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THE shadows lay thick within the hollow, and Afshaneh squinted to spot the ancient stones at the edges. Her stomach rumbled painfully.

“Perhaps you have done enough for today.” Shahmir’s voice was dry and amused.

Afshaneh allowed her shoulders to slump. She grimaced at the muskmelon before her, its orange flesh on display where Shahmir had sliced it neatly into quarters – through Afshaneh’s magic shield. Afshaneh’s shoulders sagged even further.

“By the demon-king, why can I not do this?” she complained. “I managed a strong shield when Bredon attacked us.” Afshaneh shuddered at the thought of the evil mage who had sent her on a mission to retrieve an artefact of power. If he had gained that power ... who knew what terrible things might have happened? She and her friends had chosen to destroy the artefact rather than allow him to absorb its magical energy. Bredon had been furious, attacked them, and then sworn vengeance.

Shahmir bent and gathered up the melon, offering a quarter to Afshaneh. She took it and bit into its soft sweetness.

“It would seem that you find it easier to release your full potential when you are in danger,” Shahmir told her. “Though you did better during your last sessions.”

Afshaneh scowled. “Well we cannot search for a mage to fight me. So what am I supposed to do?” 

She had begun to visit Shahmir at the end of each working week so the mage could teach her how to use her magic. A magic that she had barely tapped into until the mission for the artefact. Afshaneh had hidden her abilities while surrounded by the citizens of her home city, afraid of discovery.

Shahmir might appear to only be in her early sixties, with a strong posture, bright eyes, and her hair still partly blonde, but in reality she was over a hundred. Afshaneh felt that no one was more qualified to teach her magic.

After the battle with Bredon she had explained her history to Afshaneh and her friends. She had come to Methisti with a group of mages over a hundred years ago. The mages had lived in a grand fortress on a plateau four days northwest of Mahariz until the mages destroyed themselves as well as the fortress. It was a place the local people had named Yehtkala, ‘Castle of Sorcery’ and the locals had built up many rumours and legends around the building. Afshaneh had discovered that many of them were true.

Shahmir had told Afshaneh that in those days she had been called Nia and was an idealistic young mage who thought coming to Methisti with her mentor and her friends was a great adventure. She soon learned some of the mages had left their homelands to practise dangerous and potentially evil magic without restriction – these had been named Fallen by the other mages. Fallen into evil. It led to many confrontations before the end. An end that the Fallen mage Bredon had been instrumental in bringing about. 

However, Nia’s time had not all been blighted by the conflict. She had journeyed to Mahariz and saved the Princess from a gang of street thugs. The Princess had rewarded her by inviting her into the palace and befriending her. That friendship had lasted through generations of the royal family.

Nia had changed her empire name to the Methistian one of Shahmir on the Princess’s urging. She thought it would help the young girl be accepted, particularly as time marched on and people forgot her origins.

Afshaneh pressed her lips tight. She believed Shahmir could teach her everything she needed to know about her own magic. However, she was now struggling with the basics. It was infuriating! She had battled hyena-beasts and destroyed a dangerous artefact that held huge amounts of dark energy. But now, when she had time and space to learn, she could not. 

Afshaneh shook her head fiercely. That was not true. She should not judge her overall performance on this one session. For the two visits prior to this she had done well. Indeed, she had been improving. Today, however, she was out of sorts.

Afshaneh and Shahmir grabbed their packs and left the hollow. Too much time spent within its magic-dampening confines left them both with strength-sapping headaches.

Deep underneath the soil, veins of a special rock crisscrossed the area. This type of stone appeared to hold magic energy and prevent it from leaving the hollow that had been marked out at the compass points by ancient standing stones. Someone long ago had discovered the unique properties of this particular basin and raised the rocks. They had also written or drawn on them, though whatever they had once said or depicted was so worn that even Shahmir could not make any sense of them. Perhaps someone well versed in ancient Methistian history might. But neither Shahmir nor Afshaneh wished to bring anyone else to this place. It was the perfect site for Afshaneh to practise magic. A mage would detect none of it unless they were practically on top of them. It was why they had chosen this place to destroy Bredon’s artefact; the magic used would not be detected elsewhere. Plus, if it all went wrong, the backlash of dark energy would be contained.

Afshaneh kept her eyes away from the impression of a crater at the centre. A crater created by their first failed attempts to destroy the artefact. She and Shahmir had filled in the depression and buried the powerless remnants of the artefact in its centre. But the land still showed them its scars.

