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A SHIMMER OF MAGIC

BOOK 1 THE CRYSTAL MAGES TRILOGY

JANE SHAND
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Chapter One 
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ELIN stared with wide eyes and stumbled backwards. Flames licked hungrily at the wooden barn while sparks flew joining the stars as tiny orange gleams before winking out. 

“No,” Elin whispered. She raised her hands as if to ward off the heat, or perhaps the knowledge of what she had done. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. Taking another step back she gasped in a breath, tasting the sharp reek of soot. Her heart pounded, and her stomach clenched. She could extinguish it. She just needed to find that calm place within her, and she needed time.

“Scailtir spawn!” A voice yelled from somewhere close.

“She’s flawed. Chase her out!”

Elin stared at the villagers who had gathered. Where once their faces showed her warm smiles and friendly nods, they were now reduced to the harsh faces of strangers. They should fetch water, douse the fire, not concentrate on her! Their whole stock of hay for the farm animals was in that barn. If it caught... Elin searched each face for understanding or sympathy. Instead, there was only fear, anger, and revulsion. She flinched as something wet impacted her shoulder and burst, spraying liquid into her face. The juice trickled down her cheek and dripped onto her cloak - rotten fruit. Elin turned and fled, forcing down the rising sob. Why? Why did this keep happening to her? Why couldn’t she control it? Her legs carried her through the forest, brambles clawing at her trousers and cloak, low branches threatening to snarl her hair. She shoved onwards, ignoring the sting. Her eyes blurred with the tears that streaked her face. Finally, she stumbled to a halt on a hill to the east of the village. Lungs burning with the need for air she fell to her knees and gasped in lungfuls, grateful that she could not detect smoke on the breeze. She forced her breathing under control and closed her eyes. Sight wasn’t required. She needed her unique sense, the one that could touch the energy that infused everything. Using that sense, she ‘saw’ that the fire still blazed out of control. They had waited too long to try and extinguish it. Elin ran a shaking hand over her face and inhaled deeply. Her ability to use the energy – the magic – that was everywhere, wouldn’t work if she fumbled; she had to find calm. Taking two more deep breaths, she used her ability to search for water found in the air. Over the village, the air was now too hot and dry. She found some further out, dragged it together, forced it higher, and pulled it towards Kinfar When the wet air reached optimum height over the village, it began to rain. Heavy drops grew harder until they pounded the flames into nothing. Elin sagged to the ground, utterly drained. She drew her knees to her chest and lay her head on them. Now what? 

Elin clenched her hands so tight her nails dug crescents into her palms. She raised her head and yelled at the uncaring sky. Another village denied her. Just as she began to hope she could call this one home. She clenched her lips firmly to still their tremble. Why did she ever allow herself to dream that this time it would be different? She needed to return to the village to retrieve her pitiful belongings. They remained in her pack, which lay tucked out of sight under some tumbledown rocks by the sheep pen. She had learned never to bother unpacking. To keep everything hidden. For just such occasions as this. Elin stood on shaky legs, pushing the hurt and the sadness away behind the wall she had built in her mind. 

With heavy footsteps she made her way back towards the village, her way guided now by a sliver of moon. She took a wide berth around it, not wishing to run into anyone. She might have doused the fire, but they didn’t know that, wouldn’t care even if she were to convince them it was her. She had started it, simply because she had lost control. A scowl chased across her face. If only Owen hadn’t provoked her... Elin shook her head. She should have pulled her knife on him instead. Punishment for that would not have meant banishment. Perhaps it was time to accept she couldn’t be around other people, to head out into the land on her own. She knew how to forage for food. Elin raised her head and peered around as a dull weight settled in her stomach. It was autumn already. What food would she find come winter? If she were a boy, she could offer work at farms in exchange for food and a bed for the night. Many farmers wouldn’t treat a girl the same way. 

When she was younger and had been forced out of a village, it had been different. Farmers, or their wives, took pity on a young, starving child. But now, as an older teenager, she was viewed very differently. Wives saw her as a temptation for their husbands. Men saw her as a woman who couldn’t complain about their behaviour. So there was always less sympathy and more suspicion. A shiver ran down her back as she recalled occasions where she had nearly starved or had run from farm workers, curses sounding in her ears when she wouldn’t ‘play’.

Elin slapped her thigh. Things to think about later. For now, she needed her pack and to flee from Kinfar.

***
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The sheep pen squatted on the outskirts of the village, a short distance from the edge of the woods. Elin crouched within the last trees and listened. No doubt everyone was still taking stock of the damage to the barn and checking on the hay. Elin scuttled towards the pen. The sheep sensed her presence, yet they were familiar with her and regarded her soundlessly and without blame. She pulled the pile of rocks apart and dragged out her pack. She brushed off some of the clinging dirt, forever glad that her first family had thought to gift her such a well-made bag. A pang of guilt, or regret, caught her behind the ribs. They had cared for her. However, once her powers had shown themselves, forces that she struggled to control when she got angry or afraid, and that she could use without the aid of a Crystal... The other village folk had naturally considered their safety above hers. So she left to protect the one set of people who had still cared for her despite her unwanted ability. 

Elin checked the pack hadn’t developed any tears or holes and that everything within was dry, then she tugged it onto her back. Hoofbeats in the distance brought her head up and set her scurrying back to the trees. Soon the hoofbeats were joined by the low rumble of a cart. Elin’s heart rate spiked. Today was the day when the local governor came to collect the taxes. Sometimes the Imperial Inspector would join him on random visits to his province’s three counties. Elin’s basic understanding was that these regions were loosely based on the old kingdom boundaries before the Kinchere Empire arose. The counties were administrative constructs brought in by the emperor to help govern his sprawling empire. 

The Inspector hadn’t visited for a while. Elin shook her head. If the villagers mentioned what she had done, she could be in trouble. Anyone that had the ability to use magic was considered a mage. Mages were required to go to Draoheach, the Mage Tower, when their ability came to light. They were expected to bow to the rule of the High Mage. Rogue mages were not tolerated in the empire. But she was something worse. A mage who didn’t require a Crystal to do magic. A mage who couldn’t control her powers. She would be dragged away and imprisoned, if they caught her, or killed. Who knew what they might do? Elin pushed herself deeper into the trees and began to jog. She had to get far away from Kinfar and out of the county. Perhaps even out of Delis Province.

