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Dedication

 

To My daughter

 

You are amazing and I’m always proud of you. I love you

 

To Everyone in the Writer collective

 

You are the best and I couldn’t have asked for better friends. You have kept me alive when I wanted to die, helped me through the darkest time of my life, and have always been there with support and encouragement.

 

I love you all
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Prologue
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Byre resisted the temptation to twitch his tail or to make any sort of movement as his eyes followed Evan’s movements. Evan was packing. He had always been graceful for a human, and something within Byre twinged at the thought of parting from him. Evan turned to him with a small smile. 

 “Thank you,” he said. “I’m eternally grateful for everything you’ve done for me.”

He bowed, lithe and graceful, his dark hair falling forward. It had grown too long again. Byre made an impatient gesture, and the long hair shortened to almost a shorn look. Evan ran a hand through his scalp with a rueful smile as he straightened.

“When will you understand that doing things like this isn’t acceptable to us?”

Byre snorted. As if he cared for a human’s acceptance!

“You still belong to me, wizardling,” he said. “Your period of bondage shall end only at midnight tonight. Till then, I’m free to do what I wish, and if I want to give you a haircut, I will.”

“Then why are you letting me leave before midnight?” Evan challenged, a grin on his face. 

“Because you can’t see in the dark, and making your way out of the desert by yourself in the dark is dangerous. Have you forgotten it is the Dark Night?”

Evan nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I can use magic once I’m out of your domain,” he said. “Don’t worry about me, Byre. I’ll be fine.”

Byre didn’t bristle at or deny the human’s assertion. He was not worried, but he was concerned. Evan wasn’t half bad for a human, and he had been a diligent student, despite being highly annoying. 

“Where would you go?” he asked.

“To Ferrel first,” Evan said. “And then . . . I don’t know . . . I thought I could go to Remint.”

“Remint?” Byre frowned. “What is that?”

“Liam’s town,” Evan said. “He was the wizard there.”

Byre said nothing, making his disapproval patent with his silence. Evan was too good a wizard to be wasted on a small town at the edge of nowhere. But it was no use saying it to the human. He was as stubborn as he was annoying.

“Thank you, Byre,” Evan said again. “Without you, I would not have been able to complete my studies. I’ll be eternally-”

“You already said that,” Byre said impatiently. “Now leave.”

Before Evan could, someone entered the chamber they were in. Byre’s eyes took in the visitor coldly. Poldris was his cousin, but it was unusual for her to leave the Icy Realms where she dwelt. Besides which, he hadn’t forgotten how she had tried to get Evan to switch masters. 

“Poldris,” he greeted, wary.

“Byre.” She inclined her head, her white scales shimmering in the sun that slanted in through the skylight. 

“Your majesty.” Evan bowed to her. 

At least he had all the graces and manners down. Byre had never had cause to be ashamed of him. Not even when he had first come to him.

“I heard you are leaving,” Poldris said to Evan. “I wished to bid you farewell. May the Great Dragon keep you safe in your travels.”

“And may they keep you safe in your homes,” Evan responded. 

“You came all this way to say goodbye to him?” Byre asked. 

He wasn’t certain what to make of it. He didn’t like it. Evan was his wizardling, a part of his blaze. Why should Poldris even care he was leaving?

“Why do you find it hard to believe?” Poldris asked. “You’re not the only one on whom he made an impact.”

Byre gave Evan a sidelong glance, taking in the pleased flush to his cheeks and the little smile that hovered about his lips. He didn’t speak, however. Byre wasn’t happy Evan looked so pleased at Poldris’ praise.

“Should I expect my other cousins too?” Byre asked, not bothering to hide his irritation. “Do they all feel the need to say goodbye to my wizardling?”

Poldris smiled showing all her teeth. “I wouldn’t think so. As much as they would like to, the heat of your realm is not to their liking.”

“And yet you, the Queen of the Ice Dragons braved it,” he sniped, allowing his annoyance to show. It was not like him to be so possessive, and that too of a human. Yet, he had no control over it.  

His own displeasure notwithstanding, Byre had to acknowledge it was an honour for Evan to have Poldris visit thus. No doubt, he realised it too. For a human, he was quite intuitive when it suited him to be. 

She gave an elegant shrug. “My magic protects me, cousin, as yours did you when you braved my realm to take him back after his training.”

Byre scowled and turned to Evan. “If you wish to reach the edge of the desert before nightfall, I suggest you get a move on.”

“Oh, I’ll take him,” Poldris said. “I’m sure he’d like the experience of riding a dragon.”

Evan’s face lit up, but his voice was steady. “I shall be honoured, your majesty if my master, the King of the Fire Dragons, permits it.”

