
  
  
      
        
          The Blue Book of Sevadon

          Spell Books of Meklir Volume 2

		      
          J W Moray

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Also by J W Moray



Spell Books of Meklir
The Red Book of Errabrec
The Blue Book of Sevadon
The White Book of Taelonia

The Sceptre of Kehaldar
The Selkie's Revenge

The Wider Chronicles of Meklir include:

Talgar of Sen Stories
A Legionnaire in Prel

Tales of Malivene Grode
The Theurgic Centrum

The Wizard's Misdeed






  
  Copyright © 2026 by J W Moray 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by copyright law: e.g. in educational and research contexts. No part of this publication may be used in any form for AI training or any similar undertakings.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Maps and illustrations by Chaim Holtjer.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Compass rose
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of Pergellor and Kordath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of Est-airt Pergellor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Word from the Chronicler
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Synopsis of The Red Book of  Errabrec
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Mages in the Trees
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Reunions and Enchantment
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Mentors
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Difficult Conversations
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        A Stone of Summoning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Horizon Hooks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Gratitude Pass
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Dark Inversion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        An Unaligned Wizard
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Into the Forest
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        A Kenning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        A Bewitching Interlude
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Pursuit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Land That Lies Beneath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Gifts and Gifts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Earth-lanes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The Hill’s Memories
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Magic Bees
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Winter Paradox
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Through the Portal
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Anchoress
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Cast of Characters 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Glossary: Terms, Places, Items
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]




  
  A Word from the Chronicler

Before we begin...


Meklir is a world of seven corners. A great monolith hangs in the sky above each of the corners, marking the cardinal directions, and perhaps marking something else entirely… 
Access the compass, map, cast of characters and glossary of terms from the table of contents at any time.






  
  Synopsis of The Red Book of  Errabrec


Having grown up in the city of Indron, Terwald found it impossible to integrate into the nomadic lifestyle when his parents took him back to their ancestral land of Terrid. After grievously injuring a relative in combat, Terwald turned his back on the warrior life and tried out mysticism, a form of magic on the plains that imbues the user with an affinity for nature and time. Further culture clashes in early adulthood caused Terwald to leave the plains for good and return to Indron, where he makes a living doing casual labour. When working for a brewer, Terwald encounters a low-level demon called an imp. The brewer dispatches him to fetch the local licensed wizard, Draemon. Before he finds Draemon’s house, Terwald gets into an altercation and rescues a small dog: his long-dormant mystic abilities create a bond between him and the dog (later named Khar) that allows for communication between the two of them. 
Meanwhile, Gahallaron laments the loss of her apprenticeship with Draemon. Her parents had enrolled her in a music conservatory and arranged her marriage to the son of a rich merchant, embarrassing her publicly by removing her from Draemon’s service. Obsessed with stories of adventure, Gahallaron dreams of a great destiny, fighting dragons and riding astride griffins. At length, she resolves to defy her parents and return to her apprenticeship with the wizard. En route, she encounters a young man who has been attacked because of his race. After helping him, Gahallaron is more determined than ever that she must spend her life doing something meaningful. She joins Draemon as he is on his way to deal with the brewer’s imp problem.
Draemon’s journeyman Maxy accompanies them. It becomes clear that Maxy is smitten with Gahallaron. While dealing with the imp, Draemon is impressed with Terwald’s courage, as well as with the mystic bond he shares with the dog. Aware that Maxy will soon leave his service in order to study for his own adept status at the college on the island of Cothis, Draemon is happy to reinstate Gahallaron as apprentice and also offers Terwald the same position. Terwald is reluctant to accept, as the plains folk disapprove of wizardry, but he sees the potential to fit in with a group for the first time in his life and, with Khar’s encouragement, he accepts.
Draemon receives a summons to attend the college on Cothis. A book of spells has been stolen from the wizards’ library. As Draemon specialises in seeking-spells, and because the book is considered too insignificant to justify sending an archmage to hunt for it, the masters have agreed to engage his services. It becomes clear that this is also an attempt by his own teacher, Varain, to redeem Draemon for some past misdemeanour that resulted in the head of their order barring him from progressing beyond the second rank. This is a particularly significant punishment, since the longevity spells that grant wizards their extreme long lives only unlock at the fourth rank.
While in Cothis, the apprentices meet Draemon’s two closest friends, the mage Kennit and the archmage Marpos. Gahallaron soon learns that Draemon and Marpos seem to have been a couple, and she yearns to find out more. Marpos, in turn, takes Gahallaron under her wing and shows her some of her wizarding inventions, including a new method of teleporting via specially treated maps.
Although keen to resume his studies and progress through the ranks, Draemon lets his pride overcome him, and he initially refuses the college’s request to track down the missing book. At last, the senior archmage persuades him, piquing his curiosity as to why someone might steal such an obscure book. As the librarian already suspects the mage Cathvair of having stolen the book, and Cathvair is indeed missing, Draemon devises a plan to follow him, by tying a scrying spell into the mystic bond between Terwald and Khar and making use of the way the bond dramatically enhances Khar’s senses.
The group sets off, by means of a portal map, arriving in the coastal city of Kalmon, where the ship from Cothis is most likely to have borne Cathvair and the stolen book. In Kalmon, the companions attempt to arrest Cathvair, but the mage tricks them and escapes, along with a band of deadly mercenaries known as goblin-hunters, under the leadership of Azgantiar. Terwald and Gahallaron fall into a trap set by Cathvair and are almost overwhelmed by golems. But Gahallaron discovers a spear with remarkable powers that no one can explain. With the aid of the spear, they save themselves.
Once Maxy has recovered from Cathvair’s spells, they set off in pursuit again, this time sharing a coach with the mysterious woman Querellian. They arrive in Omin, only to discover that Cathvair has eluded them again, having set sail across the sea to Ilwin, a city where magic is illegal. Spending the night in Omin, the party is attacked by an undead lich that has been ensorcelled to break through the usual defences. Draemon begins to suspect Cathvair is a much more dangerous foe than anyone had imagined.
The companions almost catch up with Cathvair in Ilwin, but a fight breaks out, causing Draemon to use magic and trigger the local alarms. They must flee from the Indomitable warriors who guard the city against wizardry. A kobold magician called Grenon aids them and later explains he too seeks Cathvair, albeit for different reasons.
Together with Grenon, the companions escape from Ilwin and rush to make up lost ground. At some point, however, Cathvair must have realised they have a means to track him. He baits Draemon’s group into taking ever greater risks to increase their speed and then catches them in a trap, combining a dangerous monster with some of his mercenaries. The apprentices lose their mentor, as well as the dog Khar, and are captured by Azgantiar.
Some weeks pass as Azgantiar transports the apprentices to the clifftop keep of the rogue archmage Morkon, who is thought to be Cathvair’s master and the initiator of the theft of the Red Book.
In Morkon’s dungeons, the three apprentices try to formulate a last-ditch plan to escape, when Terwald suddenly becomes aware of the approach of Khar, who has tracked them down thanks to the mystic bond. Khar takes advantage of his small size to dig his way through existing animal holes in the keep and bring them the enchanted spear, which has shrunk to the size of a hairpin. When Gahallaron returns the spear to its normal size, the apprentices escape and look for a way out.
Their passage through the keep brings them to a wizard’s lab, where they find their equipment, a key that the kobold Grenon sought, and the Red Book itself. However, before they can do anything with the book, they are disturbed by the arrival of some of the mercenaries. Gahallaron has a chance to kill Azgantiar but instead chooses to use a sleep spell she has not properly studied. The spell works, but leaves her psychic core horribly injured.
Cathvair recaptures them and, in the process, severs Terwald’s bond with Khar, metamorphosing Khar into a vast, monstrous hound.
The apprentices are brought to Morkon’s hall, where they discover Draemon has already been overpowered and brought there in captivity. Now, all hope is lost.
Maxy’s quick thinking releases the kobold Grenon from where he has been hiding as a living flame. Grenon summons multiple imps to distract Morkon before rushing off to recover the key he wanted. Cathvair goes to deal with Grenon while Morkon fights the apprentices. Gahallaron uses the spear to cut Draemon’s bonds. In the ensuing battle, Terwald is almost killed by a telekinetic push, but monster-Khar saves him, and there are hints of the bond starting to reassert itself. But, before Terwald can investigate that further, Morkon casts a spell that makes the dog vanish. Maxy reveals a far greater courage than anyone had ever suspected, going up against the archmage. A blast of magic shatters his body and appears to kill him.
At last, Draemon is able to get close enough to Morkon to make use of his knowledge of hand-to-hand combat. He batters the archmage almost senseless, but Morkon teleports to safety. Draemon wants to go and retrieve the Red Book, but Gahallaron begs him to use a teleportation scroll they received from Varain to get all of them out of the keep before Morkon and Cathvair come back. He relents, and they escape.
Back on Cothis, Terwald and Gahallaron gradually recover, both of them badly hurt in various ways. Gahallaron has almost no connection with her magic and is unsure it will ever return. Terwald is physically broken and emotionally destroyed by the loss of Khar. He is determined to go looking for the dog once he is well enough. Meanwhile, they both fret over the precarious state of Maxy’s health. Varain’s powers saved Maxy, but he remains perilously close to death.
Varain reveals that a task force travelled to Morkon’s keep and found it abandoned. They recovered the charred remains of the Red Book. It is assumed that Grenon deliberately destroyed it while taking the key he needed. They can only speculate as to why. Varain tells Draemon that finding the thief and preventing Morkon from using the Red Book satisfied the college’s requirements and that, as a reward, he is now allowed to study for his third rank.
Draemon is not as happy as the apprentices might have expected, however. It turns out that Gahallaron’s parents hold Draemon responsible for her disappearance and consider him to have effectively kidnapped her. They are threatening Draemon with legal action if Gahallaron does not return to her home and, by implication, leave the wizard’s apprenticeship.
Terwald and Gahallaron share their concern for Maxy and Khar. They contemplate their situations together as the night closes in. The adventures have brought them new friendships and skills, but now events will tear them apart once more. They cling to each other and to the knowledge that they have at least had partial success so far, despite their many new worries.
The story of Terwald’s hunt for Khar is told in The Bridge Over Magad’s Gorge.






