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Prologue
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Jumas was young, nearly ten years of age, when his village was wiped out by a roving bandit pack.  Their leader was barely more than an adolescent, a wizard of small power, even though she appeared omnipotent to the defenseless citizens of Windport.  Jumas was the sole survivor, hidden on a knoll overlooking the small fishing town.

For the next two years Jumas wandered, surviving by any means possible.  These were harsh years, seldom did he stay for more than a few days in any one place.  The longest respite was for a few weeks with a farmer and his large family.  Soon his drive to find a suitably powerful wizard put him upon the road again.

All thoughts and actions took form from Jumas’ relentless search for a way to avenge his family and village; to heap pain and, eventually, death upon their killers.  Finally his search was rewarded.

Jumas was resting in a small grove of pine trees, one chill late-fall evening, when a darkness separated from the twilight and stepped in front of him.  The flickers from Jumas’ small fire threw back quick twinkles from eyes hidden under a low-crowned loose-brimmed hat.

“You want power.”

Jumas, despite thousands of imaginings about this moment, could only nod.  The tall, thin man swiveled lightly and left the circle of firelight.

“Follow if you want to learn.”

Tartric had an uneventful childhood.  His people were metalworkers; miners that brought the ores and minerals to the surface, foundry workers, and craftsmen that produced the finished products of jewelry, tools, and weaponry.

Tartric ran away from home and a harsh taskmaster father when he was twelve years of age.  Not for him the never-ending heat and toil of his people’s existence.

Throughout his young life he had heard hints of a powerful sorcerer many days travel to the south.  The night before his first trade-position, as a mine-shoveler, he left to find the truth of those rumors.

Tartric met the sorcerer one afternoon, four days after Jumas’ encounter.  Tartric turned a corner of the wooded path he was following and stopped when he saw the mage standing in the trail just feet away.  Neither spoke.  When the mage turned and walked away, Tartric followed.

Only once did the wizard explain.  He was to simply be called ‘Master’.  When he had examined them long enough he would consider teaching them.  Until then they would watch, listen, and do whatever chores he set them to.  After that, his only conversation with them was either frequent orders or infrequent, seemingly trivial, questions about their backgrounds.

And so two separate journeys entwined, enroute to the same destination.  From such small beginnings was the world forever changed.
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Chapter One
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Jumas straightened up from the glistening flagstones, back aching from hours of stooped labor.  He shrugged and twisted to relieve his sore muscles, than rubbed his tired knees.  He let loose a quiet sigh and grabbed the handle of his wash bucket.  As he turned to leave the spotless kitchen, he nearly bumped into Tartric standing in the open doorway.

“Such a laudable accomplishment,” Tartric sneered. “This will surely show Master that you are undoubtedly ready to destroy all his enemies with just a wave of your magic brush.”

“How could I compete with such a powerful privy scrubber such as you,” retorted Jumas. “Unfortunately, you forgot to remove the feces from your tongue after cleansing the bowl so fervently.”

Tartric’s eyes glittered with hatred, matched by the cold contempt in Jumas’ face.  Neither glanced away until they felt the faint wisp of warning from Master.  Each hurried to his next task.

Tartric briskly walked across the kitchen, fighting down the impulse to dirty the immaculate work that Jumas had just completed.  He had had a quick and severe lesson about the consequences of just such actions the first day in Master’s manor.  Master had made it abundantly clear that his orders would not be ignored, nor would his domicile be sullied.

Jumas quickly emptied the wash bucket, then went to the garden to attend his section.  He too regularly felt the impulse to sabotage Tartric’s work.  Fortunately for Jumas, Tartric had earned Master’s wrath first for such business.  Jumas learned, at Tartric’s expense, one of the most important lessons to date.

However, Jumas had received his share of the harsh consequences attendant to learning Master’s will.  Neither young apprentice obtained any special privilege; their sole reward was the absence of punishment and the knowledge that they were still allowed to remain under Master’s consideration.

Tartric walked to the stables to feed and brush Master’s pair of prize calros.  Tartric reveled in this part of his daily chores.  The evil-tempered beasts had developed an affinity for Tartric, the only person besides Master who could approach them without a protective spell.

