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To all truth seekers.

The elements of the universe—air, water, fire, stone, vegetation—hold power within themselves, but more so, and of greater importance to the mage, they are the conduit through which their magic will flow. The element the acolyte mage discovers to be their conduit, will find them. Of this, they have no choice. It welcomes the new mage, though, like the return of a sibling long-lost. In its embrace, the acolyte finds their home. Of the origins of this deeper magic, the choice belongs to the mage. This choice determines the power, service, life course, and the very toll of magic upon the mage.

MAGE MASTER FÀISTINNAECH

(3310-3380 POST DRAGON WARS)
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One—The Still, Small Voice
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Come find me,

Not on the streets of gold,

Nor in the libraries of the learned,

Neither in the hearts of men,

But in the still, small voice.

You know it.

You hear it... now listen.

BOOK OF LIGHT

MAGE TEXT. DATE OF SCRIBING UNKNOWN

BOOK LOST IN ANTIQUITY

The World of Dál Cruinne

Year 6084 Post Dragon Wars

Dál Gallain Coast

Outer Precinct of the Citadel of Ca’thair

Rune

Sea air surrounded me, and the warmth of my conduit stroked my cheeks with soft caresses, leaving them glowing with power. I drew in a puff of magic just to feel the air buzz and add the sensation to the tingle in my rib cage. I was so blessed, so lucky, so privileged—whatever you wanted to name it—to be connected to my magic, to draw it in through the most readily accessible element—air. 

The mage tutors maintained it was a peculiar gifting. A frown or questioning expression—directed my way—always followed such a comment. I pushed down the discomfort gathering in my gut at their opinion of me. It settled against the nagging in my heart that came with a sensation that what we were taught at Innesfarne wasn’t all that there was to magic. I’d often felt this, and lately more so in my lessons—particularly around the time of the annual Urrainn ceremony.

I let out a puffed sigh. Thank the breezes it had already come and gone this year. 

I stood on the beach beside the bustling wharf district of the Citadel of Ca’thair, its noise battering me. Foreign merchants with their carts frequently took the road behind the beach—the one leading to the citadel—to trade their wares. The laird’s warriors also trod past.

I shaded my eyes from the glare off the Muir Gallain, Dál Cruinne’s south-eastern ocean. Even though the sea breeze was warm, the water might not be, but I’d dive into those waves and swim as soon as—

A tug at my tunic dug the material into my shoulder, jerking me down.

“Miss Mage.”

I turned to a child wearing a grubby shift. Her hair was straggly, and dirt smudged her face as she stood beside my box of herbs resting on the sand. A cluster of similar children surrounded her. 

“Ma mam says to thank ye for the herbs,” the lass said, grasping my clothes with a grimy hand. “They worked, Miss Mage, an’ she’s ever so grateful to ye. Ma baby brother now has more teeth. An’ Ma is nae so crotchety since she’s got some sleep.” The girl smiled, revealing gaps waiting for more teeth of her own.

I cupped her wee face, gently brushing my fingertips across dirty skin stretched over sharp cheekbones.

“You can use some too when your front teeth come in.” I gave her chin a gentle shake. “If there’s any left by then.” 

The wee lass giggled and, wiggling her chin free, joined the other children gathered nearby.

“Tha’s the last of it, Mage Rune?” Mavis asked. She’d appointed herself assistant at this morning’s herbalist-help, as I’d named it. She shooed away the children, who hovered like butterflies around a bowl of honey-water, the girl and her older brother amongst them. Mavis stood with her hand out, palm up. “I’ll be on ma way then.” 

“Oh, could you wait just a wee bit longer?” I untied my apron and slipped it over my head. “Watch my things while I go ...?” I slid my gaze towards the water. A relaxing dip would invigorate me, and I couldn’t miss out on a swim on my one day of freedom each week. I faced my helper. Her expression had hardened.

Griffin fart!

A seagull cried overhead as a foamy wave crept up the white sand, tickling the beach. 

Beckoning me.

“I will nae be long. Only want to dip my toes.” I slowly raised my eyebrows. 

Mavis’ scowl didn’t falter.

“There’ll be some valerian root for you.” Mavis never said no to that particular euphoric medicinal.

Her expression softened. “Och.” She waved her hand towards the water. “On ye go.”

I dragged off my tunic, leaving me in only my ragged shift—too bad—and strode to the sea. The Isle of Innesfarne sat directly ahead past the gentle curve of the peninsula to my left. It was the famous centre of learning and my home since I was ten. The caisteal’s high stone walls and many turrets rose above its rocky island perch. Its tall, glazed windows seemed to dip in a disapproving frown and glare at my display.

I don’t care what you think. I’m swimming. You order me when I’m inside. But out here, I’m free to do as I wish.

“Even if you don’t approve of my services,” I muttered, sloshing through the shallow waves that tickled the shore. “I pick the herbs, so I’ll do what I want with them,” I grumbled to the island.

At least the mage masters trusted me on my forays into the shanty town below the citadel.

I scrunched my mouth to the side. It wasn’t actual trust. It was more like they knew I knew I could never escape their reach. They’d set someone after me, as they had after a lad ages ago. The older students still spoke of it—and grimaced. It hadn’t been a pleasant outcome for the runaway acolyte.

Diving into an incoming wave, I washed away that recollection. Cold water shivered across my bare flesh, salt tingled my lips, and my long brown hair tugged at my scalp as it streamed behind me. I broke through the wave, bursting to the surface and connecting to my conduit once more. I filled my lungs with the air of life, then turned onto my back and floated.  

My view was now sandstone walls washed by sea winds and stained by the draining sewers trickling their contents into the once-pristine ocean. They rose behind the narrow beach and belonged to the citadel, which sat upon its mount of solid rock. Battle scars gouged their story into the walls—some deep, like the scars left on the people after the Eighlanndian Laird had invaded. 

