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KRON EVENHANDED WAS packing up his many unsold artifacts when a woman in a scoop-necked dress pushed her way through the crowd and halted in front of him. She had a grim expression on her face and one hand behind her back. “I hear you’re a magic-user, stranger.” Her tone made it clear she didn’t think much of his kind.

“I’m an artificer,” he replied. He waved his hand over his collection: scraps of wood embedded with pebbles, a couple of bronze mirrors with words carved into the handles, soapstone figures, cloth bags, and more. He had the most eclectic merchandise in the city—and the most misunderstood. She didn’t seem like a customer, but he had to treat her like one. “Each of these items is enchanted. Do you want me to demonstrate what they can do, Dame, or should I make an item just for you—”

“Can any of your items do this?” 

She thrust a white, bloodless chicken a thumbspan from his nose. Kron blinked as he stared at the carcass. Its head was on backward, melded smoothly to the neck as if the bird had been born like that. 

Kron had only arrived in Vistichia a few days ago, but he hadn’t encountered any other artificers—or other magicians, for that matter. Many people blamed magicians for the recent plague of disasters that had inspired Kron to return to his own family in Delns. What if they blamed him for this? He could end up as dead as the chicken. 

He smiled at the woman while wishing his tunic and leggings were less torn and stained. “That’s not my type of magic, Dame. I work with made objects, not natural creatures.”

“Well, could this be a side effect of your magic?” she asked.

Kron shook his head. “None of my artifacts can do that to a living thing. Where did you find the hen?” 

“In my henhouse. She was one of my best layers.” The woman shook the carcass at him. “We have laws in this city, magician. There’s a fine for destroying someone else’s property.”

“But Dame, I didn’t—”

“Phebe, that’s enough.” Another woman, younger than the first, stepped forward, her arms draped with baskets full of bread, vegetables, and fish. “He’s not that kind of magician. Can’t you tell from looking at his wares that he doesn’t practice magic on animals? Someone else was cruel to our poor Mama Hen.” Her gentle voice became grieved at the final words.

“She was an egg-layer, Bella, not a pet.” But Phebe looked down and stepped away from Kron’s temporary shop as if ashamed by her earlier accusation. 

He turned to the other woman. She wore a simple white tunic with a matching headcloth covering her dark hair. Her large eyes, flecked with green and gold like gems, would have made deer envious. As Kron met her gaze, she smiled and looked away. He couldn’t blame her; he was hardly as lovely to look at as she was.

“Thank you, Dame.” He honored her with a slight bow.

“It’s Dama.” Bella smiled at him again, making his stomach feel like a thousand butterflies were trapped inside. If he remembered the title correctly, “Dama” meant she was unmarried. The men in this city were fools to overlook someone this kind and pretty. 

Phebe cleared her throat. “I still want to know what happened to my chicken and who did it.”

Without looking away from Bella, Kron heard himself saying, “I’m done with the marketplace for the day, Dame and Dama. Perhaps I might be able to find out who killed your hen.” He picked up a finder. “With this, I can track magic.”

Phebe didn’t seem impressed, but Bella stared at the finder, a silver arrow mounted on a wooden base with a cat’s eye gem embedded in a corner. Kron wondered if she was sensitive to magic. Only one person in a hundred possessed enough sensitivity and power to use magic. No wonder he’d always been so isolated.

Kron packed all of his artifacts except for the magic finder into his sacks, then followed Phebe and Bella out of the marketplace. A white-haired woman wearing a midwife’s orange dress waved to Phebe as she passed, while a youth with a strong resemblance to the midwife winked at Bella. Kron grit his teeth, but Bella barely glanced at the other man. She stopped instead at a weaver’s booth to finger finely woven wool. The weaver, short and dark-haired, seemed even shyer than Bella. 

“Not now, Bella,” Phebe said before Bella could ask the weaver the price. 

Bella’s shoulders drooped. Even though Kron already carried a heavy load, he took a basket from her. Relief shone in Bella’s eyes.

“Who is she to you?” he asked Bella when Phebe was halfway up the street from them. She led them to an area neither markedly rich or poor. The houses here were mostly two-story and made of fired brick strong enough to endure harsh weather, but they shared walls and had small dirt yards.

“My sister.”

She seemed like a bossy sister. “What about your parents?”

“Both dead in the last plague.”

“I’m sorry.” Kron wondered if that was why Bella wasn’t married yet.

