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Dreams of Magic

Mage of Storm and Sea: Prequel

Kyra Halland

Copyright 2021 Kyra Halland

All Rights Reserved

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.


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.


Chapter 3

ESAVAS SLOWED TO a dignified walk as he entered the courtyard at home. The shade of the trees gave welcome relief after the run home in the heat of the oncoming dry season. He sat on the edge of a wooden planter filled with flowers in a riot of colors, tended by his mother’s magic, to catch his breath and think about how to approach his parents.

He had to convince them there was no good reason to keep him from entering the Tower. His three older brothers held positions of importance in the family fishing business, had married beautiful women of high-ranking mage families, and had children, ensuring that the Daruvias name, estates, and legacy would continue. The family didn’t need Esavas; as he was now, he was nothing but an embarrassment to them. He would do better to make a name for himself and bring honor to the family as a Master of the Tower. His father and mother had to understand this.

He unfolded his sharwa and found the message from Master Kadizun still tucked safely in the inner pocket, if slightly crumpled. His stomach rumbled with hunger, but lunch could wait. This was too important. Before giving the message to his parents, he needed to bathe and change his clothes, to make himself presentable. His parents had very strict rules about such things, and his chances of getting what he wanted were much better if he presented himself properly.

He stood and walked to the main entrance of the house. As he approached the steps up to the veranda, a servant ran out. “Kadda Esavas. Your father wishes to speak to you right away.”

“He does?” Had word somehow reached his father before Esavas even made it home?

“Yes, Kadda. Without delay. He was very clear.”

No time for a bath and a change, then; he didn’t dare irritate his father by keeping him waiting. “All right,” he told the servant. “Tell him I’m on my way.” He pushed up the sleeves of his shirt and splashed water from the fountain on his hot, sweaty face, then pulled his sharwa back on, smoothing out the wrinkles.

Anxiety gnawed at Esavas’s stomach along with his hunger as he walked through the house. The wood framing and trim of the halls was heavily carved and lacquered with lifelike flowers, more of his mother’s magical handiwork. His entire family was highly gifted in magic, except for Esavas. If the Tower could do something about his weak, stunted magic and let Esavas put the skills he did have to good use, surely his father would want that.

The door of Esavas’s father’s study stood open. But rules were rules. Esavas knocked on the door frame.

“Enter,” his father said.

Esavas walked into the spare, sparsely-furnished study. Armavas Daruvias was kneeling on a sitting mat at his low desk with a number of documents spread out before him. Was one of them a letter from the Circle of Masters at the Tower? Or a message from Master Kadizun?

“What do you mean, disappearing all morning and keeping me waiting?” Esavas’s father said without looking up from his papers.

Esavas flinched. Even if his father hadn’t hit him in several years, he still remembered all the times he’d had his face slapped or his hand or back struck with a switch in this room. “I’m sorry, Father. I thought I told you –”

“And take those boots off. We taught you better manners than to go tromping through the house with shoes on.”

Hastily, balancing on one foot and then the other, Esavas pulled off his boots, then set them outside the door.

“That’s better. Sit down.” Armavas gestured at a sitting mat across the desk from him.

Esavas knelt on the offered mat and took the message from Master Kadizun out of his coat pocket. “Father, I –”

“As you know, the subject of your future has been much on my mind lately.”

“Yes, Father, I know. I told you, I had an interview with a Learned Master from the Tower this morning. They approved my application, and they’re going to admit me to their Order. I just need you to –”

“Bah! No, boy. The Tower won’t do the family any good. It won’t bring us any money or useful connections. In fact, it’ll cost us to pay for your living there. If you had the ability to do a year or two of master-level training there in something useful, that would be one thing. But I’m not paying good money for you to go spend your life with your nose in a book.”

That wasn’t how this was supposed to go. Esavas had hoped his father wouldn’t continue objecting so strongly after he told him the Tower had accepted him. “But –”

“Therefore,” his father went on, “I’ve arranged a marriage for you.”

“Father!” he protested. What family would be desperate enough to marry one of their daughters to him? What poor girl whose parents couldn’t unload her on anyone else was going to find herself stuck with him? Was he going to find himself stuck with? Most marriages were arranged by the parents for their families’ social and financial benefit, but usually the couple at least knew and liked each other beforehand. “Father, please –”

“The betrothal,” his father cut in, watching him with hooded eyes and a small, hard smile, “is to Pirazina Uyadias.”