Hmm. According to Mage Cerwellin, that sea raider took it fair and square by his own reckoning—and by the ways of those who live in the lands of snow and ice far beyond the Glacial Mountains.

Ramshackle buildings, almost indistinguishable from the shanty of huts clustered beside them, backed onto the section of wall that extended behind the beach. Makeshift homes, now permanent dwellings, melded their humanity into each other and encroached on the edges of the wharfs. 

I sighed. It was no wonder the children living in this slum were so unkempt and hungry. And often sick. If only I could do more.

The waves this far out buffeted me, but I kept my head above water. The sea air, so fresh and pure, was clear enough for me to sense the difference in its make-up. It was more than one thing. More than the fresh we breathe in and the stale we breathe out. I focused on my conduit, stepping my soul forwards to touch the shores of magic.

“Come, Rune.”

I drew back, my breath halting in the middle of my pre-drawing state. I stopped floating and tread water.

Mavis waved. She stood on the beach with the children who remained from my herbalist-help and now played on the sand. Sand caisteals rose on the beach. Sedans and carts pulled by mules or slaves trundled along the road behind them. No one had stopped or looked at me. And the voice hadn’t belonged to Mavis. It wasn’t even a tangible thing. The words had come to me just as I was ... about to draw magic.

Mavis waved again, more vigorously this time. I waved back in a manner that indicated I would be out soon. She thrust a hand onto her ample hip, using her other hand to point towards the narrow peninsula where the road from the Isle of Innesfarne reached the edges of the town below the citadel. 

Three riders, all wearing black mage robes, headed to the road behind the beach. Sorcha, my partner in alchemy class for the past five years, was one of them, along with two of the lads who took lessons with me on the Lore of Dál Cruinne. Sorcha looked towards my stretch of the beach, then nudged her horse on to the sand. The others followed. 

So they weren’t doing the usual and going to market with the mule cart?

Wait. Perhaps they wanted me. Ah, there had been a buzz amongst the other acolytes about something—some special task they were mumbling about as I ran out of the caisteal earlier. An examination of some sort. The mage tutors were keeping it quiet, though that was usual for them. Often, I would be happily studying herbs or even some history of magic, when a mage tutor would throw a test at us. 

Surprised and unprepared. That seemed to be the state in which they wished us acolytes to remain—perpetually.

They’d only recently performed the Urrainn ceremony for those who wished to move up the ladder. I mean ... pass through the initiation where the acolyte finds their spirit power. After this ceremony, they were supposedly more attuned to magic and more useful to whomever Innesfarne assigned them. 

“More like to whom Innesfarne sells them,” I mumbled under my breath as the riders stopped on my beach. Sorcha dismounted and stood staring at my herb box.

I grunted. Couldn’t she wait? And didn’t the mage tutors get that I only wanted to be a herbalist? Use my simple magic on the sick and injured? “’Cause, by the pure breezes, there is a need,” I said to the waves.

The other acolytes didn’t understand. They saw progressing through Urrainn as a path to possible wealth and fame. Rich lairds offered coveted positions to newly graduated mages who’d jumped through all the hoops upon which Innesfarne insisted. A life of well-fed ease, along with a bit of excitement and perhaps some intrigue, awaited them.

I’d rather heal.

Sorcha looked up from my herb box and glared at the children playing on the sand nearby, then spoke to Mavis, who’d volunteered her help this morning. Turning and striding from the beach, Mavis volunteered my location.

Sorcha faced me and waved sharply for me to come.

I groaned. In her black mage robe, Sorcha embodied the authority Innesfarne held over me. It had kept me captive since the mages dragged me from my family. Despite this, I’d come to thrive on the teachings of magic and healing lore and earnestly desired to learn and practise the form of healing they taught. I stared at the sky, that vast body of air—my source, my conduit, my peace. 

Aye, using my magic was the only consolation for my enforced life on Innesfarne. 

I reached the shallows, taking my time, and dragged myself upright, water weighing me down and causing my shift to cling to my body. The mages waited as I swished through the water, my hair dripping like rodent tails. I must have looked an unattractive sight. The other mages weren’t watching me. They were both young men, and I’d never drawn the attention of the males in my classes—not romantically.

“You are to return with us,” Sorcha said.

“Why?”

Sorcha held her gaze steady. “For a test.”

I frowned. “What, again? You know I’m not in a hurry to find my ... power.” More like master. “I do herbs and healing.”

Sorcha tutted. “We’re no’ speaking of the Urrainn. ’Tis only just done. Och, the best day of my life,” she added wistfully.

How she’d changed since that ceremony. Now she wasn’t in a hurry to help clear the tables after meals, she’d stopped giving the younger acolytes extra tutoring, and her usually kind words to me were offered less and less. Sorcha just wasn’t the same Sorcha after attaining Urrainn.

“There’s the other,” she said. 

“What other?”

“Ahh.” Sorcha’s expression froze for an instant, then her cheeks flushed.

Had she told me something she shouldn’t have?

Sorcha pointed to my tunic lying on the sand as one of the other mages grabbed my herb box and lifted it to his saddle. “Get dressed and get on ma horse. Now!”

I pulled my tunic over my dripping hair and forced it down the damp material of my shift.

“Why were ye no’ on the island?” Sorcha asked.

“There are people who need my help.” My voice muffled through the fabric of my tunic. 

“Can they no’ wait?” 

I popped my head through the neck of my tunic as Sorcha frowned at a child who reached to pat her horse’s muzzle.

“No,” I replied.

The sand caisteal builders had gathered around me, looking on with expectant expressions. “There’s no licorice left,” I said. “It’s a pick-me-up, not a treat! How about you children return to your homes, aye?”

