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  For my grandmothers, gone too soon,

Who lived lives full of grace, humility, and love,

And taught me to do the same,

I will always miss you.
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  Chapter one
The College


As the train of three massive wagons, each drawn by a pair of long haired Northern oxen, plowed through the weather and frozen snow, the powerful beasts strained and snorted against their harnesses. Steam plumed from their nostrils and mouths as their coats froze in matted clumps against their flanks. Bent into the wind, wrapped tightly in his sealskin coat and furs as well as a double layer of scarves, a furred cap and a hood that contained his cascade of red hair and beard, Holton Hart wondered grimly at the strangeness of mages. The journey had been long and rough, with this last leg from Baleswell being particularly unpleasant. He had spent a great deal of time soothing the beasts as best he could and encouraging them to keep their pace up despite the conditions. Now, he was more than ready to get this job over and done with. 
Wind tore across the frozen tundra of the Far North in an unending, maddening gale at all hours. It howled over the low hills and scrub land, sending the ice rain cutting through the air like razor blades. It made quick work of any cloak or coat, soaking it through in moments. Even the thickest of heavy weather garments was barely a boon to a traveler in these dangerous and remote lands. But anything was better than bare flesh. The harsh environment would turn skin blue and frigid in minutes, then cause the very blood to freeze in your veins and leave you a blackened corpse in less than a day. Only the incredibly desperate, blindly brave or the deathly foolish dared to scrape out a living in the unforgiving region, which made it all the stranger that a clan of magicians called this place their home.
Beside Holton, his copilot raised an arm wrapped in a triple layer of clothing and pointed a gloved hand out into the snowfall. On the horizon, a dark shape had emerged out of the storm. At a distance, it looked like a cluster of black trees jutting up out of the frozen earth. But as they drew closer, they saw that it was a series of towers all grouped together on the north shore of a long, ice filled fjord. They stood like sentinels at the edge of the world, a final outpost of civilization, stalwart in the face of the perpetual ice and unending winter of the White Wastes. All that lay between that frozen land and this northernmost continental shore was the Coldwater Sea, a churning, treacherous ship-killer filled with great icebergs, white whales and strange monsters, if you believed the stories. And Holton had seen far too much in his lifetime to dismiss even the strangest of stories out of hand. 
The wagon train’s heavy, studded wheels steadily ate up the leagues as it thundered along over the snow and ice toward the great structures. By the time they reached the Coldwater Magician’s College, it was nearly evening and night was rapidly pushing the remnants of light over the horizon. The dark walls loomed over them, black stone stark against the landscape of white and gray. Up close, it became clear that within the outer wall, the College was one large structure. It was a long, narrow castle with a dozen spindly towers interspersed along its length. It looked like something out of legend, an ancient place of dark magic and lost secrets. Holton could see the glow of lights through many of the windows and wondered how many mages were sequestered out here in these distant halls.
They approached the main entrance, a set of wrought iron doors that towered at least two stories high. They did not have to knock. The doors screamed as they swung inward, propelled by an unseen mechanism. There were no guards or watchers on the walls as far as Holton could see. As they passed the threshold of the outer wall, the sound of the wind was dampened down slightly by the barrier. They moved into the courtyard between the outer wall and the castle itself, which sat eerily empty. Their ox's heavy breathing and clopping hooves crunching over the icy stone was audible now. A short, broad staircase led to the great entrance way into the castle, a massive archway of black stone that surrounded another set of imposing iron doors. Above the doorway, a single banner hung with the crest of the College. It was a black, seven pointed star inverted on a white field, with its odd point facing down. 
As they reined their wagons to a stop before the great entrance doors swung outward with another wail, frozen hinges shrieking in protest at being forced open. Two men stood in the doorway, swathed in dark robes. One was tall and lank, bearing a lustrous white beard and hair combination that was somewhat despoiled by the large bald patch at his crown. The other man was short, broad and as round as a barrel with a prickly growth of gray stubble spread equally across his face and head, giving the impression that he shaved the entirety of his head at the same time. Holton leapt down from the wagon and trudged up the icy steps towards them. When he spoke, his voice was muffled from the layers of cloth.  
“We’ve got your shipment from Baleswell.”
“Where is Padriack?” The shorter man demanded without ceremony, eyeing him suspiciously, “And who are you?”
“Padriack and his whole crew have come down with the White Fever. There’s been an outbreak of it down south. I’m Aden, a long hauler out of Avingard. Padriack hired me and my crew to come up and make his runs while he recovers.” Holton lied. He did not know if the rumors that some mages could pry into your thoughts held any truth, but as he dug about inside the layers of his jackets he prayed neither of these two were skilled in that particular discipline. He produced a rolled up piece of parchment and held it out to them, “He sent notice.”
The shorter man ripped the scroll out of Holton’s hands and unfurled it, eyes moving quickly while murmuring under his breath. The taller man raised an eyebrow, “The White Fever you say? We hadn’t heard anything about an outbreak.”
“Came on fast and hard. Burned through most of the frontier towns like a wildfire.” Holton shrugged, unsure if the motion was even visible under all the layers, “Not surprised the news hasn’t reached you yet, up here all alone like you are.”