Her feet directed her northeast and she didn’t overthink her direction. It mattered little. She doubted the governor would bother to send guards after one girl, even if she had set a fire using her rogue powers. He might dismiss the news as pure gossip. It wasn’t supposed to be possible to use magic without a Crystal. Mages couldn’t touch the energy directly; they needed a Crystal to channel it. The priests said magic was left over energy from the creation of everything, and it was, therefore, divine and beyond any person to touch directly. So, what did that make her? She had often thought about obtaining a Crystal and pretending. Though she had no idea whether any shiny stone would do. She had never seen a mage’s Crystal. Apparently, mages roamed the empire, keeping the peace, healing and doing other work. But they never seemed to bother with the tiny villages that Elin settled in. 

All she knew was that Crystals came in two different sorts and different colours. Maybe no one else out in the countryside would know the difference, and any shiny stone would do. The one thing she was sure of was that the Crystals were pure and unflawed, or they didn’t work. Just like her.

***
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Elin’s eyes sprang open, her body tense. Had a sound awoken her? She lay still yet heard nothing save for the twittering of the dawn birds. Her fire had reduced to embers that sent tendrils of smoke questing upwards. Nothing nearby immediately concerned her, though the back of her neck itched with the feeling that someone, or something, lurked somewhere nearby. The only scents were the clean, fresh smell of growing things and the dark, rich aroma of earth. 

As silently as she could, she rolled up her blanket and stuffed it into her pack. She gathered the still-damp clothing hanging from the lowest branches of a beech. The curled, brown leaves that still clung stubbornly rustled as she lifted her tunic and trousers, and she winced. However, nothing made itself known, so she stuffed the clothes in her pack too. She would take them out later when the sun might finish the drying. After three days of travel, her clothing had needed a wash and she only had one change. She had no other clothes. She tugged the pack onto her back and checked her knife was firmly attached at her hip. The dagger left with her as a baby was tucked under her shirt. She settled it comfortably at her side, running her fingers over the smooth leather of the sheath. It was too valuable to her, and perhaps others, to be on show. If the bronze dagger was original, it could be over eight hundred years old.

Elin had no way of knowing if it was authentic. She had never shown it to anyone. The sheath was much newer, perhaps not much older than her. The sheathed dagger had been discovered in the basket next to her. She supposed she was lucky that some Priest hadn’t stolen it. Or that the family that took her in didn’t sell it for her upkeep. It was the only thing she had from her birth parents. There were symbols etched into the blade and repeated on the leather sheath; a flame, a water droplet, a spiral pattern and a leaf. She believed they represented the natural elements of fire, water, air, and earth. All things her unique talent allowed her to manipulate, though she had never tried using her power on earth. Her greatest affinity was with fire. Elin’s mouth twisted. Yes, whenever her ability raced out of her control, it was usually the flames that came. Could her magic do more? She had no one to ask, and she dared not experiment. What damage might she do? 

Her chest hollowed as it always did when thoughts of her parents and her potential home sneaked into her mind. She pushed them away and stood still, trying to sense everything around her. Delicately she touched the energy in her vicinity and felt the power in her blood respond. There! Not far to the north were people. One of them also resonated with power. A thrill rushed through her for a moment, though it quickly died back. They weren’t like her. It was a Crystal Mage. Elin wanted to slap herself. Of course, it was a Crystal Mage! Who else would it be? Only someone that could use creation energy would feel like that, and that meant a mage. Her brow creased. What was a mage doing with a group of non-mages more than forty miles from Draoheach? Before she could think better of her actions, her feet led her in that direction. She craved the sight of people, the sound of voices. Even if it were just for a short while and at a distance, the risk of the mage sensing her would surely increase the longer she was near them. She had no idea if they could do that, but if they could, they might feel duty-bound to take her to Draoheach. It was probably dangerous to go anywhere near this group. Still, she couldn’t help herself.

Half an hour later she lay under a bush peering into a camp. Six people occupied it. The mage was easy to spot in her long robe dyed green. Of average height with brown hair in a messy braid, she stood with her arm around a woman with black skin. She stood taller and wore the greens and browns of a ranger. Her hair in multiple tiny braids. She had high cheekbones, a fine nose, and an elegance to her stance. The others were all men and wore the same clothing. One of the men also had the same ebony skin, braided hair and fine nose. On her travels from one village to the next, she had heard rumours that the rangers recruited from deep in the south. Often from a country called Gisni, a place outside of the empire. Elin couldn’t help staring. Those two from outside the empire were surrounded by others who looked so different and perhaps had a different outlook on life? A jolt raced through Elin, and she touched her own braids that hung on either side of her head. Copper red, and unlike anyone else she had ever laid eyes on. Some loved the colour; others had been suspicious of her. It didn’t help that her eyes reminded many of hunting cats or wolves. With that and her strange magic... Perhaps she and those two rangers had something in common. Outsiders in a suspicious empire.

“You could come down and join us, you know,” the gentle voice came out of nowhere. Elin leapt to her feet, her hand flew to her knife, and her heart lurched.

Another ranger stood ten feet away from her. He smiled and raised his empty hands before him. He was taller than her by a few inches. It was a new sensation to tilt her head up at someone, even a man

“I don’t mean you any harm,” he said.

Elin allowed herself to relax a tiny bit. He sounded sincere. But how had he managed to sneak up on her like that? No one did that. Her brow started to scrunch, and she smoothed her expression, not wanting to give anything away to this man. He had caught her off guard because she had allowed herself to be distracted by daydreams of those rangers. She examined the man more closely. Tall – six inches taller than her, and she had always been the tallest of the village women – with unruly dark hair cut short, a warm grin and eyes the grey of ... well, she didn’t know. They weren’t stone grey nor the colour of a storm-laden sky... She shrugged off her rambling thoughts. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had crept up on her as her attention had been elsewhere. She took in his own brown and green clothing.

“You’re a ranger too?” she asked, allowing her grip on her knife to loosen somewhat. Though she didn’t let go of it entirely. If the man noticed, he made no sign.

“Yes, I’m a ranger. We have food – and company,” he said easily.

“What makes you think I need either?” Elin’s voice came out harsher than she meant. She wanted both those things.