They retreated, their bare feet churning the sand, and laughter spilling from them as they neared the road that ran right beside the beach. The wee lass with the grubby face and her older brother were amongst them. 

“Who ever heard of bairns liking a medicinal?” I shouted in their direction.

A troop of the laird’s warriors rode out from the nearest warehouse, one of many that crammed the wharfs. I ground my back teeth. Warriors routinely patrolled the citadel and its surrounds, keeping the peace by Laird Lochlann’s standard—the standard of a once-sea-raider now conqueror. 

Some warriors were Dál Gallain, wearing their tartan plaid over leather armour with pride. Traitors, many called them. Working for the invader to keep their own people in line, while bleeding all they could from the clans to please their new foreign laird and earn themselves some long-yearned-for wealth. 

Those riding in front were Eighlanndian. With their layered leather chest armour, chain maille peeking out from beneath, and fur collars on their woollen cloaks, they stood out by a league. No tartan for them. They wore their fair hair in a thick braid, which curled around the chins of their long, thin faces. They made up most of this troop and were some of the many who had fought for Laird Lochlann and conquered, then remained. I pressed my lips together. Many of these Eighlanndians, attracted by the bounty the trading port drew in from all over Dál Cruinne, lived in the material comfort of which many locals could only dream. 

The children now scattered before war horses ridden by stern-faced warriors. 

“Take care, children!” I shouted. Too often of late, callous warriors had injured the old and the weak. 

“Never mind them,” Sorcha said, not withholding irritation from her voice. “Ye need to come home.”

A child squealed, snatching my attention from Sorcha’s stern gaze. The girl with the grubby face ran, stumbling along behind her elder brother, tripping then falling in front of the line of warriors.

“No!” My hands came to my chest, and my feet moved toward the road of their own volition. 

“Get out of the way, brats!” the leading Eighlanndian warrior gave the gruff command to the children but didn’t slow his mount.

The wee girl’s brother ran back for her, stepping into the path of the warrior, then pushing his sister aside and off the road. The horse never shied, and the warrior didn’t stop. Passers-by cried out in warning.

The war horse trod on the lad, then trotted on. 

Horses following side-stepped, their riders not even glancing down at the child’s cries. 

“I need my things!” I called to the mage who had stowed my herb box behind his saddle.

“Nae, ye dinnae,” Sorcha said, waving her hands in exasperation.

“Aye, I do!” I grabbed my herb box from the mage who’d untied it from his saddle and now held it out for me. “I will nae be long. You can’t stop me from helping the poor wee lad!” 

“We’ll be here when ye are done, mage acolyte,” Sorcha growled behind me, planting her feet on the sand and ordering the two mages accompanying her to stay put. They stopped in their tracks at her command.

Don’t help me, then. I wouldn’t waste my breath or my time pleading for her assistance.

I ran onto the road, leaving Sorcha’s angry comments behind me. 

A man dragging a cart filled with wine amphorae halted, dust flying at his feet, and dropped his cart by the crumpled body of the lad.

People blocked my way, and a sedan chair seemed determined to hamper my line of sight. The carter who’d stopped was turning the boy over. The lad screamed and grabbed his thigh. His wee sister stood beside him, feet frozen in place. She was shaking, and tears streamed down her grubby cheeks, leaving clean lines in their path. She searched in my direction through the crowd of onlookers.

“Miss Mage! Miss Mage!”

“I’m coming,” I yelled over the passing cart laden with whisky casks that’d halted me in my tracks.

Once it had gone by, I ran the rest of the way to the lad. The wine carter’s wagon had stopped the passage of merchants and their lackeys in one direction, and now he stood waving his hands to divert more around the boy in the other direction.

I puffed my thanks to the wine carter, then knelt by the moaning child and placed my herb kit in the dust, dodging mule pats, while people gathered and looked on.

His left thigh was deformed and swelling rapidly along the mid-point, tightening the material across the leg of his breeches. His teeth chattered, and he was paling by the moment. Griffin turd. I had only my herbs with me. I ripped a long strip of cloth from the hem of my shift. It would have to do.

“Where do you live?” I asked his sister as I wrapped the cloth around his swelling thigh.

She pointed towards the huts—homes—that ran along the road by the warehouses, her mouth turned down, trembling.

“Man, would ye help me get the lad to his home?” 

The wine carter pursed his lips for a second. “’Twill ’ave tae be upon my amphorae. ’Twill be an uncomfortable ride, but all I can offer.”

“It will be better than me carrying him with his leg like this. I’ll take his legs. You take his body,” I said, as the wine carter stepped up to help. 

The lad screamed then passed out while his sister’s cries grew louder. We placed him on the hessian that covered the load of wine.

“You lead the way, lass,” I said to his sister, pointing with my chin to the street by the warehouse where they’d headed on previous occasions. “Show us to your home.” 

The man grabbed his cart by the handles and lifted, ready to move, and we followed the girl. Her brother moaned with every bump the rickety cart made over the rutted ground that was a poor excuse for a road. Slatted wood for walls, with burlap sheets covering doorways and windows, lined the street the girl guided me down. She stopped at a door halfway along and thrust aside a draped hessian rug, then scurried through. 

A woman stepped out, her face lined and cheeks pinched, staring at me with distraught eyes, silent but pleading.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said. To heal and not to harm. “Let us bring him inside.”

She held the sheet aside while the wine carter and I took him in. The lad opened his eyes and squealed, then looked at his mother and calmed a wee bit. The one-roomed dwelling had a table, which the mother cleared while shooing other children away and placed a threadbare blanket on top. Cracked tin plates and two tin mugs lined the shelves along the walls, and one lone chair sat beside a box bed with a cradle on the floor next to it. A kettle steamed on a hook over the coals at the hearth.

“Lay ’im ’ere,” she said, “if ye please, while I get the bed ready for ’im. I ken ye are a good one, Miss Mage. I know ye’ll do right by ’im.”  