Tartric spent hours polishing the light- and dark-brown striped, curved talons at the wingjoints, and the ivory fangs—each over two feet in length and as thick as Tartric’s wrist—of each calro.  He meticulously oiled and groomed the head-crest feathers individually, and rubbed fragrant unguents into the leathery muzzle skin.

The male, Quis, required extra attention to his underscales, near the joint between right rear leg and belly.  He had been terribly injured there many years before in a desperate confrontation between Master and some forgotten, challenging wizard.  The wizard had invoked Master’s rage by trying to destroy Quis, as a provocation.  It had earned him a horribly painful and long death.  After the wizard’s demise, Quis had dined on his body.

Tartric had a special regard for Merrah, the female of the pair.  Only with him would she utter sounds of pleasure from the grooming and attention.  Not even Master could command such a response.

These three had the closest emotion to love, between them, that any of them were capable of feeling.  This relationship was the single bright feature in Tartric’s increasingly dark existence.

Jumas spent the largest portion of his time tending the exotic plants and lifeforms in Master’s greenhouse.  His fascination with them surprised no-one more than himself.  His passionate expertise was a constant revelation, and the many-hued flora flourished under his painstaking care.

Jumas sensed a triangular compatibility between the plants, their symbiotic animal partners, and himself.  He grew to instinctively guide the development of each component of the small eco-cosm, leading the whole of the greenhouse to evolve in strange and wondrous ways.  He was the conductor of a green symphony, guiding each small instrument to its natural place and function, in the maturation of a visual concert.

Master watched the two learn his discipline, and subtly guided their development.  He acknowledged, to himself, the growth of each in surprising ways.  He allowed himself to feel a faint flush of self-pride as a reward for successfully nurturing the latent talents of each.

One day, more than two years after accepting their presence, he summoned them to his previously proscribed inner work space.
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Chapter Two
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“First, you must light a dark candle.”

Jumas looked into Master’s eyes and waited.

“Once you learn this, there will be no return.  And you must learn this in order to perform all other spells.  Do you understand?”

Jumas hesitated briefly and then nodded his head.  Deep inside unease squirmed but he tried to ignore it, and waited.

Master turned to Tartric and repeated his statement.  Tartric felt a momentary surge of anticipation as he eagerly nodded, his eyes now locked with Master’s.

“Jumas, you shall always seat at this table immediately upon entering.” Master tapped a low, scarred wooden platform, a two-foot by four-foot slab mounted on four heavy legs sixteen inches long. “Do so.”

Jumas scurried to sit cross-legged on the wooden floor behind the table, to the right of the door.  It faced, at an angle, the center of a long wooden workbench, ten feet away.  The bench stretched the length of the room, nearly thirty feet long.  He sat motionless, hands on thighs, as Master turned to Tartric.

“Tartric, you shall always close and lock the door, then seat yourself at this table.”  Master tapped a table similar in shape and position to Jumas’, only to the left of the door. “Do so.”

Tartric promptly obeyed.  Quickly he, too, was seated behind his table.  Master stood at the focal point of the two tables, directly in front of the bench.

“Look about the room.  Feel it.  Smell it.  Inspect it and all in it.  Say nothing and do not move from where you sit.  You may fidget if you so desire.” Master unlocked and opened the door. “I will return soon.”

Master left the room, closing the door behind him.  Jumas and Tartric looked at each other for several seconds and then began to scan the chamber.  Each was quickly lost in wonder.

Amazing devices captured their attention even as strong odors and bright colors filled their senses.  Some articles were obvious to function; others were incomprehensible in the extreme, defying even the wildest guess.  Bundles of herbs, flowers, wood branches, and undefinable materials, some long-dried and others fresh, dangled from ceiling rafters.

Containers of all sizes, shapes, colors, and materials vied for space along shelves, upon the rafters, and across the floor.  The long counter was covered with strange mechanical apparatuses and rows and piles of books of all thicknesses and sizes.

Each felt different, subtle stirrings and tuggings in their minds, the ambience of the room slowly blending and swirling in their psyches.  Strange, unfamiliar, elusive thoughts seeped in and out of their consciousnesses.

