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      I dropped out of magical school during my final exams. Sleepless nights spent cramming valuable knowledge into my brain, hundreds of evaluations which shot me up to the top of my classes—in short, thousands of hours of hard work, sweat, and tears—vanished like a speck of dust in a windstorm. It felt as if I had stabbed an infant the night of its birth. All of it gone, in an instant.

      This is what they teach of the agan: it is the blood on which both the living and the dead run. It flows with the nourishing touch of water, connecting us to what was once and what is and maybe a touch of what could yet be. Those who can see the flow are gifted. What you can see, you can manipulate. Draw a line between your fingertips to your chest. Now pull, like a fisherman reeling the day’s catch to shore. Let it burrow deep into your very own veins and heart. Let the touch turn into fire, let the fire burn your skin, let it spread through your flesh and your veins and your bones until you can’t tell yourself apart from pure power. Your past, your name, the very breath in your lungs become meaningless in the face of what you can accomplish with a flick of your fingers.

      Mages are experts at subterfuge and tricks. Most of us are pompous, arrogant, know-it-alls. Eheldeth, the most prestigious magical school in all the empire, has it more than most. The tuition fees mean that only the wealthiest, or those lucky enough to have a rich sponsor, can afford to send their children there. Even where they teach of the lifeblood that connects all of us, the true power still lies in the clink of coin. Children whose guardians cannot afford such schools are doomed to a life of servitude, bound to the will of masters born with better luck. In the Empire of Dageis, magic is a commodity, and people like me must obey rules that keep the few above the rest.

      I knew all that, and more. I knew the only path towards a promising career was to submit myself to the strictures of the school and therefore, by extension, the mage council who run both the school and the empire. I knew without its blessings, I was ruined.

      And yet I left, like a fool. I didn’t once look back.

      

      It began like an itch.

      Exams started right at the cusp of dawn, staggered in such a way that every student got the chance to be evaluated by the givers thoroughly. Every day they gave one written test on the histories and theories of various spells, and one practical test conjuring the same spell in front of an audience. Time slots were drawn at random—you might be asked to form the spell first and then write the test later on, or the other way around. Every student was on their own; there was no way to piggyback off your classmates’ hard work, because most students didn’t get the same spells on the same day.

      I’d been hoping to draw morning slots for all my practical tests. Conjuring spells were  easier when you had had a full night’s rest. Most people preferred the other way around—the written exams gave them time to think over the steps of the spells and ensure they didn’t embarrass themselves in front of the instructors. I didn’t need the crutch. I’d committed every spell, every step, every theory in my mind as if it had been burned on my skull with a branding iron. The first day was an easy one for me, as I got exactly what I wanted: create balls of fire under the morning light and lob them at targets. Child’s play: I hit everything on the first try. The written test? I knew I got a perfect score; how the agan could be manipulated to shift the temperature in your palms, how you drew on the air and fashioned it into a weapon of choice—

      The second day arrived.

      I woke up before anyone else in the dormitory did, sweating and itching underneath the flannel covers. I’d barely gotten more than a couple of hours of sleep. One simple spell out of the way meant everything else would be much harder. My eyes fell on the open book next to my mattress, my last vain attempt at a refresher even though I already knew everything by heart. I was pretty sure I could recite the damn thing back-to-back.

      “Portals,” I whispered under my breath, counting the lines on my fingers. “Please, don’t let it be portals today.”

      “You nervous, Tar’elian?” my bunkmate grumbled. “Let the rest of us sleep before you continue muttering to yourself, yeah?”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I picked up the book, stuffed it in my pack, and walked outside. It was still so early that the servants had yet to arrive to light the lanterns. I flicked my fingers, hoping to light one myself.

      “Tar’elian!” someone yelled, before I could connect to the stream.

      I turned to see who it was, and then turned away almost at once. Ivasus placed a hand on my shoulder, his fingers gripping through my robes in a gesture that seemed almost friendly at first glance. But by then, I trusted none of my classmates’ intentions, and I trusted him even less.

      “Our last week in this hellhole,” he said with a grin. “And talk of your performance yesterday is already making rounds as we speak. How’d you get to be so smart, Tar’elian?”

      I shrugged away from him and began walking down to the end of the hall. I didn’t get far before I realized he was following me.

      “We can have a few minutes in the library before anyone else is up. Come on, Tar’elian. You know you want to. Loosen up a bit.”

      I turned the next corner. He wasn’t going to touch me. He needed to graduate as much as I did. A boy as talentless as Ivasus had nowhere else to go, and he wouldn’t risk expulsion in the final week.

      “Look at the high and mighty princess,” he continued, as if his insults were enough to catch my attention. “You can’t fool me. It’s lonely where you plan to go. It doesn’t help the instructors barely tolerate you, and you have no friends. All the perfect marks in the world won’t make up for what you don’t have: a beating heart.”

      We reached the courtyard. He finally stopped at the door, letting me walk out into the cold air all by myself. I suppose he liked watching how his words were enough to drive me barefoot into the frozen field. Maybe it gave him a sense of power. He wasn’t the first classmate to taunt me for all the things I wasn’t: friendly, warm, and not of old Dageian stock. I might as well have painted a target on my back. But as I continued to walk through the grass, my toes sinking into the frozen grass, I wondered if he would be the last. It would soon be over. I briefly allowed myself to wonder what it would be like to live without the looming presence of the school over me. To cast spells on a whim like I did when I was child, without instructors telling me it wasn’t allowed—to be able to walk without anyone staring at me like I had an extra head…—For the first time since I walked into Eheldeth, I was eager to shake off its shadow.

      It’s almost over. Just be patient, Rosha. I turned to my books. My one comfort in all of this was how easily studying came to me. How did I get to be so smart? If Ivasus ever cracked a book open in his life, he would know.

      I flipped to the Portals page. I could feel the cold air on my cheeks and underneath the soles of my feet. The book outlined the procedure for the test word for word—never let it be said that Eheldeth prized ambiguity. The school’s fame came about because it produced students that remained consistent in the face of ambiguity. Mages who graduate from Eheldeth were all cut from the same cloth.

