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      The small, stone Reflection Chamber normally felt comforting to Apprentice Goresi Awinish.

      Barely four of her strides across in each direction, with only one window facing the red, orange, and purple of an autumn sunset. The rippled glass cast wavery light across the pale gray walls. A long, thin cushion covered with coarse brown fabric provided the only protection from the smooth blue stone of the floor.

      Goresi had long ago figured out the trick of kneeling on the end of the cushion, then folding the rest behind her and over her heels, making a surprisingly comfortable prop for her backside. Not the height of luxury, perhaps, but infinitely better than trying to arrange herself any other way.

      That pose left her pale-yellow apprentice robe in a half-circle around her, the soft wool drifting itself into tiny ridges and valleys. A temporary garment the color of her immature magic, the robe didn’t have any of the elaborate embroidery that signified a full mage.

      Those patterns in colorful and often metallic thread transformed a simple garment into both a symbol and an actual object of power.

      Like all unmarried women across the vast continent of Hanferthen, her hair fell loose and free past her shoulders. Her mother and sisters kept their own dark blonde waves bound, and expected Goresi to someday do the same.

      Even before she’d left home to pursue her training, she’d expected to do otherwise.

      The only other thing in the room when she’d walked in was a small bronze cup, and a rough ceramic pitcher full of Caderna: cool water drawn from deep beneath the plateau of Dirgelan. She’d never tasted water or anything else so sweet and complex, with a sharp mineral aftertaste that always left her wanting to drink more.

      Or anything as deeply steeped in the power of the massive crystals and gems that drove so much of the study and use of magic that it glowed with its own faint rainbow shimmer.

      Only mages and their apprentices drank Caderna, and only when they were in their high, arid city. Even nearing the end of her years of apprenticeship, Goresi hadn’t begun to get used to the potent surge a single sip gave her.

      Apprentices facing what they hoped was their final challenge—like Goresi—enjoyed an unlimited supply.

      An array of small objects waited beside her, arranged on a circle of leather than matched her robe, even though she really shouldn’t be using most of them right now.

      A glittering array of gemstones of various shapes and sizes, all chips and fragments of the much larger stones deep under her feet.

      Three candles about the same size as her thumb: one white, one black, one sparkling silver. Each produced a flame the same color as its wax, and played a different part in the rituals she’d practiced and repeated until they were natural as breathing.

      A shallow copper bowl covered with the swoops and whorls of magical symbols she’d designed to expand her power. Practice work for designs she hoped to use on her proper mage robe in a few days’ time.

      Providing she chose new wool in the still-unknown color for her mature magic. From what she’d heard in the swirling mess of apprentice rumors, that wouldn’t be nearly as simple as it sounded.

      Making the wrong choice once could be forgiven with several months of further training and practice.

      A second incorrect choice would be the end of her dreams of stepping into the world as an Honored Mage.

      All of her tools paled beside the most important for the newest, raw apprentice or the most experienced, powerful Honored Mage. A colorless crystal the length of her longest finger, and narrow enough to fit comfortably into her palm.

      Her Focus Stone.

      A shard of the massive Elemental Crystal deep beneath Dirgelan.

      A deeply sacred object she’d only behold for herself if she passed this final test.

      Goresi picked up her Focus Stone and held it in her open hand. It lit with a warm, yellow glow, not much different than the sun growing ever closer to the rocky edge of the plateau.

      Once it set completely and slipped out of sight, she’d be out of time.

      And right now her mind wandered and jumped and jittered in a most undisciplined and frustrating manner.

      She drew in a deep breath, reminding herself of her most unusual talent, one she hoped would serve her well as a full mage.

      Assuming she managed to drag her focus and attention under control.

      The thing that set her apart—and helped convince her parents and the teaching mages that she truly belonged here—was her ability to smell even the faintest trace of magic.

      Right now she caught each individual gemstone, her Focus Stone, and the strong hit of Caderna. Lingering traces of mages and apprentices alike who’d spent time in this same room. A faint and ever-present touch of the magic of the plain of Dirgelan itself, woven into the plants and stone and the very air.

      Not exactly as smells, like baking bread or fresh-turned soil or the herb and flower gardens close to the kitchens.

      This was more a sensation.

      A tingling shiver.

      An idea of the color of the magic, and a sense of its strength.

      Almost like a sound that set off an echoing, answering tone from her own magic deep inside.

      Goresi had no idea how uncommon her ability was until she arrived in Dirgelan as an excited fifteen-year-old, after a walk of several months from her distant plains home of Hameatha.

      That seemingly endless walk in the company of a traveling Honored Mage had given her a glimpse into the astonishing knowledge she would spend the next decade of her life devouring in every waking second, then practicing and contemplating even in her dreams.

      She shook her head, frustrated at how her thoughts were once again wandering at will.