The shorter man snarled as he grasped the parchment in one hand and brandished it at Holton like a weapon, “Padriack knows he’s meant to keep us abreast of any and all changes to the deliveries, any and all! This is a breach of our contract…”
Holton held up his double gloved hands, “Don’t blame me. I’m just here doing the job I was hired to do.”
The taller man sighed and put a hand on his companion's shoulder, “Roegan, we can deal with any issues we have with Padriack’s services on his next delivery, when the man has recovered. There’s no point in placing the blame at these people’s feet.”
The shorter man, apparently Roegan, glowered but gritted his teeth as he nodded. Then he waved and a troupe of figures clothed in heavy winter cloaks emerged from the gloom within the castle and marched past them down the stairs. It was impossible to glean much information about them, as they were so heavily wrapped in clothes that only their eyes showed from between the hoods and scarves. The rest of Holton’s crew had already begun the cumbersome process of opening the frozen locks on the wagon's rear doors, so the figures were able to begin pulling crates and barrels out immediately. They worked quickly and silently, in near perfect unison, soon leaving the three wagons barren as a larder after a long winter. A few of the cloaked figures took on the task of leading the wagons away, walking them around to a side yard out of sight. The other four members of Holton’s crew were left standing in the weather at the base of the stairs, shapeless and shivering even in their heavy gear. The tall man beckoned for them to follow, leading Holton and his crew through the great doors and into the depths of the black castle.
Inside, all traces of the foul weather outside immediately dropped away. They were greeted with a warm and dimly lit antechamber which was sparsely decorated but spacious, totally silent but for their shuffling coats and boot steps. The walls were lined with amber witchlights embedded in ornate iron fixtures along the walls, bathing the dark stone in a warm glow. The interior of the castle was significantly warmer than outside, as though there were a roaring hearth hidden somewhere just out of sight. After shaking the snow from their coats, Holton and his crew filed in behind the two robed men. They were led through the antechamber and into a long entrance hallway lined with carved columns and ending in a massive double staircase that curved to the second level. Holton noted that despite the hall's spartan lack of decoration, the columns bore swirling carvings of strange, eldritch beasts frozen in place as they snapped and hissed at each other. The effigies were of no creatures Holton had ever encountered, and he thanked whatever gods there might be of that good fortune. The tall man began speaking as they made their way down the long hallway towards the stairs.
“I am Nolan Felice, Steward here at the College, and this is Brent Roegan, our Castellan. We work in close cohort to manage all services for which we must deal with the world outside our gates. Since I’m sure you will be staying the night, as traveling at night in these conditions would be ill advised, we have prepared rooms in novices quarters for you.”
“My crew and I appreciate your hospitality.” Holton said, bobbing his head.
“Perhaps Padriack already informed you of the conditions of our hospitality,” Roegan cut in as they walked, speaking gruffly, voice still carrying an unmistakable note of annoyance, “but I am going to reiterate them for you so there will be no further misunderstandings.”
Felice sighed but Roegan plowed on with the tact of a driven bull, “You are to be confined to the novices wing for the duration of your stay here and you will be served your meals in the common area. You are not to wander the castle or the grounds for any reason. You are not to bother the novices or question them as to their studies. You are not to approach or speak to any of the students unless they engage you first. If you are found to be in breach of any of these rules, you will be expelled from our Castle and left out on the ice immediately, if you are lucky. If you’re not so lucky-”
“Yes, yes, Roegan,” Felice cut him off, sounding exasperated, “I believe they get the point.”
“You have nothing to worry about, good sir.” Holton intoned in as deferential a voice as he could muster, “We know better than to meddle in the affairs of mages. But may I ask, what of our wagons, our oxen?”
“Our people will see to the care of your beasts and your wagons.” Roegan waved a dismissive hand.
“You have your own grooms and stables? Are you certain they are…”
The shorter man cut him off, turning to glare at the red haired thief over his shoulder, “Within these halls, we manipulate the arcane and wield the very essence of life itself. Do you really believe we can’t handle the breakdown of a wagon train?”  
“I mean no offense, my Lord, but those wagons are our livelihood…” Holton pushed on.  
“We have a spacious stable yard on the northern end of the castle, Alvin.” Felice cut in, giving Roegan an exasperated stare, “It is sheltered and warm and I assure you our stable master is very experienced. Your beasts and wagons will be in good hands.”
Holton nodded, speaking quickly, with a look of relief on his face, “Thank you, my Lord. My team and I will rest well tonight in that knowledge.”
“One last thing.” The round mage turned around to stare them down once again, “Your weapons, we will be taking them for the night.”
Holton nodded and looked around at the others. They all began to pull various armaments from under their cloaks and within their layers of clothing. Light crossbows, hunting knives and rusted old militia blades were dropped into a pile at the feet of the Castellan. He grunted approvingly and waved a hand. The ground groaned and split, the stones of the floor moving into small mounds letting the pile of weapons tumble into the hole. Roegan made another wave and the small chasm resealed itself, leaving a smooth floor with no sign of what had been covered up.
Holton gave the mages a grin, “Now, would you mind if we find that fire you spoke of? It has been a very long, very cold ride here.”

