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Esavas Daruvias wants two things in life - to become a weather mage and to marry the girl of his dreams. But, bookish and awkward, his magical power stunted since childhood, he's a failure at everything a highborn mage is supposed to be, and life as a scholar at the remote, secluded Tower is his only hope of refuge from a society where he doesn't belong.

Then his father offers him the impossible, an arranged marriage to the beautiful Pirazina, the girl he's always loved - who barely knows he exists. To win her heart and admiration, Esavas takes desperate measures to become the mage and man he longs to be, determined to make his dreams a reality even at the risk of losing his power, his freedom, and his future.
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Chapter 1

ESAVAS SLOWED TO a walk as he approached the harbor, then stopped to catch his breath. He was definitely getting stronger; he had run and walked the three parsahs’ distance from home faster than ever before, and felt less like he was going to perish along the way. In the warm sunshine, he was carrying his best formal sharwa rolled up under one arm and his white silk shirt was stuck to his back with sweat.

The inn that was his destination lay a little farther down the street, across from the docks. He glanced at the sun’s position in the sky; he had time before his interview to admire the ships moored along the piers. Their masts bristled against the sky, flags and banners bright in the morning sun, snapping in the fresh breeze of the turn from Amentu, the season of long rains, to Kanbatu, the season of few rains. Lokadova didn’t get the really big ships, not like the great harbor at Ordivayos; still, every time Esavas stopped by, there were new ships to see. Mostly small or medium-size merchant ships and a number of pleasure boats belonging to highborn families, but from time to time there was a larger merchant ship or a cutter from the royal navy.

Today, Esavas spotted a three-masted merchant ship bearing a foreign flag. Beside it on the dock stood two foreign sailors, their strange, pale skin burned red in the sun. One man’s hair was dirt-brown; the other’s was the color of orange-pepper sauce. Esavas watched them curiously for a moment, then his eyes went to the small, sleek ship flying a flag that was white on top, silver-gray on the bottom, with a gold circle in the middle – the banner of the Higher Order of Magecraft and Scholarship. Learned Master Kadizun, whom he was meeting that morning, must have come on that ship all the way from the Tower at the far northern end of Mokayadora Island, a journey of four hundred parsahs.

“Hey, Kadda Esavas!” A short, stocky man wearing the blue uniform jacket and trousers of a harbor official waved at him. Esavas waved back, and the officer came over to stand beside him, looking over the ships. “Quite a fine collection today, don’t you think? We don’t get many three-masters here.”

“That one’s from Granadaia?” Esavas pointed at the foreign trading ship.

“That’s right. Most of the foreign traders are. I’m surprised to see one here this early in the season. It’s a long voyage, especially in Amentu weather.”

“And that one came from the Tower.” Esavas nodded at the ship with the white and gray banner.

“Just yesterday, bringing one of the Learned Masters themselves.” The official gave Esavas a grin. “Say, Esa, when am I going to see you as sea-master on one of these ships?”

A gust of wind off the water blew through Esavas’s hair, whipping long black strands across his face. He imagined he was standing on the raised aft deck of one of the larger ships, the wind in his hair and the ocean spray on his face as he commanded the wind and the waves, taking the ship speedily and safely across the water to its destination. Maybe an island he’d never been to before, or even one of the lands far across the sea. His chest ached with longing; his right hand moved slightly as though to gather the wind to him. He caught himself and forced himself to hold still.

His magic, stunted since childhood, would never be strong enough. He knew how manipulating the wind and waves with magic worked; he had studied all about wind and weather and ocean currents. But no matter how hard he tried, how much he worked to increase his power, he would never have enough magic to put his knowledge to use. When his father sent him out to work on the family fishing vessels, he could barely manage to work a light preservation spell on the catch or help lift a heavy fish out of the water with magic. He would never be able to do more than that.

But now, he had something different to hope for.