  
  Chapter 1
Mages in the Trees


Odhelion of Rathbank was well aware that the Master had chosen him to take part in the expedition largely on the grounds of his species. He was not the most powerful wizard in the cabal, but he was certainly the stealthiest. Their quarry was too wily to be fooled by a stealth spell, and too dangerous to be approached with anything other than the greatest caution. None of the airt-liths were visible in the depths of the forest, but Odhelion had other ways to navigate without resorting to magic: the twinkle of the constellation Agranar-zan through the canopy, the thicker growth of moss on the delvward side of the tree trunks, the direction of flow of the streams in the area, and even the feel of the soft breeze on his wrinkled cheeks. All of it pointed him steadily lurwards in the direction the fool mystic had revealed to them in his ignorance, inadvertently betraying his own estranged wife. The damp, muddy smell from the humus told Odhelion when this forest had last seen rain. The croaky twitter of a nightjar grew agitated as he approached its position, causing a faint rustle in the leaves above his head. Odhelion took all of it in but filtered the sensations carefully. Truth be told, he had to admit any of it could contain clues not only to the whereabouts of their prey but also to any traps she had laid for them. But, he admitted, if she knew they were coming and had time to prepare, the only one of them likely to walk out of this forest again was the Master from Ondrad. Odhelion made a face and pushed that uncomfortable thought away. He must not get distracted. 
With the utmost care, Odhelion placed his pointed foot on the soft, yielding ground between low ferns, knowing the precise pressure and speed that would allow him to move in complete silence. He was proud that even the Erlking of Rathbank himself had praised his woodcraft, paying him the backhanded compliment of accusing him of resorting to wizardry during their last hunt. But he employed no wizardry here; he did not dare. The dark forest pressed in all around him, shadows fading into deeper blackness, gnarled and twisted trunks like monsters from across the sea, hydras and basilisks of bark, knurls that glared at him with the hatred of the most ancient trees. His eyes penetrated a good deal further through the gloom than those of his companions, which was the other reason they had sent him on in front to scout the area. Without recourse to their magic, they would be blind and all but deaf. Only Odhelion possessed the senses ...
Senses ...
He paused, cautiously sniffing again. His large nose trembled, trying to shepherd the faintest wisps of scent into elongated, flaring nostrils. It was like trying to catch a single speck of dust in Vapour-light, like trying to bottle flies on Espond’s Eve. The scent teased the very edges of his awareness; unlike humans, he had not one but two olfactory senses: the one, rather similar to, but more sensitive than, that of his companions; the other, fine-tuned to sniff out and distinguish the blood of other sentient beings – even when that blood still circulated inside their own bodies. He tried the air again, unsure. Then … It couldn’t be! There were none of that sort this far lurwards, and certainly none who would dare enter a forest so close to Rathbank. Not since the last bloody conflict between their peoples, more than three centuries past, when he was barely more than a stripling himself. His thoughts threatened to take him back to the burning of Laurbank and the slaughter of his clan: the conflict that finally destroyed the power of both sides in the immemorial war. But, there was one who might dare ... the gnomic anchoress who had dogged his steps these past years. Her vendetta against the Master and her natural resistance to magic made her a most dangerous adversary. Odhelion hoped the faint hint he thought he had picked up was no more than a confusion of senses overwhelmed by the teeming life of the deep forest.
He tasted the air one more time, wondering if he truly had detected the scent of a gnome, archenemy of his people. But no. It was nothing more than a memory tricking him. The last time he walked through this part of the forest, Laurbank still stood. Goblins had been plentiful in these parts, but you had to have your wits about you in case of gnome guerrilla parties. Now, the forest was empty of all but the wordless creatures, both civilisations no more than a memory.
All that time spent focussing on his nose had made him uncomfortably aware of it. The more he thought of it, the itchier it became. He winced, unwilling to scratch it, in case the slightest sound should give him away to his quarry. All at once, Odhelion realised that he had allowed himself to become fixated on the idea of gnomes. He had forgotten to be vigilant for other beings in his vicinity. He took a breath in near-panic and sifted through it: voles nearby, a nest of sleeping birds practically overhead, a burrowing badger, day-old red deer scat, a climbing squirrel, and a small inquisitive marten that watched him closely. The goblin allowed himself a sigh of relief: no dangerous creatures and, most importantly, no humans.
He was about to continue walking when ice-cold fear seized his left heart. A squirrel ...
One thing all goblin striplings learned from the earliest woodcraft lessons was that squirrels were mostly crepuscular here. It was rare in these woods to come across an active squirrel in the black of night. More importantly, now that he drew his thoughts to a concise point, he knew without a doubt that this particular squirrel was regarding him intently.
Too late, Morkon’s words came back to him: we believe she may have extraordinary shapeshifting powers, as accomplished as those of any mystic.
Why had he allowed himself to forget that crucial piece of information?