Everything stopped. Esavas felt like he had run at full speed into a stone wall. Every word he had meant to say about the Tower and his interview disappeared from his mind. Instead, his thoughts filled with the image of large eyes, demure and mysterious, long lashes like feathers, lush waves of shining hair, a lovely face and elegant figure. Pirazina, whom he had admired and adored with all his heart since he was nine years old.

Pirazina, his.

He had never dared to dream it could be possible. Her parents could have chosen anyone they wanted for her husband. And they had chosen him.

Somehow, he remembered to start breathing again. “I – uh –”

“I assumed you would have no objections. Your mother and I and the girl’s parents signed the agreements this morning. Of course, you being of age, your signature is required as well.” Esavas’s father pushed one of the papers towards him, then dipped a pen in ink and held it out to him.

Esavas reached for the pen, then hesitated. He had told Master Kadizun he wanted to enter the Tower and become a Master of the Higher Order of Magecraft and Scholarship. He had accepted the Order’s conditions, had begged to be accepted and promised to do his best if he was. He had given his word.

Pirazina, though, of the lovely eyes and beautiful face, the graceful curves under her bright silk sayatas like a flower about to bloom… How could he give her up?

He thought of the Tower, hundreds of parsahs away at the northern end of Mokayadora Island, filled with books and studious silence and learning, and dour, serious men like Master Kadizun. Like he would become if he went to live at the Tower.

Then he thought of Pirazina turning to look at him, her lips curving in a lovely smile, parted slightly in invitation…

He tucked the note he was holding back into his pocket, took the pen, and signed the betrothal agreement with a flourish.

A realization struck him as he wrote his name; Pirazina wouldn’t be signing the agreement. She had no choice in this. Being only seventeen, not of age yet, she had to obey her parents even though she had never given the slightest sign she was interested in him or even aware of his existence. That would change, he vowed. She might not have any choice, but he would do everything he could to show her how much he loved her and make her happy in their marriage.

He gave the pen back to his father and slid the agreement back across the desk. “Good,” his father said with a flat-lipped, satisfied smile. “We will hold the feast to formally announce the betrothal a quarter-month from now.”

“Yes, sir,” Esavas said. A quarter-month seemed very soon for a betrothal feast. But as his mind filled with visions of dancing with Pirazina in his arms beneath wedding garlands and a starry sky, suddenly it couldn’t come soon enough.

* * *

THE NEXT MORNING, Esavas returned to town and the inn where Master Kadizun was staying. He went on horseback this time rather than walking; he wanted to get this conversation over with, and he knew if he went on foot he would be fighting the whole way to keep from turning around and going home. He had been tempted to just send a note, but that was the coward’s way out. Pirazina deserved better than a coward for a husband. No, he had to explain to the Master in person that he had changed his mind.

The same maid as the day before met him at the entrance to the inn. “Good morning, honored sir. How may we serve you today?”

“I’m here to see Learned Master Kadizun again,” Esavas said. Sudden hope flared inside him; maybe Master Kadizun had already left to return to the Tower. “If he’s still here. He isn’t expecting me.”

“I’ll announce you, honored sir, and see if he is able to see you.” Esavas’s hope wilted at her words. The maid indicated some sitting cushions grouped around a low table holding pitchers of wine and juice and a platter of sweet buns. “Please be seated and make yourself comfortable.”

The inn maid disappeared down the hallway. Esavas helped himself to a glass of wine; he felt too jumpy to sit down or eat a sweet bun. The wine was sweet and fruity, suitable for this early hour of the day, and with each swallow, a warm feeling spread through him, dulling his anxiety.

A few moments later, the maid reappeared. “The Learned Master will see you now, Kadda Daruvias. Please come with me.”

Esavas tossed back the rest of his wine and followed her to Master Kadizun’s suite. She knocked at the door. “Kadda Daruvias is here, Honored Master.”

“Show him in,” Master Kadizun replied.