Byre scowled again. “Go on then,” he ground out. “Leave, go to Remint.”

He tried not to dwell too deeply on the strange reluctance he had to utter the words, to actually let go of Evan. 
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“Remint?” Gavin asked, nearly spitting out his drink. “They’re sending you to Remint?”

“What’s wrong with Remint?” Adrian asked. “It’s a prosperous little town and its Lord has recently passed.”

“So has its wizard,” Gavin said. “I tell you, it’s bad luck, a town losing both its Lord and Wizard within so short a span of time.”

“I heard the physician’s passed too,” a man whose name Gavin didn’t even know chimed in from Adrian’s other side. “Unlucky is right.” 

Gavin glared at him. Who was he and why was he interrupting their conversation and intruding at their table? The man slunk away, colour high on his cheeks, muttering some kind of apology. 

“He does have a point,” he said once the man was out of earshot. 

“Superstition,” Adrian dismissed the words. It was just like Adrian to be so casual. He never believed in omens or superstitions. 

“It’s still a town at the edge of nowhere,” Gavin put a hand on Adrian’s shoulder while signalling for more ale with the other. “It’s on the border to the barbarian lands, with thick jungles full of weird beasts on one side. There’s nothing but farmers and hunters over there!”

“We could do with more farmers and hunters,” Adrian said. “Besides, the town isn’t half bad. They pay their taxes in time and in full which is more than half the provinces do. The late Lord Abernathy was a good leader.”

“He was also a bore,” Gavin said, shuddering as he thought back to the few interactions he had with the late Lord. Calling him a bore was being kind to the man. “That’s what happens when you get responsibilities, Adrian. You don’t have time for fun anymore, and before you know it, you’re a bore!”

Adrian laughed. “I see, but Gavin, life isn’t all about having fun, you know?”

“It isn’t?” Gavin stared at him suspiciously. “All right, who are you and what have you done to Adrian?”

Adrian laughed again and sipped his drink. Gavin sighed and said, “If you go to Remint, how will I even see you ever again?”

“It may be on the edge of nowhere, but there still are perfectly good roads connecting it to Bivilisk. You can visit anytime you want and it’s not like I won’t have reasons to come here. Lord Abernathy visited the capital often enough.”

“Because his wife and son refused to go with him,” Gavin said, waving the server with the drinks over to their table again. “You don’t have a family to visit,” he pouted. 

This was how it started. Couldn’t Everard have found someone else to be Lord of Remint? Adrian and he had been inseparable since their school days, and now they wanted to separate them? Gavin wished the King would grow a spine, and actually do something because it was the right thing. 

But thinking of Everard wasn’t going to solve anything. And Gavin didn’t want to burden Adrian right now with his issues. This was a celebration, even if Adrian was going away. 

“I have my best friend here,” Adrian said with a warm smile, as he put an arm around Gavin. “Why shouldn’t I visit?”

“Responsibilities,” Gavin said mournfully. “You won’t even have time to think of me.”

“You can come and remind me,” Adrian said, pulling him closer. “Remint’s not at the end of the world, you know.”
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“This isn’t the end of the world,” Faith’s voice was barely a whisper, but Sally heard it all the same. 

She looked at her friend in concern. Faith looked like she was trying not to cry as the pyre burned higher. Sally sighed as her eyes went to the pyre. Kobe had been too young to die. All right, perhaps he wasn’t, but he deserved to die in his bed, not like this. Stung to death by a random Birthok that had wandered into his herb garden. If only someone had found him in time . . . but it had not happened, and he had died there alone, surrounded only by the plants he had tended to so lovingly. Sally tried to shake off her morose thoughts and comfort her desolate friend. 

“Are you all right?” she asked Faith. 

Faith nodded, repeating, “It’s not the end of the world.”

“It doesn’t have to be, for you to mourn,” Sally said, softly. “He was your friend, and you helped him in his duties. It is all right for you to grieve.”

“My parents won’t see it that way,” Faith muttered.

“Fuck your parents,” Sally muttered under her breath, only half hoping that Faith hadn’t heard her. Faith shot her a reproving look. 

“They’re just worried about me,” she said. “I’m not exactly what they hoped for in a daughter. Nineteen and unmarried and refusing every offer.”

“I don’t see why that’s a big deal,” Sally shrugged. She was twenty-three herself, and she couldn’t see why Faith’s parents made such a big fuss over everything their daughter did. “No girl your age in the town is married. You should tell them that times have changed. Girls marry when they want to, and whom they want to.”

“They will say that those girls aren’t Randalls,” Faith sighed. “I know; they’re snobs.”