“I was lucky to survive myself,” she said. “Phebe nursed me through it, even though she has her own husband and children to look after. So now I’m helping her care for her family until I have a chance to sing at the palace. I missed my audition because of the plague.” 

Kron tried not to wince. He might be a stranger in this town, but even he’d heard that the palace wasn’t the safest place for young, attractive women.

Bella snuck a sideways glance at him. “What about you? I don’t think I’ve seen you in the marketplace before. You’re not from Vistichia, are you?”

“No, from Delns, northeast of here. I’m on my way to see my family. I haven’t been back there for twenty years.” Normally Kron could have created a portal to travel instantly to a place he’d been to before, but his family home must have changed too much with the recent wars and other catastrophes all over the known world. Although he’d resented walking from the Magic Institute across the Western Mountains, then sailing down the Chikasi River to Vistichia, he’d had more adventures by traveling like a person without magic than he would have otherwise.

Phebe led Bella and Kron around one house, indistinguishable from the rest, to the back. Part of the area was paved with stone, while a chicken coop and a small garden of vegetables occupied the rest of the space. Although Kron cautiously picked his way through the dirt and droppings to the henhouse, something disgusting splattered into his sandal. 

“Bella, go put our purchases away, then start preparing dinner.” Phebe began weeding, but she positioned herself so she could watch Kron at the same time. He suspected she was more worried about what he might do to the rest of her hens than interested in his magic. 

“Good luck,” Bella mouthed at him before leaving.

Kron would have liked to linger—perhaps Bella would find a reason to come outside—but he could feel Phebe’s stare boring into his back. Ignoring her, Kron brought out the finder he’d shown the women earlier, then circled the henhouse. He was three-fourths of the way around before the arrow jerked and swung off in another direction. Before he could follow it, the arrow spun and landed in the opposite direction. Either the magician was transporting him or herself around, or else the finder was picking up more than one source of magic. Kron hoped it was the former.

For the next few hours he wandered all over Vistichia, following his finder to ripe-smelling midden piles, windowsills of homes and bakery shops, and the harbor where the Chikasi met the Salt Waters. Each time the finder brought him to a place where someone could hide, although some of the places, such as a wine barrel or a nook in a wall, were too small for Kron to enter. Perhaps he was following the traces of a magic spy, someone or something sent to learn the weaknesses of the town before invaders arrived. But the spy avoided the gates and other sources of military information; very strange. And what kind of spy would mutilate a chicken? Kron drummed his fingers on the finder as he tried to make sense of it. 

By sunset, the traces became clustered in the northwest section of the town, near the forest. As Kron followed the finder to the edge of Vistichia, the cat’s-eye embedded in the base began to glow, a sign he was coming to a stronger source of magic. The arrow pointed to the forest. To get there, Kron waded through knee-high grass that poked through his leggings.

The finder pointed him to a tangle of undergrowth. Kron pushed sticky branches away from his face as he squeezed through the brush surrounding the narrow path. The glow from the cat’s-eye provided much-needed light. What sort of magician could use a trail like this? Perhaps he or she had shrunk in size or changed into an animal. Or perhaps....

“From north to south, you are dead! Wash your face and go to bed!” 

The cat’s-eye scorched the finder as something dropped from a tree into the bushes. A brown bear rose and roared, jaws gaping and sharp claws extended. Kron’s heart raced even as he realized it was an illusion. He tried to banish it but failed. How could this unknown magician be so strong? He hadn’t met anyone of this caliber since leaving the Magic Institute. Was this a peer, a rival, or an enemy?

Kron ripped a white thread from his tunic and enchanted it to turn strong and sticky, then threw it at the other magician as a distraction while he prepared another weapon. To his surprise, the illusion of the bear dissipated, and a high voice cried out, “That’s not fair! Let me go, or I’ll call my mother!”

“Your mother?” Kron pushed through the branches to reveal his captive: a boy, about six or seven, with apple-round cheeks and dark brown hair dappled by the sunlight pouring through the half-grown leaves. He had an extra finger on each hand, and as he squirmed, his joints bent backward as naturally as they did forward. 

“What’s your name, son?” Kron asked.

The boy stopped struggling and looked at him, dark eyelashes shielding his fearless eyes, so green they made the leaves above seem dull. “Are you my father? Mother never told me who he was, but I know he can’t be a Nil.”

“A Nil?”

“You know, one of them.” The boy’s voice dripped adult scorn on the last word. “The ones without magic. Mother says the only thing they’re good for is serving us magicians.”

