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      The boy swept a stray clump of damp hair from his forehead. It stuck there stubbornly, plastered to his skin with perspiration. I’m not even doing anything yet, he thought. Just standing here.

      His eyes were trained on the other boy. Samuel Asrokis, two years older, was calmly speaking with his family. A family that smiled and patted his shoulder and back, leaning close to speak with him as if he was a cherished member, a loved one.

      “Tsosin,” a voice buzzed from behind the boy.

      He continued staring at Samuel.

      “Tsosin Ruus!” The rebuke cracked like a whip. The boy spun, standing up straighter. It had become a reflex when he heard that tone.

      The boy’s father glared down at him. “Get your mind right, boy. A lapse in concentration and you’ll lose today. No son of mine can be a loser. Is that clear?”

      Young Tsosin Ruus swallowed. “Yes, Father.”

      “The most important thing in life, as I have told you often, is to bring glory to the family and to increase its reputation. Losers do not do that. What is most important?”

      “The family,” Tsosin said.

      “Good. As soon as the duel commences, strike at Samuel’s eyes as I instructed you. It will distract him and keep him from targeting you. It will eliminate half the spells he might use, having no visual means of locking onto you. Do you understand me?”

      “I…yes. I understand.”

      “Do not let me down. Our family reputation is at risk. Beat the Asrokis thoroughly and severely.”

      Not “Samuel,” Tsosin thought, not “your opponent.” “The Asrokis.” As if the boy standing on the other end of the dueling grounds was some kind of unthinking creature. Or worse, inanimate.

      The judge called the combatants to the center of the dueling ring, saving Tsosin from having to respond to his father. Blinding an opponent wasn’t strictly prohibited in duels, but neither was it honorable. This wasn’t real battle. Though most eye injuries could be magically healed, there was still a risk of permanent damage, either to the victim’s sight or to the brain itself.

      Tsosin put his head down and shuffled to the center of the ring to face his opponent.

      At eight years old, Tsosin Ruus was not impressive in the least. If an adult were asked, they would probably say that his opponent wasn’t either. Despite that, the gangly blond-haired lad intimidated Tsosin. Taller by several inches, his lanky body almost looked like a giant’s to the darker-haired Ruus boy.

      Tsosin wiped that dark hair from his eyes and looked up to the judge for the contest. Master Esior Igron was familiar to Tsosin, though he was frightening in his own right. He was a full mage, wielder of the magical arts and warrior in many real battles. When he spoke, the boy listened.

      “You’re not to harm permanently,” the judge said. “Keep the fight within the bounds of etiquette and show a mage’s composure…and restraint. You’re merely apprentices, after all. Do not try to do too much harm and do not use spells you cannot control, or you may injure not only others, but yourself.

      “Each time a clean strike is achieved, I will acknowledge it. If I do not acknowledge it, continue to duel. When I announce an end of the duel, you will stop immediately. Is that all clear?”

      Tsosin said “Yes, sir,” as he studied his opponent. Samuel’s face was drawn, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot nervously, opening and closing his fingers. The boy met Tsosin’s eyes and nodded, belatedly recognizing the judge was waiting for a verbal answer and not simply a gesture.

      “Yes,” the boy said, his fair skin flushing pink.

      “Good,” Judge Igron said. “Take your places.”

      The boys did so, but not before Samuel forced a smile onto his face and nodded at Tsosin. The dark-haired boy nodded back, a nervous smile coming to his own lips.

      Tsosin was conflicted. He knew better than to disobey his father, but he couldn’t do what the man had told him and still obey the judge’s words. Besides, he didn’t want to hurt Samuel permanently. Tsosin wasn’t friends with the other boy, but neither did he hate him. Samuel had always seemed a decent person.

      The boys reached their respective circles, twenty feet apart, and turned again to face each other.

      “On three, you will begin,” Judge Igron said. “One. Two. Three.”

      Tsosin gestured and a shield sprang up around him. At the same time, Samuel forwent his own shield and attacked immediately. A bolt of power, pale and sickly looking in the bright morning sunshine, arced toward Tsosin.

      The attack struck Tsosin’s shield, rocking him on his heels, but not damaging him. He had already started an offensive spell. Two seconds later, he flicked his wrist to shoot several missiles of light through the air toward his opponent.

      Samuel twisted while speaking the words of another spell. He successfully dodged three of the power spikes flying toward him, but not the last two. With no shield, they drilled into him and he grunted.

      “Point, Tsosin Ruus,” the judge said. “One to zero, Ruus.”

      Samuel Asrokis growled, having lost focus on the spell he was casting. He performed the familiar gesture and brought a magical shield up around himself.

      Meanwhile, Tsosin was working on his next attack. He had predicted that Samuel would take the opportunity to create a shield, so he chose not to perform a direct attack. Instead, he had cast his magic to the ground around the other boy, turning it to mud. He held the spell as Samuel’s feet began to sink. Once they were covered to above the ankle, Tsosin chopped with his hand, stopping the spell.

      The ground turned solid again, trapping Samuel’s feet.

      With the knowledge that his opponent would have more trouble evading his attacks now, Tsosin began another spell.

      But Samuel had not been idle. Though he didn’t have the strength to pull his feet up even as Tsosin had turned the ground to mud, he spent the time performing a more complex casting. No more than a second after the ground was changed back to solid, the blond combatant finished his spell.

      An almost visible wind, a wall of air, slammed into Tsosin. He flew back, landing with a thud. Though his shield mitigated some of the force, it collapsed while he was in midair and the landing knocked the breath from him.

      “Point, Asrokis,” the judge said. “One point to one.”

      Tsosin’s mind raced. It was hard to think without being able to breathe. Try as he might, he couldn’t decide on a course of action. He froze, undecided, as his opponent attacked again.

      This time, Samuel launched an attack that wasn’t so much harmful as disorienting. He spun his fingers in the air and Tsosin left the ground again, spinning in time with the gestures.

      If he was at a loss for what to do earlier, it was worse now. His mind couldn’t seem to catch up to what was happening. Before he could decide, the power holding him in the air and spinning him cut off. He dropped hard to the ground again, losing what little air he’d managed to pull into his chest.

      “Point, Asrokis. Two points to one, Asrokis.”

      Tsosin staggered to his feet and wiped the hair that had fallen in front of his eyes with one hand. With the other, he brought up another shield and frantically tried to orient himself.

      He found Samuel, still trapped by the ground. The other boy was casting again, in another familiar fashion.

      “Oh no,” Tsosin said, just as the air grenade went off inside his shield.

