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    Preface


    Greetings!


    This story is all about beginnings, and so, whether you’ve traveled with me in the past or are interested to see what Night Ivy holds, I hope you will enjoy it.


    The world of Alyssia is built on magic and exploration, and sewn with the threads of journeys. What I’ve decided is that I’d really like Alyssia’s stories to feel like bard’s tales. Like our lives, they wander and bend, they turn on moments, they can be unexpected— They are filled with emotion, and friendship, and the belief that it is not perfection we seek from each other, but sometimes, someone to share the path. Through the small tales as well as the large.


    I have been through a lot regarding ideologies in my life. Decades of understanding, time and time again, that what I was taught is not what I believe. People have noted that my stories breathe from joy and compassion, but they sing to burdens, repression, and pulling through.


    In all of the changes I have found in myself as I grasped and sorted and forged anew, I was stunned to learn that I was going to be named Eleanor, but because of multiple layers of family boundaries, control, and conservative politics, the name was rejected. Even my very name was influenced by these restraints. My wonderful, supportive spouse and kids even offered I could change it now, but I said no, that wouldn’t be right for me. What defines us and what restricts us can be complicated, but to me, my names are like my memories and disorders and my tattoos and my triumphs. Part of the Emily package.


    However, I could certainly do what a writer could do, and design a character, take a cool name that I might have had, add a bad-ass X to it with lots of fun interpretations, and then mold that character into my soul, so she is part of me and I clearly a part of her.


    I am so proud of my magic student, and so hopeful that we can stay doing this a while so we can have more adventures together.


    One note. I drafted this book after a devastating year for my mental health and for our small press (yes, that year), so my confidence was…shattered. As I started to write the story, I started to second guess my decision to give the main character mental disorders like mine. I keep typing other contexts and deleting them, so for now I’ll just say: I was worried that people wouldn’t like her. But I kept thinking of all the other people out there who might draw comfort or strength from her openness—and her beauty—and so she stands as she is. Gloriously!


    In other words: my life, my struggles, my joys, and my stories are all twisting together into a celebration of pride in who we are. Fierce pride. I hope you will join me in it.


    Thanks to every one of you who breathed life into this story. To: Manou Gijsbrechts, Savanna Sheer, Tessa Anouska, Camille Gooderham Campbell, Catherine Jones Payne, Sasha Kasoff Moore, Laura Johnson, Deborah Reilly, Meghan Cusack, Minerva Cerridwen, Chrissann Maynard, Johnnie Pittman, Chris Bell, and every one of you who made time to hear my words. I am so grateful.


    The bottom line on this story is that I had a blast writing it. It exudes my joy and my resilience and I hope you will feel those in your heart. Whether you read this today or someday, then we share that connection. And, to me, it means the world.


    Cheers,
E.D.E. Bell
04 July 2022

  


  
    01 – Petition


    Xeleanor Du’Tam. You petition before us?


    It was always like this. She’d collect her mind to address someone (in this case a room of Spire Mages), and then right as she was ready to speak, some casually tossed item would trip her. Like this inherently obvious question. Which she never knew how to answer without being seen as sarcastic.


    Was she supposed to answer no? They were all watching her.


    “I do,” Xelle said as solemnly as she could. Like a flame-tossed wedding, which was the exact opposite direction she was trying to go.


    Yet. Why hadn’t they addressed her by title? Study Xeleanor Du’Tam. When they must know what she was here to ask? Her heart was thumping now; she knew her voice would shake when she spoke, as though she were a nervous initiate, not a senior Study with solid experience.


    “I’m here to ask the Arc Spire for my certification as Mage.”


    In any normal circumstance, she would offer them standard reasoning. Her unusually extended training, her accolades from the Tower Watchers. They knew all that; she could see the file she’d put together sitting on the table, disheveled as if someone had read it, assuming it’d not just been tickled for fun.


    Truly, pulling herself back in, she was surprised they’d agreed to hear her petition at all. They’d rejected even hearing her before, so what had changed? She’d hoped it was a positive sign, but now she was worried she was missing something. She was definitely missing something.


    The seven Spire Mages sat around the wooden table with varying expressions of discomfort, an odd juxtaposition to their velvet and metallic-threaded finery. Some leaned back nearly to the vine-carved pillars behind them. Others pressed fingers upon lips. It was as though they already had something to say but wanted to be polite and let her finish. Or, start.


    Fira, it was always too much. She didn’t need this. She didn’t need status and title. Except, apparently she did. She was trying to create new and better uses of magic, and being a Mage, even a base, non-ranking Mage, would grant her access to libraries and artifacts that were not trusted to Studies. She knew this group was heavy on symbolism, so that was the angle she’d planned to take today. They were watching her. Pretending she could see through the growing fog of her uncertainties, she jumped in.