Over an hour passed, during which each had the opportunity to inspect most of the contents of the room.  Their understanding of most of the objects was limited, but their imaginations helped fill in that lack in surprising ways.

Master eventually opened the door and entered.  Tartric and Jumas watched him as he closed the door and walked to front of the room.  He turned, staring at each for several seconds.

“I can name an article in plain view that each of you did not inspect.”  Master stared at Tartric. “And it will be, by far, the most important article each of you must study.”

Master switched his gaze to Jumas. “Reflect for a moment and tell me what article you overlooked.”

Jumas scanned the room for nearly a minute.  He finally looked at Master. “The only article I can suppose is myself.”

“The correct answer from the wrong lips.” Master kept his eyes on Jumas. “Tartric.  Your answer.”

“I should have studied Jumas.”

Master kept his eyes locked with Jumas’ as awareness blossomed. “Ah, now we have the basis to begin learning.”

Master looked back and forth from Jumas to Tartric. “You will study for half a year before you are able to light a dark candle.  It is the foundation of all that will follow.  All else is simply molding the force that learning this one simple act releases.”

Master turned to the counter and pulled an old, dusty tome from beneath a pile of books.  He blew off the dust and then handed it to Jumas. “Read this.” Master turned and stared at Tartric as if daring him to object. “You may both leave and perform your tasks.  Return to this room when I summon you.”  He stared at Tartric for a few seconds longer. “Go.”

Both stood and left the room.  As Jumas entered the outer room, Tartric turned, staring his hatred into Jumas’ face.  Jumas received it and smirked back, basking in the heat of Tartric’s impotent frustration.

Tartric left the house, heading for the calro stables.  As he crossed the compound he looked up to see Jumas staring down from his bedroom window, book in hand.  Tartric never looked away until he passed out of view around the corner of the compound wall.
Jumas watched the courtyard for several minutes after Tartric had disappeared, as clouds rolled in and a light rain began to fall.  He turned and lit his one small lantern as the light began to fade in the coming gloom of an early-spring twilight.  He turned to the first page and began to read.

Tartric could feel the frustration churning inside, the fear and fettered fury brought on by the thought that Jumas would learn the dread lesson sooner than he, and in doing so become stronger.  But also, inside, he knew that Master was merely once again imposing his will and discipline.  Master would in short order reverse the situation, soon advancing Tartric in some way to conflict with Jumas’ smug satisfaction.  Both had been through repeated cycles of such manipulation.

“Ah, Merrah, beautiful Merrah.”

Tartric slipped a piece of tender trombuck to her, gently scratching behind her crest feathers as she daintily lipped the morsel into her cavernous mouth.  Quis grunted for attention, more demanding than Merrah, anxious for his treat.

“Such a greedy beast,” laughed Tartric.

Quis lightly thumped Tartric on his back with an extended wing-claw, nudging him within reach of Quis’ great maw.  Tartric slapped Quis firmly on his muzzle, an affection more robust yet just as satisfying as with Merrah.  Quis moaned lightly, and opened his mouth to receive his tidbit.

Tartric smoothly placed the meat within the gaping jaws, onto the pulsating tongue curled within.  He waited several seconds, as Quis remained immobile, before withdrawing his hand and patting Quis on the muzzle.  Quis promptly slammed his mouth shut and began savoring his prize.

Tartric sat between the two great beasts, leaning back upon them as they lay against each other.  He pondered the words of Master, knowing by now that he never spoke without a purpose.  Tartric began the process of imposing his own will upon himself.  He would study and learn Jumas instead of seeing him merely as an obstacle and a loathsome object to be endured until such time that he could be destroyed.

Tartric had indeed learned much from Master’s discipline.  Even though Jumas would eventually be destroyed, Tartric mused, there was much to be learned from him.  He would be considered a tool, an unwitting source of information, until he could be discarded.

‘Your greatest enemy must become your greatest teacher.’

Jumas read the first line, and thought of its significance in conjunction with the words Master had spoken within the inner-chamber.  He scanned the rest of the page, and briefly flipped through the book.  He put it aside and walked to the greenhouse.

