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	CANON:

	1. a regulation or dogma decreed by a church council 

	2. an authoritative list of books accepted as Holy Scripture 

	3. the authentic works of a writer 

	4. a body of principles, rules, standards, or norms 

	5. a clergyman belonging to the chapter or the staff of a cathedral or collegiate church 

	6. a musical composition in which each successively entering voice echoes the main theme 
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	Run into your limits hard enough and you just might bounce.

	Dunael Dansair, student

	 

	 

	 

	I can lead a student to knowledge but I can’t make him think.

	Phinean Draconis, Speaker of the Order of Tayzel

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: Blue and Red Hospitality

	 

	Though Tarina never asked whether Phinean Draconis found it notable, she herself never forgot that she met him in the middle of her exorcism.

	The sage called Sair did something behind her that made his cat o’ nine tails thump together. Tarina held still on her knees, watching a gloom lit only by the magic-swelled candle in front of her face, knowing that the least move would make it worse. “Admit,” he howled, “to the Deep One’s mark!”

	“I don’t—” he swung again and her back’s nerves screamed. She jerked away from it and then jerked back again from the smell of her loose hair scorching in the candle—“I don’t understand! It was an accident, it just happened!”

	It was true. She didn’t understand. That was why she had asked his Order for help.

	“Assassin!” Strike. Tarina’s vision whited out. His voice filled the small room like the wrath of the god he served. “Whore for the dark powers! Admit that you attempted murder!”

	The door clicked open and made it worse. In a sight sharper than vision she saw an inrush of gray mist, from the doorway to the full height and breadth of the room. It passed through Tarina and the sage both, flowing toward something beyond her senses. It was the mist that had caused the other attacks. She didn’t dare breathe, didn’t dare address the panic clasping her throat. She retreated into an awareness of her own fluttering heart, praying to avoid the mist’s notice.

	“An exorcism, Brother Sair?” said a new voice. 

	Later, in memory, she would fill in the scarlet robes, the four Tayzellian rank bands at cuffs and hem. The lean, clean-shaven face with its fine, cruel features: thin lips, a delicately carved nose, deep-set dark eyes narrowed to a squint. Later she would apply to her memory the gold hair just past his chin.

	She did know, in the moment, that he looked cleaner than anything she remembered since it all started.

	The mist felt her, she was sure of it. Things started moving in it, obscure shapes, little bumps in the current, strange handwriting for a cruel signature.

	Sair took a ragged breath. She heard the slight rasp that might have been him holding that torture implement. “Never you mind, Speaker. I’m sure you have a celebration party to get to.” 

	“I need to run a test. This room wasn’t signed out in the registry.” Tarina squeezed her eyes shut, trying to stop her own perception, not knowing what else she could do. The newcomer sounded amused. “But then, it must be an emergency indeed, to neither reserve a room nor summon the witness our books call for.” 

	“Close the door.” Her voice came out old and thready. 

	The newcomer looked at her. “What was that, my lady?” 

	At least it wasn’t abuse. But he would regret his kindness soon if she didn’t do something. “Close the door,” she said thickly. 

	The current gathered, grew dense. There was always, always more of it. Shaking, she willed herself to stop it—but as the golden-haired wizard reached out towards the door, the mist snapped tight around his elbow and his arm jerked back. He made a throaty sound. The storm built from its feed through the doorway, and one madly colored flame after another darted here and there, obvious to Tarina’s normal vision. One slashed across the exorcism candle’s stem, sending a splash of hot wax onto Tarina’s knee.

	During her first attack in this city, a structured blue shield had formed in her awareness and sought to cage the wildly reproducing figures of light, pressure, and flame. Here the shield came again and was joined by an exquisite wall of golden tracery. The mist pounded and sent lashes of light and heat against the pair as they closed in around her, separating her from the storm. She saw the newcomer reaching for the door again, and then in a glaring flash the mist shattered both walls and rushed at Sair. He threw up his arms, yelping.

	Between shout and despair the storm died. Tarina focused on breathing, on pushing at the pain in her head. The door was closed, and the terrible mist had nowhere to go. It faded in place, and it was over. 

	A light appeared in the room. Not one of hers. Calm, still, gleaming gold. She could see the whole of the cramped white room, and that wasn’t pleasant, but it was a change.

	“Did you see that?” said Sair over her head. “Those transients were strong enough to affect solid matter if she put her mind to it.”

	“Then it is strange that she did not.” The newcomer was eyeing her with no sign of emotion. She had to say something before he fell in with Sair and finished this ritual. She wrenched herself to her feet. And she knew she would sound weak, and she knew she had to speak anyway. 

	“My name is Tarina, Lady of Karth. And I ask sanctuary, if you will grant it.” 

	Sanctuary from the sage of a sanctuary city. It was a wonder that one or both wizards didn’t laugh.

	“Madam. Lord Phinean Draconis.” The crimson wizard shook his head and murmured, “If you have come to Alavea for sanctuary, I fear you will be deeply disappointed.” He shot Sair a meaningful glance. Tarina clenched her teeth and struggled to remain upright. “Come. I think we can find you more comfortable accommodations—nothing very impressive, not while you require a shielded room, but we can improve on…this.” He broke the circle of salt with one toe and stepped in to extend his arm. Just like the previous weeks…five? Six? Just like they hadn’t happened, like there was something normal to be seen. Tarina dared to lay one shaking hand on his elbow. The human contact was only slight. She craved more, but she did her best not to lean. She had to walk herself out of here. 

	Sair’s eyes rounded. “Where are you taking her?” 

	“To a more comfortable room,” the Lord said coolly. “Is there a reason the lady should remain here?” 

	Sair rattled his cat o’ nine tails. “She is my charge!” 

	“And look what good it has done you. What did your exorcism save her from, old man? What spirit did you see?” He turned to Tarina, his dark eyes narrow. “Lady, you are welcome to remain here if you wish. Or come with me.” 

	It was the last choice of her old life, and it was no choice at all. She raised her chin. Darkness circled her wobbly vision. No matter. Upright and unhesitating, she walked with Lord Draconis out of the ritual’s dead remnants. 

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina had not been conscious to see her path into the dungeon. Now she found that it was narrow, made of light blue marble, with a low ceiling, coarse in the golden light of the glowing dot her rescuer carried in his hand.

	He had four rank bands embroidered around his cuffs and hem, yellow against crimson. All the world over knew that they marked a Speaker of the Order of Tayzel. “Speaker...have you seen anything like that attack before? Do you know what happened?” 

	The corners of her benefactor’s eyes crinkled and he smiled thinly. “First things first, my lady. You are wounded and, unless I miss my guess, hungry and sore. Not to mention bloody.” 

	“None of that will kill me. These episodes might.”

	“Hm. Then this has happened to you more than once?”

	“More than a dozen times.” Fatally only once. “That’s why I came to Alavea.”

	“I see. This bears further study. You are safe for the time being.” He sounded surprisingly assured, given the scene that they had just staggered out of.

	He had gloves on; they never touched skin to skin. He helped her up a spiraling flight of stairs with impersonal care. The hallway they came into could fit eight or nine abreast, lit by a couple of windows set too high to see anything out of. There were wizards here of every rank, men of all nations in robes with rank bands embroidered on, strangers passing to and fro amongst the myriad doorways. Many slowed when they noticed her, snarling traffic. One particular wizard, short and softly round, stopped with his mouth hanging open until Tarina turned the corner out of sight.

	She needed to get an anchor in this world, somehow. “Speaker? Where are we going?”

	“Guest rooms, to contrast with torture chambers.” He stopped a pair of passing apprentices and gave swift, quiet orders. Her stomach growled and she stared at the ground, wishing she did not look so ragged. She was a lady born, not a beggar. Nor a demon against the Order of Tayzel’s laws. The apprentices hardly gave her a look; they bowed to Draconis and scurried off. Draconis ushered her through a nearby doorway. 

	The room they entered was of white stone except for one pale blue wall with a narrow, dark-glassed window in it. The floor was carpeted, and a divan and two armchairs looked mockingly normal. Draconis led her to sit on the divan, then pulled up a chair and a little table.

	“This room is shielded and you will be safe from your attacks here.” His voice was a quiet, level baritone.

	“The door is open.” Why was he so relaxed about this?

	“I can close it from here if need be. I want the air. And I don’t fear rumors of what I may do behind closed doors, but they annoy me.” He shook a lock of bright gold hair from where it brushed his harshly cut jaw. “Now, then. What happened to you was a bout of uncontrolled channeling—it was magic, and when I close the door you are cut off from magic in this room just as you were in the cell. You understand?” His voice did not rise with the question, but his eyebrows inched up a degree and he paused. She nodded. “Rest now. I will tend to your wounds and you will have a chance to refresh yourself.” 

	“And then?” 

	“You are inquisitive.” 

	“I’ve had very little excitement for the past month or more.” 

	He seemed pleased by the response. “Once you are ready to leave, we shall have to find something for you to do. Most supplicants who seek healing earn their keep maintaining the City and its dormitories. However, if you have incurred Sair’s wrath, that may not be safe for you.” 

	Time to go for broke. “Do you know of an alternative?” 

	He inclined his head. “As you are a Southerner, there would be little question if I were to take you in as my guest down in the Round City. My mother was from southern Siroff. She’s quite settled here, but the blonde hair is difficult to hide.” 

	Siroff. Home, once, before the magic. “That would be very gracious of you, Speaker.” 

	“When the alternative is to chase you from the city or leave you to Sair’s tender mercies? Hardly. We are merely thrown together by a common irritant.” 

	A wave of dizziness shook her. She felt more than saw his concerned look and said, “I’m tired. I think I will close my eyes until your helpers come.” 

	She leaned over and discovered that only by lying on her belly could she avoid the tearing pain of the lacerations on her back. Would it disgust this person who had saved her from getting more of it? She prayed as she had not prayed since fleeing her parents’ house. She hugged a cushion and tried to relax. 

	Draconis did not move.

	She turned her head a little. The wizard had angled his chair away from her and was holding one hand palm up before his face. His fingertips moved and tiny golden sigils floated in the air, moving back and forth. After a few seconds she realized that the sigils were moving to a specific point, then disappearing and reappearing at the far end of the line. He shifted this looping line back and forth several times. She could divine no meaning from them, and after half a minute they all raced to the left and disappeared permanently. A larger, more blurred set of purple figures appeared, and moved to their own logic. What magic lay beneath these floating words she could not imagine, but he seemed thoroughly absorbed.

	“What are you doing?” she hazarded.

	The figures stopped and glowed in place. “Transporting light knots from one point to another while keeping a straight line.” He waved and the figures vanished. “It isn’t true teleportation, I’m just reconstituting on the left what I dismissed on the right. A bagatelle, nothing more.” He finally looked at her. “What did you see when I did it?”

	“Light. Glowing letters, or pictures. Complicated for letters. They moved along a line.”

	He brought up his other hand to wave near his ear. “Did you see anything here?”

	Why would she ever…“No. No, oh, heaven, no.”

	“I see,” he said calmly, and turned away.

	“Speaker?”

	“Hm?” The glyphs were back.

	“Was an exorcism really going to make me stop being like this?”

	He scoffed. “No. The favor of the Highest cannot be summoned with whips and chains.”

	“Do you know what can summon it?”

	The glyphs stopped. His baritone turned hard and a little nasal. “Self-reliance. Make sure you do not need His help and somehow, amazingly, He could be argued to have provided it.” They all swiped to one side and vanished.

	Tarina’s experience with wizards was limited. She knew her dead husband, Kolin, who had been a Journeyman in the Order of Tayzel, and his father, an Initiate. They did not speak so cavalierly of the Highest. 

	She stayed on her cushion and listened. At the first whisper of motion she turned. Someone brought in a tray with a basin full of water, a towel over his arm, and—she frowned—what looked like a strip of dried meat in one hand. Draconis accepted the materials and sent the courier on his way. She went back to resting.

	“I shall have to move some of the remains of this dress,” Draconis said softly. “Forgive me. A fresh robe will arrive soon.” He knelt at her side and waited for her assenting nod. Then he dabbed at her back with the wet towel. It stung. Here and there he peeled aside a torn strip of cloth, patting at the sweat and blood underneath. At times he pressed firmly and waited a moment before continuing. 

	“This next part may be uncomfortable. I assure you, food is arriving soon.” She wasn’t hungry but he gave her no time to question. He laid the dried meat on her back. He pressed down and she felt a warm tingling at the point of contact. Suddenly—her stomach flopped—it seemed that the thing was melting into her. It stuck and spread and, in a rush of heat, his hand passed across every wound on her back and the thing settled into her skin. 

	She fought to keep her gorge down. Paradoxically, her stomach growled. “My lord, was that supposed to…?”

	“Your skin is intact now.” Draconis stood and went to the door to pick up a second tray. This one had a goblet of wine and a plate of bread, fruit, and Tarina wasn’t paying attention at that point because she couldn’t decide whether to drink first or devour the handful of bread in her other hand. She settled for chasing the bread down with a gulp of wine, then slowed, blushed, and swallowed. “Forgive my manners, Speaker. Whatever your healing did, it stirred my appetite.” 

	“That is to be expected. I can explain later.” He stood. “I have matters to attend to elsewhere. Refresh yourself at your leisure, but do not leave this room. I will return in a few hours to escort you out of here.” 

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina scrubbed the grime off her formerly fair hands. She tried finger combing her hair, but the stained yellow knots were hopeless. She napped, and the mist did not come back. She curled up on the divan and allowed herself to feel the luxuriant cushion, the warm air, the sense of space. Draconis, true to his word, returned to wake her. She kept the front of her very loose borrowed robe folded tightly to her chest. After a courteous greeting he led her in silence out of the crisscrossing hallways and into a cloudless world just coming to dawn.

	The Blue City of Alavea was a loose campus of built from that light blue marble, ringed by walls. She knew that a Round City lapped up on all sides, but on this sheltered hilltop everything was grass and wilting flowers and trees like candle flames.

	And people. Streams and streams.

	In any direction Tarina looked, she could see some scrap of the walls, but there was no clear line toward any of them. People mobbed amid a general drift on every curving road between buildings. The building that Tarina left was the largest of all, a great rectangle centered on a smooth blue dome and troubled about the edges with dormers and spires. The flow into it was a river. Draconis cleared his throat once and she hurried to join him. 

	“Are there any women here?” she said.

	He cast a look back at the crowd. “Supplicants. Some.”

	“But women can use magic. Right?” Though she had never been notified of this. Even people getting married off to wizards didn’t always get the details of the wizards’ ruleset.

	“Few. Even fewer than men.” Sarcastically, “It is generally suggested that they avoid it.”

	“Why?”

	He waved one long, gloved hand with emphasis toward the pale blue sky. “It’s possible to live out your life never using your talent. And current power structures don’t like powerful women. It’s considered unnatural.”

	“By you?”

	“I don’t focus on personnel. I don’t think you’re unnatural, madam. Nature produces prodigies.”

	“It isn’t a talent.”

	“Oh?” He led her down a cobbled path away from the mob toward a narrow gate in the blue wall too high for her to reach the top.

	“The wizards’ gate,” said Draconis. “Narrow. You enter and exit in humility.” But there was a showy crimson carriage waiting on the cobblestones outside. Its twin chestnut horses were bigger even than sea lions, but she didn’t have to get too close.

	If the paths of the Blue City seemed chaotic, the streets of the Round City, draped about the hill of the wizards’ sanctum, were bedlam. There were voices, neighing, thumping, sliding, clip-clopping and going noisily elsewhere. Tarina hugged herself in the shelter of the carriage. Draconis, for his part, drew heavy velvet curtains against the noise and gazed at her with clinical disinterest. Her borrowed robe was scratchy on the tender skin of her back, and she tried not to move at all.

	“You...you have a shielded room in your estate, then?” she said. “That kind that stops what happened.”

	He gave a very small nod. “All of the Twelve Families have at least one such guest room. In a land of wizards, it provides a modicum of safety.” 

	Another room like her prison, the sole hospitality she had known in this country. “Will I have to stay in there all the time?” 

	“Until we can find a way to minimize the effects of these...attacks.” He lifted a hand and traced the edge of the carriage window. “We should not discuss anything that may upset you, while we’re out in the open.” 

	“If an attack comes, I’ll know to warn you.” 

	He remained silent, and once she understood why, she wished she hadn’t said it. It was possible that even with warning, he might not be able to stop her. “I...once we have a handle on this, I can earn my keep. I’m trained to run a household. Running hospitality, managing food.” Then again, her ten thousand tricks for fish might not be so relevant in these northern lands. She thought there was a freshwater sea near Alavea. Maybe. “I can cipher and balance ledgers.”

	“There will be no need.” Her stomach turned to hear it, and after a tense moment he glanced back at her, sneering. “You think I must have some advantage from this arrangement?” 

	What, like her father? Her late husband? Her thieves? Her jailer? “In my experience, everyone demands something.” 

	The sneer shifted a very small distance into a smile. “You may not realize, but your case is very nearly unique in Tayzellian history. Very nearly. Rumors of your explosive entry to Sair's attention at the supplicants' shelter have spread. These attacks of yours frighten the Sworn and the Speakers, every sorcerer and sage who hears about them. The opportunity to study your condition, and perhaps cure it, is all I desire from you. In time, when you have some measure of control, you may conduct your social life as you see fit. Alavea is not composed solely of sorcerers and sages; the gentry of the Round City have many diversions.” He scoffed. “Or so I imagine.” 

	A social life. Tarina smiled to think of it. “Thank you, Speaker.” 

	He waved a hand. “‘Speaker’ is overdone. Use my name.” 

	When the carriage stopped, Draconis helped her out. She looked around, and her fledgling hope wobbled out of the nest, badly. 

	She was in a courtyard paved in glassy-smooth red and black stone. All around her rose heavy walls of red granite streaked with black. No living thing disturbed the courtyard, apart from a liveried groom. And above her loomed a pair of square towers, their tops stained bloody in the morning light. The great building they stood over seemed to press down on her. 

	Draconis beckoned and led her to a pair of dark doors inlaid with fanciful patterns and studded with gems and gold. 

	A pale little servant in red threw the doors wide. Draconis swept a hand in a dramatic gesture to the mouth of a shadow-chilled entry hall. 

	“Welcome,” he said, “to House Draconis.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Circle and the Ring

	 

	The guest room had books.

	Books meant stability. They meant somebody thinking about interesting things. It was the first cheering thing Tarina had seen in Draconis’s brooding fastness. Here in this sitting room two of the unforgiving red stone walls were covered in shelves, and the shelves were covered in scrolls and books. 

	She clasped her hands, suppressing the childish desire to clap. “So many books!” More than she had seen in her distant, former home. Then she had to temper her expectations. They probably weren’t about travel or nature. “Are they all about magic?” 

	Draconis followed her in and shut the door. It suddenly felt crowded. “Some are more historical, but they all relate to either magical theory or the Order. You’ll find I do not read for leisure.” That was delivered with unselfconscious arrogance.

	“That’s all right.” Her father had never kept many written materials. She had learned on manifests and bills of goods, only dimly knowing that someday a wizard like her future husband would find more worlds locked in those letters. Only dreaming, someday, that there might be some kind of other world. “May I read them?” 

	She thought she detected a flicker of surprise in his dark eyes. “You might find it heavy going. But they are open to you.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	“Ring for the servants if you need anything. Do not allow them into the room, and close the door after they go. I’m interested in finding a way to disperse your attacks productively, or at least nondestructively. I shall keep you apprised of my progress.” 

	She was a little tired of saying ‘thank you.’ “I’m willing to try any solution you may think of.” 

	“Good.” His gaze navigated the room and settled back on her, tense as a physical touch. “Then if you are settled, I will be going.” 

	“Yes, I think I’ll be comfortable here.” She edged closer to the nearest shelf. 

	He smiled thinly. “Until tomorrow, then.”

	 

	*

	 

	The first three scrolls Tarina picked out weren’t text at all. They were complicated diagrams of what looked like boxes made of…not boxes, glyphs. Each glyph was drawn from multiple angles, because apparently they were three-dimensional. These came with no explanation, and she got nothing from them. Then she tried a leatherbound book that turned out to be full of portal theory. She took the words slowly, uncovering the details like a puzzle where all the pieces were things she had never thought before.  

	For one thing, the spell was banned under all but the most specific circumstances. That didn’t seem very wizardly. Limits? For a wizard? Absurd. Even Kolin had had a sense of the infinite in him.

	No, she shouldn’t think about him.

	She shuddered and set the scroll aside. The mist came back, slow and anemic as it always had been in her prison below the wizards’ Hall. It tapped at her cheeks, at empty air. She squeezed her eyes shut and let it pass because there was nothing else she could do.

	Here, inside the shield, it did no damage.

	She returned to the matter of portals. The spell required two powerful wizards and they had to cast portals at the same time. The book didn’t say what would happen if you had one, three, or more wizards. It seemed like a significant oversight. 

	Well, they got to one portal without a mate. The chapter started with dire warnings featuring words Tarina didn’t know. 

	She read long into the night, then took her candle through the non-shielded door. It opened to a bedroom, which suited her fine. The featherbed satisfied every fantasy she had ever had about something so luxurious-sounding, and then there was sleep. 

	 

	*

	 

	Brother Silvestrin made a point of the morning legislative session. Since the latest flare-up, everyone did.

	Brother Phinean, or Lord Draconis as he reasonably styled himself outside these blue walls, took three paces back and three forth, the width of the white-traced focus circle. All around, the Speakers and the Sworn, the only wizards with the rank to sit in session, watched. Everyone tensed when Phinean started talking. 

	“We speak of the founder of our Order, the most important human being to have walked on Vai—and we would suppress not one, but five of the texts that describe his life?” So far, so good. The proposed censorship had been the talk of the Hall for weeks.

	The sun crowned this Convocation Chamber in the morning through slits above. It was beautiful, and lent a certain sharpness to the proceedings.

	Brother Sair took the floor. “On the contrary,” he said. “We seek to honor Tayzel’s memory by weeding out the texts that contain obvious exaggerations. What the Order needs, now more than ever, is consistency.” When he was excited—as he was now—his whole face tried to retreat behind his round nose. “What are we suppressing? Tales of dragons, of the sainted Tayzel taking a wife—and a magic-wielding wife at that? Who believes these fairy tales to be true? They speak of Tayzel teaching his first disciple to fly, and other miracles. These are parables. Stories to tell to children, but nothing to present as canon.” 

	“Perhaps these things were possible then.” Phinean kept his eyes on Sair; if looks could kill, their slow poison would have destroyed both of them by now. For ten years Silvestrin had wondered when the dose would prove too much, and for ten years he had lived in a continuous surprise that it hadn’t. “Do we know? Can we presume to say that these texts were divinely inspired and those are material for children’s tales? Tayzel himself warned us against silencing the voices of the faithful. Were the writers of these books lacking in faith? I implore you, gentlemen, to see reason. Keep the scriptures whole and complete. The tales we cannot understand now may have meaning again in time, and we will be remembered for choosing to preserve them.” 

	“How he repeats himself! The people of Alavea speak of electing a secular Council to take the holy land from under us, and this man wonders how our library will be judged by posterity. We must prove ourselves relevant, realistic, and ready to shepherd the faith into a new century. That’s impossible to do with these artifacts standing in the way!” 

	On a raised seat above the floor, a small, wrinkled man raised one gnarled hand. The floor fell silent.

	“I agree with Brother Sair,” he said in a voice firmer than his face. For nine years he had exercised it in the interests of the Hall, the true, united Hall. Red and Blue, they were all one, though some Reds would dismiss their Shepherd as a sagely Blue. “Our relationship with the histories of our Order must develop as we do. I recommend striking the Larai texts from canon.”

	Phinean brought his chin up. “How good for you, Shepherd. History cannot judge you unfavorably if they don’t know what you took away.”

	A skeletal man with droopy eyes raised a hand, apparently so the Shepherd could lower his. “I believe you have made your point. The committee will decide.” 

	Draconis’s voice was a whiplash. “I’m not finished. I have proof that the books are not so farfetched as they may seem. If I may demonstrate.” 

	Murmurs rippled through the room. Sair backed off gracelessly and Phinean took the floor, sweeping its circumference like a victory lap. Silvestrin’s stomach fluttered, knowing the project and still not quite believing it. “And the child cried,” Phinean quoted in a ringing voice, “for the wind nearly tore her from the wall, and it blew flames in her face.” He took a slow step forward. “And Tayzel saw this, and heard the cries of the people below. And he told them not to be afraid. Then he began to walk on air, and the people were filled with fear; but he did not look down, and he walked to the window with nothing beneath his feet, and took the child in his arms, and walked to safety as though on a staircase. Then the people were amazed, and spoke the praises of the Highest.” 