“Actually,” he said, trying to speak casually, to keep his hope tamped down in case things didn’t work out, “I’m applying to the Tower to be admitted there as a scholar. I’ve got an interview this morning with the Learned Master who came on that ship.” He glanced at the sun’s position again; it was almost the second hour of the second quarter of the day. “In fact, I’d better get going. I don’t want to be late.”

“Oh. Well. That’s… good,” the official said. Most people didn’t know much about the Tower, except that highly-skilled mages were sometimes accepted there for advanced training in their specialties. The avowed order of scholar-mages who taught there and researched ways to improve the practice of magic had little to do with the everyday lives of most mages, so even less was known about them. “Good luck,” the official added. “Maybe I’ll see you boarding that ship when it heads back north.”

“I hope so.” This time, Esavas couldn’t keep his longing out of his voice. With another wave at the official, he headed for the inn where Learned Master Kadizun and, the gods of sea and sky willing, his future as a Master of the Tower awaited him.

Though he had recovered from the long run into town, Esavas’s heart thudded rapidly as he walked to the inn. So much was riding on this interview. Lately, his father had been making ominous noises about how, now that Esavas was of age, nineteen, it was time for his future to be settled. Meaning marriage, of course.

It wasn’t that Esavas didn’t want to marry; he did. But no family that would be an advantageous alliance for his family would marry any of their daughters to someone like him, magically weak, physically awkward, and entirely lacking in business sense and social grace. And none of their daughters would want him. If he married, it would be no more than the disposition of two otherwise inconveniently unmarriageable children, a mere matter of favors owed and granted between their families.

The future his father had in mind for him would also include some dull, unimportant job in his family’s fishing concern or maybe his wife’s family’s business, whatever that might be. Something that would keep him out of everyone’s way, where he couldn’t do much damage. Where he would waste away his days, bored, unwanted, and useless.

This upcoming interview was his one chance at a future that wouldn’t be miserable, his only chance to spend his life doing the one thing he was good at. He would never be a powerful mage or astute man of business, but when it came to studying and research, he was second to none among his schoolmates. He knew it, and his teachers had said so, even though they never praised him for anything else.

 With shaking hands, he unrolled his sharwa, shook out the wrinkles, and tugged it on. The knee-length formal overcoat of lavishly-embroidered peacock-blue silk was heavily padded through the chest and shoulders. His mother said it gave him a more manly figure, but mostly it was hot, itchy, and uncomfortable.

It was worth the discomfort, though, to make the best possible impression on Learned Master Kadizun. 

The courtyard of the inn was pleasantly cool and shady after the hot sunshine and fragrant with flowering trees and beds and planters of flowers clustered among small ponds populated with darting red and purple fish. Nervously adjusting the embroidered cuffs of his sharwa, Esavas crossed the courtyard and climbed the steps to the veranda and the inn’s front door, which stood open to let the breezes in.

Just inside, an inn maid wearing a colorful apron and matching kerchief over her hair greeted him with a deep bow. “Welcome, honored sir. How may I serve you?”

She was small, curvy, and pretty, half a shade darker than most Mokayadorans, with long-lashed eyes, round cheeks, and a shapely mouth. Esavas held his shoulders back and his chin up; his mother always told him he’d be handsome if only he would stand up straight and show a little confidence. “Thank you, miss. I’m Kadda Esavas Daruvias. I’m here to see Learned Master Kadizun.”

“Of course, honored sir. The Honored Master said he is expecting a guest. Please come with me.”

Esavas followed the inn maid down the hall, clenching and unclenching his sweaty hands. The girl stopped at one of the sliding doors set into the polished wood framework of the walls and bowed again. “This is the Honored Master’s suite, honored sir.”

“Thank you.” Esavas offered her a friendly smile.

Without acknowledging the smile, she bowed again, then walked away.

Esavas sighed. Girls never smiled back at him. Well, if all went well with this interview, it wouldn’t matter any more. He straightened his sharwa again, checking to make sure the buttons in front were properly matched with their loops of gold braid, and raised his hand to knock on the door.