Kron frowned. Didn’t this child know any ordinary people? Why wasn’t his mother teaching this child more respect for others? Kron knew only one magician who was so contemptuous of those without magic, but she was nowhere near here. Still... “Is your mother’s name Salth?” Kron asked.

The boy nodded. “My name’s Sal-thaath. What’s yours?”

“Kron Evenhanded. I’m a ... I knew your mother. We studied magic together about ten years ago.”

He couldn’t really say he had been a friend of Salth’s; he didn’t remember her having any friends at all. She had spent all her time at the Magic Institute studying. She’d done well on her own but refused to perform group magic, saying she couldn’t trust anyone. Rumor had it that she was the sister of a city-king far to the east. When he summoned her home to be his personal magician, she’d sent the messenger back in animal form, though no one was sure exactly what type of animal. Had she thawed enough to take a lover since leaving the Magic Institute? Kron wouldn’t have believed it, but Sal-thaath’s existence proved otherwise.

“Sal-thaath,” he said, “if you don’t like ordinary people, why were you spying on them?”

“I wanted to see what they were like. We don’t have any close to home.”

“And the chicken?”

The child’s expression never changed. “Oh, that. I was just playing around.”

“Playing around! You can’t do that. You could hurt someone.”

A puzzled look appeared in the boy’s eyes. “What does hurt mean?”

Kron frowned. “Haven’t you ever fallen, or cut yourself?”

“No.”

Further questioning revealed he’d never been hurt at all; his potent magic had always protected him. Kron wondered how Salth disciplined him—if she even did. She had to know that a powerful, untrained magician with a child’s impulses could wreak an unimaginable amount of damage.

“Where’s your mother?”

“Back near the mountains.” He said it casually, as if the mountains were next door instead of close to the Magic Institute. Sal-thaath tried to break free. “Can I go home now?”

“Only if you take me with you. I need to speak to your mother.”

“Does this mean you’re going to be my father?” 

Kron didn’t know how to answer that question. He didn’t want to take responsibility for this child, but someone had to tame him before people were hurt. He broke the thread. “Let’s go.”
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Salth
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SAL-THAATH TOOK KRON’S hand, but he didn’t lead him to a portal. Before he could blink, they arrived at the foothills of the Western Mountains, thousands and thousands of furlongs from Vistichia. Pine trees scented the air, and an eagle plunged into a nearby stream, emerging with a fat fish. “Your country is beautiful,” Kron said, wishing privately that Sal-thaath would stay here instead of traveling to Vistichia at will. “I didn’t know you can travel without a portal.”

“It’s easy.” Sal-thaath danced, crushing delicate wildflowers underfoot. He gripped Kron’s hand with all six fingers. “This way, behind the trees.”

Salth’s home looked as if a stone house from Thaume, the city near the Magic Institute, had swallowed an abandoned farmhouse. Kron wondered why she’d bothered to graft the two together. There was no one here to appreciate her magical talent. Perhaps she’d done it for the challenge. She’d always been like that, as if she needed to prove her worth by seeking out the most difficult tasks.

Sal-thaath led Kron inside the farmhouse section. The single large room was cluttered, with dirty dishes of various types piled in the dusty hearth. The room smelled moldy, and flies buzzed everywhere. Sal-thaath raced through the room to the marble section. “Mother,” he called, “come see! I’ve found a father!”

“I’m not your father, child,” Kron muttered under his breath. 

The marble section of the house was as neat as the farmhouse was chaotic. Shelves of scrolls and tablets lined the walls from floor to ceiling. Water clocks, sun dials, and striped candles formed an obstacle course. Salth herself hadn’t changed. She aimed a sight-enhancer—Kron recognized the piece as one he’d made—out of the window as if searching for a new star. Next to the sight-enhancer was a scroll with marks arranged in an uneven circle. Salth’s limbs were as thin and angular as ever, though she had gained matronly curves. Her reddish-brown skin looked sallow, as if she hadn’t been outside in moons. Her only feminine traits were her luxurious hair, caught in a jeweled hair net, and the twisted lines tattooed on her cheeks and hands. Despite the noise Sal-thaath made as he brandished a stick and knocked over scrolls and tablets, his mother didn’t look away from the sight-enhancer.

It must be working well. Kron itched to inspect his old artifact, but he said nothing and waited for Salth to look up.