“That’s their problem,” Sally said. “Don’t make it yours. What do you plan to do now?”

“I wanted to continue doing what I used to when Kobe was alive,” Faith said. 

Sally nodded approvingly. Faith had been Kobe’s assistant for over a year and a half. It would also keep her mind away from other things and keep her occupied. It was the best solution. 

“Then what’s the problem? The town can’t be without a physician, and you’re the most qualified.”

“My parents for one,” Faith muttered, sounding disconsolate. Sally understood that objection. Owen would have a fit, and Rowena would cry and everything would be uncomfortable. “Besides,” Faith was continuing, “I don’t have a certificate from the academy. I could get thrown in prison.”

“Then don’t be the physician,” Sally said. “Just be the assistant. Till a new Lord comes and appoints one, anyway. After that you can be his assistant.”

It was one way to do things. She hoped Faith would listen.

“Do you think our town is cursed?” Faith asked. “First the wizard dies, then the Lord and now Kobe . . . people say it’s a curse.”

“Superstitious nonsense!” Sally muttered. “What are they going to do? Leave Remint?”

Faith shook her head, her eyes averted from the pyre. Sally’s eyes were tracing the path of the smoke that rose from the pyre, spiralling up, grateful that the wind was blowing it away from them.

“They’re afraid,” Faith whispered. 

“They’re idiots,” Sally said with finality.

 


One
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Adrian paused at the top of the hill, looking at Remint. So, this was to be his province, his town. It looked picturesque from here. A quaint little town with farmlands to the east and orchards to the west and the great forest that divided Arenia from the barbarian lands to the south and spreading to the west. On the north were the rolling hills of Berstok, and Adrian had just crested the last one. He wished he had Gavin with him, to share the view. Or Larkin. But Gavin was back in Bivilisk, sulking at what he termed Adrian’s perfidy and Larkin had gone on ahead of him to Remint to make the late Lord’s castle habitable for Adrian. 

The two castles were visible from the distance. The larger one, the Lord’s castle on top of which flew the flag of Arenia was to the west, adjoining the orchards and overlooking the town. The smaller one, the wizard’s abode, more squat, was towards the south, almost at the border of the forest. The wizard’s castle had no flag signifying that its owner didn’t owe allegiance to the crown even though they might have deigned to live in Arenia. Adrian’s interest was piqued as he saw that a fire burned in the western corner of the wizard’s keep signifying that a wizard was in residence. So, a new wizard had claimed the place. 

Adrian had heard it told that when the Lord and wizard were on terms, the land prospered. King Everard and his royal wizard Justin was an example of it. The late Lord of Remint and his wizard were also reported to be on good terms. That was something he could do too. After all, they both wanted the same thing–the welfare of the people of Remint. That was the first goal. Taxes and wealth came after that. There were Lords who might disagree with that, but Adrian was not one of them. Perhaps it was because he was born of commoners, and even though his father was made a Lord, Adrian had never been raised like one.

He started the ride down, not wanting to be too late. The town still looked a fair distance away, and none of the hills he had travelled had been easy. He didn’t want to ride in the dark, and for all his love of camping, he wanted a comfortable bed and a friendly face.

“Sorry, Duster.” He patted his horse’s neck. “Not saying you aren’t friendly, but I do need some human company.”

The horse whickered in response, and Adrian nodded. 

“Fine,” he said. “Just don’t stumble or throw me, all right?”

The horse whickered again before lengthening its strides into a gallop, and Adrian held on to the reins as the landscape flashed past him. It was downhill which meant it was easier, but also that he had to be more careful. One awkward stumble could cause Duster to injure himself permanently and Adrian was attached to his horse. He had had him from a foal. 

“Whoa, Duster!” he said, pulling the reins, as he saw something out of the corner of his eye. 

The horse slowed down and stopped, tossing its mane and looking at him inquiringly. Adrian turned him around and rode slowly, looking to the right, and stopped as he reached what he had seen. It looked like a man was lying partly hidden by the bushes on the side of the road. His feet were sticking out, though, and there were no shoes on them. Adrian dismounted and approached him, careful. This could be an attempted ambush by bandits as well. He didn’t want to take any chances. His hand was on the hilt of his sword, which he had loosened in its scabbard. 

It was a man lying there, and he looked to be unconscious. There was blood on his clothes and on the ground. The blood was still fresh which meant that the attack on him might have happened only a few minutes ago. Adrian knelt by him and felt for his injuries. There was a wound on his torso and a lump behind his head. 

“Duster,” he called. “Over here, boy.”

His horse made his way towards him.

“Kneel,” he told Duster.