      For the third time in two minutes, all the air was forced from Tsosin’s body. The air grenade wasn’t as powerful as the name implied. It merely blew a forceful gust of air out in all directions, powerful enough to knock someone back or to disrupt their aim, but not to kill like the more advanced grenade spell. That it was confined within the shield amplified its power, but not nearly enough so that it was deadly.

      “Point, Asrokis. Match, Asrokis.”

      Tsosin dropped his shield and picked himself up from the ground yet again. His ribs were sore, but it didn’t feel like anything had broken. Then he glanced over and saw his father’s face.

      The day wasn’t over. Something might get broken yet.

      Free from the dirt trap, either by his own power or another mage’s aid, Samuel Asrokis stepped up to Tsosin.

      “That was clever, the thing with the mud. I’ve never seen that before.”

      Tsosin ducked his head. “It’s just something that occurred to me. I’ve seen an air grenade before, but planting one at my feet knowing I’d bring up a shield was genius. It may not have even counted as a point if I hadn’t amplified it for you.”

      Samuel smiled, his pale face stretching to accommodate a wide grin. “Yeah. That’s something that occurred to me.” He turned his head when someone called his name. He raised a hand to them, one finger up. “Anyway, nice match. It could have gone either way.”

      Tsosin swallowed, looking toward his furious father. “But it didn’t. Good match, and good luck in the semi-finals.”

      Samuel trotted off toward his family, who bounced excitedly. When he got to them, they wrapped him in hugs.

      Even if Tsosin had won, he’d have never gotten a reaction like that. His mother wasn’t even present. His half brother was off somewhere else, not even bothering to watch Tsosin’s bout. And his father? Well, he was there, but…

      Vassos Ruus had apparently tired of waiting for his son and come to talk about the duel. He snatched up a handful of Tsosin’s hair in a fist and tugged it so hard, the boy nearly left his feet.

      “What did I tell you to do?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Judge Igron said not to do anything like that.”

      “Is Igron your father?”

      “No.” Part of him wished the man were his father. Tsosin wished anyone else was his father at that moment. He had disobeyed, and that would result in punishment.

      “That’s right. He’s not. Come on. We will discuss this in a more private setting.”

      Vassos released Tsosin’s hair and pushed the boy’s head so hard he lost his balance and fell. He scrambled to his feet before his father could reach down and pull him up. It would only mean more punishment if he’d needed help getting up.

      He ran to keep up with his father’s long strides. There would be consequences for what he had done—or more correctly, what he hadn’t done—and any delay would make things worse.

      As he ran toward his appointment with pain and punishment, he mumbled a prayer that he wouldn’t have to stay in the house for weeks until evidence of the damage faded.

      Like the last time he had disappointed his father.
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      Several weeks after the duel, Tsosin woke from a peaceful slumber. The light piercing the air beside his bed illuminated tiny dust motes in the air. He stretched and ran his fingers through his hair.

      His father would be busy in the city all day, so the boy could do whatever he wanted. Within reason, anyway. He knew better than to do anything that might cause anyone to talk about his family. As long as he didn’t make a spectacle of himself, however, he could do as he chose. He jumped from the bed and dressed eagerly.

      A moment later, he pounded down the stairs to the dining room. He imagined himself pounding, anyway. He simply didn’t have enough weight to make a sound, other than the flapping of his feet, on the stone stairs. It didn’t bother him, though. Not much could on a day like this one.

      The boy ran through the door to the dining room, sliding to a stop. The table held fruit and dishes of eggs—his favorite—along with other breakfast fare.

      His half brother sat like a lump on one of the seats, absently stabbing a bowl of porridge. He looked up when Tsosin slid into the room.

      Aquilius Gavros was not the son of Tsosin’s father and mother. He was of Vassos and a local woman of a very minor noble house, barely above common. Tsosin’s mother often looked at the other boy with both sadness and disgust, yet the boys’ father allowed Aquilius to live in their manor.

      The other boy had the same black hair as Tsosin and a similar form: thin and stringy. The younger boy’s nose was obviously from his mother’s side. Tsosin shared his father’s nose; fairly unremarkable, which, as far as noses went, was probably preferable.

      Aquilius also had eyes of dark brown, almost black, whereas Tsosin’s were amber.

      “Must you make so much of a ruckus in everything you do?” Aquilius said to Tsosin.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know anyone else was in here.” Tsosin was a year older than his half brother, but shorter. He wanted to get along with Aquilius, but couldn’t seem to manage it. He shrugged. No use putting forth any more effort in the current conversation. Instead, he set up a plate with his favorite food and started eating, washing it down with a glass of cow’s milk.

      “Father hasn’t forgotten about your utter failure in that last duel,” Aquilius said.

      “I know.” Tsosin had found it better to keep his answers simple when talking to his half brother.

      “It disappoints him so that you’re such a loser.”

      “I know.”

      “He told me again that it may be a good idea for him to name me his heir instead of you.”

      “Sure.”

      “You don’t believe me?” the darker eyed sibling asked, glaring at Tsosin.

      “It doesn’t matter. Father will do what he wants. No worrying will change that. Besides, you haven’t even started dueling yet. Who says you’ll win?”

      Aquilius stood up and threw his shoulders back. “I’ll win. I know how to fight with strategy.”

      You will need to, Tsosin thought, because your magic is poor. He didn’t say it aloud, however. No use in starting a fight. Instead, Tsosin swallowed the last bite of his food, finished his milk, and got up.

      “Have a good day, brother,” he said as he raced out the door.

      There were more important things to do than to bandy words with Aquilius.

      Tsosin jogged out of the manor house and to the gate at the edge of the property. This was only one of the family’s homes, the one closest to the city of Vinlun. The village of Tamur spread out in front of the estate, almost like it was the grounds for the manor itself. Tamur wasn’t remotely as populous as Vinlun—the latter being one of the largest and most important cities in the empire—but there were other homes around. The boy ran past some of the larger houses, like his, toward where the smaller were cramped up beside others of their size. That’s where all the interesting things happened.

      He got some strange looks as he passed several of his neighbors, but once he was in the streets surrounding the homes and shops of the village, no one gave him a second glance. Well, no one except a few shop keepers who knew him from the times he had browsed their wares. The most fantastic things could be found in those shops, and his father gave him an allowance to spend as he wished. A small one.

      Three boys he knew were strolling down the main street. Sollis Plesca, Finden Storris, and Talmen Rusic were all from mage families—not as high in status as Tsosin’s family, but definitely high enough that he wondered why they were walking and not in a carriage or palanquin. They were likely up to no good.

      He waved at them, but they ignored him. Yes, his station was higher, but they weren’t really friends of his. He shrugged and continued on his way.