The maid slid the door open and Esavas went into the room. He waited, fidgeting with the cuffs of his sharwa and hoping Master Kadizun wouldn’t smell wine on him, while the Master finished writing on one of the papers on his desk. The warm, cushioned feeling the wine had given him fled, along with the speech he had carefully prepared last night during the few moments when he wasn’t thinking about Pirazina. He wanted to flee as well, but that would only postpone the inevitable.

Finally, the Master put his pen down. “Kadda Daruvias. I did not know whether to expect your parents this morning. No reply to my message ever came. Did they refuse permission?”

“I never had the chance –” Esavas stopped himself. That wasn’t true. There had been plenty of opportunity to give his parents the note from Master Kadizun. Even if he wasn’t going to enter the Tower, as a man of honor he still owed Master Kadizun the truth. “That is, I never gave them your message.”

“Oh? And why not?”

“I – I meant to show it to them. And I did tell my father. Then he told me he’d arranged a marriage for me. My parents signed the betrothal papers yesterday morning, while I was here.”

Kadizun raised his gray eyebrows. “A betrothal? To whom?”

Esavas looked down, his face growing warm. Her name seemed too glorious to speak. “Pirazina Uyadias,” he managed to say. It still didn’t seem real.

“An excellent family.” The Master tented his fingers together in front of his chin. “You’re of age; I assume you were given a choice in the matter. I take it you have accepted the arrangement even though you had already made a commitment elsewhere?”

“I…” Esavas’s face grew hotter. All at once, it seemed vitally important that Master Kadizun understand he wasn’t doing this lightly. “I’ve liked her ever since we were children. No, more than that – I’ve always loved her. She could marry anyone she wanted, but her parents chose me. How could I say no?”

“I see,” the Master said flatly. “You need to understand that if you yourself, of your own choice, withdraw your application to enter the Order, you will not be given another chance, whether or not you ever marry. Someone who is flighty of mind and unable to keep his word is not suited for life at the Tower.”

Master Kadizun’s disapproval and the finality of this decision struck a cold, heavy feeling in the pit of Esavas’s stomach. There was no going back. Once he chose one possibility, the other would be lost to him forever. He had looked forward to spending his days at the Tower in study and research, being praised and respected for the one thing he was good at. 

But how could he give up those eyes, that smile, the promise of silken hair between his fingers and soft lips against his own? It didn’t seem fair. Why couldn’t mages of the Tower marry?

But he had already signed the betrothal agreement. Even if he could bring himself to turn down the marriage, it would shame Pirazina if he changed his mind now. “I understand, Master Kadizun,” he said, not quite able to meet the Master’s eyes.

“And you still wish to withdraw your application?”

Esavas swallowed. “Yes, Honored Master.” It was harder to say than he had expected.

Mouth pressed flat, Master Kadizun made a note on one of his documents. “Very well. I will inform the Circle of Masters of your decision. It is just as well that you discovered at this point that you don’t truly want to commit to the Order rather than after you took your vows. Good day, Kadda Daruvias.”

“Good day, Honored Master,” Esavas said, bowing. He turned and left, feeling hollow inside. He had forfeited Master Kadizun’s hard-won good opinion and given up forever his hopes of entering the Tower.

But Pirazina would be his. The emptiness inside him filled with warmth. He would win her heart, and they would have a wonderful life together. And that was worth any price he had to pay.


Chapter 4

MAGELIGHTS IN A rainbow of colors hung over the gardens of Esavas’s family’s estate, and fragrant garlands of flowers draped from the walls and trees. The melodic piping of muralis and kavals, the strumming of dotaras and tanparis, and the beat of kanjira drums filled the air, playing one dance after another, fast and slow, formal and informal. Esavas’s mouth watered at the spicy, savory, and sweet scents of a hundred different dishes drifting on the warm, soft evening breeze.

This grand party was for him, Esavas kept telling himself. Him and Pirazina. He usually hated parties; he felt out of place around so many people and didn’t know the right things to say and do. There must have been more than three hundred people gathered in the gardens tonight, nearly every highborn mage from Lokadova and the surrounding area, along with House Daruvias’s bi’asan sponsor and a handful of other bi’asan nobles and highborns whom the family was obligated to invite. 