She lit a stub of candle while we laid the boy on the table. 

“I’ll be on ma way, Miss Mage,” the carter said. “Ma cart is unattended, and if I tarry, I doubt there will be any of ma wine load remaining.” He dipped his head then left. 

The boy squinted in pain as I held his hand. “I need to touch your leg,” I said as gently as I could. “Promise I’ll be careful. I need to discover what’s going on.”

“’Tis broke. I ken it.” He bit his lip.

I leaned over him. “You were such a brave boy and a wonderful big brother. You saved your wee sister from the horses.”

He looked me in the eye and gave a grimacing smile.

“Will ye be brave again for me now?” I whispered, and he nodded in reply.

I let go of his hand. He cried, his lower lip trembling. Taking both his hands in hers, his mother shushed him.

Thank you, I mouthed to her, then I ran my hands down his breeches, noting the tension on the material at mid-thigh. 

“Do you have scissors?”

“Ah.” The mother shook her head. “A sharp knife?”

“That will do.” I carefully unwound my makeshift bandage, then took the knife from her. Starting from the cuff, I slit his breeches right up the side, most carefully at the thigh.

His skin was bruising purple already, and a lump at the deformity bumped my knife as it passed over. I laid my hands gently on the forming lump and, drawing on my source, used my conduit to bring the magic to me. Through the musty, lived-in scented air of this stuffy, over-crowded home, my magic flowed. It showed me the break. The bone, which once was a long shaft, was now snapped into two pieces. Fractured by the metal-shod hoof of a war horse.

“He’s lucky,” I said. “It could have been worse. The weight of the horse’s tread has snapped the bone, but it’s not too displaced.”

“Which horse?” The mother’s eyes narrowed. “It were one o’ them warriors of Laird Lochlann, aye?”

I gave a quick nod and returned to my task. The muscles that ran along the boy’s thigh bone were now spasming, and he let out a whimper. 

“I must align the break and keep the bone in position. I’ll need to make an infusion for him. Two, actually. Can you fill two mugs with that boiled water for me?” I asked his mother as I lifted my chin in the steaming kettle’s direction.

“Aye, Miss Mage.” She raised her eyebrows at an older girl, who grabbed the two mugs from the shelf and filled them. Soft wisps of steam rose from the grimy mugs’ rims.

I opened my herb kit and grabbed the pouch in which I kept painkillers. I drew out the willow bark and scooped some into my infuser, then rummaged to the bottom of my kit for dried and powdered knitbone to aid in healing the break. The older girl brought the two mugs to me. I dunked the infuser filled with willow bark in one, and a reasonable amount of knitbone in the other. 

“Oh, ’twill hurt, Mam,” the boy cried and reached for his mother.

“I’m preparing two drinks for you,” I said, stirring the knitbone to help it brew. “One will take away the pain.” Perhaps even enough. “The other will help heal your bone.” I smiled all the confidence I could muster into my face. “I’ll give him an infusion for the pain first, then the knitbone for healing,” I said to his mother. 

The woman nodded briskly, her shoulders easing a little. I gave the boy the warm drinks with his mother’s help. He turned up his nose at the bitterness of willow bark. At first, he was reluctant to take the knitbone but drank after his mother’s encouragement. 

Murmurs came from the back door. Neighbours gathered at the home, probably after hearing the commotion of the cart out front. A woman with greying hair poked her head in past the hessian door, sending a concerned expression to the mother. I needed more equipment than was available in this scant dwelling.

“Can anyone find cloths to use for bandages and two sturdy, long, thin pieces of wood?” I asked the people at the door.

The grey-haired woman dipped her head, then moved away from the door jamb, the hessian dropping back into place against the concerned comments of those who hovered outside.

“I’ll take another look at your leg now. The nasty-tasting drink will have worked.” I smiled at the lad. 

He tucked his head into his mother’s shoulder as she leaned over him.

I stepped to the end of the table, then held the lad’s foot in a gentle but firm hold. The lad cried out and clutched tightly to his mother. I shut my eyes, drew on the room’s stale version of my conduit, and saw into his leg at the break. Pulling back on his foot and against his spasming muscles, the two ends of the broken thigh bone lined up neatly. Reaching out through the fusty air, I drew magic down to heal. I couldn’t use much. The mage masters would know, and I’d have a whole interrogation to answer on my return to the island.

Besides, I knew my limits. 

The bone knitted together. It was a weak join, but a start. My arms shook with fatigue, and a wave of nausea passed over me. I had to stop and leave the mending as it was and let the lad’s malnourished body do the rest.

“Now we need to splint his leg, and he must rest for a while.” I remained holding his limb in position and applying some tension while he squeezed his eyes shut tight. “And he’ll need to eat well,” I said, suppressing a grimace. How would the mother achieve that in her circumstances? “I can’t heal him completely. I’m only an acolyte, you see.”

“Oh, but we are ever so glad of your ’elp.” The mother released her boy and stood. She grabbed her threadbare skirt and did a wee curtsy.

My cheeks warmed, and I lowered my head to hide an embarrassed grin. If only she knew what my mage teachers thought of me. I wasn’t worth a curtsy in their eyes, that was for sure.

“Those blasted warriors.” A grim voice came from the back door, where the woman with greying hair bustled in and placed clean cloths beside me. “They did nae stop. Did nae ask if the lad was fine. Ma man saw it all.” She gave a disgusted grunt as murmurs of agreement filtered through the doorway. “Them warriors did nae offer to help. Och, ’tis nae anything to surprise us. Curse ’em. And that sea raider laird.” She shook her head in disgust. “They care naught except for their own! While we rot. Take the best vittles and charge us steep for the dregs.” She sighed loudly, patting the mother on her shoulder. “Ma man comes with sticks for ye. For splintin’, aye?” she asked me.

