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      Dain frowned over the text in front of him, then turned his frown to the unlit candle past that. The leaves on the vines by the window whispered wordless encouragement. Ax was... somewhere out of the house, doing something.  He had left as soon as he had Dain settled with the text after breakfast. Dain never knew exactly what he did when he headed out, but often he would bring small game home to eat, and he swore he made no trouble for anyone.

      A part of Dain wanted to worry about Ax, out there in the supposedly haunted woods alone, but then, he had never heard of monsters in these woods. Well, no stories from anyone who had actually seen one, just those sorts of drunken stories his brothers heard at the pub.  The only experience he had was with something unseen and unheard that frightened his brothers off from the ivy-covered house and had not left so much as a footprint for Dain to find, which had turned out to be Ax anyhow, so he refused to worry about it further.

      A crow landed on one of the low, swooping vines crossing the nearest window where it stood open, and tipped its dark head at him as if watching and waiting for this would-be magic user to do something fantastic. Perhaps it wasn't used to anyone in this house aside from Ax– though he seemed not so much to live here as visit daily, Dain had no idea where the man slept– and was curious as to this presumptuous human daring to reach above his station. Poor crow just might see him set himself on fire instead if it kept distracting him.

      Another whisper of sound from the vines and a soft noise from the crow startled him out of his mental wandering. He shook his head to gather his thoughts back to the candle. Reading the text again, he sighed and put the book carefully aside, so only the candle remained on the table. It seemed wise to put burnable things well out of range of his attempts. He took a deep breath to soothe himself before going back over the steps in the book and clearing his mind. Again.

      Magic, it seemed, was at least half intention and willpower, and nearly everything else was the magic inherent to the person casting the spell. The chants and potions and magical tools– were merely ways to focus the mage's will and direct his magic.  The less inherent power or determination the caster had, the more they needed to rely on the tools and trappings.  

      Dain may have had doubts about his magical abilities, but he had plenty of determination and patience to practice. And the house had chosen him, after all, right? He could do this, at least.  Whether he needed the props or not was immaterial. He could do this.

      The air in the room stilled, then he cast his command to the fire. There was a moment of silence, then the soft whuff of flame leaping off the wick with no splint or firesteel. Dain gasped and startled backward, nearly tipping himself over in his chair. The crow made an odd noise, and if Dain didn't know better he would have sworn the animal was laughing at him.

      "All very well for you, bird, but I wasn't at all convinced it would work.  It hasn't, the past two days," he muttered, settling his chair back and blowing the candle out to try it again. He was sitting back down when the bird hopped off the vine and onto the windowsill. Dain blinked at the forward behavior from a wild bird, then before he could frown further, the bird flapped its wings, hopped further into the room, and in a blink of thought Ax stood before him, grinning.

      "I can't see why you would doubt yourself, you've done everything you've set your mind to thus far," Ax said with a grin as if the past five minutes were anything like normal. "Dain? Are you well?"

      "I... how? What are you?" Dain stuttered once he found his voice again.

      Ax tipped his head in confusion. "I thought we had already discussed that? I am... was... well."  Ax shrugged.  "I am your familiar."

      Dain blinked at the man, now clearly human-looking at least, in his dark leather boots and plain traveler-style clothing. Dain had taken to thinking of Ax's hair as hazel, much like the man's eyes: a rich, earthy brown with glimmers of green and gold.  AsA human, Ax was a giant of a man, tall and broad and stronger than even the blacksmith in Dain's old village, and Dain was unable to begin to understand how his new friend could become something as small as a common crow.  He wondered for a moment if he had gone mad.

      But he wasn't mad. He knew that he had seen a crow– a perfectly ordinary, unremarkable bird– turn into this solid, frowning man in front of him. Dain had thought he had a great deal to learn from the books on the shelves, but clearly there were more urgent lessons to learn first.

      "Tell me what that means," he finally managed to say. "Tell me everything."

      Ax took his usual seat and frowned now at his fingers where they rubbed against each other on the table. He cleared his throat.

      "How much is everything?"

      Dain blinked, then frowned at the question. "I..."

      "I ask, because there is so much, and I am not proud of all of it, and…" Ax grimaced. "And it makes a difference if it is an order or not."

      Dain flinched back as if dodging a blow. An order? He had been here for three days now, mostly cleaning and learning a little about the previous residents of the house. Some of them had been good, some had not. Some had lived here for a lifetime, some for only a year or two, or in one case a few short months, according to Ax's stories.  Ax had not been here for the whole existence of the house, however, so he didn't know who had originally built it, nor where its magic came from.