The man’s brows drew down as if he were puzzled. “Well, doesn’t everyone want those things?” he hoisted a shoulder. “But it’s up to you. You should be careful out here on your own, though,” he added. “We just dispatched a huge nest of bonereivers and are checking the area for any strays. So far, we haven’t found any, but you never know.” His expression became serious, and his gaze flicked up and down her once. 

Was he deciding whether she could fend for herself? Elin bristled at the thought. “I can take care of myself,” she told him confidently. If she became angry, she could just set fire to them. The thought was too raw for humour. 

The ranger stepped backwards, still watching her with his dove-grey eyes. Dove grey? Where had that come from?

“If you really don’t want company, I’ll be on my way and wish you well,” he took another step back.

“I don’t need anyone,” Elin said. The words sounded bleak and left a hollow under her ribs.

The man quirked his expressive lips, gave a wave, and then strode away. His absence left an emptiness in his wake that she hadn’t noticed before he appeared. Elin settled her pack on her back and began walking once more, trying to banish the thought of company, food, and a pair of grey eyes from her mind.
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​​Chapter Two
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KAMARIA stood at the top of Draoheach’s single tower, her hands gripping the stone of the parapet, its abrasive texture giving her a focus. Her Crystal necklace warmed at her throat, reacting to her wish to lash out. However, that was what they wanted. Look, see how Kamaria is just like her great-grandmother, they would whisper. She shouldn’t be here High Mage. Send her away. She was not her great-grandmother! Kamaria winced and loosened her grip on the stone. She raised her left hand. A drop of blood welled. She sucked it off and sighed heavily. Her other hand patted at her pocket and paper rustled within. She tried to find the same sense of excitement when she had first discovered the ancient map – one that appeared to show the location of the long-lost land of Ferranzia. If she could go there and uncover some of its secrets... The High Mage would never listen to the whispers then. Kamaria’s shoulders slumped. To enter Ferranzia, you needed a Ferranzian citizen. Everything she had ever read agreed upon this. Surely an impossible task? Perhaps if she went to the border and waited. She snorted. She might wait a lifetime for someone to leave the land. Why would they leave when it was rumoured they had everything they needed within?

“Mage Kamaria?” a diffident voice spoke from behind her.

A girl stood hesitantly at the doorway to the tower roof. A rogue breeze tugged at her hair and her gaze darted to the tower’s edge. The girl swallowed hard.

“What is it?” Kamaria took pity on her and stepped away from the edge and towards the girl. Some people didn’t appreciate heights. However, this tower stood particularly high. Her gaze took in the rime of ice across the parapet. It would be mid-spring before it fully melted.

“The rangers have returned; Ranger Kai asked to let you know he was here.” Spots of colour bloomed in the girl’s cheeks, and she dipped her head. Kamaria almost rolled her eyes. Kai of the moody grey eyes, untameable dark hair, and charming smile. Did he know what he did to some of the young serving girls’ hearts? He behaved as if he was oblivious to his charms. Perhaps his naivety was part of the charm.

“Thank you. I will be down shortly.”

The girl bobbed her head and withdrew, closing the door behind her.

Kamaria took one last glance out at the darkening sky and took in a deep breath of the cool air. She squared her shoulders and re-entered Draoheach. What most folk simply called the Mage Tower. However, it was a whole citadel, not just a tower.

The beads in her tight braids clicked as she hurried down stairways and along corridors. The rangers had been gone for a few weeks, out checking the province, and she had missed Kai. She usually would journey with them; however, she had found a new, musty section in the forgotten parts of the library. Something had told her she needed to search there so she let the rangers leave without her. Nevina had gone instead. Kamaria grinned. She at least would be utterly immune to Kai’s charms. Nevina had jumped at the chance to spend more time with her ranger girlfriend, Zahara. Was the High Mage unaware of the relationship, or did she trust Nevina to complete her mission anyway? There was no way of telling. The High Mage kept her thoughts to herself.

The sound of many voices drew Kamaria’s attention back to the present. She entered the hall where the rangers milled and handed dirty cloaks and packs to the servants. They also ordered food and wine. The torch flames danced in the hall’s bronze sconces as the breeze of scurrying servants disturbed them. Kamaria’s forehead wrinkled. White bandages made a stark contrast against ranger arms and legs. Kai leant against the far wall observing the chaos with wry amusement. His cloak had already been taken away along with his pack. His gaze sharpened as he swivelled his head towards her, as if he had felt her regard. His lips curved broadly, and he pushed off the wall to stroll in her direction. The other rangers automatically stepped out of his way. Kamaria shook her head ruefully. How did he do that? If she tried to navigate through this lot, it would take elbows and stepping on toes before anyone noticed her. Then they would move. Probably in a hurry. Her mouth drew down. No. She did the rangers a disservice. It was only other mages that treated her that way. 

As Kai reached her side, he grinned and enveloped her in a hug.

“Ooh, you stink!” she declared, shoving him away and wrinkling her nose.

Kai’s eyes opened wide, and his expression was as innocent as a babe’s. “I will have you know that this is the smell of hard work and manliness,” he declared with great dignity.

Kamaria snorted with laughter. “What you mean is, you haven’t been near enough water to wash for a week!” Kamaria pulled back from him, and her eyes widened. Peeking from under his tunic she glimpsed a bandage.

“You are injured. What happened?”

Kai’s expression grew serious. “It was the biggest nest we have ever encountered – over a dozen bonereivers. Nevina acquitted herself well. She located it and did the healings afterwards. But she doesn’t have your instincts for the size of the nests.” Kai shook his head. “We didn’t realise how many there were until we arrived.” He shrugged. “Not that it would have mattered. We still needed to dispatch them.” He rubbed a hand over his face, and Kamaria saw the smudges under his eyes and the slight pallor to his skin. “I swear their numbers are increasing, K.”

A heavy layer of anxiety settled over Kamaria. They sought out the nests of bonereivers again and again. Their numbers should be diminishing, yet the numbers remained stable. Was the High Mage wrong about them? Were more being created all the time? Or had they found a way to reproduce? The thought of the countryside overrun by the abominations sent a spike of ice down her back.

“I do have one piece of interesting news, though. I know you have an obsession with all things Ferranzian—”

“It is not an obsession!” Kamaria interrupted.