	By the time he had finished, he was standing some three feet above the ground. 

	It worked. It worked. Phinean hadn’t been sure whether he could force air to such support. The existing body of work had never gotten more than airy sludge. And he’d made steps out of it, done it where Silvestrin and everyone else could see. The magical glyph that bore him up was a triad of interlocking figures, each crowned with detail work. The average magical talent would be hard pressed to sketch the full spell in the misty workings of magic, much less power it to where it could hold a man’s weight.

	But, as Silvestrin had known since Phinean was six years old, the boy was special.

	Phinean looked down at the old Speaker who sat on the committee. “Perhaps things were possible then that we have not yet rediscovered. I assure you, Tayzel’s magical power was more than mine. And if this is possible—what else could be? Are the scriptures we do not understand nonsense? Or are they a challenge to find new ways to explore the world?” 

	He stepped down. The moment his foot touched the ground the Chamber erupted, a hundred wizards talking at once. The demonstrator sagged for a moment, his face gray—but he pulled himself upright and prepared to answer questions. 

	Silvestrin hung back. He had been privy to the development of this spell; Phinean didn’t need his commentary.

	Sair, however, hauled himself out of the crowd. “Pleased with yourself?” he said nastily.

	It was nothing Silvestrin hadn’t heard before. “I only helped with the detail work when he made this.” An honest man gave the credit where credit was due.

	“I suppose next you’ll be producing a Tiaka. Yes, I know about her.”

	On any other day that would be an obscure reference. Today, with the Books of Larai, it was thoroughly topical. Albeit confusing. “About whom?”

	Sair scowled and slouched back into the crowd.

	At length Phinean found Silvestrin. “I think I’ve opened enough minds for one morning,” he said. He sounded pleased, and his dark eyes roamed the room without rancor. “Can I convince you to skip the evening’s service?”

	“As if I could do it four nights in a row while you work on these? I do like praying, you know.”

	“There’s someone I want you to meet.”

	This was normal enough, albeit rarely special enough to warrant an interruption to Silvestrin’s routine. “What? Who?”

	“Walk. A young woman, actually.”

	Unlikely, but Phinean wasn’t in the habit of lying. The man was thirty-five and unmarried…now, a young woman? From where? “One of your mother’s connections?”

	“Hardly. Still, I may wait a few days before introductions.”

	“Why?”

	“Well, she might kill us.”

	“You’re reducing me to a lot of stupid questions, Phinean.”

	They broke out into the crisp morning air. Without coordination they both left the crowds and headed for the wizards’ gate.

	And Phinean spoke with the brisk report of a new discovery. “She can channel, Silvestrin. And she does so without control. She needs to learn to contain herself before I put you in the same room.”

	All the relevant facts, in Phinean’s book. “Does ‘she’ have a name?”

	“Tarina. She’s from the South.” Silvestrin had a quiet impression that that was all he knew or cared about her antecedents.

	“You realize this Tarina is not an experiment you can keep in a box.”

	“No. She’s a child who must choose to stay or else she will destroy herself. And anyone nearby.”

	The carriage waited outside the wizards’ gate. Silvestrin was still contemplating the implications. “Is this why Sair was saying you had a Tiaka?”

	Phinean chuckled. “So he made that connection. May it haunt his dreams.” He let Silvestrin in first.

	And Silvestrin leaned out the window, eyeing the towers of House Draconis, not that far away. “Truth buds at the strangest times.”

	“And this truth has lain dormant for six hundred years. But I have witnessed it, and you will, too.”

	“You’re walking on air again,” Silvestrin teased.

	“There is so much I need to do…so much she needs to learn.”

	So much this man would reduce to scorched earth in order to get a goal, once sighted. “Be patient.”

	“Why does no one believe me capable of patience?” That last was said with a nasty tone, and Silvestrin didn’t press. Everyone in the Blue City knew the thing he was delaying. Silvestrin would gladly have denied it, but he knew, too.

	“Can I meet her in a shielded room?”

	“That’s where she’s staying. I would prefer some stability first.”

	Yes. Wouldn’t they all.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina woke to sunlight on her face. Her heavily barred windows overlooked a courtyard as bleak as the rest of the hulking red house, but the sun had risen over the walls, and it brightened the grounds to an almost cheerful hue. 

	A fresh dress was laid out on the wing chair. Tarina stood for a moment, taking in the heavy, richly carved furniture; the washstand that hadn’t been there last night; and the dress itself, a simple brown linen affair. Then she washed up and dressed. 

	Shortly after she rang for breakfast, she answered a knock on the door and found Draconis. 

	“Good morning,” he said. He was smiling, relaxed. He looked her straight in the eye, failing to dismiss her as most had before. “I trust you slept well?” 

	“Better than I ever have in this country. Please, come in.” 

	A servant with a tray of food stopped in the doorway, and Draconis took it and set up on the sitting room’s little table. He raised a hand and the door closed behind him before he went to sit in one of the overstuffed armchairs. 

	“You have not had an attack since coming here?” Again, the neutral tone paired with an eyebrow lift.

	“One,” she said, “last night.”

	“Did it cause you any harm?” Something crackled when he said that. She didn’t know why.

	“No. The shields held.”

	“Good. Out of curiosity, what were you doing?”

	“Reading. Um, thinking. About someone.”

	“I see.” He plainly didn’t. He scanned the shelves and she had a feeling he knew exactly which volume she had taken to bed. “Do you often think of this someone before an attack?” 

	“It’s...more likely to start when I’m upset, I suppose. But that’s not always the case. Can I ask you something?” Draconis inclined his head, his look inscrutable. “When I see the mist, it’s always moving in one direction. Why?”

	“An excellent observation,” he said in a level, businesslike tone. “All magic in the world flows to an axis. Alavea was built where that axis pierces the earth. Magic, left to its own devices, will enter Alavea and flow downwards.”

	“To where?”

	“The planetary underside. No one has solid answers, though a mathematician a few years ago claimed that he could measure the size of the planet by observing the flow around the axis.” His mouth thinned. “I never did get him into my salons.”

	“Oh.” That sounded much different from tending goats and preparing hospitality. “So there’s someplace inside the city that just has all the magic in the world?”

	“An interesting question, and one I cannot answer. Sages and sorcerers who reach Speaker rank are lucky to get access to one key, and sorcerers and sages do not share with one another. It’s highly criminal to use any of those keys anyway. It’s just knowledge we hand down, long after any use passes. Ask a sage if you can get one inebriated enough. But come, time is passing.”

	He went on to fire questions at her, his voice low and even, his gaze unwavering. Everything she saw, from every attack. Every injury she had sustained since a month before the first. The questioning continued until a needling pain started in the base of her skull. She gasped and cut short what she had been saying. “It’s starting.” 

	He leaned forward. “Sit back,” he said tautly. “Take a deep breath. Describe to me what you see.” 

	The mist was crawling across the room—thin here, as she would expect in a shielded room, but still ominous. “I’m afraid, sir. The same gray mist I always see is starting up, moving across the room. I can see through it, I can still see the room. I’m not sure seeing is the right word—it’s there even when I close my eyes. It’s thin here, compared with out there. But it’s speeding up, and I don’t know why.” 

	“Take a breath.” 

	“My breathing doesn’t matter, don’t you see? You must—” her hand jerked away from a spark as one of the misty tendrils knotted and snapped next to her chair. She sobbed and tried to drag breath into her lungs. She needed to feel alive in her skin just then.

	“Look at this.” He produced a small golden ring, set with a dark gem. “Imagine the mist flowing into it, simply flowing through its shape, around and around.” As if to demonstrate, a whisper-thin shred twisted itself tight, glinted gold, and snaked into and around the ring. Tarina tried to imagine the rest of the mist following. Swirls and eddies continued to form around her. 

	“It’s not doing anything,” she said. 

	“Concentrate,” he said calmly. “Do not permit these outside disturbances. The mist is here, it belongs within this loop, so put it there.” 

	She visualized until her head pulsed fit to split. The mist flickered and crackled anyway, until a moment later it calmed down, and the attack was over after all. 

	She rocked forward, tears heating in the corner of her eyes. “I can’t. I couldn’t make it go anywhere.” 

	He set the ring down on the little table between them. “No matter. Practice again the next time you have an attack.” 

	“Imagining it doesn’t make a difference.” 

	He glared. “You are unpracticed and undisciplined. But you are causing these things, Tarina, and only you can stop or control them.” 

	“I’m trying!”

	“And that is the prerequisite for success. Calm yourself, you’ve done nothing wrong, and in trying you’ve done something right.” He seemed to warm to his subject. “There’s ink in the corner, I suggest you write down your experience. Do so every time an attack comes. Only you know what feelings and impressions are foremost. Patterns may become visible.” With that he stood and stooped to pull a book from a lower shelf. “And if you’re bored after writing, there are passages in here you may find instructive. The third through fifth chapters of this volume present some of the lesser-known accounts of the prophet Tayzel’s life. It may be helpful to you.”

	Everyone on the continent knew the stories about Tayzel. It was the basic lore of all the faithful. “I guess you know everything about him.”

	“There are very few things I know everything about, but I believe I have studied more widely than most. Think about it. And think about the ring. It is your tool, awaiting your will. Good day.”

	He left her alone with the ring, the book, and her own aching head.

	 

	*

	 

	In those days Tayzel’s wife Tiaka was given to fits of frenzy; and where Tayzel’s magic was disciplined and precise, Tiaka was given over entirely to magic, and it stormed about her in destructive chaos. And Tayzel prayed greatly on the subject, and beseeched the Highest to ease her suffering; yet the fits continued, and many disciples were injured by them. 

	Then his disciples cried out against Tiaka, saying that surely she was possessed, and an evil in the world. And for three years Tayzel kept her sequestered, but visited her often, for he loved her well. In that time he observed many things in these fits, and saw many results of chaotic magic, which he could himself work into new spells. So he learned, and did not permit the people to harm her. 

	At last one of Tiaka’s storms burned down the house she was in, and she and her servants barely escaped with their lives. Then Tayzel prayed for guidance for three days and three nights. And in his next vision—for even in these times, the visions came upon him often—he saw that the only solution was to teach her the ways of magic, and quiet her mind with the techniques he taught to his own disciples. The people were angry on hearing this, but Tayzel would not be swayed; and she took the novice’s robes and followed his word, and prospered well. 

	In later years she aided him in binding the enchantments of the Shepherd’s rod, and in many other great works. He was ever the more precise, but there were those who sensed that she was the stronger. And she loved and served him well for all of her days.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3: The Demonstration

	 

	Tarina wasn’t sure whether to be amused or angry or just relieved, and her mouth twitched when she opened the door for Draconis. “Do you mean to keep me around for your heavy lifting?” 

	The icy sneer he shot back was the most comforting thing she had ever seen. “You read too literally.” Then he was in and closing the door behind him. “What matters about that passage is this: your condition is not unique. It has happened before, and it was solved. That is why I am certain you can succeed at stopping this.” 

	“Why didn’t Sair know about this? He said I had a demon.” 

	“Sair is a pious fool, and like many pious fools he ignores the scriptures that do not suit him. He knows the stories of Tiaka. He just doesn’t like them.” His gaze flickered down to her hand. “Have you been practicing with the ring?” 

	“I only had one attack. Nothing worked.”

	“I see. Let us try again. Your memory seemed to be fruitful. Tell me about the most helpless you’ve ever been.”

	She swallowed. “My wedding night? When my first attack happened and it killed my husband?”

	Draconis stared, stone-faced, into the distance. Then looked at her. “And you couldn't stop it?”

	“No!”

	His voice dropped. “You were wise to come seeking insight.” He looked away again. “It is not easy to kill a man.”

	“You mean it’s not right.”

	“That, too.”

	Something else seized her attention. “It’s starting.”

	And stopped without a hint of usefulness from the ring. He left her to write down what she knew of her attacks.

	The next morning he repeated. Tarina spent the rest of the day curled up in bed with a headache. The rest of her time she spent by the window, reading histories of the Order. For six hundred years its benevolent church had protected the continent, handed down laws, and been the background of her life. She didn’t recall ever having read so many arguments as appeared in these books.

	On the fourth morning Draconis showed up carrying a sweet loaf. “The cook was using up honey today,” he said. “But first. Look at the ring.” 

	“That doesn’t do anything even during an attack. Why would it matter now?” 

	“Look at the ring,” he repeated sharply, holding the bauble up to the light from the densely barred window. There was a green sheen to the ring in the sun. Reluctantly Tarina fixed her eyes on it. 

	“Open your awareness. The mist is always there, not just during your attacks. It is the magical field that moves throughout the world.” 

	“Do you see it all the time?” 

	“I can. Concentrate.”

	So she concentrated. She tried to imagine the mist the way it would look just before an attack, and she tried to imagine it twining around the ring like he was always telling her to do. “I don’t think anything is happening.” 

	He sighed. “What is it you do, just before you become aware of magic? What changes in your mind? You need to find that threshold and learn to cross it voluntarily.” 

	Realization broke over her like an iced-over bucket of water. “You want me to try to channel? Are you crazy?” 

	“It stands to reason that you cannot learn to stop until you have learned to start,” he said. “Feel the magic around you.” He laid the ring on the table between them, then glided back to the door and threw it open. 

	She felt it then. Rushing in, filling the room with a thousand malignant swirls. “For love on High, close the door!” 

	“The ring, Tarina.” 

	Fear hammered at her ribcage. The room faded, everything but the mist in her second sight. She looked again to the ring and thought of twining a misty circle around it. Slowly, the mist in the general area left its drift to begin a leisurely spin. But her head hurt, too, and she could feel restless twinges in the magic around her. Flames skittered across the room, and she saw a sudden golden figure blocking the fire from the shelves.

	“Close the door,” she whispered. 

	He must have done so. In an instant the mist stopped moving in, and what was left in the room began a restless circle. But the worst and the most active of it was focused on the ring. Her eyes burned, but she was afraid to blink. Around and around—the ring seemed to drink some of the current up. And there weren’t any sparks or lights or sounds around her. A faint green light shone from the gem in her true sight. 

	She sagged and blinked hard. But the awareness lingered after she had closed her eyes, and though a few angry ribbons of mist spun towards the corners of the room, she held most of it near the ring until her second sight began to dim. 

	“It’s ending,” she said. 

	“I can see that,” he said drily. “That was well done. If you practice, you’ll be able to go out in public.” 

	Not before she had some answers. “What does the ring do?” 

	“It’s a curiosity, nothing more. It shapes a light spell in what may be the least efficient way possible. It can consume a great deal of power, and the outer layer does nothing but warm up and glow.” 

	“So I’m directing power into it, and it’s turning it into...not much.” 

	“You understand perfectly.”

	“That seems like a pointless tool.” Not worthy of a wizard of the Order of Tayzel, and a Speaker at that, Sworn to the Blue City for years and years.

	“Pointless?” he said. “The most important in your world.” 

	He thought very highly of her job. “Thank you.”

	He looked at the ring. He looked at her. His dark eyes looked less narrow, less hard. “You’re welcome.”

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina pored through the book of Larai, looking for more appearances from Tayzel’s wife. Afternoon sun reflected from the courtyard walls and swam through the lumpy glass windows onto the page. 

	She started when someone knocked. Draconis had been in a grim mood when he gave up on her that morning; she wondered whether he was returning to yell at her. She set the book aside and opened the door. 

	A gray-bearded servant awaited her. “My l-lord would invite you to dinner tonight, if you are disposed to attend. Th-there will be many scholarly guests waiting to hear your story.” 

	A twinge of nerves pinched her stomach. And yet, she couldn’t be surprised that such an insistent teacher should have colleagues. And she was the Lady of Karth. She lifted her chin, twiddled with the ring on her right hand, and smiled. “Tell your master I shall be honored to attend.” 

	“V-very good, my lady.” He and his throat bobbed, and then he left. 

	So the specimen was to be showed off. Well, the headaches weren’t as bad as they had been, and she was looking forward to testing herself outside her room’s shield. And if she failed—well, there would be more wizards than Draconis in the room. They could handle it. 

	No sooner had she settled into her chair again than another knock sounded. This time it was a plump matron who had brought breakfast several times before. “If it please my lady, I’ve brought some dresses for the evening.” 

	“What, will I need more than one?” The servant struggled with that one for a moment, her flat honest face working. “Never mind.” 

	The dresses were lovely. They had none of the fur trim that kept Southern formal wear warm, but there was a blue confection of silk and lace, a pale yellow linen, and a white gown with blue satin trim. They were all long-sleeved, high-waisted and a little tight in the bosom—Tarina wondered whether the household had sent her some young daughter’s hand-me-downs. With a wry grin, she settled on the white, and wove her hair into two long plaits. If she was to play the patient for a room full of wizards and doctors, she would rather look childish than...mature.

	When she was dressed, she tried to go back to the book, but it was a deadly dull accounting of all the strange predictions Tayzel had made from his visions. She set the book aside, spun her ring around her finger, and set out into the hallway. 

	It was as dark and depressing as she remembered: red stone walls, wrought iron sconces for unlit lamps, a few thick-glassed slits where windows ought to be. Most of the heavy wooden doors were closed, and most of them looked the same. She tilted the candle opposite her door—just enough so she could tell it apart from the others. Then she crept around the nearest corner. 

	A gallery stretched before her, more narrow windows on one side, more dark doors on the other. Outside a draught blew carrying a scattering of dried leaves, and the half-shadowed courtyard had the dull look of a cloudy day.

	Autumn, then. She had married at the end of winter, and spring had been the rough journey to Alavea. She had heard the summer months were terribly hot this far north, but this air was pleasant. If only it weren’t so dark. 

	At the far end of the gallery she found a half-open door leading into the courtyard. She slipped out and looked around. A couple of nondescript outbuildings blocked any view of the city; to her left were the beginnings of stables, stretching out along the compound’s outer wall. She rounded the corner to her left and kept going until she happened upon a peculiar stone wall, little higher than her head, with trees poking over the edge.

	Walking around it, she saw that it was actually the end of a series of terraces, laid out to catch the sun. The ground was mulched in dead leaves, and a profusion of bushes hid the interior.  On the far side of the enclosure, she found an archway covered in the thorny skeleton of a rosebush. 

	The path in was twisty, and had clearly been crowded by a variety of plants before the frosts set in. Now most of them were cut down to the ground. A few woody stems persisted, and some of the bushes maintained dark green leaves or blue needles. She passed under two more rose arches before coming out into a little courtyard. It was circled in dying grass; a pair of songbirds squabbled over berries on the far side, flashing in and out of the sunlight. And to one side was a low stone bench, with a kindly-looking gray-haired man sitting on it. 

	He would have been a great beauty thirty years ago, and even now he was distinguished, with iron-gray hair to his chin and amber eyes that seemed always to be a little bit pleasantly surprised. He smiled as he turned away from the birds. “Welcome, child. You must be Tarina.” 

	“I am.” She curtseyed. “I fear I don’t know you.” 

	“Silvestrin.” He rose and they met over a hand clasp that she was startled to find was warm and undemanding. “A humble initiate of the Hall, and an old friend of Lord Phinean. Please, sit if you’d like, and talk for a while.” 

	“I haven’t met many people since coming here.” She hesitated. “I suppose Draconis told you about my condition?” 

	“He did. It sounds very like the tale of Tayzel’s wife, these many years ago. I am glad you are well enough to be out and about now.” 

	“He means to show me off at dinner.” 

	“Our dinner party is looking forward to it. No one alive has seen a case like yours. But come, you’ll be talked to death on that subject this evening. The Red Hall loves a good mystery.”

	“What is the Red Hall?”

	“A political construct. To understate the case. You will probably find this all soon: the Red Hall focuses on research and radical philosophy. Many will place it in conflict with the fictive Blue Hall that handles administrative affairs, deals with the faithful, and keeps the city running. To be honest, they both belong in the Blue City, and neither one has a monopoly on faith and works.”

	“So the people I’m about to see are the Red Hall.”

	“Exactly. You can ask Phinean for more details, but be prepared for an emotional response.”

	“Oh.” That sounded unwise.

	“For a change of subject, it looks to me like you’ve traveled some way. How did you come to Alavea?” 

	Why did his small talk start there? “That’s a long story, and a hard one to tell.” 

	“Ah. I apologize.”

	And yet—no one had asked her since she had come to the brooding Draconis residence. “Have you ever been to Siroff by the sea?” 

	“Long before you were born.” He smiled. “It was a beautiful country, all salt and sand and ice. They herded goats on isles so rocky I wondered how they ate.” 

	“The goats eat whatever grows, and then we eat the goats. On my way here, I couldn’t help but notice how wealthy your countryside is. There are plants everywhere you look.” 

	“And angry farmers killing the useless ones.” He leaned back and fell quiet. 

	After a long moment Tarina thought back to the question he had asked. The things she had bundled inside shifted, sensing a few moments’ freedom. “I was sent away from my father’s house. There was a mob, after what my attacks did. I took a horse and what supplies I could, but it was a near thing.” And her father had been chief at that mob. She would not soon forget that.  

	“It must have been very frightening.” 

	She did not repeat her confession. “Yes.” 

	Silvestrin looked past the southern wall, seeming to see things past its guard. “And you came all the way here alone?” 

	“I knew my father’s maps, and I found the River Sier soon enough. That got me most of the way here. Sometimes I found merchants to travel with. The last one stole my horse, but by that time I was only a few days away from the city.”

	He rocked back. “It’s a hard journey for a woman alone.” 

	What, did he need a full Initiate’s training to infer that? “I know.” 

	“I hope Phinean’s hospitality has been an improvement for you.” 

	Apart from the prodding? This man was clearly on Draconis’ side. “He’s been very kind. He let me read some of his books—about Tayzel’s wife, and how the Order built the Blue City, and about all kinds of spells. Portals, and what might lie beyond them—and some of the enchantments worked into the Hall itself—and some theory about why some people are more powerful channelers than others. It’s all so new, but Draconis says it goes fast once you have control.” She slumped. “Not just yet, though. I can’t even get a controlled start.” 

	Silvestrin smiled. “I see what he sees in you.” 

	“He likes me for a test subject.” She shrugged. “Not exactly human companionship, but—if I could just figure out what he’s trying to teach me! So I can’t hurt anyone again! I could have my life back!”

	“Where?” Silvestrin said mildly.

	Not in her home village, source of the mob. “I don’t know.”

	“Perhaps you’ll earn your way with magic. Perhaps not,” Silvestrin said slowly. “Just promise me that you’ll not take a job you don’t believe in.”

	“That’s an easy promise.”

	“May it always be.”

	 

	*

	 

	At length they left the garden. Silvestrin brought her back around to the front doors, and then into a large hall with chairs scattered across one half and a series of tables looping around the other. There were others there—wizards all, with embroidered rank bands at their cuffs and along the hems of their robes. Some were dressed in what Tarina could only imagine was the current style, with long tunics instead of robes, and brightly colored hose and long-toed shoes besides. Everyone eyed her curiously and whispered to his neighbors. But Silvestrin kindly introduced her to this group and that, leading her around until she felt like she had met half the Hall. More wizards entered every minute. 

	Just when some invisible signal caused the crowd to migrate towards the table, Tarina saw another person slipping in. She was delighted to recognize the apprentice who had been her first friendly face in this city. Well, friendly hand; the youth had slipped her her food in Sair’s prison, and had said in whispers that he would tell someone about her.

	He had saved her life, and now she rushed to him where he hesitated by a table.

	“I don’t even know what to call you!” she said, feeling a little sheepish.

	“Dunael Dansair,” he said, patting his shock of black hair. “What’s yours?”

	“Tarina Karth.”

	His dark red face got darker. He smiled bashfully. “Nice to meet you, Tarina.”

	“You still work for Sair, don’t you? Dansair? I never thought I would see you here.” 

	The smile turned greenish. “You mustn’t go talking about it. But I’ve been visiting Draconis’s gatherings for a little while now.” 

	“I hope it’s all the learning you hoped for.” 

	His eyes lit up. “It is.” 

	Then a servant ushered her up to the high table and pulled out a chair. A moment later Draconis entered and took his seat at her left hand. 

	“I see you found your way in early,” he said brusquely. 

	“I ran into Silvestrin in the garden outside. He’s very nice.” 

	“He’s a good-natured man.”

	The first course was a mixture of greens in a honeyed sauce. Tarina thought the fare was a little thin – even seaweed was heartier than this. But she picked dutifully at it in case it was the only course they were getting. 