      “Get out of the way, waif,” a voice said from off to Tsosin’s left. “I’ll have my father’s guards flog you if you don’t jump.”

      Tsosin thought he recognized the voice, so he swerved toward the sound.

      As he expected, Vadim Plesca stood, shaking a fist at a girl in front of him. The young noble wore his typical fine robes, dyed to shame a peacock. Vadim was one of Aquilius’s circle, probably his best friend, so Tsosin was familiar with him and his mean streak. He’d never tried to impose his will on Tsosin himself because of the disparity in their class, but Tsosin had no doubt he would have tried if he thought he could get away with it.

      The girl wasn’t familiar to Tsosin. He may have seen her before, but if so, he didn’t remember her. She was fairly plain, with sand-colored hair and penetrating hazel eyes that glowed with defiance. She wore ragged trousers and a tunic more suited for a boy. A boy who did hard labor.

      “They’ll have to catch me first,” she said, responding to the boy’s taunts. “Why don’t you try it yourself.” Her hands balled into fists and she straightened, standing tall.

      And she was tall, even taller than Aquilius and his friend. Much taller than Tsosin. Her thin frame moved with a certain grace and strength. He imagined she was strong. The lower-class kids often were, since they had a rougher life, working to help the family survive.

      Vadim paused, not accustomed to his victims standing up for themselves. His eyes darted left and right, then caught sight of something that made him smile.

      “Hey, Sollis. Come over here. This low-class mud urchin just threatened me.”

      “Threatened? You?” Vadim’s brother said. “Does she know who you are?”

      “Hmm. I don’t know. Do you know who I am, girl?”

      “I don’t, and I don’t care,” she said. “And my name is not girl, boy.”

      “If you have a name, it is unimportant, just like you,” he said. “I am Vadim Plesca. My father is—”

      “A criminal if he’s responsible for creating you,” she said. “Are you going to try to flog me or not? Do you always talk this much?”

      Tsosin smiled at that. He appreciated the girl standing up for herself, especially against the likes of Vadim and his brother.

      “Enough of your disrespect,” Vadim said. “Come on, boys. Let’s show her she can’t talk to us like that.”

      The four boys stalked toward the girl in a tightening circle. She raised her fists and adjusted her feet into a fighting stance.

      Tsosin appreciated that, too. What he didn’t appreciate was the boys ganging up on her, four to one. They had almost reached her when Tsosin gestured with his hand and called upon his magic. It was a simple enough spell.

      The other three boys stopped abruptly as if they had run into something. In fact, they had. It was the same shield spell Tsosin used during the duel to protect himself, with a slight modification.

      He had figured out how to shape the shield into other configurations than the typical bubble other mages used, so instead of surrounding himself, it became in this case a curved wall separating the boys from the girl they were about to attack. He had formed it into a half bowl, the opening behind the attackers. The girl was now safe from them.

      Tsosin did not, however, do anything to impede Vadim. He wasn’t saving the girl or getting involved in the fight. He simply made sure it was fair. He leaned against a nearby building to watch it play out.

      Vadim Plesca didn’t realize the others had stopped moving until he was right in front of the girl. At the other boys’ squawks, he looked toward them. Once he realized what had happened, he turned back to the girl, swallowing hard.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “I…”

      She lunged at the boy and grabbed his fine robes, nearly pulling him off his feet toward her.

      “Nothing to say?” she taunted. “Is this where you flog me?”

      “I…”

      She punched him in the face. Hard. Not only did she do it with a skill that even Tsosin—who wasn’t trained in fisticuffs—could appreciate, but she also pulled him closer with the hand holding his robes, magnifying the force of the blow.

      She let go of Plesca as her fist connected and red blossomed under his nose. He dropped like a felled tree.

      The girl spat at the boy rolling on the ground moaning. “You let me know if you want to flog me again sometime.” She pulled her foot back to kick him, but then scoffed. “Psht. You’re not even worth the effort.”

      She turned to consider the other boys and why they hadn’t attacked. She nodded, apparently figuring out in an instant that they were being held from her. She made a humming noise and swept her gaze around her.

      Catching sight of Tsosin leaning against the building.

      “That your work?” she asked.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Thank you. And thank you for not trying to fight my battle for me.”

      “I wouldn’t do that. I just wanted it fair.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “You should probably go,” Tsosin said, making another gesture with his hand to keep the others from hearing what he and the girl said. “I shouldn’t hold them there all day.”

      “Yeah, right. What’s your name, boy?”

      He stood up taller, not that it did much good. “I’m Tsosin. What’s your name?”

      She laughed. “Sorry, that came out wrong. I’m Iowyn. Iowyn Selen. You the same Tsosin who dueled a few weeks ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      Tsosin didn’t know what to think of this girl and her constant humming. He was going to ask what it meant, but he missed his chance.

      “You’re right,” she said. “I should go. Thanks for the help. Maybe I’ll see you around. We can talk or something.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “Okay, then. Take care. I’ll watch for you at the duels. I found a way to sneak in without paying.” She winked at him with those mesmerizing hazel eyes and took off running, then disappeared behind a building.

      Tsosin looked down at Vadim, face streaming blood, and at the other three boys, shook his head, and left the way he had come, canceling his spell as he did so. There was plenty of time left in the day, and he still had things to see and do.
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      Over the next several months, Tsosin met with Iowyn whenever he could. She was unlike anyone else he’d ever met. She was smart, easy to talk to, and they had similar attitudes about nearly everything.

      Nearly everything. Some of it made him scratch his head. When she showed him how she snuck in to see the dueling matches, he couldn’t understand why she would want to crouch underneath the seating for the lower noble houses and watch instead of taking a seat within the arena itself. He thought it was because she didn’t have the money to buy a ticket, but she disabused him of that idea.

      “It’s not about comfort or what I can do. This is something I do myself, on my own, without anyone to help or anyone else’s name to rely on.”

      It turned out that she was not some street kid, as he had originally thought. In fact, her family—newly moved to Tamur—was at about the same level as Plesca, the boy she had pummeled. Not nearly the level of Tsosin’s family, but still important enough that Vadim couldn’t easily retaliate. Vadim hadn’t wanted to admit that she had knocked him to the ground, so there was no good reason he could point to for revenge.

      Of course, Vadim had told Aquilius about it, and Tsosin’s half brother was furious, wanting to gather a group to gang up on Iowyn.

      “If you do that, there will be consequences,” Tsosin had told Aquilius. To punctuate his point, he conjured a crackling ball of lightning in his hand and absently tossed it back and forth to the other one. Aquilius had taken the hint and the matter had been dropped.

      “Why didn’t you tell me your family had money?” Tsosin asked Iowyn as they lounged under a tree outside the village.

