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            The pale-skinned man's immobilizing fear evident, the creature spoke again.
          "You are right to cower before me, but speak and state your intent lest I leave, for I am not bound to this place or to you."
          But he could not.
          "You waste my time," the creature said, and the reddish mist suddenly picked up speed and started to thicken, obscuring the being inside.
          "Wait!" the pale-skinned man shouted, finally managing to spew something out.
          "No longer," it replied. "Tell me why you disturb me or I will depart and you shall not summon me again."
          "I… I seek knowledge," he said.
          The mist slowed and thinned and the horned creature became clearly visible again.
          "Of what?" it queried.
          "Of magic."
          "Seek out the priests."
          "No," he said a little more firmly, regaining some composure. "I seek knowledge of the kind once known as the Talent."
          "Known to you, and perhaps others of your world, but it is as meaningless to me as you and your world are insignificant."
          "Secular magic," he explained further.
          "There are teachers for that as well," it replied.
          "Yes, but…"
          The creature glared at him - its menacing countenance alone enough to disrupt his response. Then it leaned forward and took in a great sniff which was so deep that the pale-skinned man felt as though a part of himself had been sucked into it's wide nostrils.
          The hulking being expressed a mixture of confusion and inquisitiveness.
          Not only was the inconsequential creature before it feeble in both will and body, but the fabric of its supernatural understanding formed odd patterns. There were many places in its sheer weave where the fibers were thin - a few spots already ripped by jagged tears resulting from the strain. Yet, threads of a substance foreign to the material were interlaced within the weave, creating strong bonding points which gave an overall patchwork aroma.
          It was if the fabric had been woven by two entities, each of different skill.
          Curious.
          "Tell me, mageling," it said with an air of arrogance, "how is it that you came to know me?"
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Part I



The Smith's Apprentice



By Kiromir Stormwind
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Prologue
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A somewhat tall and slender man of late middle age closed the front door of his home behind him as he entered. His short hair, parted on the right, was surprisingly dark for his age, but there were streaks of white there and also in his goatee, which was precisely trimmed. He wore a loose white tunic with a light brown vest and pants that matched.

He seemed a bit weary as he strode to the long-seat in the center of the room and plopped himself down. His eyes passed over all the piles of clutter around him: bottles—some of which were empty, others with various colors of liquid inside; books in several stacks and a few lying alone in what seemed to be random locations; small piles of clothes and blankets. There were boxes all around, too.

Lots of boxes.

In fact, the room looked more suited to a bazaar than a living area. In one box was a partially wrapped rocking horse that would be suitable for a small child. Another held several mirrors of different sizes including one that was large enough to hang on a wall. Many contained still more books, mostly of one academic theme or another such as geology, architecture or politics. Some boxes even contained smaller ones that carefully protected whatever lay inside.

But not all the objects were mundane. Near each corner of the room floated a glass lamp a foot or two from the ceiling, slightly bobbing up and down. Each shone a different color than the others at any given time, but all four cascaded along the rainbow in the same incremental pattern. This gave the room a constant mixture of light that flowed in a shifting current.

A full length mirror stood by one wall, or at least it seemed to be. The frame was a gracefully carved reddish brown wood with curves and circles. The surface of the glass reflected the light from the lamps with tiny sparkles that matched the varying colors, and they occasionally jumped off a bit into the air as embers might spring from a fire. But there was no image captured by the mirror. The blank surface instead looked like liquid silver that moved in ebbs and flows that swirled about in one spot and seemed to drop off the edge in another.

On a table next to a chair rested, among other things, a blue velvet pouch. It was tied closed with red leather lacing. Around the outside was a string of dark markings interrupted by spaces at certain intervals. They could have been words, but the lettering did not match that which composed the common language. They also rotated together around the pouch from left to right, orbiting about on its velvet surface.

The man stared at one of the lamps and interlocked his hands behind his head as he reclined against the back of the couch. The expression on his face was blank and he seemed to lose himself in thought. He hadn't been sitting for long though when a voice approaching from behind spoke.

"I'm sorry I wasn't in when you returned. One must relieve oneself from time to time."

"One must," replied the consternating man.

A big dog walked around the front of the couch and sat near the man's legs, which had been propped up on a short tea table. The dog bore a long snout, long slender legs and a wiry frame. Its sharp ears were currently facing forward and at full attention. It's fur was short and sleek and dark, but the color was a deep midnight blue, and there were ever-so-tiny pinpricks of bluish white light shining throughout. The eyes of the animal were a matching color to its coat.

"Have you decided?" the dog asked.

The man took his eyes off the lamp, changing now from yellow to green, and fixed them on the animal. He nodded singularly and slightly.

"I'll put up a sign tomorrow." He glanced around the room and furrowed his brow. "Though I'm not looking forward to packing all this up again."

The dog climbed onto the couch and took a reclining position leaning against the back with his head still up in the air. "I suppose I could help."

"I would be grateful."

"I remember all the heavy bags I dragged out to the wagon the last two times. Being willing to risk damage to my teeth was quite gallant of me, don't you think?"

"Indeed."

The dog rested his head on his paws while the man scratched behind his ears.

"What did he want this time, anyway?" the dog inquired.

The man sighed. "He wanted a bell for his office."

"A bell?"

"A bell."

"Is he so averse to knocking?"

"Apparently."