      You were supposed to build a portal from the classroom all the way to the yard, where you were to leave a unique token provided during the exam before returning. Simple. Difficult. To do it effortlessly was the ultimate mark of the Eheldeth-trained mage—no other mages on earth are as capable of portals as Eheldeth students. For a perfect score, the keeper overseeing the exam must honestly believe the student didn’t leave the classroom at all.

      I’d spent all of the last six months preparing for this one. My nervousness didn’t come from a lack of faith in my abilities. It came from the edge of anger. Last week, I had applied for a chance to use spell alteration items, which were perfectly acceptable to use during exams. Every mage was different, special, and it was the mark of a great mage to know how to prepare oneself in advance. Some items helped students with wandering attentions to focus; others caught loose strands of the agan for those who couldn’t walk without spilling power everywhere. There were even items that could help amplify weak connections. Using such items didn’t affect your grades, either, as long as you wrote an accompanying essay justifying their use. If you went into detail on how the items affected your performance, even better.

      The lineup for the supply store was over a hallway long. When I finally got to the door, the keeper on duty took one look at me and shook her head. “You’re unauthorized.”

      I took a deep breath. “You’ve said this before,” I replied. “Over the years, your excuses change. Last time, the other keeper said someone like me can only request these enchantments for the finals. Well, it’s the finals now. Let me in.”

      She looked unamused. “You’re unauthorized,” she repeated, emphasizing each syllable, as if I was incapable of understanding her. “These resources are earmarked for students who need them. I don’t know what the other keeper told you, but this is the truth.” Then, in a vain attempt to soften the blow, she made a great show of smiling at me. “And you don’t need them, do you, Kirosha Tar’elian? We know your reputation here. One of the top two students in your class for your first six years, and the top student for the last three. I think you’ll do just fine.”

      The memory burned like salt in a wound I’d been nursing for years. It really wasn’t the first time they’d denied me something in the guise of you don’t really need it, anyway. It was unfair. You didn’t get where I was by napping your way through it. And yet everyone else that I knew of used the extra resources wherever possible—whether it was spell alteration items or weighted staffs or tutors, or a pass to the special section of the library, where you could read books outside of the assigned texts. Everyone in the top ten of our class got there with a bit of help—everyone but me. It was as if they’d all conspired to make sure I didn’t go another step further.

      I closed the book with a sigh. Overthinking it wasn’t going to help my case, and neither was self-pity. All I had to do was trust myself.

      I returned to the dormitory for my shoes, dropped by the cafeteria for a sweet roll—a light breakfast was all my nerves would tolerate—and then went straight to the main hall to draw my tests for the day. My heart sank the moment I unrolled the piece of paper.

      Portals: written before noon, practical in the evening.

      Sometimes I felt as if the gods were toying with me on purpose.

      

      I did a fair job of keeping myself calm for most of the day. I blew through the written test with time to spare, though not as well as I did the day before. I wasn’t even worrying about perfect this time around—I didn’t want to obsess over the answers more than was necessary. You could say as much as you could about portals, but once all was said and done, the basics remained the same. Rip a hole through the agan. Step through. Close everything behind you, pray to the gods your body parts stay attached when you reach your destination, and try not to land on your face.

      It didn’t do a thing for my nerves, of course. If anything, it made it worse. I went back to bed as soon as I handed my test over and napped for the better part of an hour. I woke up to blinding nausea—bad enough that I had to find a bucket to puke in. Afterwards, I returned to the cafeteria and forced my way through a bowl of thin corn soup and a plate of fried potatoes. It’s just your nerves, I told myself. You’ve spent the entire week obsessing over this spell—of course it’s going to make you sick.

      “You don’t look well, Tar’elian,” one girl called from across the table. “Maybe you should sit out the rest of the week—you don’t want to work too hard.”

      Directed towards me, it couldn’t be anything but an insult. I kept my face to my meal, resisting the urge to walk away. I needed food in my belly. In my experience, you didn’t try portal spells on an empty stomach, or else you’d spend the whole day in bed, doubled up in pain.

      “She looks worried,” the girl’s friend chimed in. She sneered.

      “What’s she so worried about?” the first girl asked. “Felan’s gone. We all know there’s no one else who can beat her.”

      “Felan’s only gone because she went and offed the competition,” a third broke in.

      Laughter all around followed. I even caught Ivasus amongst the crowd, waving for their attention. They turned to him, and he lowered his head, his eyes sparkling. “They say if you go to the field at midnight, you can find his headless ghost pointing out where she buried him,” he said in a low voice. “Don’t get in her way, he’ll moan. She won’t stop at anything to get what she wants.”

      There were pretend gasps, and then more laughter. I drained what remained of my soup and walked out of the cafeteria with my hands at my sides. Everyone was looking at me, waiting for me to say something, anything, to defend myself. But I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction. I had long stopped trying to escape their torment, which in my experience only intensified if I ever tried to fight back. Letting it wash over me was the fastest, safest way to get it over with, and I had less than a week of this hellhole left.

      I went to the lavatory first, where a connection to an icy stream left a basin constantly running with cold water. I dunked my head in and opened my eyes, letting the shock of freezing water course through my body. You can do this. You’ve done this a hundred times before. Remember what your parents used to tell you. Remember why they brought you all the way out here. You are born with a rare gift; with power most mages can only dream of. You were born to make a difference. How can you not pass?

      I came up for air, gasping for breath. Of course I was going to pass. But the question remained whether I would make a fool of myself in doing so. I’d set a reputation for myself. Any mistake, any flaw in my process, would make the whole damn school turn their heads and laugh. It wasn’t enough that I graduate. I had to make a mark, the sort that would go down in the annals of history forever. A hundred years from now, wide-eyed students entering Eheldeth for the first time would know my name. Kirosha Tar’elian, the first ever Gorenten to ever be honoured in its halls…

      I struck my forehead with my palm, twice. None of that was going to happen if I bungled up a damned portal spell.

      The bells rang, marking the moment of truth. I gathered my courage. Do this, and the rest will follow. The portal spell was the hardest. It made sense to get the hardest spell over with.

