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After twenty-seven years in the trade, Kaniev the Source-Fixer has suddenly lost his ability to repair magical Sources. He decides it's time to go home and take up fishing, but first, one more repair job lies ahead of him - Source Chaitrasse is experiencing problems. Kaniev's depleted finances and self-confidence demand that this time, he get the job done right.

Fransisa always thought she would be the next High Priestess at Source Chaitrasse, but now her career has come to a dead end. She's struggling to hold on to her place at Chaitrasse when a wandering tradesman appears, claiming that the Source has a problem and he's the one who can fix it. He looks more like a brigand than a powerful wizard or wise scholar, but with an important ceremony coming up, Fransisa decides it can't hurt anything to let him take a look at the Source.

Kaniev's disastrous attempt to repair Source Chaitrasse leads to a sorcerer who is conducting dangerous experiments with magic. Caught in the sorcercer's schemes, Fransisa and Kaniev must overcome their past failures and their differences to stop him before the Sources of magic and all the lands around them are destroyed.​
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Chapter 1

KANIEV REINED MAI to a stop and looked at the lumpy red hill that was his destination. The hill and the complex of quaint, colorful buildings at its foot sat beneath a clear blue sky among green meadows dotted with flowers and fluffy white sheep. In the hot spring sunshine, Source Chaitrasse appeared peaceful, almost idyllic.

Unfortunately, Kaniev’s lodestone told a different story.

Kaniev took the smooth, flat, round stone, a little smaller than the palm of his hand, out of its pouch and looked at it again. The stone, normally a dark blue, was glowing, the glow whitest and brightest in the center. No doubt about it, there was trouble at Source Chaitrasse, trouble that it was his job to fix.

Ha. Kaniev snorted as he put the lodestone away. After his last half-dozen failures, he had no business telling anyone he could fix anything.

But being in possession of both the world’s only known Source lodestone, passed down through countless generations of Source-Fixers, and the rare set of abilities required to repair malfunctioning Sources, he had the responsibility, the duty, to present himself at any Source that his lodestone showed was having problems and fix it.

He’d been at it for nearly three decades now, first as apprentice, then, since his master’s retirement, as Tehovir’s only Source-Fixer. And he was good at his job. In nearly thirty years as both apprentice and master, he hadn’t come across a malfunctioning Source he couldn’t repair.

Until now. At each of the last six Sources he’d tried to repair, the malfunctions had resisted all his attempts to correct them. Feeling foolish and frustrated, he had finally been forced to give up and leave without being paid. For months, he had been wracking his mind, trying to pin down the reason for his failures. Had he allowed errors or sloppiness to work their way into his techniques? Or were his talent and skills degrading with age? Try as he might, he hadn’t been able to figure out what he was doing wrong.

Kaniev sighed, looking at the deceptively serene hill that lay before him. Making matters worse, the folk in the nearby town had told him that the priestess in charge at Source Chaitrasse, Sera Fransisa, was a stern battle-axe of a woman, not to be crossed by any man with a care for his dignity and his manhood. Not a woman any man wanted to make a fool of himself in front of.

He didn’t have to do it. He was only forty; he could go home to the fiords, find a nice wife who could bear him a few strong sons and beautiful daughters, and take up fishing like his father and grandfather and great-grandfathers going back as far as memory could tell. As a boy, the prospect of spending his life that way had made him want to scream with boredom. When he was thirteen, the previous Source-Fixer had discovered him and his talents and offered him an apprenticeship, and he had seized at the chance for a life of adventure and excitement.

And excitement he’d had, a life filled with travel to places he had never even imagined as a boy in the fiords and adventures like the ones in stories. Not to mention lovely priestesses, acolytes, and sorceresses at many of the Sources he’d visited, who were looking for a little excitement themselves.

Now, though, with his skills mysteriously deteriorating and the prospect of another embarrassing failure ahead of him, a little boredom didn’t sound so bad.