It was very rare for a mage to be born in Methisti. However, that did not stop the mages from over the northern border, in the Kinchere Empire, from roaming the land in search of them. A long ago Methistian king had agreed that any mages could be taken to Draoheach, the Kinchere mages’ stronghold, in order to be taught and kept safe. Methistians did not trust magic – partially since so few mages were born in the land, but also due to old rumours about them being dangerous and untrustworthy. There was also the fact that if mages did not receive their Crystals soon enough they could sicken, go mad, or even die. No Crystals had yet been found in Methisti.

None except the one that Afshaneh had located in the ruins of the Fallen’s mage fortress, the one that had called her to the tumbledown building and now lodged deep in her stomach. It allowed Afshaneh to access her magic in the same way as other mages. The only difference being that all other mages wore their Crystals as necklaces or bracelets – not inside their bodies.

Once Afshaneh and Shahmir had reached the trees a little higher up the ridge, they both stopped and sank into cross-legged positions to eat the food they had brought.

“Why not tell me what it is that bothers you, Afshaneh? If you speak of it, maybe it will lose its hold over you,” Shahmir said after a few moments of silent munching.

“What makes you think something is bothering me?” Afshaneh asked. The words were out before she had time to think about what Shahmir had asked. Her fingers, clutching a portion of goat’s cheese, stilled halfway to her mouth. She allowed herself to consider how she felt. 

Her thoughts were in disarray, her mind churning over what had occurred recently with her mother. Was that all that was amiss? Was she allowing her doubts and confusion to interfere with her magic? 

Afshaneh turned her head so she could give Shahmir a rueful smile. The loose strands of her hair tickled her cheek as she moved and she impatiently smoothed them away. Shahmir was studiously staring straight ahead, not a hint of smugness in her facial expression.

“You are correct. Something is bothering me.” Afshaneh pushed the goat’s cheese into her mouth and slowly chewed while she considered her words. “My mother has been doing very well with her sewing commissions since you helped her procure a permit for selling in the Northern District. The status of her clientele has improved. They are now worthy of the amazing and intricate work she does.” Afshaneh fell silent once more and bit at her lip.

“But?” Shahmir prompted gently.

“A few days ago, a nobleman approached her and asked questions about her background. He seemed very interested in her name. My mother is quite good at evasive answers.” Afshaneh gave a small huff of laughter at this. She knew from personal experience how difficult it could be to dig information out of her mother. “But she said he was tenacious. I fear that our identity will be discovered. My maternal grandmother’s family was from Mahariz originally, though they moved to Kerhan, near Isdarjan long before she was sold off to the noble who became my grandfather. I am afraid some distant relatives could still live here and I have no idea what they would do with the knowledge that we still live.” Afshaneh tipped her head down and stared at the food she could no longer force down. 

Afshaneh jumped as a gentle hand rested on her knee.

“These are pressing concerns and ones that should be addressed. But you need to learn to put them aside when you are practising your magic. You are still too new at this to be able to wield your energy while worrying about other things,” Shahmir said. She lifted her hand. “I think I should teach you meditation techniques and how to centre yourself next time. My young friend should arrive within the next week, and he is particularly good at meditation. Perhaps I will let him teach you.”

Afshaneh ignored the playful curve hovering at the corners of Shahmir’s mouth. She could not decide if Shahmir wanted her and this mysterious man from across the western border to become romantically involved or if Shahmir was simply teasing her. Either way, she wished she would stop. Afshaneh sucked on her lip. 

“I hope this man is as good at magic as you say he is,” Afshaneh said carefully.

“He is. He can teach you healing far better than I can. He uses his healer mage abilities to manipulate other materials, too. He can bend metal or cause wood to disintegrate. You described doing something similar with the rocks at the maze you encountered before reaching Yehtkala. I hope that he can help you hone that side of your powers too. We have no idea what you can or cannot accomplish at the moment, so I wish to give you as broad an education as possible.”

Afshaneh found herself intrigued despite her resolve not to care about this individual. The Virin Asrans were considered a secretive nation, and everyone had heard of their infamous Assassins and their strict guild masters. “You said that you receive your Crystals from their mines. Does that mean they are totally independent from Draoheach?”

“Yes, Afshaneh. There is no danger of him speaking to a mage from Draoheach or informing them of your existence.” Shahmir finished her food and carefully packed away her wax wrappings. “He is only a few years older than you.” She eyed Afshaneh sideways. “If he looks anything like his grandfather, then he will be a very handsome young man indeed.”

“You have mentioned this before, Shahmir. That he is near my age and soooo handsome. But I fail to understand why any of that should matter in a magic tutor?” Afshaneh asked archly.

Shahmir opened her eyes wide in the picture of innocence. “I was simply musing aloud, Afshaneh. Besides, who wants to stare at an ugly instructor for hours?”

Afshaneh could not keep in her giggle. “I suppose it will be far more pleasant if he is kind on the eyes.”