Duster gave him a surprised look but obeyed. Adrian lifted the man, not without difficulty, and laid him on Duster’s back. He was still breathing, his chest rising and falling. Adrian climbed on to the saddle, and said, pressing his knees to Duster’s flanks, “As fast as you can, boy. We need to get this man to a physician.”

The man had been stripped of everything except his small clothes. There was no way of telling who he was. Adrian gave an inward shrug. He would worry about that once the man was safe. There was no saying how bad a condition he was in. Fortunately, Duster seemed to understand his necessity and was going faster than before. Once they were down the hill and on the main road, Duster could have a good gallop. Adrian held the man against himself so he wouldn’t be jolted much. He would take him to a physician. Whoever he was, he had to be all right. 

He was almost on the road when he saw a rider approaching. Dusk was falling as rapidly and he couldn’t see him clearly, but he rode forward. The other person reined their horse in, waiting for him. As he got near, Adrian saw that it was a young man, perhaps slightly older than him, with dark brown hair and skin and a grave expression. A look of relief mingled with fear and anxiety appeared on his face as Adrian was close.

“Ferrel!” he exclaimed, “Thank the Great Dragon! Where did you find him?”

“Back over there,” Adrian gestured vaguely in the direction whence he had come. “You know him?”

The man nodded. “I came looking for him. He had ridden out a while earlier.”

“He needs a physician,” Adrian said. 

There was an expression almost of amusement on the man’s face. “The town has no physician yet, but Faith should be able to patch him up if she hasn’t gone home already. If we hurry, we’ll get there before she leaves.” He held out his hand. “I’m Evan.”

“Adrian,” Adrian took the hand, liking the man, and his frank eyes, which were warm and as dark as his hair. 

“Follow me,” the man said, turning his horse, and Adrian rode after him. 

Larkin might be worried about him, but he could not leave without taking the man—Ferrel—to the physician. He could have asked Evan to take him, but somehow it didn’t seem right. Ferrel was still breathing, but it was sounding laboured. Adrian could feel his own heart and breathing speed up slightly. Was Ferrel going to be all right? 

Evan was an excellent rider, and Adrian had no difficulty staying with him. They entered the town almost abreast. It was almost dark, but large columns with fires stood at every corner, casting both light and shadow across the road in equal measures. Shops were closing and people were lighting lamps in their houses. Alehouses and inns had doors open, and appetizing aromas of food and ale were wafting into the street, reminding Adrian how long it had been since he had eaten. The streets were largely empty and the people there seemed to avoid looking at them. 

Evan led Adrian down the main street for a few yards before taking a right turn to a side road. After a few feet, he took a left turn, and they were in the courtyard of a small house set far back from the street. The sounds of the town couldn’t be heard from here. 

A woman was standing on the porch, looking as if she was about to leave. She was short, with a good figure and a face that was beautiful, but her expression was rather forbidding. 

She sounded impatient as she asked. “What is it?” 

Her posture and tone seemed to indicate she didn’t care for whatever it was. 

“It’s Ferrel,” Evan said. “He’s hurt.”

The change in her demeanour was astounding. She flew down the steps and approached Adrian. “Help me get him down,” she demanded of Evan.

“Duster, kneel,” Adrian said, and his horse knelt, and Evan and Faith took the injured man from him.

“Give us a hand,” she said to him. 

Adrian tied Duster to the same railing to which Evan’s horse was tethered and followed them. He took the man’s head as the woman opened a door and started lighting candles. Evan and he lifted the man on to a flat table with a sheet spread on top. With the room lit, he could see that she was younger than her manner had led him to believe. She had a sweet face, her grey eyes full of concern and her black curls gathered into a knot at the nape of her neck. Her skin was as dark as Evan’s. There were lines of exhaustion on her face, at odds with her youth. She had to be much younger than him, but there was a world weariness about her that tugged at his heart. 

“Adrian, this is Faith,” Evan said. “She used to assist the former physician and still takes care of his patients.”

It wasn’t uncommon for physicians to train locals to assist them, but Adrian had never seen one so young. She gave him a perfunctory glance as she examined the prone figure. 

“I think he’s cracked his ribs and there’s a nasty lump on the back of his head,” she said. “What happened to him?”

“Bandits, I think,” Adrian said. “Is that common around here?”

“Since the old Lord’s death, yes,” she said. “They don’t come into town, fortunately. The King’s guards still guard the gates after nightfall. But the hills are dangerous.” She gave Evan an accusing glance. “You could have warned him.”

“I did warn him,” Evan said. “Don’t put this on me. He’d always been pig-headed.”

“You should have gone with him,” she muttered.