But if he quit now, before he found an apprentice who shared his unusual magical abilities, he would leave the entire continent of Tehovir without anyone who could keep its many magical Sources functioning properly. He would break a long, proud line that went back as far as humans had been using Sources. If he gave up just because of a few failures and a case of nerves at dealing with a formidable woman, he would never be able to hold his head up again.

He wiped sweat from his forehead; even with no shirt beneath his vest, the silver-trimmed black leathers he wore were not suited for the hot climate of the southern Independent Kingdoms. But they were expensive and looked it. Along with his collection of silver rings, bracelets, armbands, and earrings, his wealth worn on his body – what remained of his wealth, anyway, after months of no pay – the leathers proclaimed his status as a skilled and reputable tradesman.

And he looked good in them, if he did say so himself.

Girding up his resolve, he kneed Mai into a walk – the old girl had seen better days herself, and should retire soon even if he didn’t – and rode on towards the hill. This time, he would succeed in repairing a malfunctioning Source. And as for the forbidding Sera Fransisa, if he couldn’t charm her, he would eat his own sword.

* * *

THE ORDER AT Source Chaitrasse was housed in a collection of buildings as charming as the surrounding countryside, plastered in soft tints of yellow, rose, peach, blue, and sage. Balconies and flower boxes spilling over with a rainbow of colors added eye-pleasing interest and variety. Carved benches, beds and planters filled with more flowers, and splashing fountains graced the stone-paved courtyard.

Kaniev dismounted and hitched Mai to a post in the courtyard, then unstrapped his knapsack from behind the saddle. Trying to summon up the confidence that had deserted him over these last months, he strode towards the largest building.

More than a few acolytes in white robes, going about their business in the courtyard, stopped to stare at him. Though Kaniev had been told that those who served at Source Chaitrasse were under a strict vow of celibacy, there were both males and females present. Unusual; most orders dedicated to Sources that required celibacy drew their members exclusively from one sex or the other. But if there was one thing Kaniev had learned about Sources in the last twenty-seven years, it was that every Source was different.

At the entrance of the largest building, Kaniev pulled on a rope dangling next to the door. Somewhere deep inside the building, a bell rang.

A moment later, a girl in a white robe opened the door. She blinked up at Kaniev with big green eyes set in a pale, thin face. “Yes?” she asked in a sweet, barely audible voice.

She looked very young, maybe thirteen years old or so, and her fair hair and coloring suggested that she was a long way from home. Most likely, she was the youngest of several daughters, put into service here because her family couldn’t afford a dowry for her. Poor child, shut away here for the rest of her life at such a young age. “I would like to see Sera Fransisa, if you please,” Kaniev said gently.

The girl blinked again. “May I ask –”

“Aislinne.” A stern female voice cut off the girl’s words. “Return to your studies. You are to let the stewards open the door and greet visitors.”

The girl’s cheeks reddened. “Yes, Sera Fransisa. I was only –”

“Now. Don’t argue with me. It is inappropriate for the Source’s Chosen to be speaking with strangers, especially strange men.”

The girl’s flush deepened, and she lowered her gaze. “Yes, Sera Fransisa,” she answered, her voice reduced nearly to a whisper. She backed away from the doorway, making room for the woman who took her place.

“Can I help you?” Sera Fransisa asked without the slightest sign of interest or any emotion other than irritation.

The first thing Kaniev noticed was the priestess’s ample bosom, impressively corseted beneath her elaborately draped and pleated white robes. He certainly wouldn’t call her fat, but she did have substance to her, something he appreciated in a woman.

The priestess was under a vow of celibacy, he reminded himself sternly. Whatever his other faults, and they were many, he wasn’t in the habit of seducing women who had made such vows.

Unless they wanted to be seduced. And, of course, only if being seduced wouldn’t damage the Sources they were pledged to.

Kaniev dragged his gaze to the priestess’s smooth, olive-skinned face, which was still considerably below his own eye level. Brown eyes met his with a stern, humorless look. Her rich chestnut hair, done up in elaborate braids and curls, had no more than a scattering of gray in it, and only a few faint lines showed at the corners of her eyes and mouth. She wasn’t young; neither was she far into middle age. Probably about his age, Kaniev guessed, give or take a year or two.

