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When I began this project, my intention was to revise The Tiger’s Eye to improve the quality of the writing and add a little worldbuilding, but my experience with the series greatly impacted what I was doing: I knew where the story was going, and that opened up possibilities for foreshadowing later events; I had grown as a writer and recognized problems with the writing that I hadn’t noticed before; I had a much clearer view of the world of Skein and the system of magic; and I had received constructive feedback from the reviewers of the series that gave me insights that I otherwise would not have had. As a result, the project became a complete overhaul of the series.

In the original series, there were four books (The Tiger’s Eye, The Viper’s Fangs, The Golden Key, and Angst) and a sequel (Aftermath) to resolve a few plotlines that remained unfinished. In this edition, I have done the following:

	The Tiger’s Eye was broken into two books: The Magic of Skein (which expands upon Angus’s journey to Hellsbreath, introduces several new characters, and adds a considerable amount of information on the system of magic) and The Tiger’s Eye (which builds upon the foundation provided in the original book by adding a new section at the beginning and adds some worldbuilding).

	The Viper’s Fangs also became two books: The beginning of it led to The Lake of Scales (which is essentially a new book, since the banner didn’t go to the lake in the original series), and the rest was revised significantly for this edition as The Viper’s Fangs. I further develop some of the plot threads of the new characters that have been added to the series and expanded upon others who had played a lesser role in the original series.



Note: I added a prequel story (“Weary”) related to characters introduced in the original series who play a major role in The Golden Key. Although it is not a part of the series, it provides insights into the events that take place in the rest of it.


	There were fewer changes in The Golden Key than there were in the other books, but those changes were significant. One of the plotlines involving the main characters was deleted due to changes in the timeline and overall plotline of the series, and some of the minor characters from the original series take on a larger role in this one.



Note: I added a prequel story (“A Fool’s Errand”) that highlights how Giorge became a member of The Banner of The Wounded Hand. It provides additional context for events that take place in the series.


	Angst has changed significantly. The major plotlines of the series changed enough that it was necessary to create a new resolution for the series. As a result, the plotlines that were left unresolved in the first edition were avoided, and Angst brings the series to its conclusion without requiring other books to address those issues. However, it also lays the foundation for other books that are related to the series without being a part of it.


Acknowledgments

Special thanks to Linda Foegen of American Book Design for the cover art.

Dedication

For the reviewers of the first edition

whose comments have guided me 

as I revised the series for the second edition.

Table of Contents

Title Page

New to This Edition

Voltari’s Map

Angus

The South Road

Hellsbreath

Epilogue

Connect With Me

Additional Titles

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Voltari’s Map

[image: ]


[image: Voltari's Map.jpg]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Angus

[image: ]


1

“Angus?” The voice was distant, as if filtered through a dense smothering fog.

“Angus, wake up!” Sharp, cold, impatient. Was it anxious? Angry? Was it a gruff woman’s voice? A rotund barkeep rousting a wayward drunk?

Am I drunk? he wondered. Is that why I’m so sluggish.

The voice struck him a ringing clout across his cheek and ear. His eyes flew open, fluttered, and half-closed again.

“What?” he asked, trying to focus on the blurry shape hovering over him. It would be easier if it wasn’t weaving in and out of his spinning vision. It looked vaguely human, at first, then an oval patch of paleness coalesced into a pair of intense, soul-crushing gray eyes. There was no compassion in those eyes, only disappointment and—

“Angus?” The stern voice flowed from a toothless mouth that consumed everything in its path.

“I’m awake,” he said, trying to blink into focus the uncertain image looming over him.

“Good,” the voice said, its tone decisive, confident. “You live.” The voice lingered a bit before retreating as if it was no longer interested in him.

“I do?” he answered, rubbing his stinging cheek and squeezing his eyes shut again.

He was lying face up on a cold, hard, smooth surface. He rolled slowly over onto his left side and took a breath. Rock dust. Burnt rock dust. He braced himself, curled up, and pushed against the stone floor. “What happened?” he asked as he slid his legs under him, his right side reluctant to comply. He managed to settle into a wobbly, lopsided seated position and rubbed his eyes some more. No crusty rheum at the corners, so he hadn’t slept long—if he had slept at all.

“Don’t you remember?” The voice was expectant, as if it were asking a pupil to answer a simple question, one that should have been learned long ago, and he was sure a wrong answer would elicit yet another ringing clout.

“No,” he said. “I—”

His brow furrowed as he turned his head and leveled his gaze at the old man’s midriff. “I can’t remember.” There were several dark brown pouches—What could be in them?—firmly attached to a broad leather belt of the same color. Difficult to steal. The old man’s airy robe was spun from fine black silk, and it had cavernous sleeves and a long, flowing hem that swallowed up his feet. The dainty fabric was a stark contrast to the ruggedness of the workmanlike leather belt, but the incongruency somehow felt right. He looked up into the unfeeling, steel-grey eyes of the bald man, and his chest tightened, collapsing in upon his breath. “I don’t remember anything!” he gasped, his hands fluttering as if he were trying to capture a wayward breeze.

The old man stroked his anvil-shaped chin, half-concealing a tight smile escaping from his lips. “Interesting,” he said. There was no kindness in his dispassionate, inquisitive tone, only curiosity—and something else. Satisfaction? Pleasure? “You remember nothing? Nothing at all?”

An acrid taste blossomed at the back of his throat. His chest vibrated with the trembling of his heart, the hesitant urgency of his lungs. He shook his head. “No,” he gasped, trying to struggle to his feet—but his right leg wouldn’t support his weight, and he plopped back down. His tailbone tingled from the heavy impact on the stone floor, but he ignored it.

“What happened to me?” he demanded, his voice harsh, frantic. He squirmed until he had his legs beneath him, then stood up with a swift, effortless, gliding motion. His eyes fixed firmly on the old man’s stoic expression as he demanded, “Who are you?” He took a faltering step toward the robed figure. “Where am I?” he continued, ignoring the erratic fluctuations of his tone, the uncertainty of his wobbly gait. “What have you done to me?” His voice rose sharply at the end, threatening to become an incoherent jumble of half-formed words spewing from his mouth. “Who am I?” He cried, grabbing at the old man’s arm. “What—” 

The old man’s eyes dilated until they became a pair of unforgiving coal-black mirrors, and a sudden jolt of energy poured from his arms and propelled his confused inquisitor backward, leaving him lying in a crumpled heap against the wall.

The old man’s voice was calm, unyielding, eerily soft. “Under no circumstances,” he warned, “is an apprentice to touch his master without having been given leave to do so.”

He whimpered, involuntarily thrust his singed fingers into his mouth, and began sucking on them. Tiny blisters were already sprouting. He blinked through a film of tears and drew mild comfort from the suckling sound he was making. Drool dribbled onto his chin, and tears streamed down his cheeks, but they did little to deter the intense pain shooting through his scorched fingertips.