“Aye,” I replied. “I’ll leave the rest of the infusion of knitbone for him,” I said to the mother.

“Oh, thank ye. Where will I find more?”

“I’ll get you more,” I reassured her. “He’ll need to drink it for a wee while.”

The neighbour’s man arrived with the splints, which I set in place. The lad’s mother, with the oldest-looking girl, hovered over the child. I took my leave, stealing a last glance before I dropped the hessian door behind me. The boy’s siblings crowded round him, his wee recently-rescued sister clasping his hand.

I headed back to my beach, weariness dragging at my limbs. Sorsha stood on the sand where I’d left her, arms crossed. The other two mages rubbed their restless horses’ necks, looking just as fidgety.

“I could have done with your help.” I frowned at her. 

“I’m nae good with blood.”

“There was no blood,” I said flatly. “You saw it. One of Laird Lochlann’s warriors trampled a child! Well, his war horse did,” I said at her expression. 

“Enough. Where are your priorities? Yer first allegiance should be to the school.” 

I didn’t answer her, my face tight with a scowl.

“I ken ye hated being brought to Innesfarne as a youngster.” Sorcha had a tinge of sympathy in her voice.

“I wasn’t brought. I was forcibly removed from my family!”

“Ye had a gifting. And ye required training. Ye should be more appreciative.”

“I am grateful for my training, and I use it for good. What do you think this is?” I waved my hand at my herb box, which was now back on one of the other mage’s saddles. “And the wee lad with a broken thigh bone?”

“A mage with yer talents for herbs could be a master poisoner for assassins,” she said, ignoring my first-aid-for-trauma skills. “They’ll line ye up—”

“I do herbs for healing!”

“Get on ma horse.” Sorcha stood there, nostrils flaring.

“Why won’t you tell me what this test is all about?”

Sorcha placed her hands on her hips. “Because I can’t.”

“Oh.” Now it was making some sense. “It’s another one of those tests they spring on us acolytes, isn’t it? The ones they never told us about when we started our training. The ones in which we have no choice.” Along with most other things.

Sorcha’s hands stayed on her hips, but her lips pressed so tight they almost disappeared into her face.

Hmm.

I mounted her horse, and she lifted into the saddle behind me. Sorcha turned her animal to our home where ... 

I sighed. 

I had to appear for this test. There was no avoiding it. 

Anyway, what could they do to me if I didn’t? I was already the worst acolyte in their eyes. They seemed to not understand my reluctance to go through the Urrainn ceremony. The whole caisteal felt ... eerie whenever acolytes were in that chamber being initiated into the deeper magic. 

Maybe I should discuss this with Grand Master Llew. He was the most approachable. When I was twelve, he’d told me why the mages had brought me here. My skin goose-fleshed at the memory. I’d needed to know why they’d ripped me from my home. Grand Master Llew said he was the one who’d sensed my gifting. Had seen me on our steading, summoning. I’d not understood what he meant at the time, only that it coincided with my attempts to heal Granddad ... 

Grand Master Llew always gave me the impression of a wise old man. A grandfatherly type. My heart twinged for a second. Granddad had passed not long before they took me. 

My whirlwind hadn’t worked.

I kept telling the grand master and the tutors that I wasn’t ready for Urrainn. Then they’d give me that look. 

I love magic—pure magic. When I use it not for myself but for others, I come alive. The world glows, and the air pulsates. Just like it did before, when I’d used magic to meld a bone, coaxing it back to normal. I was tired from using magic to heal, that was true, but I ...

“Why are ye jiggling?” Sorcha’s voice came loud in my ear. “You’re bothering ma horse.”

The mount beneath me snorted.

“Don’t you ever wonder—?” I asked.

“No, I dinnae.”

Hmph. “What if there is more to magic than they tell us?”

Sorcha pulled the horse up sharply. It shook its head and neck, flicking its mane in my face. The other two mages kept riding towards the narrow bridge that led to the island and the drawbridge to home.

“Dinnae let anyone hear you speak in such a way, Rune.” She leaned closer to my ear, warning in her tone. “’Tis dangerous.”

It was more like she meant disrespectful. She was so into it now. So one of them. The other, older mages.

Ever since achieving her Urrainn. 
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Two—Destiny’s Hand
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No force in the heavens,

No power of the land,

No ruler of potence

Can shift Destiny’s hand.

BOOK OF LIGHT

MAGE TEXT. DATE OF SCRIBING UNKNOWN

BOOK LOST IN ANTIQUITY

Isle of Innesfarne

Rune

My back thudded against Sorcha as we trotted along the entrance bridge to the narrow island. The gates of Innesfarne loomed ahead. The right-hand gate swung open, and we clattered through. Mage Cerwellin waited by the door to the Mages’ Hall, his foot tapping, and his hirsute brow lowered so far that his eyeballs were barely showing through the bristles. 

“I’m in trouble, aye?” I whispered to Sorcha as I slipped off her horse.

“Nothin’ yer no’ used to.”

“Mage Acolyte Rune Rieinmellth.” Mage Cerwellin’s voice boomed in the cramped courtyard. “You will come with me to attend the Relic Test.”

“The Relic—?”

“Aye,” he snapped. “Hasten.”

“I’m wet. I need to change.”

“Concern yourself not with your appearance. None plan to draw their magic, even those with water conduit. Besides”—he added under his breath— “you usually never bother about your appearance.”

Hmph! “I still want to do my best. Take a moment to ready myself. Prepare—”

“There is no need. You cannot prepare to read a text of which you know nothing, in a language you have never seen.”

I have to read something?

“So, that’s what this test is?” I asked as I headed toward the wooden door to the caisteal proper. 