“Can I help you?” she repeated, more impatiently this time.

This one clearly had no interest in being charmed. Still, Kaniev rose to the challenge. With any luck, he could awe her enough with his stunning good looks and masculinity that she wouldn’t laugh at him too much when he failed to fix her Source. “My name is Kaniev. I…”

“If you’re begging, you can go work in the fields, and at suppertime we’ll give you a meal and ten pennies.”

Kaniev’s mouth dropped open, then he quickly closed it again. Did he look like a beggar? He was a little travel-worn, true, and it had been some time since he had shaved, and he had had to sell some of his jewelry, but could a beggar afford these clothes? “No, I’m sorry, you misunderstood. I’m not begging. I’m a Source-Fixer. I detect Sources that aren’t functioning properly and repair them.” Or not. “My lodestone indicates that there’s a problem with Source Chaitrasse.”

Sera Fransisa raised one dark, arched eyebrow; otherwise, her face remained as filled with emotion as a somewhat annoyed stone. “A problem.”

“Yes. Here, look.” He took the glowing lodestone from its pouch in the front pocket of his knapsack. “See? Here in the middle.” He pointed to the center, where the stone was glowing brightest. “That means it’s at the location of a Source that isn’t working correctly.”

The priestess peered at the stone, frowning slightly. “What is that?”

“It’s the Source lodestone. It’s attuned to the powers of all the Sources of Tehovir. I’m not sure exactly how it works; there’s a tale that it was mined from the legendary Great Source where, it’s said, the powers of heaven and earth come together to create Source-power. I don’t know about that, but I know it’s been used by scores of generations of Source-Fixers, and I know that in the twenty-seven years I’ve been in the trade, the lodestone has never been wrong.”

Her eyebrows furrowed together. Kaniev felt the stirring of magic in use. “It’s channeling Source-power,” she said after a moment. “So this isn’t just a trick.”

“Not a trick.”

Sera Fransisa studied the stone a little longer, her shapely lips pursed. Kaniev tried not to stare at them, imagining how they would feel pressed against his own.

“I suppose you sound sincere,” the priestess finally said. “Something about the Source has seemed a little off recently. Normally I wouldn’t pay it any mind, for if you do know anything about Sources, you know that the flow of power in a Source waxes and wanes according to the season and the phase of the moon. But tomorrow night is our most important ritual of the year, so I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to take extra precautions to make sure everything is in order. Come with me.”

Before Kaniev could respond, the priestess strode out the door past him and headed for a smaller building, covered with creamy white plaster and decorated with elaborate moldings, that butted up against the hill. That must be the Source’s shrine; Source Chaitrasse itself was probably in a cave in the part of the hill enclosed by the shrine.

Kaniev watched Sera Fransisa walk across the courtyard, allowing himself a private moment of admiration. Her purposeful stride, full-bodied curves, and flowing white robes billowing out behind her put him in mind of a ship in full sail. Then he shook himself and hurried to catch up with her before she could notice him loitering behind.

So far, so good; he had convinced her to let him see the Source. Now all he had to do was avoid humiliating himself by failing to fix it.

* * *

IF THIS KANIEV was a beggar, Fransisa thought as she crossed the courtyard, he had the best story she’d heard in a long time. A Source-Fixer? In all her twenty years of service at Source Chaitrasse, she had never heard of such a thing. All right, so he didn’t really look like a beggar. In truth, his muscular build, set off to advantage by his close-fitting, expensive leathers, and his large sword, abundance of silver jewelry, and roguish look were more suggestive of a wandering brigand than a wizard or a scholar of magic. Though how a brigand would have obtained a stone like that and learned what it did, she couldn’t say.

She couldn’t deny that the stone was channeling Chaitrasse’s magic. And it was true that she had noticed a slight weakness in the Source’s supply of power over the last few weeks. Nothing that wasn’t to be expected, given the effects of the season and the phase of the moon on the flow of power through the conduits that brought magic to the Sources. But still… something didn’t seem quite right.