      I walked into the assigned classroom as the perfect picture of calm. No one will laugh at you today, I thought. A stupid thought. Ivasus was there the moment I walked in. He crossed his arms and gave a grim smile. Show me, that smile said. Show me what you killed your rival for. The truth didn’t matter. My failure was all he cared for.

      The keeper started writing on the chalkboard. His assistant passed tokens around. Mine was a small jade figure of a tiger, a creature found in lands across the eastern sea. I scraped my thumb over its eyes. It stared back at me in judgment. You don’t deserve to sit there. Leave now, before you embarrass yourself.

      Ivasus went first. He had a jeweled necklace for amplification, and golden gauntlets engraved with runes that glowed blue, and a weighted staff that kept him grounded—to ensure his spells didn’t go out of hand. The boy was practically relying on the items to cast the spell for him. If life was fair, he would pass and then get a note on his file, penned in red ink, saying Desk Duty Only. But he was a rich man’s son, and I was willing to bet they would have him leading armies or some other job that put the public at risk within five years.

      “And—begin!” the keeper said.

      Ivasus cast his spell. A hole appeared in thin air. A neat circle, clean. And why not? Those damn gauntlets kept his hands still. Naturally made tears were jagged along the edges. They were easier to stitch shut, which meant they caused less leakage over time. A straight-edged hole like this was detrimental over time. Not that people like Ivasus cared. Even the keeper hardly seemed to blink.

      Ivasus stepped through his portal, which disappeared about five breaths later. Sloppy work. Leaving portals open too long meant others could cross them. Another body, another soul, in the same channel you occupied defied the laws of nature. An unexpected one could be catastrophic. I saw the keeper scribbling in his notebook. Rich man’s son or not, he was going to get deductions for that.

      A few minutes passed. Ivasus returned through a second portal, sweating heavily.

      “You didn’t use the same one,” the keeper exclaimed.

      “I couldn’t find it,” Ivasus gasped. He fell to his knees even before the portal behind him closed. I could see vomit in the corners of his mouth—he must have heaved out on the grass somewhere, or else tried to swallow it down.

      The keeper grunted, unconvinced. Another deduction. If you were going back to the same place, using the same portal was more efficient. You had to shut it behind you to keep it protected from intruders, but detecting where it was in the fabric should be easy enough if you knew what you were doing, which Ivasus clearly didn’t. I took another deep breath. His mistakes were making me feel better about my chances.

      He crawled just till he got near my feet. He looked up, as if expecting me to help.

      I ignored him and strode up to the keeper. “I was just about to call you,” he said. “Very well. Begin the exercise.”

      I curled my fist around the jade tiger, tightening my hands until my knuckles turned white. My wrists itched, followed by a burning sensation. One breath, two breaths, and then…

      A blow, like a kick to the face. I ignored the pain and focused on drawing the jagged edges of the hole through the fabric. Blue light flashed all around me like uncontained wildfire. I finished tearing through the hole and quickly pushed my body through the portal, which I at once shut behind me. Show them how it’s done, Rosha. Show them what you’re made of. You’re everything you believed you were, and more.

      I heard a roar.

      I couldn’t believe my ears at first. Had I internalized the image of the tiger so much that I was hearing it inside my head? But no—it was coming from somewhere in the portal. I stepped back. It wasn’t a tiger at all, but a dog, or what had once been a dog. An unprotected creature, an unwanted body, in a well of agan could make short work out of anything, and it had done its damage on the poor beast. Its eyes popped out of its head. Its limbs were warped. And its mouth was full of razor-sharp teeth.

      My first thought wasn’t to save myself. What was the creature doing there? There weren’t any dogs in the classroom, and even if there were, I’d closed the portal so quickly nothing could have gotten through. Which could only mean…

      I glanced up, noticing the clean circle behind me. I could have sworn I tore into this portal. And yet—

      No. I’d been so focused on making sure I cast the spell well in the first place that I’d neglected to check my surroundings. It shouldn’t have been necessary if I’d gone after a competent mage, which Ivasus was clearly the furthest thing from. The idiot hadn’t sealed his portal going back, and I’d foolishly created mine right where his had been. The dog must have come from the field.

      There was no time to defend myself. I burst back into the classroom with the dog’s snapping jaws behind. I sealed the portal just as its teeth snapped on my robes.

      The monster’s decapitated head lay in a puddle of blood on the floor, its teeth still snapping away.

      Ivasus got up, looking well all of a sudden. The smile on his face turned cruel.

      My eyes blurred as I stared at the blood. I couldn’t even focus on what the keeper was saying. His words were incomprehensible as he screamed, pointing at me as if I was the one who did this. Why couldn’t he see the truth? Ivasus had played a trick—he’d kept his first portal open on purpose, probably because he saw the dog and knew I would make my portal right where I did. But his expression and the keeper’s accusations were the last straw. I’d spent the whole morning…no, the whole month worrying about this exam, and now…it seemed as if it was all for nothing. The outrage on the keeper’s face told me I couldn’t just waltz through the rest of the week the way I’d hoped. There was going to be an inquiry, and if I was going to retake this exam, I would have to defend myself a dozen times over even though it was another student who started it. What chance did I, the daughter of some social-climbing Gorenten merchant, have against the son from an old family? I could hear his defense already, too. I made a mistake, dear keepers. How could I have known she would be so careless? And then the inquiries would turn into a discussion of my competence. They would tear apart everything I had done and could do, my grades, my history in the school, my parents. Everything.

      I was sent here to learn not to make noise and here I was, creating chaos already.

      I stepped back. The keeper was still yelling. I suddenly understood what he was saying, and painful as they were, they made sense. And then, only then, did I decide it was over.
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      The decision wasn’t made lightly. I knew what I was throwing away. Behind the polished hardwood doors and underneath the arched rooftops lay all the knowledge a mage could ever hope for. The key to my dreams and everything I had ever wanted. But they didn’t want me. They never wanted me. It was as if the last few years had only been spent in tolerance of my existence and they couldn’t wait for an excuse to get rid of me. Now it was here. Why prolong the wait? Why force myself to perform tricks for people who didn’t care?

      I went to the dormitories first, to get a change of clothes and whatever money I had left for the season.  A blanket of calm had descended over me. My actions were as deliberate and precise as if I was on the cusp of performing a major spell. Once I’d bundled all my things, I strode into the fading sunlight.