Cerwellin didn’t answer. He, Sorcha and I were the only ones around. I dragged my soggy feet through the unusually empty courtyard, my forehead tightening. 

“How do you know I’ve never seen it?” I stepped up behind him as we walked through the stone doorway.

“You have never laid your eyes on it. Oh, people have seen it.” Cerwellin said with an air of authority, his voice echoing off the walls of the high arched—and empty—hallway leading deeper into the caisteal of learning. “None have interpreted it correctly.”

“Then how do you know when an acolyte has?” 

“We have its translation.”

I screwed up my mouth. “Then why do you need an acolyte to read it?”

He halted. “It is but a snippet. We have the translation of the same section.” He gave me a superior glare. “But it is not enough to determine the rest of the ancient tongue.”

“So ... if someone can read it, then you can translate the whole thing?”

He nodded, then continued along the corridor.

“And no one’s tried with what you have already?”

Cerwellin kept walking, his face turned away from me.

“You could get a partial, and maybe a good idea—”

He stopped, then spun to face me. “A partial will not suffice for the exact relaying of the ancient truths this book contains. If we have a reader, then we have a translator.” Cerwellin narrowed his eyes at me. “Unquestioning obedience would be to your benefit on this occasion, Mage Acolyte Rune.” 

I lowered my head and followed Cerwellin as he resumed tramping through the corridors of Innesfarne. My thoughts swirled, recalling a history of magic I’d read during my personal study time. I’d often slipped past Mage Agnese at the library. It was too easy—her face was always buried in a book. I would sneak into a much older section of the library, and that’s where I’d read about it.

I skidded to a halt. “You’re talking about a really old, obscure text, aren’t you?”

Cerwellin stopped and turned, then his face went deadpan.

A book that none had read for ages ... an ancient text ... It could only be one thing.

“It’s the Book of Light you want me to read, isn’t it?” My voice trembled with the revelation. On rare occasions, I’d heard mages speak of it, whispering in awed tones.

Cerwellin looked down his snub nose at me. “It is a well-kept secret, one which all acolytes who have performed this test swear to never tell”—he raised his bushy eyebrows— “that annually, each mage acolyte at your level must attempt to read this text.”

And they wanted me to see if I could? 

But I do herbs.  

“Surely Grand Master Llew doesn’t mean for me ...?”

“All acolytes must try! It is a condition of remaining a student of the magic arts here at Innesfarne.” The air rushed from his mouth. 

A condition?

“No one has ever told me there were conditions.” My amazement echoed off the stone walls. “That I had to stay here, yes. But condit—”

“It has been over three millennia”—Cerwellin’s harsh whisper cut me off— “since the book was taken from us—”

“You mean you don’t even have the book!” I interrupted. “Then why do you need someone to read it?”

“—leaving us with only the scrap,” Cerwellin sputtered, “which Mage Master Fàistinnaech tore from the tome as it was ripped from his hand. It is his own translation, kept under lock and key in the Grand Master’s private library this whole time. Mage Masters swear on their lives to keep the words written therein a secret. This is how we know the reading is genuine.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. The man seemed desperate. “None have yet succeeded. We must try all acolytes.” He took his hand from his face, then looked me up and down. “Even you.”

“It’s an important book, then?” I asked.

He turned sharply, not answering—apart from tutting—then commenced a brisk walk with me scampering after him. The man was in a hurry. We turned a corner and headed for one of the smaller meeting rooms, where he stopped at the door and spoke from the side of his mouth.

“Best behaviour, Rune.” He opened the door and walked in.

I gulped, then followed.

This room was hexagonal, with tall pillars and a high vaulted ceiling, all of white stone with smooth, rounded edges everywhere. Even the seats along each wall were of the same shiny white stone.

No one sat.

All the mages stood in small groups, their black robes swishing as they huddled in conversation, while their murmurings filled the moderate-sized room. A musty smell permeated the air, so they mustn’t use this room often. I followed Cerwellin as he approached the mages, and the huddles broke apart. 

Mage Brude lifted her double chin and fixed her green eyes on me. I suppressed a cringe. I’d never done well in her classes. To her, magic was formulaic. She’d shaken her head at me more than once when I tried to describe the wildness and the beauty I sensed when I held my source ready.

Mage Derile stood with Grand Master Llew. In the centre of the room, illuminated by a single shaft of sunlight, a rolled calfskin lay on a waist-height podium. Mage Nechtan stood to the side with Mage Talorc. I stopped dead, my feet refusing to move. 

Why are they here?

They weren’t teachers or counsellors to acolytes. The hairs on my arms rose, as they did every time Nechtan walked by in a hallway or even just when I spied her. She was a middle-aged beauty with long grey-white hair and clear dark eyes, but despite her erect posture and confident air, she gave me the shivers. Perhaps Innesfarne required representatives from all its leadership to be present—at such an important occasion.

Dragon fart! 

They were all staring at me. Especially Talorc, who stood as though he favoured one leg. A hip injury in the past, perhaps.

Concentrate! I scrunched my toes in my still-soggy shoes.

“Mage Acolyte Rune Rieinmellth.” Grand Master Llew’s deep, resonant voice vibrated through me.

I snapped my gaze from Talorc to the kind eyes of the biggest, most important body of this place.

“Master Cerwellin has informed you of our tradition of testing each acolyte at a certain stage to ascertain their gifting in translation?” Grand Master Llew asked.

Aye, but only just now. I nodded. Why the secrecy? 

“All who are of the age and level have auditioned already, except yourself.”

Auditioned? So, it’s a performance?

“It is now your turn.” Grand Master Llew smiled, his lips twitching, as though he was a wee bit hesitant, and with an expression that said good luck tae you.

“Ah, can I just ask something?” I froze at the look on the faces of those staring at me. 

Their expressions had switched from reluctant expectancy to wide-eyed shock. Except for Cerwellin. He had a why am I not surprised look on his face.