Into his mind came the most beautiful pair of eyes in the world, veiled by long lashes, demure and mysterious; a perfect mouth holding a secret, tantalizing promise of smiles and kisses; delicate hands and a graceful figure beneath bright, fluttering silks. Esavas found himself as unable to move as if he’d suddenly turned to stone. By knocking on this door, he would be giving up all hope forever of winning her.

Not that there was any hope, anyway. Pirazina acted like she barely knew he existed though they had known each other from childhood. She and her parents could choose anyone they wanted for her as her husband. Someone like him had no chance at all.

Still, he hesitated, those eyes holding him prisoner to his longing.

The memory of his father’s scornful laugh and mocking words broke through his indecision. You won’t go through with it. You’ve never tried hard enough to succeed at anything, and this time won’t be any different.

To the depths with that. He would rather die than walk away from this door without ever knocking and prove his father right yet again. He would rather never marry at all than live his life in the same town, the same social circles as Pirazina, seeing her every day while knowing she was entirely beyond his reach.

His heart beating loudly in his ears, Esavas rapped his knuckles sharply against the door frame.


Chapter 2

“COME IN,” A quiet, dry voice said right away.

Esavas slid the door open and entered the sitting room of the suite. There were plenty of sitting mats and cushions on the floor, arranged around low tables, but the gray-robed, stern-faced Learned Master was sitting on a high wooden stool at a table raised on tall legs. A bare bristle of closely-shorn gray hair showed pale against the dark skin of his scalp. Before him on the table lay a couple of half-unrolled scrolls and a few sheets of paper; in his hand he held a pen over an ink pot, as though about to dip it in the ink.

Esavas bowed. “Honored Master Kadizun. Thank you for coming so far to see me. I’m honored that you’re willing to consider my application.”

Master Kadizun dipped his head slightly in return. “Kadda Esavas Daruvias. Please have a seat.” He indicated a second stool, across the table from him.

Esavas crossed the room and gingerly settled himself onto the stool. His father’s house was entirely traditional, and no such modern, foreign furnishings – or modern, foreign customs – were permitted in it. The stool looked so precarious on those fragile legs, he feared to send it crashing to the floor, but it held as he perched on it, discreetly adjusting his sharwa. He eyed Master Kadizun’s loose, lightweight cotton robe with envy; it looked much more comfortable.

Master Kadizun tented his fingers in front of his chin and looked Esavas up and down, frowning. Esavas immediately stopped fidgeting, wondering what the Master was displeased with. There was nothing wrong with his clothing, all of it impeccably tailored, but his shaking, nervous hands had had more than the usual trouble doing the braids in his long, thick hair this morning. His mother had offered to help, but he had refused. He was a grown man; he didn’t need his mother to fix his hair for him.

But his clothes and his hair shouldn’t matter to a Learned Master of the Tower. Maybe it wasn’t his appearance the Master was judging, but Esavas himself. That familiar feeling of having missed something he didn’t know he was supposed to know, of having failed some test he wasn’t aware of, squirmed through him and he fidgeted again.

“You’re nervous, boy,” Master Kadizun said.

Esavas flinched. “I – I’m sorry.”

“That’s good.”

“Oh.” Nobody had ever told Esavas before in his life that being nervous was a good thing. “It is?”

“It means this is important to you. We do not want mages in the Higher Order of Magecraft and Scholarship who do not recognize the privilege they’ve been granted.”

“It’s very important to me. Really. I’m honored you’re even willing to talk to me.” Esavas cringed at the reply even as it came out of his mouth. There was being grateful, and then there was groveling.

“So, then,” Master Kadizun said. “On the recommendation of Master Undatan, who was impressed by your answers – and even more by your questions – during his guest lecture at your school several months ago, the Circle of Masters has reviewed your application.”