      “Your exams are down the other way, Rosha,” Keeper Soa said as I headed for the main gates. “Did you forget something?”

      I ignored her and kept walking. The anger throbbed from my heart to my palms. I kept it there. You don’t throw a tantrum right in the home of thousands of skilled mages. There weren’t just students there—you had bearers tasked with researching every magical aberration from one end of the empire to the other, alumni who hadn’t been assigned jobs yet, and keepers who maintained it all. And of course, you had guards at every corner. One mage alone was dangerous enough already. A multitude of unskilled youths in a single building was a recipe for disaster.

      I held it in. Eyes were on me everywhere I went.  Smug, assuming faces just waiting for me to make a scene. What do you expect from a Gorenten? Even tears in my eyes would be enough to spread rumours that I was unstable. They already saw me as a talentless hack, not worth the money my father spent to keep me here, allowed in only because it made the school look good to be generous to the people its empire harmed a long time ago. Nothing I was capable of had made them think I was worth anything; they would be less generous in the face of my greatest mistakes.

      Conflicting emotions, raging with every step. There was a sliver of relief that I didn’t have to play by their rules anymore, that I didn’t have to waste nights lying awake, wondering how their minds worked and how I could bend myself to fit their demands. But also anger—so much anger, enough to burn an entire forest down. I had been ready to bend since day one. Eheldeth was the only place in the known world that could have seen me as something beyond a freak of nature. In there, I could belong. In there, I could dream again. What was I outside those walls?

      “It’s cold out there, Rosha,” another keeper called. “You’re not wearing enough cloaks.”

      I didn’t reply, and she chose not to stop me. It wasn’t illegal to leave Eheldeth. Students did it all the time.

      The keeper was right about one thing. Past the gilded gates of Eheldeth, the world was wet and dreary. I stared into the biting wind so long my eyes watered. I could feel the tall building behind me, with its promise of warmth and belonging. I kept the image in my head without having to glance back. Eheldeth would be there long after I was gone, and I didn’t want to give it the satisfaction of one last, longing look. It had taken my entire youth already.

      Clarity began when I found myself in the first village in the valley. I knew I had to find a place to stay, a place where I could sit in silence and nurse my injured pride. As soon as I reached the marketplace, I fished around in my pockets for coins.

      “Are you a mage, sweetie?” a vendor called. He was selling baskets of fresh apples.

      I froze before shaking my head. It felt heavy, a rock on my shoulders.

      “But your clothes—” the vendor began. He pointed.

      I glanced down. I realized, belatedly, that I wasn’t thinking as straight as I would have liked. The robes were Eheldeth-issued.

      I nodded, placing a finger on my lips. “All right, maybe I am. Do you know where I can get an inn?”

      “Mages never stay here,” the man said. “Eheldeth is only an hour away.”

      “I came from Eheldeth. I need a room.”

      “My sister has a place, as it happens…” he began, doubt filling his expression.

      I threw him a coin. “For your troubles.”

      He gave a gap-toothed grin and left his stall for his daughter to watch while he led me to his sister’s place. It wasn’t the sort of inn I was used to—travelling back and forth between my parents and Eheldeth had gotten me acquainted with the kind of place built above pubs, where food and drink flowed as freely as conversation. This was simply a quiet house with many rooms, bigger than the usual, with a bakery downstairs. A woman in the yard took me out of the vendor’s hands and led me to a small room beside a closet.

      It was bare, with nothing but a straw mattress on one side, and smelled faintly of wet dog. It reminded me of the dog in the portal, and I turned my head in disgust. I closed the door and placed my belongings on the floor. I slumped next to it and stared at the dirty window, where the sun was still sinking on the horizon. It couldn’t have been over two hours since the test, and yet I felt as if I’d aged years since. A grain of truth there, perhaps. In Eheldeth, I was a child subjected to the whims of adults. Out here…

      I looked at my bare hands. If I wasn’t a mage, what else could I be? I’d trained for years to be nothing but. And yet you weren’t supposed to be one without the blessing of the mage council.

      Someone knocked from the hallway.

      “Mama told me to bring you food,” a girl’s voice spoke from the other side. “May I come in?”

      I got up to open the door slightly. A girl with greasy hair and in an unkempt woolen skirt pushed herself through the narrow crack. She was holding a tray with a piece of bread and a bowl of stew, which she placed on the mattress before turning around to face me. I got the impression she had no intentions of leaving. Her fingers played with a loose thread on her shirt before she blurted out, “Mother said Uncle said you were a mage.”

      I knew where this was going. “I don’t have time for questions,” I said, curtly. “Thank you for the food.” I moved to let her out.

      She grabbed my wrist with hands so filthy she looked like she had been digging ditches all morning. “Help me. Please.”

      “I’m not—”

      “My sister…I can’t tell our mother, but she’s…we’re in trouble. Just come and look. Only a mage can help, and you’re the only mage who’s come through the village today.”

      I glanced at the mattress. I really wanted to sleep again, to drown out the last dredges of my failure in blackness. But the girl’s fingers tightened around my arm. “Please,” she repeated. “I don’t know what else to do. You’re nearly our age. The older mages will call the guards on us, I just know it. I’m begging you.” Her eyes watered. She couldn’t have looked more pathetic if she’d tried.

      “Lead the way,” I grumbled.

      

      The cold evening air played symphonies on my skin as we took a small dirt road to the south. The girl carried a lantern, which told me she expected to be there far beyond sundown. We entered the woods, and in the back of my mind, I remembered warnings often uttered by my classmates trying to scare each other into leaving the school grounds. Of stray monsters and thieves and brigands, of people who knew what we were on first sight: children with parents who could cough up a year’s worth of wages in ransom on the spot.

      But I wasn’t a child anymore, and I was confident I could defend myself in a tight corner. If I could be honest, part of me was looking forward to setting someone’s hair on fire. The humiliation I felt in that exam room had yet to leave. The insults the keeper had hurled over my head came back, so clear it felt like it was the first time I was hearing them. “What did we expect when we let someone like you to learn with the rest of us?” He’d said us as if I wasn’t one of them. Not that it came as a surprise. No one in the last few years had ever voiced what I long suspected quite as succinctly as he did. More than an affront, his words felt like permission. After all this time, I could finally stop playing by the rules.