Evan gave her a stern glance. “That’s not fair, Faith.”

She sighed. “I know, it’s just . . . I don’t know how to treat cracked ribs, Evan. I can clean him and put salve on his wound and bind up the lump, but this isn’t something I ever had to do.”

“I’ll help you,” Evan said. “I’m not completely useless, you know.”

“This would be so much easier if you would just use your magic and heal him,” she said. “He’s your oldest friend.”

Magic? Adrian stared at the man. Was this the new wizard then? He didn’t look anything like a wizard. Adrian had thought all wizards were old and wore fancy robes and looked impassive like Justin, but Evan was young, wearing a dusty brown tunic and pants and had the most expressive and open face of anyone Adrian had ever met.

“Faith,” Evan sighed. “Magic is not to be used for frivolities.”

“It’s not frivolous to heal someone,” she almost snapped. “Liam wasn’t so particular. He would have.”

“I doubt it,” Evan said. “Liam knew that magic was not a solution to everything, Faith. Let’s do this, all right?”

“Do you need me to do anything?” Adrian asked.

“You two can help me strip and clean him,” she said. “He will need new clothes, wizard.”

Evan sighed. “I’ll get them later. He can wear the robe for now.” He waved at a grey robe hanging from a nail on one wall.

“He hates the robe,” Faith said.

“I’m sure he hates having cracked his ribs too,” Evan said. “Can’t always have what we want, can we?”

Adrian smiled softly and in amusement listening to the two. It was evident they were friends. If Evan was indeed the wizard, it meant he was a friendly person. He must not have been in town for more than a few weeks which was when the old wizard had died. Was this why the townsfolk they had seen avoided looking at them? Because Evan and he were riding together? Most wizards were shunned by people out of fear and ignorance, but someone as friendly as Evan shouldn’t have been. Or was he like this only around Faith?

There was a knock at the front door and a strident voice called out, “Faith, are you in there?”

She went rigid, her eyes wide with apprehension. “I’m busy, father,” she called out even as she went to open the door.

“You’re not a physician!” Adrian couldn’t see the man standing outside, but his voice was clearly heard. “What have you to be so busy with? Have you any idea how advanced the hour is? You’ve to come home this instant!”

“Father, I’m not a child!” Her voice was now throbbing with anger, and Adrian leaned forward to see a tall, florid man towering over her. 

“Then stop behaving like one!” the man snapped, his eyes going behind her, and hardening. “I see that wizard is here. I told you not to spend time with him alone!”

“Oh, stop already!” she said. “I’m not a child, and Evan’s got better things to do than seduce me!”

Adrian was both surprised and embarrassed, and he felt for her and Evan too. Faith’s father seemed not to care, however, crossing his arms across his chest, and glaring. 

“Faith,” Evan said, before the other man could say anything else. “It’s all right. Go. Adrian and I’ll take care of Ferrel.”

“So, that man is also here, and who’s the new one?” The man’s suspicious eyes fell on Adrian, and he felt himself bristle. 

“Owen, take Faith and leave if you know what’s good for you,” Evan said, his tone icy. 

He had drawn himself to his full height, and the change from the friendly young man to the forbidding wizard was so quick and startling that Adrian could not but stare. Even the air seemed to crackle with power. 

“Come, Faith,” Owen said, sounding much subdued, muttering, “No offence, wizard. I was only worried about my daughter.”

“You should have more faith in her,” Evan said as Faith turned to him.

“You know what to do?” she asked.

“Cracked ribs, wound on body and lump on the back of the head. I’ve got it. Go. I’m sorry I got you a scold.” He sounded apologetic. 

“He will do it, anyway.” She shrugged. “Thank you, but don’t scare him again, please.”

“No promises, Faith. I’m the wizard after all. It wouldn’t do to let people forget that.”

She shook her head as she took her cloak and fastened it around her and pulled the hood up. With a murmured goodbye, she left, closing the door softly behind her. 

“Sorry about that,” Evan said to Adrian. “He won’t be acting that way around you, though. He thinks I’m going to enthral his daughter.”

“Well, I’m no wizard, so I guess he wouldn’t need to fear that,” Adrian said lightly.

“You’re the lord of Remint,” Evan said as he turned back to the supine form of his friend. “He will always be polite to you.” 

“How do you know who I am?” Adrian was surprised. Was it magic?

Evan tuned, his gaze seeming to linger on his dusty clothes, and there was a smile on his face and in his eyes. “Your clothes, and your horse and the fact that your steward had announced you’ll reach here today.”

Adrian chuckled. “When I was riding here, I was thinking I wanted to be on good terms with the wizard,” he confessed. “Now I’m finding I may want to be friends with him.”