      “You didn’t ask. Besides, it doesn’t matter. Who my family is isn’t important. Even they don’t like me running around without wearing the fine clothes they want to stuff me into.”

      He grunted as he pulled a long blade of grass and began rolling it into a tight little cylinder.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why? Would it have mattered to you? That day?”

      “No.”

      She smiled at him.

      “What are you smiling for?” he asked.

      “You didn’t hesitate at all before you answered.”

      “Why would I?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just…well, you don’t seem to think like everyone else.”

      “Most everyone else doesn’t think like me,” he said, hoping she grasped the distinction.

      Her smile grew wider. “You’re right. Most everyone else. I think like you.”

      His grin matched hers. “I know.”

      They lay there, on the grass in the shade, for several quiet minutes.

      “Why didn’t you use magic on Vadim?” he asked. Her family was of sufficient stature that she would have training in the mage arts, possibly even a private tutor.

      “I’m not good with magic. I prefer doing things physically.”

      “Then why don’t you use one of the more physical schools of magic?”

      She sat up. “The what?”

      “You do know that there are a lot of different types of magic, right?”

      “Uh…yeah.”

      “Really? What are they?” he said with a smirk.

      Her eyes darted to the side, then up, then back to his. She opened her mouth to answer, but then sighed. “Okay, I never listened all that well when my teacher started talking about fundamentals and history and the grand traditions…” She waved her hands around as she said it, like someone conducting musicians.

      Tsosin laughed. “I understand. Still, it would have been good to listen at least a little. What magic were they trying to teach you?”

      “I don’t know. My tutor spouts names all the time, but I’m not sure what he’s referring to. Orchestral and dictation?”

      “Ah. There’s your problem,” he said, throwing the fifth blade of grass he had curled into a tight little shape. “It’s Digitation, actually. Those two schools are popular because though the movement complexity increases with time, the beginning spells are easier to master than in some other schools. Have you ever tried the Esuvian or Aesculean Flow sub-schools in the Physical school of thought? Both use similar movements to actual physical combat.”

      “Nope. Never heard of them.”

      “You should ask your teacher about them. I think you’d do well with those styles. You move well and are skilled in combat.”

      She swiped a long lock of sand-colored hair from her face and gazed at him intently. “Why don’t you teach me?”

      “What?” He laughed, but it died out when her intense expression didn’t change. “Iowyn, I’m no teacher.”

      “You figured out my problem with magic in just a few minutes. Is it because you can’t do those schools of magic?”

      “Please,” he said, then felt his face flush. Mages weren’t supposed to be haughty about their skills.

      “What? Can you do that magic or not?”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Then teach me.” She moved closer to him, so their noses almost touched. “Please?”

      He had trouble focusing on her face, she was so close. All thought left his head and he pulled back so he could look right into her eyes. “Uh.”

      They sat there, knees touching, staring into each other’s eyes for what seemed to be an eternity. Hers were somewhere between light and dark, sort of a tan color but with swirls of green and blue in them. He tried to follow a particular line of color, but got lost in the depths.

      He blinked, something he didn’t think he had done for several minutes. “Uh,” he repeated. “Okay. I’ll try to teach you a few things. To get you started. In return, will you teach me how to fight, like you did in the street with Vadim?”

      The colors in her eyes still held his focus, so he saw it when the skin around them crinkled and realized she was smiling hugely at him. “Deal. You teach me and I’ll teach you.” She leaned back and put her hand out to him.

      Tsosin stared at it like he’d never seen a hand before, finally realizing she meant him to take it. He clasped it with his own and shook it numbly, in a daze.

      Her hand was warm, but not sweaty, though the day was anything but cool. He hoped his wasn’t clammy. Hers felt…wonderful. Their grips seemed to fit each other, one of the most comfortable things he’d ever experienced.

      After long seconds, one side of Iowyn’s mouth stayed up while the other relaxed into a more neutral position, leaving her with a mischievous smirk. Still Tsosin held her hand.

      “The training?” She pushed his shoulder with her other hand. He noticed she didn’t try to take away the hand he held, though.

      “Oh,” he said. “Right.” Reluctantly, he loosened his grip and let her have her hand back. Even more reluctantly, he looked away from her eyes. Either the sun had exploded, bathing the entire world with intense heat, or he was blushing. Thinking about it made the world even hotter.

      Yep, blushing.

      They got to work, him starting with the basics of magic and explaining the magical schools and her with the rudimentary knowledge of how to stand and generate power when he struck someone.

      For months, then for a few years, they continued to help each other progress in skills they hadn’t possessed, and all the while they became the best of friends. Though Tsosin had a busy schedule with his magical tutors and with practicing his own magic, every second he could snatch to meet with Iowyn, he took.

      They didn’t only train, though. They talked. About everything. Her dreams, his dreams, things they planned to do, what happened in their lives when they were apart. Those handfuls of months were the happiest Tsosin had ever been in his young life, and their time together was the highlight of each day, or, if they couldn’t meet in a day, week.

      Young and idealistic, Tsosin Ruus thought it would continue that way forever. As with many things in life, it lasted for a while, until something happened that changed everything. That something was his father.
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      “Tsosin Ruus,” the voice shouted as the young man—thirteen years old now—walked toward the large room he had been allowed as his own space for research and magical practice.

      Tsosin gulped. What had he done now? His father used that particularly commanding tone only when accusing or punishing the young Ruus. His head dropped for a moment and he sighed, but then he lifted his chin, squared his shoulders, and took a deep breath. Better not to show weakness. He strode into the room from which the voice had originated.

      “Yes, Father?”

      Despite the tapestries and other hangings along the walls of the cavernous chamber, the boy’s footsteps echoed as he entered his father’s study. Vassos sat behind an immense desk of enchanted spiritwood, fingers steepled in front of him. His dark hair was perfectly in place, as always, and his shadowy eyes drilled into his son. Tsosin’s gaze skittered off his father’s face, not quite meeting the man’s eyes, but finding the bookshelves flanking the desk and the smaller tables holding more books, scrolls, and assorted paraphernalia of the mage profession. He recognized nearly all of these, of course, but they didn’t hold his attention.

      But the other person in the room did.

      Aquilius Gavros sat in a straight-backed chair to the side of the desk, his eyes fixed on Tsosin as well.

      “I have heard a rumor that you are associating with street scum,” Vassos Ruus said.

      Tsosin’s eyes darted to Aquilius before he could bring them under control and snap them back to his father. “Street scum? I don’t know what you—”

      “The Selen whelp, boy. Are you associating with this…low-class creature?”