    “In the spirit of cooperation embodied by Helina, my lab work has been noted by visiting Mages, highlighted in ranking exchanges, and employed in major projects affecting the populace. With the base rank of Mage, I would better be able to build those relationships, bring the respect that I can to To’Arc, and better serve the populace. I would—”


    “Xeleanor, you know how this works.” Nainol leaned forward, pushing with him a cup of tea that was comically small next to his bulky figure. “If you’ll pledge to To’Arc, then we can consider you. You have strong qualifications, and we encourage it.”


    That frustrated her in about as many ways as Nainol’s vest had gold buttons. Nothing against his buttons; they were stylish, and nothing lavish for a Spire Mage. But the point was she was frustrated. They’d gone right to a binary before she’d made the case they’d waited so patiently for her to begin. Which meant, she supposed, they’d been hopeful she’d agree this time to pledge? That she was bluffing? Throwing a last long shot? Sure, she rather was. But not like that.


    She’d made her position clear before. She wasn’t ready to pledge. Studying at To’Arc was an absolute honor; she’d made the best friends of her life, and Arc Magic intrigued her deeply, in a way that her brief studies at To’Ever and To’Frond had not. But one shouldn’t be pushed into a lifetime commitment to use the good library, or to make others feel proud of one. On top of that, they’d complimented her—practically offered her the position. That was not normal. Some Studies never earned that type of acceptance, ash, some Mages didn’t.


    So what was going on?


    The Mages had all shifted as she’d talked. Or tried to. The Crown Mage, Jehanne, sat in place at the center of the arced table, her wrinkled face set without reaction. Pelir was writing something down. Kern stared distractedly at the side wall, through the circling columns. We’le, by contrast, smiled directly at Xelle, one of those dignitary smiles that holds pleasantry but nothing like happiness. Awayna sat against one side of her chair, her eyes wandering the chamber but completely avoiding Xelle’s, and Gloria leaned against eir broad, curved hand as if deep in thought.


    What a mess. She had no idea how to read the room; Mages were always strange, but they were acting entirely so. If this had been her lab, she would have called a meeting and said, ‘Alright! What is going on?’ But it was not her lab, it was one of the Seven Spires of Halina, Crown of Alyssia, and there were still risks Xelle wasn’t willing to take.


    Meaning, there were some risks that weren’t wise to take.


    “I am not yet ready to pledge, Arc Spire. I love Arc Magic and plan to make it a permanent study, but I feel that my growth is best served, as well as my ability to innovate, by—”


    She did not owe them this. One of the last pieces of advice her parents had given her before she set out for To’Ever was to never let a Mage convince you that you owe them. She’d kept that in her pocket. She let out the rest of her sentence as shaky air, sounding loud in her ears. “If there is no space for my certification, then I thank you for your time.”


    Awayna lifted a short arm, reminding Xelle of a Grand Mage aiming a wand. “Actually, we have a mission for you,” she said, her voice taking a professorial tone. “You’ll be less suspicious unpledged, so what if we leave it at this for now and avoid any other consequences.”


    Consequences. Xelle resented that deeply. With all her dedication to the craft and mentoring of the new Studies, they would imply, what? That she’d be punished for her request? Or maybe already was, by being sent on some errand? Something they’d been trying to sluff onto someone and then Xelle showed up? She wanted to flash them the flame. She kept that to herself.


    “Perhaps you’ll find it interesting,” Gloria added.


    She appreciated Gloria getting that last bit had been harsh, at least. Realizing she’d crossed her arms, Xelle uncrossed them. “Yes, perhaps.” She nodded curtly.


    Several Mages shifted again, in a weird shuffling quiet as their solid chairs did not creak but their robes and sashes rustled in muted chorus.


    Apparently she’d done that wrong too. Rank was important to order here, as was respect. She knew that. And Xelle respected people deeply. Enough to know they were still all hu, and Xelle couldn’t keep up with getting every gesture right. Her mind tiring rapidly, she tried to stand respectfully and hear what this errand might be.


    The thing was, she did love To’Arc. If right now she could change her life and appear in any of the seven Towers, she’d still pick this one. For several reasons. The Magic, her friends, the Region—that was all true. Her lab.


    Xelle’s understanding of the other Towers was that they were, in different ways, more rigid. Arc Magic was one of the more complex studies (or at least someone studying in To’Arc might say that) but it was based around travel, reach, change . . . transformation. And so an Arc Mage, by nature, tended to be open to change and variation. This was not the worst Spire to try and sway.


    Which did make her curious what this mission might be. A mission, right? Why not call it an assignment? If she had listed this morning a thousand things that might happen today, being assigned a ‘mission’ would not have been among them. Honestly, it sounded silly. She wasn’t going to tell them that.


    Xelle tried again to look proper, and reminded herself to maybe not nod the Mages permission to speak again. Not that she’d meant it that way, but Fira. She waited this time, trying to stay still.