	The wizard to her right was a short round man with the copper skin of the northern folk. He smiled widely at her over a goblet of wine that never seemed to leave his hand. “We are honored with your presence this evening, young lady. Tell me, what do you think of our noble city so far?” 

	Caution clenched her jaw for a second. “I fear I’ve seen very little of it; I haven’t been here long.” 

	“No doubt, no doubt.” He shot Draconis a look and chuckled knowingly. “You’ve arrived at the beginning of winter, not our best time. Someday soon I must show you the cliffs over the sea, all dressed in the last colors of the season. Though we have no yellow so bright as that hair of yours.” 

	“You flatter me.” Was he serious? Draconis was deep in conversation with the wizard to his left; she could not count on rescue. “You are from around here?” 

	“Alavean born and bred,” he confirmed. “Mayhap not as fortunate in my looks as your strapping Southern gentlemen”—again, an infuriating look at Draconis—“but we learn our own skills in our Northern summers. Aye, and we’ve found ways to stay warm in winter, too, though I’ve no doubt that you know even better ones.” 

	She smiled thinly. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Tell me, do you have any children? I’ve missed having playmates.” 

	He coughed and took another draught of wine. “Hrm, well, no children of my own. It may be that Aiden or Remiah has some toys, at least.” 

	She clapped in the most childish way possible. “How wonderful! I must talk to them after dinner.” The fat wizard rolled his eyes and looked away, and Tarina relaxed. 

	The second and third courses she could not identify at all; Draconis named them chicken and cow. The chicken was all right. The beef was redder and coarser than goat, and Tarina found herself wishing for some honest fish. 

	Over some unappetizing custard dessert, Draconis rose and signaled for silence. Every eye turned to him, conspicuous as he was in crimson and gold. His voice was as flat and calm as ever, but it carried through the hall. 

	“Gentlemen,” said Draconis from his vantage point in the crowded salon, “before we begin this evening’s discussion I should direct you to the latest broadsheet from Noctum’s Notes.” He unrolled a thick piece of paper. “‘The wizards of the Red Hall have begun taking in strays, as in the murderous girl recently seen about the town with Brother Phinean. She menaced Initiates on her first visit and seems likely to lash out again. It is anyone’s guess when he will cook and eat her, which is the only likely use she has for a confirmed bachelor.’”

	“That was cryptic,” called a wizard from the nearest table.

	Tarina felt locked in place. “Why would he write such a thing?”

	“He’s looking for a paddling,” someone said loudly. The room laughed, a low, creepy froth of a laugh.

	Draconis commanded silence with one cut. “But as usual, his columns have a grit of truth under the slop. Gentlemen, I will not leave you in suspense any longer. I thank you all for attending this evening’s gathering. And I wish to introduce to you the latest victim—that we know of—of Sair’s petty caprice. Brothers of the Hall, I present to you the lady Tarina Karth.” He didn’t so much as look at her, but his arm extended in her direction, and she rose to curtsey. Some uncertain clapping passed around the room. She found Dunael’s face in the crowd and clung to the sight of it. 

	Draconis’s arm dismissed her with a sharp downward push. “Lady Karth has come to us from the southern shores of Siroff, where she was plagued with a most uncommon ailment—powerful bouts of uncontrolled channeling. Even that diagnosis is a subject of debate which I encourage you to think on; but whatever your opinion on the subject, it happens that this young woman, without conscious control, commands chaotic storms of magic from time to time. I present her now that she has gained enough control to direct these attacks into a harmless artifact. 

	“Sair’s solution was a little different. It was he that found her when she first collapsed in our infirmary, and he assumed she was an assassin and locked her up to torture her at his leisure. At length this was brought to my attention.” He nodded toward Dunael. 

	“Some of you may remember the relevant passages from the first Book of Larai. Some of you may wonder whether, like Tayzel’s wife, the lady before you has a once-in-ten-generations ailment that can only be cured through learning to channel. Already she has made progress in directing her attacks. Perhaps someday she will have full magical control. Gentlemen, I present a woman who may become the first trained female wizard—not an apprentice, not a servant – the first trained female wizard in six hundred years.” 

	And without another word, he thrust pain into her head. 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 4: Old Wrongs and New Barbs

	 

	Magic shocked Tarina. Thicker than usual, somehow, here in the salon hall, and terrible, flowing sluggishly through the room—and it began to knot and twist even before the pain in her head subsided to where she could understand what was going on. She held out her hand and stared at the ring there—how could she force so much power into such a small ring?—could she control any of it at all?—circles, circles, she had to think in circles. The nearest tendrils of magic wrapped around the ring. Gut churning, she tried to launch a fist of magic at her golden-haired host—she would teach him to trigger such pain at will. But a golden filigree caught her amorphous attack and turned it aside. He looked down at her dispassionately. A few magical lights snapped and crackled in the air around her, but when her awareness faded most of it was just illuminating the ring. 

	The afterimage was burned onto her eyes when the magic disappeared. Most of the wizards had shielded their faces. A few were staring at her in open wonder. And Draconis murmured, “I would not try that again.” 

	“You hurt me,” she said, equally quietly. 

	He lifted his face away, unmoved as marble.

	“That had some control,” called a skeptic. 

	“After a week of intensive exercises,” said Draconis, “I should hope so. Yet she still has no control over its starting and stopping—and you saw the degree of elegance she put into that manipulation.” 

	The room rumbled. Draconis stepped back, ushered Tarina from her chair, and started around the tables, back towards the groupings of chairs at the other end of the hall. Volleys of questions met him from each table he passed; sometimes he paused to answer, and sometimes he swept by. A few wizards asked for another demonstration; Tarina shuddered and shook her head, and Draconis dismissed their requests. She made a note of that. He never looked at her, and had not yet shown a sign of remorse for his magical goading. She made a note of that, too.

	“What do you intend to do with her?” a wizard asked, the tenth to do so in as many seconds. 

	Draconis slowed down and smiled at the crowd. “I intend to teach her until she has as much control as you or I,” he said. 

	She didn’t manage to get his attention before the end of the room. She tugged his elbow. 

	“Yes?” Finally he looked down at her.

	No remorse. Unbelievable. “You hurt me. To prove a point!”

	“The most important point to enter our salons in recent memory. They had to see the truth for themselves. Unless you want Sair’s testimony to be the dominant narrative surrounding your condition?”

	“You can’t just do that to people.” 

	“Distasteful though such an act may be to both of us, I assure you it is well within my capabilities.”

	“You have no right—”

	“I am a Draconis,” he snapped. “I have any right I desire. If you will not be satisfied by my word that I will not so publicly abuse you again I can only remind you that you have the alternative of the sage’s hospitality.”

	To most of that she had no response, at least, none polite. She had come to this city alone, faced its sages alone, and now…just because there really was no choice…“Not publicly?” she said.

	“I have done no less with your consent during our lessons. If you wish to withdraw that consent you may, though it will complicate our investigation considerably.” Warmth entered his voice. “Don’t you understand? If these men, my peers, see it, know it, they’ll jump at the chance to explore why. What caused it. What it might lead to. How to control it, Tarina. How you can control it. For that, yes, I will make one spectacular demonstration. You awed them. If you knew them as I do you would understand just how much that means.”

	What a fine world to be a part of. If she ever wanted to be. “And what if I don’t want to know them?”

	He frowned. “Then why would you ask for my help?”

	“I didn’t. You took me because I was interesting.”

	He frowned harder, as if confused and annoyed by the allegation. “Do you wish to go?”

	“No. Maybe.” The advantages were hard pressed against this one callous disadvantage. “I don’t know. Don’t you have a big meeting to mingle in?”

	“If I tend to them, will you be here when I’m through?”

	She studied his proud intent face. Would he really let her go without repercussion? “Yes,” she said. She was too tired to test that tonight. Maybe tomorrow, after both the headache and the audience were gone. The question of whether she was his guest or his experiment had gotten a substantial portion of an answer today. She just had to figure out what to do about it.

	He bowed before he turned away. That was new. What it meant, she couldn’t begin to guess. Instead she hurried back to bed.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis interrupted Tarina’s breakfast with a kind of compressed energy she did not recognize. He looked ordinary enough: a subtly patterned red robe, hair combed behind his ears but falling forward in pieces to hang past his jaw. His dark eyes looked so cheerful she started thinking about exits, but he only said, “Will you come with me?” in lieu of pleasantries.

	“Er, yes?” said Tarina, pulling her long pale hair to her nape and missing the comfortable ointments of home.

	“Very good. You’re safe enough now. Keep the ring close.” He smiled oddly brightly. “Here, it isn’t far.”

	So they passed through the dim halls into a shockingly white-walled room, one with high windows paned by vast, clear expanses of glass, utterly unlike Tarina’s barred shield windows, looking out on the terraced garden.

	And from a red hassock across the blue-tiled room rose a person.

	She was unsettlingly beautiful. The woman had crystalline blue eyes and a lush cascade of golden hair, a few silver strands twined in like climbing vines. Her defined cheeks, her thinly cut nose, her high forehead, all matched Phinean. She was voluptuous in a clinging violet dress, and she wore high color in her cheeks when she locked eyes with Tarina with absolute boldness. 

	“Mother,” said Draconis. “This is Tarina Karth, recently come from Siroff, my guest. Tarina, the Lady Moriana Draconis, owner of everything you see here.” Tarina felt a small sting of alarm; did this man defer to someone?

	“I apologize for keeping her away,” continued Draconis. 

	“I was assured it was unsafe,” the woman said in a calm, coarse-brushed tone. “Happily, you seem well enough now.” She nodded regally. Tarina curtseyed. She seemed to demand no less.

	Moriana’s lips compressed into a thin smile, so like Draconis’s it was eerie. “I do hope you’re not so very closely related. I bid you welcome to House Draconis. Please, sit.” Everyone did, on champagne-colored claw chairs. The focus remained on the serene breath of the lady of the house. “I think you were in the South more recently than I. I understand the province of Karth split from the Radcliffe area twenty years ago. I have kin there.” 

	“We’ll have to compare notes. I’ve traveled some within the province.”

	“How dear.” The condescension dripped.

	Draconis was smiling as if sarcasm meant nothing to him. 

	Moriana went on languidly. “I can’t remember…perhaps never…the last time my son brought a woman home.”

	“A student,” Draconis said mildly.

	“You do look very young. Fifteen?”

	Was that a joke? “Seventeen, my lady.”

	“Ah, solidly marriageable.”

	Kolin, their wedding night, dying in a magical storm. Tarina bit her lip.

	“He takes you in with an ulterior motive,” said Moriana, leaning forward conspiratorially. “He always wants more students.”

	That sounded consistent, if a little heavy-handed. “I don’t mean to be a burden,” said Tarina. “I’ve offered…I can read and cipher, and balance accounts.”

	“Pedestrian,” Moriana said in a very familiar tone. “You’ll see if you spend five seconds in one of his salons. No, he wants your talent. Though frankly it isn’t his responsibility.”

	“Mother,” Draconis said without rancor. “She poses a danger not knowing her way about, and I am the person least likely to suffer in stopping her.” 

	“Good.” Moriana seemed to come to a decision. “Phinean, you must be very good to our guest. If she is sick we must see her well.”

	“Of course, Mother.”

	Moriana coughed.

	“Well, then. She has reading, and I have work in the City.”

	“The real one, he means. He’s very important,” sighed Moriana. “And such a dutiful son. You’re fortunate, if the storm brought you here.”

	“I am tired of storms,” Tarina said quietly.

	“Dear thing. Of course you are.” Moriana coughed again. “Good day to both of you.” 

	 

	*

	 

	The next morning Tarina failed to open channeling in a controlled manner. And the next. And the next. Draconis led her through breathing exercises, mantras, visualizations, and a dozen maneuvers where she could only imagine he was doing something magical that she was supposed to see. 

	She slept a lot. Servants came every now and then; a seamstress came once for measurements and once to drop off a pair of dresses that appeared to be fashionable and a little skimpy. Draconis would not hear of costs or payback. He was always calm, professional, and willing to accept failure as the price for trying. The afternoons and evenings were hers, and she spent them creeping around the mansion. She found a tower with a big stained-glass window depicting a dragon. She found a gold-hung dance hall, the sconces shrouded once in linen and again in dust. She found an entire room of curious wood and metal sculptures—a pair of servants found her and rushed her out before she had the chance to explore. And in three places she found enormous portraits of a brown-haired, brown-eyed man with a boyish smile.

	She found, too, that there were several wizards who frequented House Draconis. Silvestrin was one of them; during the day he was always away in the Blue City, but on any evening he wasn’t at services on campus she would run into him reading by a window or shuffling around the garden. 

	One such evening it occurred to her to ask how things in the Blue City were. 

	“Tense,” he said with a wry smile. “Phinean has a score of men asking why we don’t allow women as novices at once, and another score making up reasons why we shouldn’t as they go. Your demonstration caused quite a stir.” 

	“I don’t want to be a novice.” 

	“There have been two or three boys who came to the City in my time, who had no particular desire to be there.” He looked up and away. “But they couldn’t go anywhere else. It wasn’t a matter of family or means; it was the fact that channeling came naturally to them, that nothing else they could ever do could be as lasting or as meaningful as a wizard’s work. Perhaps if we had denied them they would have burst out like you.” 

	Tarina didn’t like the sound of that. She looked up towards the end of the hallway they were in. The portrait of the brown-haired man was smiling down at them. “Silvestrin, who is that in all the pictures here? Was he the founding Draconis?” 

	“What? No, the Draconises were always great ones for immuring their ancestors in basements. The man you see there is Dimir Draconis—Phinean’s father.” 

	“Is he...?” 

	“Dead? Yes. Nearly ten years past, now.” 

	She searched for the son in the father’s face. Deep-set narrow eyes, thin and clearly-carved lips, set more patiently than on Dra—Phinean’s face.

	“He looks like he was kind.” 

	“That he was. Dimir was a great man, and the Hall needed more like him.” Silvestrin smiled mistily at the painting. “Needs more like him, really.” 

	“Was he that young when he died?” 

	“Not much older. Did Phinean never tell you? Dimir’s the heart of Phinean’s hatred for Sair. It was—there’s no evidence, but it’s common knowledge—it was Sair and a small group of co-conspirators who murdered Dimir Draconis.” 

	“Why?” 

	Silvestrin looked around for a bench and sat. “For much the same reasons that Sair fights with Phinean. Dimir was of a different school of thought. Secular, perhaps too much so. A great diplomat, too. It was he who brokered peace between the Ellithian empire and Siroff, nearly forty years ago. That’s where he met Phinean’s mother.” He shook his head. “Anyway, Dimir advocated a number of reforms—away from the synoptic Scriptures, perhaps, but towards a rational method that examines even the lesser-known scriptures, attempts to assemble a coherent history, and most of all tries to build a future based on science and human concerns. Does this make sense to you?” 

	“You lost me at ‘synoptic Scriptures’,” she confessed. 

	“Well, it’s mostly academic. What matters is, Dimir and his half-secular movement nearly rose to the Shepherd’s crook eleven years ago. His competitor was Rigel—a man after Sair’s own heart, very conservative. Very unwilling to see a perspective outside the mysticism that surrounds the...core Scriptures. Rigel was elected.” 

	“And Dimir died.” 

	“Some say Phinean threatened Rigel’s life in a pitched argument. I wouldn’t doubt it—he has gentled quite a bit since then.” That spoke volumes. “But whatever the case, there was a great swelling of sympathy for Dimir after the election. And then—he died.” 

	“Strangled by poison at an Invictus feast.” Moriana’s husky voice floated down the hall. “A crime for which the Shepherd’s lapdog was never punished.” Silvestrin was standing, smiling to greet her; Tarina stood as well and curtseyed. “Though, in the four Invictus feasts following the event, four of the most brazen conspirators…ate something that disagreed with them. The dying stopped there, for some reason. One killer still walks free. But if you behave very well this year, and wish with a true heart, who knows what might happen?”

	Silvestrin looked compassionate. “My lady, we all mourn Dimir.”

	Moriana’s face was creeping from pink to red. “Yes,” she said, “yes. It’s really best if we do.”

	The conversation limped and failed. Tarina returned to her quarters with much on her mind.

	 

	*

	 

	“Dunael, what’s so funny?”

	Dunael looked up from their rendezvous in a salon circle, still mostly empty this early in the evening. He held a coarsely printed broadsheet, an unusual use of the hilltop printing press. “Just reading Noch Dansair’s latest article. The man has a way with words.” 

	“DanSair? As in Dunael Dansair? You share a master with this guy?”

	“Yep. Wait ‘til you get to the part about how slavering wasn’t the mouth product Tayzel encouraged from his followers.”

	“So Draconis is slavering?”

	“Oh, him and all his friends.”

	“Honestly, Dunael! Noch’s trying to do Draconis in before old age gets the chance.” Maybe he deserved it.

	“Highest forbid. It’s just funny.”

	“Fine,” she said. “Hand it over.”

	 

	*

	 

	“Good morning, Tarina. I trust you slept well?” 

	“Yes.” The formula was down pat. 

	“Any attacks?” 

	“One last night, during the salon.” Triggered by nothing while she listened to two older wizards argue about education.

	“It was fully controlled, then. Our dinner group noticed nothing.” 

	“Correct.” 

	Then, and only then, did he smile. “Sit back. Relax. Open your mind as if an attack were just beginning. Do you sense the magic around you?” 

	“No.” She never did.

	“Clear your mind. There is a flame within you, and all extraneous thoughts go into the flame.” She tried. The flame guttered. Warmth was welling up within her. “Nothing is left outside but darkness—and magic.” 

	A few moments of silence. Some desperate casting around—for he must be doing something she was supposed to notice. 

	“Did you do the meditation I recommended last night?” 

	“No. I forgot.” No. It reminded her too much of the meditation her husband had taught her, minutes before the chaos magic killed him.

	A short, stinging pause. “You can hardly hope to make progress if you ignore the minimal training I request.” 

	“Yes, Draconis.” There was no way to mollify him now. 

	“Now I shall have to try direct triggering.” 

	She hated this part. For all her inability to detect magic, she could swear she felt when he sent a needle of magical energy into her head, prodding, testing. 

	And then she realized she really could feel it. It was a sharp golden point, moving independently of the currents around it. 

	She swallowed hard and still had to fight for breath. “I can see it. Your channeling. The magic.” 

	“Relax. Observe it. If you’re afraid you’ll just fall into another attack.” 

	“I know that,” she snapped. The currents she hated so much were drifting lazily in and out of the door and around the room. Draconis’s needle had vanished. 

	“A full-fledged wizard can open and close his second sight any time he wishes. Dismiss what you see.” 

	She strained her eyes at the nearest bookshelf, willing herself to ignore the sluggish flow around her. 

	“It’s no longer relevant. Blank it out like an ugly piece of artwork, or the noise of a city street.” 

	She had never known a city before Alavea, which she handled from within a carriage, but she didn’t tell him that.

	The mist wavered. In a dozen places at once it twisted and flipped into a cascade of all-too-familiar sparks. Tarina thrust her will into controlling the mist’s new chaos, directing it into the dull sink ring, and let loose an “Oh” of disappointment. 

	Draconis waited, thin-lipped, for the attack to subside. When at last she shivered and watched the last of the mist disappear, he leaned forward. 

	“That’s one way to stop seeing it,” he said drily. “We’ll try this exercise again tomorrow.” 

	“Of course.” She wanted to slap his grim bloodless face. Her head throbbed. 

	He turned to look at the door, then thought better of it and settled into his seat. For a long moment he watched her, his dark eyes narrowed as always. “Tarina, do you understand why I am doing this?” 

	Because he was a sadist. “Because your books said it’s the only way to prevent the attacks.” 

	“Yes, but you could probably function with just the training you’ve had so far.” 

	She lifted her chin. “That’s only going halfway. I want to prevent them entirely.” 

	“And then?” He waited, but she had nothing for him. “You may have heard it mentioned that your raw potential is considerable. Greater than most Speakers’, I am certain. If you have the desire to learn, you might do great things for the study of magic.” 

	As if that justified anything. She wasn’t one of his students, she wasn’t anyone, just a woman who bled in a way he found pleasing. “You would make me a wizard?” 

	“You will make yourself, whatever you choose. I’d like to show you something. Some of the potential I know you can work toward. Come with me.”

	He led her through the winding halls of the house out to the courtyard, where by some arrangement the frighteningly large chestnuts were harnessed to the red carriage in a cleared space between snowy drifts. When he gave her a hand up it was through gloves.

	“I pray Lenatier didn’t bore you off the study of magic entirely,” he said, closing the carriage’s velvet curtains.

	“No. He had some interesting objections to the apprenticeship model.”

	“Right, his notions of teaching in cohorts and handing off your students after you’ve imparted some slice of curriculum. It will never work. You need subject matter experts, not year by year striations. What sequence of overburdened caretakers could teach you as much as I will?”

	“But you do have group lectures.”

	Draconis waved dismissively.

	“You have lectures in your own house. For a whole range of people.”

	“That isn’t the same at all. I will show you. If you think presentations and group discussions can take the place of tutoring…no, I must show you.” He was excited again, his dark eyes narrow, his long-fingered hands restless on his knees.

	“Are you this enthusiastic about everything?”

	“Hm?” he said. “Only the interesting parts.” And that was all the explanation he ever gave on that topic.

	They stopped at the wizards’ gate and Tarina let herself out. Her dress clung more than she would have liked, but she had the shelter of a pink fur-lined cloak. Draconis behind her waved and the gate opened. He cut through the crowds on the road with something too sharp to be grace. They parted for him, and for her, and the obvious wizard and his obvious whatever she was went in peace. He took her back to her beginning: the Great Hall.

	She had not been here since her exorcism, and Draconis’s rescue from Sair. She kept an eye on everything at once, the smooth blue marble, the staring young wizards and the older men who pretended not to stare as they climbed to a long office block and passed by an array of varying doors. Draconis, unselfconscious, touched a high plain arch door and it swung open.

	The room was hearteningly lit through three large-paned windows. Dark sharp-edged shelves lined the space around them and both long walls. She counted books, scrolls, a globe, several mysterious skulls, a series of ivory and copper glyph models, and pile upon pile of thin paper bound together with colored ribbons. The big desk seemed almost an afterthought. There were three trays stacked with more papers, an inkwell, and a handful of innocuous-seeming metal things. Tarina wondered but did not touch.

	“I want to give you an example,” he said. “Listen to me. Magic is one of the fundamental forces of the universe, alongside light and gravity. Its interactions with light are very well researched; with gravity practically not at all. It is difficult to get magic to interact directly with matter.” He raised his hand. “Can you sense magic again?” 

	It was harder this time, pushing her awareness through the lingering pain in her head. But at length she saw the mist filling the room again. Here, without shielded walls, it flowed from far beyond her and through and down below her. “Now I can.” 

	“Watch closely.” The magic nearest his hand swirled and tightened into a thumb-sized glyph sprouting half a hundred golden tendrils. She watched in fascination as they wove into the flesh of his hand, tightening around bone, stretching over skin. 

	“What are you doing?” 

	“It’s a preservation field.” He kept his eyes on his work and spoke with effort. “If you cut me, right this minute, I would not bleed. If you plunged my hand into ice, it would not begin to freeze for days—for as long as I could keep this up.” His hand was a glittering mass of tendrils, shifting only a little now, glistening in place. “It’s my most recent research.” 

	“Why use it? You talk about being wounded, but don’t you already have healing spells?” 

	The magical matrix loosened and scattered, blending once more into the gray mist. “Our existing healing spells work only by accelerating the body’s natural processes. We often require animal flesh to feed the spell. Large-scale healing produces dangerous amounts of heat. And, worst of all, a badly weakened man will die—his body will physically drain itself—before he can be restored.” 

	“But with this you could freeze him.” The idea was strange. Almost revolting. But she could imagine its use on a battlefield, or in a sickroom.

	“Until he can eat and drink. Or sleep. Or otherwise recover his strength. Until he’s well enough to survive traditional healing.” 

	“Could you maintain something so complex for the amount of time that recovery would take?” 

	He smiled. “Not yet. But you see the value in the theory alone? I’ll find a way to simplify it, or design a device to hold the structure in place while I direct power into it. There is a solution.” He calmed and settled back in his chair. “This is what I do, Tarina, and what my closest colleagues do. It may motivate you. It may drive you away. But if I seem to push you, it’s only because there is an entire world before you, and you may master it as few men will ever do.” 

	She tried to read his face and wasn’t sure of the meaning there. Was he one of the few, or of the lesser many? Did he envy her?

	“Remember to practice your meditation tonight.” 

	Someone knocked on the door. Tarina jumped and scurried out of the way. “Come,” Draconis said calmly.