      Tsosin straightened his rigid spine further. “Iowyn is of a noble house, Father. She is not street scum. Her house is as elevated as Gerren. Or Plesca.” He glanced toward Aquilius again, hoping his father would see the connection.

      Vassos slammed his open hand on the desk so hard the draft blew a few pieces of parchment onto the floor. “She is what I say she is. The Selens are hardly even people, let alone noble. They have some money, yes, but they obtained it through their merchant business, not respectably through inheritance or holdings. They are hardly better than farmers, dirtying their hands with buying and selling.”

      The young man willed his anger to settle. It would do no good to argue with his father over this. He knew well enough that the man saw the world in two groups: those who could bring the family more influence, and those who were not worth the air they inhaled into their lungs.

      “You will stop whatever fraternization you have been carrying on with that…that…girl.” His inflection indicated that he was being charitable in granting her the label. Iowyn, to him, was less than human.

      When Tsosin held his silence, his father continued. “She distracts you from what is important. Your life’s purpose is to succeed beyond any other and so bring glory to the family. Family is all. Anyone or anything that cannot improve our reputation and stature is a waste of our time. You will no longer waste precious time with pursuits that do not directly benefit the Ruus family. Is that clear?”

      Tsosin swallowed. Don’t say what you think. Don’t tell him the truth. Don’t argue, he repeated to himself as his father waited for an answer. When he was relatively sure he wasn’t going to say the wrong thing, he answered, “Yes, Father.”

      “Good. Now go study. Your performance has been lackluster of late. I expect you to impress me when next I tell you to demonstrate your skills.”

      Tsosin turned and headed out the door with his head held high, though he felt like curling into a ball. Before he left the room, he eyed his half brother. Aquilius had a wide grin on his face.

      The young man did as his father asked. For half an hour. When he had read the same passage in one of his reference books for the fourth time and still didn’t know what it said, he closed his book and stood. He needed some air.

      It was past dinner, the grounds outside his window dark. The cool air fluttered into the room through the open widow, inviting him to go outside.

      He poked his head out of his study to see if anyone was in the hall. Finding no one, he climbed out his window without hesitation and down the sturdy vines to the ground. Minutes later, he was outside the grounds and heading to a place that held special significance for him.

      As he approached the area, he hoped against hope he wasn’t the only one craving solitude and comfort. He stepped up to the familiar tree and a shadow stirred on the other side.

      “Tsosin?” Iowyn’s voice said, emanating from the shadow.

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      She giggled in the way that always made him smile as she jumped to her feet and darted to him, wrapping him in a hug.

      He didn’t return it, and the simple act of refraining nearly tore his heart in two.

      “Tsosin?” She released him and brought her face near his to look in his eyes. As she did so, she made a slight gesture with her hand and a soft, glowing ball of light appeared, illuminating both their faces.

      She swept softly at his cheek with her other hand, wiping some of the liquid from it.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yes. No. I mean…” An involuntary sob escaped his lips.

      “What happened?”

      “I can’t see you anymore.”

      “Of course you can,” she said, smiling. She bobbed the little ball of light in her hand. “See, I even made light, just like you taught me.”

      When he didn’t smile, hers faltered.

      “I’m serious, Wyn. My father, he told me I can’t associate with you anymore. That you’re a distraction and I have to spend all my time studying and becoming someone who will bring honor to the family.”

      She frowned at him. “You mean, he said I’m low-class and not worth the time of someone of the great Ruus house.”

      “I…yeah. He did. That’s not the main thing, though. He wants me to work harder, to be better. He directly commanded me not to associate with you. I can’t disobey him. To be a Ruus, to be a man, I have to do as he says.”

      “I know. I guess I was always afraid this would happen. Really, it took longer than it should have. I hoped he was too busy with his…well, whatever he does, to notice. He doesn’t seem to pay much attention to you unless you’re being put on display, like with duels or something.”

      Her words made his insides writhe. She was so smart. He had thought he’d hidden things from her well enough that she didn’t know his relationship with his father. He specifically did not talk about it with her.

      “I’m sorry, Wyn. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault, silly. You don’t have to be sorry. Is there any kind of loophole you can exploit, a way to get around the prohibition? Anything?”

      The pain inside him doubled and seemed to center in the middle of his chest. The pleading quality of her voice drove a spike of regret right through him.

      “No. I have to do this. As long as I live in my father’s house, I have to obey his rules. He’s just looking out for our family, trying to make me the best I can be so the family will improve its status.”

      “Do you really believe that?” she hissed. She shook her head. “No, don’t answer that. I’m sorry, Tso. I know how things are supposed to work. ‘Everything is the family and the family is everything.’ It’s what we’re told from when we’re very young. You’re doing what you think is right. I can respect that.”

      He stood like a statue as she let her light die. Just before the ball winked out, moisture glistened on her cheeks in the last bit of fading light.

      “Stay here for a few minutes and talk with me?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I can’t, Wyn. I need to get back home. Aquilius told my father about us and he’ll probably be spying to see if I left to disobey.”

      He was glad he couldn’t see her face as she inhaled sharply, then blew it out.

      “I understand.”

      “It was great,” he said, “training with you. Talking with you. Just being with you. I’m going to miss it. I’m going to miss you.”

      “Me, too, Tso. So much.”

      She pulled him into another hug, and this time he brought his arms up around her, squeezing like he thought if he held her tight enough, no one would be able to pry them apart.

      After a time, they released each other and stepped back. At a loss for what to do, he trailed a finger across her cheek, spun, and headed back home.
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      Tsosin tossed and turned that night, unable to sleep. When he had returned to his house, Aquilius had been skulking around in the hall outside of Tsosin’s study. They didn’t exchange any more than a glance before Tsosin entered the room and closed the door behind him. The young man had sat there, trying to make sense of his life, but failing utterly. He guessed it was as his father always told him: his purpose for existing was to bring honor to the family.

      It didn’t feel like nearly enough.

      Later, in his room, slumber eluded him like a thief in the shadowy alleys of the city. After several hours of staring at the ceiling, Tsosin gave it up as a lost cause. He wrapped a robe about himself and slogged back to his study, searching for some kind of distraction.

      He tried to tear his mind away from thoughts of Iowyn and the way her eyes sparkled when they talked about magic. Or combat. Or anything, really. The girl seemed to have a source of light inside her that never went out. The thought brought a sad smile to his face.

      He turned the idea around in his head. Light in the eyes.

      I wonder, he thought to himself.

      Eight hours later, he had created a new spell. New as far as he could figure, anyway. Mages tended to be a secretive lot, so it was possible someone else had created the same magic he had, but if so, he’d never heard of it.

