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    01 – Something Happens


    No one expected this. Except Xelle, who had seen these pers up close, and now put nothing past them. It didn’t take long to assess a heart of greed, nor to understand the contracting yet boundless nature of its audacity.


    She laughed. To herself. Perhaps a more proper (though that was definitely not the word) immersion into the magesphere was making her Magier than ever. “How long until they’re here?” she asked the Staff Mage as he escorted her into the room.


    “A half hour,” Mage Dram replied. “And only that because—”


    “Time is pressing,” Spire Mage Beleg interrupted, his normally sonorous voice sounding strained. “What will they want, Xeleanor?”


    Mage Beleg had omitted her title, but in this context, Xelle did not mind. For the most part these last months, they had let her be, affording her most privileges of a visiting Mage of low rank. While she knew she couldn’t let her guard down—after all, somewhere in this huge Tower she knew a Mage was covertly under control of the same Lunests who now walked up the wide road in a moveroom caravan she could already imagine—she felt a certain comfort and trust around the Grand Spire Mages. They did not, she had learned, enjoy games.


    Or, she should say, games they’d not elected to play. Xelle felt the same.


    “I believe they want to take at least one dragon under their control. However, as I am the only way they know how to locate dragons without attempting to directly approach and assail them again, they will want custody of me.”


    Another thing Xelle appreciated about Grand culture. No one here would gasp, or belabor the ethics of such an obviously unethical suggestion. Instead, they parsed it.


    Spire Mage Shan gripped the hilt of her wand against her primary side table. “They have no standing in custody for well-being. And custody for transgression would take you out of their reach.”


    Funny, that. An irreparable transgression, if they could argue or bribe their way to it, would take her directly to Frond Tower, where having a turned Mage in the right position could put Xelle directly under their control. Yet last Xelle knew (or believed), Irla had specifically wanted to stay away from Frond, Dust, and Ever Towers. Xelle also had contacts at Frond, something Irla would have to know. Well, barely contacts. She could hardly remember the names of the pers she’d worked with there, it had been so long ago and such a confusing whirlwind of a time. Yeah, they probably wanted her out of the Towers entirely. Then, who would know why she suddenly disappeared one day.


    “Which leaves the distinct possibility they are here to convince you that I must not be allowed to reside here, to open their options.” Much had changed for Xelle to state such a thing so plainly.


    But that’s the thing. Much had changed.


    “I’d prefer to stay here with the Spire during their visit.” She did not want to say that she knew, somewhere (still potentially including this room) that a Grand Mage was turned, working for the Lunests. She stared directly at Spire Mage Sandaba. Of them all, she trusted him the most. (And not just because he boldly framed his bared cleavage in much the style of Firana, Stalker of Night, but also because of one of those connections that felt even beyond the understanding of Arc Magic. Not that she was going to broach either with the tall, confident Mage. She’d sound like an admi.)


    Sandaba had noticed her gaze. “I concur,” he said. “I think your presence would be valuable.” With a glance to Mage Dram, he continued. “They arrive, uninvited, with immediate concerns regarding a Mage, they have no right to dictate who remains in our chamber.”


    As Dram nodded and left the room, Xelle did her very, very, best to not react outwardly to Sandaba calling her a Mage. And it was clear not everyone thought this was a good idea. But none enough to argue with Sandaba. Or at least, not in front of Xelle.


    Soon, an indistinct, yet comfortable, padded chair was pulled to the side and offered to her. She sat in it, not noticing the weakness in her legs until they finally let go her body’s weight. She ran her fingers against the worn but soft upholstery as she waited, tracing out little loops and vines into the short pile next to her legs.


    Four ceremonially-dressed attendants entered first, in layers of red velvet and golden fringe, with an embroidered L prominently displayed. Between them, a hu of Irla’s make who was specifically not Irla. She stepped forward, her voice clear and unwavering. “You are in the presence of Este Irla Du’Lunest and Este Mark Du’Lunest.” By the time she’d finished the proclamation, Mark and Irla had indeed entered, standing just enough in front of their attendants that instead of looking at petitioners before a Spire, they were two groups of seven, facing each other. Xelle had the image of herself as a puck between them.


    Irla looked starkly ahead, not in the aloof off-white Xelle had first seen her in, but in a tailored red suit, brighter than but coordinating with the attendants. The matching slouchy cap convinced Xelle that she had a cap made to match every outfit. Which . . . meant she had different pants for every shirt? Anyway, this was not the point.


    Mark looked much the same as before, in another configuration of shiny black and titanium accents. Somehow the coolest clothes made to look less cool simply because he was wearing them. Again, he wore a different set of tinted glasses, though these more muted than the last. His Tower look, she thought with almost a giggle.


    It was at that moment she realized that her anxiety had taken a different form. Her pressure had increased. Her fingers shook. So, she was clearly upset. But she did not fear them. She wasn’t sure if that was . . . wise. More to parse later.


    Crown Mage Da’Selin did not rise, but bowed forward in her chair. “We were not expecting your visit, and our clerks said the details could only be spoken to us directly. Given what must then be a matter of sensitivity and urgency, please proceed with your petition.”


    Oh. Now Xelle really had to keep her calm. But, of course. Mark and Irla thought they could stomp in anywhere. And, yeah, here they were. And while the Spire Mages must know the two were best not dismissed—not holding the power that they did—they were still Spire Mages. Xelle sat up a little. Mark was now looking her way, though with the tint of the glasses, Xelle couldn’t quite meet his eyes.


    “I see that you are aware of the source of our mutual trouble, yet there is no need for her to be here.” Irla barely flicked two fingers in Xelle’s direction.


    “Agreed,” Crown Mage Da’Selin answered. “Now, please proceed with your petition.”


    Was Xelle . . . supposed to leave? With gratitude, she saw Spire Mage Sandaba looking her way. A subtle shift of his eyes told her clearly. No. Stay. She tried to sit straighter.