The old man’s eyes paled to an implacable gray as he brushed away the tiny sparks sizzling on his sleeve. He absently waved away the smoke as he continued in an almost gracious tone, “Since your emotional comportment has been compromised by recent events, I will not pursue the matter further.” The old man paused, and the chillness returned, piercing through the watery haze blurring his inquisitor’s vision. “This time.”

He huddled up against the wall like a chastised child for a long moment before a defiant streak hidden deep within him forced its way to the surface, lifted his head, and dropped his throbbing hand onto his lap. He stared back, gritted his teeth, and said nothing.

“As for your questions,” the old man continued, smoothing the front of his robe, “I am Voltari, Wizard of Blackhaven Tower. You are Angus, my halfwit apprentice. You have just failed a simple spell with near-fatal consequences. Tomorrow, after you have recovered, we will begin remedial instruction in the use of the magical safeguards you should have mastered months ago. For now, return to your chamber and recuperate.”

Voltari reached out with a hooked finger, tugged on something that wasn’t there, and promptly vanished.

“But,” Angus wailed into the vacuum left behind, “I don’t know where my chamber is.” The smoke-colored granite walls of the chamber tapered to a domed point high above him. They were streaked with soot and pockmarked in small clusters, but there were no doors or windows.

“Or how to get there,” he numbly added.

He spent a long time stumbling around the chamber looking for an exit before he finally gave up and leaned heavily against the wall. I am Angus, he told himself, not really believing it. I am his apprentice. His right leg buckled, and he slid down to the stone floor. Apprentice to what? he wondered. He said I failed a spell. Am I a wizard?

He brought his gray robes closer about him. Why can’t I remember?

He fought against the urge to whimper and began rocking back and forth. He said a spell failed. A simple spell. What was it, and how could it destroy my memory?

He rocked back and forth as one unanswered question after another flashed through his mind. As more and more time went by, he found himself returning to the same question over and over again: Will Voltari come back?
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Angus stood before the smooth surface of the polished gray-white granite and stared at the distorted image squinting back at him. It was a strange image, one that was both familiar and completely alien. The collar length hair was black, but in the granite reflection, it looked dark gray. Who are you? he wondered as he studied the narrow, light-colored eyes. Are they blue? hazel? gray? brown?

A thin crescent scar was hidden beneath the hairline near his right ear. What caused it? he wondered as he ran his fingertip over the little ridge of flesh. Was it an accident with magic, like the one that cost me my memory? Did I cut myself shaving? Did someone try to slit my throat? It was the right angle, but it was too high and shallow to slice through the jugular or carotid. Was it a garrote? He shook his head. It would have been a long, thin scar around the front of my neck if I was strangled.

He ran his gaze over the rest of his face, looking for other scars, other suggestions that he had had a past before waking up in Voltari’s practice chamber. It had been so many months ago, and he still couldn’t remember anything about his life before the accident.

But his reflection never had any clues to his past, his identity.

He sighed. Will I ever remember?

His beard and moustache were new. They were symbols of who he was now, not reminders of who he was then. They were little more than shadows in his reflection, but he had painstakingly nurtured them, cultivated them, trimmed them. Did I have a beard before the accident? he wondered. He didn’t think so—at least, he hadn’t had one when he had first awoken. But how would he know? He could remember nothing from before the accident. Nothing.

Voltari doesn’t have a beard, he thought. He should, though. A long flowing one that tickles his belly. An old wizard should have a beard like that. His own barely escaped his chin, but it was a fresh start, a new face for a new life.

If only he could convince himself of it.

Is it really a new face? he wondered. If my memory came back, would I recognize it? Is the past looking back at me? Or is it the future?

The most striking part of his appearance was his age. He had to be at least thirty, but that seemed too old to be an apprentice—but not too old to be relearning the magic Voltari said he had already mastered. Why can’t I remember any of it? Even the most basic aspects of magic eluded me when Voltari began my remedial instruction. I didn’t even know that magical threads permeated everything. I didn’t even know I could see them until he reminded me how to do it. But once I started learning, it felt so natural.

And what about his clothes? They were far from the typical garb of an apprentice. His under-tunic was simple enough, but not the black tunic covering it. It was sewn from supple leather reinforced with a thin layer of chain links and padding. It had nearly a dozen loops and hidden pockets for securing who-knows-what to it. His trousers were strange. They looked like normal trousers, but when he put them on, they seemed to come alive: The skin-tight fabric stretched and flexed with every move he made, no matter how slight it was, and the thin fabric provided ample warmth and protection. It also had more hidden pockets. The few that weren’t empty held a handful of gold coins, some garnets, and a key.

Why do I have an outfit like this? he wondered. Where did it come from? It doesn’t match the gray robes I found in my chambers. Why does it appeal to me so much? Why does it feel so natural? And why does the black robe Voltari gave me feel so wrong? It was a beautifully crafted robe woven from the same black silk as his master’s, and the magical threads in the cloth intermingled with those within him when he put it on. While he wore it, it gave him an uneasy sense of invulnerability—and an insufferable itch. If it weren’t for that itch, it would be the perfect wizard’s robe, replete with copious pockets positioned in all the right places for his priming scents. It was like having a second skin—someone else’s skin.

Voltari will be angry when he sees I’m not wearing it today.

He reached out for the reflection and let his fingertip slide down the smooth stone surface. His nose had been broken at some point, perhaps several times. It started out narrow, bulged out where the breaks had occurred, then narrowed again to a softly rounded point. Someone had set it, though, so it didn’t impede his breathing.

“Who are you?” he whispered. Then, almost as an unbidden afterthought, “What did you do?”

His reflection didn’t answer him. It was stuck in the present, just as he was.

He shook his head and sighed. It did no good to speculate, and Voltari wasn’t going to provide him with the answers he desperately needed: The old wizard dismissed his questions every time he brought up his past. “Don’t dwell on it,” he would say, “focus on the present so you can build your future.” If he pressed the issue, Voltari would threaten him.

“How long have I been here?” he muttered, thinking back through the months since his rebirth. “Voltari tells me I’ve been his apprentice for years, but he treats me like a stranger. Which one is it?”

Both, his reflection seemed to tell him. The one he knows and the one he doesn’t.

Angus sighed. “There’s no point dwelling on it,” he muttered. “I’m his apprentice now, and that’s all that matters.” Isn’t it?

Perhaps to Voltari...
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“You have progressed at an acceptable rate, Angus,” Voltari said one day, his voice crisp, lacking his normal tone of impatient derision. “Soon it will be time for you to leave.” A hopeful upturn of tone? A bit of pride for having turned an empty mind into a finely-honed weaver of spells? A touch of gladness for finally getting rid of an unwelcome burden?