      It was funny, how his different memories had merged to create what he did. He hadn’t named the spell yet, and he might never do so. It was a light spell, of sorts, but with subtle differences to other spells that created illumination.

      This incantation had two immediately apparent uses. The first was to grant vision in the dark, causing the recipient’s eyes to actually create their own light with which to see. Half the thieves in the empire would kill their best friend for the secret.

      The other half was a bit more aggressive. It still generated light, but a tiny change in the gesture meant the light was generated inward instead of outward. Cast upon someone else, it caused them to see only light and nothing beyond, as if a wall made purely of radiance covered their entire field of view.

      It was, he was disappointed to realize, similar to what his father had wanted him to do to Samuel Asrokis in that duel five years before. The difference was that conventional light spells cast into the eye might blind the target, often permanently. Tsosin’s new spell only replaced everything in the target’s field of vision with a soft light. It wouldn’t do any damage, and the spell could be ended instantly, allowing the person to regain their normal vision with no lingering effects.

      After all that work, Tsosin’s own eyes were gritty and he was hungry. When he checked the clock on one of his shelves, he gaped that so much time had passed. He hadn’t even noticed the sunlight peeking through the edges of the shutters on the window.

      He trudged to his bedchamber while eating a piece of crusty bread that had been sitting in his study for a day and climbed into bed once he got through the door. He didn’t even bother undressing. He was asleep in seconds.

      Having no real external stimulation any longer, Tsosin’s curiosity and need for exploration turned inward. He spent more and more time in his study. The young mage had brought in some equipment, added dozens of books, and rearranged the furniture so it was nearly as complete a space for research as his father’s study, though still smaller. With the emphasis on experimentation and invention, however, the boy decided to call the place his workshop. “Study” was a good enough name for most mages, but it seemed to him to indicate a certain sedentary absorption of knowledge. Instead, he would coax and tease and drag secrets out of the world and the magic in it. He was not afraid of work, and this most important of rooms would reflect that in its name.

      Soon, he rarely went anywhere else. He dined with the family—that was non-negotiable as far as his father was concerned—but other than that and sleeping, he could nearly always be found in his workshop. Sometimes he didn’t even bother going to his bedchamber for sleep.

      He found, as he studied, practiced, and invented, that if he focused on his work, Iowyn’s memory did not haunt him as often. He thought of her still, of course, but didn’t have time to dwell on not being able to see her.

      He would become the best mage in the empire, in Dizhelim, and his father would finally have to admit that he improved the reputation of the family. Maybe then he could see Iowyn again.

      He knew he was fooling himself.

      “Tsosin, are you listening to me?” Vassos said, looming over the now fifteen-year-old boy. The familiar location of the dueling arena surrounded them, with the sounds of spectators, the scent of dust and sweat, and the smell of magical energy, like the air after a lightning storm.

      Tsosin realized, actually, that his father didn’t loom so ominously as he had previously. The boy had grown and could almost look the older man in the eye. Not that he would.

      “Yes, sir.” The man was still his father.

      “Good. You didn’t listen to me the last time I told you what to do with this boy. You will do as I say this time. Your first move is to blind him. Do you understand me?”

      “There is no need, Father. I don’t need to risk causing permanent harm to him. I don’t need to resort to tricks. I promise you that it will be unnecessary.”

      His father sputtered at him, his face going red. If Tsosin didn’t do something soon to mitigate the anger, there would be an eruption of epic proportions.

      “Please, hear me out,” the boy said, causing his father’s eyes to go wide in surprise. “If I cast a spell that might be seen as a grey area, it will cheapen the victory. Some will say I cheated. If I meet him head on, using only my skills, there will be no doubt who is the better mage.”

      His father’s rage-twisted face relaxed. A bit.

      “Also, I would not want to risk blinding a mage who may be useful should some of the rumors of war turn out to be true. Samuel could be helpful to the family if he is still intact.” The young man winced inside to say such a thing about another person, but it was something his father would want to hear.

      That seemed to work. His father’s shoulders relaxed, the vein in his forehead settled, and the fire in his eyes dimmed. He looked toward Tsosin’s opponent, then back to the boy.

      “Perhaps you make a good point.” He poked at Tsosin’s shoulder with his finger. It felt like a solid metal rod. “But you’d better not lose. If you do, there will be a heavy price to pay.”

      Tsosin ducked his head. “I understand.”

      The duel had been a long time in coming. He had thus far been able to talk his way out of dueling every time his father brought it up. It took every bit of his cleverness to do it, but he had forestalled the event for several years.

      Until the rumors started gathering steam and reached his father’s ears. People were calling Tsosin a coward and a poor mage. They said he wouldn’t duel because of his abysmal skill. Vassos Ruus had commanded Tsosin to duel after he’d heard the accusations, and there was no talking him out of it this time.

      The accusations were false, of course. Tsosin believed that spending his time becoming a better all-around mage was more important than training specifically for dueling. This contest would confirm his belief. Or it would put his health at risk, since losing would result in his father’s wrath.

      The judge called Tsosin and his opponent, Samuel Asrokis, to the center of the dueling ring.

      Samuel smiled at Tsosin and Tsosin gave him a small smile in return, even bowing slightly to the older boy. While Tsosin had been dedicating himself to learning and growing in all things magical, Samuel had become something of a specialist in dueling. He wasn’t particularly powerful or skilled in many facets of magic, but used the spells in his repertoire adeptly in the dueling ring. He hadn’t been beaten for more than a year and could be considered the reigning champion, something that irritated Tsosin’s father to no end.

      “You know the rules,” the judge said. It was the same judge from their previous match, Esior Igron, though in the seven years since the first bout, Judge Igron had lost a fair amount of his hair, all from the front of his head. “You’re old enough to act honorably. Keep the combat clean and use the minimum amount of power necessary to defeat your opponent without permanently harming him. The victor will incapacitate his opponent, making him unable to continue, or will knock him from the dueling ring. The mastery of magic comes from doing one of these things without seriously injuring your opponent. Do you understand?”

      Both boys nodded.

      “Good, go to your places.”

      They did so, Tsosin’s mind going back to the last time they had dueled. He had watched Samuel in some of his recent duels and could admit that the young man seemed to have developed a sense for combat that allowed him to react in just the right way. He wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving himself vulnerable to Tsosin again. This time, Tsosin would have to be faster, cleverer, and more skilled than his opponent.

      His mouth turned into the shadow of a smile. Samuel had never seen anything like what he was about to experience.

      When Tsosin had explained the different schools of magical thought to Iowyn years before, it occurred to him that his education had been different than many of the young mages in the city. It was partly because of the excellent tutors he had access to, but he also researched magic on his own. Especially since he had been forbidden to see Iowyn, he had delved deeply into every facet of magic he could find the resources for. With his family’s wealth and standing, there were many resources available to him.