A wide smile crinkled the corners of Shahmir’s eyes and mouth. “I remember a handsome tutor that all the girls had crushes on,” she said wistfully. “Some would even pretend they did not understand the lesson to try and earn extra time with him.” She chuckled. “He was wise to their games, however, and would arrange extra tuition with a much older female mage. The girls soon learned to work at their best in his lessons.”

Afshaneh grinned at the thought of a young Shahmir – or Nia as she used to be called – sighing over her magic tutor. Shahmir had learned shielding using melons, too. “Was it hard giving up your birth name?” she asked. Afshaneh could not imagine being called anything different.

Shahmir tilted her head to one side as she considered the question. “I wanted to fit in. I already looked different and the rumours about the mages from Yehtkala were rife. I wanted to distance myself from it all.” She shook her head, her eyes staring into the distance. 

Was she seeing her life of a century ago?

“I had so much anger and grief and it made it easier, somehow, to put it behind me with a different name. I suppose I partially became someone else, someone to whom all those things had not happened.” Her glistening eyes found Afshaneh’s. “The hardest thing has always been watching those I was close to growing old and dying. There were a few occasions I considered forgetting my promise to Eislyn and just slipping away.”

Afshaneh’s heart lurched for her friend and she placed her hand on Shahmir’s arm. “I am so sorry. You have been through so much.”

Shahmir dredged up a smile and patted Afshaneh’s hand. “I have known many good people who made it all worthwhile,” she replied.

Afshaneh decided it was time to change the conversation. “Are we to camp here tonight? It has grown dark already,” Afshaneh glanced up at the deep blue sky, already fading to black.

“Yes, good idea. I do not wish to try stumbling back to my house through the woods in the dark. When Mikos arrives you will have to sleep elsewhere, or we can camp out. I did not build my house with the expectation of more than one guest,” Shahmir said.

Afshaneh usually spent one night of her training weekend in Shahmir’s single guest room. This allowed her to train for a full day before heading back into the city the next morning. She would head home first and spend time with her mother, and then in the afternoon she would meet up with one or all of her friends. Afshaneh was enjoying her settled routine. For the time being, at least. 

“Shahmir, where in Virin Asra does this Mikos live?” Afshaneh lay on her blankets, using her pack for a pillow. She pummelled at something jagged inside it to move it out of the way before relaxing.

“He lives in a large town called Cajanaku. It is a ride of at least three weeks.”

“And you invited him before I agreed to you teaching me,” Afshaneh kept her tone neutral.

“I did. I knew Mikos’s grandfather well – a long time ago, I needed new Crystals, and the satrap of the time, Prince Karim, introduced me to the family. They have connections at the Virin Asran mine. I journeyed to collect the first few batches so that I could be matched – not all black and red Crystals will work for a battle mage. After that, they would send a selection, and any that did not fit were returned. Mikos’s grandfather was a young child, and we became friends. Tragedy struck him as a young man when his wife died, and for many long years, he thought he would be the last of his line. But he found love again and had Mikos’s father when he was relatively old. It was all very romantic.” Shahmir smiled wistfully for a moment. Afshaneh wondered if Shahmir ever regretted not having a family, yet it was not something she could bring herself to ask. 

“The family has kept in touch with me ever since. Mikos has always expressed a wish to travel out of Virin Asra but has never found an excuse to do so. I knew that he would jump at this chance. I hoped you would relent and allow the both of us to train you, but I also wanted another mage here because of Bredon. We struck a heavy blow to his plans when we destroyed his artefact however, I do not believe he will go away. I cannot ask mages from Draoheach, I do not have any knowledge of how things are run there currently. But I do not think they would be pleased to discover that I was a mage from Yehtkala and they might not make a distinction between Bredon and me. We could have ended up with even more enemies.” Shahmir paused. “Besides, there is also your unusual situation to consider.”

Afshaneh shuddered. Yes. They would be very interested in her and the Eye of Anail. They would probably want to remove it from her and give it to someone they felt was more worthy. Afshaneh laid her arm across her stomach. The Eye was hers, and she would not allow anyone to take it from her.
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Chapter Two
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THE cup clinked against its saucer as Afshaneh rotated it back and forth.

“Is something wrong with your tea, Afshaneh?” Zerin asked mildly.

“Huh?” Afshaneh tipped her head up and caught the amusement on Zerin’s face.