	The wizard who entered was all soft curves. His face was reddish-brown and he didn’t seem any the worse for the walk up here. He had two brown bands on his pale robes. A journeyman. He held up a thick envelope. “Speaker,” he said in a squeaky voice, “a message for you.”

	“And they sent you, Noch? They must be in a jesting mood.”

	“Speaker,” Noch said defiantly.

	Draconis smiled unpleasantly and opened the envelope. Noch waited. “What are you doing? Do you want the introduction? Noch, Tarina, Tarina, Noch. Try to spell her name right if you must continue penning witticisms about her.” He returned to his letter and his humor vanished. “I see. I thought this was too good to be true. I must deal with this.” He dismissed Noch with a sharp gesture. After he was out of sight Draconis muttered, “A eunuch and a bastard, what a sparse family tree.” Then, louder, “Tarina, I will write you a pass. Go where you will, but I fear that you may not be made welcome in every space.” He looked up. “And anyone so denying you is a fool. You have every right to be here, and to explore, as our least novice gets to explore. Use my name if you must. Don’t let them run you off.”

	“I’ll just look around,” she said. Here, in this stack of wonders…with permission. This was her first glimpse at normal life for a wizard.

	Draconis slipped the letter into a pocket and swept out. Tarina wasn’t sure whether his office would lock behind her, but she went anyway, if only to look around.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5: The Spark

	 

	Tarina did not explore.

	Her practice, hour after hour for what was stretching into weeks, seemed to weigh her down even when she took a break from it. She felt enough like an insect under glass at Draconis’ salons; she didn’t want the staring here.

	There were pale wooden benches spaced at intervals down the long blue hallway outside Draconis’s office. Every door on the way belonged to a wizard, and every wizard belonged to some grouping of ideas she had yet to unravel.

	That was a lot of work, and no one to help.

	She wasn’t convinced that she was what Draconis wanted her to be, but at least some of his ideas were separate from her, ready to be admired. Ideas. When was the last time anyone had handed her one of those for discussion? Now she had too many for one brain.

	She heard a faint knock, then another. Down the hallway there was a man, stooped and slight, slightly spotty, walking with the help of a tall, pale staff whose head was carved into one of the three-dimensional glyphs Tarina had seen in Draconis’ papers. The stranger wore robes of pristine white.

	Tarina swallowed hard. Rank bands at his cuffs. Silver, and five of them.

	She bounced to her feet when he came within earshot. She cycled through her available forms of polite greeting and settled on a deep curtsey. “Father,” she said, because she knew what he was.

	“Sit,” said the Shepherd of the Order of Tayzel and Keeper of the Laity, his beard somehow smiling along with his rheumy eyes. “You must be young Tarina. The Hall is all aflutter.”

	“I didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“I know that, child.” He leaned heavily on his staff as he eased onto the bench a polite distance away from her. “I hear that our hospitality left much wanting. I am sorry for that.”

	Conciliatory was a rare tone in these parts. “It wasn’t your fault.”

	“The apportioning of blame is not a skill I’ve ever had in great amounts. Come, then. Where have you visited us from?”

	“Siroff, Father.” A million miles away. “The Karth barony. It’s on the coast.”

	“A great distance to travel. Alone?”

	“Yes, Father.”

	He nodded gravely. “Such a hardship. Had you no one to help?”

	She looked up and down the hall, expecting as much help here as she’d gotten then. “Only as far as the ones who didn’t steal my horse, Father. In contrast to those who did.”

	“Ah, my.” His hand fluttered. “You have not had an easy time, child. You’ve had to be very strong, very young.”

	“I survived,” she said shortly.

	“And you should be proud for doing so. Now, then. You met Brother Phinean when he...?”

	She could only croak. “Offered me lessons, Father.”

	“You are fortunate. He takes few students. All of them excel.”

	“Oh.” She had never thought of Draconis teaching other people. It struck a chord of...jealousy? “I don’t want to stay here too long.”

	“The world may not make that easy, Miss Tarina.” He paused. “There are political designations, the Red Hall, the Blue Hall, but faith and talent lie everywhere within our one Order. Disregard those who would block you.”

	“Father? I thought you...”

	“Like some, might oppose your power on principle? Far from it. Magic is a gift. The Highest only bestows it where he wants it to shine. Welcome to the City, child, if no one has welcomed you before. I look forward to seeing what you can do.”

	She coughed past a lump in her throat. The acknowledgment touched a hunger she had tried to ignore. If nothing else, to belong. “Th-thank you, Father.”

	“I want you to know something.” Here he leaned toward her. “Brother Phinean is a compellingly fair man. It is one of his finest attributes. But if ever he seeks to levy tuition you cannot pay, come to me. He is a great teacher, but he is not the only one in this city.”

	“He has been nothing but kind,” said Tarina. Apart from the demonstration.

	“And may that ever continue. May he find the grace in you that he has given up on in others. And if he fails to do so, remember what I have said.”

	Did the Shepherd really know something, something Tarina didn’t? Was he just waiting for it to go wrong? Must she? “I will.”

	The door clicked and swung open. Draconis stepped out, red robes rustling around him. He looked at Tarina. He looked at the Shepherd. His eyes narrowed.

	The Shepherd spared him the effort of speaking. “Ah, Brother Phinean. I was just speaking to your protégé. A remarkable young woman.”

	“Shepherd.” Draconis’ teeth stayed locked together. “I trust there’s nothing wrong.”

	“Far from it, far from it. Did you know she made the journey from the coast of Siroff all by herself?”

	“It was mentioned.” He sounded personally offended.

	“Good. Someone should care. But she is safe and hale now. A good fate for someone still beginning to learn.”

	She could feel the vibrations among the three of them. She couldn’t tell what they meant. “Lord Draconis has been very patient stepping me through lessons,” she said.

	“Yes. Brother Phinean’s patience is...legendary.” Vibrations, or knives? “You will find no more dedicated teacher of the art.”

	“No one alive, at least,” said Draconis. “To our loss.”

	The Shepherd nodded as if it hadn’t been flung in his face. “To our loss,” he said quietly.

	“Now if you’re quite finished? The lady and I have tasks in the city.”

	“You are both welcome to stay for evening prayers in the Hall of Lessons.”

	Draconis’ eyes narrowed further. “I know perfectly well what’s in the Hall of Lessons. Good day, Shepherd.”

	A little resignation made that nod short. “Highest’s hand, Brother Phinean. And you, Lady Tarina.”

	“Goodbye,” said Tarina. On an impulse she added, “Thank you.”

	That seemed to revive the Shepherd’s spirits. “I hope we can speak again.”

	“Yes, she has that effect on people, doesn’t she.” Draconis turned away and didn’t wait to see whether Tarina was keeping up. She did, of course, down the hall to the staircase. Finally Draconis cast a backward glance. “No matter what he says,” he said, “he is not your nor anyone’s father.”

	“He was kind.”

	“A man will be a saint when it’s easy. And talking to you, without consequence or promise, is easy.”

	“He thinks highly of you.”

	“Not highly enough to let justice answer his cronies. Not that highly.”

	Then was she to believe he was complicit in Dimir Draconis’ murder? “He didn’t seem so menacing.”

	Draconis scoffed. “No, the Shepherd is clothed in humility. Never mind the blood on the floor. He doesn’t.” He shot her another dark look. “Ask the salon if you want more. It’s an old tale.”

	“Draconis…why do you let people you don’t like use your first name? I thought, with your mother and Silvestrin…”

	“My mother and Silvestrin have seniority,” he said with a mirthless smile. “Sticklers for protocol in the Hall use my first name because I theoretically abandoned my last name when I became a Blue City homebody.” 

	“But you still use yours.”

	“Members of the Twelve Houses of Alavea keep their names. No matter what happens, we have our names. The protocol automatons just like to pretend I did give mine up. It keeps me in my place.” His mouth twisted. “Houses one and seven are gone, out of heirs generations back. I fear the second may follow. I mourn it, but not deeply enough to repopulate.”

	“That’s why your mother wants you to marry.” It was a natural enough desire.

	But Draconis spat, “Doesn’t any parent want that for their perfectly normal child?”

	“I don’t know. My father kicked me out of town a year ago.”

	“He was a fool.” Draconis seemed to come back to himself. “You are so curious about the world…why would any thinking person rebuff that?”

	“Because I could kill him?”

	Draconis looked annoyed. “‘Could’ is no reason to do anything. Then again, it brought you here, so it’s not entirely wasted.”

	She chose to take that as a compliment.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis sat to dinner opposite his mother. He had had a busy day, and it was pleasant to get some time with the one person who would listen carefully and then tell him when he’d lectured enough. His efforts rose from the world around; they calmed and rested here.

	“Where is your apprentice?” Moriana said sweetly. Her voice was always sweet.

	“Practicing,” he said. “She’s on to something. Mostly theory, of course, but I gave her the materials to write it up.” She was articulate enough, her writing might come to something without much tutoring.

	Moriana coughed into her napkin. “I would think you’d want to know how she’s developing.”

	“Freely, Mother. Did you want ask after her health?”

	“No. I want to remind you. It’s nearly Invictus.”

	Draconis blanked his expression. This was a bad reminder. “Yes,” he said stiffly, “it is.”

	“And for five years, sweet peace has reigned on Invictus.”

	“This is true.” He didn’t want peace. It was just that so much was beginning, and he was starting to dread the cost of war.

	Moriana’s round blue eyes blazed between tendrils of silver-gold hair. “My son, there’s only one left! When will you send him after the others?”

	“I have concerns that revenge could destroy. Four of the conspirators are dead, and the fifth lives in terror of me and my apprentice, an apprentice who could change everything.” Sair’s living misery did please him. “Is that not enough?”

	“Your father would say that a hundred percent is better than eighty. Perhaps if he could talk to us from beyond the grave. Which is where that shitstain Sair put him.”

	“Mother.”

	Her voice took on the urgency of an orchestra’s winds. “I can help you if you need a non-wizard operative. I know that security gets tighter every year, but I—”

	“Mother. No.” He had bloodied four festivals for her. Now he had something to work for that was incompatible with a career of crime.

	“I never thought you were a coward,” Moriana said acidly.

	“I am a pragmatist. And setting the Hall ablaze is no longer desirable.”

	“Desirable?” Her color was high, her blue eyes snapping. “Go to your experiment. Perhaps she can awaken whatever man yet lives inside of you.”

	“She won’t,” he said quietly. “What I am is already awake.”

	For better or worse.

	 

	*

	 

	Curiosity got the better of Tarina that evening. She thought she understood the diagram Draconis had given her; she wanted to discuss a similar one she had seen in a book, to determine whether she was reading it right. She knew from the rising bustle of servants that Draconis was hosting another salon. After she had eaten in her room, she crept out towards the main hall.

	It was crowded, its large doors open but curtained. Tarina paused just outside. Voices clamored within; after a moment she stood and prepared to slip in, hoping to find someone to talk to.

	“I don’t care if he does hear it,” a slurred voice proclaimed. “He’s a salt-licker like his father before him. We may as well paint the house white. And where’s his toy now? No doubt she’s earning her keep on her knees.”

	Tarina recoiled. Someone else was trying to shush the speaker: too late. Tarina let her hand fall from the curtain. Suddenly she wasn’t so anxious to show her face after all.

	Instead she retreated to the garden. In among the snow-drowned rosebushes she found Silvestrin, his copper-tinged face turned to the sky.

	“He told me you wouldn’t be attending dinner,” he said lightly.

	“No, I’m not a demonstration today.” She looked where he was looking. Nothing out there seemed to care. She tamped down the thought of gossiping wizards. They didn’t understand Draconis. Not even a little bit. And they sure as hell didn’t understand her. “He’s pushing me,” she said.

	“As is his way, I’m afraid.” Silvestrin’s gentle amber eyes came down to earth, to her. “Too much?”

	“I don’t know?” She hugged herself. “He’s so obsessed with getting me to channel. I think that’s the only reason he even lets me stay. I don’t know how much more patient he’s going to be.”

	Silvestrin did not tense or make faces. His calm soothed her. “He would help you against the fundamentalists regardless of your power. But please, consider forgiving his impatience. He has had dedicated tutors and daily practice since he was six years old.” He went on, sounding affectionate. “He doesn’t remember how difficult those first steps were.”

	“You’ve known him for a long time?”

	“All his life. I was a friend of his father’s before I knew him. I assisted him teaching in the Students’ Hall.”

	He seemed so small to be lecturing in one of the Blue City’s great halls. “You were a teacher?”

	Silvestrin smiled. “I still am. Within my modest scope.”

	“Do you get students as thick as me?”

	“Novice, I couldn’t say how thick you are.” He looked innocent but shrewd. “Don’t let Phinean’s preferred speed make you think you’re slow.”

	“But if I try. Now. Here. Just to do something simple. A light.” She cut short, unsure of how he would react.

	He looked sincerely thoughtful. “Do.”

	She opened her second sight, felt the sluggish currents of magic sloping toward the city on the hill. They were not so terrible now as they had been before she learned some rudimentary precautions. She could direct almost all the energies of a chaotic channeling fit into an artifact made for the purpose of safely absorbing it; she just couldn’t form it into anything useful.

	She mentally formed the thumb-sized sigil that corresponded to a point of light. She had studied drawings of it from all angles, visualized it until her head hurt. She did so again, willing the magic into the shape in her mind.

	There was a small inrush to a single point, and she focused furiously on keeping it; but it puffed and rejoined the greater current, leaving her with nothing but a blossoming headache. She shook her head hard and tried again, drawing every line, every angle, willing the flow of magic to be her ink.

	Again her control tipped. She grimaced and cut loose the currents around her. 

	Silvestrin put a hand on her shoulder and gestured upwards. “You’re trying very hard to control all this, I can tell.” 

	She took a breath and dashed her arm across her eyes, feeling worse than ever. “It doesn’t seem to do me much good.” 

	“Look up, young lady.” She looked to where his raised hand pointed. Magic streamed lazily towards the Blue City, and beyond its shimmering currents her first vision saw a thousand stars. “All this, it’s bigger than you. Even you and all your willpower. I never learned to wrest control of magic. I just learned to lean into it until it would listen to what I had to say.” 

	“It’s inanimate,” she said. “How can it listen?” 

	“Inanimate, perhaps—but it reacts to our world. Remember what it did to you before you learned to hold it back. Try to observe, and listen, and suggest the channeling you want to happen.” 

	She kept staring upwards, debating whether the man had completely lost his mind. This was as far from Draconis’ teachings as one could be and still be talking about the same force. Reluctantly she opened her senses further, aware of the play of magic in and around her. As she had been taught, she tried to twist a tendril out of its way and into a light-knot. 

	“Let go,” murmured Silvestrin. 

	The idea held in her mind, but she softened her will and permitted the magic to move at its own pace. 

	And suddenly there was a warm connection somewhere between her ears, and a white-silver strand wound itself sinuously around the form she had envisioned. She gasped and tried her hardest not to force it, but to gently suggest that it tug itself tight—and a little silver light hung between her and the stars.

	“I did it,” she whispered into a night suddenly glowing. “I did it!”

	“You can,” Silvestrin said, smiling. “And will again.”

	“Silvestrin, I’m doing it. On purpose! And it’s not blowing up!” It was all she could do to keep her mental suggestions in place. She spared Silvestrin one more look and then returned to staring into the silver heart of her magic light.

	“Your talent,” Silvestrin said, “will take you far.” 

	His voice was muffled. She realized detachedly that he had turned away from the light, shielding his eyes from its brilliance. Half of her wanted to pour all the amazing potential around her into this one glorious point of control. The other half thought better of it, and dimmed the light down, then, reluctantly, released it, letting the shreds of the shining sigil fade from her second sight.

	He lowered his arms and smiled at her. A warm smile, a welcoming one, with no trace of fear or demand. “There. Do you think you can remember that?”

	“I don’t think I ever felt anything before it,” she said. “Thank you, Silvestrin. Thank you!”

	He chuckled. “There, I’ve earned my keep for another few days.”

	She thought of the gossips. “I’ll find some way to pay you back.”

	“This is the Blue City, or near enough. Education is and should be free.”

	“Thank you. Really, thank you.”

	“Shall we—” But she was already running for the door.

	She burst into the salon without a thought for the knots of conferring wizards. She sought the beacon of crimson, but it wasn’t there.

	The room did look a little sparse. Dunael was quietly conferring in a corner. He looked pale.

	“Dunael, where’s Draconis?”

	Dunael shuddered. “Don’t you know? It’s Invictus. He’s on campus with all the other Speakers.”

	Her enthusiasm wavered. “Is that a big deal?”

	Dunael looked at the others in their little chair-huddle of a corner. They all looked worried as Dunael said, “It is if a Blue sage has died at four of the past nine Invictus feasts.”

	What did that have to do with her tutor, whom she wanted to spill to, right now? “No, but. How? Who?”

	“I won’t say here. But everyone knows.”

	“Knows what?”

	“That Draconis is waiting for something to happen, and you know that if he’s waiting he’s doing something to bring it closer.” Dunael turned away. “Please…please, if he’s done something, be ready to go.”

	He couldn’t be serious. “Go where?”

	“Anywhere but here.”

	“If you think he’s going to do something, why do you follow him?”

	“I don’t. Sair is my master. I come here because, Sair’s work helps thousands of people, and I could spend my life doing that, but…there are other things that matter. I just need Draconis to not blow it up.”

	Tarina fell away. She had no answer. She had wanted this to be a happy night.

	Very late that night, Draconis knocked. Tarina had stayed up, wondering. She opened the door and beckoned. “Is everything all right?”

	“Should it not be? Silvestrin told me you have news.”

	Relief flooded her. Nothing bad had happened if he could be like this with her. “Yes. Yes, I do.” She stood up straight and didn’t suppress a smile. “I can do it! Look!” She focused once more and magic slipped from her control three, four times. He was staring, narrow-eyed. She bit her lip and let the currents run around the shape of her will. The light came on, silver and blazing.

	“Tarina?” he said. “You did it. You’ve done it! Octant E, give the supporting strut a little more curve.” She recalled the diagrams and adjusted accordingly. The light shifted toward white and brightened. “Well done, well done indeed!”

	Here he was, watching her lamp. Her lamp. Hers. The one she made. The one that drank up all the mist within five yards and made her light, her one precious glyph.

	Draconis regarded Tarina with suppressed fury, or something like it. “Silvestrin underplayed it. I leave you unattended for one hour…” He smiled, crooked teeth flashing. “Write this down somewhere. And send for me when you wake tomorrow. There is much we have to do.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6: Work and Play

	Tarina did not send for Draconis when she woke into her first full day of knowing how to channel. Instead she walked around her rooms, putting things back in place. When she asked a servant she discovered that her original dress had been torn up for rags. So she wore the warmest dress she had received, a lined purple piece, then counted out a little of the coin she had won in bets in the salon and left it on the armchair.

	Then she slipped into the hallway, wishing she could afford one of those horses. She didn't know where she was going, but getting there faster would be nice.

	She turned a corner into the black and red gallery.

	Draconis stood at the far end. When he saw her, his mouth relaxed almost into a smile.

	“You could have woken me,” he said calmly. “I don’t mind.”

	“Please get out of my way,” said Tarina.

	“Why?” he said. And looked at her dress, at the tiny bundle of objects and money she had claimed for her own. His jaw dropped. “Are you…leaving?”                             

	Her heart quailed. The only thing she had to cling to was the fact that he compulsively acknowledged free will. “Yes, my lord. Please, let me go.”

	“But…” he still looked uncomprehending… “your channeling. You can do magic. You have everything in front of you.”

	“I can control it. That’s all I wanted.”

	“What will you do?” he creaked. His forehead gathered more wrinkles by the second.

	“I’ll make my way,” she said, as bravely as she could.

	“Doing what?” he said hoarsely. “Judging fish and balancing ledgers, like you offered when you first came here? Marrying an adequate man? Telling yourself you need never look into eternity again? Why?”

	“Will you be angry if I tell you?”

	“Only if you lie.”

	He tolerated truth. It was a point of pride with him. “You hurt me on purpose to prove a point. And you’ve pushed me every day since then. I’m exhausted when you’re here, and I’m tired of trespassing on your hospitality just to be treated like that.”

	“Tarina. I pushed you because you’re extraordinary.” There was a vulnerability in his voice, something he’d never betrayed before. “You can go beyond what any person alive has ever done. Men have lived and died never knowing your potential, never even seeing someone else exercising it.” He sped up. “If you’re angry with me then be angry, but I beg you not to leave your studies. Find a mentor, whether I like him or not. It’s…your choice.” He seemed barely able to get those words out. “Please. Don’t waste yourself on an ordinary life.”

	“Then stop hurting me.”

	“I only do it when I believe that—”

	“Stop hurting me.”

	He frowned as he studied her face, poring over every feature, every breath. “On my word,” he said slowly, seeming to fight something within. “I shall stay out of your head.”

	Good, as far as it went. They stood at opposite ends of this indirectly sunlit gallery, and at this distance she could still feel some grip she had over him. “Now apologize.”

	“I've done nothing I regret that much.”

	“Then I go.”

	“No!” he burst. “I'm sorry I didn't get proper consent.”

	“And it's killing you to say that much, isn’t it?” She didn’t want to draw this out, but she did want the correct conclusion, however long that took. “If you want me around, you'll apologize for real.”

	He was plainly forcing the words one by one from some inner store of unaccustomed sentiments. “I'm sorry I hurt you. I promised you refuge and made myself the threat. It...was wrong. I don't intend to do it again.” He bit down on whatever justification would have come next.

	He really was smart.

	“Then I'll stay,” she said quietly.

	And his agony vanished. His smile could steam ice. “Good, because I have a world for you. Have you ever wanted to warm up your hands without uncovering your mouth?”

	“That's a world?”

	“The beginnings of one. Have you stepped outside today? It isn’t spring yet, the outdoors will kill you if you don’t do something to put it in its place. I'll show you.”

	He wanted this, so much it almost hurt to see. And something in her responded, wondering where it might lead.

	“Then I guess…” lights in the air, her light on his face…“I guess I’m not running away.”

	“I’m glad,” he said. “Come with me.”

	 

	*

	 

	Noch’s Notes: It is not fair to address Brother Phinean’s new apprentice by her name. She is, in fact, an apprentice, one of a new class of them. No Danphinean for her. By logic of the underlying convention, we term her Telphinean, a Daughter instead of a Son.

	We then duck and run, of course, because she may still be inclined to kill us.

	 

	*

	 

	“Tarina,” said Dunael.

	Tarina looked up from the table in its circle of comfortable red seats. “Hi.”

	“You’re glowing.”

	The other three men laughed.

	“The current theory is that she’s continuously channeling now that she’s got the hang of it,” said one. “Over the next few days we find out if there is long-term toxicity.”

	“Did you sleep last night?” said another.

	“Of course I did,” she laughed. “A little bit. Sort of. Well…no.”

	“I was almost as bad once I figured it out,” said Dunael. “I was convinced if I let go I wouldn’t get it back again.”

	“Was no one even slightly secure about this?” said the first.

	Dunael made a face. “Oh, you’re one to talk, Mr. Ninth-Generation Wizard.” He leaned over Tarina’s chair. “Come for a walk?”

	She looked up. He looked flushed in the light cast by the salon’s hanging dots where they hung enclosed by bright glyphs in second sight, cheerful above all. “Sure.”

	They weaved through the black-and-red halls of House Draconis, out to a side door. “So how’s the last five hours of being pestered about channeling going?” he said.

	She stepped out into the garden. In late winter the beds were covered in squared-off snowbanks, and the night stung her nose. The black trees stretched overhead and tangled away in every direction.

	“I don’t mind,” she said. The air seemed to complain in her lungs, but even that made her feel more alive. “This is what I’ve been trying to do since I came here. Since…it…all started. I can do this. I can control it. I’m finally more than a curiosity to all of you.”

	“You weren’t just a curiosity,” he said defensively.

	She smiled. “Maybe not to you. Hey, look.” She raised a hand and rapidly drew out a glyph somewhat like she’d seen in a book, up in front of them both. It tightened and burst into a visible light, silver and sparkling in the tree above.

	“Not bad,” said Dunael, faux critically. “I just did this sickly green for the longest time.”

	Tarina pointed further down. Another. “Come on.”

	The path was icy, and Dunael walked slowly. Tarina didn’t even look at the ground. She set a trio of stars along the curve of a snowbank and continued.

	“Um,” said Dunael, looking back at the glowing corridor. “Just how many more of these can you do?”