But this was his and Pirazina’s engagement party. The food was good and so was the wine, made by Pirazina’s family from the famous fragrant rice grown on their estates, and he felt fine and festive in a brand new sharwa of embroidered gold satin. New ruby earrings the same color as his power dangled from his earlobes, replacing the gold studs he usually wore. He didn’t have to worry about talking to people; all he had to do was look like a betrothed bridegroom, accept the congratulations he was offered, and smile a lot. His face was starting to ache from smiling.

He and Pirazina had been at the center of the first dance of the evening, right after their betrothal was formally announced. Custom required them to pair with others for the following dances, but Esavas took every chance he got when he passed Pirazina in the dancing to smile at her. She never smiled back, though, or if she did, it was only a fleeting hint of a smile. Her gaze always seemed to be elsewhere, not on him.

Maybe she didn’t like parties, either. For all that Esavas had known her since they were children, he really knew almost nothing about her. Maybe, between dances, he could invite her to go walking with him in a quieter part of the gardens. Or, the beach wasn’t far from his parents’ estate. They could take off their shoes and walk barefoot in the moonlight in the sand and the surf. Just the two of them, and they could talk and get to know each other better. He could ask her what she liked to do, what her magical talents were – if she grew flowers like his mother or if she had something else she was good at, what she thought of the party, how she was holding up through all the excitement.

The present dance ended and another song started up. Finally, he was free to dance with Pirazina again. He approached her where her last partner had left her and held out his hand. “Would you like to dance?” It felt strange, and good, to be able to confidently ask a girl to dance.

She hesitated, looking around, then shrugged. “I guess.”

She took his arm and he guided her into the dance circle. They touched briefly as they turned and circled each other, bowed and stepped and turned again. Each touch sent warm shivers through Esavas, but still Pirazina never quite looked at him.

“You’re the best dancer here,” he said. It was only the truth; her movements were neat and graceful and precisely on rhythm.

Her only response was a shrug as her eyes glanced away.

Demure, as a young bride-to-be was expected to be. But he didn’t like it. He wanted her to smile, to look at him, to say something. “Do you like dancing?”

“I guess.”

“Would you rather go for a walk? I can show you my mother’s orchid garden. Or we could go to the beach.”

She gave a slight shake of her head. “I’d rather stay here.”

The dance ended. Right away, several young, and not so young, men clustered around Pirazina, asking her to partner them for the next dance. She shook her head and slipped away. Esavas supposed he should ask his sister Rayaluna for the next dance, but she hadn’t left the side of her suitor, Zoraster, all evening, though a dozen men flocked around her between each dance. Raya and Pirazina were considered great beauties; the Orchids of Lokadova, they were sometimes called. Though Esavas didn’t think his sister was half as beautiful as Pirazina.

Anyway, he had better things to do than dance with his sister. Esavas followed Pirazina from the dance circle to one of the groups of tables scattered through the gardens. Even if she didn’t want to dance, she was his betrothed and this was their party and he should stay by her side and tend to her enjoyment.

She didn’t join her parents, who were seated on a raised dais with Esavas’s parents. Instead, she went to a table where several other young ladies were sitting and knelt on an empty cushion with them. Right away, all the girls leaned their heads together over the table behind unfolded, fluttering fans. The beads and gems and embroidery on their silk sayatas sparkled and shimmered in the magelight. Faint whispers and giggles drifted up from the group.

Normally, approaching a gaggle of girls would have been one of the most terrifying things Esavas could think of. But this was his party, his and Pirazina’s betrothal feast. And it was his duty and pleasure, his right and his responsibility, to see to her comfort. He grabbed another glass of the excellent rice wine and downed it, then sauntered over to the girls.

As he waited for a lull in the soft chatter, he admired Pirazina. She really was the most beautiful girl here, in her pale green sayata embroidered with pink and gold. Her eyes were outlined with kohl, and touches of red tint brightened her lips and cheeks; as a betrothed woman, she could now wear cosmetics. Multiple rings adorned each of her slender fingers. When they were married, he would give her a new set of rings to wear on her right hand, connected with fine bejeweled chains to a bracelet matching the one he would begin wearing on his right wrist. Maybe he could get a set with rubies to match his power. Or gems to match the color of her magic. He realized he didn’t even know what color her power was. He would have to ask her to show him. He could find out himself, using his mage senses – they might be just strong enough for that – but it was more polite to ask.