Kai raised an eyebrow, and Kamaria glowered. “Fine, what did you discover?” Kamaria couldn’t help the quickening of her pulse. Had Nafasi, the Goddess of Fate, stepped in to help her? First, she found a map to Ferranzia, and now Kai had located something too? 

“You once told me that only Ferranzians had eyes like great cats – or wolves. Amber. And some of them were said to have red hair,” he paused.

Kamaria’s voice resembled a growl, “Get on with it!”

He grinned. “I met a girl with hair like a copper sunset and amber eyes.” His gaze became distant. “There was something about her...”

“Where was this? Why didn’t you bring her here?” Kamaria grabbed his arm and shook it, excitement blazed through her, and she had to work hard to damp it down.

“Not obsessed, huh?” Kai lifted his eyebrows.

Kamaria dropped his arm and whispered, “I found something too. It is almost as if Nafasi is working with me.”

Kai made no comment. He was less convinced by the Gods and Goddesses that most people worshipped. They were mostly the same in Kamaria’s country to the south, though they had different names. Kai believed in the Goddess of Creation, who the people of the empire called Loinnir, the Divine Maker. However, he didn’t pray regularly.

“I found the girl, or rather, she found me, just south of Cheros. She was heading north-east. I didn’t bring her here because she didn’t trust me one bit.” Kai sounded indignant.

“Finally, a sensible girl who doesn’t fall for your charms,” Kamaria smirked.

Kai’s brows drew down in puzzlement. “I made it quite clear I wasn’t a threat but that there were bonereiver nests around, and she shouldn’t be out on her own. But she insisted she was fine.” He lifted a shoulder. “I could hardly kidnap her, could I? Especially as she didn’t exactly announce that she was Ferranzian.”

“No, I suppose not,” Kamaria said. “But after you’ve rested, you need to take me back out there. I must find her again.”

Kai squinted. “Why is it so important?”

Kamaria leant in with a grin. “I found a map.”

“A map?”

Kamaria scanned around and made a hushing gesture. “If I can get into Ferranzia, I’ll prove my loyalty to the High Mage once and for all. All those who sneer and whisper about me will eat their words.”

“You shouldn’t let them get to you, K.” Kai’s eyes were full of sympathy she didn’t want. She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“Fine. Fine.” He threw up his hands. “I’ll take you back to where I last saw her. She was on foot so she probably won’t get too far. But I need sleep, food, and a bath, apparently.” His lips formed a playful smile. “Though not necessarily in that order.”

***
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The following day Kamaria was packed and ready to leave as the sun cleared the tower, throwing a needle of shadow across the courtyard. Horses milled, their hooves clattering on the cobbles. The rangers had beaten her there. Kai waved to her from just outside the stables. Beside him stood two saddled horses. One of them was hers. Kamaria hitched her lips wryly, both pleased he had done this for her and annoyed that, yet again, he had beaten her to it.

“Thank you,” she said with exaggerated politeness as she attached her pack to the saddle.

Kai grinned. “You are welcome, and if you want to get up before me, you’ll have to be up before dawn.”

“I hadn’t realised all the rangers were coming with us.”

Kai’s smile dropped from his face. “We received word of another nest in the general area we are headed.”

“Another one?” Kamaria turned to him, her brows drawing down. “Is it me, or are nests being found more frequently?” She recalled his words from the day before and her skin prickled.

“I’m hoping it is just that people are more vigilant now, and they know what to look for.” Kai’s expression was not full of confidence. Although she checked over her horse – through habit, she knew Kai would have done a thorough job.

“Actually, it’s the High Mage’s fault that we beat you down here this morning,” Kai admitted. “She sent a servant to wake me up well before dawn. It seems she knew we were heading out and wanted to ensure we dealt with the bonereivers on the way. I would have slept in otherwise.” He gave a lopsided grin, although his eyebrows were raised.

Kamaria knew what he asked. How had the High Mage discovered they were heading out this morning? She had told no one. Mages could come and go as they pleased, within specific rules, and as long as the High Mage had not already set them a task. Mages were expected to travel to every province in the empire and provide healing, peacekeeping, or building work assistance. It was usual for a mage to be assigned a town or city and remain for a month before returning. Kamaria had not yet been assigned such a mission.

“Either someone let it slip, or someone wielded magic to listen in. Such listening spells can be set to last quite a long time too.” Kamaria rubbed her horse’s nose, not looking at Kai. Had the High Mage approved such an enchantment to run in the greeting halls all the time, or was she particularly interested in the rangers? Or was it set to listen in to Kamaria? She clenched her hand and then forced it to relax. If they found the girl and she really was from Ferranzia, and they persuaded her to take them to her land, all this suspicion would go away. The hot coals of her resentment blazed up within her. Damn her great-grandmother! This was all her fault, and she’d never even met her! She had heard all the stories, though. Her mother hid herself away for shame and had desperately tried to prevent Kamaria from heading to Draoheach. Yet the magic had decided for her in the end. Things happened to mages who refused to find their first Crystal. And the mages at Draoheach controlled the mining of them. One had little option except to travel to the Mage Tower. At least if you hailed from anywhere within the empire or from her homeland of Gisni. There were a few places that didn’t send their mages to Draoheach. 

“Ho, Kamaria,” Thornleigh called to her. “Glad to have you back with us.”

Kamaria smiled wryly at the big ranger. “Is that so I can cure your hangovers, Thornleigh, when you indulge in too much ale?”

The rangers whooped, Thornleigh along with them. Zahara and Juma tapped their chests with their fingers, “Ndeewo,” they said in unison, the usual Gisni welcome.

“Ndeewo. It will be good to breathe in the fresh air once more,” Kamaria said.

The two grinned and hummed an agreement.

“Hey! Wait for me!”

Kamaria turned towards the voice, not surprised to see Nevina rushing across the courtyard, her green robe billowing around her. Nevina always rushed. Her pack bounced on her back, and she was still tying off her second brown braid. She ran over to Zahara who grabbed her hand and pulled her in for a kiss.

“I thought we were going to leave without you.” Zahara grinned. She dug Nevina in the ribs, “If you shared my room permanently, I could have woken you up in time,” she added.

“You know I have too many parchments and robes to fit all in one room,” Nevina replied.