	She pointed. A flurry of lights burst and sparkled, all the way down one side of the path. The currents of magic twisted back upon themselves and swelled, brightening every light on the way. She laughed, delighted, and lit up the other side. They flashed through red and pink and eased back to silver, light sometimes blurring with imperfect control, sometimes tightening back to points. She enchanted the night from turn to turn in the long path.

	“Tarina.” That level baritone could not be mistaken. They both turned to see Draconis, swathed in a heavy cloak, his hair colorless in the silver light. He took the scene in with a glance. “I see you’ve been practicing.”

	The lights vanished, leaving misty afterimages sight. “Yes?” she said defensively, wrapping her arms around herself.

	Draconis looked around at the sudden night. “You needn’t have taken it down,” he said calmly, and started walking toward her. “Don’t let anyone’s opinion shutter your efforts. Ever.”

	His usual encouragement. Only… “this wasn’t groundbreaking.”

	“Play is the crucible of invention. Can you do it again?”

	Her worry lifted. She tried to bring it back all at once, and the magic snapped and objected. Dunael staggered away from the rich shower of sparks. She eased back into control. Step by step along the path the stars blossomed in the trees.

	Draconis watched. When the last little light hung itself over his head, he gestured. A gleaming curl of gold slid from magic to vision. One by one the stars took on little golden collars. Tarina laughed again, and a few bright points danced around their curls.

	But Draconis didn’t do all the lights. She realized, startled, that the older man was straining his focus. Light was not an energy-intensive spell, but two dozen instances even of blinking would be hard for most wizards to manage.

	“Beautiful,” Draconis breathed, and let it drop. Then, for the first time, he seemed to notice Dunael. He frowned at Tarina, at Dunael, at Tarina, at the ground. “Ah,” he said. Then half-mouthed something, then thought better of it. And, larger-than-life aura fading, he stepped back inside.

	It was cold, and his odd magnetism called to Tarina. She took one deep breath and let the stars dissipate. “Not too bad for day two, right?”

	Dunael seemed to revive. “Tarina, if anybody ever tells you to stop doing what you’re doing…it’s probably because they’re jealous.” He offered his arm. “Inside or out?”

	“Inside’s warmer,” she said, taking it. “And I think I need to sit down.”

	 

	*

	 

	That night opened a year of wonders. When Draconis and Silvestrin were busy, Tarina circulated with houseguests from all stripes of the Red Hall, challenging, learning. Her knowledge of glyphs grew every day: a spell to change the apparent color of an object, one to propel a warm or cool wind through a room, one to un-burn a charred object, one to smooth out her hair while combing, not that she shared that one with the wizards: things both curious and potentially useful. Dunael always had a smile for her, and little by little other wizards began to ask her about her work, and to share their own research, a hundred different projects to contribute to the sum of human knowledge. It was humbling. It was exhilarating.

	She fell in love, but no one wanted to hear that.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis appeared everywhere in his circles, listening, reasoning, checking prototypes against the engineers and visionaries of the Red Hall. He was attentive to it all, of course, but when he came to Tarina’s chair and asked her what she’d been working on, his focus was so complete, so warm, his conversation so low and leading…Tarina had never had anyone engage her for her mind before, and his focus set her ideas on fire.

	She knew he felt something, something that brought him back to her place in the salons again and again. They didn’t talk about it; they didn’t need to. They connected over impossible things and his soft, fizzing chuckle. She knew that she was special.

	And someday, if she was good and smart and did something impressive enough, he would turn from the work to her.

	Her intimacy with Draconis was an open secret, a juicy one to enemies that watched, but also one that opened doors and demanded respect. Everyone knew that she was under Draconis’s protection. It felt a little odd, like a coat she hadn’t been fitted for, but she got courtesy and a chance to speak her mind even when he wasn’t around, and it couldn’t be wrong to have that. These men took her seriously, when Draconis was around, even when he wasn’t, and she liked to believe that as she grew, they began to do it because of her merits.

	Events happened during that year. She faced them unafraid.

	 

	*

	 

	Silvestrin came back into the hall looking gray. Draconis dropped his pen beside his draft and went to investigate.

	“Can we sit somewhere private?” said Silvestrin.

	“Of course.” There was a drawing room across the hall, and Draconis saw his guest to a seat before seating himself. “What’s wrong?”

	Silvestrin knew this man, knew this house, knew this world. He shouldn’t be so afraid. But Draconis’s very concentration felt like a threat now. “There have been rumblings.”

	“If I had to pick from the last three days’ hearsay, I’d guess that this is about a demonstration against my opponents,” said Draconis. “I’m aware. It will blow over when the youngsters realize that death is too much paperwork.” Not everyone had been present for four consecutive years of Blue conspirators dying in their soup at Invictus feasts. Not everyone understood what went into that. The security of recent Invictus feasts was beyond any casual conspirator’s comprehension.

	So Silvestrin could tell himself it would blow over. “And you’re sure they will get there before anything happens?”

	Draconis eyed him dispassionately. “What have you heard?”

	“Brother Vordin has been conspicuous lately.”

	“Opposing me? Yes, I noticed.”

	“There’s talk of stopping the opposition.”

	Draconis’s mouth twisted. “A sage of the Blue Hall. I find your concern touching, if inexplicable.”

	“Please, Phinean. You must tamp down the fire. Only you can.”

	They looked at one another, brown eyes light and dark, separated by one firm policy.

	The room seemed to shrink between two linked souls. Draconis spoke first. “Spitting on High, man. I had dismissed the rumors.”

	In spite of himself, Silvestrin inwardly quailed. “I didn’t mean for you to find out this way, but it’s urgent.”

	With something between a snarl and a spit, “He wants to put me in prison for heresy or zoning violations or some such.”

	“He’s more moderate than his voting record seems.”

	“He is more moderate than he is, is that your argument? Perhaps you can judge your special view of his soul, but I can only judge his actions.” Draconis made a hard cutting gesture. “I don’t love him, even if you do. But the last thing I need is people committing murder in my honor. Not this one, not now. Tell me who has been daydreaming of his death and I will have words.”

	That wasn’t nearly as catastrophic as Silvestrin had visualized. “You’ll help?”

	The usual dispassionate face. “One failure in fidelity scarcely justifies another.”

	Oh, as if Silvestrin had fallen in love to hurt him. “We can’t all marry our work, my friend.”

	“Why the hell not?” Draconis waved one hand. “Enough. I will see to it. Your lover need not fear anyone who respects me.”

	“Thank you. Truly.”

	Draconis’s attention wandered to the door. “Next time just tell me,” he said stiffly.

	“Knowing you’ll be this happy to hear it?”

	“I cannot ask you to live a lie. Don’t make me responsible for one. Did I offer you any wine?”

	All right, so his belated sense of hospitality would never cease to entertain. “No, and no, thank you.”

	“Very well.” Draconis stood. “Names. Anyone currently on campus? I know Shoraioven was fantasizing in inexpertly veiled terms…”

	And with that, Silvestrin was back in the fold. Somehow, for a moment, he had doubted. Even Phinean Draconis, whom he had dandled as a baby, he doubted. But they never fell out for long. In someone’s judgment, somewhere, that must weigh in their favor.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis sometimes sat with his mother and his adoptee in the evenings. Moriana read small books bound with pressed flowers and leather, and smiled often.

	Tarina, ensconced in a plush divan, gave a difficult glyph one last try, struggling to translate the archived two-dimensional sketches into a three-dimensional spell. “Even if I put that strut in C octant, it doesn’t work,” she reported.

	Draconis looked up from his writing desk. “Write it down.”

	Her little nose wrinkled. “But it didn’t work.”

	“So you learned one way it doesn’t work. Write what you learned. Do you want your successors to have to run this exact experiment again, only to find it’s useless?”

	“Well…no.”

	“Contribute to humanity. Write it down.” He went back to his writing.

	She pulled a lap desk over and pulled out her loosely bound notebook of mostly successes. “Draconis, do people ever fight with magic?”

	She had half of his attention, which was more than she’d had five seconds ago. “That is expressly illegal,” he said.

	“But in your history books, or something.”

	She had all his attention. His stare captured her wilting look. “I find the idea repugnant. The highest expression of human ingenuity, sullied for blood?” As if it weren’t insulted enough by ordinary fools. “Convention seems to agree. In addition, to interact with solid matter requires significant skill, and any such interaction leaves a magical signature that anyone who has watched someone channel can recognize.”

	She nodded carefully. “So more ordinary deaths are less traceable.”

	His nostrils flared. “Is there a reason for your sudden, morbid interest?”

	Moriana chortled at her book.

	“Just looking at this shield. That’s all.” Tarina shook her head. “But I’ve earned myself a very bad headache. I should go.”

	She always hesitated after a statement like that, as if waiting for him to object. He did not. “Goodnight.”

	Moriana yawned. “Good night to you.”

	Tarina walked out. Moriana’s blue eyes narrowed. “Phinean, is it true?”

	Barring some new gossip about Tarina…well. Barring that…what would have upset her? “Is that a riddle?”

	“I had it from a man who had it from Silvestrin. You’re offering your protection to Vordin? A Blue toady?”

	“Ah. Yes.”

	Moriana set aside her book and fixed Draconis with a stare. In a tone he barely recognized she said, “What is wrong with you?”

	“I look after my friends.”

	“Not this one. Not today. Silvestrin would understand. Don’t your friends understand what this conflict means? If someone is man enough to kill Vordin, he may well be bold enough to kill Sair. If you don't.”

	“I know.”

	Moriana’s fury hesitated. “What?”

	“Hall security aside...I know that killing Vordin would make killing Sair much easier, practically natural. But Sair's death would destroy me.”

	He had never said it before. He had never thought he had to. But with Silvestrin personally involved, it seemed prudent to explain his reasoning. 

	If only his mother would listen.

	“How?” she demanded, and coughed wetly. “Five years is enough. There are people who would love to kill him. No matter how comfortable you've become in your personal story, you can live without a nemesis.”

	“You know that I am all but convicted of the first four. Today, no matter who struck, the blame would fall to me, and I have the means and motive. There wouldn't even be a trial.” 

	“You're a Draconis.” She had the poise of a heavensward and the fury of the deeps. “They wouldn't dare.”

	“If anyone kills Sair, I will be killed or imprisoned. I will never see you again. Nor you me. Against this, yes, I cooperate with some sages.”

	“All this time,” she said venomously. “You were saving yourself. Your father….”

	Was dead, and not keeping an inventory of corpses. “I cannot care for you from solitary confinement. I thought it went without saying.”

	He saw clearly it hadn't. “It isn't fair,” she rasped.

	“I'm sorry, Mother. I truly wish it were.” If only justice weren't so slow.

	He looked at Tarina’s abandoned lap desk, and the precise diagrams thereon. He had something now, something he did not want to lose. A future outside the toils of the past. A reason he truly did not wish to be imprisoned, not even to make a point.

	“I’m sorry,” he said again. “If there is vengeance in living better, we at least have that.”

	 

	*

	 

	Noch’s Notes: All eyes are on House Draconis, and for once it isn’t about premeditated murder.

	Rising star Tarina Telphinean has reportedly demonstrated magic that merely threatened to blind all bystanders. Her potential dazzles. It is anyone’s guess whether she will catch a husband and calm herself sometime this year.

	In the meantime, the Red Hall barrels toward insignificance as the cantrips being created by Alavea’s finest struggle to find use in practical applications. Perhaps Tarina can harness all that chivalry to create something of lasting note. So far we lack a glyph for holding our breath until then.

	 

	*

	 

	“Paper?” Sair said ingenuously. The chill wind through the foyer of the Students’ Hall made the spot uncomfortable, there between scrollwork columns and the great blue-sculpted façade.

	“Yes,” said Draconis. “Thin, absorbent to ink. You may have heard of it, assuming you’ve ever in your life picked up a book you weren’t burning.”

	Sair raised his voice over the never-ending crowd. “It might surprise you to know that I save it for things worth writing. Regardless. What did you want with it? You haven’t published an overwrought manifesto all month, I’ll understand if you’re a little behind.”

	“Darethin came to the city to use the press, but he seems to have unloaded all his paper before making it to House Draconis. He went through the Blue City first. Did you perhaps buy, oh, three times more than your usual?”

	“The needs of the Hall are never-ending. You know, the ones for the common good. If there was particular demand for paper this month and I simply didn’t know in advance…”

	“Where is it stored?”

	“It’s for the novices’ use. Oh, and the Historians’ Circle. They have facts to write up in a comprehensible manner, another point on which you and they have significant differences.”

	“A Speaker has rights, including rights to the Order’s common resources.”

	Sair’s eyes could flatten slow animals. “For what, exactly?”

	“Brother Endorin’s treatise on Alavea’s thirteenth House. One which, if documented, might serve to revitalize the Round City’s records. You might find the qualifications instructive.”

	“You mean invented.”

	“There is textual support for it, which I can share with the Hall once some copies are made.”

	“You’ll have to ask the novices. Perhaps one of them was involved in putting it away.”

	Draconis’ nostrils flared. He took a deep breath in and let it out. Then, unpleasantly, he smiled. “You thought this would get to me?”

	Sair smiled, equally unpleasantly. “I would shed no tears if it did.”

	This. This was life with sages. “No matter how you push, Brother, I will not run out of patience. You act as if I am some caged animal, ready for the baiting. There is one fundamental problem with that image. I am not caged. Every barb, every jab, every writ of censure, every act of sabotage…it will not exhaust my patience. Because I already know the best part of your sad history. The one you haven’t reached yet. I would not change it if you begged me to.” He smiled. “Though I would shed no tears if you did.”

	Sair’s mouth worked. “You cannot threaten me!”

	“Your habitual underestimation of what I can do is your problem. Not mine. Now. I must make some arrangements outside. If you should come to your senses, feel free to forward that paper to my estate.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7: Power in Reach

	Tarina walked through a sunlit garden, for once not bothering to festoon it with lights. It was pleasant the way it was.

	Dunael came out of nowhere and waved. “Tarina. Good morning.”

	She felt pretty in yellow, and he looked so earnest in the brown robe against red-brown skin. “Good morning,” she said. “I didn’t interrupt your studying or anything, did I?”

	“No. I just like this garden.” His lips trembled as he fell silent.

	Well, that made no sense. His features were too young and sweet for such expressions. “Dunael? What’s wrong?”

	“I had to, um. I have news for Lord Draconis.”

	Her senses thrummed. “Nothing bad, I hope?”

	“I don’t know yet.” He squirmed, rolling his shoulders. “Are you familiar with the pink mark?”

	“No. Is it a spell?”

	“It is. One that gets anchored to a sheet of paper.” He took a deep breath. “It’s a death mark. A promise.”

	“Really? I’ve never heard of…that’s not in the lesson plan. Have you seen one?”

	“Someone sent one to Sair. He’s going berserk.”

	The name calmed any fears of effective chaos. “Draconis would slap anyone who tries.”

	“I know.” Dunael’s eyes were tormented. “If one person dies of foul play, this year of all years…there will be more blood.”

	Why this, why now? Was it the old grudge? “Did…did, the other, people who killed Dimir, did they get the mark before they were poisoned?”

	“No. It was nothing so traditional.”

	“And Sair?”

	“Well, here I am.”

	“Would Draconis send one?”

	The boy had no idea how to hide fear. And here, caught between his master and his teacher…he sided with Draconis’s virtues. “No.”

	“I need to talk to him. He’ll make it go away.”

	“The mark itself is enchanted.”

	“Then he’ll disenchant it! Thank you for the news, Dunael. Warn Silvestrin if you see him. I have to go.”

	And she took Draconis’s carriage at a harsh rate up to the Wizards’ Gate, then ran to the office block of the Great Hall.

	Draconis’ study was no less comforting for being rarely seen: three large-paned windows let in the starlight; walls and walls of leatherbound books and small skeletons and interesting glyph models. His desk dominated the room, and uniquely it was completely clear except for the fist-sized stone that he was presently studying. In the low light his shoulder-length golden hair looked dim, but his robes still showed red.

	“Come in,” he said. “Is something the matter?”

	“Just rumors.” Tarina sat opposite him, hunched in her pink white-lined cloak, and tucked her long pale hair around her neckline for extra insulation. Everything in this room was telling her to leave well enough alone.

	But she couldn’t.

	“I never realized,” she said quietly, “that politics here could really be deadly.”

	Draconis didn’t look up from his desk and the focus stone thereon. “Don’t concern yourself with it. Nothing will happen.”

	“It’s all anyone will talk about.”

	“Hm. There are always those whose opinions cannot be silenced any other way.”

	Tarina gave up on sitting straight and curled her legs up to hug her knees, rocking back in the high-winged chair. “Is that all…what happened…is? Just another silencing tactic?”

	“The most effective one, to small minds.”

	She wished he would look at her when he said these things. “But not to you,” she prompted.

	“Silence a man and he will stop producing words. But the ideas he spoke in his lifetime live on, etched doubly deep by the event of his death. You cannot kill an idea by hewing down its supporters.” He seemed anxious to convince himself. “No. Whatever uses you might think of, destruction of an idea is hopeless.”

	She liked this line of reasoning. It was safe. “So the Red Hall understands that.”

	“It is self-evident.”

	Self-evident. Yes. “Besides, starting that fight would…I mean…doesn’t anyone ever…I mean, revenge? After something like this goes wrong?”

	Draconis kept working.

	“Draconis?”

	“Revenge,” he said, narrowing his eyes, “is a powerful motivator.”

	“You think it would be today?”

	“I prefer not. We’ve seen the results of that line of action.”

	“But it’s happened before. The whole cycle. Like with y—” oh, too late to stop. “Your father. Their murdering him was trying to silence him.”

	“It’s so,” said Draconis. “In all but the raw physical sense, it failed.” He shut his mouth.

	“But then…” her mouth quivered for a second and she waited for control to return… “people…might have tried to avenge him. Targeting the ones who had killed him.”

	Her stomach turned over in the silence where words should be.

	“Is it not just?” said Draconis, in a voice so changed she started. It was deep, creaking, and simmering. “Who would call it a crime to hasten the reckoning of such criminals?”

	A confession? She would get no clearer. And she hated the feel of it. “But you never…I mean…it was other people. Not you, you weren’t even there.”

	“For my father’s murder? No,” he said. “I was not there.”

	He frowned at his work. Tarina gestured and tied together a light spell to hover over the desk. Without acknowledgment Draconis continued his study, now turning the stone over in his hands in the new light. “Who kills, Tarina? The man who wields the knife? The man who orders that wielding? The man whose desire suggested that order might not be unwelcome? Or the idea, the principle above all, that demands blood as its only possible conclusion? Do you hold that idea guilty, and put it on trial, as if to blame it for what it is?”

	“An idea can’t commit a crime.”

	“Do you understand nothing of what you have seen?” His hands held so perfectly steady.

	She was past subtlety. “Ideas. Don’t. Kill men. Men kill men.”

	“Then you hold yourself apart?” he murmured. His eyes as his focus finally shifted from his work to her face were narrow and inscrutable.  “My hands are clean, Tarina. As are yours, as I hope they ever will be. Blood, the substance and the rumor, corrodes integrity.” Without a physical movement he reached a few tendrils of magic up and severed her light. She did not attempt another.

	 

	*

	 

	The sunlight raced through the excitable dust and pulled itself up short to brush the scene in the study: Draconis at his desk, Silvestrin angling a lap desk toward the light, Moriana upright in her deep wing chair, sewing.

	“How was your lesson?” said Moriana, eyeing Draconis askance.

	“Very productive,” said Draconis, easing the pen over parchment with a practiced touch.

	“We’ll have to invite her to our happy gatherings.” Silvestrin tensed at that.

	Draconis didn’t. “There’s not enough desk space,” he said.

	“We can always bring in another desk.”

	Draconis’ nostrils flared. “She is studying. In peace.”

	Moriana coughed, once and then twice harder, before she schooled her voice back to an idle purr. “Should not a student study with her teacher?”

	Draconis’ hand stopped. “Is there something you wish to say, Mother?”

	“I wish to say that Tarina should be invited whenever we are here.”

	“I do require some time away from my student.”

	“Why?”

	“She may need time away from him,” said Silvestrin. “He is no easy teacher.”

	“You should talk,” murmured Draconis, with a small pointed smile. “You were a terror once.”

	“I’m sure I gave you minutes off here and there.”

	“You should be getting to know her better,” pressed Moriana.

	Draconis set down his quill. “I know her mind,” he said slowly. “I know her intelligence, her thirst for knowledge. I know her eagerness to excel. And I know a student that will someday outshine us all. Even me.” He took a deep breath and relaxed his hands. “What else matters?”

	“What matters is that for twenty years you have played like a youngest son, and never bothered with a woman who wasn’t ‘interesting.’ I defy you to call the Karth girl uninteresting.”

	Draconis gave that a moment’s thought. “You’re right,” he said. “She is interesting. I find that that does not make her desirable, in the way you’re thinking.”

	She smiled, catlike, and spoke like a whiplash. “Dammit, child, what are you waiting for?”

	“The day when I can pursue my wife in peace, Mother.”

	“And House Draconis? Will it go the way of the First and Seventh?”

	“There are more Houses. I will sire an heir when it is appropriate. Not with her.”

	“She worships you, Draconis,” said Silvestrin.

	“Teenaged girls worship many things,” snapped Draconis. “I hold a position of trust in her world. As her teacher it is my responsibility, not only to model behavior, but to avoid conflicts of interest. And conflicts of the heart.”

	“No one will stop you,” urged Moriana. “No one will even question you. Everyone realizes you are already closer than is proper.”

	“I am precisely proper,” flared Draconis. “And will ever be.”

	“And so the line of House Draconis ends,” said Moriana.

	“Say it, Mother. Tell me to seduce my student.”

	“You’ll find no better partner.” She coughed again, very calmly.

	“It isn’t so bad,” said Silvestrin. “We would all be happy for you.”

	Draconis sent Silvestrin a look as though stabbed in the back. “She would become my barefoot concubine in a heartbeat. I cannot consign her to that fate.”

	Moriana rolled her eyes. “You speak as though you’d never heard of paid child care. It wouldn’t be the end of her career.”

	“No. That’s final.”

	The next time Moriana opened her mouth, Draconis shot to his feet and left.

	At least she had stopped harping on Invictus poisons. She relied on him for that much knowing that he had some control over the doings of the Blue City…now, thanklessly, she had another topic.

	 

	*

	 

	Research.

	It belonged to Tarina now.

	Silvestrin and Draconis alternated showing her spells and glyphs. The fundamentals raced by, twisting piece by piece into larger projects. She learned how to construct beautiful three-dimensional figures that glowed in her second sight like ranks upon ranks of blazing stars. Sometimes she would spend a day getting every curve of a single figure right. Sometimes she would see how many minor glyphs she could sustain, blanketing the floor with illusory caterpillars or knotting tapestries so dense they blocked out the sun. Silvestrin had looked slightly panicked at that one. Draconis had laughed to hear about it. She could live and die by that sound.

	He always seemed happy watching her work. If she understood more she could invent a spell for him, something to make delight dance in those piercing brown eyes.

	The solution came after a long evening lecture when Draconis gave her an extended overview of the history of anchor points, or linking magic to physical objects. Artifice, a mostly undeveloped pursuit. He had stories and academic commentary on the primary innovators and most reviled malpractitioners. She could listen forever, only, he reached the present day.

	“Can you use an anchor to store magical energy?” she said. “Not do anything with it, just store so you can use it later.”

	“Ah. Batteries, they’re called, due to the repetitive structure necessary to capture usable quantities. In short, yes, but it’s never been practical. Two wizards cannot perform operations on the same glyph at the same time, and it requires a prohibitive amount of energy for one to initiate magical storage. You would have to be…”

	She bit her lip.

	His facial expression never changed, which itself was a clue. “We have to try,” he said softly. “Yes. You may be able to overcome the initial resistance. After that, in theory you can charge it at your leisure as long as you have the anchor active.”

	“And when I stop it’ll just stay stored?”

	“Until someone uses it. In theory.”

	“And can you draw it out at the pace I put it in? You can channel what I can?”

	She wanted to live in the glow of his attention forever as he thought it through. “I don’t know,” he said hoarsely. “I will take out the necessary texts tonight.”

	“Let me come with you. Double the eyes.”

	“I’d do it just to see the look on the night Archivist’s face. —We do have a night Archivist, I’m not the only person who works these hours.” When she laughed his smile got wider. “Come, then. I’ve some idea which indices will have relevant research.”

	She walked with him. “Indexes plural?”

	“Indices. Yes. There’s a new one every administration or two, shaping the perceptions of the newest generation. Realize that there is more than one Index, and you have begun to realize that the Archives are not nearly so static nor so limited as the entryway makes them appear.”