Gritting his serrated teeth, Odhelion slipped one long-fingered hand into the pocket of his tunic. Warm relief greeted his fingers as his grip closed on the Master’s were-totem, a talisman that boosted his own modest power. He threw back his hood and looked up into the sky, calling the cantrip to the forefront of his mind. At once, a tiny red pulse shot out from his forehead and streaked high into the sky, where it burst brightly with a scarlet flash. Thousands of incandescent points of light floated outwards from that source, forming a dome that marked Odhelion’s position. Wise in the ways of woodcraft, the goblin wizard was careful to keep his eyes firmly shut against the flare. But when he opened them again to seek out the squirrel, he had lost sight of her: another mistake. The filthiest Rathbankish curse known to goblin-kind escaped his lips before he thought to shield himself. Yet another mistake. His pale, silvery shield only partly closed before a thin blue streak of magical energy thumped against his chest and sent him sprawling backwards onto the damp humus of the forest floor. 
Luckily for Odhelion, his kind were hardy, and their constitution bore a certain resistance to ballistic magics. He rolled onto his front, one hand nursing broken ribs. He spat blood onto the floor and whispered a healing cantrip. Getting onto his knees, he drew the were-totem out of his pocket. He checked that his shield had finished locking into place and then began the process of summoning power through the totem. Before he formed the first cantrip, the ground beneath him surged and pulsed. He rocked sickly, almost falling onto his side. He put out his free hand to stop himself careening over and winced at the shock of pain through his ribs. Odhelion snapped his fingers three times, using an old goblin earth spell to settle the ground and counter her attempt to undermine him.
He had to locate the squirrel and shut it down before it hit him again: although he was an accomplished battle mage, he doubted he could match this foe if she let loose on him. Forgetting the totem for the moment, he cast his psychic senses outwards. There, in the distance, he discerned the members of the cabal. Off to his left, he located Phedra the rogue fae magician from Dirsmontica; and there was Aldavaer, the human necromancer: Odhelion could scarcely imagine what use the Master had for that one’s skills, but he would never dare question Morkon; to the right was Tu-nadras, the weird mute from Tothmin; the other three trailed behind somewhat; and finally, to Odhelion’s relief, he sensed Morkon himself, flying above the treetops at speed. All he had to do was hold her here for a hundred heartbeats, and help would be with him. His scrying spell was almost complete when he sensed her: the wizard they were chasing.
The squirrel.
She nestled in the fork between two low branches on a tree not twenty paces away. The spell she cast was overwhelming and yet simple. Odhelion braced himself, fingers digging into the ground he had only moments ago done his best to solidify against her undermining cantrip. The Ever-rolling Wave battered into his shimmering shield and began peeling it away like the skin of a rotten onion. Odhelion poured all his strength into maintaining the shield, which availed him not in the least. He ducked down under the Wave just in time for it to rip his tunic off his back as it passed by above him. The goblin gasped, air suddenly hard to acquire, brushed aside as it was by the mage’s spell.
Once more, he grasped at the were-totem of Morkon, straightening up with sudden determination and purpose. He shot a quick-fire concussion cantrip in the squirrel’s direction, knowing it couldn’t hurt her but hoping it might distract her long enough for him to pull more power through the totem. The squirrel sat there in the fork between two branches, watching him closely. And then, in the space of a breath, she expanded and elongated, covering the twenty paces between them with the size of her gargantuan, ferocious body. Odhelion screamed as the vast creature lunged at him. He fell back, hands raised in futile protection. The beast’s massive maw gaped wide, teeth bigger than Odhelion’s hands arrayed in horrific detail before him. The monster’s mouth surrounded Odhelion’s entire head. A single chomp would tear it clean off his shoulders. He whimpered.
But then the wizard-squirrel-monster opened her mouth again and began to shrink back to her former size. The goblin’s hearts raced: he was sure they would burst. The sides of his neck hurt with the force of the blood that tried to pass through all at once. His breath wavered, and he almost fainted. Perhaps he did faint, because the next thing he knew was that the squirrel was gone.
The goblin tasted his own bile. His legs had the consistency of water. She had let him live. He should take the gift of his life and flee with it. But he remembered Morkon and the quest. And, more significantly than Morkon, the wishes of the Great Lady, the one they worked to restore. His reward still lay tantalisingly close at hand. Trying to fight shuddering lungs, Odhelion searched the undergrowth beside him, looking for the were-totem. At last, he had it. Perhaps, if he hurried, he would still corner her before the rest of the cabal got to her.
He rose shakily to his feet.
And was promptly smacked in the back of the knees. Three blows landed on his legs before he even registered that he was under attack. A fourth strike took him in the ribs. He heard them crack again. A fifth thump sent him sprawling onto his back, driving the rest of the air from his aching chest.
A charcoal shadow passed above him. It had an odd familiarity to it.
The figure stood above him. And yet, not so far above him. The being was no taller than he. But the nose was shorter than his own, the features more delicate; the skin was nut brown rather than the greenish pallor of his own. He knew what manner of creature had laid him low, although he had rarely seen one move with such stealth, speed, grace, and brutally efficient violence. This could only be the anchoress.
Avutuli!
Odhelion tried to gather his wits and his powers, moving to stand up. The gnome blurred with speed. Her foot thrust into his upper chest, pushing him back down.
‘Do you never learn, goblin?’ she asked, her voice soft like autumn leaves. ‘Stay down.’ She nodded to one side, as if gesturing in the direction the squirrel had taken. ‘If you follow that path, it will lead to your death.’
Before he could muster an answer, the gnome was gone.