It didn’t matter. Praise of any sort from Voltari was a rarity, and Angus felt a gentle warmth rising up his neck, threatening to become a crimson cascade. But it turned and buried itself in his beard, as if it were uncertain of its presence. He was not ready to leave. Despite the rapid progress he had made over the past year, Voltari and Blackhaven Tower were the only things he knew, the only things he could remember. Prior to that it was a black void that threatened to swallow him whenever he peered too deeply into its inky depths.

At first, he had often asked Voltari about who he had been, but his master only waved away the questions and said, “The past means nothing; only the present and future matter. Focus on them.” Whenever he pressed the issue, whenever he demanded answers, Voltari would turn his stony gray eyes upon him, and he would see a strange, icy fury raging within them. Then he would punish him or, if he were feeling generous, disappear. Angus knew the answers were there, but Voltari refused to provide them. And Angus was not nearly powerful enough to risk truly angering his master, so he focused his mind and energy on the magic. He delved deeper into it, striving to gain a better understanding of it. But he never stopped wondering about his lost past, and rarely a day went by when he didn’t have the thought: Magic caused my loss of memory, and magic can restore it. He was certain Voltari knew that magic—or at least where to find it. If Angus left Blackhaven Tower, there would be no more chances to get that information out of him. When Angus left—

“Now,” Voltari said, interrupting his thoughts. “You must perfect this spell.” He held a scroll out to Angus.

“What is it?” Angus asked, reaching for the scroll. Perhaps later.... He cordoned off the thought to focus on the scroll and the magical threads surrounding him. It would be a challenging spell, a powerful spell, one that would require his complete attention. He unrolled the scroll carefully, his excitement tempered by the healthy sense of dread that every new spell brought with it.

Voltari’s steel-gray eyes narrowed as he ordered, “Tell me.”

Angus gulped—another test, another opportunity to disappoint him. He examined the runes and sigils drawn from spider-thin streaks of burnt umber ink streaked with a deep, almost black shade of red. “It’s obviously a complex, powerful spell from the spheres of flame and earth,” he said. Knowing Voltari would demand a more detailed explanation, he looked more closely at the order of the runes, the pattern of the sigils, how each line had been sketched, and the interconnectedness of the threads of ink with the threads of magic. “This is strange,” he muttered. “It seems to be a spell that produces balls of flaming earth rising up into the sky. But,” he paused and shook his head.

“Yes?” Voltari demanded.

Angus did not look up from the scroll as he replied, “I would expect there to be runes and sigils related to air magic, but there aren’t any. It’s as if the flame is bubbling up from the earth like—like geysers of molten rock. I’m not sure, though, since the nuances are beyond me.”

Voltari held his hand out for the scroll and Angus handed it back to him. “I disagree,” he said, his voice level, impartial. “You understand the nuances far better than your training would suggest you should.”

“Thank you, Master,” Angus said, lowering his gaze and fighting back the urge to smile.

Voltari hesitated a long moment, and then said in his most uncompromising tone, “Tomorrow, Angus, you will leave. Your apprenticeship is at an end. Come to my chamber at dawn.” Then he tweaked a nearby strand of carefully modulated magic and vanished.

Angus stood still for several minutes, his breathing barely noticeable, his thoughts paralytic. He wasn’t prepared to go out into a world he couldn’t remember. What was it like? Where would he go? Who would he talk to? He had read what he could about it, but reading and being are quite different things. 

Who am I? he wanted to scream as his fingertip unconsciously traced the outline of the scar on his neck, feeling the fluttery pulse raging beneath the surface. 

And who wants me dead?
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Darkness.

Silence.

They were his friends.

Light and sound were his enemies. He fought an endless battle against them that he could never hope to win. But the struggle was important. He didn’t need to be perfect; he only needed to be perfect enough.

He took a slow, deep breath and held it. He stepped forward between heartbeats and gently lowered the toes of his right foot into place. The heel settled soundlessly behind them. He exhaled softly over a fifteen count before shifting his weight, then inhaled slowly and picked up his left foot. He eased it toward the shapely silhouette of the young woman lying on her side. Another breath. Another step.

There was a half moon. Half moons were better than full moons. A little before or a little past the new moon was best. The dim glow provided ample light for him to see the shadows within the shadows, to know what they were. A quarter moon would be better than a half moon.

He took a third step—four more to go. The maids-in-waiting sprawled about the floor around her bed, sleeping on pillows and cushions. But there was a path. If he was careful. If he stepped with delicacy.

His foot fit snugly between one maids’ rumpled hair and another’s dainty ankle, her shiny silver anklet glistening where the moonbeams struck it a glancing blow. There wasn’t room to lower his heel, but that didn’t matter; he could balance precariously on the toes of one foot for a long time when he needed to. But he didn’t need to.

He took a fourth step, placing his left toes in the space between another maid’s forearm and bicep, barely avoiding her nose, her elbow. He was glad he had cleansed himself and his clothing. She might have noticed their subtle pungency and awoken.

Then the path was clear.

He stepped rapidly, silently up to the side of her bed.

She turned toward him in her sleep. Her eyes fluttered, opened. She smiled.

His hand snaked out. The stiletto—

Angus burst upright, a muffled scream clinging to the back of his throat. His breathing was rapid, sharp, almost painful. His heart was pounding like a woodpecker trapped in his chest. He closed his eyes and mouthed the silent mantra that would calm his body, his mind.

Still the mind.

Still the body.

Still the mind.

Still the body.

He couldn’t recall when he had learned the mantra, but it worked: within a minute, his breathing and heartbeat had calmed considerably, almost stopping altogether.

He opened his eyes and looked around the dark room, pondering the fleeting impressions of the nightmare that was already disappearing. Why did it seem so potent, so real? It was as if I was there.

The thought fled as the nightmare faded to less than a memory, less than even the forgotten remnants of a memory.

He frowned. It had been months since his last nightmare. Why had he had one on the eve of his departure?
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Angus rose before dawn. The mantra had left him well-rested, but it had been impossible to return to sleep. He dressed in the most comfortable outfit he had: the padded leather tunic; the strange, form-fitting trousers; and the high, soft-soled black boots. He put the mnemonic fragrances that enhanced his recall of spells in the empty pockets and left the gold coins, and garnets where they were. He thought about leaving behind the key because he didn’t know what it would unlock but decided to take it with him. It’s made of gold, he thought, I can sell it.

He strapped his dagger to his belt and slid the stilettos into their boot sheaths. Then he turned to the backpack. It had been in his room when Voltari had finally showed him how to get there, and he had opened it as soon as Voltari had left. He had removed and examined each item it contained in the hope that one of them would remind him of something from his past, something about who he was. None of them had then—or any of the other times he had repeated the futile activity. Now, he spread out the contents for a different purpose: to choose what to take with him and what to leave behind.