“Ee, too true. Half my room is covered in your stuff already.” Zahara clucked her tongue, though her tone was indulgent.

“You enjoyed your last mission so much, you wished to come out again, Nevina?” Kamaria queried with a tilt of her head. Of course, she hadn’t expected the other mage to join them. But Nevina didn’t appear to hold her under suspicion, no matter who she was related to. Although perhaps Nevina could understand, she had to deal with a certain amount of prejudice herself.

Nevina mounted her horse and beamed at Kamaria. “There is nothing like practice in the field. Theory is all well and good, but it doesn’t prepare you for the real thing,” she replied. “The High Mage should send everyone out to get hands-on experience.”

“I agree. Maybe one day, things will change. But unfortunately, mages take a long time to accept change. Well, the old ones, anyway,” Kamaria mused, half to herself.

“Are we ready?” Kai called across the chatter of the group.

There was a chorus of agreement, and the servants pulled open the heavy wooden gate on the far side of the courtyard.

Kamaria rode at the front of the group next to Kai. They were in partial shadow as they rode southwards. As they pulled away from the walls of the stone edifice, the low sun struck them on their left sides, throwing their part-horse, part-human shadows across the paved road and the grass to the side. Kamaria lifted her face to the sun. Although she loved digging around in the dusty libraries of Draoheach, still, after a time she longed for sun and fresh air. The air was definitely fresh. It nipped at her nose, and she was glad she had bundled into her warmest robe. A few wisps of clouds drifted through the palest of blue autumn skies.

“This’ll blow away the dust from those musty old scrolls you love so much,” Kai teased from beside her.

Kamaria peeped at him from the corner of her eye, but he noticed and smirked at her.

“Maybe you could learn a thing or two if you read some scrolls,” she retorted.

The curve of Kai’s mouth broadened. “But I don’t have to. I have you along to tell me everything I don’t know.”

“Hmmm. Well, that’s an awful lot of stuff.” Kamaria paused. “Where exactly was this next nest?”

“Apparently deep in the hills to the north of Cheros. Maybe eighty miles away. So, two nights camping. I think we should catch up to your girl on the second day before we have to turn north into the hills,” he paused, “as long as she hasn’t drastically changed her direction, of course.”

Kamaria narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t give her any reason to change her direction, did you?”

“I was nice to her, and I had no idea we would be heading back that way.” Kai’s brows drew down. “How could I have possibly said anything to change where she was heading?”

Kamaria shrugged. “Girls either fawn at your feet or run away from you, Kai.”

Kai cocked his head to one side. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

Kamaria tilted her head back to laugh. “You really don’t, do you?” Kai regarded her expectantly. However, she said nothing more, allowing a mysterious lift to her mouth.

Kai snorted and dropped his horse back so he could chat with Juma, who rode behind them and had pretended not to overhear their conversation. 

There had been a time when Kamaria wondered if she had romantic feelings for Kai. He had arrived at Draoheach only weeks after she had become a full mage, fresh from his ranger training. The rangers had needed a mage to help them with the bonereiver nests and her name had soon been pushed forward. She knew it had been meant as a punishment – even then rumours had begun to circle – and no one wanted to go with the rangers to destroy the nests. But it had proven not to be a punishment at all. The rangers were welcoming and appreciative of her skills. They also had no interest in the mage politics that was rife at the citadel. They were honest and genuine people with no hidden agendas. In their company she could relax and be herself. 

They had remained true friends even after it was revealed who her great-grandmother was. Kai had shrugged it off and told her it didn’t matter. She had been very grateful. And he was very good looking. But she had soon realised that they worked too well together as friends for anything more than a brother and sister relationship to work between them. Kamaria was too busy being shunned to find a lover in Draoheach – though there had been that one encounter... And Kai, well, she was sure there was something in his past that he had yet to divulge, that prevented him from accepting any of the many offers he received.

Another horse nosed up beside Kamaria, bringing her back to the present. A large chestnut with a pale mane and tail. Kamaria’s grey dipped its head and snorted. They knew each other well from sharing neighbouring stalls in the stables.

“Hello, Nevina,” Kamaria greeted the other mage with a smile.

“I think this is the first time we have been out in the field together,” Nevina said. Her eyes were alight, and she looked relaxed. Not at all as if they were off to dispatch a nest of monsters. 

“I’m glad you enjoy your job, Nevina, but should you really be enjoying going after bonereivers quite so much?” Kamaria asked wryly.

“I think I must have been a ranger in a previous life,” Nevina grinned round at Kamaria, who couldn’t help a grin back. 

“You might be correct. We had better let the priests know they have it all wrong and that re-incarnation does happen.”

“Your people don’t believe in re-incarnation either?” Nevina asked, her eyes filled with genuine curiosity.

Kamaria shook her head. “We believe in the same deities as you, Nevina. We just have different names for them, is all.”

“Oh. So what do you call Anail, Goddess of Air and Magic?”

“We call her Nafasi.”

“What about, Loinnir, the Divine Maker?”

“We call the Goddess of Creation, Kere.” Kamaria held up her hand to forestall more questioning by Nevina. “Surely, those are the only two that truly matter?” She raised an eyebrow.

Nevina chuckled. “Creation and magic. Yes.” She was silent for a moment. “I can’t believe that we’ve been at Draoheach together for years, and I never knew this.” Her expression was sheepish.

Kamaria shrugged. “We rarely talk about religion. It’s all about the magic. And knowledge.” She smiled to show Nevina she didn’t mind.

Beneath their horses’ hooves, the paved road continued to a crossroads. They turned east. Fifty miles south, the road crossed into Delis Province and reached the Seri Peaks. Eventually, the road led to Dunrigh, the capital of the Kinchere Empire. However, that lay a good two-hundred and forty miles away. Sometimes Kamaria found the thought of the emperor an abstract concept. In living memory, he had visited Draoheach once, and that was decades ago. Had it even been his father? Kamaria didn’t care. It was the High Mage who she answered to. A worm of anxiety wriggled in her chest. She needed to find this girl Kai had met. What if he were mistaken and she was not Ferranzian? Kamaria’s shoulders slumped, but she squared them off again and clenched her jaw. If it came to it, she would follow the map and camp outside the border for the next decade.