At length, one girl looked up and saw him. She covered her mouth in a soft gasp, bringing the conversation to a stop. Pirazina glanced up, then looked down at her hands, folded on the table, gripping her fan.

“Are you all right, Pirazina?” Esavas asked.

“I’m fine,” she said quietly, not looking at him.

“I’ll get you some food.”

Without waiting for her response, he headed for one of the tables kept laden with dishes of food brought out from the kitchens by a steady stream of servants. He took a round platter made of nearly translucent porcelain and filled it with the most perfect, delicious-looking morsels from the large bowls and trays. Gingered fish, bits of white chicken dipped in bitter chocolate, tiny balls of the Uyadias family’s rice wrapped in spicy yakesha leaves, shrimp jeweled with pomegranate seeds, orange sections peeled of their membranes and dipped in sweet gingered chocolate. He took some silver eating-sticks, in case she was too dainty to eat with her fingers, and some fine cotton napkins, in case she wasn’t, and two more glasses of wine, one for her and one for himself.

On his way back to the table, a group of young men surrounded Esavas. He didn’t know them very well; they were a few years younger than him and didn’t belong to his training cadre but to the one that came after. “Hey, Daruvias,” one of them said. “Finally got a girl to say yes to you, huh?”

The other youths laughed, jostling around him. Esavas held the platter and glasses of wine closer to his chest, to keep them from being spilled. “Our parents –”

“You do know what to do with a girl, don’t you?” asked another of the young men. “Just like a book.” He used his hands, pressed together like the covers of a book, to demonstrate. “You lay her on her back on the table, then open her legs wide like the cover –”

A sharp smack to the youth’s head from a folded fan cut off his words. Esavas looked, face burning, to see Rayaluna standing behind the boy, holding the fan, a red-violet one to match her favorite sayata and the color of her magic. Her suitor, Zoraster, stood beside her, his arms folded across his chest, glowering at the group.

“At least my brother knows not to speak so disrespectfully of young ladies in public,” Rayaluna said.

“Off with you,” Zoraster added in a growl. The youths scattered.

Esavas struggled to find his tongue. Raya was two years older than him and usually did her best to pretend he didn’t exist. She had never come to his rescue before. “Thank you,” he finally managed.

Raya heaved a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. “You are so embarrassing.” She took Zoraster’s arm and the two of them disappeared into the throng of guests.

By the time Esavas returned to Pirazina’s table, all the other girls were back out in the dance circle. Pirazina sat alone, looking out at the dancing like she wished she was there too. Esavas mentally kicked himself; he should have been here to offer to dance with her.

He set the platter and the two glasses of wine on the table, then settled himself on one of the vacated cushions. “I hope you’re hungry. The food is really good.” He grabbed one of the shrimp with a pair of eating-sticks and popped it into his mouth.

Pirazina nodded and glanced down at the food, then went back to watching the dancing without eating anything.

She didn’t want to be here; that was clear. She really didn’t want to marry him. Hoping they could talk about it and come to an understanding, Esavas ventured to say, “This was all very unexpected.”

She nodded again, just once.

“The day my father told me, I had an interview just that morning with a Learned Master from the Tower. He told me they were going to admit me to the Tower. But I’d much rather marry you than go live in a tower with a bunch of old men.” He hesitated, gathering his courage. “I know your parents probably didn’t give you any choice, but… are you happy?”

For a long moment, she didn’t answer. Then she shrugged, her slender shoulders moving up and down beneath the pale green silk of her sayata wrap. “I suppose,” she said without looking away from the circles of dancers.

Esavas followed her gaze out to the people dancing, spinning, and weaving amongst each other – and to the young man dancing with one of her friends. Valazan Buradias, the best student in Esavas’s training cadre. All evening, Esavas realized, every time Pirazina had been looking away from him, that was who she was looking at.

He wilted inside. Of course Pirazina preferred Valazan to him. What girl wouldn’t? Valazan was everything he wasn’t, effortlessly handsome, strong in body and skilled in magic, easy and confident around people.

And Pirazina hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him all evening.

The fragile, unfamiliar confidence he had felt this evening crumbled even further. Was he going to have to spend the rest of his life knowing she preferred someone else and was unhappy with him? He imagined them living out their lives together, miserable and full of resentment. No, he decided. He wouldn’t do that to her, or to himself. He would make himself into someone she could admire and be happy with. Someone more like Valazan.

