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1.  Something Wicked Lurking in the Woods
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They sat around a table, oblong and heavily polished, a dozen people who had only these things in common: pale skin and a tension to their postures and visages that suggested the cause for this meeting was serious. That, and the chairs were uncomfortably close together. The curtains had been drawn, fires in two hearths stoked to burn with fierce, excessive heat that had people dabbing at their cheeks surreptitiously. 

At the head of the table, a man was speaking. You didn’t need to know who he was to guess he was in charge because he’d been droning on for a while by then and no one had told him to wrap it up. Everyone had their faces turned toward him attentively, even if their eyes were slightly glazed. One of them was even taking notes, although a glance over his shoulder would show that he was simply jotting down the nouns and adjectives, then drawing patterns around them. What he meant to gain from this wasn’t clear.

He was the youngest person in the room, just old enough that the bones of his face had surfaced from beneath the last, soft curves of youth. He’d left behind the worst pimply phases of adolescence but held himself in a coiled way and moved with a jittery energy that told you he had grown up but not yet into himself. Say somewhere in his early twenties. 

He had the skinny build people called wiry; he looked like they’d run out of bones while making him and had to fall back on building him from tendons. He seemed to have too many planes to his face, as if he had been folded out of paper. His hair was long enough to be gathered up and was: he had it coiled in a little club on the back of his skull, a style that emphasized the sharpness of his cheekbones.

When they were finally dismissed, he didn’t heave a sigh or roll his eyes, just slapped the notebook he was writing in closed. He turned on his chair to face the much older woman at his right elbow, giving her an inquiring look. She met his hazel eyes and smiled. “Get on with yourself, dear, I think this one is best left to someone slightly more senior.” Since she was the oldest person in attendance, he the youngest, it was obvious why she thought the comment humorous.

Dismissed, Revail tucked his pad into his bag and left, slowed only by the bottleneck at the door where everyone was waiting for the way to clear. While he stood amid a crowd of peers, he did not feel the hot brush of a gaze lingering on him: no one found him interesting. Objectively, he should have been; he was a wizard, which in other people was impressive and intimidating. They had great powers beyond the ken of ordinary people. They could grind down mountains, given time. They were players at court. Whether or not people respected their opinions, they listened to them. So long as the wizard in question wasn’t him.

It wasn’t a bitter thought. He had never wanted to inspire fear or admiration in the people he couldn’t think of as his peers after nearly a year because he didn’t know them or vice versa. He spoke when spoken to and kept his true opinions to himself; his youth had taught him that no one around him related to his perspectives, and since being different was frowned on, it didn’t make sense to bring himself to anyone’s attention. 

His duties for the day complete, he retreated to his room. It lay in the wizard’s tower, although not at its top; he was at the bottom of the ladder when it came to seniority. Memaira, who was chief advisor to the duke and Revail’s immediate superior, was okay. Parochial and disinterested in anything other than duty but far from the worst wizard he had interacted with. She didn’t act as though every conversation was an interrogation, which had startled him at first; his education had taught him this was what it was to speak with fellow wizards. All of them competing over who was most Canonically Correct.

His room was square minus the cutout in one corner where the stairwell climbed the stories up to the tower’s crown. The walls and floor were gray stone, partly hidden by rugs and tapestries showing dull pastoral images in bland colors. His bed was neatly-made, his desk untidy in comparison because he’d been called away from his labors in haste to address the concerns of his lord. 

He set his satchel on his desk and flipped open the clasp, extracting the notebook he had been writing in at the meeting and dumping it carelessly on top of the work he had left out earlier. He kept only his smaller personal notebook and a couple pencils. While in his room, he grabbed a cloak. He glanced out the window, then wound a scarf around his neck. A pair of knit green mittens, he stuffed into his satchel. Only after he had everything on did he finger the cotton shirt he wore, which was long-sleeved and sewn from sturdy fabric but not much protection against a chilly wind. If he wanted to put on a sweater, though, he would have to take the cloak back off, and he decided against it. 

