

    
        
          Colony of Magic

        

        
        
          The Guilty Banished, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Aron Lewes

        

        
          Published by Aron Lewes, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      COLONY OF MAGIC

    

    
      First edition. February 2, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Aron Lewes.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224740185

    

    
    
      Written by Aron Lewes.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

AUTHOR'S NOTES

Also By Aron Lewes

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One




[image: ]


I tighten my cloak around me, hiding my threadbare dress from the seamstress' prying eyes. I wore my best rags for this interview, but they're not enough to impress even a lady with low standards. It's not easy to make a decent impression when you're penniless. I cleaned my face, combed my hair, and scrubbed my nails until my fingers were raw, but she knows I'm not like her. People with money like to be around other people with money. She doesn't want to hire a homeless girl with holes in her slippers.

I stand tall in the face of her scrutiny. My raised chin suggests a dignity that isn't often found in girls like me. A plain, poor girl shouldn't have so much pride. That's what she's thinking, and that's why she's not going to let me leave her shop with my head held high.

“Your name?” the woman asks. I can see the tag on her clothes. Her name is Thelda.

She's looking down her nose at me. She's judging me. Still, I answer respectfully, “My name is Primrose Pevensey, ma'am.”

“How old are you, Miss Pevensey? You have a child's face.”

“I get that a lot.” An instant scowl is carved into her brow when she hears my reply. Anything but a direct answer is a waste of her time, and she wants me to know that. “I'm eighteen, ma'am. Nearly nineteen.”

“I don't believe you,” Thelda croaks, then she continues the interview in a less abrasive tone. “So, you want to be a seamstress? What's your previous experience?”

“I've never officially worked in a shop, but I was trained by my mother,” I reply. “I used to mend my neighbor's clothes for free. He was very old, and a widower, and the buttons on his shirt were—”

“Thread this needle!” Thelda interrupts, shoving the necessary materials into my hand.

It takes me a moment to push the thread through the needle's eye, but I'm pleased with the demonstration I give her.

“Show me your clothes!” Thelda demands. Her voice is shrill, like a braying donkey's, and it's testing my patience.

I push back my cloak, revealing my tattered dress to the elderly seamstress. The skirt is so worn, it's practically in ribbons.

“If you can mend clothes, why are you wearing that?” Thelda's nostrils flare—as if her disgust wasn't obvious enough.

“I would mend my clothes... if I could,” I reply. “Unfortunately, everything in the world costs money, and without money, I can't buy new clothes. I can't even afford to fix my old ones. I know this dress is little more than a rag, but if I'm forced to choose between feeding my little brother and buying new clothes, I would choose my brother every time. To be honest, ma'am, I'm desperate for this job. Ever since my mother died, my brother and I have barely scraped by. We—”

“Spare me the sobby story,” Thelda interrupts. “I've heard it all. The last girl I interviewed wanted to escape a life of prostitution. She got down on her knees and begged for this job.”

Is that what Thelda expects me to do? Beg? As much as I need this job, I can't imagine grovelling for it.

“I told her she wasn't fit for the job,” Thelda says. “I can't have a former prostitute working for me. It'd be bad for business. I need my seamstresses to look a certain way. If I hire a girl with chipped teeth and beggar's clothes, what will that say about me?”

I run my tongue along my front teeth, feeling the imperfection there. I was trying to hide the chipped tooth, but I guess she saw it. I'm a proud and willful girl, but that stupid tooth shames me. I know it's the first thing most people see.

“I'll be honest with you, sweetheart. You look very... beggarly,” Thelda says. “It's not that I don't feel for you. I do. But I can't have your type around my customers. I'm sorry.”

“So... I don't get the job.” I'm not asking a question. I'm stating the obvious.

“Aye. That's what that means.” Thelda marches across the room and opens a door. “I have several other candidates to interview, so I'm going to ask you to leave. Best of luck to you.”

I leave the dressmaker's shop and charge across the street, dodging a stream of passing carriages. I can feel the lumpy cobblestones, warmed by the sun, through my paper thin slippers. It's a hot day—too hot for my cloak—but I wrap it around me anyway. I want to hide my rags from the world, not just Thelda. The holes in my dress attract too many stares. As long as my hair is clean and my cloak is wrapped tight around my body, I can almost blend in with the common folk.