His eyes fell upon the candles. No, he decided. I don’t need candles; I have the Lamplight spell. Or the oil. What else don’t I need? The tinderbox? I can make a spark, but I’ll need tinder to start a fire, and it may not be available when I need it. Leave the grapple hook; I won’t need it. The rope? He frowned. It was a slender braided strand wrapped in tight coils, and it didn’t weigh that much. Take it if there’s room, leave it if there isn’t. He started a new pile.

Those bits of metal? Angus had studied the oddly shaped bits many times, but he could never figure out what they were. Some were sharply pointed, others were strangely curved, but all of them were thin slivers of strong metal. Why do I have them? A keepsake? A mnemonic device? A harsh laugh escaped him. If they are a mnemonic device, they don’t work. Something else, then, but what? He sighed. I have never used them, and I don’t know what they are. Leave them. He reluctantly picked them up to add to the candles and grapple hook but couldn’t bring himself to drop them. They don’t weigh much, he thought, and they don’t take up much room. He put them with the rope.

Leave the clothes. They’re too small. Take my apprentice robes, instead. And that foul robe Voltari gave me. He’ll punish me if I don’t. He took the robes from their hooks, folded them, and added them to the pile.

Keep the waterskin. I’ll need food. He brought the magic into focus and tweaked the strand that would take him to Voltari’s larder. Things that won’t spoil or take up much room, he thought. Things I don’t need to cook. He settled on dried fruit, nuts, smoked meat, and bread. He wrapped them in one of the aprons he used when he cooked and returned to his chamber to add the bundle to his growing pile. He frowned at it before turning away and walking up to his desk. I need my practice string, quill, inkwell, and the notes for my spells, he thought, gathering them together. He picked them up and carried them to the pile. There won’t be that much room left.

What should I do with this wire? He lifted it up. It was a few feet long, and at either end was a metal grip with holes for his fingers to slide through. What is it for? he wondered as he added it to the pile he was leaving behind. He put the vial of acid with it. It had burned him once, and he would not risk being burnt by it again. What to do with those? he wondered, staring at the other three vials. After his experience with the acid, he had decided not to open them. Leave them. But, as he was putting them on the pile, the one with the slight green tinge caught his attention.

Maybe I should take them? he thought. They’re bound to be worth something. He frowned. If there’s room, he decided, moving them to that pile. He quickly dismissed the idea of taking the small assortment of blades with him. His dagger and the stilettos would be enough. Besides, he didn’t know how to use them. He left the few remaining items where they were and organized the gear he would be taking, then filled up the backpack with the food on top and the items he expected to use frequently immediately below it. The things he likely wouldn’t need at all until he reached a town were on the bottom. There was just enough room left for his robes, so he put them on top of the food and sealed the backpack. He strained a bit as he lifted it, but it wasn’t as bad once he strapped it to his shoulders. It took a moment for him to find his balance, but it didn’t really feel quite right.

The rope? he thought as he looked over his gear. Clasp it to my belt. I might need it. He sensed dawn was almost upon him, so he focused his attention on the magic and selected the strand that would transport him to Voltari’s antechamber. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and brought up his memory of the cramped space. He focused on the writing desk and stool that filled one wall, the narrow walk space to Voltari’s private chambers, and the spare robe and cloak hanging on the opposing wall. Once he had the image of the antechamber firmly in mind, he reached out, curled his finger around the strand that would take him to it, exhaled slowly, and tugged it the way that Voltari had instructed. He was instantly struck by the disorienting, rapidly changing sequence of images, each one depicting a place connected to the strand of magic. They flashed by quickly, hovering just long enough to be recognized before being replaced by the next one. His stomach churned as time seemed to expand upon him even as it rushed by. The finger clutching the magic was aching by the time Voltari’s antechamber finally appeared. As soon as he saw it, he instinctively released the spell. His knees buckled as the afterimages pummeled him. He sagged backward and might have fallen if a stone wall hadn’t stopped him. He righted himself and eased open his eyes.

Voltari’s antechamber congealed around him and settled into place. The solidity of the stone beneath his feet and against his back supported him as the last fleeting afterimages dissipated. The chill air of the room bit into his skin, and he inhaled sharply, absorbing the tender smell of candlewax and smoke and ink that wafted into his nostrils. The familiar scratch of a quill against parchment resonated within him, stabilized him, drew his attention away from all the other sensations. He focused on it—and on Voltari, who was sitting at his writing desk an arm’s length away. Voltari had placed smooth, round, palm-sized obsidian stones on each corner of the scroll he was studying to keep it flat, and the quill in his left hand hovered over it for a long moment before adding a few quick, precise marks. He studied the scroll for a few more seconds, then returned the quill to the inkwell. Angus waited, half-expecting Voltari to roll up the scroll and add it to the carefully stacked pyramid on the right side of his desk. Instead, Voltari swiveled on the stool, surveyed him, and slowly shook his head one time. Then he abruptly gestured at the pyramid of scroll and said, “These are for you, Angus.”

Angus hesitated before saying “Thank you, Master.” and setting his backpack on the floor. 

“Your gratitude is unnecessary,” Voltari said in a surprisingly soft, almost affectionate tone. “It is customary for a master to bestow a gift of spells at the conclusion of his apprentice’s training. These scrolls contain those spells, both ones you have already mastered and others you have not. The latter spells are chosen with the expectation that the apprentice will be able to learn them without further guidance. This gift is intended to ensure the survival of the magic and, indirectly, the survival of the apprentice. One day you will continue the line of wizardry I have taught you by passing this knowledge on to your own apprentices. These spells are the foundation of our tradition, one on which you will build your own repertoire of spells.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, picking up the first scroll with the reverence it deserved. As he reached for the string securing it, Voltari put his hand on his to prevent him from untying it. 

“Not now,” Voltari chastised. “Take them with you.”

Angus knelt, opened his backpack, and unceremoniously pulled out the old apprentice robes. When he reached for the black robe beneath them, Voltari put his foot on his hand to stop him. “Don’t be a fool, Angus,” he snapped. “You should wear that robe at all times. It is not a gift I gave lightly, and its magic will provide you with far more protection than that getup you are wearing now.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, reaching for the ties of his tunic.

Voltari sighed and shook his head. “The choice is yours, Angus,” he said. “Change later if that is what you wish to do.”

“Yes, Master,” Angus said, carefully securing the scrolls in his backpack and resealing the flap. Once he had done so, Voltari uncharacteristically held out his hand to help him to his feet.

“Here,” Voltari said, pointing at the scroll spread out on his desk. 

Angus turned his attention to where Voltari pointed and realized that what he had thought was a scroll was actually a map. Voltari was pointing at a label he had added to it.

“Hellsbreath?” Angus muttered.

“You should go there,” Voltari said. “It is a city that has many opportunities for a wizard with your skills.”

“How far is it, Master?” Angus asked, staring at the map to memorize its shapes and labels.

Voltari shrugged. “Not far by magic,” he said. He slid the stones aside and let the map roll back up into its natural position and handed it to Angus.