“I am sorry. I was just considering the rumours that are spreading through the city. What have you heard, Dastan?” Afshaneh directed her query to the unconventionally handsome young man who sat to Eskander’s right. Where Eskander was tall with broad shoulders and well-cut hair that sat just above his chiselled jawline, Dastan had the slimmer build of an athlete and a mop of unruly hair. With a slight jolt she was reminded of Zerin. Afshaneh blinked. She had never made the connection before. She flicked her eyes to Zerin. Floppy hair that would not stay tucked behind his ears, two copper beads entwined within it, oval face and handsome features. Afshaneh tried to see him as other girls might, not as someone she had known since she was ten years old. Even as his friend she could objectively describe him as handsome with a generous mouth and a slender nose and hair that made you want to smooth it away from his face. Afshaneh frowned as the thought made her uncomfortable. Friends could touch each other. She and Zerin often used to hug. Her frown deepened as she realised that had not occurred for a while. Whose fault was that and what did it mean? She shook herself. It did not matter. They were friends who had grown up and did not embrace like children anymore. She concentrated on Dastan, who was still musing over her question. Souri and Makali listened in as well, waiting for his answer.

“I think I have heard all the same rumours as you. Some hunters found an odd, deformed creature out in the woods. Something the like of which they had never seen. Since it was dead, they thought little of it. But a few days later, a second group of hunters encountered something similar. This time, it was alive. A sort of overly large pheasant with talons, barbs replacing some of its feathers, and teeth in its beak. Apparently, it was extremely vicious, and they were forced to kill it. The rumour is that this time, the hunters brought it back, and it has been taken to the palace for study.” Dastan spread his hands to each side in an expression of uncertainty. He licked his lips, his eyes gleaming. “There is a second rumour,” he added and then fell silent.

“Well do not keep us in suspense,” Souri demanded, her eyes were wide and she leant forward.

“Ah, Souri, he has you hooked on the tale now.” Eskander shook his head in mock regret. But Afshaneh could see him leaning forward to listen, too.

“They say that one of the hunters touched the creature before it died and his arm burned and itched for days afterwards. The hunter has sworn he will not go near another one.”

Afshaneh’s heart skipped a few beats as if it knew something she did not. This news was causing her as much anxiety as when her mother had told her she had been questioned by a noble. Why should she care about deformed animals? Yet it reminded her too much of the hyena-like creatures they had encountered on the plateau after they escaped the clutches of the mercenaries. Creatures that she was convinced had been warped by dark magic. Experiments, perhaps, by some of the mages who had followed Bredon all that time ago. Yet, if they were from the plateau, how and why had they come so far?

“With only two cases so far, no one is particularly worried,” Dastan continued.

“They remind me of those beasts we fought in the forest up on the plateau,” Makali said, her brow furrowed. “Especially with what the hunter said about the burning sensation on his arm. That is how you always describe dark magic affecting you, Afshaneh.”

Afshaneh swallowed as Makali turned her deep brown gaze towards her, one of her hidden knives appearing in her hand to dance across her knuckles. When Makali was thinking or waiting, the knives would come out. Usually she sharpened them, but that would be frowned upon in the tea shop. She had echoed Afshaneh’s thoughts so closely. Afshaneh could also feel Zerin and Souri glance her way. Souri could never keep her emotions from her face, and right now she looked worried as she unconsciously leant towards Makali.

Were Afshaneh’s friends all wondering the same as Afshaneh? Had they disturbed something when they searched Yehtkala? Put something out of balance? A heavy sensation settled into the pit of her stomach. She knew this was not going to be the end of it. Deliberately, she turned her thoughts to other things. She allowed her gaze to wander over the other tables in the tea shop. Half of the scratched and battered wooden tables were unoccupied. Most of the other customers were weary-looking workers on a break, many with deep lines scoring their faces and dirt under their fingernails. A few held women trying to entertain their skinny, boisterous children. No one in this part of the city was overweight – no one had the coin to allow for over-indulgence. Except, of course, for Dastan. He was noble born, after all. Only a few months ago, Afshaneh would have scoffed at the idea that a person with that background could fit in with them so well, how normal he seemed. 

She supposed that both Zerin and Eskander could probably afford to overeat if they so wished. Eskander’s father’s cloth business, with their home above it, was based in the Northern District, although only just. He spent so much time here in the eastern sprawl that, like with Zerin, she often forgot they did not actually live here. Zerin’s home lay deep within the Southern District, where almost all the merchant class were based. The Western District was given over to manufacturing and food production. There were houses built for the workers that were only marginally better than the average Eastern house. Plus, on certain days and at certain times of the year, smoke and fumes from some of the factories would settle like a rusty fog along the streets. Or so she had been told. Afshaneh had only been to the Western District once when her mother took her to view the burial towers. Afshaneh pulled her attention back to her friends.

“Souri, how are your weapon lessons coming along? Makali is teaching you daggers, Zerin the shamshir, and has Eskander actually got around to archery lessons?” Afshaneh shot a glare at Eskander from under raised eyebrows.