      The dirt road ended. We were at the foot of some ruins, a broken-down temple of some sort. I had a sudden flare of memory. Ruins and I don’t mix very well. I remembered the boy Felan, the one whose name they had thrown at my face for most of my senior year. If he was still alive, he would feel the same way.

      “Maria?” the girl called out, interrupting my thoughts.

      The wind brushed past the treetops. I felt a tightening in the air, as if lightning had been dancing through it all day long. And yet the sky remained clear. I held out my arm to stop the girl from taking another step further. “Tell me what happened here,” I said.

      She pressed her hands together. “I—”

      “You don’t send a mage on an errand unprepared,” I snapped. “Speak up, girl!”

      She fell to her knees, sobbing. I turned my head away in distaste. Fear I could understand, but allowing it to control you? In Eheldeth, they trained you to be prepared for anything, because if there was one thing consistent about the agan, it was its ability to surprise even its best scholars. Students who couldn’t control their fear grew up to be capable of nothing more than parlour tricks. If you were to be capable of more, you needed to learn how to face down your own death without screaming.

      And so I kept myself steady when the ear-splitting, animal-like howl sounded through the shadows. I tore my attention away from my racing heart to the ruins, where I could see a dark shape shuffle forward, one agonizing step after another. I allowed a ball of fire to settle in my right palm. The substantial heat was comforting. The easiest spell, under the right circumstances, could also be the most devastating. My gut said this was an animal, some sort of beast or monster who had taken the girl’s sister. Most could easily be frightened by a bit of flame, and if this Maria was already dead, well…there was time for mourning later.

      The figure lurched forward. I prepared to throw the fireball.

      “Stop!” the girl screamed.

      I didn’t know if she meant me or the beast. But then I realized my mistake. The figure wasn’t a beast at all. It was a girl in a dress even filthier than her sister’s. Maria—because it could only be Maria—stood on all fours, tears dripping down her face. She opened her mouth, and…

      Flowers sprouted out, like a bubble of vomit.

      My trepidations dissipated. I felt like laughing, though I tried not to show it. The girl was clearly distressed as the flowers continued to grow, as if they’d all taken root on her tongue. She fell on the dust right next to me, her hands gripping my ankle. “Help,” she coughed out, her voice muffled over the petals. “Help me!”

      I placed a hand on her head to placate her. She tried to scream. The flowers turned grey and wilted, only to be replaced by more. “What happened here?” I repeated, turning to her sister.

      “Maria and I were going through the ruins,” the girl blurted out. “We’re…we’re not supposed to. The elders have warned us. But we finally thought they were being overly cautious. The other children had been here already, picking through the wreckage over the years. Some mages came by a few weeks ago and set up camp here, so we thought maybe they’ve left stuff behind…pretty baubles, trinkets. You mages are rich…”

      “A misconception,” I corrected. “What mages do have is the capability to create spells and stamp them on things. You walked right into one, didn’t you?”

      She started sobbing again. I sighed. Between her and her sister, it was looking like I wouldn’t get any useful information at all, unless I somehow frightened them into a stupor. I had no desire to work up a temper, anyway. Maria wasn’t dead or witless yet, which meant it couldn’t have been a terribly complicated spell.

      I left them near the road to venture in the ruins myself, taking great care not to trip another spell. Easier said than done—skilled mages know just where to hide traps to catch the unsuspecting. Well-trained mages should be able to detect if there was a trap nearby and be able to deduce where it could have been placed, but one careless mistake was all it took. I tried to take comfort in the fact that the girls should have stumbled through all the obvious places already.

      I found the runes scratched out near the foundation, next to the remains of a campfire. As I figured, the spell was almost an afterthought—someone got bored enough to scratch it out while investigating the area. It was a one-time use trap spell, as most of these tend to be. Creating spells that attacked people indefinitely required vast amounts of energy, so to conserve their reserves (and sanity), most mages were trained to form ones that could just be re-armed when needed. Boredom was also why the spell’s effects seemed relatively benign. I thought about the order of events unfolding if I wasn’t there. The girls would be forced to return home the way they were, which meant the village would then have to file a request for the mage council to come and investigate—for a fee. A tug-of-war would then follow, particularly if the villagers didn’t have the funds. They could file a complaint at the nearest city in an attempt to force the local government to go up against the mage council, which might only happen if the villagers could prove they weren’t at fault to begin with. Were the girls going through property that wasn’t theirs? Yes? Well, too bad.

      If Maria died, and someone higher up actually cared, they might continue to put pressure on the mage council. Eventually, the heads of it—which included the Firekeeper of Eheldeth, a woman who held more power in the mage council than the rest put together—would have to decide if protecting some small-time mage who didn’t even have the funds for a night at the inn was worth all the trouble. The investigation would probably happen after all, because the mage council, as one of the two guilds that formed the backbone of the great Empire of Dageis, couldn’t afford to have the merchant guild—the other side of the coin—start investigating themselves. Why risk giving your rival a reason to chip away at your own power, after all? Both guilds had been at odds which each other for centuries, vying to be closer to the emperor’s ear than the other—a back and forth that kept the balance in those lands.

      So either the mage who scratched out an almost childish glyph was unaware of the repercussions or stupid enough to risk it, or…

      I took my chances and slammed a spell of undoing on the runes. It shattered like glass struck with the end of a spear.

      Or it was just a practical joke. I gave a grim smile. I could make a wager that I wasn’t needed here at all. The spell would have faded within the next day or so, and the girl would be fine, if a little shattered. Her parents would blame something she ate, or their own eyesight, and whatever the mage council would receive would amount to nothing more than gusts of wind, to be forgotten with the rest. Such was the price you paid to live in a land run by magic, no matter how much the mage council pretended they had it under control.