While he let himself back out of his room, he contemplated going to the kitchens for a canteen of warm tea to take with him. He took off trotting down the stairs, leaving the door unlocked because it had not come equipped with a lock and installing one would have felt provocative. The mentality that the innocent had nothing to hide, therefore a desire for privacy was the next thing to the admission of a crime, was so bedrock a facet of his upbringing and his society that he had never thought of it as a position rather than a fact. A fact some might disagree with, even. Since he did not want to be hiding something from the authorities, with all that that entailed, he tried not to yearn for privacy. It would have been the next thing to an act of rebellion.

He decided against the tea because he needed to get outside where he could breathe. He could not smell the crisp autumn air from inside the castle, but it beckoned; he could sense it every time he looked out a window. A hint of frost to the air, the dry must of fallen leaves, soil turned after the harvest and still fresh, so the moist scent of loam made a subtle undertone. He yearned to get out into it. He was still too hot from that hour in the conference room, nose clogged with the stink of sweat and cologne and smoke.

He didn’t like to use the front doors into the great hall because the guards who stood watch there insisted on opening the door for anyone going in or coming out when he could have just done it himself: the miniature door inset in the left wing wasn’t too big or heavy for a skinny and unmartial person to operate without assistance, but they never let him. He found it embarrassing. There was a small door alongside the scullery, though, where he could get in and out without the unnecessary drama, and he made for it. 

One step outside, he paused to suck in a deeper breath, taking pleasure in the crisp air and the way the horizons fell back from him. He was still bounded by civilization, but it was further away. He pulled the door closed behind him, sense of liberation increasing. The sky was low today, heavy clouds drawing down to cast a misty blur across the trees that had only begun to shed their leaves. 

Revail set out around the castle; he had exited through the back, but there was only one gate in the curtain wall, and it aligned with the castle’s entrance, not this door in the rear that gave servants access to the chicken coop and compost heap. Despite the early afternoon hour, there weren’t many people in evidence, not here within the wall. People would be out in the fields, taking in the last harvest, laying hay across fallow soil, or gathering firewood for the season to come. It was only as the winter set in that the castle’s cosmos would contract inward, labor shrinking into indoor work or tending to the animals that had been brought inside the wall instead of slaughtered.

He cast his eyes around him as he walked, but not with any curiosity; there wasn’t much to see here, and he had memorized it long since. He’d been here going on a year, since he graduated from his tuition and was sent on to the first ruler who had need for another wizard in their dominion. There was more domesticity here and many more people in armor who didn’t contribute to the chores, but otherwise it wasn’t so different from the place he went to school. He had been taken from his home so long ago, he had no clear memory of it. But it probably hadn’t been different, either. In this part of the world, nowhere was. Just modest fiefdoms under the rule of an aristocrat, people going about their work, the occasional wizard slotted awkwardly into the system doing odd jobs for the authorities or training more wizards to take up their place in this tiresome grindstone machine. 

At this hour of the day, the gates stood open to let pass a steady stream of laborers going in and coming out. As he passed between them under the incurious eyes of the soldiers standing watch, he saw a caravan in the near distance, as many as ten wagons drawn by oxen. His eyebrows went up – it was somewhat late in the year, and he was surprised someone had risked the weather – but this was a tepid twist. The merchant would have made the choice for the uninteresting reason that they hoped to turn a profit, and they weren’t likely to be carrying in their wares an exotic talisman from far-distant lands more interesting than the one where he was born, a mysterious locket or vial of magic-imbued liquid that could upend his world. Revail smiled slightly at the romantic thought.

The woods had been cleared back to make room for agriculture around the castle’s walls. It might be there were military reasons for that as well, but he wouldn’t know. It wasn’t his area of expertise: he hadn’t been taught to use his powers to attack people or even think of them as a weapon, and it hadn’t ever crossed his mind to wonder if his education had been lacking.