    Awayna glanced toward Jehanne, who must have offered some sign that Xelle could not detect. Her arm now lowered, she spoke again. “You are aware that Crown Mage Jehanne is seeking to retire?”


    Well, that got serious. “I am,” Xelle answered, trying to keep her responses boringly unprovocative.


    “We are in general concurrence that Spire Mage Pelir is a fitting replacement to the Crown.” Awayna paused. “Pelir represents the best of our craft.” The way she said it made Xelle think there had some debate on that point, but that ‘necessary consensus’ had been reached. Not that she knew of anything negative about Spire Mage Pelir. She’d only heard good things, herself. Pelir was young, though. Not even 50 if Xelle recalled correctly.


    She glanced toward Pelir. The Mage had stopped taking notes, but had leaned back, as if resting. Now that Xelle noticed, xe looked tired. Very tired. (Pelir almost always took ‘she’ but xe hadn’t been introduced, and Xelle knew xe didn’t take ‘any’.)


    “Pelir has been . . . discredited . . . multiple times lately,” Awayna went on. “Rumors were spread that were meant to discredit,” she quickly amended. “Detection has indicated that an inhalant is being used. Breath Magic. Turned. To influence the Ascension of the Crown Mage. We can counter the effects of any Breath Magic within our walls, but its caster is skilled and we cannot risk bringing more pers into this . . . situation. And so we plan to send you on a standard exchange.”


    Xelle tried to unpack all that. Quickly, as Awayna was sure to continue. Using an inhalant to, what, compel someone to spread these rumors, or—well Xelle didn’t know, but whatever she was suggesting, some type of non-consensual casting, would be a highly violent act; Xelle didn’t even know what to call the sort of conflict that would open between Towers. The spoken distrust alone was of alarm, she’d just openly stated she thought someone was turning the magic—on another Tower. Even the tone! Hearing To’Breath talked down wasn’t new to Xelle; at every Tower where she’d studied, To’Breath was thought less impressive, but if they were dancing on a floor with cracks, all the more to consider. Then she’d said ‘detection’ had indicated, not that Arc had ‘cast’ detection, as though their own response was innocuous. Beyond that (and that was plenty to go on!), why the ashes was Xelle, a controversially irritating Study, being brought into something with so many serious implications. When it appeared no one else had. Not that she could know that, but it was her sense.


    Awayna was continuing. “Pelir is constantly undermined by unimportant pers.” She stopped. “Let me clarify. What I mean is that the rumors start somewhere in the Tower, and by the time we hear them we can’t determine their source. It’s gone on enough that it’s already a threat to the stability of our Region, even aside the Ascension. The dispute on metal sourcing, the—” She flicked a hand. “We’ve had to stop our promotional efforts until the swirls settle. It would add too much risk of inadvertently undermining her.”


    Promotional? They run ads on Crown Mages? Xelle was really missing her lab. And she had a little pull in her back, but didn’t want to twist and look disrespectful again, especially if it cracked loudly, which had good odds.


    Ok. Where was she? This sounded serious; she’d look into it too, if she were on the Spire. They were obviously investigating here at To’Arc. Again, great. And they wanted Xelle to investigate at To’Breath? Why her? Where was that coming from? As they’d divulged this startling bit, perhaps she had a little room to work. Except, she’d have to give up on the not getting in trouble part. For the minute.


    She twisted her back, and got a half pop.


    “If I may, as it would help me investigate, are there any compiled averments to the hypothesis?” Mages thrived on averments. Anyone visiting from outside the magesphere would probably think the word meant candy.


    Tight lips. Around the room. Only Crown Mage Jehanne spoke.


    “We are not at a stage of logical narrowing, but rather one where we would prefer your senses fully open. As you’ve noted, your qualifications for this excel. Yet, as a Study, you will raise less suspicion.”


    Right. Because nothing about this was suspicious. Xelle had not been to Breath Tower before, or even past Vattam, though they must know she’d traveled a fair amount of Alyssia. Having always been drawn to magic, she’d started her studies at To’Ever because, she now understood, it was so close to her childhood home. After the initial thrill of her admission, Ever Magic: permanence, protection, and longevity, had not excited her.


    Unable to reconcile this, she’d traveled to To’Frond, much more interested in the idea of healing. Surely, with her care for others, she was a natural healer. But To’Frond was built on order. Rune tracing required repetition and discipline, in manners she did not have. And their charge of managing those whose harm could not be contained was necessary but not in Xelle’s spirit. Desperate to find a home, she had transferred again, to To’Arc, thinking, though admittedly not in the best place for this type of decision, that if she could not find comfort in the magic of change, then perhaps the world held no comfort for her.