“Thank you, Master,” Angus said, accepting the map and clutching it more tightly than he had intended.

“From here on, you will be your own master,” Voltari said. He gestured at Angus’s backpack and waited for him to pick it up. His voice was stern as he finished, “My service to you is over, Angus. Do not return here.” Voltari touched Angus’s shoulder, tweaked a strand of magic, and the antechamber disappeared. A moment later, Angus found himself stumbling in the blinding light of the morning sun. Leaves crunched beneath his feet as he dropped to his knees and gasped against the sudden, unexpected, intense disorientation of the spell. He kept his eyes tightly shut and mouthed the mantra. 

Still the mind.

He felt his backpack slide to the ground.

Still the body.

The ridges of the crumpled map bit into the palm of his hand.

Still the mind.

He slowly released his grip on the map and let it drop.

Still the body.

He inhaled slowly.

Still the mind.

He waited for the afterimages to fade away.

Still the body.

He opened his eyes a crack and quickly brought up his hand to shield them from the sudden glare.

Still the mind.

The queasiness was almost gone.

Still the body.

He stood up slowly and turned away from the sun to give his eyes a chance to adjusted to the unaccustomed brightness. As the blurry gray shapes came into focus, he realized he was near the top of a low, rocky hill surrounded by other hills. They were pockmarked with patches of scraggly trees, clumps of bushes, and swaths of tall green grass. To his right, sunlight gleamed off snow-capped mountains towering over the horizon. To his left, the sun loomed over hilltops that stretched as far as he could see. The view was as disorienting as Voltari’s spell had been, and he quickly turned away from it to focus his attention on the firm ground beneath him.

Walls, he thought as the calmness of the mantra began to slip away. There are no walls. 

He closed his eyes and let the effects of the mantra wash over him.

There are no walls, he repeated. There will be no walls. I must accept that. I must adjust to it. I have no other choice. He took one last slow, deep breath, opened his eyes, and lifted his head. He turned to the east and forced himself to stare at the endless horizon, but this time there was no discomfort at all. In fact, it felt normal, as if he had seen it thousands of times. He frowned. If he had seen such open spaces before, he couldn’t remember it. His frown deepened and he turned away from the awesome sight—and the memories he couldn’t access—and finally turned to face what had been behind him all along.

He blinked. A tall black tower stood at the top of the hill he was on. It was not very far away, and its shape was unusual: a single twisted spire jutting upward like a slightly curved fang. The smooth obsidian blocks from which it was forged captured the morning sun and sprinkled it about in all directions. It was narrow at its base and rose about fifty feet above the ground. It bulged outward at first, then tapered leisurely inward until it reached the sharp point at the top. Blackhaven? Angus thought. It isn’t big enough. It couldn’t even contain the practice room.

Don’t be an idiot, he responded with Voltari’s derisive tone. Think it through. The chambers were not built from stone; they were carved from stone. They are subterranean. His gaze settled on the huge wooden door that dominated the base of this side of the tower. Does it open? he wondered, stepping toward it. Will there be stairs going down?

Idiot. Angus shook his head. The chambers are only accessible through Voltari’s spells. They could be anywhere.

He took a few more steps before slowing to a stop. To either side of the door, there was a shadowy recess cut into the stone. They were nearly as high as the door, and sunlight glinted off something metallic hidden within them. The sun was to his right, so he strode that way until he was facing the recess before approaching it. As he did so, the dingy yellow-white cast of old bones gradually came into view. Taken together, the shin and thigh bones were as tall as he was, and he could curl up and sleep in the rib cage if he wanted to. Above them was a tusked skull with a protruding brow. Its left half was draped in weathered metal plates, but its right half was bare bone. A large shield was strapped to its left forearm, but its right arm was bare. He was less than twenty feet away when he noticed the two deep-set, coal-black orbs in its eye sockets. He stopped. They were watching him.

Angus brought the magic into focus, and Blackhaven Tower faded into the background to become part of the insubstantial shadow-world at the periphery of his attention. The maelstrom of writhing strands of magic erupted in the foreground with a heavy concentration of them centered on the door and the recesses. The door was wrapped in the knotted, pulsating sienna and brick red strands of a powerfully explosive earth- and fire-based spell that he didn’t recognize. The intense cluster of knots suggested that anyone attempting to breach the door without permission would almost certainly be killed by the spell while the door remained intact.

Beside the complex braids woven through the door, the two recesses oozed a tangled mass of death magic’s black tendrils. Whenever the magic flowing freely around the spell came close to the magic of the spell, it withered and retreated from its foul touch. It was as if a cocoon devoid of any other kind of magic insulated the spell from its surroundings, giving Angus the impression that he was looking into a consumptive black abyss. Even the magic of the door retreated from the thick, throbbing, coal-black braid that stretched from one recess to the other like an umbilical cord connecting the two colossal skeletons together.

Death magic brought to life, Angus thought with great respect—and a healthy dose of dread. Voltari created a sentinel! 

The sentinel was dead: the animated dead that Angus had read about while exploring Voltari’s library for a way to regain his memory. When he had asked Voltari about them, Voltari’s eyes had narrowed before he answered. You are not ready to learn death magic, Angus, he had told him. It is the most dangerous form of magic. Its sole purpose is to devour all the other forms of magic. Few wizards ever risk using it, and fewer still live long enough to master it. Flame magic, despite its ferocity, is tame by comparison. It can only burn you. Death magic will devour you, and you won’t even realize it is happening until it is too late. Later, near the end of his apprenticeship, Voltari had instructed him on the basics of drawing upon death magic’s consumptive energy when it was necessary to do so, but he hadn’t taught him how to weave any spells from its gray and black strands. What Angus knew about it had come from Voltari’s library, and it was just enough to recognize what the spell was doing but not enough to defend himself against it.

The sentinel before him lowered its ebon gaze and fixed it upon Angus. Its shield grated against bone as it raised its left arm and pointed a bony finger at Angus. “You are unwelcome,” the sentinel boomed.

“But—” Angus began, taking a step back.

Armor clattered noisily against fleshless bones as the sentinel stepped from its recess. The second sentinel also emerged from its recess. It was almost a mirror image of the first: Its left side was bare bone and armor covered its right half. Instead of a shield strapped to its forearm, it gripped a massive poleaxe in its mailed fist. They took two steps forward and stopped. The webwork of magic in each sentinel writhed like a mad jumble of angry snakes as each strand reached out for its companion in the other sentinel. They rapidly merged together until an undulating black sheet filled the space between them, then they retracted rapidly, pulling the two halves of the sentinel together with a resounding metallic clang.

“You are unwelcome,” it thundered. There was no gap in the spell, now, no gap in the armor. It lifted its shield, braced itself, and lowered the poleaxe until its tip pointed at Angus. “You are unwelcome,” it repeated, its harsh metallic tone reverberating through Angus.