I keep my head down as I pass through the city's overcrowded marketplace. It's the quickest way back to my brother, but I should have taken a detour. The combined aroma of fresh baked bread and blueberry muffins is torture to my hungry belly. My mother used to make the best muffins in the world, and it hurts to think I'll never have them again. Even before I was destitute, before I was tossed from Mother's cottage, I could never get the recipe right.

I see more soldiers than usual. Men with upturned noses and matching uniforms swarm the sellers' stalls. They're looking for suspicious people—suspicious people like me. I wouldn't be surprised if the soldiers' presence was my fault. My brother and I used to make a game out of stealing food. We would swipe fruit, meat, and bread from marketplace tables, and at the end of the day, the winning thief would decide what we ate. Jakey always won. He's a better criminal than I could ever be.

The average person would be quick to judge us, but what other choice do we have? No one will hire me, and Jakey's too young for work. I can fish in the stream and forage for berries, but it's not enough. Morals don't count for much when I hear the rumble of my brother's empty stomach. I'd rather break a law than let him go hungry. If I had to, I'd break all the laws in the world before I'd let him starve. Besides, laws are made by men with robust bellies and too much coin. To hell with them, I say.

I'm glad to be out of the marketplace, out of the city, and back in the woods. Sometimes, I think society's not for me. The city is a cesspool of pitiless faces and obsession with shiny coins. People think they can judge your life, even though they've never walked a day in your shoes. I'd be happy to lend them my slippers, if they'd like.

I'm not too eager to return with bad news, so I stop at the stream on my way back home. The stream's been a blessing to Jake and me. We might not have food, but at least we have water, and fish are a frequent find.

I kneel on the bank and splash my face until I can't tell the difference between the water and tears on my cheeks. I used to be ashamed of crying, but not anymore. It's an emotional release, and it's needed every now and then. I let myself cry until my chest aches, until my lungs are out of breath. I don't know if I feel better after crying, but it doesn't hurt.

I often wonder if things would be different if I was prettier, or if I had a talent that could make up for my lack of conventional beauty. My hair is red and stringy, I have too many freckles, and my gray eyes are as dull as tarnished silver. If I asked for work in a whorehouse, I doubt even they would hire me. Men—even desperate ones—don't seem interested in me.

At the end of the day, I don't care if my face is weird, or if my body is gangly. I'm a good sister, and no one can take that away from me. This world can try to break me, but I won't let it. I might be poorer than a one-legged whore, but I can still be proud of who I am.

That's what I tell myself, anyway. It helps—a bit. It helps enough to make the tears stop, and I can hold up my head again.

I return to the cave: my home with Jake. It's our little hole in the mountain, deep in the forest, two miles from the city. We have pots, pans, and blankets, but little else. We've survived on our own for almost a year now. I've learned how to start a fire, fish for trout, and catch a rabbit—skills I never thought I'd acquire. You never know what you're capable of 'til you're forced to try.

Jake is drawing on the cave's walls when I enter. Two days ago, he stole chalk from the marketplace, and ever since, he's been working on a mural. His artistic talent is dodgy, at best, but it's better than staring at blank stone walls.

When I enter, Jake throws down his chalk and asks, “Well? Did you get the job?”

“If I did, wouldn't I be smiling right now?” There's iciness in my voice. I think it's appropriate.

“No,” Jake disagrees. “You'd probably be sad... because you'd have to go to some stupid job everyday.”

“Or maybe I'd be happy... because I could actually buy us a nice meal for once,” I counter.

“Maybe I should start lookin' for a job?” Jake suggests.

“No. You're too young.” We've had this discussion before, and I always shut it down as quick as I can. I sit down, pilfer a piece of his chalk, and add my ugly scribbles to the wall. My brother doesn't seem to mind if I mess up his mural.

“I'm almost thirteen, though. I'm sure I could do something,” Jake argues. “A lot of people like boys better than girls. I dunno why, but they do.”