    These years had gone well. She loved To’Arc. She loved the friends she had made here, especially in her lab; the connections she had forged within herself at the visceral nature of Arc Magic. Its silence. Its depth of thought. Its vulnerability of understanding. She could see herself here. Arc Magic was her, in a fundamental sense.


    But there was something missing.


    Maybe there would always be something missing.


    She drew in a breath. In the middle of the Arc Spire was not a place to sink into the quicksand of her regret. She imagined a small platform under her feet, pushing to make it solid.


    From this tenuous platform, Xelle tried to shift her mind. She thought about Breath Magic. From what she knew, it was based in subtlety. Something made to inhale, to drink, to touch to the skin. Sensory. Broad. Which also required connections, similar to Arc Magic, but in lightness of touch, rather than depth of immersion. She wondered what of her studies here would better help her understand it, or if it was yet another world, a world without Xelle.


    The quicksand shifted. She reminded herself that the most powerful Mages in the Region were watching her. As they were. She needed to say something, quickly. Continue the conversation. Her heart pulsing and her mind sparking, she grabbed at a thought, and pulled it to the front.


    “If To’Arc has been infiltrated by a powerful Mage, wouldn’t the first place to look be here?”


    Then Xelle realized what she’d just said. Even before the room fell to an impeccable, pin-drop silence. She had lived all of twenty-nine years trying to break the habit of tossing ill-fitting flops she couldn’t take back, and she still couldn’t do it. Whatever complexity of magic she could learn, this simple precept was beyond her.


    Suddenly, the idea that she was being sent to a Tower based around subtlety seemed more absurd than what she’d just said.


    What did any of this mean?


    As Xelle’s eyelids started to twitch, the silence continued to grip the Spire Mages. Some bowed their heads. She had the strange thought whether some might be laughing. But, no, they wouldn’t. Xelle avoided looking at the Crown Mage entirely. More than embarrassment, really—she’d practically accused them.


    As she considered what to say to possibly correct this, an eclipse darkened the space from the windows around the high Tower room. Xelle wasn’t superstitious about eclipses, but some were, and so she waited patiently for the light to re-emerge, her worries and thoughts of the last minute cycling without permission.


    The sunlight, whitened and diffused by the swirling snow, streamed back in through the huge window. Nainol finished the last of his tea and leaned forward to speak. As he always had in the times she’d seen him lecture or announce, he appeared largely unbothered. This was at least a bit comforting. He hadn’t silently chanted her banishment or anything. (There was no banishment; this is how she started thinking when her mind started to spiral.)


    “Study Xeleanor, these are strange days,” he said. “We are simply not at liberty to open Spire discussions any further than we already have. As I can see you are feeling along with us, much is uncertain. Paths are not clear.”


    Pelir lightly rapped on the table with a piece of smooth rootwood that wrapped naturally around her hand.


    “I need to know if you will go?” Pelir asked, as if they were at a coffee bar and the younger hu had not yet answered her preference for cream.


    Yes, Nainol had said too much. And Xelle thought she understood. They didn’t know either. They knew it could be one of them. They were hoping that it wasn’t. Xelle, the talented Study whose own uncertainties and lack of pledged loyalty seemed fairly out for view, was a neutral party. Someone they could hope to trust. A compromise. Meant to take some sort of step forward without further splintering To’Arc. Or Arc Spire.


    Fira, that was too much to ask. But, perhaps, not too much to give.


    “I will go, Spire Mages.” She signaled the Arc, hoping it showed, whatever her aims, one was not to cause this home of hers trouble. “I will return with my findings. And when I do, I will report them right away to the Spire.”


    The Mages broke into whispers and murmurs, and chairs grated, and finally Xelle allowed herself to seek Crown Mage Jehanne’s eyes. They were weary. Deeply weary. And they clearly signaled a sign Xelle had learned a long time ago.


    Get out of here, they said.


    She did.


    X

  


  
    02 – Cascade


    The scene continued to repeat in Xelle’s head. While she knew it had been real, whatever piece of her mind tried to reconcile such things hadn’t quite settled yet, and so the sequence repeated, in flashes: Nainol. Awayna. Pelir. She was thinking of them by casual names, strange in itself. Perhaps to minimize? This was the Arc Spire. She’d stood in front of the Arc Spire. They’d denied her petition then given her a ‘mission’. It had really happened. It even rhymed. And Xelle didn’t know if she’d messed it up, but their faces, looking at her—she must have.


    Breathing, she walked down the passageways, down the stairs, one after another, feeling like a hole in one of the wide floor stones might open at any moment, drawing her into another world, one where she wasn’t sent to the other side of Alyssia with no sense of what she should do there or if they already regretted sending her before she’d left.


    “Hey.” Ay’tea’s arms nearly reached her, but she halted in place, as if by an invisible cushion, stopping her before he did.