After a hundred or so heartbeats, Sal-thaath swung his stick so that it struck the sight-enhancer. Kron leaped forward, arms extended, to catch it, but Salth maintained her firm grip. “Sal-thaath, be more careful!” She finally turned her head, blinked a few times, then started as she stared at Kron.

“I know you,” she said. “You were at the Magic Institute, weren’t you? Who are you again, and what are you doing here?”

“I’m Kron. Kron Evenhanded.” He dipped his head. “My specialty is enchanting objects.”

“Ah, yes, I remember. Knickknack work.”

Kron’s smile slipped. “Like the sight-enhancer you’re using? I made it.”

“Is that true?” She examined the bronze tube, decorated with a scene of boats in a harbor. “Pretty shell, simple magic.”

“If it’s so simple, why not make your own sight-enhancer?”

She sniffed. “I have more important things to do than make tools. If you’d actually bothered to use your sight-enhancer to look past the clouds, you’d know something is coming that will affect us all.”

Kron didn’t respond. Salth liked to think she knew more about magic than even her instructors. That was why she’d chosen to leave the Magic Institute—that, and her refusal to teach, claiming only slaves taught others.

“Don’t you even want to know what I’m talking about?” she asked.

“If it’s that important, I’m sure I’ll find out eventually.”

Her frown hardened. “You don’t believe me, do you? Never mind, then. Talk is a waste of time. I never have enough time for all I want to study. There must be a way to find more time. Look at how much of it Nils waste, and they seldom make it to forty or fifty years when they could live much longer.”

Nils? Does she mean people? Ordinary people, like Phebe and Bella?

Sal-thaath took a few steps forward. “I thought you said Nils don’t have magic, Mother, so how could they live longer?”

“They do have some in their souls. Not much, a few drops compared to the double-mighty waterfalls we carry. But there are so many of them that they would make a nice source of magic for the magician double-smart enough to figure out how to collect it—or their time.” Her eyebrows knitted together as she glowered at Kron. “What are you still doing here, Kron?”

“We need to talk.” Kron tilted his head at Salth’s son. “Sal-thaath, why don’t you go play for a while so I can talk to your mother?”

“Will you play with me afterwards?”

“We’ll see.” 

Sal-thaath disappeared. Kron waited until he could no longer feel the boy’s magical residue in the air before saying, “Salth, you have to do something about your son.”

She had already returned to her scroll. “Why? He’s a fine boy, double-strong, double-smart, and many-powerful,” she said, not even looking up at him.

We’re equals out here, no matter how strong she thinks her magic is. She has no right to treat me with more contempt than I’d give a first-year apprentice. And she’s not going to listen to me if she has a scroll in her hand. Kron strode to her and jerked her scroll away. She shrieked and reached for it, but he held it out of her reach. Only when hostile magic built between them did he say, “Sal-thaath is too powerful, and he has no sense of right and wrong. He’s more powerful than I am; he could destroy a city.”

“So? What are a few more or less Nils? They breed like animals.”

“Is magic all you care about? Don’t you care about Sal-thaath?”

The anger in Salth’s eyes softened. “He’s many-talented. I’ve learned much about time from watching him grow. And when he grows up, he and I will study magic together and peer into the heart of it.”

“Maybe, but even you can’t teach him everything. The Magic Institute won’t take him if he can’t tolerate others. Then how will he master his magic?” 

“Master his magic? He is magic.” She leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with green light. “I always wondered if it would be possible to breed without a partner. It took several tries and a lock of my favorite brother’s hair, but I managed to create life in myself.” 

Kron wondered if Salth’s brother had had six fingers instead of five. Maybe Salth hadn’t been as successful as she thought. Instead, he asked, “Your favorite brother?”

“There were many of us in the harem—too many. Most of them were cruel, caring only for power, seeking favor with our father. Only Tham looked out for me when I was Sal-thaath’s age. He was pushed down some stairs when I was eleven. I still think Aksam did it, that bastard. No wonder he won the throne. A plague to all who sit on it.” Although her voice had remained even and calm, she turned her head away for a moment before continuing, “Anyway, I wasn’t going to mate with anyone weaker than me, Nil or magician. That includes you.” Glancing away from him, she crooked her forefinger. The scroll in Kron’s hand tugged at his grip like a fish on a line. He tried grasping it with both hands, but the pressed plant leaves seemed to exude grease. The scroll slipped away and sailed back to its mistress’s hand. 