***
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They stopped for food and to rest the horses at mid-day. The land had changed from the flatter farmland around Draoheach to wooded hills and the road was still paved though weeds grew between the slabs. They had spotted a tiny hamlet off to their left, but they had chosen to ignore it. Such a small hamlet was unlikely to cater to such a large group. Luckily, they had brought plenty with them for the journey to the Cheros Hills. If any of them continued beyond that point, and Kamaria intended to, they would need to head for a larger settlement to trade for more supplies. Some larger towns could probably accommodate their group in inns. Though perhaps not all in one establishment. Still, Kamaria knew from experience that Kai preferred to camp outside of towns whenever possible. Something in his ranger blood made him dislike being cooped up behind walls for too long. The other rangers were much the same. Perhaps they could camp out in the cold autumn nights, and she and Nevina could stay in an inn. Kamaria smirked. Nevina would probably go wherever Zahara preferred to be.

They did not rest for long, and mid-afternoon saw them well on their way.
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​​Chapter Three
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ELIN huddled under her cloak, her back to the rough bark of an old oak. Its almost leafless branches still provided some respite from the rain. She had given the town of Cheros a wide berth and was now settled in the woods to the east. She popped another blackberry into her mouth and savoured the burst of sour juice. Last night she had caught a pheasant and roasted it over a fire. Plucking out all the feathers had been a chore, yet it had been worth it. She hadn’t dared try to use her powers to do such a mundane task. Too afraid of just immolating the bird. Game was too scarce to waste any. 

Elin dug into her pouch and pulled out the last half dozen berries. She needed to do some foraging. Or she needed to find her courage and locate a farm or a hamlet. She had saved a few coins so she could buy some supplies. Or she could try her hand at offering her help. Though she would need to make it clear exactly what she was offering. Maybe find a farmer’s wife. But they were not always sympathetic, suspicious of a tall, odd-looking young woman and her motives. Farmhands often thought they could take advantage... Her hands clenched at old memories that tried to surface. There were no good options for a lone woman out in the wild.

Elin stuffed the last berries into her mouth and stood. North or keep going northeast? Might as well keep going the same direction. Nothing of note stood between here and the border with Mron Province. She pulled the cowl of her cloak as far over her face as it would reach and set off. She tried hard to ignore that she would end up where she had begun if she continued in this direction. Deep in Mron Province nestled a tiny village where two people she had loved had once lived. Did they still live there? Did they still live? Would they be glad to see her if she turned up on their doorstep?

“Stop it!”

A bird leapt into the air above her with a harsh cry. She hadn’t meant to speak out loud.

“Doing a great job of ignoring where you’re going, aren’t you?” she muttered. Was she heading for her once-home? Her breath hitched at the thought, and her stomach clenched. While she lived in Oakenwick she had never enquired about her arrival at the temple in the hills above the village. She had meant to. But with all the talk of her hair and her eyes, she feared what she might find out. Then she had left. Perhaps she should return and find out what people could tell her. If she travelled to the temple first, she could gauge her possible reception in the village. The priests would not turn away a soul in need. They tried hard not to judge. So Elin pulled on determination like a cloak and buried the anxiety as deep as possible.

Not long after Elin set off, her senses twitched. She stopped. Something approached. They were not taking a direct line towards her, though they seemed headed in her general direction. Elin tapped the energy all around her and searched. Her eyes widened. It was the same group of rangers as before. She was certain of it. Yet this time, there were two mages with them. Unbidden, an image of grey eyes and unruly hair popped into her mind and she glowered. Were they still searching for stray bonereivers? Elin reached out with her senses again. There were none nearby as far as she could tell. She had never actually seen or sensed one before. And they were a long way from the nest they had destroyed before. Something was off. It felt like they were here because of her. But that was ridiculous. She was no one yet a worm of anxiety uncoiled in her chest.

Except, she used magic without the oversight of Draoheach. Could they have discovered her existence and had been sent to capture her? Elin swallowed in a dry throat. She would not be dragged off to the Mage Tower for them to experiment on! Determinedly she set off again, this time heading north. If she changed direction and they still headed for her, she would know they were following her and not just travelling in the same area out of coincidence. Elin snorted. If she believed in the Gods, she would think Anail worked against her. It would be her bad luck that they were here for her.

***
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Elin took a single step backwards, placing her feet carefully. She swallowed hard. She had been so focussed on what was happening behind her that she had neglected to sense ahead. Slowly she reached down and gripped her knife with a sweat-slick palm. A camp sprawled before her with three patched tents and the remains of a fire smoking sullenly in the centre. Eight men lay wrapped in thin blankets around the fire. Elin knew that each province had its groups of itinerants. Most were so poor they would sell anything – including foolish girls that strayed into their camps. As a result, they were not always careful with their merchandise. Elin tamped down on her rising fear, took another step backwards and she stepped on a twig. A crack echoed through the quiet wood and men shot upright with bleary eyes. Elin turned and ran.

“Catch ’er!” yelled one of the men. 

Soon crashing, stumbling noises echoed from behind her. These men might have just woken up and were probably half-drunk, yet they would be determined. Elin had little choice, so she headed back towards the rangers. Her chances were better with them, so she threw out her senses to locate them. They weren’t far. Elin increased her pace, her breath coming in harsh gasps now.

“There she is! I see her!” One of the men from the camp had reached her surprisingly fast. 

Elin swerved west and halted so suddenly that her legs collapsed from under her. She sprawled on the ground directly in front of a second man. Then, pushing herself backwards she forced herself up. The man grinned, his teeth black from chewing Tacsin weed and general rot. He twirled a knife in his grimy hand. 

“Hello, girly,” he said gleefully. “You’ll fetch a pretty price.” He leered and stepped forwards. Heavy footsteps and panting breaths approached, and Elin darted a glance over her shoulder. A second ruffian was arriving, and although winded, it didn’t stop him from pulling a sword from its sheath at his hip. Elin’s heart sped up until it thundered in her ears. She drew her knife with a trembling hand. 

The ruffian before her cackled harshly. “What’ya gonna do with that, girl? Pick my teeth?”

Magic began to rise within Elin, and the trembling increased. She was afraid and her anger rose with her fear.