      In general, there were seven schools of magical thought, though each school was divided even more into sub-schools. Physical, Mental, Verbal, Intellectual, Emotional, Astral, and Ethereal were not so much types of magic—like air, water, fire, and other end effects or types of spells—but they were more like the ways of thinking and processes for manipulating the qozhel of the world—the magical force.

      The different schools may have the same spell, something such as casting flame or creating a shield, but a physical mage and a mental mage would go about bringing that flame into existence in completely different ways. There were, of course, spells that only belonged to one school of magical thought or another, but it was the attitude and the way in which magic was utilized that differentiated the different schools.

      Most mages only trained in one school, most typically Physical, Mental, or Verbal. By far the most common was Physical. Even Iowyn had trained in physical magic, though as Tsosin had identified, in a sub-school that she did not connect with as well as the one he had begun teaching her.

      Yes, many mages focused on one school of thought. Tsosin, on the other hand, had researched, practiced, and become proficient in all of them.

      It was obvious that Samuel had spent most of his time on the Physical school of magical thought. He had put on muscle in the years since they had dueled last. He looked like an athlete or a warrior. He even wore tight-fitting clothing to show off his physique.

      It wouldn’t do him any good.

      Judge Igron raised his hand and looked to Samuel first, then to Tsosin. Both boys nodded to him. The judge chopped his hand downward and shouted, “Begin.”

      At the command, Tsosin cast two spells simultaneously. The first was of the Mental school of thought, so there was no outward sign he had even cast it. Words of power invoked in his mind caused a powerful shield to spring up around him, one that could not be seen but by the most sensitive of mages, who would only see a slight glimmer.

      He made a small gesture at the same time, casting a physical magic spell. A wall of power sprang from Tsosin’s hand and raced to Samuel. The older boy’s eyes went wide as the spell picked him up and threw him across the dueling ground. He landed with a thump, performed an awkward roll, and shakily came to his feet. The attack he had been starting to cast had been interrupted and lost.

      Tsosin thought briefly of using the spell he had invented the night he had been separated from Iowyn, the blinding spell that only kept the target from seeing but would not harm him. He decided against it. It was too close to what his father wanted him to do, and he wanted to leave no doubt that his victory today had nothing to do with Vassos’s dirty tactics.

      Samuel finally regained his balance and began dodging erratically to keep from being targeted by another spell. Tsosin tsked under his breath; he had a dozen spells that didn’t need to be aimed and would latch onto his opponent if he cast them. He didn’t cast any of them, however, but waited for what he knew would come next.
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      Samuel Asrokis’s next attacks were as predictable as the sunrise. The older boy continued his evasive maneuvers while forming gestures with each hand. Tsosin had to hand it to his opponent; he was very skilled at the complex movements.

      But Tsosin recognized those spells. What’s more, he’d known not only that Samuel would use them, but that he would use them together. He had obviously practiced them enough that he could cast both simultaneously without fail. Tsosin had seen him use them in three separate duels. That combination could be considered Samuel’s signature move. If an opponent did his homework beforehand and noticed.

      Though the spells were fairly powerful, Tsosin wasn’t concerned. He brought up another mental spell, this one a powerful negation spell. Samuel’s missiles of pure light magic and lightning struck the nothingness Tsosin conjured and then …ceased to be.

      While he cast his mental negation spell, Tsosin brought up another bit of mental magic. He had practiced casting multiple spells at a time—even ones in the same school of magical thought—so it was not too difficult. To conceal his full ability, he made inane gestures so anyone watching would think he was using some type of physical magic spell.

      Samuel’s mouth, formed into a smirk as he had cast his spells, dropped into a wide O when he saw his attack defeated. Then he made a strangled sound—Tsosin Ruus had disappeared.

      Again, Samuel cast a spell that Tsosin had predicted. It was a seeing spell, one that allowed the caster to view invisible people or items.

      It did no good.

      Tsosin hadn’t turned invisible. He had used a spell in the Astral school of thought and teleported a short distance.

      Samuel’s head jerked back and forth, trying desperately to spot his opponent. Tsosin tapped him on the shoulder from behind. Samuel’s physical training was apparent as the young man turned and gestured to burn his opponent to cinders. He was very fast.

      But not as fast as Tsosin. A simple spell for more speed helped in that regard.

      The younger boy struck out four times, his hands like the deadly wisp snake. He barely made contact, but each time he did, he manipulated qozhel, the magical power utilized in all spells and magical effects. This energy Tsosin rammed into the magical pathways in Samuel’s body, interfering with the champion’s use of magic.

      Tsosin struck Samuel in the hollow of his left armpit, the inside of the bicep of his right arm, the ball joint of the left leg at the hip, and the right shoulder, precisely in the space between the shoulder muscle and the chest muscle. All of the strikes were applied with rigid fingers, but not hard enough to damage physically. Though the magic did the job, Tsosin silently thanked Iowyn for the combat training she had provided that allowed him to perform the movements efficiently.

      The combination of the First Astral Nexus, the First Brachial Nexus, the Second Femoral Nexus, and the First Refining Meridian had very specialized effects, as Tsosin’s opponent found out quickly.

      After the fourth strike, not only could Samuel not use magic, but he could no longer move at all. He stood there, immobile, hands still in the position from which he had tried to cast magic out toward Tsosin.

      The only part of Samuel’s body moving was his eyes, which darted about, wide with fear.

      Tsosin Ruus turned his back on his opponent. He bowed deeply to the judge, then walked toward his side of the dueling ring.

      Before he stepped out of the ring, the younger combatant cocked his head as if he had just remembered something. He turned toward the frozen Samuel one more time and made a shooing motion with his hand.

      Samuel flew backward, spinning head over heels in the air. When it looked like he would strike the ground hard, breaking bones and probably killing him, he stopped as if he was sleeping on his back on a cushion of air.

      Tsosin snapped his fingers and Samuel dropped the foot and a half to the hardpacked dirt ground. He grunted as the air was forced from his lungs, but then writhed and twisted into a sitting position at his parents’ feet.

      Outside the dueling ring.

      The judge declared Tsosin the winner, but the boy didn’t pay attention. He was already walking out of the ring.

      The spectators were all silent, trading glances among themselves alternating with confused looks at the ring. Some scratched their heads. It was because of this silence that it was so easy to hear what Samuel said once he caught his breath.

      “You’re a cheat and a charlatan. It’s obvious you can’t beat me without your parlor tricks. I want a rematch, and I want the judges to watch more carefully this time to make sure you have no outside help. There’s no way you beat me without others helping you. You are the most despicable of liars and are an embarrassment to the name mage.”