“Not yet. I had to find someone who sold a small enough bow first. Souri would never be able to handle one like mine,” Eskander said complacently. “I am now the proud owner of a three-quarter-sized bow,” he said. His grin was smug. “We can start lessons whenever you wish.”

Souri clapped her hands together. “I am looking forward to that. I am not very good with the shamshir.”

“Maybe not, but you will be excellent with daggers,” Makali said proudly. “I believe you might even rival me in time.” She grinned to show she did not mind the competition.

“Even if that were true, it would be years and years. But a dagger fits my hand so much better than a great big shamshir. And they can be hidden on you without anyone knowing.” Souri winked as she patted herself in multiple places.

“You have begun carrying them as Makali does?” Afshaneh asked, raising her eyebrows. “The street gangs had better watch themselves if they try anything with you.”

Souri nodded. “I am learning not to fear the streets like I always have,” she said gravely and turned grateful eyes on Makali.

Souri was an orphan and Makali had helped her escape a beating from the leader of the street gang she had been forced to run with. Then Makali and her extended family of acrobats, dancers, and other performers had taken her in. She had been a small, shy girl with enormous eyes when Afshaneh first met her. She had grown a few inches since and was coming out of her shell. Though she still looked younger than her sixteen years with her large eyes and petite build. She had much paler hair and skin than most Methistians, and since no one knew who her parents were, they could only speculate that these traits were down to her possessing some northern Methisti blood. She was a contrast to Makali, whose eyes seemed black beneath heavy lashes, and her almost-black hair was cut nearly as short as a boy’s. Afshaneh was very jealous of Makali’s lashes which seemed to brush her cheeks when she blinked. You could almost feel a breeze if she fluttered them! Her own lashes were of an ordinary, boring length. 

Makali also had a figure that was hard to hide even in the men’s tunics she wore. In fact, Afshaneh thought they probably accentuated the curves rather than hid them. Afshaneh had only modest curves, and a man’s tunic would have hidden hers if no one examined her too closely. Her best feature was her heavy, thick hair that, even when restrained in a braid, tended to come loose around her face. Her mother always told her its thickness and unruly nature came from her father. As were the flecks of amber that occasionally surfaced in her irises, giving her eyes a sparkle. But those were the only details Afshaneh had regarding her absent father. Her mother still would not talk of him, though she had recently promised Afshaneh that she would tell her everything. Soon.

***
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The interior of Afshaneh’s house was pleasantly cool after the summer heat outside. Even this late in the day, it seemed to have become a thick layer blanketing the city, making it oppressive and humid. Afshaneh changed into a clean tunic and the thinnest trousers she could find and made her way to the kitchen area. At the back was a carefully dug hole, covered by a removable tile, where they kept jugs of water and other items that lasted longer if kept cool. 

Afshaneh lifted out a jug and poured herself some water. She took a sip as she shuffled towards the doorway, wondering where her mother was. Something caught her attention, and she turned back to scan the kitchen. Although it was still neat and tidy, there was evidence that snacks and tea had been made. Afshaneh’s brows drew down. It was not like her mother to eat snacks so close to the evening meal. Such things were usually reserved for the morning, or guests.

Afshaneh’s heart gave a thump. She drained the water and placed the cup down quietly. Then, she headed for the covered walkway around the central yard. Soft voices drifted to her. She recognised her mother’s voice; the other sounded male. Afshaneh’s brows drew down further. What man would visit her mother? 

Without any further thought to stealth, Afshaneh strode through an archway and out into the yard. She immediately halted. She was frozen as her brain tried to process whether she was outraged, shocked, or frightened. 

A young man knelt opposite her mother. A young man in a pale green silk tunic of impeccable quality. Gold thread wound around the cuffs and the collar. His sash was also heavy with gold thread, and his trousers were of a darker green and tucked into the shiniest boots Afshaneh had ever seen. This man was either very wealthy, a noble, or both.

Her mother glanced up and beamed. She held out her hand to beckon Afshaneh forward. “Daughter, come and meet our most distinguished guest.”

Afshaneh could hardly refuse without causing immense offence to both the potential noble and her mother. While she did not care about offending the noble, though it would likely get her in trouble, she did not wish to cause any problems for her mother. 

With a stiff and halting gait, Afshaneh joined her mother and sank to the cushions as gracefully as she could. She was conscious of the hair that hung around her face, somehow having freed itself from her braid as usual. She refused to smooth it away in front of this man.

“Afshaneh, this is Navid,” her mother said. “Of House Rizad.”

Afshaneh’s head whipped around to face her mother. But she was smiling calmly and did not appear worried, let alone scared. House Rizad was their noble house. Leilyn’s mother, Almira, had been a Rizad. This man was a relative.

All the hairs on her body seemed to stand upright as she examined the young man before her.