“I’ll do anything in the world to make you happy,” he said.

She smoothed her skirts across her lap, then glanced sideways at him with a small twist of one corner of her mouth that was almost a smile.

Esavas’s worries eased. He ate a chocolate-covered orange section, then drank down half of his glass of wine. He had made Pirazina smile, and he was only getting started. He would win her heart and admiration along with her hand, and they would be the happiest couple in the world.


Chapter 5

ESAVAS WALKED ONTO the beach and stripped off his white training tunic. The sun was bright and hot in the cloudless sky, the sand not quite unbearable under his bare feet. Usually, no matter how hot it was, he kept his tunic on during training sessions. Cadre training was difficult enough without having to listen to the taunts that met him when he did take his shirt off. Preferring studying, which he was good at, to exercise, which he wasn’t, he didn’t have as much in the way of muscles as the others in his group. And he seriously lagged behind the others in the growth of his whiskers and the hair on his chest. Weak in magic, he had no tattoos symbolizing his magical strengths among the tattoos on his back showing his name and family heritage. He hadn’t even earned his ashrivi yet, the symbol tattooed on the palm of a mage’s strong hand that helped them focus their power.

But today was different. He was betrothed to Pirazina Uyadias, and today was the day he would start becoming a man she could admire and love and be happy to be married to.

He dropped his tunic onto the pile of other discarded tunics on the sand, and twisted and bound his hair into its usual topknot. The muscles, at least, would come with hard work. And in the two days since he had shaved for the betrothal feast, he thought he had acquired some respectable stubble. Faking the confidence he hoped he would soon feel, he strode into the group.

The other members of his cadre were strutting around shirtless, showing off their muscles, boasting and teasing and making the usual ribald comments about how they would regenerate their power after the training session. The ones who were already married, who sported their wife’s family sigils tattooed on their backs alongside their own, spoke with relish of replenishing their magic with their wives, most of whom would also be depleted from their own morning’s training or work, while others talked about inn maids they would visit later. When he joined the numbers of the married men in a few months, Esavas resolved, he would never debase his relationship with Pirazina by talking about her that way.

Though it would be wonderful to go home and be met by her offering him a cool drink and a welcoming smile, and then they would lie down together so they could rest and –

Warmth stirred in his groin. Hastily, he pulled his mind from those thoughts. It wasn’t gentlemanly to think of Pirazina that way before they were married. And anyway, the last thing he needed during cadre training was teasing about an ill-timed hard-on.

“Hey, Daruvias.” One of his cadre mates stepped in front of him and poked at his chin. “Look at that. Itchy and Twitchy have a new baby brother. What are you going to name it?”

As the others laughed, Esavas pushed his hand away. “Very funny.”

“Oh, and look. You’ve got dirt on you.” The other guy swiped at the sparse growth of hair on Esavas’s chest.

Instinctively, Esavas wanted to retreat under the taunting. But no more. He was tired of being a coward, tired of always crawling away. Pirazina deserved better than that. He shoved the other man. “Back off.”

“Ooh,” the others said. “The hairless shrimpling’s getting scary.”

“Limp minnow thinks he’s a big man now.”

Beyond the young men crowding around him, jostling and jeering, Esavas saw Valazan Buradias and his best friend, Orpajin Kalentias, the second-best student in the cadre, looking on. Orpajin was watching with great interest and amusement; Valazan was stony-faced, as usual. Esavas suspected the others were always trying to impress Valazan by ganging up on him, or even doing Valazan’s dirty work for him of keeping Esavas in his place.

But he was done with being an easy target. He couldn’t fight them, but he could refuse to back down. As they went on taunting him, he folded his arms across his chest and stared straight ahead, face burning, hoping they would lose interest if they couldn’t get a reaction out of him.

Master Arbasad strode up to the group, clapping his hands, interrupting the fun. “Take your positions,” he ordered.