      I returned to the girls. Maria was lying in a puddle of her own spit, her mouth flower-free. There wasn’t even a touch of fragrance left in it—her breath smelled as rotten as anyone’s would after hours heaving out bile. She looked up. I sensed, among other things, jealousy in her expression, mixed with gratitude. “Thank you,” she gasped. “Thank you so much! You—”

      “I’m going to bed,” I declared. I glanced at the sister. “I trust you’ll find a suitable excuse for all of this.” I turned away and walked back to the inn on my own. I didn’t want them to force me to stand there and make small talk. People who weren’t mages, I had found, always needed some sort of explanation for what just occurred, as if saying “It’s just magic,” wasn’t enough. How, where, when—and always, why? Why did this have to happen? Why did the gods bless you to see things no ordinary person can’t?

      Why have  the gods wasted their blessings on you, Rosha?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE BALL

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I can never figure out how to respond when people start with such nonsense. Most, I’ve found, come from non-mage families who don’t understand a thing about the complexities of living with an affliction that others see as a weapon. They think being a mage means everything ought to come easier for me. I could, with the snap of my fingers, conjure all the things I need or get rid of my problems. Never mind that you can’t really do the former (no matter what the books say, magic—at least, the magic I’ve known—can’t create something out of nothing), and the latter is ridiculous if you break it down a bit more. We all have problems, some of us more than others. Sure, I could probably chase away a rampaging bear, but could I magic away the fact that my father is a fraud?

      I suppose the act of knowing what I was born into makes me one of the luckier ones. It is better to know fool’s gold for what it is—to understand the nature of lies before they get the chance to make you believe you are something you are not. I learned what he wasn’t, and so knew early on what I could never be. A castle built on sand cannot hope to outlast the waves.

      I crawled onto the thin, hard mattress, closed my eyes, and had a memory of the month before my eleventh birthday, a month before I was sent away to Eheldeth. In those days, the weather offered little respite from the pelting rains typical of the western coast of the continent. The leaves of the cherry trees along the streets drooped from a perpetual wet sheen, and every street gutter ran full. A dreary month for children who liked to be outside, but I welcomed it. At nearly eleven, I didn’t have anything to do that could be interrupted by rain. My life back then was solidly behind walls—an existence made bearable by long hours of reading and not having to deal with any other children.

      It should have been the right sort of age not to be surprised. My father acted as if the world revolved on his whim, and until then I thought he at least deserved every bit of his arrogance. A merchant with a title in the Empire of Dageis, the most powerful empire in the world, carried weight. I never thought much of him as a father, but I thought he had that, at least. I thought he had power, money, and prestige. I believed his name could shelter me the way he couldn’t when I was an infant wailing at my mother’s breast.

      Not that the man ever cared what I thought about him. He first came into my life when I was eight, far too old to think much of the words my real father as anything but a sign that the people in my life had done nothing but lie to me. Since then, he had made every effort to show me my opinion counted for very little in his everyday. A child was a burden, one he never expected he would have to deal with in his extremely calculated, precise, grand scheme of things. Which is astounding, considering the revolving door of women in his life. He started affairs in nearly every city or town he visited, very often with more than one woman at a time. At his age, he must have sired enough children to fill an entire nation, the kind of man who could introduce half a dozen wailing infants as his firstborn.

      But there I was, his only one. A daughter, bearing all his gifts and then a little bit more. I’ve heard people say it was his punishment, which seemed like an odd thing for the gods to do. You punished a man like that with itchy loins and rotten teeth, not a girl who would bear equal weight for his sins. At nearly eleven, I should have been blissfully unaware.

      There was a party. A ball, one of the many my father began funding since his bankruptcy from years ago. As a businessman, my father used to be the sort who thought himself so smart the only person he could trust was himself. This led to a series of poor decisions, each one worse than the last. One of these—an ill-conceived alliance with nobility where it turned out they needed him more than he could use them—resulted in the loss of a remarkable amount of money overnight. Yet where most people would have given up, my father seemed to regard it as nothing but a challenge. He borrowed money, begged his creditors, made inane deals that somehow pulled through and gave him back everything he’d lost and then some. Years later, there he was, spending a good deal of it on fizzy wine, smelly cheese, and half-moldy ham. The vast array of rich food never ceased to make me dizzy. You could spend all night picking at it and never once feel full.

      As his daughter, I had to sit through every single one of his shallow introductions with potential business partners and associates and pretend they had interesting things to say. They never did. “Just smile and nod, Rosha,” he’d remind me, right before each one. “Smile and nod. You don’t have to do more than that.” There was always an element of pleading in his voice, like he was asking for such a simple request that I—stubborn, selfish daughter of his—adamantly refused to give.

      Which was always a lie, because the topic would inevitably turn to me and my gifts.

      One mention is like a few drops of wine in a glass—enough to fill the room with an intoxicating haze. They would all fall silent, mouths agape, white teeth flashing. They all wanted to see the unexpected: to marvel at the sight of a Gorenten child crafting magic tricks in front of a whole crowd…and not be taken away.

      To this crowd, I was a novelty. A caged little songbird. The Dageians had subjugated my people for centuries, taken their ancestral lands, forced them to barren islands with nothing but the clothes on their back and their pride. The ones they didn’t leave alone they took back to the empire, harnessed like oxen to their ships or drained for the use of their mages or whatever menial, back-breaking task Dageian citizens refused to do for themselves. Now here they were, pretending none of that ever happened or happens still. The Empire of Dageis is a land of opportunity for those who can afford it, and anyone can be a citizen if you just have the right amount of coin. And my father had plenty of that, if nothing else.

      But few Gorenten do. It still seems to come as a shock to them that we would be here at all. It starts when they meet my father, with his sun-touched hair and brown skin. Even his fine robes can’t erase the look of surprise on their faces—the wonder, the confusion, the anger. Like they were looking at a monkey in a suit and couldn’t comprehend how they were supposed to react. Do you feign indifference? Do you talk to it? Do you ask how it can speak your tongue so well? We know two other languages on top of yours, citizen. Why do you look so surprised? And then my father would shake hands, exchanging courtesies that would bring a modicum of normalcy. They would try to adjust; in a land of progress and magic, there is only so much disbelief people could take, at least for a moment. They would turn to talk of the weather and economy and how well our fine emperor was doing these days.