“I am honoured to meet you, Afshaneh,” he said, his voice rich and cultured. He bowed slightly, and she automatically returned the gesture, though hers was deeper. His face was striking, with high cheekbones, a strong chin and a firm mouth. His widely set eyes appeared warm and friendly. He was broader built than Zerin though not as large as Eskander. It was hard to tell how tall he would be standing, but Afshaneh thought somewhere between Zerin and Eskander in height. There was something in the set of his cheekbones that was reminiscent of her mother. Her stomach dropped. They were almost certainly related.

Afshaneh glanced between her mother and the visitor. She remained calm with difficulty. What was he doing here?

“I would like you to know that I am a friend to you and your mother. I mean no harm.” The young man gazed intently at Afshaneh. Her heart raced, and her palms sweated. Her leg muscles quivered with the desire to flee.

Afshaneh jumped as her mother rested a hand on her shoulder. “We are still safe, Daughter. We can speak freely before Navid. He is aware of who we are.”

Afshaneh opened her mouth, but no words spilt out. Her tongue appeared to have fused to the roof of her mouth. She found her head shaking from side to side slowly, in denial of what was happening. This could not be. 

“Your mother resembles my cousin, Soraya, who sadly passed away quite young. She was related to your grandmother, Almira Rizad through a great-aunt. They were very good friends when they were much younger and before Almira’s marriage. My cousin’s side of the family only returned to Mahariz after Soraya’s death, and they resided in a different house. Any Rizad is welcome to live in the family home, but it is not required.” Navid paused and glanced from Afshaneh to her mother.

Was he trying to put her at ease by informing her that they were ‘not required’ to live at the Rizad house? Afshaneh tightened her lips. No one could tell her where to live! 

Navid continued speaking, “No one who is not a Rizad is likely to make the same connection that I did. Very few are even aware of Almira’s daughter’s name. And it is not that uncommon in the Northern District.”

Afshaneh heard the words this man spoke, but for a moment, they seemed to be in a different language. Her brain was still screaming at her that they would need to grab their belongings and run. To leave this place that for a few years had begun to feel like home. Leave all her friends behind. Why had this man come here and spoilt everything?

“Afshaneh.” Her mother’s voice was sharp and brought her out of her dark and angry thoughts.

“Navid has told no one of his suspicions. He was very careful to ensure he was not followed here. He is aware of our treatment by your grandfather and the rest of House Adrun and does not approve of such behaviour. The Rizads of Mahariz are not allies of House Adrun.” Her mother’s voice was firm and commanding. “We are not running away again. Navid has promised the support of his family ... our family if we ever need it.”

Our family. Afshaneh had renounced her family once they were free of the mansion in Isdarjan. The only family she had was her mother. “Navid has promised,” Afshaneh said, and she could not keep the bitterness from her voice. “As if a nobleman’s word means anything to me. Grandfather promised Grandmother all sorts of things, including caring for her and her children. But that was worthless.” Magic was rising inside her; it sparked along her nerves. She needed to calm down before she made things worse by revealing her powers to this noble. 

“I understand,” Navid said gravely as if she had not just insulted him. “Perhaps you will accept my actions instead. I very much wish to show you I am honourable and that my word can be trusted implicitly. I would also welcome a friendship between us.”

Afshaneh gave an indelicate snort and crossed her arms over her chest. However, she could not ignore the pull of his warm eyes.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Cousin,” Navid stood in one fluid motion and bowed low to her mother. Afshaneh and her mother also stood and bowed in return.

“I think cousin is pushing the connection between us, Navid,” her mother smiled warmly at him.

“Nonsense. A distant cousin is still a cousin. I am certain my other cousin, Tabinda, a first cousin this time, would be able to tell us if we are third cousins and how many times removed; however, I am afraid it all goes over my head. In my eyes, a relative is a relative, and I am always happy to meet them.” Navid’s smile was charm itself, and Afshaneh found herself reacting to it as he redirected it from her mother to her. Still, she somehow managed to prevent herself from smiling in return.

“I hope that someday you will learn to trust me and we can be friends,” Navid spoke solemnly to Afshaneh and then allowed her mother to escort him to the front door, leaving Afshaneh in utter turmoil.
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​Chapter Three
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AFSHANEH’S focus was absolute. There was nothing except the shimmering shield and the musk melon within. Today, she would keep Shahmir from breaking through.

“Excellent!” Shahmir cried as Afshaneh’s magical barrier resisted her every effort. She had thrown mage fire at it, she had attacked with an energy sword, and she had attempted to find a crack, or imperfection, to pull apart. Nothing had worked. Afshaneh did not allow her attention to weaken, although she did permit herself a smile of satisfaction. 

