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Ethan slouched over his tea, hardly noting its tempting aroma or the way sunlight warmed the shoulders of his dark frock coat. The chatter of the sidewalk café passed unheard. Last night had been infested with nightmares, as nearly every night was. Whereas waking only plunged him into the gray fog of exhaustion that blanketed each day. 

Yawning, he propped his head up with one hand. Out of habit more than desire, he lifted his head long enough to sip the tea. Straightening his neck brought a sharp twinge of pain behind his right ear. He rubbed it, and felt the swollen lump sulking there. Ethan had laid his hat aside, and the black ribbon holding his short blond ponytail felt loose again. His silk cravat was stuck half out of his vest, too, as if it had aspirations to become an ascot. 

Aspirations. A sigh rustled free of Ethan's lips. 

A young man ought to care about his appearance. Father always urged him to dress as the gentleman he wished to be. He would have been scandalized to see his son so disheveled, but even the softer country hat put a painful weight on Ethan's sore neck.

Father would never have accepted such an excuse, he knew. Here was another failing to burden his conscience. This visit to the country town of Warrethy was meant to revive his spirits. Why did it have the opposite effect? 

Ethan took a larger, more determined swallow, seeking comfort in the warmth of tea. It was then he noticed a young lady moving by. She wore a plain brown dress with a stiff bodice and full skirts that made her look quite stout. A white ruffled cap covered her plaited brown hair. Anonymous as a sparrow, this girl was, yet he was certain he had seen her before. She flitted about the margins of the village, coming in and out of sight unexpectedly. 

He wasn't sure why this mattered. The girl wasn't even pretty. Still, he was diverted enough to catch at the sleeve of the waiter passing by.

"Mr. Mathias?" the waited paused, attentive. 

"That girl," Ethan said. "Who is she?"

With a slight smirk, the waiter turned to scan the rustic street. Horse carts passed loudly to and fro, while citizens in old fashioned coats and trousers mingled with muddy-booted farmers.

"Do you mean Miss Munden with the red shawl?" the waiter asked helpfully. Bradley, that was his name. Ethan shook his head. 

"No, in the brown dress. See her? She's moving off." Ethan half rose, trying to keep his sparrow girl in sight. 

"Brown? Oh. Her." Bradley's eyebrows flicked dismissively. 

"You know her," Ethan urged more information as he sat back down. 

"That's just Mistress Henbane." Bradley appeared slightly embarrassed. "Nothing to bother about for a magician such as yourself." 

"I see?" Ethan questioned. The man's words didn't make sense. Another patron turned at the mention of Mistress Henbane's name. 

"You mean the new wise woman?" The fellow was older, slightly better dressed and perhaps some sort of shop keeper. "She's not nearly as good as poor Mistress Betony, may Primus watch over her."

Waiter and shop keeper nodded together, complimenting each other's judgment. When the other customer realized who they were talking to, he quickly cleared his throat. 

"Er, if one pays heed to such nonsense." He hastily turned back to his meal. 

Having lost track of the young lady in question, Ethan frowned into his teacup. A wise woman? Ethan was a student at Mount Enoch University of the Arcane, and would one day be a real magician. Not like those hedge witches, who played on country superstitions.

Bradley misinterpreted his frown. "Is the tea not to your liking, sir?"

"It's fine," Ethan replied. "Though I suppose I wouldn't mind an egg with a bit of toast."

"Right away, Mr. Mathias."

The waited bustled off, happily thinking that he understood the situation. Ethan only knew that he ought to eat something, though he had little appetite. Asking those few questions was almost too much effort. He drained his cup and poured more tea from the warm pot, hoping to throw off this heavy lethargy. 

It was hardly right to claim he was a magician, was it? Ethan had completely lost track of his studies. He'd been here on holiday for almost a week, seeking solace from the pressure, but the books he'd brought along for study sat untouched in his trunk.

As long as Ethan could remember, magic had been in his blood. The wonder of it, the excitement of calling forth a spark and shaping it to his will. His tutors said he had a real gift. As a devout followers of the one god Primus, his father believed mankind could be improved through education and that Primus had bestowed the gift of magic in order for men to perfect the world. Ethan also knew quite well that his father had aspirations to rise in society. A successful magician son would pave the road for him. So Father had spent years putting aside the funds to enroll him at Mount Enoch. 

There Ethan began his studies with great pride, and certain of his future. Although Professor Leonidas warned that every new student believed himself exceptional, his studies had gone well. Yes, there were many students with ambitions. Some of them were overly competitive. Ethan had breezed through it all and finished his first year with top marks. 

That heady success and limitless possibility now seemed remote. At mid-term of his second year, the bottomless well of magic began to run dry. Ethan couldn't pull as much as he needed, creating weak effects. Or he tired before he finished casting, and the spells fizzled. He hadn't worried at first, certain that he would shake it off. But odd pains cropped up in his neck and back. His dreams became troubled. Lack of sleep contributed to his loss of focus. Further stumbles were inevitable. 

Bradley arrived with the food. Ethan ate listlessly. Again he rubbed the back of his neck, where the familiar pain knotted up any time he thought about his studies. No matter how he tried to refocus and revive what had once come as easily as breathing, his delight had slowly withered. By term's end, discouragement drove him to the countryside in hopes of renewing his spirits. As yet, there was no change. Ethan didn't know if it was worth returning to Mount Enoch for his third year. 

Finishing with the last of the tea, he wondered dully why the sight of a passing hedge witch should have alerted him. Ethan was a proper magician — or hoped to be. What did he have to do with some so-called wise woman? 

In the teachings of Primus, these old-fashioned country witches were an impediment to progress. They kept the fanciful habit of naming themselves after flowers or trees, and insisted on tending the shrines of their many petty gods. Yet, also, they supposedly were healers. It was hard to deny that Ethan needed some sort of aid. 

The thought made him shake his head with disgust. No, no, it would never do. Father had paid for him to see a properly credentialed physician. That was who prescribed this respite in the country. Ethan wouldn't waste more of his father's coin more than he already had. 

He managed to finish his egg and was working on the toast when that girl... Mistress Henbane, moved past at the edge of
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