“Mage Acolyte Rune”—Grand Master Llew tilted his head— “you have a question?” 

One mage tutted. I didn’t catch who it was, but Grand Master Llew turned and glared at the group on his left.

“Please ask,” he said to me. “An acolyte about to attempt the Relic Test has every right to do so.”

“What if I refuse?”

There was a gasp on my left. Most likely Brude. Cerwellin rolled his eyes, and Talorc just stared at me.

“You ungrateful child!” I flinched at the shout. It was Brude. “We have clothed and fed you. Taught you magic! We will find you prospects of employment and position—”

Grand Master Llew raised a hand to Brude, who slowly closed her mouth, suppressing whatever reprimand was about to come out next.

“You can choose to take the Relic Test, or not,” Grand Master Llew said to me with a hint of warning in his tone. “Although we wish you to, as it is most important to us, Innesfarne and indeed to magic itself.”

“But if I don’t?”

Now Cerwellin’s eye-rolling turned to a glare.

“You will go no further in your studies,” Grand Master Llew answered. “I need not remind you this is the only establishment of learning in the art of magic in all the north of Dál Cruinne. It is many a league across lands and seas before you would reach another establishment such as ours.”

“But I could still be a herbalist and treat sick people, aye?”

“You would have to teach yourself the rest of those skills or find a more experienced herbalist to whom you could apprentice yourself—and never use your herb lore and healing talents with magic again.” His eyes hardened, and his brow dipped. An expression I’d never encountered in this wise old man.

I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t get very far.

“It is forbidden for an acolyte to use magic without the sanction or supervision of the mage masters of Innesfarne.” Nechtan’s voice, although she whispered, filled the hall. “Later we will discuss your use of it to heal the thigh bone of the slave child today.” Nechtan narrowed her eyes at me.

Oh, squirrel poop! They’d sensed it.

I could refuse to do this—and be booted out of Innesfarne. Then I wouldn’t have to do Urrainn.

But to never use my magic ... in its true essence?

Could I live with that?

Magic was like ... breathing.

My knees had difficulty holding me up. I pressed down on them with sweaty palms, trying to squash a sudden rising panic.

Should I do it? The alternative was ... I ... something I couldn’t face.

Decision time, Rune.

I needed to speak. I took a steadying breath of air. Huh, I would use my voice, transfer it through the air in this room—use my conduit to save myself or curse me to life without meaning.

Voice. Air. Was it magic I’d heard at the beach? I was there, at the cusp of drawing magic and then the voice ... Had it spoken to me? Did magic want me to go somewhere? Do something? Why would it speak to me?

Was magic in danger? Perhaps it had spoken to me on purpose, knowing I was about to do this test.

“Why exactly is it so important that we read this book?” I asked. “Why have you tried for so long despite no one ever being able to?”

Grand Master Llew stood taller. “It is the original, primary text on magic. Magic in its purest form.”

Pure magic. 

That’s what was lacking in this place! In mages such as—I glanced at Talorc and Nechtan. Also lacking in the acolytes who’d achieved Urrainn. After the ceremony, their magic wasn’t the same. They’d all said it was better, but to me it had been ... tainted in some way. More selfish. Less caring of the effects of its use. Not the altruism that magic should be.

“Very well then, I will.” And perhaps be damned by the consequences if I’m successful!

Grand Master Llew smiled in a relieved way, and the other mages’ postures seemed to relax in unison. 

Brude stepped to the podium and unrolled the calfskin, then beckoned me forward, so I approached. A piece of parchment sat in the middle of the soft brown skin, yellowed with age and jagged along one edge. A sunbeam hit it squarely. The faded ink, now brown, was a mixture of squiggles and lines, written in a vertical column. The soft susurration of breathing met my ears. Someone grunted, and another’s stomach gurgled.

“So, I just read it, aye?” Ifrinn. My voice was like a trumpet blast!

Brude tutted. Talorc and Nechtan took a step back. At least they weren’t almost in ma face anymore.

“Take your time,” Cerwellin said, forcing an encouraging tone.

I focused on the scrap of parchment again. Only one thin line of text.

Nope. Nothing. Just squiggles.

Mage Nechtan sighed, and Cerwellin’s foot tapped softly.

“This is a farce. She has not yet completed Urrainn. Nor even attempted it,” Cerwellin said.

“Nae.” Grand Master Llew raised a palm, cutting off all protests. “Give the lass a chance.”

“She’s our last chance,” Nechtan whispered, and Llew glared at her. 

“No pressure,” I mumbled, and Mage Derile raised an eyebrow at me.

I swallowed.

Breathe. Just breathe, Rune.

I blinked, clearing my vision, and focused on the squiggles.

Still wavy lines. Maybe if I could ... I turned my head slightly to the side and looked out the corner of my eyes. Wait! It was as though a cloud had cleared from the sun, suddenly sharpening a shadow.

“To reveal truths hidden from the beginning,” I whispered.

“What did you say?” Talorc and Nechtan asked, their voices colliding.

Those around the podium stood in wide-eyed silence for a heartbeat. 

“She is correct,” Grand Master Llew finally said. “Her translation is word perfect.”

Cerwellin narrowed his eyes. “She has cheated.”

My shoulders tensed.

“How so?” Grand Master Llew straightened as Brude hastily wrapped the scrap of parchment in its calfskin.

“She must have. How could she translate?” Cerwellin pointed at me. “She does herbs.”

The mages spoke over each other, heated words and fingers directed at me. That place between my shoulder blades grew cold.

“Mage Brude,” Mage Derile spoke above the raised voices. “Please take Acolyte Rune to the other room while we discuss this.”

Brude grasped my upper arm and nudged me towards a side door, where she thrust me into a tiny room and slammed the door shut behind me.

“What!” 