    Irla paused, her displeasure apparent, then with whatever calculations she had made, continued. “Xeleanor Du’Tam trespassed onto our property and used a slash of illicit magic to threaten and harm us. In her lack of skill of such subjects, she forcefully broke through one of our skylight windows and left through it, terrifying our staff with a shower of glass shards. As she was alone, we are certain Ever Tower did not receive the truth of what occurred from her, yet they gleaned enough to expel her, as Arc Tower had before that. We are concerned that you also have been given a ruse.” Irla paused to reach for an unstoppered drink of water held out by an attendant. She needed water already? So, like, she was pausing on purpose?


    Alone. Oh, Fira. This was a test. Kern was probably trying to repair their relationship, but Irla was worried Xelle had compromised him. So if Xelle agreed she was alone or made up another story, the Lunests might suspect the truth—that she’d gone there with Kern on purpose, to see what they could learn while forcing a more direct relationship and higher stakes for the Lunests. It had gone poorly, and she’d, you know, sort of attacked him with time, and she hadn’t talked to him since. She had the feeling that was fine with Kern, that he’d agree that distance was needed. But she didn’t want anyone to know any of this; keeping the Lunests believing that the Arc Spire Mage was loyal to their plotting was not an advantage she’d want to toss.


    She didn’t have time to be clever. Mages had been there, to tell Mark and Irla what she’d cast. Kern would have had to explain it, or at least explain that it was ‘illicit’ and thus unexpected. And the Lunests would never have come up with a story using that magic unless Xelle had really done it. Yet, if Kern had really captured her and she’d escaped him, wouldn’t she tell the Mages immediately of the threat? She was good at truth. Not stalling. Truth. She tried to divert.


    “Yes, I went there. I . . . didn’t intrude. They let me in. And I turned the magic to get away.” She whipped over to face the Spire. “They said they’d keep me there; capture me there. My emotions overtook me, and I snapped time. With Arc. It echoed, in my mind. When I think of it, that’s what I see. The slice.” Without more time to consider what she was saying, she was terrified to make a mistake; something she couldn’t take back. The best she could do was throw Irla off her game. Which . . . with a glance she realized she was not doing.


    “Secrets,” she managed to cast, directly into Mage Sandaba’s ear. “Help.”


    He stood and snapped toward her, his face furious. “You should have told us. That is dangerous magic, Xeleanor. No wonder Avail showed you his door. Do you know what a cast like that can do to time in a moment? To your mind?” He sat down, his head shaking. “I do not meddle in the affairs of Arc, but a cast like that done improperly can snap in both directions, taking with it the memories past and ahead.” He looked back at Irla as though considering it. “Ever found her soon after, wandering around the Arc Village, muddled and asking anything she could learn.”


    “She doesn’t remember it,” Mark said, his voice tense.


    “That could explain why she told us none of this,” Sandaba replied, sitting back with a frustrated sigh. “We could revisit asking more.”


    “No need; it doesn’t matter,” she snapped. “Any loss of memory happened after a series of transgressions, to which she has just admitted. We request, for the safety of those in Grand Region, that Xeleanor Du’Tam be permanently renounced by and expelled from the magesphere, immediately.”


    Normally quiet, it was the eldest Mage, Spire Mage Ghalen who spoke. Also, Xelle could not help but remember, the one who had made the wall of magic when she arrived. At the time it had seemed patronizing, but she’d come to see it as a bit . . . grandparently. Antiquated. Almost a sign of respect from his view, to let her show them who she was herself with the directness of Grand, rather than with the acuity of Arc or the patience of Ever.


    His gruff voice was measured and low. “Do you also petition for finances, for the damage done?”


    Irla’s lip twitched, but it was Mark who answered. “We don’t need your coins; I make glass. I could order a thousand of those windows made without a scratch to my ledger.”


    “Mmm. Could we offer the assistance of Frond Mages, to evaluate and help treat any trauma to your staff?”


    “They are fine,” Irla snapped.


    “I’m glad to hear that,” Spire Mage Ghalen said, leaning back. “I can have a statement drafted, codifying our regrets at—”


    “We don’t want your apologies; we want your action against a clear danger, which I have just explained and she has just confirmed.” Irla thrust an arm her way.


    Crown Mage Da’Selin raised a hand. Xelle knew it. The informal gesture of ‘this is over’—when a Mage decides it’s time to remind you one is a Mage. “If you are without damages or plans,” she said, “then there is nothing I can offer on your petition. And with regard to general safety, we share this concern—yet we do not discuss the handling of Tower issues. Now, could we offer you the hospitality of a meal with some of our diplomatic Mages before you start back?”


    “With respect,” Irla answered, “harboring a transgressor who has posed a direct threat to the pers of Grand Region is no longer a Tower issue.”


    Crown Mage Da’Selin rose and stepped forward. “As the Crown Mage of Grand Tower, Sacred Prong of Alyssia, I decide what is a Tower issue. And as I see your lack of understanding in that structure, I will state, with clarity and intention, that Xeleanor Du’Tam is under the protection and authority of Grand Tower. Now, you will leave.”


    Xelle was trying to absorb far too much at once and didn’t quite catch what the pair murmured to each other, but they did leave, their entourage trailing, and Xelle was also pretty sure the Mages were doing some sort of secret message thing between each other.


    She also couldn’t quite describe the new feelings that were bubbling in her tummy, so she looked a bit aimlessly toward the Spire, waiting for some instruction.


    “Xeleanor.” It was Sandaba. “I was in the midst of enjoying racketsports, as will be noted by the unfortunate posterior sweat mark when I rise. I request that you go do something you find relaxing, and return to discuss your visit to Highponds with me at a time when you are feeling in more solid mind. You will not leave the Tower until then. Understood?”


    It was more than understood. They’d stood up for her. She was only starting to process that. “I will schedule it with the Front Desk shortly, Spire Mage Sandaba. And I will not leave the Tower. Also, thank you.” She bowed deeply.