    This time, she resented the cushion. She wanted to fold forward, into his arms, and tell him that nothing she did would ever be good enough. No matter how good it was. And for the first time, she realized, if she left for To’Breath, she would not be in her lab. Ay’tea, his smile. His wit. Would no longer be a presence like air and light.


    Xelle had ignored her feelings toward him, but of late the weight had grown too much, a dark shadow that had fallen around her, like a heavy cloak.


    Heavy because she was the one who was weak. A lab partner was a relationship of trust, of profession. Xelle was not some child, who couldn’t separate the world. She was a Study with years of experience. A trusted source of the Arc Spire. Apparently?


    She had resolved to stay above it, keep moving forward, bask only in the light but never see the sun.


    Then, what force of the world put Ay’tea in her path, right when she needed him the most?


    The weight snapped.


    Her breath was audible; she tried to stay it. Breath. She laughed, inside, at the irony.


    It was the session with the Spire. It had her out of sorts. She tried to calm. She felt her own fingers. Rubbed them. They were soft. Looked at the walls. Wispy details, thoughtfully carved through the finely cemented lines weaving through the natural stone. To’Arc. She was here.


    He lowered his arms. “I could use your eyes on some of the records that have come in. Patterns.”


    By ‘patterns’ he was referring to her skill in seeing patterns across information, something she thought he was good at but he thought she was better. At least he often brought it up. What he didn’t say? “Are you well? What can I do?” The omission was jarring, as these would be offered in any relationship, even one proper to a lab.


    Perhaps he was giving her the solution she needed. Get to the lab for a bit. Work. Settle. “Yes, I’m happy to look at them.”


    They walked together, in the direction of their lab, now this fog on top of the other. The room was close; she hadn’t realized it was the direction she had taken. As they walked, a sense of familiarity returned. Like every day. Today was like every day.


    They were both proud of their project. Another irony, as they’d been assigned to it by Mages who held them in low regard. A project based more on analysis than travel or communication magic.


    But they hadn’t done the project for the Mages. The effort—reworking travel patterns to improve resource distribution—had been consistently revealing as well as rewarding. They’d quantified inequities in health resources, they’d proposed new bridges, new flattenings and crossings. All to make people’s lives easier.


    And of course there was the incident with the Mytil City Council; she laughed about that to this day.


    They walked into the lab and swung the plain wood door shut. No one else was working; an array of worn desks and tables dotted the broad, low-ceilinged room. Today, it only looked like a maze. “I had a strange day.” She tried to speak as if it were a normal day.


    He stepped back, lengthening the distance between them. “I can see that. I’m sorry.” He heaved a tome onto the mid table, his bony hand resting a moment over the cover, before sliding away.


    “Are those the reports?” she asked.


    “No.” He smiled. She loved how his dedication to the work would always overtake whatever else he was thinking, even if a tiny voice now told her it was off, off to avoid her distress. “The reports all came back in different formats. There were sheets, and narratives, and drawings.”


    “But you sent out a form?” Xelle had checked it over. It was thoughtfully created, designed for pers of different backgrounds and abilities.


    “Yes, and everyone ignored it.” His smile turned up, still off. “We even got one response etched into reeds!” He pointed to a shelf, where a stack of reeds was neatly arranged, large in contrast to the small leaves that popped out from the vines crawling around it and across the livewall.


    She grinned, still feeling overwhelmed, but not knowing what she could tell him. Meaning, of the Mages. “I would have helped.”


    “I know. I’ve been compiling them over the last week. You were busy.” He patted the tome. “It’s all condensed here. Aggregates by category. I’m going to look them over, but you have an ability to look across categories that . . . ”


    He stopped. And he wouldn’t look at her. Just minutes ago, she’d practically stood against him, and now he stood at the other side of the table, as if she weren’t there.


    Xelle was worn out from the strange meeting with the Spire. But if she was doing something wrong with Ay’tea, she needed to fix it. No, she wanted to fix it. She reached through her scattered mind. “I’d like to look at it. I mean, I was just meeting with the Spire.”


    He froze, still not looking her way. “Oh, wonderful!” His voice remained cheerful.


    “Not really,” she rushed out. “It was so strange, ’Tea. They pretended I was important to them, but the fact is, I’m not. It’s like this project here, how it doesn’t even train in magic. How we’ve been working it for years, and how we’re both unimportant, and yet they—”


    She stopped, seeing him twinge.


    “That’s. Not. True.”


    He moved toward her, closing the tome and pushing it aside. Impulsively, she reached for the volume, as though to protect it, and he stopped. They were not so close; yet the air hung thick between them.


    She couldn’t go on like this. Had something happened? Did he understand? She could never tell. And maybe she shouldn’t tell, maybe all of this was just bad judgment on her part. Like so often before. What was she doing?