Salth’s eyelids lowered in satisfaction before she glared at him again. “You’ve wasted enough of my time. Go, and leave us alone!”

She didn’t gesture, so Kron was unprepared as she transported him out of the room and dumped him into the river. Cursing, Kron leapt out before the tools and powders in his belt pouches were ruined. The cold water made his tunic cling uncomfortably. He’d never been good at cleaning with magic, so he had to brush off the mud by hand.

High-pitched laughter from overhead startled him. “That was funny. Do it again,” Sal-thaath said as he floated down to Kron’s eye level.

“No.” The soft grass was cool, but the soil crumbled under Kron’s feet; he’d lost a sandal. “Go find my other sandal, please.”

“Please? What does that mean?”

Did Salth teach her child anything besides magic? “It’s a nice way to ask someone to do something for you.”

“Oh, I’ve never heard that before.” Sal-thaath whistled, and Kron’s sandal plopped next to him.

Kron wiped off both sandals on the grass, then picked the laces out of the leather soles. In bare feet, he trudged along the river until he found a few suitable pieces of driftwood. While it would have been easier to ask Sal-thaath to send him home, Kron preferred to leave using his own magic.

“What are you doing?” Sal-thaath asked as Kron lashed two branches together.

“Making a portal back to my workshop.”

“Aren’t you staying?” 

“I can’t.” He had to decide what to tell Phebe about her chicken, then he had to warn the other residents of Vistichia to avoid any strange six-fingered boys they saw.

“That’s all right. Mother never has much time for me either.” Sal-thaath’s shoulders drooped as he turned away.

Kron couldn’t help but feel sorry for the child, unnatural or no. He had no one else for company besides a magic-obsessed mother. Kron searched through his sack until he pulled out a flat cloth ball. “Come here.” 

The boy backed up, passing through a stump without bumping into it. “Why?”

“I have something for you, but you have to grab it with both hands to key it to you.”

Sal-thaath took the cloth and stared at it. “I feel magic in it. What does it do?”

“Drop it, and you’ll find out.” Kron grinned.

Sal-thaath dropped the ball on the ground, where it inflated and bounced up to him. 

“It’ll always come back to you now,” Kron said. “Toss it to me.”

Sal-thaath’s throw was so far off Kron couldn’t move to intercept the ball in time. It rolled into the river, but then it rolled back out, leaving a trail of mud as it returned to Sal-thaath. By the time he picked it up, the ball was dry and bouncy again. 

Sal-thaath beamed. “Thanks, Kron!” He floated off, bouncing his ball.

With a sigh, remembering his boyhood in Delns, Kron finished tying the portal together. He willed it to open onto a hidden spot by the docks, crawled through, and collapsed it from the other side. No sense making it too easy for Sal-thaath to return to Vistichia.
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An Apprentice?
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THE NEXT DAY, INSTEAD of selling artifacts in the marketplace, Kron prepared more of them in his makeshift shelter. Rather than paying for a room at the inn, he’d twined sticks and boards together, then enchanted them to keep him safe, warm, and dry. While he needed to barter his wares for meals and a better place to sleep, not to mention passage to Delns, he wasn’t ready to encounter Phebe in the marketplace. What should he tell her about Sal-thaath? She had no magic to keep him away. Even the city-king’s magician wasn’t powerful enough to control—or destroy—Sal-thaath. Kron certainly wasn’t.

“Kron! Here you are!” Sal-thaath’s voice made Kron drop his chisel. A heartbeat later, the boy appeared and squatted next to a pile of driftwood. “I’ve been searching all over the city for you! Is this a game?”

“A game? No. I’m making finders.” Maybe if he talked to Sal-thaath and showed him interesting things, he could keep the boy from playing tricks on Phebe again—or Bella.

He showed Sal-thaath the finder: a finger-length ash arrow pinned to an oak base. A quartz crystal nestled in an indentation in the base. 

Sal-thaath splayed his thumb and five fingers over the finder. He touched first the arrow, then the crystal. “There’s no magic in here.” 

“I haven’t put it in yet. Watch.” Kron unpinned the arrow and took it in his left hand. He grasped the base in his right, then he moved his arms straight out to each side. He closed his eyes to focus his will. The ash to seek and the oak to know. The ash to seek and the oak to know. The ash to seek...