    ~


    Xelle sat on an outdoor stone staircase watching the wide field of spring flowers make waves in the breeze. They didn’t really do gardens here, but they more . . . coaxed nature. No hedges or trellises, but vistas and nooks. She always had the sense here of more, often literally more: tunnels and chambers, and who knew what the massive trees hid. This had, of course, shattered her previous knowledge of the older construction of Arc Region, another one of those ‘learned from Arc’ embellishments she was going to have to get better at questioning. Maybe more like, everyone had their old and new, and the difference was the display. And those flowers were beautiful. She stared again, letting the waves calm her.


    Oh, yeah, so she figured not leaving the Tower meant its oversight and protection, not like she couldn’t go outside. Every Study learned their first year what Mages thought of saying ‘on the grounds’ wasn’t ‘in the Tower’, she thought with a mix of anxiety and fondness.


    That on top of the weird feelings she’d had up top, ones she was still parsing. No, not fear or repulsion, but . . . The Spire. They’d backed her up. They’d known she’d been hiding something and trusted (for now, she still had a meeting to set up) that there was reason behind it.


    Despite her attempted bravado, Xelle had felt small here ever since her arrival. But, as Mara had told her on her way through Vattam, saplings were not unimportant to the forest. Oddly, instead of all the pressure to be more, show she was more, here . . . she found some comfort in being a sapling. A thirty-year old sapling, she groaned to herself.


    With all she didn’t know about what continued to churn outside these walls, she’d had to push herself to let things settle after she arrived. That was slower-going than she’d hoped. Being generally tolerated as a Mage did not help her fit in, she’d found with frustration. Even as an Apprentice, she’d had a place that could be understood. Now, no one knew what to do with her. How to treat her. She could not, would not, spend another year this way. So she’d sat. And thought. And realized she needed not only to stay here—but to live here. For now.


    Once she thought about herself, someone no longer with a future life to build, but with a right-now life to nurture, her pressure had lightened also. In the same perspective Grand took toward the forest, she’d realized no one had enough energy for the world, so she had to find her role in it. The dragons were back in the lower mountains. Her inkbloom were well; she could sing to them through the pathways now. And, she realized, she could not keep moving. Cultures required familiarity. Familiarity required trust.


    And so, she’d taken the space to think. To adjust.


    To rest.


    Grand had kept her on a tether of its own, checking in frequently, not offering her opportunities to learn Grand Magic, but offering opportunities to help in other ways around the Tower, an implicit urging to stay close. In the daytime, she’d immersed herself into getting to know To’Grand, along with spending many evenings getting to know Vi’Grand, a booming and unabashed place of colorful lightpods and rich nightlife of which she was growing very fond. And so, instead of resisting their tether as she tended to do with tethers, she had accepted it. Done her best to relax, and find herself again. To be more ready when something happened.


    Now something had happened.


    And, finally, Xelle felt ready to face it.


    X

  


  
    02 – Trust and Water


    The Staff Mage was flirty. Xelle, her mind on remembering what she wanted to say to Sandaba and hoping she didn’t forget anything, had mostly ignored him.


    Fine. She hadn’t asked him, what was his name, Dram, to stop; the attention wasn’t totally unwelcome. Xelle didn’t know if that was bad to think, or whatever, but right now, she was focused on this meeting.


    “Mage Xeleanor,” he said, extending an arm forward. Leaving Dram back in the corridor, Xelle walked into Mage Sandaba’s office.


    Now this was an office. Were they all like this here? Tall ceilings, natural light, an outdoor patio. “Can we sit outside?” she blurted out. “Spire Mage Sandaba,” she added with a more awkward chuckle.


    “Alone, San is fine,” he said. “Unless you prefer the formality. My answer is yes, and also thank you for not allowing me to neglect such a perfect spring day.”


    Soon they were situated on two imposing looking but actually quite comfortable lacquered wooden chairs. As he set out (amagically, she noted) a small table and a large pitcher of clear, delicious-looking water, Xelle took a moment to glance his way.


    Here, in the open light, the Mage reminded her less of the caricature of Firana, but more like a friend’s really cool parent. Or a favorite teacher, remet in older years.


    She was making him sound ancient. If she had to guess, he had to be at least mid-fifties. With the radiance to feel any age, but the composure to remind you he was not.


    Sandaba joined her in the second chair, met at friendly angles. Pulling a lever beside him, a long footrest unfolded from under the chair, and he rested his legs on it, his delicately bordered split skirt lolling off to one side, exposing a set of muscular legs. She quickly turned to meet his gaze.


    “Why did you go there? And why do you not want to say with whom?”


    Decision time. Normally she’d grumble about the unfairness of putting her on the spot, but he’d specifically not done that. He’d given her time to think about what he might say, might ask. And she had. She was going to be truthful.


    She’d considered he was the turned Mage. The one working for the Lunests. But she didn’t think so. And if he did, he wouldn’t have helped her in the Spire, with them. If they just wanted him to deceptively earn her trust, they would have done so without going there and angering the Spire Mages. At least, she thought so.


    “I went there with someone who’d pretended to have captured me. To find out whether they were behind the attempted thwarting of Crown Mage Pelir’s Ascension, and the attempted capture of a dragon. To the best of my knowledge, they have four Mages working for them. Specifically, against the magesphere or at least, not alongside it.” Mages could take side-jobs, so she needed that to be clear. “The one I went with did not want to become one, but was threatened into it, and now is trying to use that positioning for good.”


    Sandaba’s curl of disgust would have been very good acting. Should she tell him, then? That there was one here? Yes. She would. “I believe one of the Mages is Grand.” She didn’t say the other Towers, and was glad he didn’t ask. The per she went with, of course (Spire Mage Kern Du’Arc) could just as easily have been from To’Ever, as she was living there at the time. Or Breath, where she’d spent a month previously. Or Frond, where she’d once studied. Anyway.


    “So, to state the obvious concern, I don’t think the Grand Mage is you.”


    He pointed, but without amusement. “Excellent intuition. Though it worries me also. If we are truly in a time when Mages are turning, your trust puts you at risk. As it sounds like it did at the Lunest Estate. So, tell me nothing about your companion, or hints of xyr statements or magic. What did you do?”