“That's not true,” I disagree, even though a part of me knows he's right. “Jake, I saw soldiers in the marketplace today... way more than usual. The next time we're in the city, we shouldn't steal.”

“I'd be alright,” Jake claims. “I've gotten good at hiding from the bad guys.”

The bad guys. Jake's perspective is unusual, to say the least. Most people think the king's soldiers are the good guys, and it's us that deserves to get punished.

“Just... be on your guard,” I tell him. “If something happened to you, that would be the end of me.”

“If something ever happened to me, I'd be glad, because I wouldn't have to wake up in this shithole anymore.”

Jake's reply hurts worse than any seamstress' cutting words. It hurts more than any stranger's tactless opinion.

If I can't give Jake a life worth living, what else do I have?
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Breakfast is a small fish I caught in the stream, just after sunup. There's not enough meat for both of us, but at least this won't be our hungriest of days.

Jake is still stuck on yesterday's conversation, even though I expressed my opinion as plainly as I could.

“I could work on a farm,” he says. “Or... maybe I could tend to horses? I've seen some stable boys who aren't much older than me.”

“No,” I answer firmly. “I'll find work. Just give me some time.”

“You've had months of time!” Jake cries, unaware that his words are driving the knife deeper into my chest. Failure has a sharper sting when someone else notices it.

“True, but I still have options. Once I've exhausted all of them, it can be your turn to give it a go.”

“I don't understand why we both aren't trying now,” Jake argues. “I think you're too proud to let me try. You don't want me to be our savior. You want to save us.”

I can't completely deny what he's saying, but I have bigger reasons than bloated pride. “You're still a child, Jake. I'm not. The burden should fall to me, not you.”

“I don't think there's a magical age that makes someone capable of working. I could feed horses. I could till a farmer's field,” Jake says. “You don't want me to try because you'd risk losing your glory.”

What glory is there to be had? Even if I got a job, it would be ages before we could afford a place of our own. If I'd gotten the seamstress job, where would be the glory in that? I'd be pricking my fingers for pennies.

“Eat your fish,” I tell Jake.

He shoves the meat into his mouth, murmuring as he chews, “There'd be more to eat if you let me work.”

I wish my brother would understand it's not so easy to find a job. I'm tempted to let him try, just so he knows what it's like to fail a few times.

After breakfast, Jake and I head into the city, because there's little else to do when you've got all the time in the world. There are still a few money making opportunities for people who don't have a  job, and the market is the place to find them. Amid the bustling stalls, I meet Kip Russell, an old man who pays good coin for feathers I find in the woods. For a dozen geese feathers, I get a penny. For more exotic feathers, like hawk or heron, I get a penny each. Kip uses my feathers to make jewelry and wands, which are supposedly infused with mystic powers. He sells potions too, but they're made with water from the stream. Kip's a swindler, and I know it, and he knows I know it, but as long as he pays me, his secrets are safe.

As we're haggling over the cost of crow feathers, Jake slips away. Panic flutters in my chest when I realize he's gone. No matter how many times I tell him to stay close, he always wanders away. I could beg him to behave 'til I'm blue in the face, but I can't quell his rebellious spirit. I wish I could be angry with him for that, but he's the same as me.

I collect a few pennies from Kip and wander around the market in search of my brother. There's a dull ache in the pit of my stomach, and I don't know why. For some inexplicable reason, I know this day won't have a happy end.

As I'm circling the sweets stall, one of Jakey's favorite places, I hear a voice yell, “Stop! Did you think I wouldn't see that?”

The voice belongs to a soldier in a bright red uniform, with enough badges to suggest he's someone important. His hair, as pale as the sun itself, is the first thing I notice about him. He looks like an angel, but with a devil's gleam in his eyes. I don't like him. I didn't like him even before I saw him grab my brother's wrist and wrench the loaf of bread from his fist.

The soldier says, “You match the description of the urchin who's been thieving this city for months.” He spins Jake around, grabs his hands, and binds his wrists behind his back. “Any child over the age of ten can be tossed into the king's prison. You should have
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