	“Couldn’t you just combine them all and make one master Index?”

	He rushed with her across the courtyard to the carriage, and he gestured impatiently for the horses. “That,” he said, “is a profound question, and one that does not easily admit of an answer.”

	“You’re teasing me.”

	“No.” He grinned, thin-lipped. “The summary of knowledge across time periods is always nearly as much work as pinning the knowledge in the first place. And harmonizing two sources? A mere fact may seem tractable, but view it from a dozen angles, then try to tell me what the authoritative one is. No. We live with our patchwork. People who take the work seriously have to assemble their own maps. I’ve just memorized where to find my favorites.”

	They rode to the wizards’ gate. Draconis lapsed into silence several times, but he seemed to perk up when they got through the Wizards’ Gate and rushed toward the Students’ Hall. “I will have to sit down to calculate the threshold,” he said. “I don’t have the mathematics it would take to describe the effect directly. That’s something Brother Sillian may manage in this lifetime. No, I believe your power may suffice, at least we’re in the neighborhood, but I can’t know until we’ve begun.”

	They did. Possibility glimmered. Their research played long into the night, as they picked up fragments of a solution.

	 

	*

	 

	The supply archive did not lie inside the two Halls. It was instead a bunker that peeked from under the northern hilltop. It was guarded as closely as any dome.

	And, at the moment Tarina came to gather quartz crystals, it was closed.

	Workmen were shuffling and yelling around the one and a half intact open doors. Wizards milled and waited for their entrance. Judging by the crowd, this work had been going on for some time.

	“What’s happened?” Tarina said to the nearest wizard. “It’s not damaged inside, is it?”

	The wizard started and turned to look at her. And look, down and up. “Hmph,” he said decisively, and walked away.

	Well, not every place could be like the red salon.

	“Hey.” Someone tapped Tarina’s shoulder. “So. You’re the creature.”

	Tarina didn’t know the voice, but she knew the words. Noch Draven himself. It was her turn to turn and look. The man was about Tarina’s height, with a smooth pale face and hooded brown eyes. The funny thing was, he looked young for someone with such a figuratively loud voice, certainly under thirty. Tarina faced him with poise, she hoped. “The one you referred to in your column as ‘Phinean’s hound’? Yes. Yes, that’s me.”

	Noch had an uncomfortably ironic expression. “I could get more creative.”

	“I wouldn’t if I were you. There are lies and there are lies.”

	“Defensive. That’s going in the file.” Noch looked her over. “You’re not eight feet tall with a magnificent bosom, no matter what they say.”

	“Yuck. Don’t you have anyone else to make fun of?”

	Noch shrugged carelessly. “An entire Order, but you’re the most colorful character in it.”

	“Did I make you angry somehow? Is this another ‘oh no the women are learning magic’?”

	Noch’s eyes widened. He laughed, first a belly bounce, then a high, nasal fight for breath. “No,” he wheezed. “That is not my problem with you.”

	But there clearly was a problem. Tarina could fight with connections. “I should invite you to House Draconis.”

	“What for?”

	“So you can learn what the Red Hall is really doing. Don’t you want that? Or do you like the fiction better?”

	“Fiction is less morally ambiguous. The Red Hall doesn’t want me, I’m a sage through and through.”

	“They care about learning, not color schemes.”

	“Oh, honey. Do you believe that?” He gestured toward her pale hair. “They just like clever blondes.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8: Pairings

	Tarina sat in a circle of cushy gray chairs. The topic of discussion was a recently discovered memoir of a man who claimed to have a comprehensive system for threading usable amounts of energy through tiny channels. Some thought it wouldn’t work at all. Tarina had tried interpreting some of the technique’s glyphs, with no luck. She and a whip-thin man named Piotr stared at a metal replica glyph on the table between them.

	She jumped when Draconis’ voice sounded behind her. “Ianth! Is there a problem with the local fashion that you must correct in person?”

	The note in his voice, outright playful, puzzled her. She dropped the glyph and twisted. The man strolling in was big, wearing his black hair in bangs over his copper-colored forehead. He wore a long belted tunic with a fancy folded front and showed not a sign of being a wizard.

	“I’m finding people ask me fewer favors if they don’t know I’m three-banded,” the man said in a musical tenor. “Lord Draconis, my sainted master, you’re looking well.”

	The energy in the room had come to dwell between the two men. Draconis folded his hands behind his back and bowed; the newcomer laughed a low, resonant laugh and gave an insolent bow of his own. Tarina swallowed, feeling invisible.

	Draconis turned aside and indicated the circle. “Everyone, this is Initiate Ianth Dahrean. Ianth, my apprentice Tarina, you know Silvestrin, and Dunael and Piotr.”

	“My lady.” He bowed deeply, his big dark eyes dancing with mischief. “Gentlemen. A pleasure.”

	“Ianth was Initiated two years ago, having studied with me since novitiate.”

	“Then you must be very good,” said Tarina. She wasn’t jealous. Not even a little bit. Why, this man had walked out of Draconis’ life; how significant could he be?

	As if to answer, Ianth said, “I’m sure my master keeps a fond memory of exactly where my power and control rank against the other Reds. He let me in here, so I must still be relevant.”

	Draconis took the ribbing with a smile. It only tugged Tarina’s heart further while she listened to him say, “How is the Ellithian court?”

	“Not enough intrigue to feel homelike,” said Ianth. “They let me continue my research. I trust you’ve been getting my letters.”

	“And given time I will respond to every one. I do read them. If I objected you would know.”

	“You are a gracious master.”

	Draconis gestured toward the door. “Have you had the chance to eat? Did you ride all this way?” And then they were out of earshot, and Tarina was left staring, wondering why Draconis had smiled so much.

	Draconis stayed away for the remainder of the evening. Tarina, feeling restless, excused herself from the study group and headed for the red gallery that let in starlight from all along its length.

	She turned when Ianth scuffed his foot.

	He was a big man in foppish clothes. Something about him suggested that he might at any moment take flight, solidity be damned. His hands were big, and they sparkled with rings.

	He eyed her with a curious smile. “You’re it. You’re her.”

	“Initiate?”

	Ianth spread his hands and scoffed. “You’re Draconis’ star pupil. There’s a song about how great you are that they sing back in Cornith. It wasn’t me, if anyone asks. I don’t know what I was expecting, maybe twelve feet tall with stars in your hair, and you just…you’re just very pretty. And enough power to keep clear of the wolves. You know you’re the only person who’s dealt as closely with Draconis for as long as I have. We could swap war stories.”

	“I don’t want to gossip about him.”

	But nothing was impossible in his tone. “Gossip? He needs all the support structure he can get, and you can’t provide that without some perspective.”

	“Perspective you have.”

	He took her suspicion in his stride. “I’d like very much to be friends. If you inspire him, I already admire you.”

	“Oh,” she said. “Maybe we can talk another time.”

	“Of course. It’s late, and I’m annoying. Goodnight, Tarina Karth.”

	“Welcome back,” she said graciously.

	His smile could start fires.

	 

	*

	 

	Moriana seemed to haunt her own house most evenings. So Tarina was startled when her hostess announced a dance for friends of the family as a kind of welcome for Ianth. The salon was cleared of its long tables, while the smaller circles stayed ready. There in the red-hung room a motley representation of the Round City gathered: some wizards of the Red Hall, the ones who had married and had children or otherwise settled in the Round City instead of becoming Sworn, and some women of the Round City, clearly friends of the hostess. Draconis growled that it was a flesh market, and steered clear. No one paid that any mind; apparently Draconis regularly declined to socialize with anyone who didn't at least identify with the wizards' hilltop Blue City. People were still willing to take the invitation of the Second House of the secular Round City. 

	So they gathered under Moriana’s auspices, wearing bright colors in fashionable long, swirling skirts or shiny-belted tunics. 

	They had six-piece chamber music, and it was beautiful.

	Tarina wore green. People swarmed to be introduced to the new resident. Silvestrin finally rescued her. “Hello,” he said kindly. “You remind me of a flower. What is that little cup that is so determined to grow fast in the spring that it melts the snow around it?”

	“Crocuses.”

	“You remind me of a yellow crocus. Are they perennials?”

	“Yes.”

	“So much the better.”

	Ianth started the evening at Tarina’s side, but his popularity soon outgrew their limited space. Dinner was a blur of witty conversations with pretty people. The conversation was like any she might have had in Karth, albeit more fashionable. Not too deep, not too difficult. Then, a musical sting announced the beginning of the dancing.

	A Round City wizard Tarina had just met swept her into a waltz. The conversation was vapid but pleasant. At the end he let her go, and she gravitated toward where Silvestrin stood watching the festivities.

	Then the music ended.

	The site by the dais opened. Phinean Draconis, upright in red, stepped into the hall and surveyed the party with a crushing lack of enthusiasm. 

	Silvestrin sucked in a breath. 

	“Is he mad?” said Tarina.

	“In what sense?” Silvestrin said quietly. “He never comes to these. They are Moriana's parties.”

	Indeed, Moriana materialized at Draconis’s elbow and seemed to whisper urgently. He nodded obliquely and descended to the silent floor.

	“The Vogueuer,” he announced.

	A traditional Southern dance. Tarina knew it well. Moriana must have taught it, once. The crowd parted for him to walk to Tarina, and his eyes were only for her. Something was about to happen. And she wanted it to. 

	He held his bent arm up and waited for her to join palm to gloved palm. The guests lined up in a double row. Then under the stately music, Tarina and Draconis led the first promenade. 

	He moved with an unaccustomed stiffness, as though unwilling or unable to keep up with the tempo. She did her best to right them both. He seemed to suffer through the dance until it ended with them palm to palm near the exit. 
Draconis kept her gaze long enough to bow formally, then walked out. 

	Moriana, by that exit, followed him. The music covered his retreat. 

	Tarina stood starstruck, but after Draconis's abrupt departure, no one tried to approach. Apparently she had been marked.

	Marked for what? If he’d wanted to stay he could have. 

	A presence at Tarina's side startled her. “May I have the next dance?” Ianth said, in consummate good humor. “I think they're due for a duet.”

	“I... yes,” she said distractedly. 

	Ianth chuckled. “Only if you want.”

	Draconis had bailed as if on a timer. Tarina took Ianth's ungloved hand. He drew her into a comfortable frame. When the music went back to Alavean fashion, Ianth moved with assurance and verve. She kept up. 

	She had loved to dance, once, before it all went wrong. 
And yet, how could she have this present without that past?

	“You're very good,” she ventured. 

	“You’re the proverbial feather in my arms,” he said, his eyes as warm as his tone. “Do you like it?”

	She looked up at him. She felt his hot dry hand, and the other at her side. “This is right.”

	He looked down at her with eyes that showed a lambent mahogany in this light. And something occurred to her while they whirled. Here, she felt attractive. In a way she never had before. She resented the end of the song; it seemed to interrupt a perfectly good unspoken conversation. 
And Ianth seemed to agree. “Another? That flourish presages an Asch. Group dance, lots of circles, I can teach you as we go.”

	“I wouldn’t be a problem?”

	“Lots of people here are bad at it. You're at least in shape.”

	She tried. He confided instructions every time they got close in the sprawling group figure.

	Moriana had finished her consultation with Draconis and let him go. Now she led the foremost circle, but as soon as the music lessened she made a plumb line to Tarina. “Don't you have a question for my son?” she said pointedly.

	“No,” said Tarina, startled.

	“Think of one. He is in his chambers, alone.”

	“I don't want to bother him.”

	Moriana chuckled, not pleasantly. “Yes, sweetling, you do. Follow up. He danced with you.”

	He had. He had. And, oh, he had kept eye contact.

	Moriana marched Tarina out of the hall and through the squared-off corridors to what Tarina knew was Draconis’s room. “Knock,” the older woman said firmly, and walked away.

	Tarina gathered up all the strength she had and knocked, and waited, feeling as though her whole body glimmered in the candlelight; but no one answered.

	 

	*

	 

	There was a midpoint to that year.

	Tarina spent the morning with Dunael in the library. She had hesitated to be seen in public with him, but he assured her that Sair deserved to know someone was watching Draconis’s apprentice’s progress.

	“No,” said a sage.

	Tarina looked up from her diagram, an item that might help crack the initial opening of a battery. “What?”

	“You. Get out of the library.”

	Dunael stood. He came up about four inches short of the elder sage. “She’s here with me.”

	“And does your master allow you to pollute the entire City with your…woman?”

	“Where do I start?” said Tarina.

	“Don’t,” Dunael said miserably. “Let’s just go.”

	Tarina willed some starch his way. “You have a right to 

	be here.”

	The sage leaned in. “You do not.”

	“Fine.” She stood. “The next time you see me I’ll be an Initiate.”

	Dunael tagged beside her on her way out. “Are you serious?”

	“If it’s the only way to get reliable access? Yes. Absolutely. How hard can it be?”

	“I don’t know. I’m not Initiated yet. I don’t even know what the ritual is.”

	“Draconis might tell me.”

	“He might not, Tarina. They take this very seriously.”

	She went to Draconis’s office. Dunael stayed well away.

	Draconis answered the door himself. “Hello. Come in. I have been considering certain things. Do you wish to take the trials for initiation?”

	Tarina started. It wasn’t like Draconis to request direction. “I thought you said that was inevitable.”

	He ushered her in. “I have always preferred the inevitabilities I embraced over those I scrabbled meanly to avoid. Do you wish to take the trials?”

	To join the Order of Tayzel herself, to be more than an apprentice? To submit to their system, their rules? To be a freak, but a freak who had seized her place? The battle to join didn’t worry her. The battle to stay did.

	Access to the Order’s libraries. To its teachers. The opportunity to learn amid colleagues. And, not least, the respect of her teacher, affirmed and increased. Initiate Tarina of the Red Hall, unafraid of the Blue. It wasn’t what she had dreamed for herself a year before. But a lot could change in a year.

	He sat still and intent. “I do,” she said.

	He smiled, dark eyes sparkling. “I’ll make the necessary arrangements. They will not be gentle, as I’m sure you know. But I will personally see that they are completable. Give me time.” It was an ongoing requirement of his. She believed him without details.

	Full of the news, Tarina took a tour of the lesser offices in the Great Hall. She knocked at Silvestrin’s door.

	“Please, come in,” he said. 

	So she let herself in. The gray-haired Initiate peered at her from the middle of a full geometry of cluttered shelves. She smiled. “I hope I’m not intruding?” 

	“Never,” he said firmly. “Close the door. Just move that stuff anywhere, have a seat. I’m afraid I have nothing in the way of refreshments to offer.”

	“Not needed. I always have something before I go up the hill.”

	“Ah. I generally survive by stashing. And knowing which novices’ routes take them past the kitchens.”

	“Very good.”

	He half smiled. “Miss Tarina, are you aware that you haven’t touched the ground yet?”

	Tarina sat down hard. She smiled, and stopped smiling, and smiled. “It shows?”

	“Only enough to raise questions. Some new discovery?” 

	“Not exactly. I’m going to be tested for Initiation.”

	Silvestrin’s smile blanked. His kindly amber eyes widened. He leaned forward. After a moment’s extraordinarily busy thought he added, “When?”

	“Silvestrin, it won’t be that bad.”

	“I have several decades’ experience with men who don’t want something to happen. And your success is something that faction will oppose. They will never give you a fair trial.”

	“Are you saying I can’t win?”

	He shook his head. “I’m saying you will exceed my first fear, my lady. More importantly you will surprise them, and may they have joy of it. I will sponsor you, of course. You’ll have no trouble with the Red Hall. I can get others, sages, if they require variety in the testers.”

	Tarina relaxed enough to let herself feel the cushion of the seat. “Thank you, Silvestrin.”

	He spoke fast, obviously thinking hard. “If you make yourself the first woman Initiate in…oh, how many years…you’ll symbolize a great many things to a great many people. And I would be lying if I said I’m neutral about that prospect. Most importantly you’ll have earned an opportunity for yourself.” He paused to breathe and smile. “Library access. Requisition ability. Clearance to do experiments that aren’t even legal for an unaffiliated sorcerer. Increments, in one way. The land and sky, in another. My Initiation was the high point of my life to that moment. Perhaps yours will be as well.” He leaned forward. “But, Tarina, they won’t make it easy.”

	“I never asked for easy.” She smiled and looked at her hands. “I’m sorry. That was a bit much bravado.”

	“Accurate, though,” he said. “You’re sure you want to do this?”

	“More than anything. I want to make him proud.”

	“I think we know that. And yourself?”

	“Isn’t that the same thing?”

	He just smiled.

	 

	*

	 

	“You do not know what challenges will be levied in the initiation,” Draconis said in the same level tone he used for all obvious things.

	Tarina stood in his study where he had summoned her. “Can you hint?”

	“No. I won’t even be designing it. Sair has pulled on a legal loophole to place the test definitions in the hands of doctrine authors.”

	“Blues.”

	“Just so. I write science, not doctrine. The laboratory, not the canon. On most days I would come out ahead.” He glared at the door behind her. “Just not this one.”

	“So do you have any general tips?”

	He did not immediately answer. “You can see magic during your attacks, no?”

	“I can.”

	“So when I met you and your magic attacked myself and Sair, what did you see?”

	“Walls.” She paused to remember that time and place through a haze of pain, fatigue, and yet nearer comfort. “Walls of really detailed line work, like vines. Sair’s was blue. Yours was gold. In magic sight. It was invisible to my regular vision.”

	“I know you’ve played with the spell. A small network of glyphs that themselves generate the screen. It blocks magic. Raw power against raw power, which is why my colleague’s and my shields failed. Perhaps it will do you more good in the future. I want you to master it.”

	“So what do I do?”

	He gestured, almost idly. Four very small and very similar glyphs formed a square, and the space in between grew a bright filigree wall.

	“Send something at me. Not too intense.”

	She didn’t even make a glyph. She just tossed a lump of raw energy at the wall. 

	And it struck and dispersed, useless.

	And it bounced off and away.

	Draconis grinned. “Let’s polish the spell as presented. Four glyphs, I think you’ll grasp the progression easily. Watch.”

	And they spent the rest of the afternoon tossing spells back and forth and blocking them with mutual approval.

	 

	*

	 

	The next day, the weather was pouring, and Draconis was uphill, and Tarina was not.

	She made for the House Draconis library, which might seem redundant after all the shelves in her sitting room, but she went anyway. She noticed something out the window: Ianth, the newcomer. Curious, she headed out into the rain pounding on the black and red flagstones. She built a variation on the magical shield mixed with a physical force glyph, and, to her satisfaction, the rain above her head took a sudden interest in blowing two feet to the right before dropping.

	“Wow,” said the big man without turning around. “That takes a lot of power, doesn’t it?”

	“Hi,” she said, coming alongside. She extended the glyph. It was starting to feel stressful, but she didn’t get wet and he didn’t get any wetter.

	He laughed, a pleasant tumbling sound. “Well, thank you.” He looked her over shamelessly and without immediate comment. “My head’s always clearer in the rain.”

	She compared her usual experience of rain with this shelter. She had improved it. “Until you catch your death.”

	“Tarina, you and I are touched by another power. Cold is never a problem.”

	“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

	“Because I’m babbling,” he said brightly. “You’re looking up the hill.”

	Tarina jumped. “I suppose. At random.”

	“He draws you, and he draws me.” Ianth nodded sagely, following her gaze. “I saw the way he looks at you. And the way you look at him. I think he chooses people who can fall in love with him. What I don’t know is whether it’s conscious.”

	Her cheeks stung, not from raindrops. “He would never be that manipulative.”

	“I believe you. Most days.”

	Ianth’s presence was enormous and full of potential, yet he allowed her in his space without complaint. He was so unknown in her home, but he claimed it, too. “What brings you to Alavea, anyway?” she said. “You seem to get along with Draconis very easily.”

	“Like old times,” he said. “That’s the problem. Are you in love with him?”

	“W…hat?”

	Ianth looked at her, and if his eyes were bright, maybe that was residual droplets. “It’s just you and me here, and I already am, so you can be comfortable with whatever’s true.”

	“No. No, because I would never sabotage my own chances of studying with him.”

	“Oh, Tarina.” He stared up the hill, and the rain parted around the two of them. “I guess I was curious. Phinean Draconis’s closest protégé. He hasn’t made a primary one obvious since I left…until you. So here I am, and there you are, and I’m standing in the rain asking whether he’s going to lose you the way he lost me.” He pushed a damp lock of black hair away from his forehead. “I don’t think he really felt anything about my leaving. But I left because I couldn’t stand being that close to someone I could never have. I wanted to stay and learn, but I wanted him more, and that’s what broke my chances.”

	“Was he attracted to you?” And not women?

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Oh.”

	“No answers, my friend.” He laughed out loud. “Well, what’s next for you?”

	“I’m going to be Initiated.”

	“That’s great!” His broad mobile face lit up. “Judging by my rapidly drying clothing you’ve obviously got the skills. If there’s something I can do, please let me know.”

	“I wouldn’t want to bother you.”

	“I want to see what Draconis’s apprentice can do. And I’m willing to bet a big slug of embarrassment that you are willing to do what you do for an audience.”

	She looked around at the murky outbuildings, the black and red house. Watchers could be anywhere. “His training is very public.”

	Ianth snorted. “And he rarely gives any time to prepare a demonstration.”

	“I’ve been the demonstration without knowing when I walked into the room.”

	“Classic.” That chuckle was loud and comfortable.

	“Now that makes you sound like you don’t like Draconis at all.”

	“He took me in when I was a kid and showed me wonders. I love those wonders with all my heart, and I am grateful to him. But if I am to make a life, it has to be free of”—he waved— “this.”

	“And that’s why you left the country.”

	He scoffed, smiling. “Yes. That’s why I left the country. I still don’t think he understands, because to understand you have to admit that I—”

	“I know,” she said softly.

	“Light on High, I hope you can make a life out of it. Maybe meet someone else to tend your heart like he tends your mind.”

	With what, the callow youths or arrogant climbers or flaccid old men, the people whose ideas she challenged and whose bodies she didn’t give a damn about? Impossible. “Split my attention?” Draconis was all she wanted.

	“Nourish both aspects of your life.”

	“I don’t want that to be necessary.”

	“I know.” He sighed for all of half a second. “All right, I’m making a break for the door.”

	“Stay with me.” She started walking, towing the glyph as she moved.

	“You can…do…?” He rushed to stay beside her. “No wonder he likes you!”

	She stopped. The rain pattered all around. “Does it bother you?”

	“What, talent? And no doubt a lot of work? I think it’s delightful. Highest smile on a person who can do all that. Want to see something a tad more basic?”

	“Sure.”

	Ianth pointed. A small circle of raindrops made itself obvious, bouncing off the ground and scattering to knee height in all directions. And every impact became a twangy note while the drops bounced and scattered.

	“Affecting water?” said Tarina.

	“Just tweaking surface tension.”

	The metallic dings continued. As Tarina watched and listened, the drops outlined a chaotic little sonata. 

	“Brilliant!” Her glyph was getting heavy. “If we want to get in dry,” she said, “we’d better go soon.”

	Ianth laughed out loud. “Let’s go!” The raindrops sang behind them as they ran.

	Three steps shy, she tripped. Her water shield collapsed. Ianth offered a hand, and the full force of the rainstorm poured onto Tarina and Ianth as he helped her stagger to safety.

	Once inside they leaned against the door and laughed themselves breathless. “You’re good,” she giggled.

	“You’re soaked,” he chortled. “Gorgeous and good at what you do. I should,” he said.

	“I should,” she said.

	“Good talk,” he said.

	She giggled.

	“I’ll see you again before long? Please?”

	“Oh, very much.”

	And, that night, Tarina thought of something other than magical glyphs or a formal teacher.

	 

	*

	 

	Two nights per week, the Red Hall was brushed off the doorstep and Draconis and Tarina ate with Moriana and sometimes invited guests in a smaller room, one hung with black and bold slashes of gold. 

	Well, they did before the dance. Draconis stopped showing up after that.

	It was a balmy summer day, and Tarina washed up in her sitting room just before dinner. Someone knocked and she called, “Just a minute.” She wriggled into her white dress and answered the door.

	Moriana was there, smiling in her condescending way. “Hello,” she said. “You look well.”

	“My lady.” Tarina curtseyed.

	“No need, I know what the top of your head looks like. I come to you with an offer.”

	Moriana had never directed so many words to her on non-historical topics. “Um, of course. Won’t you sit?”

	“Yes,” she said languidly, and with her swaying gait made for an armchair to sit in. “Please.” She gestured and Tarina sat opposite her. “My dear,” and she coughed, “I’ll cut to the chase. My son has shown every interest in you except the natural one a man might show a beautiful, distinguished young woman.”