He mulled over the day’s experience, having learned as fully as Tartric to study Master’s every statement.  As he entered the humid room three small rodents, lortas, scurried from their hidden nests within the plants and leaped to his shoulders.

Jumas slowly moved down the aisles, lightly brushing various plants, inspecting and caressing.  His thoughts soon coalesced into a plan.  He would study Tartric instead of avoiding him.  He would have to be eternally vigilant against the searing hatred from his despised fellow apprentice, but knew that for now Master would not allow any harm to be attempted.

Master had taught both the same lesson in the manner each needed, a difficult yet necessary instruction.  One that was truly the first step upon the path of no return.
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Tartric grimaced as the faint, fuzzy feel slipped from his concentration.

“No!” Tartic’s eyes flew open to see Master glaring at him from inches away. “You are concentrating.  You must not push, must not force the feel, must not feel anything.” Master straightened. “Now, try again.”

Tartric smoothed his frustration and eased his mind open again.  Warmth seeped into his consciousness.  He felt himself immediately start to mentally reach for that warmth and just as quickly let his mind relax.

Jumas sat silent at his table, watching with unconcealed interest.  A faint touch of dismay rose within him, at the thought that Tartric would be the first to reach this first, most important, goal.  As soon as he recognized the emotion he, with strict self-discipline, ruthlessly subdued it.

The last several months had been difficult, with first one then another gaining a slight advantage under Master’s tutelage.  Open hostility had ceased between the two apprentices, but each knew that the other was simply biding his time.  Master affected not to notice this change, but quietly pushed each to his limits of tolerance toward the other.

Both had quickly consumed the contents of that first tome, and, immediately after, been given seemingly pointless tasks.  Now, with a deeper understanding grudgingly entering their minds, they both could see some of the more subtle connections of that first introduction to magic.  More books followed the first, covering every conceivable topic, and some that had previously been inconceivable.

Jumas could sense that he was on the threshold of discovery, could almost taste the culmination of his struggles in the past several months to learn this first, all-important lesson.  The faint spark of impatience arose again, to be quickly doused as soon as recognized.

Tartric mentally struggled to not struggle, but as soon as a faint tinge of strangeness began to wisp into his mind, his thoughts instinctively recoiled.  The feeling left nearly before it had arrived.

“You will learn.  Relax now, and gather your thoughts.  Reflect on what you felt.”  Master’s rare show of patience was perfectly timed to bolster Tartric’s confidence. “Now, let us see if you can fare any better.” Master turned his sharp gaze upon Jumas. “Begin.”

Jumas let slip his thoughts easily, having prepared himself for several minutes.  He mentally brushed a figurative veil aside and wafted through into a warmth.  He felt a sudden elation at the ease; never before had this step occurred so rapidly.  Immediately the warmth left.

“No!” Jumas repeated Tartric’s wide-eyed stare into Master’s tight-lipped visage. “Were you not listening?  Try again.”

Jumas took a deep breath and closed his eyes.  The warmth appeared again nearly before the veil had been moved.  Jumas became quietness itself, became nothing.  He became not-he.

Slowly he became aware of the sensation of rough cloth being shifted around his not-thoughts.  Warmth wrapped around his mind, and a small pinpoint of focus burst into startling clarity.  Jumas started at the sudden change.  All disappeared.

“Well done.” Jumas’ eyes flew open. “That was an excellent first step.  Now you will know what to expect next time.” Master stepped back, to stand centered and in front of both tables.  Master, for the first time either Jumas or Tartric had ever seen, smiled.  It was a faint, fleeting smile, barely registering on his face before it was gone.  Neither was sure that he had seen it. “That will be all.  Think of what you have encountered.  Now, to your chores.”

Tartric led the way out of the room, both young men silent.  After they had left the second door, leading into the main hallway, Tartric stopped short and turned to Jumas.

“Please hear me out, Jumas.  I would speak of a way to benefit us both.”

Jumas eyed Tartric with unconcealed mistrust, but stopped. “I’m listening.”

“We both are fully aware of our mutual detestation, and mistrust for one another.  I tell you nothing new there.  But if I can further myself by furthering you, I am willing to do so.  At least to a certain point.”