      [image: ]Far delvwards from the forest, beyond the mountains of Sen and the plains of Intoria, past the great River Antor and the Afronite cities of the coast, far across the sea amid jagged rocks and secret skerries, lay the island of Cothis, a green-brown plateau atop the sparkling blue of the waters. The island was not especially large, although it dwarfed all of its near neighbours. Its rugged coastline rose and dipped, stratifications like old-age lines frowning at the frothy bays and crafty coves. A harbour lay estwards, pointing towards Ain-Afron and Omin, anchoring the island’s principal town. A narrow road meandered up from that town, rising gradually towards the centre of the island and branching out to several dirt tracks that led to small farms and solitary houses and then branched once more, the right fork leading to the village of Keth and the left fork scraping on through the landscape to the far corner of the island, where sat the ancient college. The highest point of the island rose close to the centre, a wooded hill that sprawled lazily on elbows pointing in all seven directions. The wooded hill’s eye-shaped lake winked in the first light of the spring morning, waking with the farmers and bakers.
Close to a clifftop at the delvward corner of the island stood King’s College, Cothis. The tall hedge around the college had two main gates and a third, smaller one, which opened less often than the others, leading towards the Tydiar Woods. On the inner side of the gate, the narrow path swept into the grounds behind the accommodation building. It would be a simple matter to stroll along there, circling around the left of the building and passing between its angled end and the lower, squat administration building, to join the main network of paths in the central quad. That low administration building was the only thing that looked less grand in the quad at King’s. The other buildings proudly displayed their pomp and antiquity in beautiful carving, scrollwork, sweeping arcs, flying buttresses, and curving stone: each building had been added organically over the centuries, so that the campus was like a lesson in the architectural history of Brandor. Neat lawns sat between the paths, flowerbeds starting to display their colours along their edges.
As the island began to emerge from its slumber, Maxy woke up in his cell in the accommodation building. The first moments, as always, were restful, comfortable, his body still floating on the last tendrils of sleep. As always, he began waking in a blissful state of forgetfulness, not remembering how close to death he had come, not immediately aware of his injuries. As always, after three or four breaths, the pain returned. The side of his face bristled around the edges of the numb area; his shoulder dragged him downwards like a millstone; his arm ached all the way to the missing finger. Then his heart stalled when he suffered the ache at the bottom of his knee that marked the point where he no longer had a lower leg; and that reminded him of his other great loss ... He opened his lids and, as always, felt the blank zone of his missing eye with a lightning bolt of anguish. He drew a long, ragged breath through a throat that wanted to close up completely, and his mind screamed at him, just as it did every harsh morning of his new existence.
At once, nightmarish images overwhelmed his consciousness. He was hurled back into the horror of captivity in Morkon’s castle, Denwin Keep. Magic flashed and burned, a great dark beast snarled, golems lumbered menacingly, demons flew in chaos and fury, and the fear crushed Maxy’s heart as he crouched there helplessly with his friends. Once more, he cast the only cantrip that he could remember, and Morkon’s retaliation tore his consciousness to tatters. Darkness fell.
He lay there on the cot in a quiet sweat for long moments.
Then his purpose returned to him. He rose, attached the prosthetic lower leg, and drank the draught of Korlia’s Embrocation that he always had to hand. The physical pain receded at once. But the physical pain was not the real problem. He hissed, as always, at the sour aftertaste of the embrocation and snapped the flask back down onto the little table. He left the room to empty his bladder, then came back and placed the washbowl on his bureau. A wave of his hand summoned water from the well, and he called forth the cantrip to warm the water.
When he had completed his ablutions, he dressed carefully, still not fully accustomed to doing so with the missing finger on his left hand. As the day passed by, he would remind himself of the ways he had to work in order to accommodate the loss. But, in the morning, his groggy mind and body still struggled to find an easy dexterity. There was a mirror on the desk, but, as always, it began the day facing the wall. Before he could turn the mirror towards himself, he bent to tighten the straps on the prosthesis, finishing that process with the cantrip that allowed him to have some sense of natural articulation in the limb. Then, with a trembling hand, he reached for the green cowl draped across the back of the chair. He settled the cowl over his shoulders and pulled the hood up. Magic tingled across his shoulders, up his neck and over the surface of his face. As soon as the glamour settled, he bent and turned the mirror.
There was his face: his old face, with two eyes, no scars that melted the entire left cheek, no ear with the look of a burnt-out candle, no gouges in the side of his head. His old marble-white face was back, youthful but no longer callow, grey-eyed, friendly and curious. The only difference he saw when he looked in the mirror was that he no longer sported a straggly beard. His facial hair was thicker now, but neatly trimmed and angular. He looked for a moment longer and then turned the mirror back to the wall.
By the time he grabbed his cloak, he heard other students beginning to stir in the building. With a neat little bit of conjuring, he snaffled fruit and bread from the refectory, threading them through a psychic conduit he had set up weeks before. He shut the bag on the food and stowed it all in a rune on his shirt, then he was ready to go.
The corridor was cold and dim, its ancient walls capturing the sound of his passage in their dense chill. The students lodging in this part of the building were wizards, so wisp-light wouldn’t frighten anyone, but Maxy knew his way and he preferred to avoid casting too much illumination around himself. A dusty old painting across from the door at the end of the corridor showed the Treachery, the demigoddess Helver plunging the Blade of Strakaharn into the body of her erstwhile lover Narilarn. Thousands of beings of all races cowered at the foot of the hill beneath them, about to be struck by the seismic blast that would result from the blow.
Maxy adjusted his cowl and frowned at the painting, noting the number of human wizards who sided with the demigods in their war: the human Fidarno crouched side by side with the hobgoblin wizard Urrathagorn, shielded already, as if they were aware their mistress was about to betray the chief of the kai-lorta. Maxy shook his head. Always betrayal: betrayal on betrayal on betrayal.
He hobbled down the stairs and didn’t notice the other student wizard who joined the staircase at the lower level. She greeted him as he passed her by. His heart skipped, recognising the voice. There were only eight journeyman mages studying in the college. Of all the magic students, this was the one who interested him most. With the next step, he corrected that thought: she was the one the old, unbroken Maxy would most have been interested in. Brinnia’s short stature and petite build perfectly matched her leaf-brown hair and those dark eyes that twinkled with humour and compassion. She was cute and clever and quick-witted and a brilliant mage.
‘Maxy,’ she said again, her tone bright and clear. ‘Are you going to breakfast?’