Shahmir had begun their session with some meditation exercises. Afshaneh had found them hard. She was hopeless at sitting still and even worse at trying to ‘empty her mind’. She had finally managed to relax her body limb by limb and slow her breathing. But it was once she had focused all her attention on the magic within her, sensing it pooled in her core, the outside world stopped distracting her. The energy lapped at her spirit like an ocean within her. Yet, it and her were still separate. She knew she was still holding the magic back, still influenced by her upbringing. Methistians did not trust magic. This prejudice had existed well before Yehtkala. It would be interesting to discover its origin. If it had a specific cause. It seemed too pervasive to simply be a reaction to the fact that mages were rare in the country. Rarity often made something more valuable. Of course, there could be a religious element to it-– mages did manipulate creation energy, after all. Something that many might believe should be left to the Divine

Afshaneh was still focused on the melon, and she plunged her magic senses into it. Through the rind and deep into the flesh as she had done with the stone on her way to Yehtkala when she and her friends had needed to block an exit to stall the chasing mercenaries. 

Afshaneh narrowed her energy until it was ‘seeing’ the tiny parts that made up the melon and how they all linked together. She transferred that way of seeing to her own shield and marvelled at the individual shimmering spots within it, all linked together. Next, she stared at and into Shahmir. Her eyes widened, and a soft noise escaped her. The tiny parts that made up a melon also existed in Shahmir! They were all linked in the same way. She dropped her gaze to the grass. They were there too. Everything was made up of the same sort of minuscule pieces. Afshaneh felt awe. She had touched the work of the Creator, and for the first time, she felt close to her god, and had some minute understanding of just how incredible life was. Life that had been brought forth by the hand of the Creator. Was it blasphemy to think like that? How could it be when it brought her closer to Him? 

Far away, she understood that her body required sustenance and grew weary. But it was mesmerising to see the world at this level. Once again, she studied the melon. Could she use this way of seeing for something useful? She made cuts, breaking certain links within the melon, trying to be creative. Delight tugged at her mouth, and Shahmir made some odd noise. With a mighty effort, she dragged her sight back to normal and dropped her shield. She swayed at the sudden change in her perception and blinked a few times.

The melon sat before her in pieces. Each piece was a rough star shape. A laugh sprang unbidden from Afshaneh at the sight.

“That is not something I would have thought to do,” Shahmir said. She approached the melon cautiously and plucked up a piece. Popping it in her mouth, she chewed and grinned. “Still, it tastes the same.”

Afshaneh joined her, hunger pangs now dominating her thoughts.

“Might there be a piece left for me?”

Afshaneh spun in shock, a shield crackling to life around her, and she found an energy blade in her hand. She had not consciously thought of creating one. If she had not been regarding the owner of the voice so closely, she might have been rather proud of that. Perhaps her lessons with Shahmir were paying off after all.

A young man stood at the edge of the basin. His hair appeared black and tightly curled. His skin was a warm brown, a similar shade to her own. Dark eyes danced with mirth over a sharp nose, chiselled cheekbones, and a strong chin. His mouth was curved up in a smile. He was very attractive. Afshaneh frowned. Did his expression seem just a little mocking? A glint of brightness drew her attention to his ears, barely visible underneath his hair. A button of white – bone or shell perhaps – sat snugly in the middle of each earlobe slightly elongating it. Afshaneh had never seen anything like it.

Before she could demand to know who he was and why he was there, Shahmir had given a glad cry and jogged towards him.

“Mikos! You are here.”

The man’s mouth curved wider into a grin as he swept a deep bow before Shahmir. She took hold of his hand between both of her own.

“Oh. You look so much like your grandfather. It takes me back.” Shahmir was almost gushing.

Afshaneh had to suppress the desire to roll her eyes. But then both Shahmir and Mikos fixed their gazes on her.

“Mikos, this is Afshaneh. Afshaneh, may I present Mikos.” Shahmir’s smile was wide, and her pride was unmistakable. It was as if this young man was her own son.

Afshaneh nodded perfunctorily at the man. Now, the strange accent she had detected in his voice made sense. Still, he spoke Methistian very well. His gaze was speculative as it swept over her from head to toe. Afshaneh found his regard a little too intense for comfort.

“So, this is the young lady you would like help tutoring.” Mikos’s voice was rich and smooth and pleasant, and the accent added an extra, interesting quality. However, Afshaneh still bridled at something patronising in his tone. Shahmir had said he was barely older than her, and yet he was talking about her as if she were a child.

Shahmir’s gaze raked over Mikos and then Afshaneh. “It is mainly healing, Mikos. Something I have little aptitude for. As you can see, she has shielding and weapons down fairly well already.” Shahmir’s tone was dry.

Afshaneh realised that all through the introductions, she had kept her barrier and her blade. Heat washed through her cheeks as she let them fade away.