"What did he need you for? Why didn't he just have one hung up?"

"Oh no," said the man feigning distaste. "He couldn't have that. Totally unacceptable for one of his standing. It had to be an enchanted bell."

"Ah. Was there anything else?"

"No, but I'm sure if we give him time he'll come up with something soon enough. Perhaps another alarm ward."

"How many have you done already?"

"Oh, I don't know," he said wearily. "Four or five perhaps. I've lost track."

"Why does he think he needs so many?"

"Paranoia, I'd guess. The first two were actually reasonable and perhaps even good ideas. But the others were redundant. The only real reason for those would be for security against his own guards. Hopefully though, we'll be gone before he comes up with some other critical necessity."

"At least he's compensated you well."

"True. But he really didn't have a choice in the matter. Wendgren wouldn't travel half a mile beyond the castle gates to lower himself to do negotiated work—let alone come all the way out here, even if the king would allow him to be put on loan.

"You'd need a half dozen nymphs to coax Kettlemar out of his tree. Well..." he considered, "actually only one probably.

"Plimf would probably do it, but the travel involved for him would be even worse than Wendgren's and just not practical."

"Surely there are others around, perhaps of less stature, but nevertheless capable?"

"Certainly. But 'stature' is the key word. It's cosmetic, of course, but for the duke it's a necessity."

"A little lower."

"What?"

"A little lower," repeated the dog.

"Oh, right." The man moved his hand down the base of the dog's neck.
"So, are you going to take my advice this time?"
"Actually, yes."

The dog raised his head, tilting it to one side. "Really?"

"You are surprised?"

"Well," the dog explained, "I did make the suggestion the first time we moved. You didn't seem too keen on it. The second time I offered the advice you just nodded, and then we moved here so I gathered you had just dismissed it."

"Oh no, I thought it was a good idea. The timing just wasn't right for me. And there were other things to consider."

"Such as?"

"Money, mainly. I didn't offer my services to the local government because I was looking for an irritating way to interrupt my work. In fact, I had seriously considered retiring before making our move here. But I wanted to make sure I wouldn't have to worry about finances. It can be a great distraction if it gets out of hand."

"I'm sure. Well," the dog paused, then jumped onto the floor, "now that that's settled, I'm going to sleep." He walked around back of the couch and disappeared.

“Sleep?" the man asked quizzically. "The sun's hardly gone for the day."

"True," came the voice from the back room. "But the sooner I get to sleep, the sooner morning will come, and the sooner that happens the sooner we can get out of here."

"You've never really liked this place, have you?" the man called over his shoulder.

"Well, the porch is nice, and this spot here, and the couch is comfortable."

"And?"

"And that's pretty much it."
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A lean young man who looked to be entering adulthood stood at the edge of a small crowd that had gathered just off the porch steps of the Wicked Weasel Inn. His hair was blond and still relatively short, but the ends were threatening to curl up soon. His hands rested inside the pocket of a thick, worn apron which was brown at the top and bottom like his shirt and leggings, but charred black at the belly. His light blue eyes were staring, like the others around him, at a parchment that had been nailed to one of the porch posts. In elegant blue lettering it read:

Contest held on Seventhday, Fivemonth of 871 SE.

Participants will compete in challenges of magical ability.

Participants may be no younger than 15 years of age.

Participants must gather at the end of Corner Street outside the home previously         owned by Alchemist Trescot by noon.

The winner will receive 100 silver pieces.

Further details will be given at that time.

-L.

Mumbling and soft chatter had already begun by the time Stefan had gotten there. One man read the sign aloud for those present that were illiterate. Comments followed suit.

"A hundred pieces!" exclaimed one woman.

"Oh, that's not that much," replied a man on the other edge of the crowd. "I could go through that in a week."

"That's because you live on a barstool, Hal," another man pointed out.

Laughter erupted.

"Can anyone here do magic?" asked a high-pitched voice.

"Brim's son can," said a deep-toned voice.

"My wife can too!" answered an excited man's voice.

"Oh, she can not," came a chiding response.

"Oh yes she can! You just wait. I'll get her into the contest. She'll win too, I bet!"

"You people are crazy!" announced a gravelly voice. "Encouraging magic? It's dangerous!"

"Ed, you're too old-fashioned," said the deep voice. "You should have been around a hundred years ago when they were still running magicians out of town."

"I agree with Ed," said a woman. "Magic is evil. It's an abomination of nature!"

Another man added, "I heard it made all the monsters."

"Well, if it made the monsters then it made the good ones too," replied a hearty voice. "I heard that nymph has been spotted at the river again near Woodsman's Point. I wouldn't mind being captured by her and taken back to her den!"

Laughter arose once again.

"I see old perceptions die hard here too," said a quiet voice just behind the young man.

Stefan looked over his shoulder. A man perhaps a decade older with cropped brown hair, a tanned complexion and half a smirk stood there. He was dressed in dark brown leather and a sword sheathed in a shiny copper scabbard hung from his belt. A familiar silver pin in the form of a crossed hoe and sword was affixed over the left side of his chest. Draped from his shoulders was a dark green cloak, which—though he couldn't see it from his angle—Stefan knew had embroidered the same symbol of the town guard. But he didn't recognize this particular one.