      But then my father would introduce me. “My daughter, Rosha,” he would say, as if presenting a rare item, an object he was lucky enough to obtain. “She’s being tutored right now, but in a few years she will enter Eheldeth. They’ve already approved her application.”

      You would think he told them I turned water to wine. “No!” most would almost always gasp. “Her?” Reaching for words, many failing, most of them afraid their feeble minds would drum up an insult for their generous host and not realizing the silence itself was insult enough. Some would manage a small, “But how fantastic!” Fake excitement, masking what many really think. How vile. How unexpected. How…dangerous.

      No other school has the reputation Eheldeth has, and the name alone invoked a sense of hearing the clink of coin in your skull. Which meant that when my father said these things, they almost always never believed him. A Gorenten, in Eheldeth, of all places? Not any of the smaller schools strewn throughout the land, the ones that teach would-be mages to control their powers and nothing else? But how? Why?

      They’d ask for the tricks then, as if it is a thing they needed to see with their very eyes. As if they needed proof.

      In the mighty Empire of Dageis, the magic that is feared in other places is embraced without a second thought. Everything runs on magic. The trams, the airships, the sewage. The Empire of Dageis, mighty conqueror, the bastion of civilization, envy of the world. And yet its people cannot grasp how a mere Gorenten child could make a pebble float in mid-air. I think they would have been just as surprised if I had told them I could read.

      On that night, I counted four of my father’s so-called honoured guests. Three women, each old enough to be my grandmother, which somehow didn’t stop them from pawing my father and his fine clothes. I couldn’t tell if they were listening to the words falling out of his lips, but they seemed to find him fascinating nonetheless, and would nod with fake acknowledgement even if it was clear to me he was merely making things up as he went along. “How wise,” they crooned, touching his arm without permission. “How so very insightful of you, Count Tar’elian! Truly, the gods have blessed you with a gift for words.” They wore enough perfume to make my eyes water, and I wondered how much they would pay to take my father to bed.

      There was also one man, old, wrinkled, and yet with the proud, haughty air of someone who probably thought he was thirty years younger. “My daughter, Rosha,” my father said, right on cue, and they clapped their hands and drew me closer at almost the same time my father pushed me forward.

      “She’s just been—”

      “Yes, Eheldeth, so I’ve heard!” a woman almost squealed. “How lovely, and what an honour for such a fine gentleman as yourself, Count Tar’elian. Truly something to be proud of.”

      “Eheldeth?” the man asked, in a voice that made it sound as if we were mistaken, and could we please make sure we rectified it immediately?

      “Yes, Eheldeth,” Father said, beaming. He had the kind of smile that made women’s hearts beat faster and the men turn their heads, and I thought for sure the women’s knees all buckled. At the same time, I could see him clinking his teacup with the nail of his little finger, as if he was counting the clicks it made against the porcelain. Outside of Dageis, it could have been a spell. Here in the empire, however, where heavier magic was regulated and charms could cause trouble if you cast it on the wrong person, I chalked it up to nothing more than a nervous tic. These people bored him out of his mind.

      “A marvellous honour,” the man exclaimed. His expression changed slightly—not enough for anyone else to notice. But I saw it. And my father knew I saw it, because he gave me that quick look, that quick darting of eyes that told me I had to keep my mouth shut. I hated that look. He used it knowing I had no choice but to obey. Because to say something would be to jeopardize the precarious position our family was in here in the Dageian Empire. The precarious position I put them in. If I wasn’t a novelty, then Dageian law demanded I be a mage-thrall, the lowest of the low, sworn to a mage body and soul with no agency or life to call my own. I would be beholden to my master for life. My father had paid good money to stop that from happening.

      But still, I hated it. I hated the reminder of what I owed him.

      “Do you know that every Firekeeper in the Mage Council has been a graduate of Eheldeth?” the old lord continued, oblivious to the high-pitched chatter he was suddenly involved in. “Even Adherent Orsalian, hero of the Battle of Drusgaya, was a scholar there!”

      Father’s unbreakable smile faltered just a little. “I am…was acquainted with Adherent Orsalian,” he said. “A remarkable woman.”

      They crowded around him, champagne glasses tinkling. “You don’t say!” one of the women, the same one who had been squeezing my father’s bicep all night long, exclaimed. “I thought I heard something like that—but truly, you knew her?” Her fawning made me ill.

      The irritation on Father's brow was visible to me now. I had seen it often enough myself—whenever I would place a glass of water without a coaster on the wooden table, or take any of his books without permission, or let the dogs out so that they would bark all night.

      “I did,” Father said, drawing his brows together in an expression that was almost—but not quite—like grief. “I knew her very well, in fact. I’m sorry—I said acquaintance out of respect for her. I’m not sure she would have liked me saying we were close when we weren’t.”

      It was a rare moment of honesty for my father.

      “It must feel surreal,” the old man said. “To have been in the presence of such greatness. This woman’s sacrifice ensured our great empire’s continued survival. Do you know, they’re thinking of creating a day to commemorate her life? I’ve heard the inner council has been in talks.”

      “The empire would,” Father replied. The grief had turned to irritation. “It knows how to give empty praise when they should have done more. Adherent Orsalian died because the empire failed to protect its people. She gave up her life because others wouldn’t.”

      Silence fell across the room. The old man scowled now, his wrinkly, liver-spotted brow furrowing. “Such defiance of the empire who was kind enough to nurture you and your daughter, Lord Tar’elian, is unbecoming for a…for a…”

      “Lord Talos!” the women gasped. “Control yourself!”

      “Enosh Tar’elian is Gorenten,” the old man continued, gaining courage. “His people serve the empire, not the other way around.” He turned back to my father, pointing a finger straight at his face. “I don’t even know what you’re doing here. Shouldn’t you be in the sewers, cleaning the refuse with the rest of the help? And your little piss pot half breed daughter here—”

      “You won’t insult my daughter to her face.”

      “I just did,” Lord Talos sneered. He turned to the crowd. “Has anyone even seen the girl’s mother? Who’s to say he didn’t just pick her up from an orphanage, snatching her from a destitute life as a mage-thrall so he could pass her off as his own? You are a fraud, my lord, and if I had known better, I wouldn’t have graced your despicable festivities with my presence!” He dropped the champagne in his hand. It shattered on the floor like a spray of water, all crystal shards and spines. He stepped on the glass, gnashing his teeth in satisfaction as he grounded it under his boot.