“Leave me alone, or you’ll regret it!” she called, her voice cracking. The two ruffians snickered again. They thought the shudders were just fear, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was Elin battling herself. Part of her knew she shouldn’t lose control – she couldn’t predict the outcome, although part of her didn’t care.

“Now, come along quietly, and we won’t hurt you. Or leastways, not so much.”

They both took two steps towards her, and Elin screamed as the energy coursed through her. Air slammed outwards from her position. It took her breath away and she sank to the ground. The two ruffians screamed as the rising wind picked them up, two leaves in a gale, and tossed them. A branch thicker than her body snapped from a tree nearby with a thunderous crack and spun away while the tree directly behind her creaked ominously. The wind howled away from her through the woods, ripping off tree limbs and shredding foliage. It lost power as it drew away from her and Elin hoped no animals were caught in its grip. She didn’t care about the ruffians’ camp. She hoped it was obliterated. Was that why this time the power had manifested as wind? A sob rose in her throat.

“Easy now,” a female voice drew Elin’s head up sharply. A woman stood beside her. Her skin was ebony dark, and her fine braids were threaded with tiny white beads. Her features were finely chiselled, and she wore a mage robe, though it was different from any she had ever seen. Typically, they were a single colour. Or so she had been told. Instead, this mage’s robe shimmered with a riot of colours. Elin shrank back, but she had no energy to try and escape. Was this one of the mages who travelled with the rangers? She had decided she was better off with them. Though that was before she dealt with the ruffians in her own unique way.

“I’m guessing that hurricane came from you?” The woman asked gently. There was a hint of some emotion in her voice. Yet it wasn’t revulsion. “I am impressed.”

“Impressed?” Elin’s face twisted as she all but spat the words. “I have no idea who I hurt or how much damage I just caused!”

The mage’s dark eyes widened a fraction. “Ah,” she said. She stuck her hand out to Elin. “Can I help you up?”

Elin stared for a moment. She had expected greater shock. And where was the horror, the disgust? Elin stuck out her hand, and the mage grabbed it, hauling her back to her feet. Elin was half a head taller than her though that was hardly unusual.

“We’ve been searching for you for ages,” the mage said conversationally. Then she began to walk off to suggest she expected Elin to follow.

“Searching for me? Why?” she demanded. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

The mage looked back over her shoulder. “There were more of those ... men, weren’t there?”

Elin nodded reluctantly.

“Well, perhaps you could stay with us until we’ve got past them, at least?” Her eyes gleamed, and the curl to her lips hinted at a warm personality. 

This mage couldn’t be much older than her. Elin hesitated then took a step forward. To her surprise, she found she wanted to trust this young woman. This mage. Still, she had one thing correct. It would be safer to stay with them until she was past the ruffians. Her hurricane might not have destroyed the camp or discouraged those left. They might have given up on the idea of selling her, yet they likely now wanted revenge.

“Okay,” she said. “Just until we are past them.”

The mage grinned, and her eyes twinkled. “Come on then. Kai and the other rangers are over this way.” The mage pointed to the left. Elin didn’t bother trying to search for them with her ability. There was no point. However, this was not the mage she had observed with the rangers last time.

“Who are you?” she asked. 

The mage flicked a glance her way but carried on walking. With her long robe down to her feet she seemed to glide. Although somehow, it didn’t pick up leaf litter or dirt on its hem. Was the cloth imbued with a spell of some kind?

“My name is Kamaria. How about you?”

Elin peeped at her. There didn’t seem any danger in giving her name. There was no power in names. And unless they ventured to Kinfar or one of the other places she had lived, it was not a name anyone knew. “Elin,” she replied.

“Elin,” repeated the mage musingly. “Somehow, I was expecting a more exotic name for a Ferranzian.”

“Ferranzian?” Elin halted again, pulling a face. “What are you talking about?”

Kamaria halted, too, a crease marring her forehead. “You are Ferranzian, aren’t you?” Her voice was suddenly uncertain.

Elin opened her mouth to say no but shut it again. She didn’t know where she was from but didn’t know where Ferranzia was, either. However, she had heard the name. It was a legend, a child’s story, wasn’t it? “I have no idea,” she muttered.

Kamaria stared at her for a moment longer, her eyes blank. Then she gave a wry grimace. “Oh well, we can sort that out later. The rangers are just through here.”

They pushed through some brambles and stepped out into the sunlight. The clearing was full of milling horses. Eight horses and seven people mounted. A man with unruly dark hair held the reins of a riderless grey. That must be Kamaria’s mount. However, Elin’s eyes were drawn to the man. It was the ranger with the warm smile and dove grey eyes. Just grey, she admonished herself.

His lips curved upwards broadly when they entered the clearing. “Kamaria, you found her.”

“Of course. I don’t have to be a ranger to find someone, you know.” Kamaria glanced at Elin. “Especially when they blast out that much magic.”

Elin’s cheeks warmed, and she ducked her head. A gentle hand touched her arm.

“Having that much power is something to be proud of. You just need to learn a little control, is all.”

Kamaria’s eyes were full of understanding. As if she got it, understood that feeling of isolation and loss of control. But how could she? She had a Crystal. A terrible yearning opened a hole inside Elin’s chest. To control her power and not feel afraid anymore... she swallowed and gave a hollow laugh. “You make it sound so easy.”

“Oh no. It won’t be easy. But I can help you if you let me.”

Hope and desperation leapt in Elin and her gaze returned to the mage. She squashed the emotion. Why would this mage help her? 

“What do you want in return?” she demanded, crossing her arms.

Kamaria grinned. “Well, I would have done it for free. Helping fellow mages is part of what we do. But if you’re offering...” She raised an eyebrow.

“Stop teasing the girl and tell her what you want and why you dragged us in the opposite direction to the nest just to find her.”

Elin turned her head. She had nearly forgotten the ranger. Her gaze took in all the other mounted people. Rangers. And a second mage. The same one she had seen before. 

Elin cocked her head at Kamaria and waited for her explanation.

Kamaria rubbed her nose. “I have a map,” she declared.

Elin waved her hands in a ‘so what’ gesture. “A map of what?”

“A map that shows the location of Ferranzia,” Kamaria added. “Only problem is, every source of knowledge regarding Ferranzia states that you need a Ferranzian with you to enter. Some kind of wards at the border or something.”

“And for some reason, you think I’m Ferranzian?” Elin raised a sceptical eyebrow. Though inside her nerves buzzed.