Angus reluctantly let the magic drop from his awareness. Voltari had told him not to return, and that is what he would do. He turned and stumbled over the rough, uneven ground away from Blackhaven Tower. Slow, lumbering footfalls followed him until he reached his backpack and lifted it to his shoulders. He turned for one last look at the only home he had ever known. The sentinel stood halfway between him and the tower, waiting as if it had sensed his decision. It turned around and marched back to Blackhaven Tower. Angus watched it until it split in two and returned to its silent, deathly vigil.

How could you do this to me!? he angrily thought. He turned abruptly and stalked off at a brisk pace. He had only taken a handful of steps before an urgent, unbidden thought brought him up short: The map!

He stopped, returned to where his backpack had fallen and put it on. Then he scanned the ground until he saw the map. He strode quickly over to it, grabbed it, squeezed it until it crinkled in his fist, and resumed his rapid, unrelenting march away from Blackhaven Tower. He kept the savage pace up until he stumbled over a clump of roots and fell into a swath of tall grass. He lay still for several seconds before pushing himself up to a seated position.

Think, you fool! He thought, fighting back the tears threatening to erupt from his eyes.

His shoulders began to shake. What do I do?

He crossed his arms and closed his eyes. Focus.

He lowered his head until his chin rested on his chest. Make a plan.

He was too angry to make a plan.

He was too afraid to make a plan.

Self-pity consumed him and dominated his thoughts.

His lips trembled as he mouthed the first line of the mantra.

Still the mind.

He focused his attention on each word as if it were the only thing that existed.

Still the body.

The world began to slip away from him.

Still the mind

His emotions began to fade into the background.

Still the body.

The anger and fear were still there.

Still the mind

He was still feeling them. 

Still the body.

But they were no longer overwhelming him.

Still the mind

He needed to make a plan.

Still the body....
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Angus was calm by the time he unrolled Voltari’s Map for closer scrutiny. Voltari had placed Blackhaven Tower in the upper left quadrant of the map and surrounded it with hump-shaped runes. Hills, he realized. That’s where I am now. And those taller, jagged marks—he ran his eyes down the left edge of the map—are mountains. He paused when he reached the bottom of the map where some of the mountains had puffy circles attached to their peaks. What are those? Clouds? Voltari had marked a spot between two of them with an X and labeled it HELLSBREATH. He said I should go there.

Across the top of the map, there were marks that resembled birds in flight and torches, neither of which made sense without the label above them: DEATH SWAMPS—FISHMEN. Marsh plants and birds? he wondered. Or is the marsh north of that area? If it is, then those marks would represent a different kind of terrain. A desert, perhaps? They could be cacti. Or a forest? The torches could be trees, and a forest would have lots of birds. He stared at it for a few more seconds, then shrugged. A swamp makes more sense, he decided, given the label.

Below the swamp was a large empty space with a line through its middle that stretched from WYRMWOOD, a label near the edge of the hills on the left, to TYRAG, a label near the right edge of the map. Voltari had written KINGDOM OF TYR above the line. A border? Angus wondered. Is the land beneath the line part of Tyr or part of a different kingdom? He shook his head. No, not a different one, he decided. Voltari would have labeled it if it was. A road, then? He nodded and focused on the blank space on the map. It puzzled him. Why aren’t there any symbols? What kind of terrain could be so empty?

He looked for clues on the map and his eyes settled on the short squiggly lines coming out of the swamp. The first one was at the right edge of the swamp. It traveled down the map a short distance and then turned left to run beneath the full length of the swamp. The other squiggly lines emerged from the swamp and joined it. At the edge of the hills, the line turned and followed them until they disappeared off the bottom of the map. A few other lines came out of the mountains and hills to merge with it. A river system, he concluded. A swamp would drain into one. It would follow the lowlands. It would have tributaries. The bare area must be at a higher elevation, and it’s flat, like a plateau. He lifted his head and looked east over the hills for a few seconds, then turned away. No. It’s not high enough in the mountains to be a plateau. A steppe? He slowly nodded. Yes, a steppe. A vast stretch of grass, like this—he looked at the tuft of tall grass he had fallen into. Grain. Tyr exports a lot of it to—

To where? He scowled. I know the answer. It is right there, just out of reach. What is keeping me from remembering it? His right hand shuddered, and the map slipped out of his grip. It rolled up with a crisp snap, but he ignored it. Voltari must have mentioned it. He slowly shook his head. No, he only talked about magic. I must have read about it in one of his books. I was so focused on finding magic to recover my memory that I barely skimmed through most of them. It was an unsatisfying answer, but he tentatively accepted it because it could easily be true—and if it wasn’t true, the real answer was hidden in the past he couldn’t access. Tyr is a massive field of grain, and there are rivers flowing through it. Why aren’t those rivers on the map, too?

The fingers of his right hand fumbled at the map, and he unrolled it more forcefully than he had intended. It uncurled further than it had before and revealed a long-faded label along the left edge of the map: XENOPHOBIC MOUNTAIN DWARVES—IMPASSIBLE. Dwarves? he thought, lifting his gaze to the mountains chewing through the western horizon like the venom-laced fangs of a dragon biting through the world. They don’t live on the surface, so why would they care if anyone climbs over them? He frowned at the daunting heights towering over him. Who would risk doing it, anyway? Climbing mountains like that without proper gear would be suicide.

So, where should I go? he wondered, returning his attention to the map. North? He shook his head. Voltari wouldn’t have called them Death Swamps without good reason, and it would be foolish to go there without knowing why he had done it. And who are the fishmen? Are they the reason they’re called Death Swamps? He tilted his head for a moment, then shrugged. It doesn’t matter. I can’t go north or west. How about east? To Tyrag?

The fingers of his right hand tensed as his eyes followed the long, straight line from Wyrmwood to Tyrag. That road is not far from here, and Tyrag is the capital. The king lives there, and there will be work for wizards. I should go there. His right hand tightened around the map and jerked it out of his left hand. The muscles across his chest tightened, and it was difficult to breathe. Sweat beaded on his brow and trickled down the nape of his neck. The map crinkled as his hands shook, and he stared at the tightly clenched fist wrapped around it. He forced his fingers to relax and dropped the map onto his lap.

No, he abruptly decided. I will not go to Tyrag. It’s too far to travel this time of year.

He frowned. What time of year is it? It’s too warm for winter, and there isn’t any snow on the ground. Is it too cold for summer? His hair swished across his shoulders as he turned sharply toward the mountains. Not at this elevation. Those snow caps aren’t that far away. He rapidly shifted his attention to the sun. Where would the sun be in summer? Is that the right place? Or should it be further north? He gritted his teeth and took a quick, unsettled, breath. I should know that. It isn’t a complicated question. Where is the sun in summer? North? South? Why don’t I know that?

Everyone knows where the sun is in summer. It’s—

Still the mind.

He blinked as the mantra erupted from deep within him to interrupt his frantic train of thought.