      Tsosin calmly faced Samuel, whose face was red—whether from anger or embarrassment, Tsosin didn’t know—as he stamped his feet like a spoiled child.

      “You…want a rematch? Now?”

      “Yes, right now. You’ve used up your tricks. I challenge you to another duel, right now.”

      Tsosin stared at Samuel, long enough that the other boy, huffing and puffing in his excited state, began to fidget.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do that—”

      “Coward. Liar. Cheat. Fake.” Samuel hurled the insults like they were missiles.

      Tsosin put up a hand. In a calm, even voice, he continued. “Please, let me finish. I can’t do that. It would be a waste of my time. You don’t prove yourself a challenging adversary. Dueling with you bores me. Choose another to aid you, and I will duel both of you.”

      Samuel’s face reddened even further. “You dare…”

      “Do you accept or not? I’ll not waste any more time talking. Choose a partner and face me, or close your mouth and accept your defeat like a respectable mage. I will give you until a ten count and then I will leave. I’ve no more time to spare.”

      As Tsosin said it, he used a physical spell to magnify his voice. Every person in the audience would have been able to hear him, even if they hadn’t heard clearly what Samuel had shouted. He glanced at his father, who had a rare smile on his face. Of course. Vassos no doubt relished the apparent humiliation, and it sickened Tsosin. But then, Samuel had brought it upon himself, casting accusations like he did.

      “Fine,” Samuel said. “I choose Vadim Plesca.” He pointed toward the young mage, standing with Samuel’s parents.

      Tsosin smiled, but hurriedly smoothed the expression from his face. If he were going to teach a lesson to one loudmouthed mage, he could just as easily do it with two. This one especially deserved to be taught a lesson.

      Vadim Plesca had spent the last several years insulting and trying to defame Iowyn for the thrashing she had given him the day Tsosin had first seen the girl. Vadim couldn’t take direct action toward her, and he didn’t have the courage to challenge her to a duel, so instead he had gone to great effort to slander her.

      The entire thing irritated Tsosin, but he’d never done anything about it because Iowyn was fully capable of fighting her own battles, and she wisely ignored the entire thing. The opinion of such as Vadim Plesca didn’t concern her in the least.

      This opportunity, though, was too convenient for him to pass it by. He hoped fervently that the coward would not back out. It was an attitude unbecoming a mage, but he allowed himself this one fault if it meant addressing a long source of annoyance without any real, lasting harm.

      Vadim Plesca scrambled up to join Samuel. He darted looks at Tsosin and he whispered something to his friend. A whispered response seemed to reassure him and he nodded.

      “We accept,” Samuel said.

      Judge Igron called them to the center of the ring again and gave them instructions. Then, as was the protocol, he directed the boys to their own ends of the dueling area.

      Tsosin bowed to the judge and dipped his head to his two opponents. He wouldn’t give them any more respect than that, not after the earlier display. Samuel and Vadim tried to emulate him, but ended up looking silly trying to nod at him without meaning anything.

      “Begin!” the judge shouted.

      Tsosin didn’t even wait a breath before casting.

      He disappeared.

      Samuel and Vadim searched the area frantically while they began casting spells without having a target to attack. Tsosin had teleported again, ending up directly behind them.

      Samuel caught sight of him first and pivoted to cast his spell, but Tsosin was already casting his own from the Physical school of thought. One that Samuel was also fond of using. The older boy’s eyes widened as he tried to speed up his own gestures.

      A wave of power, like a tidal wave, slammed into the two boys, lifting them up and carrying them across the ring toward the edge. Tsosin heard gasps from the crowd even above the roar of the power carrying his opponents away from him.

      But he wasn’t satisfied with such a simple result as knocking them out of the ring to lose the bout. They deserved more punishment and embarrassment for their words and actions.

      As Samuel and Vadim approached the edge of the ring, they collided with an invisible wall. Two loud thunks sounded, followed immediately by groans as air left their bodies. They stopped just inside the dueling area, then slid down to land in a heap on the ground.

      Tsosin made a small gesture with one hand and his voice magnified. “Submit,” he said, knowing full well they would not.

      They did not. Instead they shook their heads and stumbled to their feet. Samuel started the gestures for another spell.

      “Very well,” Tsosin said, and his spell allowed everyone in attendance to hear. He swept his hand upward and the boys left the ground like they were being pulled skyward by ropes. Samuel’s spell was lost as his arms flailed for balance instead of finishing the spell gestures. “Since you insist on continuing, I will punish you for your transgressions. For your lies against me, I do only this small thing.”

      He moved his hand and they bobbed up and down in midair, unable to regain their balance or gesture to cast spells. He was fairly certain that they couldn’t cast using schools of thought other than Physical, so they were effectively helpless.

      “For your insults, lies, and schemes against one who is cherished by me, however, I have something a little more memorable for you.”

      Tsosin spun his hands in circles, horizontal to the ground and the boys spun in the same direction his hands were moving. Faster and faster he moved his hands, and the boys’ bodies followed suit. After almost a solid minute of this, he stopped moving his hands and the boys stopped in midair as if caught by a massive hand.

      Then he spun the opposite way, causing his opponents to spin the other way. Within seconds, the two older boys vomited and, due to their movement, sprayed themselves and each other with the fluid, small chunks of undigested food pelting them like tiny missiles.

      One more gesture of Tsosin’s hands and the boys spun off, head over heels. They flew through the air, expelling more vomit, until they crashed into a flimsy fence surrounding a small animal pen. The wall gave way, and they landed face-first in an area thick with muck from the pigs that were kept for the entertaining contests the arena sometimes held for the younger children.

      Tsosin turned back to the judge and bowed. As he had earlier, he walked slowly out of the ring toward the exit.

      The crowd fell silent once again, as if waiting for what came next. Then, as if they had been given a signal, they cheered and stomped and clapped.

      Tsosin’s father stood unmoving, mouth open as his son passed by him. He shook his head, closed his mouth, looked around to see if anyone had seen his reaction, and then hurried toward his waiting carriage.

      The younger Ruus didn’t pay any attention to his father. He cast his gaze to a space between two rows of benches where some of the lower-classed spectators sat. In that space—the place Iowyn had shown him years ago, where she snuck in to watch the duels without paying—was a face he recognized. His eyes met her hazel orbs, filled with unshed tears. He bowed his head to her and she jerked as if struck. Then, her mouth split wide and she laughed so hard he thought he could hear her faintly across the distance.

      With a small smile for his friend, Tsosin Ruus left the dueling grounds to walk home, enjoying every step he took.
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