      But not once since he had come here had Dain felt like he was in charge of anything in particular. They spoke together as new acquaintances do, about small things and preferences for meals and weather and work. Ax told him of the history of the house and occasionally advised him on texts to read to learn more.  Dain told him what little he could remember of his mother, and about things he had once daydreamed about. Dain enjoyed learning and reading, and now that he wasn't being forced into menial tasks by his brothers' spite, he found he enjoyed keeping his own home tidy and pleasant. He even enjoyed the cooking, now that he was able to eat the food hot and fresh and with good company.

      Ax preferred being outside, and often disappeared for hours at a stretch, returning for a meal, or to lock the house for the night. He never tried to enter the bedroom with Dain and was always awake when Dain went to sleep and either eating or preparing to leave when he woke in the morning. He seemed to prefer the outdoor chores and tended the fruit trees scattered around the woods nearby and hunted game for them to eat, and that seemed a suitable enough division of tasks.

      But it wasn't one that Dain had decreed, it was simply how they fell to sharing the space. But now? Now Ax forced him to confront his position. Ax had not referred to his supposedly subordinate position again since the morning Dain had accepted a place here, but if Ax was speaking the truth then Dain was the master here and had every right to order Ax to tell him anything he pleased to know, to do any task Dain could think to set for him.

      The idea made Dain shiver and his stomach sour.

      "Tell me," Dain said, at last, his voice quiet but steady. "If you are willing to tell me at least, what can you do? That seems like something I should know."

      Ax's dark eyes flashed up to meet Dain's, surprise and gratitude clear in them. He nodded. "That's true enough. And perhaps I should have told you as much already. It has been some time since Lessa passed away, and she was here for so long that I had not thought of it. I am sorry."

      Dain shook his head. "No, don't be. I didn't think to ask either. And I apologize for my reaction just now. I was surprised, that's all."

      Ax smiled at that. "Indeed. Well. As you noticed, I have more than one form. This one and the crow, and others which are more suited for any fighting I must do. The crow form is very useful for most things you would require, and I enjoy it, but sometimes the house or my masters require something a bit more intimidating." Ax shrugged.  

      "Is that what you do? You act as a guard?" Dain asked.

      Ax sighed. "Not exclusively, though I am one of the layers of protection wrapped around you now." Ax gestured at the candle, then nodded at the bookshelf. "When you begin doing more advanced and dangerous magic, you will need assistance. Sometimes you will channel your magic through me and I will act as the focus for your spellwork. Sometimes you will take magic from me if you need more." Ax shrugged again as if he were discussing the loan of a tool or a few hours' simple labor.

      Dain had not tried any spells until now– not even the simplest he could find– because the first thing the texts said was that to use magic was to tap into one's own life force. The power that made the spells work at all came from an exchange of life, which was why so many mages lived in wild areas. Being surrounded by nature and growing things helped defray the cost of casting. Dain understood it to mean that the plants surrounding the house would help power his spells since they could easily renew their energy.

      . He couldn't begin to understand what channeling a spell through another creature would do to it. Taking power from another sentient being, even one who was willing, felt violent and wrong

      "Ax," he murmured.

      "It is a familiar's duty," Ax said gently. "And I seem to be essentially immortal, so I have plenty of energy to spare for a few spells. Finally, I will do any task that you set for me, to the best of my ability. That, too, is my duty."

      There was something in Ax's voice that gave Dain pause. Something about how he spoke, the inflection, and emphasis in his words caught in Dain's mind and he turned the possible meanings over.

      "You have been asked to do things you did not wish to," he said softly.

      Ax glanced back up to meet Dain's gaze and then lowered his eyes again and nodded. "It is then less my duty and more the geas.  Traditionally, familiars are able to refuse orders, and they do so to balance and guide their mages.  I am compelled to obey, regardless of my feelings on the matter, and resistance is... inadvisable."

      Dain felt his eyes grow wide as the implication settled in. "Are you... That is, can... " He wasn't certain what he wanted to ask, let alone how to ask it. Finally, he settled on a statement instead. "I don't want you to be forced to do anything you don't want to do. I don't want to coerce you."

      Ax smiled. It was a small, almost uncertain expression and it didn't suit his face. "Thank you."

      "You don't believe me," Dain said.

      Ax didn't answer. Dain thought for a moment.
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