Kamaria nodded vigorously. “Oh yes. All the texts agree that only Ferranzians can wield magic without a Crystal, and only they have copper hair and wolf-eyes.”

Elin flinched at that.

“The eyes of a hunting cat,” the grey-eyed ranger murmured. Somehow that sounded better to Elin. Though she wasn’t about to let him off the hook. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“I am Kai. Friends with this one, for my sins.” He hooked his head in Kamaria’s direction and tried to stick a regretful expression on his face. It didn’t work.

“Kai and Kamaria,” Elin said, glancing back and forth between them.

They exchanged a look and rolled their eyes. “Yes,” Kamaria said. “We’ve heard all the comments. So don’t bother.”

“We are often referred to as the two Ks,” Kai added.

Kamaria snorted. “That’s the nicest thing we get called.”

“It’s real nice that we have found your stray girl, Kamaria. But we are supposed to be after a nest. It isn’t going to destroy itself, and it’s still more than a day away.” The black female ranger Elin had observed before edged her horse up close. Her braids wrapped tight around her head in a spiral pattern that had Elin blinking when she tried to follow it. Her words were not spoken harshly, and she turned a smile on Elin.

“You’re right. We need to get going.” Kamaria grabbed the reins of her horse, mounted, and peeped at Elin. “Will you come with us?”

Elin stepped back. “To a bonereiver nest? Are you flawed?”

Kamaria’s eyebrow twitched at the insult, though she didn’t respond to it as she leapt up into her saddle. “You don’t have to come all the way to the nest. But please, come part-way. Let’s get you safely past those men, and let me show you how I can help you.”

Elin licked her lips. She wasn’t safe around people and she didn’t need anyone. She glanced away at the quiet forest and a hollow ache filled her chest. She could remain with them until she was past the men and then go her own way. She pushed aside the thought that there might be more such men before she got to Oakenwick.

“Fine. I’ll go some way with you. I don’t see a spare horse, though.”

“That’s okay; you can share mine.” Kamaria stuck her hand down.

Elin stared at the hand and up at Kamaria. She had learned to ride as a child, yet she had never shared a saddle. She doubted it would be particularly comfortable. But what was the alternative?

“You could always ride with me,” Kai’s lips curved lazily, and Elin gave him her best scowl. Finally, he raised his hands with a laugh. “It’s either share, or jog beside us.”

“Or I could just go my own way,” she muttered. Though it was half-hearted at best. She had already decided to join them. For a short while.

“Fine.” Elin grabbed Kamaria’s hand, and with a bouncing jump – and Kamaria’s surprisingly strong arm, she soon settled in behind the mage. As soon as she was mounted the group set off northwards through the woods.
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​​Chapter Four
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ELIN perched stiffly behind Kamaria on her horse. Riding with someone else was not exactly comfortable. If you were not sitting in the correct position, it was challenging to work out how to move in the same rhythm as the other person. Elin avoided touching the mage as much as possible. Her thoughts kept swirling around her mind. One moment she was sure this was the best decision for the short term – it would keep her safe – to thinking she should just leap off the horse and run as fast as she could. 

On the other hand, this was a mage from Draoheach! She could decide to cart her off there at any time. Some strong emotion ran through the mage. Elin could almost touch the tension flowing off her. But on the one occasion Kamaria turned to her to check she was okay; her eyes were bright. If Elin had to guess, she would say Kamaria was excited. 

“I know those men were rough and would have harmed you. But not everyone means you harm. We could be your friends if you let us.” Kamaria murmured to her at one point.

Elin made a sceptical sound, yet inside was the deep longing to belong, to know true friends. Still, she couldn’t let herself believe in it too much. That way led to disappointment. But this mage didn’t appear to want to drag her straight to Draoheach. Elin allowed herself to relax, just a fraction. Streaks of early evening sunlight slanted down to land on the leaf litter and undergrowth around them. Surely, they would need a campsite soon? Something black among the bushes grabbed her attention.

“Blackberries!” she exclaimed. Kamaria and some of the rangers eyed her, so she pointed to the juicy berries. They had ridden into a narrow clearing, and the bush was bathed in light. Elin swung her legs over the horse and slid off. Kamaria made some noise, but Elin was too busy digging out her pouch and cramming berries into it. No one else joined her. She slowed, her hand still outstretched, and turned to view them. Discomfort wound through her. She didn’t like them all staring at her.

“No one else joining me then?” she couldn’t keep the edge from her voice.

“Well, I like blackberries,” Kai declared. He slid off his horse and joined Elin. He pulled off three of the berries and stuffed them in his mouth.

“You’re supposed to collect them for later, not eat them all now,” Elin said, though her mouth twitched with amusement at his enthusiasm for the berries. His mouth was now bruised with the dark juice. 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Kai asked with a grin.

Elin shook her head and carried on picking. Kai glanced back at the others. “No one else joining us?” he asked as he licked the juice from a finger.

“We’re lucky the frosts are late, or we wouldn’t have this opportunity.” Elin said.

“Well, you two are doing such a fine job on your own that we don’t need to,” Kamaria said sweetly.

Kai shook his head. “Oh no, only those that pick get to eat. Isn’t that right, Elin?”

Elin had to try hard to suppress her smile, “Definitely,” she agreed. “No free food here.”

“In that case, we’ll join you. Nevina and I enjoy these berries too.” Zahara slid from her horse, closely followed by Nevina. The other rangers exchanged glances and shrugs, and soon they joined them at the bush. Kamaria slid from her horse and stood there as the rangers began collecting the black fruits. Probably half the fruit was eaten before it made it into a bag. Kamaria picked one and popped it in her mouth. She wrinkled her nose. 

“You don’t like them?” Elin’s voice was tentative. She still didn’t know these people.

Kamaria wrinkled her nose. “Not really. I enjoy sweet things best. We have plenty of food to go around already,” she said.

Elin glanced at her. “At this time of year, you pick whatever you find. You never know when you’ll find anything edible again.” Kamaria had obviously never lacked food nor had to fend for herself out in the world.

“Spoken like a true ranger,” Kai said with admiration. “Well, we might as well set up camp here,” Kai declared as the berry gathering ended. “We won’t get much further before nightfall anyway
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