No. The very idea was ridiculous. Someone like him couldn’t possibly know anything about Sources and how they worked. Honestly, what kind of idiot wore a black leather vest in this heat, and without a shirt underneath?

Even if it did suit him quite well.

She banished the image from her mind and kept her eyes firmly fixed on the shrine ahead. That stone – it really worked. And the fellow was far more polite than she would have expected someone like him to be. It was all so vexing, so puzzling.

Well, it wouldn’t hurt anything to humor him a bit, if that was what it would take to get him to go away. He would probably stand in front of the Source and mutter some nonsense, then claim he had readjusted the flow of power or some such thing and ask her to pay him. Not that that was a hardship; Source Chaitrasse was wealthy enough to indulge any number of beggars. But she wouldn’t let him think for a moment that she really believed him. She refused to be played for a fool.

When Fransisa reached the entrance to the shrine, she turned to see Kaniev right at her back, almost crowding her. And trailing behind him – “Aislinne. I told you to return to your studies.”

The girl stopped, her cheeks flushed with heat and exertion; she was still recovering from the lifetime of ill health she had suffered prior to coming to Chaitrasse early last autumn. She blinked her wide green eyes innocently at Fransisa. “But what if something is wrong with my Source? Shouldn’t I know about it?”

A shiver of irritation went through Fransisa, clawing her fingers and tightening her jaw. She wasn’t sure why the girl made her feel like a cat having its fur stroked the wrong way. Aislinne was as quiet and sweet and good as a thirteen-year-old girl could be, always polite and almost always obedient, far more than Fransisa had been at that age. And she was right; as Chosen and the next High Priestess, not only was Aislinne pledged to serve the Source, her very life depended on Chaitrasse’s power. She had the right and the responsibility to know what was happening to the Source.

With effort, Fransisa restrained her impatience. “Very well. But you are to stay out of the way while this… gentleman does his work.”

“Yes, Sera Fransisa.”

The girl’s meek acquiescence made Fransisa’s jaw clench again. If only she would do something to justify Fransisa’s urge to give her a thorough scolding. But the girl seemed determined not to allow her the satisfaction. “I assume you don’t object?” Fransisa asked the beggar – scholar, magician, brigand, whatever he was – through gritted teeth.

“Not at all,” Kaniev said as though she had asked him if he would mind coming on a picnic with them. “As long as she stays well away from the Source-opening until I determine it’s safe. And as long as she’s quiet and lets me concentrate. Do you think you can do that, young lady?”

A rare smile lit up Aislinne’s wan face. “Yes, sir,” she said eagerly. 

Fransisa led Kaniev into the shrine. The interior of the shrine was cool and dimly lit by candles and thin beams of sunlight streaming down through the high windows. A mingled scent of flowers, sage, candle wax, and old wood and brick, familiar and comforting, filled the air.

Aislinne followed them in and sat on the frontmost of the dozen wooden benches that faced the Source-opening, a deep crack in the part of the steep, rocky hillside that formed the back wall of the shrine. She folded her hands neatly and politely in her lap and sat quiet and still, but her eyes stared with piercing intensity at the Source-opening. As Chaitrasse’s Chosen, born so perfectly attuned to the Source’s power that she required that power to sustain her life, she shared a connection with the Source that was closer than the dearest of friends or most devoted of spouses, or even a mother and infant.

A hot, tight feeling constricted Fransisa’s chest, as always when she thought of what Aislinne had that she never would. She looked away and bit her tongue lest she lash out with more angry, unjustified scolding.

“Tell me, Aislinne,” Kaniev said, “have you noticed any problems with the Source?”

Fransisa stiffened her fingers straight out as they tried to curl into fists again. She had already told him that maybe there just might be something wrong, but, of course, her opinion didn’t matter. The opinion of the Chosen and future High Priestess, unschooled child though she was, was the only one that counted. “Answer the question,” she snapped at the girl.

Aislinne glanced at her. “It is as Sera Fransisa said.” Her voice was soft and uncertain. “Something has seemed a little different lately. But I don’t know enough to know if it’s wrong or unusual. Sera Fransisa would know better than I.”