    “I’m sure they’ll have other projects for you,” he said. “Just as I’ve been working other things, as pers have seen our work. I think we’ve got this one solidly on its way; there will be Studies scrambling to take on the accolades of finishing what we’ve started. So instead, why don’t we catch up on sign-off? Been avoiding that for a while, right?” He winced.


    Her heart pulsed. No, sign-off. They had.


    Her mind now whirling like pebbles in a metal spiral, she agreed, and started sorting through the records they hadn’t yet finalized, filing each scroll or volume away with a registered code and signing the ledger to certify its verification and source. She kept her eyes on her hands, on the black enamel pen.


    As the minutes passed, her space quieted, and she appreciated the task, though less than fun. But not all of her. She felt unsettled. As if Ay’tea were upset at her, and she hadn’t yet realized why. As if she’d done something wrong. A loss.


    Xelle’d tried so hard not to mess this up.


    She closed the book on the last of the unsigned records, well, signed now, and she realized she could not resolve this today, not with her senses rattled so and her heart beating unwisely. She needed to get back to her room. To sing, for a while. Check on her blooms. Yes, her room. ’Tea was staring down at a ledger. His winter cap in gray, striped with a subtle blue, held tight to his head. Only a pendant that had fallen out, forward from his jacket, showed any motion.


    “Ay’tea, I’ll be back in a bit,” she said by rote, moving toward the door. Why had she said that? She wouldn’t be back.


    He leaned one way and then another, and because she knew him so well, she knew it was his stance of trying to make a decision. But this was all too strange. Ay’tea wobbling with that look on his face, and Xelle saying things that weren’t true. Feeling overwhelmed, she reached out for the doorknob.


    Hearing a sound behind her, she turned. He’d moved close. Unusually close.


    Normally calm and humorous, his words were now hurried. “Working with you has been one of the honors of my life.”


    “Oh, Ay’tea. I . . . you have such a strong future. I know that you’ll pledge soon.” She almost added ‘I’m surprised that it didn’t happen sooner’ but she was trying not to blurt out statements she hadn’t yet thought through. It was true, though. He was older than she was, perhaps the oldest Study in the Tower. They hadn’t discussed his reluctance to pledge. Thinking of it now, as many and long of conversations as they’d had, on personal and dear subjects, there were some they hadn’t had. Some that would have been important. Anyway, she would think about it on her trip. Then, when she got back—


    “Obsidian,” he whispered. “You. You’re obsidian. I see . . . Xeleanor. I’m sorry.” He ran his hand across his forehead, almost touching his cap.


    Somehow, the intimate gesture of even suggesting the removal of his cap—which he didn’t do but the idea got into Xelle’s head—erased whatever he had just said to her. His face remained close; she traced every ridge, simultaneously and subconsciously, with her eyes.


    She’d never seen his crownhair. But, she would confess to someone whom she really trusted, she’d thought about it. Did he shave it, or was it long? Did it grow out, grayed with sadness and worry, like Xelle’s, but striped with growth of the brightest colors of joy and expectation, when she— “Sorry, what?”


    All this time together, she hadn’t thought it could grow awkward between them. He was the one per here she could relax around. Always. The one who understood her. The only one. Every day, a consistency that kept her level. Or—was that true? Or was she ruining everything now? Maybe meeting with the Mages had affected her. Like she had something on her forehead and no one wanted to tell her. It broke her heart that she’d made it awkward.


    His response was slow and measured and that soothed her. Deeply.


    “There are different ways to travel,” he said, almost at a whisper, leaning, so close to her. So close. “You know this. You’ve studied advanced methods; I have too.”


    Then again, his tenor changed, like he had suddenly become far away, despite being right here. Xelle could not understand.


    “I’ve really appreciated our time on this project. You’re a brilliant Mage” (she did not correct him) “and you can do good things for our world. The bridges we got built alone are making for better nutrition, faster care for so many children. And then you can imagine what those children will do, seeing what it’s like to have power used as a lever for equality. It’s a powerful lesson.”


    He droned for a bit about equality, as if that might erase the strangeness. It was a subject of passion they shared, but Xelle couldn’t focus. It felt like he was running his fingernails down a wire screen, waiting for the door to open.


    Whatever was happening, she couldn’t take it right now.


    “Ay’tea,” she interrupted, almost forgetting she needed to tell him she’d be away. “I might not see you for a while.”


    His silence was strange.


    He stepped even closer, yet his eyes were fixed at the wall. Why wouldn’t he look at her? His voice strained as he spoke, each word oddly emphasized. “I will not get in your way. You are too important.”


    “What? ’Tea, I’m just going to—” She probably wasn’t supposed to tell him. “I’m just going on a little trip. We can talk about this when I’m back.”


    Talk about what? Did she mean that? Her feelings for him had escaped her all at once, but she hadn’t allowed herself to consider them. He was a comfort. A constant. An anchor. All at once, a wind was blowing. Something had changed.


