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The Brilliant Career of Sajur Golu

SAJUR SLUMPED AGAINST the door frame outside the parlor where his parents were arguing in hushed whispers. They didn’t know he was listening. If they did know, would it make any difference? If they knew how much he hated the stupid pettiness of their lives, would they do anything differently? Probably not.

He slouched into the parlor and dropped down on a chair. The wooden frame pressed sharp and hard against his back and legs through the worn cushions. He glared at his mother and father.

“Sajur, dear, your father and I were speaking in private,” his mother said in that overly simple way she had of talking to him, as though he were a small child instead of thirteen years old.

“I heard you out in the hall,” he grumbled. “So, Father, how much did Clerk Lothi bribe you this time to cover up his stealing from the treasury?”

“What – why –” his father stammered in that nervous way that always made Sajur grit his teeth in irritation. “You’re mistaken, son. There was no theft. I was foolish enough to misplace yesterday’s collections. I admitted my mistake to Master Andrus, but he would have dismissed me from my position anyway if Clerk Lothi hadn’t been kind enough to speak up for me and convince him to give me another chance. You do understand, don’t you?” He looked anxiously from Sajur to Sajur’s mother. She pressed her lips into a tight, thin line and looked away.

“Right.” Sajur transferred his glare from his father to his feet. The vo Udrun family was descended from one of the greatest, most powerful, most renowned families of the Old Madrin nobility. And now here his father was, an underclerk in the wretchedly corrupt tax collection office of this stupid, unimportant little town, enduring all the petty daily humiliations his superiors inflicted on him for the sake of being allowed to remain in his position and the occasional insultingly-small bribe. If he was going to sell his honor, he could at least sell it for enough to make some real improvements in the family’s situation. “That’s so pathetic,” Sajur muttered.

“Sajur!” his mother scolded, though he knew she had been saying the exact same thing just a few moments ago. “You should treat your father with more respect.”

“He should do something to earn it,” Sajur retorted. Like tell me himself to respect him instead of hiding behind a woman like the weakling he is.

“Son, you have to understand –” his father started to say.

“I’ve had enough of this.” Sajur heaved himself out of the chair and slouched off back to his room. If any improvement was going to be made in his family’s status, it was up to him to do it. Gods, he couldn’t wait until the midsummer break was over and he could go back to Source Bedarat. It might be the smallest, weakest Source in the Empire, but at least there he could work on making something of his life. Even though he was starting out about as low as a person could get, he would never settle for some insignificant, mediocre position like his father’s. With hard work, planning, and determination, there would be no limit to how far he could go.

* * *

AT THE END of the summer holiday, Sajur returned to Source Bedarat, filled with new resolve. Over the next year, he worked and studied harder than ever, refusing to return home for any more breaks. He pushed himself in his magical training, drawing more and more Source power and working ever more difficult magic until his teachers had to caution him not to go too far too fast lest he do damage to his surroundings or burn himself out. Sajur dismissed their warnings; who were they to tell him how far was too far? Timidity never got anyone anywhere. Timidity never changed the world.

Nearly all the other students and acolytes at Source Bedarat, and even the golus, seemed content with where they were. Sajur despised them for it; he had no intention of letting his life go to waste at this weak, isolated Source if there was any way out. Yet it also rankled at him that another student, and not Sajur, was Chosen of Bedarat, born perfectly attuned to Bedarat’s power and even requiring the Source’s power in order to survive. Dafid was one of the meekest, least ambitious students at Bedarat, yet, because he was Chosen, he could commune with the Source and use its power in ways that Sajur could never dream of.

In spite of his envy and contempt, Sajur restrained himself from lashing out. He was slowly learning, by way of long hours of detention and occasional meetings with the chief priest’s willow switch, that diplomacy and reason could accomplish more than anger and force. But one day when he caught Dafid alone in the garderobe, he couldn’t hide his disgust and resentment any longer. “Why are you the Chosen?” he demanded, crowding up against the younger boy until Dafid was leaning backward over one of the holes in the wooden seat. “A weakling like you, who doesn’t want anything more than to be chained to this pathetic Source the rest of your life? If you were really worthy, wouldn’t you be Chosen of some great Source like Dar?”