Kron’s arms were trembling by the time the pieces of the finder grew warm. He plunged them into a bowl of water and held them there until the quartz glowed. He dried them off, then pinned them back together. “Now the arrow will always point to the nearest source of water, no matter who holds the finder.” He gave the finder to Sal-thaath. “Go on, try it.”

Sal-thaath floated around the shelter, testing the finder. No matter where it was, the ash arrow always pointed towards the bowl. “Double-clever!” he said as he dropped the finder on the ground. “This is a kind of magic Mother and I never used before!”

Kron smiled. It felt good to have another magician praise his work. And if he impressed Sal-thaath with his magic, maybe he could teach him some respect for others, even people without magic. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about Phebe’s temper and could visit Bella again.

“Sal-thaath, if you promise to be careful, you can stay and watch me make other magical instruments. You might even be able to help me.”

“Could I! I promise; please let me stay.” The boy’s eyes shone with excitement. “This is more fun than catching birds in the forest.”

And safer for the birds too. “All right, but remember not to hurt anything – or anyone. Now, let’s start by sorting out the pieces to these finders you jumbled together.”

For the next week, Sal-thaath visited Kron every day. Sometimes he stayed for only as long as it took for water to drop a level in the water clock, sometimes all day. Sal-thaath was always willing to do whatever Kron asked, whether it was to fetch wood or water or organize his materials. But instead of physically hauling the wood or water, he transported it from the closest source. “This is easier,” he said when Kron tried to explain the value of physical labor. In return, Kron shared his meals with him, taught him how to make a few simple magical instruments, and listened to him chatter. Kron only sold his artifacts in the marketplace when Sal-thaath wasn’t with him. Word had spread about what his finders could do, so he now sold a couple of artifacts each time he visited the marketplace. But instead of moving into the inn, Kron stayed in his shelter, not only to save for more supplies and passage to Delns, but to keep Sal-thaath away from other people as much as he could.

“You haven’t told your mother you visit me, do you?” he asked Sal-thaath once.

The boy shrugged. “She’s been very busy looking at the stars. That’s all we talk about lately, besides magic.”

Kron didn’t know whether to be relieved that Salth didn’t know about their association or sad for Sal-thaath that he didn’t have other company.

One morning Sal-thaath arrived as Kron was gathering some of his finders and other magical tools into a sack. “Are you leaving?” he asked, his eyes shadowed with worry.

“Today’s a market day. I’m going to trade these for supplies.” Kron hesitated. Was Sal-thaath ready for the marketplace? He’d been very good with Kron; perhaps it was time to see how he behaved with ordinary people. He knelt and looked the boy in the eye. “You can come with me...if you promise to be the best you’ve ever been.” He shook a finger in the boy’s face. “No leaving my side, not for a heartbeat, no getting angry at people, and no using your magic. Do you think you can do that?”

Sal-thaath stuck out his lower lip, so Kron added, “And if you do, I’ll buy you a sugared pastry afterwards.”

“I’ll be good! I’ll be good! Of course,” Sal-thaath said hopefully, “I’d be even better if I had the sugared pastry first.”

Kron laughed. “After the market, not before. Now, help me decide which pieces to sell and which ones to keep.”

The market was less than ten furlongs from Kron’s shelter, in the town square. Kron chose a secluded, shaded spot next to a low stone wall. Customers would find him once the word spread, and he could keep a better eye on Sal-thaath in a quiet area. Together, they spread their wares on the dusty ground, then Kron boosted Sal-thaath to a seat on the wall. He sat next to him.

“Now what happens?” Sal-thaath asked.

“Now we wait for people to come talk to us,” Kron replied.

He had been worried that Sal-thaath would find this part of the market boring, but for all the boy’s spying, he didn’t know much about towns. Obediently remaining on the wall while craning his neck in all directions, he asked about everything from the types of buildings surrounding them to the horses and donkeys pulling wagonloads of goods. Kron patiently answered each string of questions as best as he could before Sal-thaath found something else to distract him.

A few customers stopped by, more of them browsing than buying. Still, Kron managed to sell two finders before he spotted a pair of familiar faces: Phebe and Bella. Bella was just as pretty as before, her hair escaping from her head covering as if it knew life was too short to spend it under restraint. His heart beat faster at the sight, then sped up even more when Phebe frowned and turned sharply in his direction. Although he’d thought about visiting Bella, he didn’t want to lead Sal-thaath to her house to cause more problems.

“So, magician,” Phebe said as soon as she’d worked her way around the crowd, “you never came back to tell me who or what killed my chicken. I guess you never found him, did you?”