	Tarina nearly swallowed her tongue.

	“I can sit waiting for him to recognize his own interest until I die of old age, but I do not wish to. So. I have located a mixture that will make you perfectly irresistible to him. Simply hide it in his food and he will lose every desire but for you.”

	Moriana looked thoroughly satisfied, as if her trap was the perfect social move. For some society, maybe it was.

	Tarina tried to make the spiky thought fit comfortably in her brain, and failed. “You want me to…drug him?”

	Moriana’s voice flared urgently. “I want you to make love to him. I want you to take your place as Lady of this house. I want grandchildren before I die. I want to nudge that process along, and I know you want these things, too. Avoid any servant but the one I send you, they will not understand. But place this in his wine. Oh, and wear the blue dress I provide. It will make the most of your assets.” She handed over a purple glass vial no larger than Tarina’s middle finger. “Don’t lose any time,” she said. And suppressed a cough. “I will send a servant, you know my son has stopped eating with me…my servant will direct you.”

	“Exactly why has he…?”

	Moriana ignored her.

	Tarina stayed in her sitting room, feeling dimly that a closed door should be especially protected against overbearing madwomen.

	She held the vial in her lap. She thought, faster than she had ever thought before.

	Irresistible. Every desire. Love, simple and surely true, if only she could break through to it. Why was she hesitating? Draconis would thank her for opening what he had been too shy to try.

	Unless he wouldn’t and he didn’t.

	He always had control. Every situation, every challenge, every emotion, he was a complete master. She could take that away. She could give him something he didn’t yet possess, something new for his world.

	But what if it wore off and he still didn’t want her?

	Kissing him. He would want to kiss her. Hadn’t some part of her she been pining for that since the day they’d met?

	And what if he didn’t remember after? That could happen. Would that make this all right? It wouldn’t hurt anyone then.

	She remembered the thing he had first given her, when she was bound and alone. He’d given her freedom. Such a simple thing, but following onto that was a paradise. Could she turn around and bind him into something he for some reason didn’t want?

	Some stupid reason. Why didn’t he want.

	She put on the blue dress when it arrived. It clung and fluttered.

	And she dined alone with Draconis that night, no doubt by Moriana’s order. He seemed to accept her presence as a matter of professional interest. At first she tried to talk normally. She could gauge real interest. She could see just how big a nudge was required. Maybe he had already thought about her, and was just shy about this. He was so brave about everything else, maybe he was shy about this.

	Still, she tried to make it normal.

	“What spell would you try first?” said Tarina. “Once the battery’s working.”

	“That’s an excellent question.” He poked at a tender steak. “I’d like to be able to levitate more than a few inches. I could more comfortably reach the top shelf that way.”

	“Mm.” Tarina set aside her wine. “Draconis?”

	“Mm?” He took a bite of that red meat.

	“Did you ever…think about…?”

	He swallowed. “What?”

	“Did you ever think about, for the Second House. Having a son.”

	He seemed to go away on the inside. “Sons have to come from somewhere, and I’ve no interest. Did you get the chance to review Tover’s inflection treatise?”

	“Yes, and I think it scales with magnitude. We’d have to set up an experiment to determine whether that scaling is linear.”

	“Hm. Good. Do you want a practice room?”

	“On the Hill?”

	“Unless you think it’s safe to test that kind of inversion in a crowded room.”

	“No, of course, I just…”

	“Hm?”

	“Nothing,” she said. The inversion curve was not the point.

	“You’ll be able to reserve your own room once you’re Initiated. Until then, of course, I’ll manage the space.”

	They ate in disjoint focus for a while. A long, long while, as Tarina judged every swallow, every lip motion.

	“Excuse me,” he said, and dabbed at the corner of his mouth, and walked out.

	His wine was right there. She could take him. She could make herself finally, finally the object of his legendary obsession. It was all right there, so close, the power sliding through her sweaty fingers, the answer so neatly laid out.

	He would want it, once he had it. Wouldn’t he?

	Ianth’s story of hopeless devotion over years seemed to lay out the only likely outcomes. Draconis would want it, until the draught wore off. And then, what if he changed his mind—

	He wouldn’t choose this, if anyone asked. This wasn’t his will. That was the only wrinkle, the only counterargument. The only thing that kept her fingers locked against her thigh, out of sight.

	She stood and stumbled. She had to brace herself against the next chair while the dress’s layers slid over what curves she had. One by one…she could go all the way around the table to…

	She uncapped the vial and dumped it out the window.

	Then she went to bed and cried.

	 

	*

	 

	Moriana knocked on Tarina’s door in the morning. She was only half brushed and wild-eyed. “You! How could you foul up such simple instructions?”

	“I won’t trick your son, my lady. I’m sorry, but I won’t.”

	“He’s infected you with his idiot idea that his fancies are more important than his House, his mother, his history, his apprentice! This was your chance at finally destroying that idea!” Her cough was as furious as her rant. “Do you think these draughts are cheap?”

	“I gave him my merits. That’s all I can honestly do.”

	“Keep your eye on the prize, you stupid bint! Try!”

	“If I am to go, I go where I’m wanted.” Tarina felt a twinge, and stopped.

	Moriana lurched forward, hand raised. Tarina grabbed her wrist and tried to wrestle it down, and that was when Draconis rounded the corner.

	“Mother?” he said, staring. “Tarina?”

	Tarina sucked in one thin breath. “Female complaints,” she squeaked, and let Moriana’s wrist go. 

	“I think we’re settled,” Moriana said in a bright, brittle tone. “I’ll leave you two alone, for all that’s worth.” She rubbed her reddened wrist and pushed past Tarina to take the other way out.

	Draconis walked slowly to Tarina’s side. “Do female complaints often come to blows?” he said blandly. 

	“She doesn’t like everything about how I got here. We sorted it out.”

	“I can tell.” His voice lowered and hardened in a new and unpleasant way. “I trust you won’t vex my mother that violently again.” 

	Oh. So she had avoided the storm but triggered the cataclysm. “No, of course.”

	“Very well. I identified some texts you should review. They are here.”

	“Yes,” she said miserably. “Thank you.”

	He gave her a book and a half smile, and moved on, exactly like he didn’t know what she’d almost done.

	Tarina stayed in her room all day, hungry. At night she did not go to the salon. She didn’t want to go anywhere. She wanted to die to clean off what she had almost done and the fact that she had failed. No matter what she did, it would have been a failure.

	She did, however, go to the kitchen.

	She rounded the corner toward the kitchen and ran facefirst into Ianth. He was tall and friendly and she couldn’t, she couldn’t.

	“Tarina,” he said in a changed voice. “What’s wrong?”

	“Go away,” she said, and charged into the kitchen. Two servants were busy fixing up the last round of refreshments for the salon. Ignoring Ianth’s pleas, Tarina seized a tray of canapés and rushed back toward her room.

	Ianth followed. “Tarina, please. I don’t know you, I don’t know what can bother you this much, but I can help you. Explain it to me.”

	She fled to her room. Ianth barged right in after her. He closed the door; the shielding was complete; magic went away. Tarina stood alone, and the tears ripped themselves out of her.

	And Ianth took her elbow and hand and steered her into an armchair. He engulfed her hand in one of his.  “Listen, now. Just do what you have to. If that’s boxing my ears, do it, I won’t take it personally.”

	But he was warm and steady, and he didn’t think touching her was repulsive. She kept crying, but she summoned the will to answer his original question: “Would you believe that, my entire life, I have never been wanted?” Apart from the boy husband she’d killed, back when her talent manifested. That kept the tears going, pouring amid long, racking sobs.

	“People want you,” he whispered, pressing her hand. “Oh, you don’t know. People who are afraid to approach you because they think our master won’t like it. People who are afraid to approach you because you’re so beautiful and so brave and so talented.”

	She tried to calm her sobbing.

	“People like me,” he said, very quietly.

	She looked around. She was shielded away from her magic. She had no defenses against this person.

	“Sorry,” he murmured, “I’ll just shut up about that. This is a land of not saying things.”

	She shuddered, shaking against the palm of his hand. He was close, and very pretty. He knew what she was and responded without the least…the least whatever it was Draconis gave her when she begged him to give.

	She pushed the tears from her face and looked Ianth full in the eye. He looked worried, but something else, too, something gentle.

	So she leaned forward and kissed him.

	His hand jerked and tightened before he mastered a more measured response. She ran her palms across his silk-swathed shoulders and did what, after all, she really wanted to do, mouth against mouth, not worrying, not fearing.

	Eventually she drew away. “I need to—”

	“Fine, yeah, me too.” He withdrew his hand. 

	She dared a peek at his smiling eyes. “Aren’t you going to be grossed out?”

	Gently, “Why?”

	“I thought you wanted men.”

	“I do. Passionately and perennially. I also want women.”

	“Selfish?”

	“Well-rounded.” He stood, pulling his hand away. “We should go back.”

	“I’m not going in there. I’m exhausted.”

	“Don’t be unhappy. I won’t go if you’re unhappy.”

	“You’re very sweet, and I’m just tired.”

	“All right.” He sidled toward her door. “Did you know your room is shielded?”

	“It was safer, to start with.”

	“Tarina?” It sounded like a genuine appeal. “There’s something a little tragic in that.”

	“I’m better now.” She meant to smile to reassure him, and was surprised that she felt natural. “It’s okay. Goodnight, Ianth.”

	He left, and Tarina sat down with her canapés. She had committed no crimes and somebody, at least, was happy to see her. It felt strange, that night, to take off her clothes where he had been.

	*

	 

	“I can take it from your past several solo suppers that you didn’t like the dance,” said Moriana.

	Draconis looked up from his papers. “It didn’t seem necessary, Mother.” Only she could have dragooned him into it in the first place. Giving Tarina stature in the Round City community…a thought too pragmatic to resist. By rumor it had backfired; a woman under Draconis’s protection was…under Draconis’s protection. A dance gone to waste.

	Moriana stepped closer to his desk. “I came to apologize.”

	Draconis did a double take. “What?”

	“I cannot make you take pleasure in things, including my own parties. I want you to come back on the quiet evenings. Sit with me and Silvestrin. I want us to be at peace again. I’ll stop talking about the girl.”

	“Mother, that…would be welcome.”

	Even a conciliatory smile had an air of command on Moriana Draconis’s face. “I’m glad. We never fought before.”

	Except on the topic of revenge, that long receding defense. “You know I only want peace with you.”

	“And I you. Tarina hasn’t…approached you, on this topic, has she?”

	“She hardly needs to. She’s transparent to the core. She’s young, Mother, younger than you or I ever were.”

	“You were young once.”

	“Really?” Children didn’t do what he’d been doing for…a long time. “I don’t remember.”

	“Well, you skipped all you could. Have some patience with Tarina.”

	“Don’t think I’m angry with her. If I disliked her this situation would already be solved.”

	Moriana stared at him, her perfect face fractured by some idea impossible to understand. “My son,” she said softly. “My dear boy. Put it from your mind. Come back to the drawing room.”

	And, after all, he did acquiesce any time he could.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 9: The Test

	It was early summer, and within the Blue City’s walls, the burgeoning green overwhelmed various fraternities’ red and blue flowers. The latest dress Moriana had commissioned was light, thin, and only as covering as modesty demanded. It was green and Tarina liked it. She was eighteen and ready to fight by any avenue available.

	And this, with Moriana’s rose water and little jeweled pins in her hair, was how she faced the trial of Initiation.

	Draconis had done little to prepare her. Requests for details were only met with a smirk. He did say that the testing for Initiation was a longer and more complex process than anything she had previously encountered. He said the only danger was political. This did not comfort her, given what she knew of Blue City politics. But, he said, if she kept her wits about her she had nothing to worry about.

	Draconis gave her the news at the end of a long afternoon lesson on a lazy Third day. The first phase of the test, the written section, was to be held that night.

	When Tarina met Draconis from his office inside the Great Hall, she was startled to see Sair standing in the hallway, looking like he would dearly love to punch Draconis but didn’t want to sully himself stepping into the office to do so.

	He turned his scything glare to Tarina. “There you are. Keep up.”

	Draconis stepped out behind him. Tarina sent him a beseeching look.

	“Listen to him,” Draconis said mildly, and walked beside his nemesis while Tarina tagged along behind.

	 

	*

	 

	They marched her to the Students’ Hall, a smaller replica of the dome and spires downhill from the Great Hall, and into a small classroom done out in gleaming dark wood. Draconis gestured Tarina to a writing desk that carried a small stack of paper. Two dark wooden chairs faced her, and Draconis and Sair stood before them.

	“Who asks the Hall’s entrance?” intoned Sair.

	“I, Tarina Karth.” Why was he here? Why was he helping?

	Coolly he said, “Then take the examinations of your studies of the Way.”

	The stack was four pages of dense lettering and another eight blank. The questions ran heavily toward details of the primary scriptures; Draconis must have rolled his eyes into the next county to see such a list. She felt a little shaky, but she remembered that yes, she did want this. She wanted this so they could never look down on her again.

	The questions ran from simple one-line answers to essays. She took her time, planning each answer before setting down her pen, wondering how wordy to get.

	Sair and the others would hate her no matter what she said. She wrote to Draconis’s efficient, painstakingly built standard.

	She waited, at the end, for some clue that she should be finished with the questions. She looked up. Sair was glaring. Draconis stood asking his usual question: a slight lift of his eyebrows, a pause to give her room for a response.

	She coughed nervously.

	“Enough,” growled Sair. “Let the answers be read.” He shuffled up and relieved Tarina of the parchments. He ferried them out the door and came back to stand a few paces away from Draconis.

	“Who asks the Hall’s entrance?” Draconis said levelly.

	“I, Tarina Karth.”

	“Then take the examination of your channeling control.”

	Sair smiled. A bastard that thorough shouldn’t have such even teeth.

	“Your task,” he said, “is to move the wooden sphere in the room behind you into the bowl beside it.”

	“What wooden sphere?” she said.

	“The one in the room behind you,” purred Sair. Tarina twisted. “Face me,” crackled Sair. “Find the ball. Find the bowl. Move the one into the other.”

	Draconis caught her eye. He gave her a slow, calm nod. He, however, had never asked her to practice channeling on things out of line of sight. He must not have known.

	There was nothing theoretically stopping her. Some Initiates had demonstrated this kind of blind channeling. Some, just not her.

	She closed her eyes. Lights danced around the darkness, like one of her old attacks. She focused first on feeling the heavy, slow current creeping downward toward the world’s axis. This was her home. It was her inheritance.

	It was her territory.

	When learning magical control, one generally learned that one could sense magic through walls, but controlling it involved drawing glyphs that couldn’t be faithfully made without line of sight to the project. She reached for the current behind her. Wood’s resistance was similar to that of empty space, but she did feel the touch of the wooden wall. She had to scan slowly, gridwise, straining for the object.

	She felt Sair and Draconis staring. She could show them both.

	And Draconis was almost certainly taking notes on how she solved it. The Red Hall would have a diagram by nightfall.

	There. A curve, a fingertip’s brush. She could swear the damned ball, no bigger than her head, was hollow, too. The shell’s surface was so thin she might never have felt its pressure. But she was careful.

	“Time,” gloated Sair.

	“Silence,” snapped Draconis.

	Tarina opted to believe her mentor. She set up a glyph of force, ready to lift the ball. Her first effort was ugly in its clumsiness. It wavered and dispersed. She squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could and constructed the glyph as if demonstrating for a class. Her lines wobbled. She tried more power and they broke.

	Her heart pounded. Sair might speak up again at any moment. And Draconis…he was standing there, not imagining that she could fail.

	Right? He was?

	She treated it like a challenge at the salons. She drew the glyph as carefully, as finely as she could, and eased power into it. She slid it, focusing solely on preserving the shape in motion until she ran into something. There. The ball. She lifted from three points to keep it from rolling. The glyph slipped every time she tried to pour in more power. She forced patience. Sliding, circling, searching. The physical impact of ball with bowl would be easier to feel than the mere standing presence of the bowl.

	There. A bump. Tarina held the ball with almost all her strength, and scanned up and down and around the thing she had hit. A stand to maybe waist height. A bowl mounted thereon. Tarina set the ball there and slumped, feeling fireworks behind her eyelids. “It’s done,” she groaned.

	The two testers were quiet. Tarina gulped for breath as her whole body began to relax. She’d done it. She’d done it and done well, if only they’d been watching.

	“Open it,” growled Sair. “Journeyman, eyes up here.”

	Draconis walked past her. A door creaked open. “It is done,” he said. “The channeling ability test is passed.”

	Sair glared. “Very well. The small vigil and the large.” He pulled a green vial from a shelf. “Drink this and stand on this side of the desk.”

	Draconis plucked it from Sair’s hands and transfixed Tarina with a look. “Remember that you want your Initiation. This, here, now, more than anything. Or walk out.”

	She kept her eyes locked on his until the very moment she tossed the vial’s contents into her mouth.

	The liquid was warm on her tongue, if acrid. She swallowed and took her place with the writing desk. Sair and Draconis just stared at her.

	How had he gotten Sair to agree to this? For the first time in a long time she felt like a pawn. If only she knew the game.

	Draconis stood in front of his chair and spoke with resonant solemnity. “It is time for the small vigil. Stand in this room.”

	“And?” said Tarina.

	Draconis tucked in his chin and frowned at her. “Stay in this room, if you wish to be an Initiate.” He followed Sair out.

	When they were gone, she wove her own silver light to illuminate the dark wooden walls and their subtle air of resistance. This place had not been built for her, but she could take it.

	Her back started to ache. Could she sit down for her vigil? That probably defeated the purpose. She stayed straight, wondering whether she would be standing all night. She mentally ran through glyphs of increasing complexity, shifting between outer forms in those rare and wonderful events where a slight change in a glyph led to a completely different manifestation. It soothed her, it pleased her. An hour passed.       

	Maybe a lot more than an hour.

	At some point her head started swimming. She stayed upright. The corners of her vision wavered gently.

	The door in her line of sight opened. Draconis poked his head in. He wore a disturbing smirk. He sauntered to one of the chairs facing her and sat on the edge to lean forward, forearms on his thighs. “Tarina,” he said throatily. “How goes the vigil?”

	“I’m just trying to stay calm.”

	The corner of his mouth turned down. “I understand.”

	“Have I been…good?”

	“A woman alone? You’ve ruffled an Order’s worth of feathers. No doubt you’re enjoying that.”

	“I enjoy the work.”

	“And that’s all?”

	She stilled. Warmth spread through her veins. “What do you mean?”

	“I’m asking what you really want from this,” he said. “What you started wanting the moment you met me.”

	Tarina cut her gaze to the door. “Draconis, we shouldn’t…”

	“What is ‘should’ to people like us?” Her awareness hummed and fluttered as he spoke. “We can go.” He swept up to her and stopped short of her nearer hand. “We can go, Tarina. Forget these halls, forget these fools, just go and be together.”

	What was he playing at? They were being watched. They had to be.

	His narrow dark eyes blazed. “If we do it now we’ll show the entire Order what we think of them. Tarina, come away with me.”

	You have to want it more than anything.

	He stopped beside her podium. “Tarina.”

	Her vision was swimming. 

	You have to want it more than anything.

	He held out his hand.

	What if it was real? What if it was true? It could be; he didn’t really care what anyone thought. She didn’t know a spell that could impersonate a whole man down to the touch.

	No. If she touched him, then this test ended, and she failed, and…and…would she have what she wanted then?

	If she could have him until they caught her…ten seconds? Fifteen? Would it be worth it?

	“Tarina,” he said softly. “My dear, I’ll be going away. All of this, leave it behind us. Have done with the Blue Hall and chastity and any other idiotic barrier they place between us.”

	Tarina felt one of her hands rising. She felt dizzy. She felt that, if only she could reach his hand…if only….

	“You don’t talk like him,” she whispered. She so much wanted to reach up to brush a lock of golden hair back from his face.

	She took a step back. “Get away from me,” she snapped.

	And that’s when she heard the uproar in the hallway.

	“Sair, you parasite, what travesty is this?”

	“The thing that would get her to leave.” Tarina’s stomach surged. Draconis’s face melted away into the round-nosed visage of an infuriated Sair. “You should be pleased that that she didn’t drown in her own slobber at the prospect.”

	Draconis stalked in. He looked paler than she had ever seen him. “She’s standing. She’s within the rules. And if you ever, ever use my image again I will show you why I was initiated in the first place.”

	“Threats?”

	“If you were professional they wouldn’t be necessary.” Draconis turned from the hazy-faced Sair. “Are you all right?”

	“Yes.” She rubbed her hands. She wanted to rub her temples. Who had been watching? Who knew? “Do I still wait?”

	“Yes. Wait for it.”

	She looked at the face, so fine, so cruel. “How long?” she begged.

	He did not unbend. “Until I say otherwise. You can.”

	The wizards left. Tarina stood alone.

	Draconis walked back in some time later. She knew it was him, could feel it. The haze of the potion was wearing off, maybe. What else was she supposed to do with it?

	He eyed her with calm. “The questions are answered. Come stand.” And he led her upstairs, and out of the Students’ Hall, and uphill through crowds that had never seemed so busy or so distant to the Great Hall.

	And from there to the vast round Convocation Hall, where a dozen wizards stood in small quiet consultations.

	Sair was there. His chin came up and his nose rose up and he smiled. “There. Who asks the Hall’s entrance?”

	The wizards went silent and turned to stare.

	Draconis pointed and nodded encouragement. She walked to a lectern in a lightly sanded circle at the center of the floor.

	“I,” she repeated. “Tarina Karth.”

	Sair kept his teeth bare. “Now, two sages and two sorcerers must sponsor you. And a fifth wizard: sage or sorcerer.”

	A chill pierced her stomach. Two. Two? She only had Sair.

	The gnarled, wastingly thin elder that Tarina recognized as the First Speaker sat in a pulpit overlooking the floor. “The candidate has declared. Who comes to see h-her?”

	“I do,” said Draconis. He walked to take a place on the floor, well out of her reach but close enough for his eyes to signal her calm.

	“Who comes to see the candidate?”

	“I do,” said Silvestrin from one of the circles. He took his place and smiled broadly at Tarina. A second sorcerer.

	“Who comes to see the candidate?”

	“I do,” said Ianth in a booming voice. That made three.

	“Who comes to see the candidate?”

	There was silence.

	Sair stood, smiling.

	Draconis snarled. “You oversaw the testing. When you chose to do that, you chose to sponsor her.”

	“Only if I am satisfied by the test. She took too long.”

	“When you made an obscenity of our methods.”

	Tarina recognized Vordin, Silvestrin’s lover, only from distant sightings. He walked spryly. He did not look at Sair.

	“I do,” he said.

	She didn’t know what he would pay for this disloyalty to the Blue. But she was grateful.

	Yet she still needed one more sage.

	Quiet.

	Something was wrong. Something in the choreography was failing to fire. Sair’s silence commanded a blockade.

	Quiet.

	She had thought that was a purely political distinction. Apparently it was firm enough to be used for official paperwork. Apparently it was firm enough for every sage to line up behind Sair, and for Sair to destroy her chances.

	Tarina kept her spine stiff and her head high and she wanted to cry. She just wanted to cry. She had come so close, and a house rule had ruined it all.

	“I will speak for her.” A murmur ran through the crowd.

	The Shepherd, leaning on his pale staff, came to stand beside Draconis.

	“Then let the vigil begin.” Sair talked as if through a lemon, but he did it loudly.

	Hours passed. Wizards came and left; some came again, expressionless, watching. She mentally recited the prayers and poems she knew. Eventually Sair spoke out, “Who will keep the watch?”

	Silvestrin said, “I will keep the watch.” He moved to the front and let Sair pass to leave.

	The watch changed over twice more; the crowd thinned down to one Watcher until Draconis came to relieve him near moonset. When the sun rose wizards began to gather again.

	Distant bells tolled seven in the morning. Draconis made his way to the front of the crowd and spoke. “Then you will be of the Ways,” he said. And Draconis came up, and Ianth, and Silvestrin, and Vordin, and the Shepherd.

	Ianth quickly gestured for her to bow her head as he approached. He laid a hand on her hair and said, “Joy and good fortune to you.”

	A step to the side, to bow before Vordin. He, too, laid a hand on her head, and he said “Blessings and wisdom to you.”

	Silvestrin. “Calm and mercy to you.”

	The Shepherd. “Ever the Light be on you.”

	Draconis. “Courage and discernment, Tarina.” He smiled at her, and she knew he had already forgiven her test. Then and only then did he turn away. “Has she satisfied the Initiation? Should she be one of us?”