Nothing else could have made Jumas’ continued attention quite as assured as that last sentence.  Altruism had no place within this relationship.  Indeed, it would have one day proved fatal, as both implicitly knew.

“Go on, Tartric.  I’m still listening.”

“We are both aware that Master constantly plays us against each other.  I actually prefer it only less than your eventual destruction.”

Jumas locked his lips together and turned to walk off.

“Wait!  I only speak the truth, and we both know it.  But we might be able to use this to our advantage.” Jumas eyed Tartric again, his face taut with anger.

“Perhaps we can accelerate Master’s teaching.  What would he do-what does he always do-if one or the other appears to be gaining an edge?”

Understanding leaped into Jumas’ mind. “I see.  I believe I know what comes next.  I should assist you in lighting the candle first, that way Master will ensure that I achieve that goal immediately afterwards.” He laughed scornfully. “I wouldn’t have thought you could be so transparent.”

Tartric smiled then. “Ah, but you don’t see.  I am willing to assist you first.  I will tell all that I felt and have learned, if you will tell me the same.” His eyes glittered with malice. “Hate you I do, I yearn for your death.  But a liar and a cheat you are not.  If you agree, I have no fear that you will not follow your end of the bargain.”

Jumas stared at Tartric for a long moment, his mind racing with the implications of accepting or rejecting this offer.  Finally he gave a short nod. “I will think on it, Tartric.”  With that, he turned and stalked away down the hall.

Tartric watched him go, a sardonic smile playing over his lips.  So full of mistrust, he thought to himself, and rightly so.  How ironic that I am actually sincere in this one instance.  Tartric turned and left the passageway in the opposite direction.

Jumas went about his daily tasks with his mind awhirl.  He played with the idea of assisting Tartric, smelled it, pinched it, turned it over and over, trying to see every possible angle and facet.  He took the concept further, trying to see every possible consequence of either agreeing to or rejecting Tartric’s suggestion.

That there was risk he knew.  Of course, where Tartric was concerned, everything was a risk.  That they would one day meet in a to-the-death battle, Jumas did not doubt.  No, for Jumas the question was whether it held an advantage for himself, with an acceptable level of danger.

By simply rejecting the offer, thought Jumas, he would not increase Tartric’s hatred or expose himself to any further danger.  On the other hand, he was willing to endure even a potent threat if it would increase his abilities and chances for survival later.  He shook his head in chagrin.  Tartric undoubtedly was well aware of the turmoil such a request would produce, and was probably smirking with glee at Jumas’ discomfort.

Jumas sighed and fell back on his cot.  He put his hands behind his head and stared into the corner where he had built a small shelf to hold the only material object that had any meaning for him.  On the shelf, atop a small stand, was a tiny fragile seashell.  It was a rare dowra shell, its thin transparent swirls mingled with glittering red, blue, and green stripes.

The shell had belonged to Jumas’ sister.  She had been nearly four years old when the swords had fallen upon his village.  Jumas had watched as the wizard, after razing the rest of the small town, had turned her into a screaming pile of meat, then kicked it aside for the dogs.

Jumas squeezed his eyes shut at the memory, as the cold fury turned hot once again.  He held himself motionless, hands gripping the bed-frame in anguish.  As the waves of emotion subsided, he coldly decided to approve Tartric’s proposal.  He would risk anything to find and destroy that wizard, travel to the ends of the earth, even to his own end, and beyond the limits of his own sanity.

The next day, Tartric was sauntering across the compound in the early morning light.  He was coming from the calro stables to the house, anticipating the hot meal that he would soon be enjoying.

“Tartric.” Hearing Jumas call his name, he stopped stiffly and peered up to see Jumas standing at his open window.

“Jumas,” he replied noncommittally.

“I agree.  We shall talk this afternoon.” As quickly as he had spoken, Jumas disappeared back into his room.

Tartric pursed his lips in surprise.  He had actually expected Jumas to reject his offer.  That he had accepted meant that he, Tartric, must reconsider what he believed he knew of Jumas.  Despite his surprise, he immediately began to think of how to best turn this to his own benefit, above that of Jumas’.  He smiled as he continued across the compound to his breakfast.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
L. E. THISSELL

BOOK ONE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