    And in Xelle’s mind, when something changed, something important, it was like a thousand tiny windows opened at once, and her mind twisted between figuring which window held the breeze, and whether she should be scared. Whether she needed to act.


    She closed her eyes, pulling her thoughts back in, deciding what she could say to fix things. To put things back to yesterday: two lab partners making good in the world. Or perhaps a friendly goodbye hug, nothing more than friends. She could imagine it. Could she? Would he? She opened her eyes.


    Ay’tea was not there.


    Xelle rushed out into the corridor. All she could see was the snow whirling outside the wide, low-floor window, thicker than before, like a dense, soft blanket. She stood there, several minutes, staring out into nothing. Searching for something, the shape of the large tree she knew to be there. But there was only swirling white.


    Finally, she rubbed her temples, her fingers cold against her skin. Why now? Why today? Yesterday had been ordinary; what had she done to disturb that? Her petition? It had been a whim, to try again.


    The loss of ground was distressing.


    Xelle needed her room. Her garden.


    She wound around again, keeping her eyes down, and wishing she had the authorization for more advanced movement magic, so she could just get away.


    “Xelle!”


    A familiar voice called after her.


    “Xelle!”


    She turned around to see Helia hurrying toward her, a tight knit wrap bouncing on her head, and ear chains whipping back and forth. This was, as a side note, why Xelle preferred caps. And didn’t like jewelry that dangled. Personal preference; it did always look good on Helia.


    “I heard you were with the Spire Mages!” She leaned in.


    Offering a tight smile, Xelle nodded. Ever since Helia had pledged, it was simply impossible to ignore the power differential between them, even if Helia acted as though it didn’t exist.


    On top of that, Xelle had shown less interest in their occasional evenings out. Shown. She had felt less interest in them. Maybe for reasons she’d just explained. But since they’d usually just seen a show or tried a new dinner spot in Vi’Arc, Xelle didn’t know what she would rescind. “We can’t go to the fry” seemed a bit direct for a relationship that was never discussed as more than casual.


    On top of that, Xelle had just had about the strangest interaction with the Arc Spire, then followed that up with an even stranger interaction with her lab mate, maybe the best friend she’d ever had, who’d just left without telling her why, and she hadn’t had a blip yet to parse out any of this.


    “So?” Helia unwrapped a candy and offered Xelle one. Xelle shook her head.


    “I can’t get into it, except that I’ll be away a while.”


    Whereas at this point, Ay’tea had evaporated into a cloud of unreadable angst—Helia’s face dropped with blatant dismay.


    “Away? I mean, that’s great. Especially if it’s something exciting for you. It’s just . . . Xelle, I’ve really been enjoying our time together.” She moved closer, as if inviting Xelle to wrap an arm around her.


    Xelle stepped back. “I’m still kind of overwhelmed right now. And you, know, my thoughts. Just on overload.” She’d been open with Helia about her disordered mind. Helia might come from so much privilege she thought toilets cleaned themselves, but she was someone you could trust with personal things. She was a good hu.


    “Maybe I can help. Take a walk together?” She looked down at Xelle with care in her eyes. Like, a lot of care.


    Why had Ay’tea walked away from her?


    “It’s just not a good time; I need some time to think.”


    Helia forced a smile. “As always, it’s been lovely to see you. I’m sure we’ll talk soon.” Without waiting for an answer, she gave a cordial bow, then turned and disappeared through a large group of Mages strolling through the larger corridor.


    Sure she hadn’t handled that well either, but now really needing the solace of her garden, Xelle headed that way, doing a neat dance to avoid crossing paths with a mid-ranking Mage that was always asking about her transportation analysis. Then she avoided one of her old teachers, a very nice hu but one for whom a ‘short’ conversation required a chair and a tall glass of water. Then she saw two younger Studies, whispering as they peered in her direction. She looked right at them, and they hurried away.


    Exhausted, she considered a world in which she’d not just made that firestained petition, and if so, whether everything would have gone back into place.


    X

  


  
    03 – Buds in the Dark


    By the time she was outside her garden room—it was a fair walk—she waited several minutes, peering around the unbusy corridor to ensure no one was nearby.


    Unlike the rest of today’s touchy and personal subjects, this was one she’d love to talk about. And one she’d kept completely to herself. (Despite all the ways that Xelle kept moving on in life, she and Irony had had a long, impressive relationship.)


    The project had started when she’d itched to experiment with a rare phyta, one that was so regulated, she couldn’t even find the protocol for obtaining one without being a Mage herself. Yet, she trusted herself to handle them, more than a lot of Mages she’d had for teachers, for sure.


    She couldn’t experiment within the Tower; every last tile was subject to cleaning and inspection. The cleaning crews were friendly, many former Studies themselves or with close ties to Mages, and a Study growing regulated phyta behind the bed was often overlooked. But not what Xelle was hoping to attempt. And not with the Tower Watchers on occasional patrol, especially once the cleaners sensed something off. Or a fellow Study with an ant in xyr pants. Wasn’t worth it.