    “The rest is as I said. They wanted to keep me, as a ‘locator’ (they called it) for the dragons. I had the evidence I needed to convince me they really were behind this, and I wanted out. I fought the Mage, who had me . . . tethered . . . and knew it would have to be convincing. So I turned the magic for the first time, and in the shock of it, bolted out and traveled quickly away. I did break the window.”


    Xelle kind of wanted to be proud of that, but she also did still think about the ethics of the spell she’d cast, did still think about her lack of total surety she was even going to fit through that frame. It didn’t feel nice to think about.


    “Are you coping with all of that?” San’s voice was kindly.


    Xelle nodded.


    “Why is everyone always concerned about my trust?” She felt like a child saying it, but if Sandaba—San was a bit of an extremely cool mentor to her, maybe this was the place for that conversation. A conversation she didn’t want to have with her parents, her friends, anyone else.


    He smiled, a bit sadly. “Because we are questioning ourselves, Xeleanor. How you’ve been through quite a bit lately and yet you hold to it more steadfastly than ever. While the rest of us have learned the hard way that trust . . . hurts.”


    Instead of a wise reaction of contemplation, Xelle felt her mind oddly blank. Trust was necessary. She tried to explain it. “Without trust, I don’t have a handhold. Without a handhold, I might fall. I . . . ” She’d been about to add she didn’t know what that meant, didn’t know why she’d said it. What piece of her mind already believed that to be true. “I don’t want to stop trusting,” she managed to say.


    “I don’t want you to either,” he said, though there was hesitation to it. He seemed to be working through something himself, so Xelle sipped the water and took in what, especially from this height, was an absolutely stunning view.


    “Is that the sea?” she heard herself asking. “I’ve never seen the sea.”


    He gazed out with her, at what felt like a mountain range of treetops. “Not that way. But you can see it from here. There, that triangle of deeper color. That is the sea. Spire Mage Beleg used to have this office. It is rare for a Spire Mage to move without an Ascension. The offices are equal; you take the space and make it your own. But this is the only office with an unaided view of the sea, however small. Beleg knew I would treasure that, and so he moved.”


    “That was very nice of him,” Xelle said, gazing out at the little patch of water. She loved her daygarden, but she would never have a view of water.


    San chuckled. “I know how he comes across, but his secret is the softest heart of us all.” San took a drink. “And now you have seen the sea. And then, another day, you can visit it. Which brings us back to you. Your caution. Your goals.”


    Again, he winced oddly. When she was young, Xelle used to imagine that Spire Mages grew their unfeeling, unreacting expressions through years of training and change. Like the weight of their roles pulled away diversions of joy. That didn’t even make sense to say (to think) but something like that. Now she was starting to see. The Spire Mages were among the most emotional, the most affected hu that she had met. How heavy must that mask be? Was it truly necessary? Would, by the nature of—


    “Our adherence to a single prong of magic teaches us the value of focus.” The seriousness of his tone drew Xelle immediately away from whatever she’d been thinking. “And surely, specialty is necessary for expertise. But we absorb this foundation: that stability is in carrying one thing, and carrying it well. When one is juggling, they are unstable. They are overextended. Something might drop. And a Mage, a Spire Mage—holds too much weight to let something drop. They say,” he quickly and perhaps subconsciously added.


    Xelle wasn’t sure where this was coming from. She didn’t think he’d brought her here for a lecture on her not pledging. But they’d barely discussed the Lunests, so what if—


    “The magesphere exists on a state of steadiness; I don’t need to tell you that. To trust as you do also requires a state we don’t quite have a word for. The ability to trust deeply, meaning—” he paused, pointedly “—to love deeply, lowers the wall of caution, eases the strain of vigilance, amplifies the radiance of spirit. But then, what must also be carried is a basket of tools, and the willingness to use them. Fortitude. Agility. First aid. The willingness to accept the possibility of profound pain in exchange for the ecstasy of profound connection. To carry all this, is not stability. But it is power. What I consider might be a higher power—power unbound by the limitations of our structures. This terrifies a Grand Mage. Arc Tower bends the closest to such a thing, and I sometimes think because of that, they are the most guarded against it. Yes, Arc will change. But always within the structure. Change the structure when needed. But always with it.”


    That was way more than Xelle was able to process. She felt a bit like she was jumping at catching leaves to remember what it was he’d said, and ended up with: Trust brings instability. Grand is scared of that and Arc protects against it. Trust is love? This was of course, an inadequate summary, but she hoped it was enough to parse through and reconstruct later, and so she repeated it to herself.


    When she took a breath, San was watching her. He leaned in, and Xelle tried very hard not to watch the gorgeousness of his cleavage as it squished gently. “I will tell you another secret,” he said. “In addition to Beleg’s soft heart.” He laughed a bit mirthfully. “Grand Mages find Arc Mages unsettling. Not out loud; never out loud, but as a bit of a freethinker myself, it’s something I’ve noticed. Yes, all Mages exist on stability. But Grand especially. Stability is essential. Even our Spire, with a gathering level open to the winds, is possible, because it is in a space so stable, so permanent, so protected by our own magic, that no harm could ever come to one within it.” He leaned back.


    “Then,” Xelle said, working through this while navigating the increased spin of her mind, “is it a false wind?” She cringed, though not certain if it was because she might have just blorbed out something unforgivably offensive or because it sort of sounded like a fart joke.


    San breathed in sharply. “What I am hoping you will hear from this is that Grand is a place of stability. Growth, not stagnation, but still, stability. This is not Arc Tower. Yet, Grand Tower has given you trust. Real trust. Understanding that. And you providing every stability you can—including staying—will be critical to your continued welcome here.” He turned toward her, eyes flaring. “This is not a threat, it is a reality that I am exposing to a Mage that for all eir talk of Alyssia, is very, very much an Arc Mage.”


    She felt her face twitch. “Thank you. I don’t totally understand yet, but I’ll work on it. Thank you.” Quite true on the understanding, she was busy keeping up with herself, let alone parsing the Ways of Grand.