      The crowd fell silent, but not because of his wanton display. I turned my head in time to see a woman descend from the staircase—a beautiful woman in a silver-laced gown, her hair bound above the nape of her neck. My father stepped aside with a smile, taking the woman’s hand as she held it out for him. He kissed the top of it, his lips lingering on her skin longer than it had any right to.

      “You were looking for the girl’s mother?” the woman asked.

      “My lady,” Enosh said. “This was unnecessary. You needed your rest.”

      “I believe my lord was just being insulted,” the woman continued, gazing at the crowd. “Nevertheless, I am pleased to make all your acquaintances. I am Sume Tar’elian. Dear Rosha here…” She gestured, all but dragging me to her for a brief embrace. “Rosha is our only daughter. I’m afraid we haven’t made it all that clear, though you must see her resemblance to my dear husband’s face.”

      Enosh gave a small, crooked smile, and bowed briefly.

      That was all it took. The crowd buzzed again, drifting amongst each other like bees. I looked around for Lord Talos, but he had already left. All the better, because the woman’s embrace was becoming too tight. I pushed away and she let me go at last.

      “Lady Sume,” one guest called. “Is it true you came from the far south, from the dragon-lands of Jin-Sayeng?”

      “I did,” the woman tittered. “I much prefer it out here. My people are such barbarians. Everything is so much more cultured. Why, I—”

      “Stop,” I said.

      Enosh stepped between us. “Rosha,” he said, “I believe it may be getting a little too late for you. I’ll escort you to bed myself, shall I?”

      “No,” I replied. “You won’t.” I pointed at the woman. “That’s not my mother. That’s just some dolled-up harlot—”

      “Rosha!” Enosh reprimanded.

      “This is why people don’t believe you about me,” I retorted. “You lie about everything else! You want a trick? Look!”

      I threw my hands up, sending a force strong enough to shake the paintings from the wall. Drawing a deep breath, I tugged at them with invisible strings I made in the air, pulling them apart slowly, all the way down to the expensive wallpaper. I could feel my eyes burning, but I didn’t want to stop. I wanted to show them. I—

      Enosh slapped me.

      I dropped the paintings and stared at him, hot tears gathering at the edge of my eyes.

      “That child needs to be controlled,” my supposed mother said under her breath. “You’ve let her get away with too much.”

      “You’re not my mother,” I hissed. “You don’t get to have any say in what I do.” I turned to glare at my father. “I’m going to send myself to bed.” And then I regarded the crowd, who looked scandalized beyond belief. It made me wish I had done more. Scandal was nothing—I should have frightened them where they stood. “Good night, everyone. I hope you enjoyed the show.”

      “Get back here and apologize, Rosha,” Enosh said.

      I turned on my heel and walked away.

      
      I didn’t need my father’s love, nor his approval. Before I knew of his existence, I had my stepfather and a different life, one far simpler than anything that gilded cage had to offer. But the magic showed itself and my panicked parents didn’t know what to do. I was sent from place to place, hounded by those who desired my power. Some were just people—mortals who craved to turn something so precious and untouched into theirs. Others were far more insidious.

      Most of those days feel like a bad dream. I was so young and being surrounded by so much magic has a way of dulling your memories. Agan does that—it is tricky, that substance that allows those like me to make spells and possess power the likes of which normal people can only dream of. Energy does not discriminate, and flesh can only do so much. And when you pound so much of it into one person, especially one as young as I was, it can do things to you. The lucky ones lose parts of their memory. The unlucky die. The unluckiest lose their souls.

      That I was stuck with a man like Enosh Tar’elian as my blood father makes me wonder if I am in that third group. There is a price attached to everything; I’m just not sure what it is I gained.

      People tell me I exaggerate. That night was no different. I wasn’t halfway across the hall to my bedroom when the door opened. My mother walked out. My real mother, not the primped-up, painted-faced, perfumed woman downstairs. “What are you doing?” she asked. “I heard the commotion down there.”

      I didn’t say anything. It was hard to get my mother to understand. She grew up poor, and she always thought I needed to be more grateful for the gifts the gods had bestowed upon me, Enosh included. He could be worse, she would say. He could have decided amends were beyond him and simply not cared. Her own father was a merchant, too, one who couldn’t turn his fortunes around. The man’s failing business became a tragedy that beget more tragedy and took away most of the people she loved. I’ve always wanted to ask her why she thought I could change her past. Loving my father wouldn’t bring hers back.

      “Rosha,” she continued. “Look at me.”

      I obeyed. A habit, nothing more. I don’t know if I hated her as much as I hated my father, but I knew, even then, that I couldn’t stand to be around her anymore. She sold me to this life. She sold me to it by marrying that man, putting shackles on both our necks.

      “He picked the worst actress to be you tonight,” I said.

      “You know I’m no good with people,” she replied. “It’s better this way. The last thing I’d want is to embarrass him.”

      “Why doesn’t he hire an actress as his daughter, too? I’m even worse than you are. I know. He says so.”

      “A touch of authenticity. If everything is too perfect, people will be suspicious. Besides, in time, they’ll be seeing more of you.”

      “How can you say that?” I asked. “How can you pretend everything is all right?”

      She drew in a quick breath. Sume liked to pretend she was patient; I think that’s what allowed her to tolerate Enosh for as long as she did. “It isn’t,” she said, at length. “But we do what we must, my dear.”

      “What for?” I asked. “I never asked to come here. We could be back in Jin-Sayeng. We were happy there.”

      “You were so little. Surely you don’t remember how miserable we were, too. How difficult it was to put food on the table. With the warlords constantly on the edge, it wasn’t safe—especially not for someone like you.”

      “It was miserable, but it was still home.”

      “So is this.”

      “But it’s not.”

      She placed a hand on my cheek. “It could be if you gave it a chance.”

      I pulled away. “I’ve been here four years and I hate every minute of it. Everything is so clean and perfect and rigid, with all these rules that don’t seem to be enough to stop anyone from being pricks—”

      “Rosha.”

      I glared at
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