Evan’s smile deepened. “Why not? But let us patch up Ferrel first.”

Ferrel had jet black hair that contrasted well with his pale skin and now that Evan had scrubbed the grime off him, Adrian could see that he had rather delicate features. 

“He’s your friend?” Adrian asked, as he helped Evan take off the tunic, and winced in sympathy as he saw the bruising on the chest. 

“He’s my brother,” Evan said. “In everything but blood.”

The words brought a fierce longing for Gavin which Adrian suppressed. He had work to do, and he didn’t want to be distracted. It was good to do something, and despite the circumstances, he was glad that he got to meet Evan like this, instead of formally. He hoped Gavin was fine. 

 


Two
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Except use his magic. 

“You shouldn’t be around that wizard,” her father said; his voice was not loud, and it didn’t sound angry for a change. 

Evan’s display of power had likely subdued him. Evan was always so mild-mannered that it was easy to forget he was a wizard. He didn’t mingle with everyone, not like Liam had done, but he was still approachable.

“Did you hear me?” her father asked.

“I don’t think this is a conversation we should be having in the middle of the street,” she said. 

How was it that she was the one to worry about such things? Her father with all the talk about what people would think of her behaviour never seemed to care who was listening to his words. 

“This is not a discussion, Faith,” her father said. “I forbid you to visit that wizard.”

“I’m of age, father,” Faith said, trying to control her temper. “By law, you cannot forbid me to do anything. Also, I didn’t visit the wizard. He came to me, and as the physician’s assistant, I can’t turn anyone away.”

Perhaps he would leave her alone if he thought she was being forced to interact with Evan. It was true that she was in Evan’s company often, but it was due to his knowledge of herbs and medicines. Even Kobe hadn’t known so much. She was cautious of the wizard, not because of anything he said or did, but because he did have an aloofness about him that she found forbidding. No matter how friendly he was, she could never forget he was the wizard. Her father did sometimes, like today, and Evan hadn’t hesitated to remind him. 

“He’s the wizard. Why does he need your help?” her father grumbled. “He could just magic away illnesses or injuries.”

He could. Old Liam had done so, helped Kobe with the sick when there were too many. It was one reason why Remint never had an outbreak of plague or fever. But Evan was different. 

“Magic is no plaything,” he had told her once. “Nor is it fancy tricks. It is not to be used indiscriminately for any trivial things.”

“He won’t use magic for healing,” she said now. “He doesn’t believe in using magic for mundane tasks.” 

 “Healing is hardly mundane,” her father muttered. “However that may be, I cannot be easy with how you are often in his company. And who’s the new man?”

Faith had a guess, but she was not going to share it with her father. Not least because of how he might react if he knew. He would probably blame her and Evan for forcing him to have a scene in front of the new Lord of their town. No, she wouldn’t tell him her suspicions. Best let him find out on his own. After all, he could not have done more than to catch a glimpse of the man. It was likely he wouldn’t recognise him when he was going to be formally addressing the townsfolk.

“He found Ferrel,” she said.

“I don’t like that Manson either,” her father declared. “He may be Liam’s nephew, but he’s too friendly with that wizard. Is he hoping to be the physician here?”

“Ferrel is a physician,” she said. “And a good one. He and the wizard are boyhood friends.”

Her father stared at her. “How do you know that?” he asked, suspicion on his face. “Are they planning to ensorcel you together?”

Faith prevented an eye-roll with difficulty. Her father seemed to look at every young and personable man as a danger. It would have been amusing if she didn’t feel insulted. 

“No one’s ensorceling me,” she said stiffly. “And I’m not interested in them. For the last time, father, I just want to learn how to heal people!”

“A girl your age should be thinking of getting married and having children!” he snapped. “Not about healing people and running around with physicians and wizards!”

She glowered, but didn’t answer, picking up her pace. It was a usual argument, and she was not interested in having the whole town listen to it. She wished Sally were not away visiting her aunt. She was the only one Faith could depend upon. Many were the days when Faith had fought with her parents and went to stay with her. She could see this argument devolving into another fight. Neither of her parents cared for what she wanted. If they weren’t afraid of what she might do to shame them, they might have forced her to marry someone they chose. As it was, they still made her life very uncomfortable. 

The gates of her house loomed ahead, and it was with relief that she pushed them open and entered. At least they didn’t have to make themselves a spectacle before the whole town. That her parents who were always so concerned for what their neighbours and others might think didn’t really care who heard all their quarrels was something she would never understand. Her father didn’t think twice about screaming at her in the middle of the town, or in anyone’s hearing, but if she answered back, it was so shameful that she was not caring about how people might see her. 