The Master picked up one of the documents on the table and referred to it as he spoke. “You have displayed impressive aptitude in your scholarly studies of magic and other subjects, especially mathematics and natural history. The quantity of your magic and your ability to use it leaves a great deal to be desired, but we believe your power has the potential to be trained to a more acceptable level of quantity and quality.”

Esavas jerked up straighter on his stool, and clutched the seat as it wobbled slightly. “Wait – you’re saying my power can become stronger?” His mind filled again with the vision of standing on the aft deck of a ship, calling the wind into the sails.

“To a modest extent, yes. Our training methods are somewhat different from those commonly used, and may be more effective, if you are willing to do the hard work required.”

Not enough to become a sea-master, then. The vision faded. Maybe, at least, he would be able to work a little weather magic. “I’ll do whatever I have to do, Honored Master,” he said earnestly.

Master Kadizun acknowledged his promise with a slight nod and tilt of the head. “So you say. But I want to be sure you understand the vows you would be required make as a Mage of the Order, and that you, freely and in full knowledge of what you are doing, will agree to adhere to our rules and requirements. I assume you received the pamphlets we sent with your application papers.”

Esavas had been waiting for this chance to impress Master Kadizun with how prepared he was to follow the Order’s requirements. “I did. I’ve already started working on them. I do the zikavas forms every day on my own, not just at cadre training, for an hour a day. I can run two thousand arsi now without stopping, and I ran and walked the whole three parsahs from home to here. I take cold baths and fast from sunup to sunup once every quarter-month, and I’ve already memorized five of the ten Ancient Forms and the first two parts of Getuvias’s Lives of the Masters.”

One corner of the Master’s thin mouth bent up very slightly. “That’s a good start. But I need to know if you are willing and able to adhere to the other, more difficult, requirements. Self-discipline, simple living, the avoidance of eating and sleeping beyond what is needful; the prohibitions against the consumption of strong drink and substances that alter the mind, body, or power, against gambling and other such light-minded, wasteful pursuits, and against violence. We do practice a form of the fighting arts, but purely to promote strength and discipline of the mind and body. And, of course, because physical fitness and the ability to effectively wield power are closely connected. But we of the Order have a higher calling and purpose than engaging in brute violence.”

“I understand all that, Honored Master. That won’t be a problem.”

“Wine?” Master Kadizun asked, one eyebrow raised.

Esavas suppressed a nervous swallow. What had Master Kadizun heard? “No! I mean, hardly ever.” A craving for a cup of wine to blur his nervousness chose that moment to worm through him. Firmly, he squashed it down. “Just at festivals and dinner and, well… Sometimes. But that’s not a problem. Giving it up, I mean. And I don’t like to fight, and not just because I always lose. I just don’t.” He trailed off, aware that he was rambling.

“Mm-hmm.” Master Kadizun made a note. “And, of course, there’s the requirement of celibacy. In order to preserve the purity of your strength, mind, and heart, you are never to marry or engage in carnal relations. If you have engaged in such relations before now, you will be required to go through an extended period of purification before you will be permitted to take your vows as a novice.”

This was no surprise. Even if Esavas hadn’t already read the pamphlets the Tower had sent him, the vow of celibacy was the one thing everyone did seem to know about the Masters of the Tower. Pirazina’s face came to his mind again, her beautiful eyes that never seemed to notice him. He dismissed it with only a slight pang. He would never know what it was like to lie with a woman, but if he couldn’t have her, he’d rather have no one at all. It would almost be a relief to leave his futile longing for her behind. “That’s all right, too. I’ve never – I mean, I’m not even interested in girls.”

Kadizun raised his eyebrow again. “Boys, then? Because that’s forbidden, as well.”

“What? Oh!” Esavas’s face flamed. “I’m not. I mean –” Under Master Kadizun’s unforgiving stare, he sighed and went on reluctantly, avoiding the Master’s gaze. “I am interested in girls. But, well, they’re not interested in me.”