Thanks to the way the woodland had been cut back, it took him a while to reach the forest. He moved with haste because it felt satisfying to stretch his legs and drag in big deep lungsful of air. It was as bracing as sinking his teeth into a ripe apple. He wasn’t really going anywhere, not with any urgency. Just trying to get away from other people and confined spaces, get some time alone with his thoughts. 

Once he was under the reaching arms of the forest’s eaves, he slowed down a little, taking his time to look around. He wasn’t searching for anything, just drinking in the scenery. It made a pleasant change after the sameness of the castle’s interior. Many of the plants were still green; there were even flowers blooming, although they drooped, brown around the edges of their petals. The conifers were undaunted by the season, but the deciduous trees were dropping their leaves. Here and there, he saw broad-leafed vines climbing trunks or dangling from lower limbs, and they were changing color as well. 

He had been born in the country, in a small farming town outside Vogailis, but that had been too long ago: he had few memories. At the various schools where he studied since, he had been cloistered inside buildings enclosed within bastion walls, so that even when he left his classroom or his dormitory, there was a hard margin he could not see through betwixt him and Out There. He had never seen more than a few glimpses through a carriage window of the city where he finished the last stage of his tuition, around the curtain drawn to block out his view, as he was entering and then leaving the place. He had studied there five years. 

No one took enough interest in him here, however, to put restrictions on where he went. He was delighted by this change of pace; he didn’t want to strike anyone as interesting, it would be even worse than having secrets. He had learned over the twenty-three years he so far lived that life was an interrogation and the only safe answers were shrugs and blank looks and ‘yes sir, yes ma’am.’ 

He stopped when his eyes found a curious sight: mushrooms growing in a circle. It was odd but captivating, and he smiled slightly as he stared at it. He took a step forward, then crouched, drawing his tablet out of his satchel. He steadied the pad on his knee with his right hand, digging a pencil out with the left. 

Implements in hand, he began to draw the whimsical scene he had stumbled across. He was sunk into the task, riveted by his work, and thought nothing of the sound of people moving nearby, feet noisy in the bracken; this was a thoroughly domesticated woodland, constantly visited by the castle’s people, not somewhere one expected solitude. There was nothing weird about there being other people out here. 

He was startled, though, when he heard a stick crack right behind his back. He spun, planting a knee in the leaf mold while he looked over his shoulder. Three of the duke’s soldiers were closing on him, and he frowned, confused to see them here. This was a place anyone might come, whether to work or to go on a walk, but they seemed to be walking toward him. Rather than, say, setting out a picnic. He didn’t know them as anything other than familiar faces unattached to names. 

“Well, well. Look what we have here,” the man in the fore said.

Revail looked at them, waiting for the interaction to make sense.

“The duke is worried about mysterious villains doing magic in the wood around our home, and here he is,” one of the men at the back said.

“What’s he doing if not communing with dangerous forces that threaten us?”

It occurred to Revail to stand up; being down on the ground felt vulnerable and that felt dangerous, even if he wasn’t sure why. They had reached him by then, and the leader snatched the pad out of his hands. The man scowled at it judicially, as if it showed him something far more startling and meaningful than a pencil sketch of a handful of mushrooms sprouting from the dirt between the feet of trees beneath a forest’s shadowed eaves. 

One of them shoved him, and it was so unexpected that he stumbled back, tripped over his feet, and sat down on his ass. Only after he bounced did he think to shout. He sat up gingerly, but the guards had followed him. Someone grabbed him by the upper arm, hauling him to his feet, and he felt a confused tangle of emotions, because he was grateful for the help but a part of him knew he shouldn’t be. He could sense, even if he couldn’t understand, that this was going to get worse.

“Been suspicious of him since he got here,” one of the men holding onto him said. “Don’t like the look of him.”

“It’s not for us to judge. Let’s take him back to our lord, let him decide.”

“Judge what?” Revail asked, bewildered. He tugged against the hands holding his arms, but not hard: wrestling against soldiers struck him as a bad idea. These men
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