Girls weren’t supposed to talk back. Girls weren’t supposed to be healers. Girls were supposed to sit home and sew or make babies. Faith was sick of all that. It was only her parents who clung to all those antiquated notions. Sally’s parents had sent her to the college in the capital city of Bivilisk, and she had become a teacher, but when Faith had wanted to go, her parents wouldn’t send her even though they were richer than Sally’s parents and could have afforded the tuition far easier. 

Faith fought the tears that threatened to spill. If she could have gone to the capital, she could have learned how to be a physician instead of just the assistant. Kobe had been kind to apprentice her when she had no book knowledge or training, but he had taught her. He had even paid her, though her parents didn’t know that. As soon as she had enough saved up, Faith was leaving. She would go to the capital and become a physician.

She opened the front door, dreading an encounter with her mother more than the arguments with her father. Her mother never became angry or shouted. She would simply weep, and accuse Faith of ingratitude, all the while sobbing. It was easier to deal with her father’s anger. At least it was more direct, not as insidious as her mother’s tears and bitter recriminations.

“You’re home,” her mother said, clasping her to her bosom and Faith stood stiffly, waiting for the outburst. “I was so worried. You had never been so late before. I asked Owen to go and look for you.”

“She’s home now,” her father said, sounding a bit testy. “Is dinner ready, Rowena?”

“Was she with the wizard?” her mother asked. “Were you, Faith? Tell me you weren’t!”

“I don’t know what you have against Evan,” she said, moving away from her mother and taking off her cloak and hanging it on a peg on the wall. “He’s the wizard. You used to like old Liam.”

“He was a good man,” her mother said. “This one is arrogant and young and not at all suitable company for an impressionable young girl!”

“Mother, I’m no child,” she said. “And how many times do I have to tell you that I’m not interested in Evan?”

“Maybe,” her mother said, “But what is to say he isn’t? He’s a wizard, and if he wants you, he’ll have you, even if he has to enchant you. He will ruin you. Even if he doesn’t, who will marry a girl who’s always seen in the company of young men?”

“There’s more to life than marriage,” Faith said, suppressing an eye roll.

“For a man, yes,” her father said. “Not for a woman.”

“He’s right, Faith,” her mother said. “It’s our duty to take care of our mensfolk. Without a man, a woman has no life,”

“I’m not fighting with you,” she said. “But I’m not hungry. Don’t disturb me.”

She flounced to her room, and slammed the door, before leaning against it, her tears threatening to fall. For a moment she stood there, blinking tears back. Almost blindly she reached for the door to lock it. Her parents weren’t the greatest respecters of privacy. She looked at the window, a frown on her face. Should she climb out? She could easily do it; she had done it a thousand times, but where would she go? There was only Kobe’s house, but that was better than here. Evan wouldn’t snitch on her; that she was certain of, but she had to wait.

There was a timid knock on the door. “Faith?” 

The door handle turned.

“Go away, mother,” she said, feeling weary.

“Faith, we only have your best interests at heart. Surely you know it,” her mother said. “Open the door, child. We speak out of concern for you and your future.”

“If you were that concerned, you would have sent me to college when I wanted!” she snapped. “Just leave me alone, mother!”

“Faith, how could you speak thus?” her mother sounded as if she was crying. “We do everything for you. How can you be so ungrateful?”

She didn’t answer, opening her wardrobe and taking out one of the plainest walking dresses she had and also a nightdress. She would stay the night in Kobe’s house. All she needed to do was to wait till her parents were in bed. Faith always left the house early, so they would never know she hadn’t spent the night at home.

“I’m going to bed,” she said loudly. “Just don’t disturb me again.”

To spend even a second more under her parents’ roof was suffocating her. They might not disturb her further, but she couldn’t help be conscious of her father’s anger and her mother’s sorrow. Sorrow! If anyone had cause for sorrow, it was her! When would her parents understand or accept that she had a mind of her own, ambitions of her own? The lot of women all over Arenia was vastly different now than it had been in her parents’ youth, but they still clung to outdated things. She was sick of it all. Sick of them, always trying to control her life. 

I’m never coming back.  

She started taking out a few more items from her wardrobe. Tonight had been the last straw. Faith changed into the walking dress, bundled up everything else, and put them into the large travel bag that was stored under her bed. She dragged the heavy bag to the window, lifted it and dropped it. It fell with a heavy thud, but the sound elicited no response from the house, though she strained her ears to listen. She sat by the window and waited for everything to quiet. 