Shuffling around, and with a good bit of pushing and joking, the members of the cadre formed into several straight rows, standing at attention with their feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind their backs. For centuries, mage warriors had served proudly in the armies of the Mardavian Islands under various rulers, both mage and bi’asan, fighting with sword, body, and magic. As relations between mages and bi’asan deteriorated and especially after the Co-Existence Treaty was imposed on mages seventy years ago, the role of mages in the Mardavian military had greatly decreased. Still, mage families upheld the proud martial discipline and traditions of their ancestors.

Today, instead of his accustomed place in the back row, Esavas took a spot at the front. Valazan Buradias and Orpajin Kalentias were in the row behind him; as Esavas stood at attention, he tried to pretend not to be aware of their eyes on him, boring into his back, and the loudly-whispered insults from the rest of the group.

Master Arbasad walked among the cadre, making his initial inspection, correcting those whose posture or position was imperfect, silencing those who were still talking. He came to a halt in front of Esavas. “Not hiding at the back today, are we, Daruvias?” he said. “Allow me to congratulate you on your betrothal.”

“Mud-sucking hatchling,” Orpajin muttered behind Esavas.

He carefully avoided showing that he had heard the insult; Orpajin would go after weakness like a cat after a fish dropped from a fishmonger’s cart. On the other hand, Orpajin also didn’t like being ignored. Either way, Esavas resigned himself to paying the price for being the object of Orpajin’s attention later. “Thank you, Master Arbasad,” he said, bowing deeply. “I’m going to work hard and get stronger, to be a credit to my bride and our families. Please don’t go easy on me.”

Muffled laughter broke out behind him and Master Arbasad arched his eyebrows. “If that’s what you want, Daruvias, I’ll be glad to honor your request.”

True to his word, during the warmup exercises, Master Arbasad clapped out a faster beat than usual with his hands. Step, punch, turn, lunge, block. Step, high punch, knee up, kick… Esavas pushed himself to maintain the pace and to perform the forms perfectly. Working magic required as much physical discipline as mental discipline, and if he worked harder to train his body, surely he would be better able to use the little power he did have.

With each repetition of the sequence, Master Arbasad pushed the pace even faster. Usually, the group did three repetitions of the warmup exercises. Since he had started his new private training regimen, Esavas found the three sets easier than they used to be. But now, the Master took the group through four, five, then six repetitions, each one faster than the last. Esavas’s lungs labored and the muscles of his legs and arms burned. With each repetition and each increase in speed, the other students complained more loudly.

Halfway through the sixth set, Esavas’s legs gave out. He collapsed to his knees in the sand, dripping sweat, heaving for breath. Master Arbasad took the rest of the group through two more repetitions, then let them stop. They dropped to the ground, grumbling. “Stupid mud-sucker,” Orpajin growled behind Esavas. “I’ll get you for this.”

“As you requested, Daruvias,” Master Arbasad said, “I am not going easy on you. Are you ready to continue, or have you had enough?”

The complaints turned to laughter. Esavas dug his fingers into the sand. He would not quit. Especially not in front of Valazan and Orpajin. He forced himself to stand on legs that felt weak as cooked noodles and brushed the sand off the knees of his white training trousers. “I’m ready to go on.”

Next came a round of sword training. This was something else Esavas was supposed to be good at that he wasn’t. Much as he wanted to be, he was so awkward at it he was afraid to even try. But today, he resolved, would be different. Instead of making only a passive half-effort at the drills, he forced himself to truly engage. Then, when the practice fights started, he dove into the first one, determined to do more than flail around with random defensive moves.

And found himself, a few heartbeats later, flat on his back in the sand, tricked and thrown off balance by his opponent’s moves, his legs smacked out from under him by the flat of his opponent’s sword. The blunted point of the practice sword came to rest on his throat. “Yield.”

“I’m not –”

“You have to yield,” Master Arbasad said. “In a real fight, you’d be dead now.”

“All right,” Esavas grumbled, hating his weakness. “I yield.”

The point of the practice sword left his throat and Esavas sat up, sand clinging to his sweaty back and drifting from his bound-up hair. Through the rest of the sword training, he had to yield four more times with not a single win. But at least he went down fighting instead of retreating. An improvement over how he had always done before, he thought, though Master Arbasad offered no praise.

The cadre put the swords away, drank some water, and assembled for magical training. “Shield yourself, Daruvias,” Master Arbasad said. “Make it a good one; we’ll all be attacking you at once.”