    
  “When are we going to make our move?” Barney was pacing the small room while fiddling with a loose string on his shirtsleeve. The young Northman’s scarred face furrowed in frustration. They had been taken to their rooms in the wing of the castle where the novices were all kept cloistered together. It consisted of a large, two storied central chamber with several winding halls lined with individual rooms that extended in various directions. It bore more furnishings than the previous halls they had passed through, but just barely. Small sitting areas were formed of leather chairs and couches clustered together around simple rugs and tables. Some shelves lined the walls, packed tightly with musty old tomes and littered with scrolls and scraps of parchment, and there were a few large hearths interspersed throughout the central room that hosted piles of gently glowing rocks rather than fire. 
The smattering of men and women that resided in the novices quarters had watched them curiously on their arrival, but had left them alone for the majority of the evening. They were, universally, buried in some book or scribbling away furiously with ink and pen, far too engrossed in their studies to give the newcomers more than a passing glance. Holton and his crew had all dressed down from their cold weather gear and congregated into a single room after dinner. Bellies full, they lounged around in uneasy silence. There was a slit of a window through which they could watch the steadily worsening storm as it raged silently beyond the castle walls.
Holton stood, leaning against the window ledge, watching the wind whip snow furiously past. His sister Erin sat on the bed with her eyes closed, her mop of strawberry blonde hair leaned against the wall. Beside her sat Taron, who was methodically using a bone white comb to brush out his bushy beard. The lockbreaker was grinning as he watched Barney’s restless procession, a mischievous glint in his eye.
“What are you so bothered about?” He goaded the younger man, “Got somewhere you need to be? A young lady waiting for you back in Baleswell?”
Barney shot him a look as he finally tore the string loose from his sleeve and held it aloft between to fingers. There was a flash as it incinerated instantly in a tongue of light and heat.  
“Gods dammit, Barney!” Holton turned from the window and growled in a low voice, “Do you not remember the wizard’s instructions? None of that unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
“Sorry, boss.” The younger man grinned sheepishly, “Won’t happen again.”
“See that it doesn’t, or it might be all our asses.” The red haired thief glared at him for a moment before looking to the final member of his crew, “Anyone out there notice that, Jarryd?”
The Oaren man had been leaning against the door, arms folded over his chest. He cracked it open and looked out into the hallway for a moment before turning back and shaking his head. His golden skin caught the amber light and made
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