    “So,” he added, “I’m going to get you into a lab. Not under my name, but I’ll make it happen. One suited to your knowledge, that will offer unique perspectives of our Region. And we’ll see what you do from there.”


    She had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but she knew how much trust this Mage was putting in her, right after she’d said she trusted him, and— Oh.


    “May I offer you a pledge of some kind? A statement of my own stability? That I won’t lie to you; that I won’t betray you or Grand Tower?”


    For a second, she worried he’d cast some sort of freezing spell. Again, that wasn’t a thing (she hoped not) he just was sitting real still. Then he broke into a tilted, sly, broad but sincere looking smile. “A water toast?”


    She didn’t know what that was but it sounded gross. Then he raised his glass.


    “It’s something from my home in Charm Region. When finery is magic, simplicity is power. To toast with glasses of water is a toast of sincerity.” He held up the glass, the liquid within it clear. “Transparency. A toast of fine wine is for diplomats, lovers, and thieves. A toast of water is . . . more.” Seeing her confusion, he nodded. “For all the structure of Grand Tower and Grand Region, there is one place I think we might be ahead. We see relationships in a greater context, in that we do not try to label all the facets of closeness; it would be like labeling all the angles of light in the forest, when you could instead let them warm you. So, if you consent to my water toast, it offers—a relationship. It offers honesty.”


    “What about trust?”


    Sandaba shook his head. “Don’t Arc Mage me out of this.”


    Xelle laughed. She just . . . liked him. And raised her glass. “To our relationship.”


    “To our relationship,” he said. And their glasses clinked, before each took a small drink.


    She looked up. “With the ritual complete, may I ask you a question?”


    “Is this a test?”


    Xelle grinned. “Possibly? I’m curious why it was so important to you to have a view to the sea. Only if you’re comfortable answering, of course, if I can add that to our water pact.”


    “It is mutually added,” San confirmed. “Grand Tower allows the diversion of rainwater throughout the Tower. It is plentiful, flowing, and clean. I could have added a fountain here in my office, even a pond. But as much as I am drawn to water, from my childhood, the sea is something more. It is a mystery. How far does it go? How deep does it reach? Why, so focused on Alyssia, do we not ask such things? The sea—humbles me. Calms me. And gives me spirit. All at once. Now, I meant to discuss your goals here, but maybe we will save that for another day. Thank you for answering my question about the Lunests. I will not share that answer, except to tell the Spire I am satisfied with it.”


    Xelle was so awkward with goodbyes, and whatever short time they’d spent here on the porch felt sort of special. But she was spared the worry, because San practically rose and left, soon replaced by the Staff Mage.


    “Have a good meeting?” Dram asked as they moved back into the main corridor.


    “We did. Sa . . . Spire Mage Sandaba seems really cool.”


    “All the Spire Mages impress me. But I was asking about you.”


    Oh? “What about me?”


    “What’s your team?”


    “My team?” This could not be appropriate.


    Seeing whatever expression she was making, he chuckled. “Your magipuck team.”


    Oh. “I don’t have one? Honestly, I don’t even know what the teams are.”


    He leaned back in mock, and whistled. “I’d heard other Towers had a feather in their pants about it, but I didn’t know it went that far. Honestly, Xeleanor, it’s fun.”


    “Huh. It’s Xelle. And . . . I’ve never seen a game.” She would have said that to almost anyone, but Xelle had spent a lot of time alone, and the quirks of his smile and lightly muscular arms showing from rolled-up sleeves were not something she was going to miss.


    “A travesty. Want to see one sometime? The two of us? No big deal, just magipuck? In Wehj,” he clarified.


    “Sure,” she said. “Let me know when. And,” she said, pointing a bit playfully, “make it a good game.”


    Suddenly the confident Mage seemed a bit at a loss for words, and Xelle found herself back alone in the lift.


    ~


    The lab was on the second floor of an adjacent building. It was a pretty enough space, as the ability to use and preserve ample hardwood along with access to a small quarry did provide an easy aesthetic to the grounds, but still, Xelle knew what the location of the lab meant.


    Yet, she felt grateful. Light. After her talk with Sandaba, he’d offered her a step forward. A way to really live here. (Staying here indefinitely was not something she was ready to think about so she settled more on the idea of at least staying here in full.) And unlike some of the games, however well-intended, at To’Ever, here she did not think To’Grand would send her anywhere unpleasant or without instructional merit.


    She poked her head into the door, to find a small, windowless room. Again, impressed by the ability of Grand to maintain their aesthetic whether one was in the Atrium or a storage closet, she marveled a bit at the pretty little space. The walls were coated in a whimsical floral wallpaper (!) framed on every edge by smooth wooden trim. The hardwood floor stretched into the room, leading to a series of Post-style desks, with little cubbies and a sliding cover. And in the center was one rounded table surrounded by tall chairs. This lab needed a few cushions, she thought. But. First, she should find out what it did. Two hu leaned against a wall, sipping cups of coffee, and another hu rummaged at a desk to the side.


    “Hello, I’m Xelle, she or e. I’ve been assigned to assist here with your work.”


    Xelle, she reminded herself. “Mage Xeleanor Du’Tam, but please, Xelle is fine.” The coffee drinkers greeted her warmly and explained they were analyzing forest health at different levels of density. One went on at length about the implications, especially in the context of balance between the needs of phyta and anima.


    It was an assignment that did not require the casting of Grand Magic (though surely the Mages would use it), yet one on issues close to Xelle’s heart: nature, happiness, helping life thrive. So she settled into a desk and resolved to make the best of providing useful assistance with the lab’s activities, many of which resonated with skills she’d learned co-leading traffic analysis for To’Arc.


    At some point, it became impossible to ignore that the third per, the only one marked as a Mage, had made no motion to approach. He (they’d told her he was Mage An’oar, their lab lead) sat buried in his work. If there was fizz in the jar, she might as well crack the lid.


    “Hello, Mage An’oar?”


    He turned around and curtly nodded. “Yes, hello.”


    Weird vibe, but no hostility? Well, some pers needed time to adjust. Which reminded her, she hadn’t checked in with Thunder in several days.