 


Three

[image: A red dragon with sharp teeth

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The temptation to use magic was stronger than he would have believed possible, but Evan held it in check, instead cleaning Ferrel’s wound and applying a salve before binding it tight. There was nothing to be done for the cracked ribs. Winter was still some time away, and there was no ice to be had at this time of the year. 

He bathed the area in cold water and applied compresses, but that was as much as he dared to do. 

The lump on the back of the head was also cleaned and a cold compress applied. There wasn’t anything else he could do except to wait. If it was anyone else, Evan would have been content to do that, but this was Ferrel. What could it hurt to use a little magic to heal him? No one needed to know.

I would.

“Magic is not for frivolities,” he could still hear his tutor say. That had been the earliest lesson that had been drummed into him. He couldn’t even remember the man’s face or name now, but his words remained indelibly imprinted in his mind. 

But was healing Ferrel a frivolity? Liam would have said no, but Evan had been to the academy, and he could imagine what any of the wizards there would have said. 

Liam hadn’t been that strict, willing to use magic if needed be, to help people. It was all Liam had ever cared about. Evan’s eyes strayed to the unconscious form of Ferrel. There was very little of Liam in Ferrel’s looks, despite their relationship. In some ways, Evan had been closer to Liam than Ferrel had been, though that had never affected his own relationship with Ferrel. 

Ferrel stirred and Evan was at his side, his palm on his forehead. Was Ferrel waking? He hoped so. Evan had studied herblore, not healing. He was no physician. What he knew he had picked up from Ferrel and during his time with the dragons. 

Evan pulled a face at the thought of Byre. He had not heard from Byre since he had left the desert. He had not heard from any of the dragons, but that was no surprise. Dragons weren’t exactly friendly towards humans as a whole.

Ferrel’s eyes twitched, and they opened, but he looked groggy and confused. “Evan?” he whispered.

The relief that swept through Evan was so great he nearly slumped. Ferrel had regained consciousness and had recognised him.

“Where am I?” Ferrel asked, his voice a thin thread of sound.

“At the physician’s cottage,” Evan said. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been beaten to within an inch of my life,” Ferrel murmured. “What happened to me?”

“What do you remember?” Evan asked, his hand carding through Ferrel’s hair in a soothing motion. Liam used to do that to them during their childhood whenever they were unwell.

Ferrel’s brows drew together, and he winced. “I can’t remember,” he said. “It hurts when I try.”

Evan said nothing but kept up the motion of his fingers. He didn’t want Ferrel to know how worried he was. 

“Tell me about my injuries.” Ferrel said. 

“Broken ribs, a rather deep cut on your right side, a lump on the back of your neck.”

“You put compresses?” Ferrel’s voice was faint, and he yawned.

“Yes,” Evan said. “Do you need a sedative? Or a painkiller?”

“Neither would come amiss right now,” Ferrel murmured. 

Evan went to fetch them. He poured out the doses in a small tumbler and brought it over. He helped Ferrel to lift his head and put the tumbler against his lips. Ferrel drank it all, face twisted, probably from the taste. 

He sank back onto the bed once done and murmured, “It should take effect in a moment. You should go home.”

“I’m not leaving you,” Evan said.

Ferrel made no answer, as he was already asleep. Evan pulled a blanket over him. It might not be winter for a while yet, but it did tend to get cold during the nights. He sat down on an armchair and settled himself to wait. He could take the other bed in the room, but he was not yet sleepy. Ferrel’s lack of memory about what happened to him was worrisome. It could be due to his injuries, but it could also have more sinister and concerning origins. Evan stared at his friend, a frown gathering on his face. Should he try to see what happened now? Ferrel was asleep, but it would be a gross invasion of his privacy. 

A noise from the door caught his attention. Someone was unlocking the outer door. Evan rose, wary, but ready. Who could be breaking into this place at night? A thief? Everyone knew Kobe was dead, but what was there of value in a physician’s house? Besides, Evan hadn’t snuffed out the candles in the room he was in. The light should have been visible from the windows.

“Evan?” A whisper from outside the room and he relaxed.

“In here, Faith. What are you doing here at this time?”

She came into the room, pushing her hood back, looking weary as well as angry. She was carrying a bag which looked heavy. Her eyes darted around and fell on the sleeping Ferrel.

“He didn’t wake?”

“He did, and he recognised me, so that’s a good thing. I gave him a sedative and a painkiller on his own instructions.”

She nodded. “I’ll be in the other room,” she said. “Good night, Evan.”

“Faith,” he said, and stopped.

What right had he to force her confidence? She looked at him, and he could see the dangerous glint in her eyes that warned him that she wouldn’t welcome any questions. But there was also fear and unhappiness. He stepped closer to her.

“Let me take your bag,” he said, and she
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