He felt obliged to slow his pace and to stop at the bottom of the stairs. When he looked at her, he noted that she had on the fitted plum dress and charcoal cloak that she had told him represented the colours of her home, far-off Naldor. In all honesty, when he had first met her, he had no idea where Naldor was, and had not even realised that any lands lay beyond the vast, seemingly endless stretches of the Tothmin Empire. He had been surprised to learn that students travelled so far to attend the college at King’s, but she explained that the corta-lolvan had its base of operations in Naldin City, capital of that distant land; and so he had learnt that she was a member of a different Order, and he had begun to understand some of the distinctions between the wizarding Orders. That reminded him of the small gift she had given him. His right hand automatically slipped into the pocket where he kept the amulet, and he experienced again its uncommon warmth. Did it mean she considered him more than just a fellow student? He swallowed the thought.
‘I’m not hungry,’ he said, trying not to let his usual morning funk colour his tone.
‘Oh, Maxy,’ she laughed, her voice a soft twinkle, ‘you don’t eat enough!’
She pointed at him, as if to prove her assertion by direct reference to his slender frame. Despite himself, he couldn’t help taking the opportunity to enjoy her own frame, the plum dress accentuating her shape most pleasingly. She caught him staring, and he opened his mouth to speak, without knowing what he intended to say.
‘You’re planning to skip Varain’s class again, aren’t you?’ she accused him. It was not the accusation he had anticipated, and it threw him.
‘It’s the Ninth Law of Elemental Redress.’ He sighed, this time unable to keep the funk out of his voice. ‘We already covered it.’
‘And it’s just boring theory?’ she countered with a wicked little smile.
He wiggled his eyebrow, the numbness on the left reminding him that only one side of his face retained expression under the illusion of the glamour Marpos had given him.
‘I don’t understand how you can miss Varain’s classes,’ she persisted. ‘You’re so lucky to have him as Chorhan-ho. He’s amazing.’
Maxy frowned. He scarcely thought of Varain as Chorhan-ho, depute leader of his wizarding Order, after recuperating in the archmage’s own home, treated as an honoured guest and friend. On the one hand, she was right: Varain was both an excellent teacher and also one of the nicest people he had ever met. On the other hand, he couldn’t help wondering if Brinnia had a crush on the archmage. That would be obscene: the man was old enough to be her ... he paused in his thoughts. He had no idea exactly how old Varain was, but there would be many greats added to grandfather, he was sure.
‘Is it true he slew a dragon in the west-airt and fought ancient Urrathagorn in the tundra?’
Maxy snorted. ‘I have no idea.’
‘Didn’t you spend weeks at his house when you were—’ she broke off, blushing and averting her eyes. ‘Sorry.’
He smiled wryly. ‘Marpos told me he stayed up all night for the first week, holding my life-force in his mind, when it was so fragile that the slightest disruption would have killed me. She said he ended up losing all the progress he had made on an experiment he’d been working on for over a year.’
He noted how her pretty brown eyes twinkled as he told her about Varain’s feats on his behalf. His mouth twitched at the corner. He was in half a mind to pursue the conversation, to see where it might lead. A twinge of guilt brought Gahallaron’s face into his mind’s eye for a moment.
‘He gave up all of that for you,’ she mused, a faintly teasing expression in her eyes. ‘That’s a lot to live up to.’
He didn’t know what to say to that: he was halfway inclined to think of a witty comeback, but he also wanted to get moving. And yet, Brinnia was so pretty. And chatty.
‘You can’t expect to get away with missing these classes,’ she continued. ‘There are only eight of us and the Chorhan can definitely count to eight; some of them can even go higher. Homfath was angry that you missed the astral projection seminar yesterday.’
‘Who says I missed it?’ he joked. ‘Maybe I was watching from the ceiling.’ In fact, he was rather proud of his ability with astral projection. It was one of the few skills in which he had ever surpassed his mentor, Draemon.
Brinnia wrinkled up her nose as if she had just stepped in something unpleasant. ‘I was going to say that that was not one of your best jokes,’ she admitted, ‘but then I remembered that it unfortunately was.’ Then she flashed a quick grin.
Despite the insult, Maxy noted that she absently curled a lock of her hair around one finger. He was almost certain it meant she was interested in him. Or, he reflected, bored. She was either interested in him or bored with the conversation. Or randomly playing with her hair. But she’d given him the amulet, hadn’t she? Cathdrok’s hairy armpits! he cursed in his head. If only he could remember any of the advice his uncle Lordon had given him about women. Then again, he mused, his uncle Lordon was not exactly surrounded by female admirers himself. Depending on Lordon’s advice, he decided, was probably why he had never made any progress with Gahallaron. He swallowed, guilt chewing at him for thinking of Gahallaron yet again while talking to Brinnia.
‘I still think you should come to Varain’s class after breakfast, Maxy. Aren’t you trying for your deshkorth in a couple of months?’
He had no answer to that question. Brinnia would take the tests and graduate as an adept in her own right in just a few weeks. But she repeatedly insisted that he would also be ready at the same time. He made a noncommittal gesture and inadvertently accompanied it with an embarrassing ‘Buh’ noise, for which he had no explanation whatsoever. Time to go. Even if Brinnia was interested in him, she was actually interested in the illusion, the old Maxy: the whole Maxy. He found himself blushing furiously as he wished her a good day and hurried out of the student building.
Stillness permeated the dim quad: he saw only a groundskeeper and one of the law professors ambling around the far edge of the pristine lawn. But a pleasant smell of pastries and cinnamon already wafted from the refectory. Maxy didn’t change direction, though, despite the tempting aroma. After all, he had already filled a bag with goodies thanks to his illicit conduit spell. He fixed his course between the student building and the squat administration building, taking the narrow path to the left and out of the low gate.
His route took him away from the clifftop and further inland, and in less than a third of an hour he entered the woods. A carpet of bluebells stretched out between the green-brown boles, streaks of Vapour light pouring through openings in the leafy canopy far above. Birds of many voices sang and called, chirping, whistling and chittering with their own secret rhythms. 