Two-Rivers was a moderate-sized town. It had several streets, a number of businesses including an inn, a blacksmith, a general goods store, a tailor and what had previously been an alchemist shop, and many simple homes both along the streets and not far outside the town proper where the farms were. Farming was the main staple of Two-Rivers, but the town had grown over the last fifty years and other means of income had developed. 

So, too, did the need for maintaining the peace, especially after the inn was built. It was a good place for a meal and provided a sheltered bed for travelers and temporarily displaced husbands that had been thrown out of the house for the night by angry wives. But the number of incidents of drunken behavior had increased as well, and occasionally a fight would break out from time to time. Rarely had there been anything more serious than fisticuffs, but part of the job of the town guard was to keep it that way.

Still, the town wasn't that big yet. It didn't have a wall. The total number of guards currently employed was half a dozen, with usually three or four on duty at any given time, and that was normally sufficient to handle the occasional drunkard, domestic dispute or customer complaint. Though, as it appeared now, there was a new addition to the ranks.

"Pardon?" Stefan asked.

"The suspicion some have of magic," the guard clarified. "It still lingers, even in the large cities."

It was a notion not lost on Stefan. The words may have been spoken by a stranger, but there was truth in them. It was in part because of that and in part because he wasn't certain how his father would react that he had kept his personal experiences with magic to himself. He also wasn't himself sure whether it was a good thing or bad, and it was pointless to pretend it never scared him.

There had been a few odd incidents over the last year or so: some small object spinning or shifting position, a scratch on a plate that he was sure had been there before his finger ran over it, finding a door locked that he had intended to lock but felt certain he had forgotten. What finally made him recognize that something truly was going on was when he had picked up a small rock by the stream out back of his father's shop only a few weeks ago.

He was there to collect water for the shop cistern as was his routine every morning. But for some reason he felt the urge to skip a few stones across the gently flowing current. He set his pale down and found a smooth one that seemed suitable. As he looked out into the stream he saw a broad purplish red leaf stuck to a rock protruding from the water. He stared at it. With all the green around it struck him as oddly out of place. But it was a pretty color, rich and deep and he appreciated its uniqueness.

He felt a slight tingle in his hand, the one with which he held the skipping stone. It wasn't unpleasant. It was like a momentary vibration had run through it. When he looked down at his hand he expected to see a spider or insect crawling over it, but instead he saw that the stone in his palm had changed its color from its normal light gray to one that matched the leaf he had been looking at. The surprise that came over him caused him to jerk his hand away and drop the stone. But he kept an eye on it, wondering what had just happened, and after a few moments on the ground the stone faded back to its normal color.

He hesitatingly picked up the stone again. Nothing happened.

Confused, he considered the light and shadows of the forest were playing tricks on his eyes. Then he thought of the leaf. He had been staring at it just before he looked at the stone. And that tingle he felt. What had happened?

He returned his gaze to the purple leaf and stared again. He thought about how different it was from the surrounding foliage, and how this almost seemed to make it more important than all the other leaves around.

He felt the tingle again and looked down.

The rock, once more, had turned the same deep shade as the leaf on which he had been concentrating.

This time he did not drop the stone. He continued to hold it, then rolled it over, then tossed it to his other hand. The color didn't change.

He set it down and waited. After a few moments the gray returned.

Something strange was definitely going on.

After that incident he would find other small objects—when his father wasn't around—on which to try the same trick: leaves, pieces of parchment, broken bits of wood, other rocks, his socks. Over the course of the next few weeks he had tried just about everything he could pick up, as long he was alone.

All the experimentation had caused more than a little excitement within him, but also concern. He gradually accepted he was performing some kind of magic, but he knew virtually nothing about it. No more than anyone else, at least.

His only previous experience with it, beyond the stories told by other townsfolk, occurred on a trip to Paramount City when he was a child. His father had taken him to visit a relative. After their arrival they meandered their way through the bustling streets, his father frequently stopping to talk to one person or another. At one corner they came upon a street magician that was performing various acts of magic. Stefan only got to see a portion of the performance, as his father hurried him along. But what he did get to see he remembered vividly.

A woman with long wild hair in a bright red robe stood behind a table covered with a white cloth. On the table was a glass of water. She stepped back and gestured at the glass. It rose from the table and floated about two feet above. The crowd that had gathered applauded. Then the woman gestured again and the water changed from clear to blue. This brought another round of applause. She gestured again and the water changed to green, then red, then other colors, the rest of which he couldn't see because by that time he was being hauled away by his father's strong grip.

When asked about how the lady had done what she did Stefan's father told him it was foolishness and that he'd best forget about it. The stern tone he used made an impression deep enough that Stefan never again asked him about it. He also never brought up the general subject of magic around his father, though on occasion someone else might. Just a few months ago they had taken supper at the inn when a traveler had come in asking around for the services of a magician. When approached by the man his father gruffly told him he didn't know any and quickly finished his food, gesturing for his son to do the same. His discomfort was obvious and he hadn't spoken much the rest of the night.

Consequently Stefan had kept his recent experiences to himself.

He had learned some things, though.

First, some objects were more easily altered than others. The larger the object the more concentration it took.

Second, multiple alterations in a short period of time tired him mentally and physically.

Third, it was taking longer for altered objects to return to their natural coloring than when he first started experimenting.

"Are you from one of the larger cities?" asked Stefan.

"I guess I am," the stranger replied. "I've lived in Paramount for a while, but I've been reassigned."