“Well, I…” Dafid stammered. His health had improved since he came to Bedarat, but he was still thin, pale, and sickly. “I don’t know why I’m Chosen. I didn’t ask for it. But this is where I’m meant to be. And the golus say that all service benefits the Empire, no matter where you serve.”

“Pah.” Sajur shoved the smaller boy so hard that he landed on the hole, his robed backside hanging down through it, and stalked away. He knew Dafid wouldn’t tell anyone Sajur had pushed him; he was too weak and scared. In fact, now that Sajur thought about it, Dafid and Bedarat deserved each other. He had been a fool to envy Dafid his Chosen status at such a weak, insignificant Source. He had better things to aspire to.

* * *

ONE DAY, MORE than a year after Sajur’s last visit home, Ebrun Golu, the chief priest of Bedarat, called Sajur into his study. This wasn’t an unusual occurrence; still, as Sajur entered the spare, dim room, a mix of trepidation and excitement churned in his stomach. He was fairly certain he had done nothing to win the chief priest’s displeasure this time. He had learned to restrain his tongue and at least go through the motions of courtesy and obedience, no matter how right he knew he was. But he could be in trouble for something he didn’t know he had done – or Ebrun Golu might be ready to discuss his advancement in Bedarat’s service.

“Please sit down, Sajur,” the chief priest said from behind the plain wood desk where he sat reading a letter. Ebrun Golu had once been noble in appearance, tall and well-built, with the strong, sculpted face of a highborn Madrin, but the cares of running Bedarat’s combined shrine, school, and order had worn him down into resigned, tired dignity. It was a shame, Sajur thought, that someone of such elevated origins should waste his life on the petty, never-ending day-to-day concerns of a small, unimportant Source like Bedarat.

Sajur took a seat and waited, making an effort to appear appropriately patient and submissive as Ebrun Golu finished reading the letter. Then the chief priest looked up at him and said, “You’ve progressed far the last several months.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ve been working hard.”

“Clearly. And I’ve also noticed an encouraging improvement in your disposition. Talent and skill do a man no good if he is so difficult to get along with that no one wants to have anything to do with him.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” It irritated Sajur that honesty and forthrightness were considered flaws, but if he had to abide by such conventions in order to achieve his goals, that was what he would do.

“Good. As to why I sent for you, I have here a letter informing me of an opening at the school at Source Dar in the capital, and asking if I have a student sufficiently skilled and advanced enough to benefit from further education there.”

Sajur’s heart leaped. Source Dar, the greatest Source in the Empire. This was the opportunity he had been hoping and working for. Service at Source Dar would allow him to advance the name of vo Udrun to higher prestige than he ever could at any lesser Source. If he was clever and hard-working enough, he might even achieve the position of chief priest of Dar, who was also High Priest of the Empire and one of the Emperor’s closest advisers. With this position and power, he could raise the Madrinan Empire, and the vo Udrun name, to ever greater glory. He fought to suppress an undignified show of excitement lest Ebrun Golu decide he lacked the maturity and sobriety necessary to enter Source Dar’s service. “Do you have a student you think is ready?” he asked in a carefully neutral voice.

The chief priest gave him a level look. “I believe you know the answer to that already, Sajur. Otherwise, why would I be having this talk with you? But I appreciate your show of modesty. Do you think you would be up to the challenge of studying at Source Dar and entering the service there? It would be far from your family, and, after all, you are only fourteen years old.”

“More than fourteen and a half, sir. And the distance from my family doesn’t matter, as I have always intended to take vows as a golu.” He checked himself; best not to sound too ambitious. “I would do my very best to be a credit to my family and to Source Bedarat, and to you, sir.”

“Very well, then,” Ebrun Golu said. “I will send them your records and my recommendation. When I receive word of your acceptance, I will arrange for your travel to Aliandarin. Would you like to go home to see your parents before you leave?”

Back to that shabby house, filled with his parents’ petty worries and bickering and that stifling air of mediocrity and failure? “I would prefer to remain here and study, so I can be as prepared as possible to enter the school at Source Dar. If that would be permitted, sir.”

“If you’re certain that’s what you want,” Ebrun Golu said. “I will tell the golus of Source Dar that if they accept you, they will be getting a very devoted and diligent student indeed.”