“And so you seek to hide from life’s disappointments at the Tower?”

The accusation cut too sharply. “No!”

Again Master Kadizun gave him that probing stare, that skeptical lift of the eyebrow. He expected honesty, Esavas knew. An urge filled him to run away and avoid the hard answers and the feelings they stirred up.

But this was his only chance to live a life doing something useful, something satisfying, something he was good at. He had to give Master Kadizun the honest answers he expected. “Maybe. I don’t know.” It hurt to bare the truth to a stranger, a knot in his chest, a tightness in his stomach, but he made himself go on. “It’s just, I don’t belong. I don’t know how to do the things I’m supposed to do or act the way I’m supposed to act. The only time when I don’t feel like I can’t do anything right is when I’m studying. That’s what I was meant for. Not all this.” He waved a hand at himself, taking in the rich, stylish clothing, the polished leather boots on his feet, his long hair worked through with braids – and with them, everything else that went with the life of a highborn mage.

“I know my power isn’t very strong and I’m not good at using it,” he went on. “But I’m good at learning how magic works and thinking of new things to do with it. I promise, if you let me into the Tower, I’ll work hard, and I’ll do my best to become stronger.”

He ran out of words. That was all. There was nothing more he could say to convince Master Kadizun he belonged at the Tower.

The Master remained silent for a long, agonizing moment. Finally, he said, “Of all the qualities to be desired in a Master of the Higher Order, among the most important are honesty and self-knowledge. Telling me of your strengths is one thing; admitting your shortcomings is both more difficult and more necessary. Acknowledging that you need to grow and being willing to do the work are both essential before any growth can take place.”

He took another sheet of paper and wrote on it. “In addition to your capabilities, I find your character satisfactory, and also your stated willingness to adhere to our requirements. Pending your parents’ permission, since you are under the age of twenty-five, I will recommend to the Circle of Masters that you be admitted to the Tower.”

It took Esavas a moment to catch up. “You will? I’m in?”

“Pending your parents’ approval, and the Circle’s. Do you have any questions? I want you to be certain about this.”

“Yes, Honored Master. I do have one question.” A flush went through him, but curiosity drove him on. “You said, no eating and sleeping beyond what’s needful, and no… you know. So how do Tower mages regenerate their power when it’s used up?”

Another slight smile twitched at the corner of Master Kadizun’s mouth. Esavas had the feeling he’d been asked this many times, which made it both less and more embarrassing. “We consider ‘needful’ to include what is necessary for regenerating power. But you will also be taught a meditation technique that will restore power faster and more effectively than any other method. Is there anything else you want to know?”

“No, Honored Master. That’s all. And I’m sure my parents will give permission.” Esavas almost had himself convinced himself of this. His parents had not been happy about his idea of entering the Tower. A waste, his father had said. But surely, when they found out the Tower was willing to take him, they would give their approval, if only for the sake of ridding themselves of the inconvenience and embarrassment of their misfit youngest son. Surely, he could make them see that it would be best for everyone if he entered the Tower. “I have three older brothers who have families of their own. My parents won’t care what I do.”

“That’s good, but I still need them to meet with me and tell me so themselves, and sign a statement giving their approval. If they don’t agree at this time, you may apply again when you turn twenty-five, assuming you have not married in the meantime.” The Master finished writing on a small sheet of paper, pressed an inked wooden stamp to the bottom, rolled it up and tied it with with a cord, and held it out to Esavas. “Take this to them, and have a servant bring me their reply as soon as possible. Good day, Kadda Daruvias.”

Esavas took the message with hands that now shook with excitement instead of nerves and tucked it into the inner pocket of his sharwa. “Yes, Honored Master. I will. Thank you!”

With as much dignity as he could muster, he bowed and left the room. But as soon as he was outside the inn, he pulled off his sharwa and wadded it up under his arm, and started running for home, eager to talk to his parents.
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