    That night, she did.


    Hey, Thunder. It’s me.


    So first things. The Hurts actually showed up here demanding I get kicked out. The Tower, this one, stood by me. That was nice. However, I’ve learned a lot more about how pers operate here, and I need to stay in place for now. Other hu are working on learning what’s going on and what we can do about it. I’m sure you’ll let me know if anyone tries to come near you up there. In the meantime, the Hurts are going to have to make a decision. If they keep getting more aggressive about what they want, at some point they won’t be able to keep it a secret. But that worries me too.


    Well anyway, sorry, I don’t know how much these messages strain you (a question I will ask) so I’ll keep it short for now. I need to stay in place a while longer. I’m making connections. I’m learning new things. I’m ready to try and see if I can even learn some of the magic of this Tower, maybe just at least a level of understanding. I think as long as I keep practicing my Arc and Ever, that should be fine.


    But, soon, we’ll move forward. And yeah, I wish I knew more. When to stay, when to act. At some point, I guess I have to make a decision, and then trust myself.


    So for a bit longer, I’m staying here.


    X

  


  
    03 – Taking


    Xelle enjoyed her project, which involved a great deal of forest hiking and measurement, as the summer progressed. The forest here had curves of natural breezes to it (e had stopped wondering what was Grand Magic influenced and what was purely natural or even if there was a difference) and it cooled the air from the late summer heat. New smells, new sounds around every bend. And here, with taller trees and more distinct layers beneath them, the rain fell as music—in waves, patterns, and songs. She found herself composing tunes to the uneven but patterned rhythms, smiling in moments she didn’t realize that she was.


    This wasn’t Xelle’s forest, but it gave her a sense of comfort, especially in the moments when she remembered how alone she still felt.


    She still thought of her old lab partner, Ay’tea, in moments here and there each day. Here, she told no one. Certainly hu would find it strange, to still think of someone she hadn’t seen in, what, a year and two-thirds now? So much time, passed. Yet she did think of him. Missed him.


    And she kept it inside.


    “Xelle, I heard something. In staff.”


    “Hmm?” Xelle had almost forgotten the young hu was walking alongside her. Te’lon, one of the two Studies who’d first explained the lab to her (the other had moved along mid-summer) had become a solid friend. Not a close or likely lasting friend, but someone whose presence did not drain her mind greatly. Someone she enjoyed chats with, about their homevillages and such. Te’lon was from a Grand Region foothills village that sounded so different from Tam, yet, with similarities that often caused the type of laughter only unexpected solidarity could bring.


    “An’oar is trying to get you removed from the lab.”


    Well that stopped her in her tracks. She’d practically done backflips (even with Arc Magic, Xelle did not do backflips) to be nice to the quiet, self-appreciating lab lead, who barely said much to her at all other than an occasional ‘hmm’ or pleasantly-worded remark.


    “On what basis?”


    Lonny shrugged. “He . . . doesn’t seem to like you.”


    Working dynamics could be a reason for pers to mutually agree to an adjusted path, but what didn’t he like? They’d barely talked! So, it wasn’t that. She almost blurted it out. That it was because she was unpledged. Or because she’d made improvements to the processes here. Or, probably both. Because of his standards, or his jealousy, or some such thing. But Lonny had seemed to accept her as a Mage, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to give An’oar the kind of satisfaction of dismissing that. Ash, she was a Mage, and here was a perfect moment to act like one.


    “Who does it go to?” she asked instead. “His request?” She didn’t call it a petition; she didn’t think it would go that high.


    “Mage Tatock, she,” she answered. “Head Laboratorian.”


    Xelle almost squinted, but, no, she needed to get that Magey face down if she were going to keep this up. “I’ll talk to her,” she said casually. “And no need to worry about it; we’ve got work to do.”


    By the unease in Lonny’s eyes, Xelle wasn’t sure that had been the right thing to say.


    ~


    Xelle stared at the wall. Staying put and getting known had been a necessary first step here at Grand, from everything Rayn had told her, and everything she’d seen herself. But if she’d been here long enough to have low-ranking Mages campaigning against her, she’d been here long enough to show them who they were messing with.


    She still had her pod. Yeah, this pod had been inside her a long time. Since her last stop at To’Arc, since the Ascension. Having had no training in inkbloom other than from the inkbloom, she’d had to rely on them. And they didn’t speak hu.


    Instead, they’d given her, well, a tummy ache. Enough so that she felt the distinct feeling they were trying to tell her something. At first, she wondered if she’d just have to travel to the village and walk back, just to use it up. But then she really would be stuck here; there was no way she would attempt to rune-travel more than a short distance. She knew Frond Mages did it, but they must have some greater sense of the connections of the world, something through Frond phyta, the way the inkbloom helped Xelle. And no, she wasn’t randomly going to start rubbing ferns and see which made her sense the world.


    Huh. Why didn’t Frond Mages have to eat the phyta?


    She wondered briefly whether she really needed to eat them, like, perhaps she could carry around a jar of pods, like with runepaste. Briefly, because at that thought, she’d cramped and nearly doubled over.


    No jar.


    It had only been after writing her first set of letters, using her new wax seal, that she realized something about the discomfort. The inkbloom pod was not asking to leave, it rather felt stressed. Stress was something Xelle knew, so she wondered if there was a technique to setting it aside. Relaxing from its presence, temporarily. So that it could relax from hers, she also now understood. Xelle could not relax from a stress for so long at a time, but Xelle was also not inkbloom, with their own sense of space and time.


    When she did this, settled it, rather than tried to ignore it, the discomfort went away. She learned as quickly that feeling for the pod stirred it, somehow, and the discomfort resumed. As if she could let it sleep, but once awakened, it reached back for its place of origin. The garden.


    Over the summer, she’d grown better at letting it sleep. Not sleep, but there was no word, really. Dormant was too soft. Needing a word so that her mind would not spin causing her to think about it which would then awaken it except she wasn’t calling it awake either, she settled on rest.


    She’d let it rest.


