemned my father far beyond the measure of his little sins. I squeezed my eyes shut, and the wizard gave a tired sigh. But he went on as though he had noticed nothing. “I’ve come from the capital to ask you to be my test subject. It will be a great opportunity—”

“Thank you,” I said, battering down daydreams and desire, “but no. The Academy is no place for me.”

“Daven,” he said in a paternal chide that set my teeth on edge. “I will make arrangements. You will be treated with the utmost—”

“No!” I raised my voice, breaking the stillness of the night. “I refuse! Do you understand? I have no place there. Besides... I’m happy enough here.” He opened his mouth to say more, to argue with me, but I shook my head. “No. Thank you for your interest, but I can’t do that.”

He measured me with his eyes, then he shrugged and turned back down the path. A moment later I followed after, catching up quickly. We walked in silence most of the way into town before he said quietly, without turning, “There is more to you than your history.”

I looked at him sharply, anger in my eyes, but he never looked up from the road. “Since the moment I met you you’ve been thinking of your past,” he said. “Of the dark stain of your father’s name.”

I wanted to say, “A stain you supplied.” I didn’t. My father had never denied his crimes, but the punishment had been too harsh. Far too harsh.

Instead I scowled at the path beneath my feet and grunted. “My life has been nothing but that stain.” I stomped along beside him for several moments, but he said nothing. “It’s true. As far as my memory reaches, my whole life has been dictated by the consequences of his actions.”

He still didn’t look at me, but his voice was cutting now. “Do you really think things are so simple? Do you really think you can blame all your tomorrows on your yesterdays? It’s your life. It will be whatever you make it.”

“Then why am I here?” I was shouting, somehow, all my control broken by his calm. “You think I chose this life? I ran—ran as far as I could—and when I collapsed it was in this village.”

He shrugged. “There’s your beginning. You can make more of yourself. You already started, by coming here. Even before that! Perhaps your father’s actions made you a beggar and an orphan, but it was by your own ingenuity and will that you survived. It was by your own passion and determination that you found someone to teach you swordplay.”

He shook his head, and his words came out heavy. “Your whole life you have worked to forge your own path despite your beginnings. And now I am offering you one way to finish that path. You can choose your own road—make your own, if you have to—and end up where you want to be, not where your strength fails you.”

Again silence. Finally I asked the question, “Old man, why have you come here tonight?”

“I came for you.”

“The soldier said the same.”

“I came to give you a new life, Daven. To offer you choices and hope and, if you so desire, all the honor this kingdom has to offer.”

I stopped despite myself. Honor. Just the word made my hands clench into fists, but the offer was too much to believe. I regarded him with narrow eyes. “How?”

“From all directions, in the darkness, a great terror approaches this world.” He looked at me for a moment, reflected starlight blazing in his eyes, then took a step back and continued along the path. I followed.

“That is not an answer.”

He sighed. “I mean to fight the terror, and I would make a weapon of you.”

“Why would you choose me, though?”

He shrugged. “You have the...very specific qualities that I need. And, to be frank, you have neither family nor any other obligation to stop you. And... the circumstances behind that were not entirely just. I would make what amends I can.”

“No one owes me any amends.”

“You are wrong,” he said. “The king was wrong for what he did.”

My breath caught in my throat and I found my head whipping left and right, looking for someone who might have overheard, but the wizard clucked with irritation.

“It would be dangerous,” Claighan went on. “You would have to risk your life daily for the sake of your people—”

I waved aside that warning. “I have always wanted to be a soldier.”

“I know.” He nodded, his gaze locked to a spot just in front of his feet. “And they won’t have you.”

I felt a cold fist clench around my stomach and twist. I had to blink my eyes against the sudden pain. “They have taken on commoners before—”

“That was before,” the wizard said. I could hear compassion in his voice, but he made the words hard. Definite. “The army is dwindling. Given the king’s obsession with the Academy, I think soon the only military positions left will be decorative titles for pretty little lordlings.”

I shook my head. “They need good workers to make the roads, to keep the peace.”

The wizard shook his head. “The work can be done by hired hands,” he said. “And order maintained by....” He sighed and nodded. “By the threat of swift justice.”

I nodded, too, and turned my head away.

Sometime later I felt his hand on my shoulder. It was surprisingly light. Frail. “But you will be more than a soldier, boy. You will be an army. You will be a weapon.”

I couldn’t believe him. I had seen too much of the world to believe him. But I couldn’t imagine why he was trying so hard to deceive me. “Why, though? Why would you give this opportunity to me?”

It took him a while to answer, and even when he did he seemed uncertain. “There are...costs to what I would put you through. Expenses too great to ask of a normal man. Of a happy man. I searched long and hard for someone like you, Daven, and when I finally heard of you it was like a blessing. Everything I have heard tells me you are the perfect child for my designs.”

“Where did you hear of me? What did you hear?”

“In Chantire the rumors hang as heavy as the stench, you know. When I realized I had a need for an unhappy man, I went searching in those dark streets, and I heard of a lonely boy who somehow survived the slums. I asked questions about this child and learned he loved to practice with a toy sword, that some fire drove him to survive when others like him had given up, and most importantly that he rarely begged and never, never stole for his bread.”