The last word was slightly emphasized with a tone that indicated the stranger was not preferential to his new position. This made Stefan feel as though he should come to his home's defense.

"Two-Rivers is a good town. We may not have the luxuries or shops of a big city like Paramount, but the people here are good and neighborly, and we don't have people running around in such a hurry that they can't stop for a chat or at least say hello even if they are."

"Oh, I'm sure Two-Rivers is a most friendly and pleasant place to live, and I meant no offense. Though I had come to see the capitol city as my home, my remark had more to do with professional position, not personal location."

The explanation seemed to suffice, but the man changed the subject just the same.

"By the look of you I'd say you could tell me where to find the smith here."

"That I can," Stefan agreed. "My father's shop is around the corner on Cobbler Street over there. I'm heading there now, actually. Since he's the only smith for a ways around he—well, we—keep busy. But he won't rush a job no matter if it's for iron nails or a polished copper sheath. I'll admit it can irritate people a bit if they're looking to get something quick, but I can guarantee you there's no complaining about the product when he's finished."

"Good to hear," the guard smiled.

He gripped the handle of his sword and drew it forth. The sound of metal sliding against metal turned a few heads. But the man turned over the weapon and held it horizontally with both palms upward.

"It's nothing impressive but I've found it reliable enough. It's also got some nicks I'd like smoothed out. Though I expect I'll be needing this a lot less now I'd still prefer its condition improved."

"May I?" Stefan asked.

The man gestured approvingly and Stefan picked up the sword with both hands on either end in an almost delicate fashion, as if he were afraid he'd leave a mark upon it. He examined it closely, looking up and down the blade and the handle, stopping at specific locations as if making mental notes, then flipped it over and did the same with the other side. Then he handed it back to its owner.

"We don't get a lot of weapons. Most of our work is with farm implements or horseshoes. Actually, I do most of the shoes now. But we—well, my father—does all the work for the guard, though there isn't a lot of it. He also gives them a discounted price so you'll get that too. We've got work through tomorrow, so it'll take a little time before he can get to it. But it'll look like new when pa's done."

The man nodded and slipped the weapon back.

"Been in some fights, sir?" he asked, curiously.

"Nothing worth mentioning."

***
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Over the next few days Stefan had been working over whether or not to enter the contest. Getting away from work would be the easy part, as the contest was to take place on the only day the shop was not open. The most obvious problem was his father. If he did decide to enter, convincing his father to permit it would be a big obstacle.

Another concern was the nature of the contest itself. The note said little about its format. Would participants simply be allowed to demonstrate their abilities or would there be tasks that had to be performed? If so, would these tasks require specific magical talents, and might they require skills Stefan didn't have? If color alteration were all he had to show he might do all right, but what if he had to do something else?

Since Stefan had developed his new skill his mind often faded back to that day as a child when he saw the street magician perform. Perhaps he could levitate an object too. He hadn't tried it yet but if could learn to do that it would give him another skill he could bring to the contest. Perhaps levitation would be one of the challenges.

There were only two more days before the contest, though. Somehow, turning his brown socks green seemed an easier task than floating them in the air. He remembered that the street magician also hadn't touched the glass or the water when performing her magic, and he was sure that would be harder to do.

Stefan asked himself why enter the contest in the first place?

His father wasn't wealthy, but having a unique set of skills kept the smithy as busy as the inn and in almost as much of a demand as the bartender on Sixthnight. On top of that he was frugal.

Their home was larger than most, but simply furnished. However this was not because of financial difficulties. Both father and son spent most of their time in the shop and it made little sense to garnish their home with minor luxuries such as an expensive chair that would rarely support a behind or an imported rug which resented being walked on.

There were four rooms in the house, which itself was attached to the smithy. Two small rooms each held a bed, a chest and a dresser. William, Stefan's father, also had an old closet he had built himself and stuck in a corner. Another room not much larger than the bedrooms served as the kitchen. There were a few cupboards and a table that seemed to take up most of the floor space. One end of it was bare but the rest of its surface was cluttered with scraps of metal from various projects and some old tools. There was a door which opened into the smithy.

The front room, also the largest, served as a sales area. There were several tables with finished products on them such as nails, fireplace pokers and tongs, skinning knives and one with a few swords ranging in length from two to four and a half feet. There was little space along the edges of the room that was bare. Various farm implements and digging tools such as hoes, spades, shovels and pitchforks leaned against the walls and there was a yoke on the floor in one corner near the front door. A side door provided a second entrance to the workplace.

There was just enough space to walk around and no place to put a friendly chair, but the only regular company were potential customers.

Business was usually steady, and often there was a backlog of work. Consequently, though the silver pieces offered to the winner of the contest was nice, it wasn't a motivator for Stefan.

Had he dreamt of becoming famous like Paramount's Court Mage Wendgren, who had his own tower in the castle and supposedly rode a pegasus?

Not really.

Was he blinding himself to the dissatisfaction that had actually been growing within him over the years in being a smith's apprentice, or working with his father, or the idea he would one day take over a business he really didn't want?

No. Smithing was something he hoped to be good at some day.

Of course some of the projects were tedious, and the work was physically demanding, and very hot—especially in the summer. But although he wasn't as muscular as his father he was well-toned and the work kept him in good shape. And, although he wasn't as skilled yet as his father, he was always pleased when he crafted a shoe that fit just right, or nails that had no burrs, and the skinning knives in the display room were his.