* * *

SOURCE DAR. SAJUR could hardly believe he was finally here, all these months after Ebrun Golu first told him of that letter. Soaking up the majesty and mystery surrounding him, he looked around the interior of the vast, lofty gray stone shrine, lit with hundreds of white candles that still couldn’t chase away the shadows in the most distant reaches of the hall. The Source itself was located some distance below the shrine, in a cave part way down the enormous promontory that rose above the capital city Aliandarin, dividing the Aliandar and Aliandrin rivers. Through his feet, Sajur thought he could feel the Source’s power, deep, rich, and hungering, with a seriousness of purpose that had been lacking in Source Bedarat.

He had come home, Sajur thought. Not in the sense of being Chosen, of course, but almost as though he and Dar recognized in each other a kindred spirit. Greatness was part of their substance, Sajur’s flesh and blood and bones, the rock of the promontory, the magic that flowed from Dar. Together, they would make the Madrinan Empire the greatest power in all the known world and in all of history.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” asked the under-golu who was showing Sajur around.

Magnificent seemed an understatement, but Sajur could think of no other words to describe this place and how he felt about it. He took a deep breath and felt the strength and power of Dar fill him. “Yes,” he said. “It is.”

* * *

DURING HIS FIRST year at Source Dar, Sajur studied the history, governance, and economics of the Madrinan Empire and the other lands of Tehovir, along with natural history, philosophy, and human behavior. He also continued his magical training, and proved to be even more gifted in using Dar’s power than he had been with Bedarat’s. With hard work and diligence, he achieved the highest possible marks in all his courses of study.

He had never dreamed there were as many books in all of Tehovir as there were in the library of the school at Source Dar. All of those books were available for his use except for several dozen that were kept in a locked room. Though Sajur had read barely a fraction of the books in the open collection, the fact that these other books were locked away drew his interest in a way the books he was allowed free access to couldn’t.

One day he asked his adviser, Master Nezardin, about the locked-up books. “Ah,” Nezardin said with a faint smile on his plain, mild face. “I am not surprised that you would be curious about those. You are clever and hardworking, and always pushing yourself to go further and do better. But I fear it will be a good long time before you are ready for those books.”

How could Nezardin presume to know what Sajur was ready for? But Sajur bit back his protest. Patience and a show of following the rules were more likely to get him what he wanted. “What must I do to be ready, Master? I’m already learning so much. I can’t imagine what else there could possibly be to learn.” For all Nezardin’s apparent caution, Sajur had learned that he liked to ramble on about obscure topics and that he also had a slight weakness for showing off.

“Well,” the golu said. “I shouldn’t speak much of it. The use of those books is restricted to the most trusted scholars and wizards in their studies of arcane magical arts and history.” After a moment’s thoughtful silence, he went on. “But I suppose it couldn’t hurt to prepare you for what lies ahead in your studies. There are certain things that can be done to increase a Source’s power and a wizard’s ability to use that power. But there is much danger in this knowledge; such arts are delicate and pose a danger to the integrity of the Source and the safety of the wizard if they are used incorrectly. There are also things that must not be done at all, which are written in those books so that wizards will know to avoid them.” Now a worried crease appeared between Nezardin’s eyebrows. “Perhaps I should not have even said this much.”

“I promise I won’t tell anyone,” Sajur said. And indeed he had no intention of sharing his secret and valuable knowledge with anyone else. “Thank you for taking the time to explain this to me.”

Sajur had much to think about after that conversation. It had never occurred to him that it was possible to actually increase a Source’s power or a wizard’s ability to use that power. Could Source Dar be made even stronger than it already was? Perhaps into the strongest Source in all of Tehovir? How strong would Dar have to be to achieve that distinction?

He set himself to an intensive study of Sources in other lands. The Madrinan scholars who had written the accounts he read were dismissive of Sources outside the Empire, but Sajur knew better than to think that their writings were completely objective. Great empires, kingdoms, and cultures had arisen around other Sources, though according to the accounts in the Madrinan books, written by Madrinan scholars, none of them were as great as the Madrinan Empire. Still, these other nations and societies, if not as great as the Empire, had achieved some measure of importance, so it was logical to conclude that the
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