When he reached his clearing, he pinched the fingers of his right hand together, placing them just in front of his mouth; the five points of energy met at the tips of his fingers, and he puffed out his cheeks and blew. No ordinary eyes would see it, but Maxy’s magically attuned senses watched the faint mist of his cantrip bloom outward and seek the five Groundings that marked the edges of his pre-set wards. A subtle pulse returned to him in response, telling him that he could now do what he had to without fear of being disturbed. He sought out his usual spot, a mound of soft mosses and leaves on a flattened tussock, and sat down carefully, painfully. Real leg crossed over prosthetic leg, he settled his hands on his thighs, shifting into a practised trance. His consciousness sank into his chest: the first sinking. His breathing slowed to the point of near stillness. It was dangerous to spend too long in this trance: other people might assume you were dead and do stupid things like disposing of your body. Here, in the woods outside the college grounds, it should be safe enough, especially since he had already set wards against anyone approaching. His single eye rolled back in its socket, and his consciousness dropped further, pooling in his belly: the second sinking. Here, he became aware of the psychic manifestation of his inner self. Another version of Maxy abode within, a silvery silhouette of himself. His consciousness surged forth, investing itself inside the inner, psychic avatar. He noticed a surge of cool energy. Gradually, astral Maxy and his consciousness dropped down to his lower belly, at a point an inch below his navel: the third sinking. From there, the astral figure left his physical body and flew upwards. Weightless, bodiless, he rose and rose, passing by the mossy trunks of the trees, heading up through the leaves and branches, in the direction of the Vapour high above. A chain of memories anchored him to the corporeal self below. As always in this state, he wondered what it would be like to sever that chain and drift free. It would be irreversible: to all intents and purposes, he would be dead. His body would quickly fade and die. But he would be free to soar wherever he might. No memory chain would hold him to a broken, defeated half-body. His spirit would live forever on the astral winds.
Dismissing the thought, he reminded himself of his purpose. In astral form, he could scan the woods below for the presence of other life forces: they would shine through the trees, silvery silhouettes visible to his ghostly senses from miles away.
At length, he decided he was alone. Gradually, he tugged at first one memory and then another, pulling himself back down to the body. At the first link in the memory chain stood Brinnia, dimples in her cheeks, twinkling eyes, full of wit; then came venerable Varain, as full of wisdom as the sea was full of water; next he drifted past his old home, the city of Indron, a city that had once seemed the world to him; and there he passed Terwald, the Terrid he had disdained and then come to rely on; and Gahallaron ... always Gahallaron ... one by one, he tugged on memories that drew him back to himself. Not all of them were easy memories to relive, but astral projection had its costs.
The day matured towards its middle, and Maxy ran through his spells and cantrips. A pre-placed wooden target dropped from a tree fifty paces away. Maxy spun and blasted it with an Azure. Before the burning fragments of the target hit the bluebell-carpeted ground, two more targets appeared, one on either side of him. Two cantrips engaged at the same time: an Azure and a Theldin’s Reduction. The one target was blasted to small pieces, and the other shrank into itself, imploding with a soft plop. Target after target appeared in random sequence, and Maxy hurled fireballs, Azures, disruption spells, Crimsons and a dozen other offensive magics. The clearing lit up with flame and colour, flashing and whizzing and whistling. The air thickened with ozone and sulphur. Smoke puffed shyly from some of the blasted targets. Still he practised, panting and gasping. His shoulders ached from the effort, especially on his injured side. But he never slowed. Sweat poured from his forehead, and he had long ago pulled his hood down. A whirring construct left his hands and expanded into a mini tornado that pulled down three targets all at once, scattering them. As soon as the construct left him, he formed another Azure.
‘Impressive practice,’ said a smooth voice to his left. He couldn’t control his reaction. The Azure flashed from his crippled left hand ...
... and splashed harmlessly against a translucent silvery shield.
At once, Maxy let go of all his constructs, breathing raggedly, like someone who had run at top speed for far too long. He snatched at his hood, instinctively twitching it back into place, before he realised who it was – who it had to be. After all, she had passed through his wards without giving him the slightest warning.
Tall, calm, assured, Marpos Keirian stood under the trees at the edge of his clearing. Her hair was long, black and glossy, her skin deep-brown and smooth, and she wore a sky-blue robe that trailed among the flowers.
‘Anei-tareia! This is what you miss Varain’s class for.’ She sounded amused. 
His heart thumped from his exertions, and he shivered with exhaustion. His food had run out long ago, and he had nothing left to drink. It was too far from the refectory for him to conjure anything along his conduit. He licked his lips drily.
‘Is he angry?’ he asked.
‘Is that a Trevellia Codex?’ Marpos asked, nodding towards the direction of the boulder where the book lay open. 
Maxy twitched, as if about to hide the Codex. But it was far too late. 
‘Are you allowed to have that? No one below hemkorth has access to the Codex.’
Maxy made a noncommittal noise, then shrugged. ‘If he didn’t want me to take it off his shelf, he would have warded the shelf.’
Marpos snorted and tossed him an apple, which he barely managed to catch. ‘You look hungry.’ 
He nodded gratefully and pulled the stalk off the apple; at once, the stalk expanded and turned into a full waterskin. 
‘And thirsty,’ she added.
In spite of everything, Maxy grinned. He limped over to his boulder, scooped up the illegal book, and sat down to drink. He stuffed the book inside one of the runes on his shirt, letting it vanish into a pocket dimension.
‘Thank you for this,’ he said, pointing at the hood. He had thanked her several times before, but it meant a lot to him.
She smiled faintly. ‘You’ll have to take it off eventually, you know.’
He made a face and replied in a dark tone: ‘Not if I can get to the alakorth Major Regeneration first.’
‘Hm,’ she said, absently stroking the bark of the tree at her side. ‘Well, that certainly would be something to aim for. Even among the archmages, few ever develop the level of power it takes to properly regrow body parts, especially something like an eye.’ Reacting to the face he pulled, she went on, ‘I am truly sorry for your losses, Maxy. And I admire the way you’ve dedicated yourself to your work. But you will have to accept that your problems don’t stem from your physical injuries.’
He continued looking at her, but said nothing.
‘You need to start by accepting you’re a good person, and a good friend. Those two facts make you better than most of the people I’ve met in my life. There’s nothing wrong with fear. I hope you will accept that one day and understand it’s okay to be afraid of things.’
‘I’m not afraid anymore,’ he insisted. He gestured with one hand at the destruction he had meted out all around him. Then he pointed at the eye that was just an illusion. ‘What else do I have to lose, anyway?’
‘That is one kind of fear,’ she agreed. ‘And one way to deal with it. I was talking about the other things you’re afraid of. Not being good enough to become a wizard, not being worthy of ... a certain person’s affections, fear of conflict. Once you accept these things, you will be happier, no matter whether you ever learn to heal your physical wounds. Like many other magics, healing spells that work from within are much more effective than those applied externally. Either way, you will ultimately have to heal yourself, Maxy.’
Maxy took a long draught of the water, letting it cool his burning throat. He really had overdone it today, he decided, surveying the blasted targets that littered the edges of his clearing. He had a lot of tidying to do. And a lot of setting up for his next training session. He took a bite from the apple; it was crisp and sweet and refreshing.
‘Varain asked me to fetch you,’ she said. ‘He sent me here to fetch you.’ She raised an eyebrow, evidently enjoying the look of shock on his face as that sank in. The old man knew exactly where he was, meaning that he also knew what he got up to when he was missing classes.
‘He’s going to roast me alive,’ Maxy groaned.
‘Actually, he has something else entirely in mind for you. Something that should interest you a great deal.’