They were the closest thing to weapons that his father had permitted him to make so far. They may not have been broad swords but he was proud of them. One of them had even been purchased recently by old Whitey, a farmer who was as old as his gristled beard resembled the snow in deep winter. Stefan didn't know what his real name was, but it was a pleasing thing to see someone value his work enough to pay a good price for it.

After all the mistakes and flaws that came with practice and he had finally finished his first knife, he remembered how closely his father had scrutinized it. He had looked it over, evaluating it, examining the smallest details for only a few moments, but it seemed forever to Stefan as he waited for judgment. Finally his father put his hand on his son's shoulder, looked him squarely in the eyes and said, "Well done, Stevie. Good form." He smiled and handed back the knife.

It was probably the proudest moment of his life.

This week he had been allowed to help his father directly with the repair of the recently reassigned guard's sword—a real first. This was important because Stefan knew it was the final precursor to making true weapons, something he had been looking forward to for years.

As for taking over the business—well, he wouldn't be ready for that for some time. But it wasn't an unpleasant idea, so long as it wasn't due to some tragic reason.

So, again, why enter the contest?

The only reason Stefan came up with was simple interest.

Just as the street magician's magic fascinated him as a child, the thought of what magic he might witness at the contest intrigued him. Perhaps he'd see something amazing. Perhaps he'd learn something. The more he thought about it the less he cared if he won.

Just to see magic, that would be worth it enough.

So the money didn't matter, and winning didn't matter. That left just one problem.

But it was a problem that seemed to have no solution.

***
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It was the day before the contest, and Stefan still hadn't figured out how to approach his father about it. He had played out in his head different things he might say but nothing seemed to hold out much hope. He had only one day left, though, and he knew he had better come up with something soon.

"Got a girl on your mind?"

Stefan looked up from the lamp casing he was polishing almost absent-mindedly. His father had left the shop for a bit to buy some supplies at the general store. His absence allowed Stefan to distract himself with his thoughts.

"Oh," he said as if waking from a daydream. "No sir. Uh, you're here for your sword then?"

The new addition to the town guard nodded. "That I am. Your father told me it would be ready by today."

"Yes, sir. Let me get it for you."

Stefan walked to the back of the shop and through a door leading to a small storage area. A moment later he reappeared with the sword wrapped in oilcloth with only the handle sticking out. He carried it to the front of the shop, unwrapped the protective cloth and handed it over.

"Here you are, sir," he said in a businesslike fashion.

The guard received the sword with a smile and looked it over from end to end.

"You were right. It does look like new. You've replaced the leather on the grip too."

"Well, I helped to smooth out the nicks along the edges, but my father did all the work on the grip and handle. We grinded out the scratches and the blade is tapered just a bit more than before. I shined it up first thing this morning."

The guard stepped back and cut a few slices through the air.

“And a fine polishing indeed."

He slid the weapon into its scabbard and asked, "What was the fee again? Ten silver?"

"That's the normal fee for all the work that was done, but being that you're with the guard it'll be eight."

The man untied a coin purse latched to his belt. "Twenty percent discount, eh? Well, I can say I never would have gotten a deal like this back in the city." He pulled out several coins and handed them to Stefan, then closed up the purse and hung it back at his waist.

"Thank you, sir."

The man chuckled. "I think that's enough with that 'sir' business. My name is Khendal." He held out a hand.

"Oh, um..." Stefan hurriedly wiped whatever grime he could from his hands on his apron, then shook. "I'm Stefan. My father's name is William. He's been the smith here since before I was born."

"How long ago would that have been?"

"Twenty years."

The man nodded.

"How is your reassignment going so far?" Stefan asked.

"Well, I've been living in the city for a while, so it will take time to get acclimated. That said, the people have been friendly enough, the air is devoid of certain unpleasant public aromas and I've managed to find a place to live sooner than I'd expected."

"Where?"

"Near the north end of Stone Street. It's a small house but has plenty more space than a barracks will allow a single soldier. It'll need a little work—last night's rain revealed a couple of small leaks in the roof—but that's fine with me. My father was a carpenter, and I haven't spotted any problems with the house I can't take care of."

This caught Stefan's attention.

"Your father wasn't a soldier?"

"No."

"Oh."

"You sound surprised."

"Well, I guess I thought that soldiering would be something that fathers passed down to their sons."

"Like smithing?" Khendal smiled.

Stefan smiled in return. "I suppose so."

"The closest my father got to soldiering, as you put it, was being a volunteer member of the town's militia. And by volunteer I mean it was mandatory. The town I grew up in before we moved to Paramount was smaller than this and still is. No guard there, so every male sixteen and older was in the militia. But as long as we lived there it was never called out for anything truly serious.

"The most dramatic incident I can remember occurred when a family of fortune tellers set up business at one end of town.  Things were fine the first week or so. Then one night Mr. Woodacre woke half the town with his screaming. There was a torrent of curses and people were shouting he had an axe. The militia members, including my father, grabbed whatever weapons they had available and rushed out to find the man threatening the oldest son of those fortune tellers, who was at the time about your age. The yelling continued for a bit, but I couldn't make out the words with my mother covering my ears. Eventually the situation calmed and everyone returned to their homes. The next day the fortune tellers were gone."

"What was the problem?" asked Stefan curiously.