      The whole purpose of this quiet time to herself in one of the city’s many Reflection Chambers was to prepare for the evening’s test. To ponder the lessons she’d learned, the discoveries she’d made in over ten years of intensive study and practice.

      To bring those milestones into focus, observe them, and store them in the organized corners of her mind. Discover the meaning, let it direct her path toward what would allow her to best serve, while returning both pleasure and reward in that service.

      So she could walk before the Council of Mages clear-headed, and emerge as a full mage herself.

      She took a drink of Caderna, paying close attention to the way it refreshed her. Not only in her mouth and throat, cooling all the way down to her belly. It also provided a boost to her magic. One that promised to clear the jitteriness of her mind.

      She’d already considered several of her more notorious exploits during her training. Accidentally discovering how to store her youthful, untrained magic in tiny silver baubles should have been the most important, or at least the most substantial. But that memory and the uncomfortable amount of attention that went with it only made her lack of focus worse.

      “By all the powers that be,” Goresi whispered, “I choose to control my mind, not be controlled by my careless thoughts.”

      And yet, in this case, she might need to let her instinctive magic take control instead of directing it.

      Make her ever-active and always curious mind step aside for a change.

      Another sip of Caderna, and the chance to inhale deeply of its rippling power.

      Then Goresi clasped her Focus Stone in both hand and closed her eyes.

      She followed the first ripple that rose to the calm surface of memories.
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      If Goresi had to conjure one more glowing trail showing her own footprints, she was afraid she’d sit right down on the stony ground of the practice field and cry.

      Possibly only the rough, uncomfortably bumpy reality of that ground beneath her sturdy leather boots stopped her from doing just that.

      An expanse of the exposed rust-colored bedrock of the Dirgelan Plateau might make the perfect spot for illuminating a trail without the helpful use of mud, soft grass, or even much dust.

      But trying to sit on it could only make the unpleasant business of feeling sorry for oneself worse, especially when not one person nearby would spare her an instant of sympathy.

      She and a swarm of other apprentices—of various ages but similar levels of experience—had been repeating the words out loud, under their breath, and in their minds for what felt like hours.

      But she knew the words themselves didn’t matter, not once they were properly committed to memory.

      The real key to conjurings and spells and enchantments was learning how to recreate the feel of the specific magic. To understand how this created a different sensation in her mind and through the Focus Stone in her hand than conjuring a rope of light.

      Both involved creating a glow where one hadn’t been before, yes.

      Both helped with finding her way in a new place, which almost all of the vast city of Dirgelan still was to her, with its endless rows of streets and curving boulevards, packed full of buildings of every possible size, shape, and material.

      But the energy of both a rope of light and a glowing tracery of her footsteps took up an entirely different space in her magic.

      Goresi had shown an early knack for that idea for whatever reason, giving her perhaps an unfair advantage over apprentices sometimes ten years her senior at fifteen. During moments like this, when she struggled to keep from shouting out her frustration, she wondered if quick learning might be more of a disadvantage instead.

      To distract herself while her fellow apprentices struggled, she concentrated on refining her conjuring. Playing with it, if she wanted to be honest.

      She stood in a big rounded area to herself, like everyone did to keep from trampling over each others’ paths. Unlike most of the others, Goresi’s footprints still glowed in the eerie yellow they’d taken on almost at once, outlining the spiral pattern she’d walked within her practice space.

      Glancing to her right, she caught sight of a brilliant pink robe without paying attention to who wore it. An easy push inward, and a careful adjustment to the feel of her conjuring, and Goresi’s footprints took on the same pink while the circle next to hers remained bedrock rust with nothing illuminated at all, no matter how hard the apprentice there swore.

      She did the same with pale blue, deepest black, and a rich burgundy. Then she worked through sparkling gold, silver, and copper, before turning each of her prints into a different color at the same time.

      A prickly aroma of delicately sweet magic alerted her before someone spoke.

      “How did you do that?”

      She turned to see a short, slender girl in the practice circle next to hers, with a head full of thick brown hair floating in the breeze. The girl’s robe was an intense, rich orange. Only a couple of matching footprint shapes marked the ground around her.

      Her pale blue eyes were wide, but thank all the powers that be, her expression was more curious and admiring than upset.

      “I just...well, I figured out how to change the color is all.”

      Goresi knew her cheeks were flaming red, but she wasn’t sure why or what to do about it.

      She hadn’t meant to show off or make anyone else feel bad. With an older brother, two older sisters, and more younger siblings, she was much too familiar with that kind of teasing behavior to want to pass it along to a stranger.

      A stranger who grinned and mouthed a silent wow as she took a few steps closer.

      Steps that didn’t show up on the ground at all.

      “I’m only getting a few of my footprints to light up, and not for very long. Yours look like paintings or something, they’re so vivid. I’m Machia, by the way. Did you learn how to do that before
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