  
  Chapter 2
Reunions and Enchantment


A flash and a puff of smoke made Terwald blink. He jerked his head away from the sword, his instincts kicking in as usual. In his mind, he growled at himself, repeating once more the mantra that magic was not unnatural, despite everything he had heard growing up.
‘That’s not bad, actually,’ Draemon said from the other side of the workbench. ‘You just put too much grey powder in the mix in the first place; then, when you added the energy from the cantrip, you got some backfire.’
Terwald blinked again, a violet bloom still overlaid across his vision. Draemon was right. When he attuned his psychic senses to the sword, he saw that the charm had set properly. Little whorls and spirals of magic danced and spun all the way up and down the edges of the blade. To the untrained eye, the sword looked like a perfectly ordinary two-hander, except for the sigils etched on either side of the blood groove. The Baronet of Hedwarden might even be disappointed when he saw how ordinary it looked.
‘Your first enchanted weapon,’ Draemon said in an approving tone. ‘But now for the test.’
Terwald gave him a puzzled look. The wizard nodded at the sword. His pale face still reminded Terwald of the bleached stone of the high pinnacles of Drakwin. ‘Go ahead. Try it.’
Terwald turned his attention to the sword. The handle was plain, its wrapping brown, stained and old, its cross-guards chipped from years of use. The blade had been cared for: it shone in the aether-light from the wizard candles that illuminated the workroom. Only the light from aether candles provided the correct context for this kind of work. Terwald found their scent thick and sickly-sweet, and it had started to give him a headache. With the enchantment now set, he would be able to snuff the candles and open the shutters. Well, he would be able to open the shutters if he could somehow scramble over the clutter and downright mess of the window side of the room. Failed experiments, long-term projects, stacks of dusty books, broken utensils, a bundle of Maxy’s old clothes, and all manner of other junk made the route to the window hazardous and time-consuming. Not, perhaps, as hazardous and time-consuming as negotiating the mountains of Tothmin by himself for months. Nor even, certainly, as hazardous and time-consuming as scouting the wilds of Ismind or Hebria as a Terrid Hawk. Still, he hoped the wizard might have a helpful cantrip for opening the shutters without the need for the scrambling and clambering.
Terwald picked up the sword, noticing at once that the balance had improved: the weapon had shed some of its weight, although it would retain its heft when it came to cutting, thanks to the terms of the enchantment. Draemon proffered a stout wooden block, something that resembled the chopping blocks he had seen depicted in books about the Tothmin Empire. Terwald’s strength let him wield the sword in one hand despite its size. He raised it above the block and brought it down with a swift, clear motion. The blade passed cleanly through the foot-thick block as if through warm butter. Half of the severed block spun away and dropped on the floor, almost breaking his foot when it landed. He took a step back in astonishment. Of course, he had known the objective of the enchantment, but it still surprised him to see it work so effectively.
‘I see you were being honest when you said you practised your skills while you were away,’ Draemon noted. ‘That was nicely done. The baronet should be pleased with this.’
‘How ... ah, how long will the enchantment last?’
Draemon scratched his nose and made a humming noise, as if calculating. ‘To tell the truth, it’s difficult to say. It rather depends on how often he uses it. If he shuts it in a cabinet and shows it off once a year, it’ll last for a generation or more. If he decides to take it out with him to raid his neighbours’ cattle in Intoria – a practice which, I am assured, doesn’t happen,’ he said with a wink, ‘then I imagine he will need it recharged in a year or two. By then, you’ll be able to do the whole job by yourself.’
Terwald looked at the blade again. He could no longer see the little whorls and spirals of magic playing along the edge: he would have to re-attune his psychic sense to pick them out if he wanted to. But the sigils themselves remained visible along the sides of the blood groove. ‘The sigils will fade as the charge wears out?’
‘Exactly,’ Draemon nodded. ‘He should have some warning that his magic sword is becoming mundane before it actually runs out. Then, who knows? Maybe he’ll come back to us for a recharge and we can ...’ the wizard grinned, ‘re-charge him, too.’
Terwald hadn’t remembered Draemon making so many jokes before he set off to look for Khar in the mountains of Tothmin. But maybe the wizard wanted to compensate for the loss of Maxy. Or else, maybe Maxy’s constant attempts at humour had crowded out anyone else’s efforts.
He set the sword down on the workbench, being extra careful not to touch the blade. The slightest pressure on the edge would undoubtedly prove quite a painful experience. He gestured at the second bench, the one set into the recess. A complex frame had been set up there, with dull netting stretched across it. A system of beakers, glass stirring rods and brass alembics rested on stands all around the net, with a number of knives, measuring rods, luting gear, cucurbits and retorts randomly strewn across the bench. A slim volume lay open at the corner of the bench.
‘Are you making any ... progress with that?’
The wizard sighed. ‘Difficult to say. I’m hoping it will be my Masterpiece, if I ever get to submit one.’ Then he shrugged. ‘If I even get to that stage. But a lot of what I need to do to it is in my current syllabus and I haven’t really mastered the necessary skills yet. I’m only a third of the way through Sevadon’s Manual, and the Manual is only the first of about a dozen grimoires I need to learn before I reach the point where I should be working on a Masterpiece.’
‘I didn’t encounter the theurgists again when I went back,’ Terwald said, hearing the relief in his own voice. He regarded Draemon’s experiment again, thinking about how it related to the theurgy they had both encountered while at large in Ilwin the previous year.
‘Probably just as well,’ Draemon replied. He took up the sword Terwald had helped to enchant and placed it into its scabbard. Then he handed it to Terwald and indicated the wraps. ‘You finish up here. I want to get back to the pendant Gahallaron talked me into enchanting. Worst job I’ve had in weeks.’
Another opportunity would go by if he didn’t take it now. He had been back for three days and not a word had passed between them about the other apprentice. He didn’t know how to raise it, and Draemon was just the worst at offering information not directly relevant to the task at hand.
‘I ... ah ... so, how is ... well ... is she ... have you seen her?’ He winced. ‘Much?’
Draemon grunted, a noise he might have been expected to take for affirmation. ‘Wrap the sword. I want you to take it to the baronet’s agent when he returns to the city next week. If we don’t wrap it now, we’ll end up forgetting and it’ll all be a big rush as usual next week.’