    So then, she’d needed a space. With a childhood of building forts, and transforming closet spaces or the spaces under tables into little rooms, her senses immediately tuned to finding her own nook. Somewhere close enough to the Tower to be protected (and empowered) by its security and enchantments, but somewhere the Mages would never look.


    Discouragement had followed for the better part of that summer; Arc Mages held an acute understanding of space—the empty ones were not hidden, and the hidden ones were not empty.


    She had been entirely beside herself when, after studying the maps for more evenings than she’d like to admit and then finding remnants of an old path on them, she concluded there might be a gap in between an old section of the Tower and a wide ramp connecting a mostly abandoned service building.


    Her theory was, the original curvy path had been laid between the treed, uneven ground to a smaller first-floor door. Sometime after one of the old trees had fallen, someone took the opportunity to widen and straighten the antiquated path, cutting it directly toward the Tower. Deciding that a little extra stone work would be easier than wrangling the mix of soil and huge, arcing roots, the slight ramp was built from the raised section of the structure to a second-floor balcony of the Tower, long unused because of its undesirable view, and easily converted to a wide loading door.


    One side of the short ramp was secured into the hillside that had likely built up from debris swept off the building’s roof over the years (not worth bringing in casters), and the other was supported by a weathered stone wall, topped with a lovingly wrought iron fence for safety. For safety, but actually exquisite. As if the ironsmith were testing a new technique on this short, out-of-the-way stretch.


    Once constructed, there would have been no real need to fill in the space; the ramp was plenty sturdy. Yet, without that context, its stones looked like any other garden wall, only dirt behind them. And if there really was a pocket there, she’d reasoned, the ground-level space would have soil and natural moisture, and with its full enclosure, the darkness she needed for this particular endeavor.


    As suspicious as she would have looked tromping the uneven, untended area more than once, she’d next approached the space from the Tower’s inside, carefully casting to test her theories. Thrilled (!), she found there was, indeed, a cavity, and the size was exactly what she wanted. Well, a little small. But enough.


    Gaining entry had taken her months. The clear choice was to create an entrance through the patch of wall under the old curved staircase to the former balcony above. For weeks after weeks, in a block of time each day so she’d have no chance of nearing material limits, she’d meditated under those stairs. With the aid of a potted vine, she’d mindfully and carefully touched each piece of what would become her doorway, conversing with it about the nature of matter and the smallness of one world. Touching—meaning with her thoughts. Feeling the stone in her mind. Understanding it. Feeling that there was, as she’d thought, space within.


    This is why she loved Arc Magic. No wands, no potions, no incantations. All of those tools were exciting, but Xelle loved the depth of feeling the world itself, all around. Conversing without words or hu-type thoughts. Deep. Beautiful. Complex. Like the vines that taught it to the simpler mind of a hu.


    Touching the world brought calm to her mind. Quiet. It did not erase the rest of her worries, both present and elusive, but it took her away from them for as long as she remained in the cast. The price of Arc Magic, which was generally time and patience, was one she was happy to pay for such immersion.


    And yet, what excited her most about her doorway were her own cross casts: the simplest of tools she’d learned while at other Towers, twisted in like hard twine reshaping liquid silver. From To’Ever, she’d cast a base enchantment of permanence (a word that did not mean what it purported) and wound it with a bit of Arc Magic. So with a jar of holly sap, a pinch of gold dust, and threads of travel, she tilted her passage just slightly, so it would only allow her through. (If she were in distress, she could signal someone to break through the wall. Her parents had taught her to think of these things.)


    And then, even more basic, a building block rune of Frond Magic, drawn in spored viscous over the stones outside her room, and tied into the strong protection of the doorway. A rune of flow—not creating magic, per se, but easing it along—so that anyone casting detection would miss what she had done. She’d taken the time, day after day, to refocus and draw similar runes throughout the inside space, sewing them in like crochet (which she was terrible at with actual yarn but her mind loved the curves it created), so that as long as her casts were not loud (in nature, not literal volume) she could operate freely inside the enclosed space.


    Sure, a skilled Mage who knew something was there could detect it, but what Mage would spend time inspecting the stones under the stairs in an old utility section of the Tower? It was the best she could do.


    With a few nerves, for this cast required extraordinary care no matter how many times she’d done it, she thought her way through the stones, and stepped forward, her body and all she carried passing through the solid wall and into the space beyond. She drew a breath.


    She stepped onto the partially-tiled floor and flicked on the lamps that she’d saved up over months to have made. Not a trivial task, as she’d had to order the lightpods from Mytil, where they’d be reliably considered part of an art project and not arouse the gossip of Vi’Arc. She’d wanted the
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