I chuckled darkly. “What’s called stealing in the rest of the realm isn’t always called stealing in Chantire.”

“It matters not. The important thing was the determination, the self-reliance. I heard these beautiful rumors and then finally, at the very last, a drunken carriage driver casually mentioned that the boy had been gone for years. Gone without a trace. I searched the entire town for some sign of you, for a whisper of where you’d gone, but there was none. Then I made my first mistake: I asked the king to find you for me.”

We walked on for several steps before the significance of that statement struck me. “The soldier? The Green Eagle?”

“He is one of Timmon’s most able trackers, and the Justices have employed him before to bring in vagabonds. I do not know whether I failed to make clear the nature of my need for you or his own pride overwhelmed him, but he was never sent to threaten you.”

“Why did you come, then? If you sent him for me, why didn’t you just wait?”

“I did not send him, the king did. I would never have chosen a Tiran for Academy business. No, while Othin began searching for you across the Isle, I searched in my own way. Time and need drove me farther than I would have wished to go, but with my magics I finally found you just days ago, and I hastened here as soon as I knew.”

“You came just in time.” I thought of the soldier frozen on the hilltop, thought how close he’d come to killing me. “You saved me. If you had taken a day longer in your search, if your horse had stumbled along the way and delayed you an hour....”

He laid a calming hand on my shoulder. “My need was great enough to save, even if fate had not been.”

“And now I am found, what will you do with me?” I swallowed, and chanced a look in his direction. “What are these costs I must pay?”

“You must leave, again, and perhaps forever. You must take on a new life and become something completely new.” He hesitated, then said reluctantly, “Even with the support I can provide, you may have to survive in a place that does not welcome you, perhaps a place where you have no friends.”

“I can do all those things. They are no cost to me.”

He smiled, a secret and knowing smile visible now in the light from the village. “That is why I have come so far, my boy. Now lead me to your home that we may be on our way.”

Our path led directly to the green at the center of town, six torches blazing in the night to light the common yard and the merchants’ shops all around it. Ignoring the cobbled walk that surrounded the green, I cut across the thick grass toward the north, leading the old man quickly through and out of the village. An old road turned to the east, the King’s Way, but we followed a newer one north. We came upon a low stone wall that ran beside the road in perfect regularity, and then upon a gate where a steward waited in the evening chill.

“Hey there, Daven. You bring a guest tonight?”

I nodded to old Wen. “He’s from the City.”

The old man stepped in front of me, suddenly tall and proud, and looked down his nose at the stooped steward. “Please inform your master that the Master Wizard Claighan has come from the Academy at Pollix to speak with him.” Wen stood in awe for a moment before ducking in a clumsy bow and clutching at his hat.

“I will inform him right away, sir. Please, come in.” He opened the gate and then stepped aside, bowing the wizard through. “Will you have dinner, sir? I believe there is still time to set another place.”

Claighan nodded, “Yes, please arrange a plate for me. Run ahead.” He spoke the words with a casual air of command and Wen obeyed, darting up the path to the manor. The wizard followed at a more stately pace.

I bit my tongue. He had been kind to me, inexplicably so, but a wizard could demand respect from any lord in the king’s lands. He certainly had the authority to talk down to a country steward. Still, he seemed to sense my disapproval, and he shot me a brief look. “I believe things will go better for us if we take things very seriously from here on out.”

“What do you mean? Jemminor is a kind man. We won’t have any problems with him.”

“People behave differently when wizards are around.” He caught my shoulder and I stopped, still some small distance from the house. An orange square of light fell across the marbled steps as Wen threw open the door. Claighan watched until the door was shut again. “I need to be certain you will follow me, Daven, before I speak to this man, but I fear I do not have time to explain everything to you. This I can say: I would take you to the Academy to learn wizardry with some of the nation’s brightest young men, and with the full support of the king behind you. Would you give up your life here for that?”

“I already told you I would.”

“So you did. So you did. Now tell me again.”

I frowned and said, “I will.”

Before I could say any more he cut me off, nodding. “Very well, word of my arrival should have reached your master by now.” I started to step off the path, but he caught my arm. “No Daven, tonight you enter by the front door. Come.”

We walked to the end of the path and up three short steps, where Wen stood once more waiting for us. He threw the door open then slammed it shut when we were through. I grimaced at the stain my muddy boots left on the thick carpet in the entrance. The air in the manor was warm after the night chill, and the smell of roasting lamb roused my empty stomach. We stood alone in the hall.

After a moment’s wait the sound of heavy, hurried footsteps preceded Jemminor into the little foyer. The look on his face was terrible, foreign. His eyes shone with suspicion, his lips pursed in anger. He stood at the end of the hall, looming over us both and glaring from under his brows. He jabbed a finger at the wizard. “You are Claighan?”

Claighan nodded.

“You’ve no business here in Sachaerrich! All of us are good folk. All of us.” His eyes darted to me, then back to the wizard’s face. Still Claighan said nothing.

“I’ve done no wrong. No one in this house has. The boy,” he faltered for a moment, bit his lip and then resumed with a bit less steam, “the boy has committed no offense since he left the City. If he’s done anything else....” Again he glanced at me, again it stopped him for a moment. “Surely you
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