Sal-thaath giggled, but the women paid him no attention.

Instead of answering, Kron glanced at Bella to see if she was as upset with him as her sister was. She still smiled at him, but her lips trembled. What should he tell them? Should he pretend he’d been unsuccessful, or tell them about Sal-thaath? The boy would never learn if he was never corrected for his mistakes. He had to convince Sal-thaath to confess and apologize. It was too bad he hadn’t thought to discuss this with Sal-thaath before coming to the market.

He drew Sal-thaath off. “Sal-thaath, do you remember using magic on a chicken and twisting its neck backward?”

The boy nodded.

“Well, that chicken belonged to that woman. It laid eggs for her, but your magic killed it. You should tell Dame Phebe you’re sorry for hurting her chicken and that you won’t do it again.”

“Why would I say that?”

Kron stared at Sal-thaath for a few heartbeats, speechless. How could a child be so callous? “Aren’t you sorry?”

“It was only a double-stupid chicken, Kron. It bothered me, and Mother always says I should try new things with my magic. Why should I be sorry that bird can’t peck at me anymore?”

The women had advanced into Kron’s space while he’d talked with the boy. Now Phebe gasped. “This boy...this boy killed my chicken? And you’re sheltering him?”

Kron stepped between Sal-thaath and Bella, who stood there quietly, but with such sadness in her eyes Kron longed to comfort her. “Dame, I’m not sheltering him. I’m trying to teach him why what he did was wrong!”

“I don’t care. You owe me for that chicken!” Phebe’s face grew red as she shook a fist at him. “If you’re his master, it’s your fault—” 

“My master!” Sal-thaath laughed scornfully. “Oh, Kron knows a few things I don’t, but I’m much stronger than him. When I grow up, I’m going to be the double-strongest magician ever — Mother said so.”

Phebe drew back, eyes wide. Sal-thaath wasn’t done, though. “And when I’m a double-strong magician, all the Nils will do whatever I want.” He approached her like a wolf stalking a deer. It should have been funny to see a grown woman frightened by a boy half her size, but it wasn’t. 

Kron eyed his stock, but finders and enhanced tools wouldn’t stop Sal-thaath from using magic. All he could do was bluff. “That’s enough, Sal-thaath,” he said, grabbing at the boy’s shoulder but missing. “Leave her alone.”

Sal-thaath didn’t even seem to hear him. He stared straight at Phebe, who didn’t move despite the fear in her eyes. “What’s the difference between a Nil and an animal?” Sal-thaath asked softly, almost to himself. “I don’t know. Do you?”

Phebe shrank between one heartbeat and the next, her market-day dress collapsing around her. A russet chicken poked her head out of the neckline, clucking confusedly and cocking her head at Kron and Sal-thaath. Bella gasped.

“Sal-thaath! Change her back this heartbeat!” Furiously, Kron started to shake the boy, then stopped. His hands clutched air. 

Sal-thaath was gone.
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Breaking the Spell
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KRON MADE SURE THE door to Bella’s house—actually, her sister and brother-in-law’s house—was closed before opening the basket with Phebe. Still a chicken, she poked her head out, but then cowered inside.

“It’s all right, Phebe. I’m here. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” Bella crooned a lullaby as she held her hands out, inviting her sister to hop into her embrace. When Phebe finally fluttered out of the basket to her sister, Bella turned to Kron. “Kron?” She spoke his name hesitantly. “Why didn’t you do something to stop your apprentice?”

Kron sighed. “Sal-thaath isn’t really my apprentice. I know his mother from the Magic Institute, and he likes to visit me because I pay him more attention than his own mother does.”

“So, he learned how to change people into animals from his mother?”

“I think so.” He didn’t want to reveal Sal-thaath’s origins to Bella unless he had to.

“But who’s going to change her back?”

“I will.” He smiled reassuringly at Bella. “Can you keep her calm while I prepare an artifact? It may take me a while to decide which materials to use and how to combine them.” He felt in his pouches for supplies. “Actually, I may need to use some of your own things. My inventory is limited.”

“Just do whatever you have to do to make Phebe herself again.” Bella glanced at the water clock in the corner. “But hurry. Troge will be back soon for dinner. He’ll be angry enough if the meal is late. I don’t know how I’ll explain what happened to his wife.”