Still the body.

He focused on the words and let them wash over him.

Still the mind.

He set aside the scattered, uncertain thoughts. They were still very much there, but his attention remained on the mantra.

Still the body.

His breathing became less chaotic as the mantra captured his emotions.

Still the mind.

His breathing eased into a slow, calm rhythm. He was sitting on a tuft of grass and reached out for a handful of stalks.

Still the body.

He bent the stalks over and inspected them. No awns. It can’t be late summer or autumn. This grass would be heavy with seeds if it was.

Still the mind.

He released all but one stalk and split the fibers of the stalk. A rudimentary awn was beginning to form.

Still the body.

His breathing was controlled, regular. His heartbeat was steady.

Early summer, he decided. I’ll know more once I get out of this valley and see the other fauna.

He focused on the mantra for a few more minutes, then returned to the thought of going to Tyrag. His body threatened to react as it had before, but the mantra kept it from happening. Why? he wondered. What is it about Tyrag that frightens me so? If there was an answer, it was buried in his past with so many other things he needed to know. It doesn’t matter, he decided, leaving it where it was. I won’t be going there.

He reached down for the rumpled map, carefully smoothed it out as best he could, and let the right half curl back up until the Kingdom of Tyr was no longer visible.

Voltari was right, he concluded. I must travel south to Hellsbreath. He traced the puffy, cloud-like mark attached to one of the mountains next to Hellsbreath. What does that symbol represent? It’s not a cloud. The symbol for a cloud combines a knot from water magic with one from air magic. Voltari would have used it to depict a cloud. He glanced at the mountains to the west. Does it relate to elevation? Are the mountains near Hellsbreath higher than those? He shook his head slightly. It’s possible, I suppose, but not very likely. Symbols on maps are visual depictions of the terrain. Their shapes should be recognizable when given the proper context. It represents something you can see, like a hill or mountain. But what?

He frowned. Does it matter? Voltari said I should go there. He said my magic would be useful and I would find work. I know more about flame and earth magic than the other forms of magic. What use could they be in Hellsbreath? He tilted his head slightly. Flame and earth magic. Many of my spells combine them together. How could that be useful in Hellsbreath?

He blinked. Not a cloud, he suddenly realized, a plume. They’re volcanoes. Volcanoes are concentrated sources of flame and earth magic. It’s one of the few places where they come together naturally. That’s why he said to go there. That’s why he emphasized those forms of magic in my training. He was preparing me for Hellsbreath all along. He frowned as a brief surge of anger slipped past the mantra. Did he put a spell on me to ensure that I would go there? Is that why Tyrag terrifies me?

He tapped the hastily scrawled X indicating Hellsbreath’s location. Do I have to go there? he wondered, a part of him defiantly rejecting the idea. Is there somewhere else I can go? He looked over the map to see if he had missed anything. North, East, and West were not viable options. He concentrated on the southern part of the map. The road continues past Hellsbreath. I could keep going south if his spell lets me leave Hellsbreath after I get there.

Angus absently smoothed a crinkle out of the map not far from Hellsbreath. It left behind a smudge, and he tried to scratch it off. When it didn’t disappear, he tilted the map to catch more of the sunlight. What is that? he wondered, squinting at a faded symbol half-hidden by the mountain symbols inked over it. It looked like a teardrop resting on top of a symmetrical trapezoid. The teardrop was similar to the runes representing flame magic, which were all variations of a dancing candle flame, but this one was far too smooth, far too stable for that purpose. And the trapezoid? He had never seen a magic rune like it before.

Does it have something to do with flame magic? he wondered. He shook his head. No. I would have seen it in one of Voltari’s books if it did. A very faint, broken line stretched from the mysterious symbol to the north-south road that passed through Wyrmwood and Hellsbreath. A road? He frowned and looked closer at the line. The ink is different. The symbol and line are old and faded, but the rest of the map—

Angus abruptly lifted the map until the sunlight backlit the parchment. The faded symbol stood out more clearly, and so did the ghostly edges of other marks that had been covered up. This was an old map, he realized. Voltari traced over the existing symbols and added labels. Why didn’t he trace over this one, too? Maybe I should go there and find out? It won’t be that much of a detour.

“Tie the first knot first,” he quietly said, lowering the map to his lap. Voltari had told him that when he started his remedial training. Spells are simple. They only appear complicated. Each one is a series of knots that must be tied in their proper sequence. Start with the first knot. Tie it precisely. Then turn to the second knot in the sequence. Tie it precisely and link it to the first knot in the manner prescribed by the spell. Do the same with each subsequent knot until you have completed the spell. The result may appear to be a tangled mass of knots, but it is not. It is a carefully constructed webwork of power designed to achieve a specific purpose. It only becomes a tangled mass if you try to tie too many knots at one time or rush through the sequence. That leads to mistakes. He had looked pointedly at Angus as he had finished, Like the one that cost you your memory.

“Tie the first knot first,” Angus repeated, leaving the memory behind. I am here, he put his left index finger on Blackhaven Tower, and I need to be there. He moved his right thumb to Hellsbreath. The best route to get there is the road through Wyrmwood. He moved his thumb up to Wyrmwood and left it there. It was about halfway between Blackhaven Tower and Hellsbreath, and the road ended just above it. So, I need to get to Wyrmwood. That would be south and east of here. He frowned slightly. It was an old map. There could be other towns and villages north of Wyrmwood that didn’t exist when it was made. How far north might they have come since the map was first drawn?

He abruptly shook his head. Assumptions about magic, Voltari had instructed, are fraught with danger. Always assume the worst and prepare for it. If the worst happens, you will be able to deal with it. If it doesn’t, so much the better. If you assume the worst won’t happen and it does, that will likely be the last assumption you will make. Voltari had paused and his lips had grown taut for a moment before he finished, even if it doesn’t kill you.

“Assume the worst,” Angus muttered, looking at the hills between Blackhaven Tower and Wyrmwood. “Those hills are deadly. There are no people living in them. There are animals that will eat me. There are poisonous plants and spiders and snakes and insects.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Don’t fear them. Prepare for them.” He focused on his breathing for a few seconds, then looked at the map again. “How do I do that?”

By tying the first knot first, he reminded himself. The river passes through Wyrmwood. If I travel southeast down the hills, it will take me to that river. Once I reach it, I can follow it downstream to Wyrmwood. So, my first knot is simple: Find a stream. It will flow downhill. It will join other streams, and they will eventually join the river. Simple.

Only, it was not a simple knot to tie. The map had no scale, so he had no idea how far away the river was. He lowered the map and looked over the top of the rolling hills fading into the eastern horizon. If the river is at the base of those hills, he thought, it will take days, if not weeks, to reach it. I will be traveling over rough, rocky ground and through high grass and thickets. It will be difficult, especially since I don’t know how to survive in the wilderness. A shudder passed through him and settled at the base of his spine. He dismissed it with a shake of his head, then took another slow, deep breath.