    Well, she certainly tried to. At first it was constant wrestling, like someone telling you not to think about something, which made you more likely to think about it. Then scolding yourself not to think about it, which of course caused you to really think about it. But she had a life to live here, and work to do, and she tried to focus on that. It really wasn’t long before she realized it wasn’t any sort of discipline to technique that was making it easier, but simply familiarity. Acceptance.


    Not fighting the thoughts that arose, but just going on with other things.


    And whatever doubt she’d been trying not to consider regarding whether its potency would remain in that state, that was immediately made moot by the force of need within her when she finally reached for it. Hurling her in mind, but perhaps also in body, back into her nightgarden, where her hands pressed against the now-dusty tiles, her breath heaving in harsh gasps.


    “Hey, all!” she said in some abandonment of cheer, as she rolled over onto her back. “Good to see you too.”


    Well, and it was. The unseeable yet not fully illuminating blue filled her eyes, filled her spirit. Like air she’d forgotten to breathe.


    Her mind felt foggy, her body exhausted. She forgot why she was here, what she was supposed to be doing, why she hadn’t yet bought a blanket for this space, and just curled over into her swiveling chair, closed her eyes and sang.


    Sang whatever. Melodies. Emotions. She fell into them.


    And in the presence of comfort, she realized how much she’d missed it.


    These were a lot of feelings all at once. And like the inkbloom pod itself, she now understood the only way to move past them was to sit with them, acknowledge them, and then return to things. Doing them, she meant.


    She didn’t need to ask the inkbloom for a pod; one had already pushed forward. Assuming that meant it would be safe to go, so soon, she reached into the world and traveled it, to the place her sigil guided her.


    ~


    The dragons had accepted her presence.


    This did not cause the ease or joy she thought it would, because apparently dragon pers were much like hu pers in their caution around Xelle. Either staying at a distance, gathering in clusters, or staring her way, or even leaving as she arrived. Not Thunder—zhey were thrilled to see her, and kept trying to maneuver around to block the other pers’ view of Xelle. It doesn’t help, she thought to zhem. Might as well let them look. Of course, this was layered with Thunder reading her own thoughts of frustration. That just being here, being open, being herself—what was it that made her so different? She really didn’t feel so different. So what was it?


    A lack of one pledge? Her choices of friends? That she had proven to’ve done some things well, and didn’t use that to try and wedge her way back into the structures that had shunned her entire approach?


    Or was it her? The storm in her mind? Was she doomed to be stared at or ignored forever, always alone?


    Thunder’s puff of hot breath made zheir thoughts on that clear.


    “No, not alone,” she corrected, placing a hand on zheir snout. “But so often, feeling alone, waiting for a moment when I can be around others, and then finding I am more alone there. Even us, here, it’s always fleeting. I have reasons I can’t live here, and you can’t live at a Tower, and so.” She leaned in against zheir skin. “I don’t know if you understand,” she murmured. An uncharacteristic lack of response from Thunder showed perhaps zhey didn’t.


    And Xelle could not hide how that made her feel.


    “Hey,” she tried, taking a breath. “I’ll be able to visit more now. I had to show To’Grand I was serious about their trust, or tolerance, or whatever it is. And if I’ve not earned that by now . . . ” She shrugged, unable to complete that thought, as it ended in a jumble of confusion and churning she didn’t know how to parse.


    Xelle was tired of confusion and churning. Including on this.


    “So, here’s where we are,” she said, preferring to talk aloud as the vocalization apparently muted her thoughts somewhat, hindering eavesdropping, or wherever, in the absence of eaves, a listening dragon might linger. “I’m going to root in at To’Grand for now. I just can’t keep moving around.” She rolled her eyes. “And since that came out insensitive, I’ll get to the thing I wanted to ask you. Well, no, first, I just want to say that I understand there was some treaty between hu and dragons, or probably Mages and dragons, and none of the Mages are allowed to talk about it, at least not to me, so if there’s anything you shouldn’t tell me, just, please let me know that and we’ll work something out. I don’t want you to be nervous. So. My question is, I have the sense you haven’t always lived here, in the mountains? Is that true? Oh, and mild meddling—are you able to convey your age? Only if you’re comfortable! And also, do you know where dragons used to live? Everywhere? A specific Region?”


    She had a lot more questions, but she’d already asked at least three when she’d said she was starting with one, so she stopped and watched Thunder’s pondering gaze.


    Zhey nudged her gently with zheir snout. Xelle and Thunder had signs now for yes, no, ready?, and shrug, but she wasn’t immediately sure what this meant. Well, they’d used the ol’ process of elimination before.


    “Are you asking me something about how to communicate with me?”


    Yes.


    “Do you need something from me to communicate?”


    Yes.


    Xelle considered. The first time they’d communicated, she really hadn’t done anything except roll around and feel sick. Basically, she’d just agreed to it and— Oh. Do you need me to agree to the communication?


    Yes.


    Xelle was confused. They already had the ‘Ready?’ sign, they could— Oh, Thunder looked upset. There was some nuance of language here she wasn’t understanding. “Do you want a different sign to open dragon-type communication?”


    Yes.


    “Sure. Why don’t you give me your part, and then I’ll give you my part. And maybe . . . ” Xelle was getting a gut sense on this. “Maybe this one should be less visible, in case we don’t want hu to know what we’re doing.” She had a sense dragons would know either way, and Thunder didn’t seem to disagree.


    Thunder tilted zheir head. While this normally wouldn’t seem a very reliable signal, it was a specific tilt that somehow didn’t feel natural. Xelle wouldn’t have thought this if she hadn’t spent some time with Thunder; it was a subtle motion. But seeing it, she realized—this was a motion she would recognize. She nodded.


    And was suddenly inspired to come up with something similar. Something a hu would find normal, but Xelle herself didn’t normally do. Not exactly sure why this came to mind, she reached toward her knee and tapped it twice with her fingers. Like, pa bum. Thunder nodded. Zhey took a step back as if clearing the slate, then gave the subtle tilt to zheir head.