Fransisa’s resentment, suddenly deprived of its righteous cause, wilted a little. “Yes, I believe we both have noticed a difference. I doubt it’s of any importance, though.”

“We’ll see.” Kaniev walked over closer to the crack in the hillside, which was just barely wider than his broad shoulders. The usual bounteous offerings of flowers and white candles covered the floor right in front of the opening. “Can these be moved?” he asked. “I’ll need to get closer, to assess the situation before I actually enter the Source.”

This had gone far enough. “I’m afraid you can’t possibly enter the Source,” Fransisa protested. “Who knows if you’re compatible? You could ruin it entirely.”

He gave her a wide, slightly lopsided, entirely cocky grin, showing good, white teeth. “That’s part of this strange little talent of mine. I’m compatible with all Sources. Don’t worry, I know how to do this safely, for the Source and for myself.”

Ridiculous. Impossible. She had never heard of such a thing. But he sounded so self-assured, so certain, so… competent. Intrigued in spite of herself, Fransisa drew on a little of Chaitrasse’s rich, sweet, complex power and reached into him.

Her awareness of her surroundings faded as she explored inside him with her magical talent. She found his vessel, the place inside him that could take in and hold Source-power. It was unlike any other she had ever sensed, smooth, open, flexible. She ventured deeper, into his mind, and found his talent, his inborn ability to use Source-power. Like his vessel, it was smooth and elastic, bearing no unique quality that would make it more particularly suited for one Source over another. Around it, she sensed an aura of skill, competence, and long experience.

With the twinge of reluctance she always felt when she finished using magic, Fransisa withdrew the thread of her magical senses and let her sight focus on Kaniev again. It felt different, looking at him now that she knew him so well inside. It felt… shockingly intimate. He was watching her in turn, his deep blue eyes steady, one eyebrow raised, and smiling confidently, as though he knew exactly what she had been doing and had nothing to hide. As though he now knew her just as intimately as she knew him.

Her cheeks grew warm; annoyed, she glanced away. “Very well. I see you are, as you say, not incompatible. I’ll call in some servants to move those things.”

Aislinne arose from her bench. “There’s no need to trouble the servants. I’ll do it.”

Before Fransisa could object that such tasks were beneath the Chosen’s dignity, Aislinne knelt in front of the Source-opening and began gathering up the offerings. So of course, since she couldn’t leave the fragile girl to carry out the chore unaided, Fransisa joined in, her knees protesting as much as her own dignity as she bent and stooped and straightened up again.

When all the offerings had been moved to a nearby bench, Kaniev stepped into the now-empty space in front of the opening. He stood still, eyes closed, his face drawn in concentration, the lodestone clutched in one hand. Fransisa reached out again with her magical ability, to observe.

Drawing fine threads of power from the Source through the lodestone, Kaniev tugged on them and ran them through his mind and his vessel like a weaver drew yarn through her fingers to gauge its texture and strength. He probed and tested and weighed the power in the Source; using only magic, he even cleared away some gravel that was partially blocking one of the conduits through which the Source-power flowed.

Fransisa withdrew her magical senses and stared at him. Beggar and charlatan, indeed. A flush of chagrin went through her; her initial impressions of him, based only on his appearance and her preconceived notions, couldn’t have been more wrong.

He opened his eyes and turned to her, catching her stare with his own knowing look. All at once, she had the feeling that she had been afforded a rare privilege, that he didn’t usually allow others to observe his work from such an intimate vantage point. Her face grew hotter and she averted her eyes again. “What did you find?”

“The amount of power in the Source definitely feels low, and the components don’t seem to be quite in balance,” he said. “I’ll have to go in.” He set down the lodestone and began unbuttoning his vest.

He wasn’t – surely he wasn’t going to undress right in front of her? And in front of the girl? “Wait!” Fransisa protested. She grabbed Aislinne where she sat on the bench and covered the child’s eyes with one hand.