The dark cupboard-like room had a narrow window with a latch. I ran through the shadows, past a small bookshelf and a collection of mops, then opened the window, dragging in the fresh air from outside, while deep voices, undulating in tone and pitch, continued behind the door. 

My view through the window was of the far-off mountains on the land across the narrow strip of water on that side of our island. The air blew in cool and brine-tinged. I sucked in deeper, drawing my conduit down and my source with it. Oh, how I needed my magic now. Thank the winds I’d chosen to complete the Relic Test. I pulled up a shield. Perhaps it would protect me if they turned against me.

The mages were in such a tizz. Why had some not believed I’d read it? 

Dragon’s eye! I could actually read it! I swallowed.

The mage masters were probably so upset because I’d resisted their Urrainn, delayed what most acolytes of my age and stage had already achieved. I just wanted to use my magic for healing. Nothing else. I didn’t have delusions of grandeur. 

“I mean, high aspirations. They all seem to compete for fame or power. Don’t need any of that.” I leaned on the windowsill and rested my head on my folded arms, spreading my clammy palms on the stone sill.

And breathed some more.

“Come, Rune.”

I shot upright.

“What?” I searched the room. Leaning against a shelf, mop heads dangled on their handles like Mage Agnese on a bad hair day. Books sat higgledy-piggledy, abandoned as though no one cared a felid’s whisker about their knowledge. The darkest corner sat growing deeper. But nobody else was in here with me. The back of my neck prickled.

I spun back to the open window and the sunshine, dragging the sea air into my lungs and steadying my trembling hands against the sill.

“Come to me.” 

The words touched my soul. Deep, deep within me. They came from the direction of those grand mountains, and they sounded as though they were a plea. And the voice ...

The same one I’d heard before. Its tone was—stressed.

If this was magic, it was as though magic was anxious for itself.

“What?” My voice echoed back to me from the dark recesses of this poorly lit cupboard.

I had to know.

I drew my conduit in, gathering it as a shield around me, and waited for a moment in that place in-between.

“Show me what you mean, please,” my spirit-self whispered into what I hoped was magic. “Who are you?”

A cloud wafted past the window, and like an illuminated illustration in a sacred tome, a large book, heavily bound in shining silver and glittering with jewels of great purity, appeared before me. The cover opened to reveal a page of the script exactly like the text in the Relic Test. The words were so clear it was as though they read themselves out loud. 

‘A time will come

When mages seek darkness, not light.

Will cherish it.

Bow under its mastery

Walk and stumble, run and fall.

Harm and not help.

Hinder, falter, enslave.

Then will magic leave Dál Cruinne

And the peoples cry and wail,

For the help of the heavens

Travels the world no more.’

The vision faded and I returned to my body. I leaned further on the windowsill, my head poking outside, and wisps of my tangled, still-damp hair blew across my face while the cloud dissolved in a rain shower. 

“So ... that was the Book of Light.” I blinked at my deduction. “Oh, no! Magic will be taken away from us.” My voice rose to nothing.

I recalled the first two lines. It was as though the whole verse had been permanently pressed into my mind. 

“‘Mages seek darkness, not light.’ Wait. That’s what I feel in those who have done Urrainn ... darkness.”

The door flew open, and I spun at its crash against the wall. The mages crowded in the doorway, bringing me back to the reason I’d been shoved into this tiny, dark place.

“Why do you doubt me?”

“Speak only when you are spoken to, acolyte,” Talorc snapped.

“Nae, let her.” Master Llew’s voice seemed to temper the atmosphere.

“Be annoyed at me,” I continued, “be angry even, if you find me disrespectful, but you know I’ve never lied.”

“Come, Rune.” Grand Master Llew beckoned me with his hand. “Lower your shield and release your magic. We will harm ye not. Come out here, for we must speak.”

I dragged myself from the breeze coming through the window, lowered my defence, and followed the mages who’d cleared the doorway and now took their places around the empty podium glowing in the narrow beam of sunlight.

“Do you have anything to report to us?” Mage Derile asked.

“Only that you know I didn’t know what this test was about until I got here, so how could I have prepared and cheated? I can’t get into Grand Master Llew’s locked library.”

The room’s silence hit me.

“How do you know where I keep this parchment?” Grand Master Llew’s brow drew together.

“I didn’t ... I ...”

Cerwellin mumbled a gasp. “Begging your forgiveness, Grand Master. I, ah, inadvertently revealed to her where the parchment is stored as we walked here.” He bowed his head, but not before his cheeks were as red as rowan berries. 

Gasps escaped some mouths; others were tight.

“What happens now?” I asked, and all eyes snapped to me.

“Do you have something to report?” Grand Master Llew repeated the question in his patient tone.

Do I?

Aye, but what should I tell?

Grand Master Llew’s kind expression filled my view.

“I’ve seen the book. It spoke to me. I think I know where it is. Well, the general direction, anyway.”

The grand master’s shoulders lowered from being almost at his ears. The others gasped, and Brude’s eyebrows reached her hairline.

“What did it say?” she asked.

Should I answer that?

“What did it sound like?” Talorc’s question came quickly on the end of Brude’s.

“Sound like? It was just ... words.” What else would you expect from a book? “It wants me to go to it.”

And that’s all you’ll get from me for now.

“There!” Grand Master Llew said. “The proof.” They all started speaking at once.

“Of what?” My question barely rose above their excited conversation.

“Legend says”—the grand master spoke, and the other mages shut their mouths— “the Book of Light calls to the one who can read it. Here is your proof, my fellow mages. This young one will lead us there.”

They looked at me, all of them, eyes rounding. Except for Talorc and Nechtan, whose eyes narrowed. 

Grand Master Llew grinned at me. No, he was beaming, like he was proud of me, as though he was my very own grandfather.

“But Grand Master
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