When dealing with a complex knot, Voltari had taught him, treat it as you would the sequence of knots for a spell. There is a proper sequence of motions for each knot. Practice each motion on its own until your fingers know how to make it without conscious guidance. Once you have mastered each of the motions, then it is a simple task to string those motions together to tie the complex knot. Practice that sequence of motions until they flow naturally from your fingers. When you believe you are ready, test yourself by tying the knot fifty times in your practice string. Check the results. If the knots are not identical, do it again. Keep doing it until you can make a perfect knot every time. Only then will you be ready to make the attempt to tie the knot in a tendril of magic. It will be difficult. Magic does not like to be confined. It will fight against you. Ignore its efforts and focus on tying the knot. If your will is strong enough, the magic will obey you. If it isn’t...

Angus sighed. It was going to be a very complicated first knot, and he needed to break it down into its motions. What are they? he wondered. Walking. Finding food and water. Making shelter. Resting. Being vigilant. They sounded like simple motions—but so had the slipknot until Voltari told him the tautness and size of the loop mattered. It took a lot of time and practice to adjust the motions for the various slipknots Voltari had taught him—and that was the simplest knot in flame magic. There were far more complex knots that required a great deal more practice.

How complicated will these motions be? he wondered. I don’t have the luxury of practicing them before I apply them. I will have to experiment while I travel, and that will lead to mistakes. I’ll have to learn from those mistakes and make refinements. He cringed. I would be courting disaster if I tried doing this with magic. Will traveling in the wilderness be any different?

First, go south to a stream, he decided, and follow it to the river. It will give me a steady source of water. I can forage along the banks. I can fish for food when I need to. There might even be settlements Voltari didn’t mark on the map. If I can find one of them—

Plan for the worst, he reminded himself as he rolled up the map and secured it in his backpack. Everything is going to try to kill me. He stood up, strapped on his backpack, and faced south. It was a daunting sight: Voltari had built Blackhaven Tower on a small hill in a secluded little valley surrounded by steep foothills. The nettles, brush, and trees around the tower had been cleared at some point, but he had reached the boundary of whatever spell Voltari had used to do it. The land before him was untamed, and there was no easy path to follow. He sighed, chose a less obstructed route, and stepped forward.

Be vigilant.
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The stream Angus followed was barely a few feet wide. It meandered through thickets, shrubs, and sporadic maple groves. Along its banks grew clumps of tall grass that often hung over it, and he had to force his way through them many times. The grass was more than half his height and riddled with snakes, spiders, and a wide variety of small birds and insects—or so he imagined. There were no fish larger than his finger, but he caught what he could and swallowed them whole as he waded downstream. At least he could avoid dealing with the underbrush until the water got too deep to wade through.

Near dusk he belatedly sought shelter, but the hills on either side of the stream were lined with densely packed, thorn-encrusted thickets. Seek shelter earlier, he told himself as the darkness settled in around him. Take advantage of what is available when you can. He reached out for a strand of flame magic, wrapped it firmly around a curled fingertip, and absently tied the slipknot for Lamplight with a very large loop with a taut base. A small yellow-orange orb flickered to life around the knot, and he anchored it to its customary spot just behind and above his left shoulder. The dim light only stretched out a dozen paces, but it would last for hours before the knot unraveled.

Nearly an hour later, he came upon a small grassy islet that split the stream for a few dozen feet. The mushy mound should have eroded long ago but the grass’s thick entanglement of roots held it in place. After a quick survey for snakes, spiders, and other unfriendly creatures that weren’t there, he trampled down the grass and set his backpack down in the middle of it. The soggy ground squished beneath it, and water oozed up to form a shallow puddle around its base. “I should have brought those robes,” he muttered. “I could have put them on the ground to sleep on.”

Don’t be daft, he thought in Voltari’s voice. It would have made no difference. They would have gotten soaked, too. He scanned the area lit up by the spell and dismissed the idea of using the thicket’s thorny branches as bedding. Will they work for a fire? The glimmer of reflected light winked at him from his matted bedding, and he shook his head. There’s no point in building a fire on that. It won’t burn. The chill night air seeped into his skin as he stood there, and he shivered. If I can’t have a fire...

He sighed, reluctantly bent over his backpack, and unsealed it. His hand slid past the scrolls Voltari had given him, and gently brought out the black robe. The scrolls slid back into place, and he resealed the backpack. He stood up, unfolded the robe, and reluctantly put it on over his clothes, clenching his teeth in anticipation of the inevitable, unrelenting itchiness. But this time the itch was curiously mild as the robe’s magic invaded his body. As he tied the sash, the chill began to leave him, and by the time he sat down on the wet, matted grass he was warm. The water oozed up around his bottom like it had with the backpack, but it couldn’t seep through the tightly woven cloth of his robe. He stayed dry.

Voltari said it would protect me, he thought, but he didn’t say how. I should have listened.

A few minutes later, he moved Lamplight to an empty pocket and lay down for some rest. A thick sliver of moon peeked over the mountains, and he was somehow comforted by its slim presence and the subdued light it cast upon everything. Quarter-moons are better than half-moons.

He tried to sleep, but nothing felt right. The hard stone shelf he normally slept on had been replaced by uncomfortably soft, soggy grass. The soft echoes of his breathing bouncing off his chamber walls were gone. The rhythmic pulsing of blood rushing through his ears and the soft thrumming of his heartbeat were overwhelmed by the trickle of the stream, the whistles of a nightbird, the gentle rustle of the wind in the thickets, the distant scurrying of something small making its way through the thickets, the light touch of an insect on his cheek, the distant stench of a rotting log, the sweet scent of freshly broken grass crying out for mercy....

If only he could return to the stark confines of his chamber in Blackhaven Tower! But he couldn’t, and he would never see them again. Voltari had ordered him never to return, and he wouldn’t risk disobeying that order. He could learn to tolerate the delicate touch of an insect’s legs or a moth’s fluttery wing, but he would never survive the sharp sting of Voltari’s wrath.

His muscles bunched up around his sternum and tension radiated outward from their center. Still the body, he thought, closing his eyes and mouthing the mantra. Still the mind. He became the master as he methodically registered each sensation, categorized it, and let it pass through him. One by one they eased into the background of his awareness until only two remained: the rhythmic pulsing of blood rushing through his ears and the soft thrumming of his heart. He focused on them, drew comfort from them, and let everything else fade away.

He rested comfortably until a new sound intruded upon him and gradually tweaked away the sleep. His heartbeat and breathing remained steady, but his mind became crisply alert. What is it? he wondered, listening for the disturbance to repeat itself. But there was only the murmur of the stream as it trickled past, the sound of wings flapping in the night, the distant screech of a nightbird. He had nearly convinced himself that it had been another nightmare when he heard a
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