Kaniev shrugged his vest off, revealing a very well-made chest, then started divesting himself of his silver jewelry. “You’ll watch my things for me while I’m in the Source, won’t you?”

“Why – I – Yes. But –”

“Thank you.” Completely unconcerned by the fact that he had an audience, he pulled off his boots and began unbuckling his sword belt.

To her horror, Fransisa found herself torn between an urge to cover her own eyes and the inability to look away. “Must you do that right in front of the child?”

He gave her another grin and – surely he wasn’t flexing his muscles? Her face burned even hotter. “Anyone who’s going to spend their life at a Source needs to get used to seeing people go into it,” he said.

He was right, much as it pained Fransisa to admit it. There were times when it was necessary for someone to enter Source Chaitrasse. On those occasions, the person had to remove all clothing and ornamentation that might be incompatible with the Source, retaining only what was necessary to maintain a minimal level of decency. When Fransisa herself entered Chaitrasse during the ritual tomorrow evening, she would be wearing only a sleeveless white silk shift. Aislinne would need to get used to seeing men and women clothed – or unclothed – in such a manner without attaching any sort of prurient feelings to the sight.

But that didn’t mean she had to get used to it quite this soon. “Sit down and keep your back turned,” she said as she marched Aislinne, her hand still covering the girl’s eyes, to the bench farthest from the Source-opening.

“Yes, Sera Fransisa.” Obediently, the girl perched sideways on the bench, turned to face away from the hillside. Fransisa knew she should continue looking away herself, but she couldn’t allow the scoundrel to be unsupervised as he did whatever he was going to do.

She turned to observe Kaniev again. He had finished undressing and now stood before the Source-opening wearing nothing but a white cotton loincloth. He wasn’t young – the lines at his eyes and mouth and the few strands of silver in his black hair proved that – but, Fransisa had to admit, he was certainly fit.

He winked at her, and, Lord and Lady and Maker, this time he definitely flexed his muscles.

“Are you ready to get on with it?” Fransisa asked in her most quelling voice, trying to pretend her face wasn’t burning. It wasn’t like she had never seen a man in his smallclothes before, laborers working in the fields in the summer heat or a priest entering the Source. There was no reason why this should be any different. She was a grown woman and a Source priestess; it was ridiculous of her to get so flustered.

“I’m ready, Sera,” he said. “I’m not sure how long this will take. It could be a simple adjustment, or it might be more complicated.” Carrying only his lodestone, he stepped into the dark crack in the hillside.

Fransisa watched him disappear into the Source, all at once wondering just how he had managed to get this far, and how much further he was going to charm, persuade, and fluster her into letting him go.

* * *

KANIEV CHUCKLED TO himself as he stepped through the crack into the dark cave that was Source Chaitrasse. The look on Sera Fransisa’s face when he started stripping down had been worth the risk of being flayed alive by that sharp tongue of hers. He liked a strong woman with lots of spirit.

And he had enjoyed the feel of her as she explored inside him and observed his work. She had a deft and nimble touch with magic; it was a shame he would never find out if she could do to him with her hands what she had done with her magical talent.

He opened himself and let Chaitrasse’s power flow into him, flavorful and full-bodied. Very much like Sera Fransisa, in fact. This was why he hadn’t yet retired to the fiords to take up fishing; why, in spite of his recent failures and embarrassments, he still loved his work. The differences in power from one Source to another, the variations in taste, texture, and feel, never ceased to fill him with wonder.

Oddly, Chaitrasse’s power didn’t seem to have any qualities that would make it incompatible with carnal activity. Maybe Fransisa could be talked into taking a brief holiday from her vows, after all…

Sternly, Kaniev refocused his attention on his task and reached out with his talent to gauge the flow of power into the Source. He had already unblocked one of the conduits, but the amount of magic available in the Source still seemed less than it should be. As well, the balance of earthly and heavenly elements that made up Chaitrasse’s unique power didn’t feel right; it seemed to be wavering more than would be normal. Never having been here before, he didn’t know exactly what that balance should be, but it shouldn’t be so unstable, and the concentration of power in the Source shouldn’t be so low.