Kron examined the household furnishings, weighing what would make an effective artifact against what the family could spare. They were neither extremely poor nor extremely rich. The whitewashed walls were plain, but embroidered pillows and blankets covered the wood table and chairs. A few children’s toys occupied one corner of the main room, while a couple of bronze pots, clay jars, and piles of dried food surrounded the fireplace. Bella mixed ground corn and a ladleful of water for flatcakes, shooing Phebe away as she pecked at seeds on the floor. All of these objects would have human associations for Phebe, but most of them were so ordinary they would be hard to enchant.

“Dama?” When Bella didn’t look up, he said, “Bella? Does your sister have any jewelry?”

She wiped her hands on her dress. “A few necklaces of copper and beads. But she won’t like it if they’re ruined.”

“A necklace would be perfect. And it should survive being enchanted and disenchanted.”

Bella climbed to the upper level and returned a few heartbeats later with a necklace. Most of the beads were clay; only the center one, turquoise, was valuable. Kron wondered if Bella’s family was really this poor or if she’d chosen one of her sister’s least favorite necklaces on purpose. He hoped not, as something she loved would be more effective.

“Thank you. Now, may I have a few strands of your hair?” he asked. “Since you and Phebe are sisters, something from you will make the artifact stronger.”

“Of course.” 

She didn’t flinch as she yanked a few wandering strands out by their roots. She had to be very fond of her sister. Kron told himself to be more courteous to Phebe in the future—if his artifact worked.

He wrapped the hair around the necklace. He still needed something else. He could sense intuitively when his artifact wasn’t complete, but he couldn’t always tell what he needed to add. Perhaps a container to hold Phebe...no, he didn’t have anything big enough to hold a human. A covering, maybe?

“Perhaps a blanket. Yes, a blanket sounds right. Something she made herself would be ideal.”

“I know just the thing,” Bella said. She climbed up the ladder again and returned with a wool blanket. “She made it for her wedding.”

Kron laid the necklace and hair in the center of it, then stepped back, judging what else he needed to do to bind everything together. He found the spot where the necklace had been joined and broke it apart with a touch of his finger. Then he wove the string through the blanket and tied the beads into the fringes in random patterns to disrupt Sal-thaath’s spell. He inspected the blanket a final time, adjusting beads and hair, infusing them with his will, until they crackled with magic. “Set her down in the center of the floor,” he told Bella. While he was tempted to chant or gesture the way other magicians did, Bella would be more impressed by the swift recovery of her sister than by showmanship. So as soon as Bella stepped away, he dropped the blanket over Phebe.

The blanket didn’t move, and she didn’t make a sound. Was Phebe frozen in fright, or was this a stage in her transformation back to normal? Beside Kron, Bella watched the blanket. Kron couldn’t resist a glance at her, even though he worried the artifact wouldn’t break the spell—or have an unintended side effect. 

“How long will it take to change her back?” Bella whispered.

“Any heartbeat now.” If it’ll work at all. Kron frowned, studying the artifact. It seemed complete to him. Maybe he needed to try something else with it, like rub Phebe with it. She probably wouldn’t tolerate such indignity. Instead, Kron draped the blanket around her like it was a dress.

The blanket clung to the contours of her chicken body—and then she was changing, shedding feathers and growing taller. Bella shouted with delight, but Kron studied Phebe, looking for any residue of Sal-thaath’s spell. As her beak changed into lips and her eyes became less beady, she turned her head from side to side as if searching for something. Her breathing became rapid. As soon as the change was finished, she dove under the table and curled up around herself, making clucking noises.

Bella squatted next to the table and reached out to her sister. “Phebe? It’s over. You’re human again.”

She squawked.

Bella looked up at Kron with such worry his heart wrenched. “What’s wrong with her?” she asked.

Kron brought out his magic-finder, but it didn’t flicker when he held it next to Phebe. “It’s not remnants of Sal-thaath’s spell.”

Phebe clucked again and crawled about as if searching for a place to hide.

“Phebe, you’re safe, you’re home.” Bella tugged on her arm. “Troge will be home soon. Won’t you help me with dinner?”

She pecked at the ground.

“It’s like she thinks she’s still a chicken, Kron,” Bella said. “What should we do now?”

Why were humans so much more difficult to fix than artifacts? This wasn’t his type of magic, and Kron knew he couldn’t restore Phebe’s mind on his own. That meant taking Phebe—and possibly her sister too—to the one place he’d never expected to go again.

He sighed. “We go to the Magic Institute.”

CHAPTER FIVE
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