"It took me a while to figure it out. I was only ten at the time, and my parents didn't tell me anything beyond that the fortune tellers decided to set up business in another town. I accepted that for a while. Even after Mr. Woodacre's wife gave birth to a son later that year I was too young to make the connection."

"Oh," replied Stefan casually. "Oh!" he added a moment later as his eyes widened.

"Mm-hm," Khendal smirked.

Stefan paused not sure of what to say, then came up with, "So how did you get into soldiering?"

"My father moved us to Paramount when I was twelve. It sure was different. Made quite an impression on a boy from a town hardly more than a village. Lots of buildings, lots of streets, lots of people, and many of them dressed strangely—well, to me they were strange. But the uniforms the guards wore looked professional and important. I was a boy. I wanted to be professional and important too."

"You became a soldier because of the uniform?" Stefan asked, his tone showing a bit of confusion.

The guard chuckled.

"Well, if the guard would have accepted twelve year old boys then I'm sure that would have been reason enough for me at the time. But by the time I was old enough to join my reasoning had matured some, though it was idealistic. I had gone from wanting to be important to wanting to make an important difference. The guard seemed the most obvious way to do that."

Stefan thought back to his visit to Paramount as a child. He tried to visualize what the soldiers had looked like to him, but he couldn't remember them. He was sure he had seen them, but it was something different which had made an impression on him.

He was also coming to like this new guard. His appearance was presentable and professional. He was well-spoken and seemed more worldly than most around town. He was sociable, though so were most of the townsfolk. If anything that would help him assimilate into the community faster.

“Well," said the guard, interrupting Stefan's thoughts, "tell your father thank you for the excellent work and I'll be sure to bring you all my business. Have a good day, Stefan."

"You too," the young man replied.

"Khendal?" he called out quickly a moment later before the guard disappeared around the corner.

The man turned. "Yes?"

"How did your father feel about you becoming a soldier instead of a carpenter?"

The man laughed.

"He hated it!"

***
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The rest of the day Stefan spent considering what to do about his problem. What would he say to his father? Was there anything he could say? Should he casually bring up the contest as just something different to do for a little excitement?

That wouldn't work. Just mentioning the idea of entering the contest would mean he would have to disclose his newfound ability. One couldn't enter the contest without being able to perform magic, and that was the real issue.

He had never discussed with his father why he was so objectionable to magic. Perhaps it was something he would have liked to be able to do himself but couldn't, and so resented anyone who could. Perhaps he had had a bad experience with magic when he was younger and it tainted him. But this was just speculation, and there were reasons that neither was the case.

His father was entrenched in his job and prided himself over his work. Outside of Stefan it was his life. And to his knowledge, his father never suffered any trauma from an experience with magic. Indeed the closest thing to a magician the town had had up until recently was Trescot the alchemist.

If there was an answer it eluded him.

It was now approaching closing time when his father called from the back room.

"Stevie, I'll finish here. Go get a bottle for supper."

"Sure, pa."

Stefan went into the house and got some money from the till, then headed out the front door and walked down the street and over to the Wicked Weasel. It was fairly busy, which was normal for the early evening hours. Most of the tables were occupied by now, and all but one of the stools was taken.

For men without wives to cook for them the inn was the ideal place for supper. The food was good, the place was clean and Henrietta—the pretty, dark-haired daughter of the couple that owned the establishment—was as welcoming as her mother, Hyacinth, who took care of the customers at the bar. Roderick, Hyacinth's husband, did most of the cooking, though he often popped out of the kitchen to talk with customers and socialize for a bit when he could.

Stefan waved to a few people, including Henrietta, then strutted over to the bar by the remaining stool. Rosy-cheeked Hyacinth, who could be described as a bit on the plump side with a charming personality that was even bigger, was currently engaged with a customer at the other end of the bar. So Stefan plopped himself down and turned his head around to look for Henrietta again.

Someone tapped him from behind on the shoulder.

"Well met there, young mister smith!"

"Hello Hal," greeted Stefan. "I'm sorry, I didn't see it was you when I got here. Am I taking anyone's stool?"

"Oh no, not at all!" the man replied, more loudly than necessary. It seemed likely to Stefan that he had been here a while.

"Me and Boris are just havin' a little evenin's relaxation... uh, for the evenin'."

"Hello Mr. Caldwell," Stefan said to the man on the other side of Hal.

"Hello yourself, lad." He raised his tankard.

"So," inquired Hal, "are you here for some relaxation yourself there?"

"I'm just here to get some wine for supper."

"Ah! You get the good stuff, you know? Always get the good stuff, lad..., um..., 'scuse me please." The man managed his way off his stool with help from the bar and wandered off through a doorway in the back.

"How's your father doing, Stevie?" asked the other gentleman.

"He's doing well. He's closing up the shop now and starting supper. Did you have supper yet, Mr. Caldwell?"

"Ah, not yet. I've been thinking I might as well get me a plate while I'm here though. Don't think I'll see anything cooked at home tonight."

"Uh, did you and Mrs. Caldwell have an argument?"

He waved his hand. "Oh no, nothing like that. She's just busy. You know about that magic contest tomorrow, don't you?"

He sure did. But a simple nod sufficed.

"Well, Bess has got the magic in her and she's gonna enter! And I bet she'll do right well, too. Maybe even win! So she's been practicing a lot, and that's what she's doing right now. I figured I'd leave her alone. Seems to take a bitta concentration, that magic stuff."