As the other guys exclaimed in surprise, Esavas opened his mouth to object. It was never done that way, the entire cadre against one person. But he had asked Master Arbasad not to go easy on him. “Yes, sir,” he said.

He reached inside himself, groping for his sparse power. He took hold of some and pulled it to the surface; it responded reluctantly. It didn’t help that he was already exhausted from the morning’s exercises; handling magic, especially magic as sluggish as his, required physical energy. Finally, he collected enough ruby-red magic in his right hand to shape a shield. He added more power, as much as he could dredge up, then with a broad gesture spread the power into a meager, ragged defensive shield around himself.

Almost before he had the shield in place, Master Arbasad called out, “Attack!”

A barrage of attacks in a multitude of different colors flew against Esavas’s shield as the Master counted out loud. The barrier shuddered beneath the attacks; Esavas dug his heels into the sand and bore down, holding the shield in place with everything he had.

He lasted to a count of six before the attacks broke down his shield. A final attack from behind slammed him to the sand. The impact drove all the breath from his body and made his head ring.

As he lay trying to get his lungs to fill again, laughter and insults filtered through the ringing in his ears. Resentment boiled up hot inside him. At least he was trying. How many of them would last much longer than he had, with the whole cadre attacking at once?

He rolled onto his back, spitting sand from his mouth and wiping it from his face. Master Arbasad was standing over him. “That last – attack,” Esavas gasped. “After – the shield –”

“It was released before the shield came down. It was a fair attack. You asked me not to go easy on you. Changed your mind?”

Esavas felt like a mountain had been dropped on him. The emptiness of drained power gnawed and burned through him, twisting his stomach and tightening his loins with uncomfortable need. He was only making a fool of himself. He should just accept that he was weak and would always be weak, and try to find some other way to win Pirazina’s admiration.

Give up and crawl away in shame like he’d always done.

No. No more. With strength he hadn’t thought he had, he pushed himself up and got to his feet. Breathing hard, fighting to stay upright on his trembling legs, he looked Master Arbasad in the eye. The Master was half a head shorter than Esavas, his height an indicator of lowborn blood or descent from another part of the Islands, not highborn Mokayadoran descent like the young men he taught. But he gave off an aura of strength and authority that always made Esavas feel like a small child before him. Now, the Master’s gaze met Esavas’s, challenging and skeptical.

Another urge to run away and hide wormed through Esavas, but he refused to give in to it. Not any more. “Give me another challenge.”

Master Arbasad lifted his eyebrows. “Another challenge? Well, then.” He thought a moment. “I heard you want to learn weather-working.”

Esavas’s face burned. He had thought that dream was a well-kept secret. But if Master Arbasad had somehow found out, there was no point in denying it. “Yes, sir. If I had enough power –”

“We’ll see how bad you really want it. Buradias, come give Daruvias his first lesson.”

Esavas wished he could sink into the sand. He should have said no. Valazan held the coveted position of apprentice to Lokadova’s weather-master, and he was going to make a complete fool of Esavas.

Valazan came and stood in front of Esavas, facing him with his usual unsmiling, unreadable expression. It was almost impossible to ever guess what Valazan was thinking by the look on his face. Did Valazan like Pirazina as much as she liked him? Esavas suddenly wondered. If he did, he must be angry about her betrothal to Esavas, though he showed no sign of it.

No, Valazan wouldn’t show anger. He would just stand back and let his friends do the talking. And the hitting. But now, he didn’t have to hide behind his friends. He could do whatever he wanted to Esavas, with Master Arbasad’s blessing.

Esavas forced himself to meet Valazan’s eyes. “I’m ready to learn,” he said. “Teach me.”

Valazan took a step back. A deep bronze glow grew around his hands as he called up his power. “I’m going to hit you with some wind. Push it back against me.”

Esavas didn’t have much power left after making that shield. He scraped inside himself for everything he could find and drew it into his hands, a feeble red flicker.

Valazan made a wide sweeping gesture with both arms. Wind hit Esavas with the fury of a hurricane, from all directions at once. He staggered










OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MAGE or
ST()IQ\/\AND SE]\

THE COMPLETE SERIES

BL '\ INDS (ﬁl

ANGIC
(O

[SoE=

T

IQ(RA HALLAND