“You startled me,” she said, barely keeping a petulant note from her voice. Mikos’s smile widened further.

Azar! This man was going to be infuriating. 

“Where is your horse, Mikos? Surely you have not walked any significant distance?” Shahmir asked.

“No, no. I rode her to your house first. The map you sent was excellent, by the way.”

Shahmir ducked her head in acknowledgement. 

“But when you were not there, I searched for you.” Mikos flicked a glance towards Afshaneh. “You had mentioned this place in one of your letters, so I assumed you and your protégé might be here. I was careful with my magic since Kinchere mages might not be too happy to bump into a Virin Asran mage.” He smirked. “They are not happy that we do not send our mages to Draoheach and that we have a supply of Crystals all to ourselves.” Again, he flicked a glance towards Afshaneh.

Did he want applause or some recognition that they were on the same side? Afshaneh merely blinked as if the information was of no interest to her at all. Mikos did not appear perturbed. Pretending he had not been seeking a reaction from her at all. His eyes lit with delight and something else. She had seen a similar expression on Zerin’s face when he had a problem to solve. Or a challenge to overcome.

Shahmir suggested they head back to her house for food. It was not very far away. After the melon, Afshaneh could wait a little while. She was always much hungrier after a session with Shahmir than at any other time. She must remember to ask Shahmir about that. But not in front of Mikos.

She followed the two of them out of the basin and up into the trees. Shahmir and Mikos chatted together about people Afshaneh did not know. Presumably, Mikos’s family. One sister had married and a baby was on its way; another was competing in a special trial to see if she was worthy of entering some guild. The word Mikos used was ‘Kimili’. Another thing Afshaneh filed away to discuss later. She did not wish to show her ignorance of so many things in front of this smug young man. A man who moved with the grace and confidence of an athlete and was easy within his own body. There was no awkwardness in him at all.

Afshaneh gritted her teeth. She was often far too aware of her arms or legs as she walked. And when Mikos’s gaze had roamed over her, she had been far too aware of every part of her. Wondering how neat her hair was, half pleased that her tunic and trousers were not tight and half wishing she had a voluptuous figure like Makali where all her curves would be obvious either way. Annoyed that she cared at all. She had just met this man! Still, there was something almost magnetic about him. And that mouth! She shoved her thoughts away, angry with herself.

They reached Shahmir’s little house with its vegetable garden, pomegranate and almond trees. A large brown horse was tethered across the clearing, its saddle and tack piled nearby.

“I put her over there so she would not eat anything she shouldn’t,” Mikos grinned. “She can be a greedy thing.”

The horse lifted its head at the sound of his voice and whickered as if agreeing with him. 

Shahmir chuckled. “We will have to take her to the city to stable her properly. I do not have enough to keep a horse fed for even a few days.”

Shahmir directed her guests to the courtyard and then bustled off to the kitchen area to gather the food she had prepared earlier. She refused Mikos’s offer to help.

“I have brought chilli peppers. I thought you might like to try them!” he called through to Shahmir.

“Perhaps next time, Mikos.”

“What are chilli peppers?” Afshaneh found herself asking. Her curiosity getting the better of her.

“They add spice and heat to our meat and bean dishes,” Mikos replied with a lift to his lips.

“I see. We prefer something a little more subtle,” she replied.

Mikos chuckled, and his glance was appreciative.

Afshaneh wanted not to care that he had enjoyed her barbed comment. But she couldn’t help feeling a glow of satisfaction.

Shahmir returned, and they dug into the food. Mikos produced some carefully wrapped flat breads made from maize that he called tortillas. Afshaneh graciously accepted one, piling her saffron chicken inside. The different flavours together were good.

“These tortillas are good,” she said.

Mikos’s mouth curved upwards with genuine emotion. “I cannot take any credit for them. My mother made them for my journey and as usual, made far more than I could possibly eat,” he said fondly.

Shahmir had made some sweet balls for after, the core made from almond and sugar powder, cardamon, and ground walnuts. They were as delicious as the ones Afshaneh often ate in Mahariz with her friends. Luckily, Shahmir had made plenty, for it seemed Mikos competed with Afshaneh to see who could eat the most. His enthusiasm for them was also genuine, and Afshaneh found herself warming towards him despite her resolve. So much so that when they both reached for the last one, she waved him on.

“I have had many of these before. I would not wish to deprive an honoured guest.” She kept her voice and expression serious.

Mikos squinted at her, hesitated, and then bowed before popping it in his mouth.

A loud rapping echoed through the house. Someone was knocking on the front door.

Shahmir frowned. “You stay here. I will see who it is. Very few know of this place.” As she stood, her frown deepened. 

Was she worried about bad news?
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