    “Oh, wait!” Xelle interrupted. “Let’s try a single sense again. Since we haven’t done this in a while.” Single probably wasn’t the right word, but as it conveyed the idea of limitation and she didn’t think dragons were necessarily hearing the words anyway, she’d worry about it later? Maybe. From that first jumble where she had felt far too many things at once, Xelle had the concept that dragon senses weren’t quite the same. But, still, the idea of light and sonic detection seemed clear, and somewhat separable. The idea of smell and taste were more similar in the idea of internal sensors, and not divided into two. Touch was the most different, as a dragon feeling vibrations felt more like hearing, temperature felt more like sight, and to them, touch seemed to indicate patterns of everything reaching the body. And a sixth sense. To dragons, e suddenly realized, emotion, feeling, was a sense in itself. Not the result of thought processing physical light and sound, but the sensors of being, something . . . bigger than hu perhaps put into words. Except, she thought with sudden surprise, poets.


    Thunder was sitting and watching her think with what appeared to be great interest. Anyway, zhey clearly knew to limit what zhey conveyed. For now.


    And Xelle suddenly realized she didn’t even really need a signal, since she could answer in thought like she’d been doing extensively, but oh, well, they’d set the double-tap and then it would be clear. “One thing first? Given the treaty situation, are there any topics I need to avoid with you?” Thunder dipped in zheir sign of no, seeming unconcerned by the question, and then, again, Thunder tilted zheir head, and Xelle—tapped eir knee. Twice. Pa bum.


    Dragony concepts flooded eir mind, and Xelle was probably rolling around again or something. This time, e tried not to dwell on it. There was vision only, yet it felt unrealistic, nearly drawn. Now that Xelle understood Thunder could convey thoughts that were imagined or constructed, not actually lived, Xelle could feel with certainty this was not something Thunder had seen directly.


    Green waving hills. Indistinct dragons flying and landing, rushing through brilliantly reflective ponds, diving in and through and into the air, rainbow sparkles of water following them and splashing back into the beautiful landscape of greenfloor and small fruit trees, and—


    “Oh, ashflame,” she blurted out, jerking painfully back into the real world to find herself curled in a ball and shaking against where Thunder had reached out a claw to steady her.


    “You lived in the Highponds.” The most coveted land for hu. The largest estates, the most cherished inns and resorts, and—


    Thunder was nudging her harshly, as if prodding. “What?” she scratched out, waving her hands immaturely like swatting off a blanket for an unwanted rest. Again, zhey nudged her. And tilted zheir head.


    Whimpering a bit, she tapped her knee.


    And the next thing she saw—wasn’t real at all. Nor could she even see it. It was the touch of colors, the concept of treat, the impatience of rest. And the distinct concept of counting. Loud counting. Nothing she could track, but just follow.


    “Seventy-six,” she said aloud, coughing and sputtering. The sensation was loud, as loud, almost as a toddler stating their age with a vehement ‘and a half’ with some additional emphasis after that. “Oh, you’re seventy-six years old?” So much for turning thirty.


    Thunder looked as pleased as zhey did offended. Another tilt. Well, this was going to stop soon, but she, still not caught for breath, tapped. Again. Just that last feeling again, the punctuation. One.


    Xelle lurched a bit, waving her hands frantically. “Ash, Thun! Give me a second. Seventy six was right. But also one. One year?”


    Thunder nodded excitedly.


    “Well, so we met a year ago? So are you seventy-seven?”


    This made the dragon spout a burst of flame, to which Xelle threw out a quick travel shield. “Thunder!” The idea of being seventy-seven was deeply offensive, but the question about being seventy-six had certainly gone poorly also.


    “Seventy-six and one,” Xelle mused.


    Thunder ran around her in circles, stomping in what she recognized as happiness.


    “Is that your age? Seventy-six and one?” She considered this. “Seventy-six years when you met me, then a year since?”


    Yes.


    “Ok, ok, got it. Well, I’m thirty as hu say it, and I suppose, then, twenty-nine and one as dragons say it.”


    At this, Thunder seemed slightly less pleased, but gave no indication this was inaccurate.


    And Xelle was done with this for now. Her fingers felt like curd casings, as Na Foose would say it, which she just realized was quite an unappealing phrase, but also reminded her. “Oh, yeah, I meant to ask you. Do my messages to you strain you at all?”


    Thunder shrugged, the dismissiveness of the ‘no’ actually irritating. “Fantastic. Then I won’t stress. However, this is wearing on me. I want to go find the others and sit down a while.” Xelle was also worried about the look of her only visiting with Thunder. She glanced at zhem sharply. “We are friends; I’m here to see you. But it doesn’t help us if they don’t get used to me; learn to trust me.”


    With dramatic swagger, Thunder lowered zhemself and nearly dragged off toward where several pers were lounging around a series of fires and food bowls Xelle had previously seen chipped into the stone.


    “Wait, one more thing, first. If it’s ok with you. Do you have the concept of a birthday? When you were born?”


    Tilt. Tap.


    A rush of cold hit Xelle, and Thunder disconnected, as if there were no more to say. Xelle sat now, shivering, even though it was quite temperate here on a lovely day of summer just holding on a while longer, here in the lower mountains.


    “A day in the winter? Or born generally in winter, without a day attached?”


    Thunder clicked down two talons.


    “Born in winter. Hey, me too.”


    Thunder seemed . . . thrilled . . . to hear this.


    And this time, without the dramatic pout, Thunder, seventy-six and one winterborn, walked off next to Xelle, thirty on the penultimate day of the year, toward where several dragons sat, passing a few meanderers on the way.


    ~


    Xelle paced around the edges of the Grand Atrium, doubling back at times to avoid the traffic route between the Front Desk and main corridors. The Highponds. From one view, it seemed quite the coincidence that the dragons wanted to live in the area the Lunests lived in. From another view, it seemed obvious that what was broadly considered the most desirable land in Alyssia would be, well, desired.


    But who could she talk to? She’d realized by now that pledged Mages clearly had made some agreement not to talk about the treaty, but she had no idea how far it extended or
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