      [image: ]Gahallaron rose before the Vapour turned blue. She washed quickly and dressed in the new Vrindoran spring dress her father had brought back from his latest trip up the coast. It shimmered richly, a fine linen harvested in the vast flax fields near Vrindora Minor, cultivated specifically for what people called Eliode-n Vrindoratei, the Vrindoran Mode: the height of fashion in all the lands bordering on the Montrolan Sea. Her dress was light, a vibrant green with hundreds of tiny pink and white flowers. She remembered vividly her astonishment at her father’s unexpectedly good taste when he presented her with it a month ago: too early in the year to wear it outdoors. Today, though, the weather demanded it.
She took down her day bag from the shelf at the top of her dressing room. Into the bottom of the bag, she stuffed the travel trousers and sturdy jerkin Marpos Keirian had given her the previous year. On top of those, she laid her rune shirt, a garment she had promised her parents three times she would dispose of. She packed all of it down tightly in the bag and then folded a white shawl on top, so that a casual glance inside the bag would not reveal its contents. On top of the shawl, she put a bulging dossier of sheet music: according to her story, the music she had been assigned that season, but really just a random pile of things she had bought cheaply at the emporium on the Wynd. She picked up her flute case and slung it and the day bag over her shoulder. Finally, she returned to her dresser and picked up a fine silver chain with a small, carved wooden pendant. She fastened it around her neck and nodded in satisfaction.
Paldo flagged down a cab for her and helped her stow the bags. As always, he offered to escort her to the conservatory, and, as always, she thanked him and assured him that she could manage. He never mentioned the size of the bag she took with her, just as he never mentioned the gradual and subtle changes in her body shape, as it became firmer, leaner, more athletic; and he certainly never mentioned the way her gait had already changed, more grounded and yet with more spring to her step.
Excitement gripped Gahallaron when she arrived at Elakon Avenue. She almost leapt from the cab and had to rush back to haul her bag and flute case out with much kerfuffle. She hurried up to the door and was delighted when that door opened before she reached it. Terwald stood there, waiting for her, an awkward smile on his face, blushing even darker than its customary red.
‘Gally.’ He grinned.
She dropped her bags and threw her arms around him, laughing with delight. He returned her embrace, his usual awkwardness gone in an instant. His big, strong arms comforted her. Still large, he nonetheless seemed leaner than when she had seen him last.
‘I couldn’t wait to come,’ she breathed, her voice almost gone with emotion. Tears ran down her cheeks, no doubt pulling wagon-tracks of eye liner with them. She didn’t care. Her chest seemed full to bursting with joy. ‘I had to wait until a conservatory day,’ she tried to explain, knowing it would sound gibberish to Terwald. ‘I’m sorry I had to.’
‘It’s good to see you,’ he replied. ‘Morhan explained.’
They headed inside and made tea in the kitchen. The two of them sat there for a while, talking, exchanging news, joking, remembering one another. Draemon came in after a while and rolled his eyes at them. Then he said there was no point in asking either of them to go to the Wynd for supplies, and he went out to buy more kibrien powder for the borstick paste. When he had gone, Terwald pointed to the broken hourglass that sat on the low table by the door.
‘Did you ever find out the story behind that?’ he asked.
Gahallaron snorted. ‘He is so evasive. He won’t even tell me why he doesn’t either throw it out or repair it with magic.’
She enjoyed the mixture of puzzlement and amusement that crossed Terwald’s face. She wanted to ask him about Khar but didn’t know how to broach the subject. Instead, he brought up the other thing that was on both their minds.
‘Have you heard from Maxy?’
She tried to smile as she nodded, but it wasn’t easy. All she could think of was the happy-go-lucky, gangly, immature Maxy she met when she first apprenticed to Draemon: the Maxy who wanted to learn magic because of how he thought it made him look; who wanted to acquire an air of mystery and excitement; the Maxy who made silly jokes and annoyed their teacher with his lazy approach to his studies; the Maxy who had dismissed both her and Terwald at first, for different reasons, but who came to be their dear friend. She bit her lip.
‘He doesn’t call, but sometimes he is there when Varain calls to give Morhan his lessons. I’ve seen him once or twice.’
‘He’s well, then,’ Terwald concluded. 
She heard the relief in his voice and wondered how to respond to it. Should she confide in him, share her concerns, or should she let him be blissfully ignorant? ‘His injuries seem to have healed,’ she said, hedging somewhere between her two inclinations. ‘Like your own.’
Terwald’s mouth twitched in what looked like it was going to be a rueful smile, but it never quite got there. ‘I was never in the state Maxy was in.’
She had to fight not to cry when he said that. They had both been convinced Maxy was dead. For more than a week, he had lain in an unresponsive state in Varain’s house, only alive because the archmage clung so hard to his life-force. And his body was so broken and mangled: he looked nothing like the youth who ventured into the west-airt with them.
She couldn’t conceal the tears that welled in her eyes, and Terwald reached out for her hand. They sat there for a quiet moment, holding hands and thinking, remembering. Gahallaron understood that, despite the brave face he was putting on things, Terwald masked his own deep pain. His body hadn’t been as badly injured as Maxy’s, certainly, but he had suffered another kind of loss, a loss that struck him in a way she would never understand. At last, she had the courage to ask.
‘Khar ...?’
He shook his head. ‘I wandered for months, right through the summer. I could feel the faint trace of him out there, somewhere. But every time I thought I might get near, he moved on again. Eventually, I got the sense he shifted all the way estward, even past Indron. I decided to come back. To regroup. Think about what to try next. Maybe get some help from Morhan, learn some more magic, before heading off again.’
She saw the tears in Terwald’s eyes, matching her own tears for Maxy. They had both suffered losses. Their friends might have been relatively new acquaintances at the beginning of the journey, but the shared dangers, the comradeship, the quest, and all they had done for each other brought them closer in just a few weeks than she could have imagined.
‘I didn’t know what else to do,’ Terwald said, his voice tight.
‘He’s a resourceful little thing,’ Gahallaron volunteered. ‘He followed us on his own for all that time. And we never would have found Cathvair and Morkon without him. He’ll be all right.’
Terwald nodded, but it didn’t take any special intuition to discern his scepticism. Instead of pursuing the conversation, they drank more tea and ate the flat scones Draemon had baked that morning.
‘These are surprisingly good,’ Terwald noted, around a mouthful of scone, dripping with butter and jam.
‘They must be,’ Gahallaron noted wryly. ‘That’s your third one.’
She asked him what he had been up to since getting back to Indron and he told her about enchanting the sword. Talk of the sword seemed to remind him of other things.
‘Have you been practising with your spear?’ Terwald asked, almost shyly.
When they first discovered the magical spear, Terwald had been trying to forget about the violence of his past. The weapon had become a source of awkwardness between them. It had helped them out of a very tricky situation with stone golems in Kalmon, but he was reluctant to have anything to do with it and initially refused to teach her how to use it. Later, when he finally accepted that he must use his skills to help extract them from captivity in the wizard’s keep, he had somewhat come to terms with their lessons. During their long recovery from injury on Cothis, he had taught her more drills and techniques. She was eager to show him how much progress she had made in his absence.
‘Wait here while I change,’ she said. ‘We’ll go in the garden.’
She got up to exit the kitchen before she remembered something. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘While you were away, I discovered something else.’
She plucked at the pendant on her silver chain. ‘Remember how we thought it had the power to be either a spear or a hairpin?’
A conjuring move of her fingers removed the token from the chain, and she held it out to the side. At once, the pendant expanded and elongated dramatically, becoming a slim spear more than two heads taller than Terwald, who started, his eyes wide. Gahallaron sat back down and restored the pendant.
‘How did you ...? Did you enchant it?’
She shook her head with a smile and shrugged. ‘Just getting more familiar with it. Turns out it can take all sorts of shapes. I don’t even know the limit. But its true form is the spear, and it will always eventually return to that.’
Terwald became thoughtful. ‘But ... can you enchant things? That was a cantrip I just saw, wasn’t it? Has it ... has your magic ...?’
Another sore point, another of the themes the two of them had skirted around up to now. Having almost killed herself in using a cantrip whose full-form spell she hadn’t mastered, Gahallaron suffered a psychic occlusion: she severed her access to her magic. The trauma wounded her like the loss of a limb.
‘For weeks after it happened, I had nothing. I kept doing my exercises: Morhan and Marpos both insisted on that. Marpos said it was the only way I would ever find out if I could get it back. I made my way to the end of the Primer. And everything was theoretical. None of it was real.’ Her voice quivered a little as she recalled the way it felt to be so completely cut off. ‘And I had my parents to deal with, on top of it all. No access to magic and forbidden from setting foot inside this house ever again: it was not an ideal situation for an aspiring mage.’
When he smiled at her weak attempted joke, she found herself smiling back. For all his strengths and qualities, his ability to make her somehow feel calm was the thing she valued most in Terwald.
Clearly, he wasn’t going to let her off with an incomplete tale
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