The last half-dozen Sources he’d tried to fix had also had the same weak, wavering power. It was unusual to find the exact same problem at so many Sources within a relatively short period of time. At those other Sources, he had tried removing anything that might have been obstructing the conduits, but that hadn’t made any difference, and nothing else he did had made his glowing lodestone return to its normal deep blue.

Carefully and thoroughly, he felt out Chaitrasse’s conduits, reaching deeper than he’d been able to from outside the Source. Some of these magical conduits were physical passages through the ground, ranging in size from pinholes to large enough to accomodate a full-grown adult; others were lines of power that flowed through solid earth.

Usually in a cave Source, there was a second opening somewhere inside the cave that connected it to these magical channels in the earth. Chaitrasse indeed had such an opening, another crack in the back of the cave, just wide enough for a person to squeeze through, were that person so foolish. No one knew what would happen to a person who entered a Source-power conduit; if anyone had ever done so, they had never returned to report on the experience.

Using his magical senses and a few tendrils of the power he had drawn in, held taut and under careful control with the aid of his lodestone, Kaniev manipulated the power coming into the Source from the conduits deep within the dark crack in the rear of the cave. He freed some lines of power that had become compressed or blocked, and cleared a few more minor blockages of dirt and gravel from the physical conduits.

It felt good, working with Source-power like this, like going through a complicated set of fighting moves. It stretched him, mind, body, and spirit, and filled him with satisfaction at being able to do something no one else in the world could do.

As he carried out the complex, intricate work, a sudden rush of power back out of the Source into the conduits nearly undid his efforts. His hold on the strands of magic he was using faltered; he tightened his grip and pulled them more securely through the lodestone, and went on with his work. Then a second surge of backflow nearly ripped them loose again.

He stopped working and let go of the strands of power he was using, allowing himself a moment to regroup and think about what had just happened. Those bursts of power flowing in the wrong direction were definitely not normal. Most likely, they were caused by the increased amount of power in the Source due to his adjustments to the inflow; the greater pressure of power in the Source had forced some of it back out. A slight trickle of backflow from a healthy Source, while unusual, wouldn’t do any harm, but a greater amount from a Source that was experiencing problems could spread the malfunction to other Sources.

He went back to work. This time, he took care not to let too much additional power flow into the Source too quickly, and there were no more sudden backflows.

Finally, the concentration and balance of power in the Source felt about right. Kaniev returned to his physical senses just enough to glance at his lodestone.

Only a tiny light still flickered in the center. A stronger glow came to life inside him, and he smiled. Finally, he almost had it right. This time he wouldn’t fail.

He made one more small adjustment to a particularly tricky non-physical conduit, then looked at the stone again. The last glimmer of light winked out.

He waited a moment, holding his breath, to make sure the lodestone would stay dark. The light didn’t return. Grinning more broadly, he let out his breath. Success at last.

Still, he had to wonder now if he’d been approaching the problem backwards and the real issue was the surges of backflow rather than the restricted inflow. Could unusual backflow also be causing the problems at the Sources he had been unable to fix?

He hadn’t felt any sudden increases in backflow at those other Sources, but that might have just been a matter of timing and individual variations between Sources. Offhand, he couldn’t think of anything besides a large and rapid increase of power inside a Source that would cause that much backflow. But as a possible explanation for the problems he was seeing, he had to give it serious consideration. Especially since it could cause major difficulties all through the system of magical Sources.

In the meantime, since he didn’t know the underlying cause of Source Chaitrasse’s weakened, unstable power, he had to assume that his adjustments might not hold very long. More permanent repairs would have to wait until he did know for certain what was going on. But even a temporary, partial success was better than another outright failure. For the moment, at least, Source Chaitrasse was back in good working order, ready for the important ritual tomorrow night.

He stepped out of the cave into the shrine, blinking in the dim light which seemed glaring after the darkness in the cave. He had no idea how long he had been in the Source; time didn’t seem to pass inside most Sources.

Sera Fransisa and Aislinne were both still sitting on the
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