Stefan nodded again. "I’ve heard that."

"Yep. Think I'll grab supper here, maybe help Hal get home—though he probably knows his way home drunk better than sober—then get home myself. Big day tomorrow. Bess is really excited. Almost as excited as me!"

"What can she do?"

But as soon as he asked the question Stefan felt a tinge of regret. He had spoken out of spontaneous curiosity, but he now had the grungy feeling that he was spying on the competition.

Caldwell smile broadly. "She can make fire."

"What?" Stefan said surprised. "Fire?"

"Well, what I mean is she can get one started," the man clarified. "Like I said, it takes her some concentrating, and she has to rest a bit after doing it a few times. But she makes a spark, right in the air! And if she makes a big one right next to a piece of cloth or wood she can start it burning. It's been a while since I've had to start a fire the normal way! How many husbands got a wife that can do that? I'll tell you, it's useful."

Useful indeed, thought Stefan. And impressive. Certainly more impressive than turning brown socks green.

Well, at least he wouldn't have to deal with any pressure that came with trying to win—seeing that there was probably little chance of that now. And he still hadn't decided what to do about his father.

"That's something, Mr. Caldwell."

"Yessir. I'm right proud of her."

"Um...," Stefan hesitated.

"Yes?"

"Well, I'm going to enter the contest too."

"What?" Caldwell said expressing his own surprise. "You're entering the contest?"

"Well, I think so."

The man looked confused. "You can do magic, Stevie?"

Stefan nodded. "Not like what your wife can do, but a little."

"Really?" he asked with genuine interest. "What can you do?"

Stefan looked around trying to find something suitable that wouldn't attract attention. When his eyes settled on Hal's half empty flagon he decided that was as good as anything. He took another quick look around then dipped his finger in to touch the surface of the ale. He concentrated, and a moment later the liquid had changed from dark brown to amber yellow.

"Well, look at that!" Caldwell exclaimed. Fortunately the noise in the inn was loud enough though that nobody took notice. "Now that's a neat trick! How long have you been able to do that?"

"Not long. The last few weeks it's gotten easier and I can make it last longer, but that's all I've learned so far."

"How did you find out you could turn ale into beer?"

"What?" Then realizing the mistake corrected him. "Oh. No, um, I can't do that. I can only change the color."

"Oh. Oh, I see."

There was a slightly uncomfortable pause.

"So," Caldwell asked, breaking the silence, "you're going to enter the contest then eh?"

"Well, I think so."

"What do you mean?

"I haven't talked to my father about it."

"Well, the shops are all closed tomorrow.  He doesn't need you around the place all day does he?"

"No. No, that's really not an issue."

"What's the problem then? I'm sure he'd be proud to see you compete!"

"That's the problem. He's not fond of magic."

"Oh?" The man considered. "Oh, I see. He's one of the old fashioned ones eh?"

"I guess so."

"Well, listen here lad. Some people are just afraid because they don't understand it, and that's really the rub. I bet if you showed him what you can do he'd see how it is he'd start to feel comfortable with it. That's what happened with me and Bess. When she made her first spark I nearly dropped my pants! I didn't know what was going on, and I got to worrying if it was a safe thing to play around with. But she was careful with it and once I got used to it I got comfortable myself. Then when she started cooking with it I realized how useful it was and I've found it to be the darndest thing. I bet if you just give your father a chance he'll come around too."

"Maybe." But Stefan wasn't so sure.

"Hello, Stevie," said a light-hearted voice which turned his attention around.

It was Hyacinth.

"Evening, Hyacinth. How are you tonight?"

"Oh, doing just fine. And yourself?"

"I'm fine."

"Shall I be expecting your pa, too? Or just here for a drink?"

"Just a bottle."

"Just a moment then." The rosy-cheeked woman slid mid-way down the bar then ducked below. Finding what she was looking for she returned and set a bottle of wine before Stefan.

"There you go, lad," she said with a smile. "Three silvers."

Stefan was ready with his money and paid her as she spoke.

"Thank you, dear. And make sure you tell your father I said hello. Oh," she interrupted herself as if suddenly remembering something. "Also tell him that I'm afraid the price will be higher next time. Four silvers."

"Four?" Caldwell interjected. "For a bottle of wine?"

"That's right," she said directly. "And you'd best get your own drinks in tonight because everything we don't brew ourselves is going up too, and by more than one or two coppers." Her mood was serious now, and her face looked a bit tense. It wasn't an expression Stefan was used to seeing her wear.

"Is everything all right, Hyacinth?" he asked.

"Well, our suppliers have been having problems with deliveries. Two of the last three were robbed on the road. Nobody was hurt, fortunately, but the bandits had threatened to do so if there was resistance. The shipment was taken along with all the money and personal valuables the deliverers were carrying. The last delivery wasn't robbed, but that was probably because it was accompanied by guards. My next deliveries are going to cost considerably more than before. I've been informing my customers about this all day."

"This is the first time you've mentioned anything to me," complained Caldwell, "and I've been here for a while."

"Oh, I'm sorry, Boris. I thought I had told you, or Hal."

"Well, Hal hadn't mentioned it to me either."

"Would you make sure to tell him for me, please?"

"Sure, I'll tell him..., if he ever gets back that is."

Caldwell stood up as Hyacinth moved on to another customer who was flagging her down.

"I better go check to make sure he hasn't fallen in. Good luck with your father, lad."

Stefan waved, then walked out the door, but snuck one more peek at Henrietta before it closed behind him.

***
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It was the most disturbing silence he had experienced.

His father was dumbfounded and speechless after telling him about his magic. William took turns between staring at his son and then out into midair at nothing in particular. Whenever Stefan thought he was about to speak he would turn away again. His father's facial expression was blank and Stefan couldn't read it or predict what he would eventually say.

But he knew it wouldn't be good.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity...

"Show me," said William now looking directly into his sons eyes.

Stefan looked over the supper table and picked up a cloth napkin. He looked at his father—his gaze still intense—then back to the cloth. He concentrated.

At first nothing happened. But then, slowly, the napkin changed from brown to a light blue. Stefan placed it before his father, then waited.

William stared at the napkin, picked it up, then looked at Stefan. It seemed as though he was about to say something, but then set the napkin down and continued to stare at it on the table.

"Pa..." Stefan didn't know what was going on. It wasn't the reaction he had expected. He had figured the most likely scenario would be one of chastisement and a lecture, followed by an adamant refusal to allow him to participate in the contest. The best thing he could do was simply wait it out, let his father say what he had to, then let him calm down, then try to discuss it with him.

But this... this was worse.

"Pa?" Stefan asked, becoming a little worried. "Pa, say something."

His father took a deep breath, then looked at him again.

"How are you feeling?" he asked.

Stefan was taken aback by the odd question.

"How am I feeling?" he repeated. "I'm... I'm feeling fine, pa."

"If you were sick you'd tell me, wouldn't you?"

"Pa, what are you talking about?" Stefan was really confused now. He couldn't understand what his father meant.

"Stevie... son," his father emphasized, "if you were feeling sick, if there were something wrong, would you tell me?"

"Yes, pa. I'd tell you."

William nodded. Then he stood up and pushed his chair in.

"I'm going to turn in." His father spoke slowly but steadily. "As for the contest you're old enough to make your own decision on that. I'll see you in the morning."

Stefan stood up. "Pa..."

"Son," William focused on him determinedly. "I’ll talk to you in the morning."

Despite Stefan's concern and desire to find out what was going on, he decided it would be best not to press any further.

His father disappeared into his room and closed the door.
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Chapter 2
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Normally on Seventhday morning Stefan got up from bed later, enjoying the freedom of not having to be up early to get the shop open. But as the sun's early light quietly announced its presence he too rose.

There wasn't much point in trying to sleep in. But it wasn't because he was feeling refreshed from a good night's rest. It had taken a while before he eventually fell to slumber and he had awakened many times. The strange behavior of his father had been on his mind all night and still was. He knew trying further was futile.

He slipped on his clothes and stepped out of his room. His father's door was open and his bed was empty. Stefan walked around the corner into the kitchen and saw him sitting at the table eating breakfast.

"Morning, pa," Stefan said in an almost cautious tone.

His father's back was to him. Without turning around he said in his normal voice, "Morning Stevie. Grab a plate and sit down."

Stefan did. As he took an apple and cut himself a piece of bread he saw his father’s face, and he looked tired. He guessed his father didn't get any more sleep than he did last night. There were a few awkward moments of silence, and to Stefan it looked like his father was struggling with whatever he was going to say.

Finally he began.

"I can't tell you how happy your mother was when we knew you were coming. She smiled a lot, and it was probably just my imagination but to me there was some sort of glow about her. It had gotten to where it seemed that half of what she spoke started with 'When the baby comes.' If she hadn't been my wife and the baby my own child it would have been very annoying.

"She had her times though when she got sick. It wasn't hard to see that being with child isn't loads of fun. It's a job, just like work. Only you carry your work with you all the time. And it gets heavier.

"A few months before you were born some strange things started happening around here. Little things really, but a couple of times I thought my mind might be hitting the ditches.

"One thing was when your ma wanted an apple from the counter while we were both sitting here. She asked if I wanted one and I said no. She got up to get herself one and saw it roll off the edge and onto the floor.

"Like I said there were a lot of little things like that, but the last thing that had us convinced was when we were having breakfast and your ma reached for her cup of tea. I just happened to look up at that time so we both saw it. What happened was that cup moved to her hand, just slid a little bit, before she touched it. If it hadn't been for all the things that had been happening we probably would have just dismissed it but we couldn't be dismissing things any more.

"She looked at me and I looked at her and we were both wondering what to say. For some reason I said 'Try it again.' I don't know why I said it, I just did. And she did. She moved the cup away and then put her hand out on the table a few inches from the cup, and then she looked real hard at it and then it slid right into her hand again."

This was unexpected.

His mother could do magic?

Stefan would have had great difficulty believing what he was being told, if it hadn't been for the similarities to the experiences he had had. There had been times he had thought he was losing his mind as well. Though it was different from his mother's, eventually he had also had an experience which taught him that not only was he sane but something special was happening.

The idea that his mother could do magic surprised him, but it was quickly overshadowed with the question of why his father hadn't ever told him about it. That question began to form on his lips, but his father continued speaking. Apparently there was more story to be told, so he decided to wait until his father finished.

"Shortly after that your mother started spending some time trying to do more of those things. Some things
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