	And the crowd in the Convocation Hall applauded loud and long.

	 

	*

	 

	The Shepherd approached Tarina first. “A word, child?”

	Tarina’s everything was vibrating. “Yes,” she said breathlessly.

	“With me.” He ushered her into a room that looked tiny next to the Convocation Hall…but it was more than enough space for the two of them.

	“Telphinean,” he said. “That is not your formal name anymore, as you are no longer defined by your master. I rejoice for you.”

	“Well, thank you. I didn’t want to put you out.”

	“Your sponsorship was a test. Many colleagues—they are your colleagues—failed. I was glad to step in.”

	Falling over sounded good. She would like falling over. “What do you expect me to do now?”

	“I trust you’ll continue your research. Perhaps favor us with your presence here. But now that you are Initiated, you have no formal binding here. If leaving would make you happy—”

	“No!”

	His smile warmed. “I’m glad.”

	This cozy room and this smiling old man felt a world away from her salons and her crowds. “Why?” she said. “I’ve never even channeled in front of you.”

	“No.”

	“So why do you care?”

	“You’re a person.”

	She considered that for a while. “Oh.”

	“Tell me of your path here. Is Phinean a good teacher?”

	“The best, Father. I could not ask for a more devoted one.”

	He nodded again. “I will be frank with you, my child, because now is the time for openness. I had misgivings about allowing Phinean to teach you, or anyone. When he was young he had a reputation for being vicious and reckless. Even now, some fear that he is merely vicious and discreet.”

	These old suspicions again? “He has been nothing but kind to me.”

	“That is good.” The Shepherd paused and sighed. “I let him teach you because I think you are strong and good to begin with. You have a good heart, Tarina, if your fellow students are to be believed. If my own heart does not lie. Remember always that the Highest is there to guide you. He has guided you this far, despite many obstacles.” He smiled. “Remember, though the purpose of the Tower is divine, the people in it may be imperfect and limited. This is the nature of things. Will you forgive those who tried to block your way?”

	“They are already forgiven,” she lied.

	“Noble Tarina,” the Shepherd breathed. He turned towards the broadest of the thick-glassed windows. “Will you continue, then, and be another imperfect part of this Hall? We are troubled, and I hope that younger Initiates may put aside their differences and remember that we are all here to learn and to serve.”

	“I will continue, Father.”

	He turned back, nodded, stepped close to rest his spotted hands on her shoulders. “Patience, forgiveness, perseverance—all these are virtues. You have demonstrated them all already. I am glad to name you Initiate. Congratulations. Welcome to the Order. We are better for having someone of your fortitude and daring.”

	Other people’s grudges faded under that gentle voice. “Thank you, Father.”

	He gestured toward the door. “Enjoy your celebrations. Your master will be glad to have you.”

	 

	 

	


 Chapter 10: Not in a Million Years

	The salon in the brooding house of the Round City was in full swing when Tarina arrived. The mood was buoyant. They greeted Tarina with half-drunken shouts. They drank good wine and competed to channel through wooden planks (the wiggles, scorch marks, and two notable knockings-over were uproariously cheered). Tarina circulated and drank and smiled, and never lost track of Draconis’s movements. Every time he smiled at her, she thrilled.

	Everything was good. Then, she went to lie awake, only a wall away from every wonder, exulting in the moonlight. Midnight gave her a companionable lull to sleep.

	 

	*

	 

	As Draconis was already on campus, he walked upstairs to resume drafting.

	Silvestrin knocked his usual tap-tap, tap and poked his head in. “There you are. How is our Initiate?”

	“Busy, I imagine. She has her party. I congratulated her and got back to this essay. I wish to have Baux’s rebuttals to Deven’s axioms placed in the permanent record. I think they complement each other very well…but what are you bringing? More word from the Round Council?”

	“I can tell you’re annoyed when you use that name.”

	“I’m sure I’ll be more annoyed when you tell me.”

	So Silvestrin did.

	The movement to block new additions to the formal register was an old, squat, dark movement, and one that Draconis would gladly burn. He sighed as Silvestrin finished. “This is it, my friend. The next pointless hill we must scale.”

	“If they keep the books locked, what can you do?”

	“Oh, remind everyone that I am of the Second House and as such entitled to the records of the Round City. Placing me in a power structure with fewer people to dilute my influence…well, I think the laity are superstitious enough to want to avoid that eventuality. Better a room full of Speakers than just me…for some reason.” Draconis gestured vaguely. “So. Politics. Don’t hold up supper on my account, this may take a while.”

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis looked a little stressed. Tarina was coming to believe that all his dealings with local government made him stressed. It mostly came out in flaring nostrils and rigid poise.

	But he had come to her corner of the room, and she was trying to copy what she had seen him do: the protection matrix.

	“C octant,” he said. “Curl it more. C octant. Keep it together.”

	“Can’t I just power it more?” she grumbled, focusing on the pair of complex glyphs written in silver between them.

	“No shortcuts,” he said. “You saw how C and G have the countercurl.”

	“Is that a word, my lord?”

	“If it helps you visualize, then yes.”

	“You’re a Speaker, not a word-coiner.”

	“Is that a word, Initiate?—G is slipping.”

	“Yes. I see that.”

	“Drop it. Now. Let the current reset.” He grinned wolfishly as she complied and made a face at him. “Some people have great power. Some people have great finesse. If you attain both you’ll be unstoppable. Do you want to see my model while you work?”

	“Tell me one thing?”

	“Of course.”

	 “Do you have a perfect C octant?”

	“For the definition of perfect I wrote when I made this spell? Yes. Come, it can be done.”

	 

	*

	 

	Moriana had not shown herself all day. Draconis was up in his office. The salon, without its patron, was louder and looser than most. Someone had even brought forth a mouth harp and made a few melodies on it.

	Nobody talked about the contretemps with Sair refusing to finish sponsoring her. In a way, thought Tarina, it didn’t matter. She’d won, no matter who resented or feared her.

	Ianth leaned over the little round table. “A little more wine, please. I’m telling you all, Draconis was personally decorated for saving the village of Glavin, two days’ ride north of here.”

	Silvestrin chuckled. “He was, wasn’t he? I think he has their ceremonial pinecone somewhere in his office.”

	“The what?” said Tarina, accepting another glass.

	“I think it speaks for itself,” Ianth said seriously. “A ceremonial pinecone.”

	“Is that normal in these parts?” said Tarina. “What about you, any pinecones in Ellithia?”

	“Ceremonial ones? I’m not nearly that heroic. Have you ever been to Ellithia?”

	“No.”

	“Their capital, Cornith, is built around a waterfall. They rebuild the foundations of their buildings every ten years to counterbalance erosion. The Highest Itself is reputed to have ordered the city’s construction, which is the only reason anyone bothers. The sound is like nothing you’ve ever known.”

	“Don’t people want to have conversations?”

	“You’d be shocked how well civilization can get on without them.”

	She drifted across the room, chatting here and there, repeating the story of channeling out of sight, enjoying the Red Hall’s welcome for her. She ended up back with Ianth, tucked into a corner with more good wine.

	“Ugh,” she said, looking at the elaborate grandfather clock atop the dais, “it’s almost midnight. I have work in the morning.”

	“Agreed,” said Ianth. “The houseguests are vanishing.”

	They walked together through the gridded yet weirdly misleading corridors. “I’m still not tired,” admitted Tarina. “Everyone was so energetic today.”

	“Maybe you’ve just turned the prism you see them through. I don’t know, it all felt like it did when I was younger and stupider. I’m happy I can still do this.”

	“Come in,” she breezed, when they reached her dark wooden door. “Come in. Sit.” He did, and she set up a small white light glyph. “There.” She let the door fall shut.

	He stood up the instant the door closed. “I forgot. Shielded,” he croaked.

	“Yes. I suppose I’ve gotten used to it.”

	He grinned. “I think I would have a panic attack trying to sleep in this.”

	“We can go to your room, if you’ve got someplace to sit.”

	“Yes. Please.”

	Wait, no. That was a bad idea. Six months ago she would have thought of that first, and not walked off with a stranger. Just because the Red Hall trusted that stranger…

	Ianth approached the door and she let him out. She followed him just a few doors down, to another sitting room. This one felt out of place. It was hung with yellow and white, drapes and furniture and carpet playing from the red and black walls into neat brightness. From behind her he lit a glyph that burned yellow in normal sight and scarlet in magic, and it gave everything a cozy air.

	“Please,” said Ianth, following her in. “Pick a seat. I have to say, getting on Draconis’s good side does at least get you the most comfortable accommodations.”

	“I was locked in that shielded room for weeks.”

	“Second most comfortable accommodations. Possibly less.” He laughed. He was always laughing. “Were you all right at dinner? Every time I looked your way you seemed a little preoccupied.”

	“Are you serious? I’ve socialized more tonight than I have the past five years.”

	“I didn’t say you weren’t socializing.” He had opted to sit on a footrest two paces away from her, and now he leaned forward. “You’ve got a sweet smile, livelier than they’re used to. I couldn’t help but notice. You’re pretty the rest of the time too, the smile just gives it oomph.”

	Tarina tried to suppress her smile. “Oh,” she said solemnly.

	“Sorry, that didn’t come out right. I, ah. Listen, I was really happy about your initiation.”

	“Me too.”

	“I got mine when I turned eighteen. Draconis practically hurled me at the examination board.”

	“I turned eighteen a couple of months ago. I guess he needed time to talk the City into it.”

	“Eighteen and twenty. The charming faces of our generation. What’s the first thing you invented for him?”

	“Invented? Me? I mean, I discussed a lot of details with him…”

	“Don’t sell yourself short. What’s the first thing you did that he couldn’t?”

	“Ah. After the setting entire rooms on fire for want of control.”

	“Well, he couldn’t do that, so it counts.”

	“I got his little waste ring to glow. Like a diamond in sunlight.”

	“I wasn’t aware it could do that.”

	“With enough power, absolutely. I still have it somewhere if you want to see.”

	“I’ll take your word for it. Now, Tarina, are you willing to listen?”

	She leaned toward him. “Of course.”

	“I’m going to say what I wish someone had said to me, because the Red Hall moves swiftly and the important things are sometimes forgotten.” He looked into her eyes, mahogany opposite blue, and he seemed happy with what he saw there. “You. Are. Extraordinary. You’re beautiful, and your power is only as impressive as your ability to tame it and you do. And it’s amazing. I know, our master is a great man, but sometimes he forgets just how rare our talents are. How alone he would be without them. Highest willing we’ll never see that day.”

	“Not while I breathe.”

	“Tarina. Don’t destroy yourself for him. If that day comes, get yourself out.”

	No. Never. “But I need him to be alive, and with me.”

	“You want it, I know. Believe me, better than anyone you’ve ever met, I know. But he won’t understand that sacrifice. Don’t make it, if there’s any other way out for you.”

	“I thought you cared about him.”

	“Maybe I don’t want you to suffer with us.”

	“There’s no ‘us’ anywhere in this picture.”

	He closed the distance between them. “Does he know what he’s missing?”

	Ianth’s sexuality was leashed, held back like hers, tuned to a key made for a different grasp. Oh, he could laugh and she could power…but that wasn’t everything.

	Keys could change. She pushed up and then she was kissing him, firmly, slowly. His palms came to rest beside her neck, his fingers slid up around her scalp, and she kissed him, accepting. Her hundred daydreams scattered; she didn’t know what kissing was like, what caressing was like, what standing up without losing contact and sliding arms like vines over another body was like. She didn’t know any of these things and then Ianth showed her.

	His body was hard and close, his arms full and restless. She whispered “I don’t care wh—”

	“I know,” he murmured. It seemed like he was giving her the same offer.

	His bed was gold in the moonlight, and, clumsy though she was, it seemed like he was happy.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina sat upright, hugging a pillow to cover herself. Ianth stayed flat on his back. Sprawling on the stained sheets beside her, he looked like a figure of heroic sculpture. Huge, with power slipped in under every curving line.

	He was so different from everything she had built up. He was so vital, and so kind.

	“Is it always that…intense?” she said.

	He stared up past the forearm on his forehead. “No. It’s usually much duller.” And he sighed. “Oh, Tarina. You were starved, mentally and emotionally, for practically your whole life. I don’t think you’ll ever stop being hungry. What a fantastic misfortune.”

	“Oh,” squeaked Tarina with a sudden, awful thought.

	“Hm?” he said languidly.

	“The herb. I have to…I have to go.” She put her pillow aside and tugged her dress off the floor. “I don’t…I’ve never, I have to go.”

	His smile wiped clean. “Don’t worry. You have a few days. There’s an apothecary in the Round City during daylight hours, I used to get all kinds of strange chemicals from her. I can go tomorrow morning.”

	“No!” The thought of a strange man that close to her business was…more upsetting than it had been ten minutes ago. She tugged the dress into place. “I should really do this myself.”

	“Do you need money for it? I don’t think Draconis pays you.”

	That was all wrong. “So are you paying me for sex?”

	He looked so wounded she regretted the question. “No,” he said, very gently. “I’m taking responsibility for something that was more than half my idea, and I want to make your life easier. You must know that.”

	“Not more than half,” she said. It was the right thing to say, judging by his glow. “I do have some money.”

	“Fair. Don’t worry about going out tonight. Will you stay? Please?”

	“No,” she blurted. “Sometimes he visits in the morning.”

	“You, too, huh?” He didn’t ask who. “Listen, I don’t usually kick people out.”

	“It’s okay. Let me bolt. That way I don’t bother you tomorrow when I go out.”

	“As you wish.” He brought a hand up by her cheek and let her lean into it herself. His touch was feverish and pleasant. “Maybe we should…be careful. I’m already in love with one person I can never have. I shouldn’t pick up another.” He paused as if asking whether that was accurate. She couldn’t figure out words. “Can I help you with your buttons?”

	Her hands were shaking. She swallowed and nodded. Ianth’s touch was hot but gentle, buttoning her up and smoothing her bodice. “There. No harm done. Will you be all right?”

	She nodded. “You?”

	“Better than all right. I’m just going to lie here luxuriating for a while.”

	She felt shy, but her smile had no such restrictions. “Goodnight, Ianth.”

	“All right,” he purred, and fell back to the bed. “Rest well. You deserve to feel good.”

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis did call in the morning. Tarina was still tingling from having re-wiped between her legs with perhaps more force and less delicacy than necessary. The blood was less this morning.

	“Good morning,” he said crisply. “I trust you slept well? It was a late night.”

	“Not too late. I’m fine. And you?”

	“I just saw the oddest laundry getting carried off. From someone’s room, actually, as I was informed with some excitement.”

	She tried to swallow and couldn’t.

	“Are you unwell?” It was the voice of a snake. “You look flushed.”

	“W—what did you want to talk about?”

	“Do you at least have the herb?”

	Tarina’s face flamed. “No. I’ll send a—”

	“You’ll send no servant of mine for that errand.” His delivery was violently staccato. “You will not use my people for your peccadillos.”

	“He doesn’t want to go on with me.”

	“A relief.”

	She drew together whatever dignity she could. “I don’t understand what difference my pastimes make.” Especially since he refused to participate. “This isn’t your affair to govern.”

	“It is while it’s under my roof. And it seems it is under my roof. I could turn you out. See how far you get without my good graces.”

	She had never seen him make good on a threat…but he made so few. Threats aside, she did have limits. “I can’t be your apprentice every minute of every day!”

	“Why not!?”

	“I won’t be his wife. I won’t be his servant. I’m not even sure I’ll be his lover.” Draconis’s features spasmed as she spoke. “Nothing has to change.”

	“You, and the servants, will never tell my mother.”

	“Understood.” Moriana had already assaulted Tarina once over the sex situation.

	“Would you leave, if he asked?”

	Oh.

	“No. No. Not in a million years.” Her heart beat like a snare drum.

	The assurance didn’t seem to please him any. “They whispered that I should not teach a woman. Love would always get in the way, they said. I thought they only meant mine.” He shook his head. “So you’re determined. I’ll see whether I get two betrayals out of this.”

	“Draconis, don’t. He’s not at fault.”

	“Seducing my apprentice? That seems like the height of faults.” He walked out.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis stalked straight down the hallway and swept around the corner toward Ianth Danphinean’s room. He pounded at the door until Ianth opened.

	“She’s a child,” Draconis snarled.

	Ianth took this with philosophical calm as he re-settled his brown tunic’s belt. “She’s mature enough to be your Initiate.”

	“Ianth. Bear with me. I met you when you were fourteen. You were a brilliant student even then, and I gave you every training resource available, for years, and you were happy, no?”

	Ianth visibly relaxed in spite of it all. “I was. I am.”

	“You wanted more. By the time you took the third ring I was thirty-three, the last thing I wanted was a carnal entanglement with a young man who could do so, so very much professionally. I saved you for the work.”

	“I never asked you to.”

	“So now you want to take my other apprentice, is that it? A woman who stands to move the City itself from this fixed point?”

	“Too much a child to love, but woman enough to start the revolution?” Ianth didn’t give him the chance to reply. “She doesn’t want me. She can barely look at me. We were drunk and entertained, don’t judge her on that.”

	“I have never judged anyone except on their actions.”

	Ianth’s reaction turned cold. It disturbed. “The thing is, I believed that.”

	“If you intend to satisfy yourself on or in her, I’ll thank you to do it somewhere else.”

	“But you want access to her any time you have a few minutes to spare.”

	“Intellectually, you swine. Do you…wish to study with us today?” The real work?

	“Is that a peace offering?”

	“It’s what I do with the people who value my guidance. Your choice. Just…don’t take her with you. She belongs here.”

	“You want me to promise that. And you’re too hung up on free will to make me do so. I’m not here to take things from you. That, I will promise.”

	“Then I have no further extra-academic questions.”

	 

	*

	 

	The Round City’s marketplace centered on a sinking gouge in the city’s southern flank. An array of side streets done in squat brown buildings sprouted on the hillside and ran down to the centerline, where the gray tunics of the guards kept a secular peace.

	Tarina clutched the little velvet purse of coins she had earned from betting on salon stunts. It wasn’t a lot, but now, tucked under her hand in her belt, it meant independence for this one, awkward errand.

	The crowd bewildered her. She had never walked through the Round City of Alavea before. She had never walked through any city before; her family’s village on the sea had numbered maybe three hundred souls the whole time she’d lived there. And, while she had traveled from the Wizards’ Gate to House Draconis in a carriage about a million times, she had never been set loose into the sweat-smelling bedlam of the market district.

	There was no flow to traffic, only questions of whether people were clustering in static knots or shoving in any one of a random selection of directions, usually but not always aligned to the street. Tarina pushed, because everyone else did. The elbow jabs she gave out felt as invasive and miserable as the ones she received on her way.

	Had there always been this many women in the universe? They wore clothes heavier and more modest than Tarina’s. They, and plenty of the men, stared at her expensive violet dress.

	Something brushed her midriff. Tarina tensed and felt at once that her purse was missing from her belt. “Hey!”

	And, without thinking, she pinned everyone within three paces in place.

	Panic iced her veins. She remembered Draconis’s words, so calm, so authoritative: to interact with solid matter requires significant skill, and any such interaction leaves a magical signature that anyone who has watched someone channel can recognize…anyone can recognize…

	He magical focus slipped and liquefied. Through tears she seized the wrist of the child who held her purse. A dome of menacing talk burst up as every random passerby reacted to the split second’s force. Tarina gripped, and pulled her purse from the child’s other hand. She leaned in and poured her fear into whispering, “Leave me alone or I’ll do worse.”

	It wasn’t what she wanted to be to the world, but…but no. Thinking must come later. She had to get off this street. Maybe people were used to wizards around here, but wizards who could physically inconvenience more than a dozen people at once…even someone used to Alavea’s proximity might find that disturbing. Her only advantage was that no one would think a woman could channel like that.

	So she told herself as she rushed through alley and street, watching the signboards for the orange triangle she needed.

	The building turned out to be a house, smaller than the shops around, painted in cheery green. It felt too small and fresh to belong to this chaotic old city.

	Tarina grasped her purse and charged in, ready to buy a measure of the herb that would prevent a pregnancy.

	The house was cheerfully lit through unshuttered frames in the upper walls. Shelves and stools were scattered around seemingly at random, all covered with asymmetrical clay jars and trays, all full of fragrant dirt and variations of dark tight-leaved plants. Every surface that was not alive was clean. And the place was quiet, blessedly quiet. Tarina could curl up and shake herself to sleep in a place like this, only, she could not sleep, and she mustn’t shake yet.

	Tarina picked her way between repurposed bookshelves to see the middle-aged woman flipping through a small book. The woman looked up and smiled warmly, her face wrinkling in a fantastically grimy way as soon as it left its repose.

	“Sister,” said Tarina, because ‘Mother’ looked premature relative to an eighteen-year-old. “The herb?”

	The shopkeeper produced a small, curved knife and leaned over to snip three dark round leaves from a nearby hanging plant. She dropped them into a little satin purse. “Boil for an hour, then strain and drink hot. Don’t eat chocolate on the same day.”

	“Yes, Sister, thank you.” She dropped two gold coins because she had no idea what to offer, but these things were often pay what you could.

	“Yes, little not-a-mother,” she chuckled. “Be off with you.”

	Tarina grabbed the purse and walked out.

	Directly into Noch Draven.

	Noch, carrying a basket of apples, turned a radiant smile. “Tarina! This is a surprise!” He looked pointedly up at the orange sign. Which could cover any number of herbal remedies, Tarina thought indignantly. “I thought you had servants for that. Herbs, of some sort?”

	“Can I ask you something?” said Tarina.

	“Naturally. We’re all…wizards, here.” Noch’s brown eyes seemed to glitter. Tarina was abruptly very aware of the two rank bands on Noch’s baggy blue sleeves. Wizards, but not Initiates.

	And she pushed on. “Where do you get the parts you don’t invent?”

	Amusement wriggled on Noch’s soft features. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t know. I was chatting with Dornan yesterday. Dornan, you know, your coachman?”

	“I know who Dornan is.”

	“And you’ve said three words to him since you came here, is that right? Truly, the best sources are the invisible ones. Oh, but I’m getting away from myself. Congratulations on your Initiation. Truly.”

	“Truly? If you care about wizards in general, you could come with me to Draconis’s place if you want.”

	The round man shuddered. “Oh, no. They wouldn’t like me there.”

	“Because you’re a sage? That doesn’t have to be a problem.” They took sages. They took religious nuts. And, Highest knew, they took satirists.

	“The Red Hall seeks truth,” Noch said. “Even when the truth doesn’t need revealing.”

	“Does that mean there’s a truth you don’t write about? We’ve both been journeyman, what’s so terrible?”

	“No. I just wanted to congratulate you.”

	 “Well, thank you.”

	But Noch wasn’t done. “So can I see what was so important you came out for it personally? So important that you might have…hiccupped…right there in the street?”

	“No. N-no. Don’t you have business up the hill?”

	“Always,” Noch said humorlessly. Then seemed to recover himself. “Anyway, I’m just so interested in this apothecary here.”

	“Suit yourself.” Tarina was starting to feel shaky. Really, truly shaky, the kind that a brisk walk wouldn’t help. “Good day, Noch.”

	“A fine day,” concurred Noch. And, damn him, he went in.

	 

	*

	 

	Noch’s Notes: Exotic teas ease relationships. No one knows this better than a young and available Initiate near Ga Giry’s famous shop. Such a link would be explosive, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It could have been an errand for dandruff. In all that golden hair, who are we to tell?

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis never mentioned the incident in the streets. It was impossible to imagine that he had missed it. Perhaps he thought her own fears were punishment enough. Or perhaps he couldn’t feign ignorance and praise the skill at the same time. She studied his narrow dark eyes and never got an answer.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 11: Imperfect by Comparison

	“Gentlemen. Tarina.” Draconis leaned over the armchair and smiled, close-lipped. “How is the evening?”

	“Your convert has me on the ropes vis-à-vis the afterlife,” said Silvestrin, casting a dramatic frown at Dunael. “Say what you will, Sair taught him well.”

	“The afterlife?” Draconis stepped around the chair and sat, leaning back. The circle here was small. Other circles, sitting and standing, were scattered around the great hall of House Draconis between the grand hearth on one end and the crimson-toned tapestry on the other. Another salon of the informal wizards’ society known as the Red Hall had begun.

	“Silvestrin,” Draconis prodded, “you don’t believe in the Unity?”

	“I’m being buffeted toward uncertainty,” said the older man. “Just ask him.”

	“Ah,” said Draconis, looking now to the dark-haired youth. “You do believe. Heavenly choirs, endless joys for the faithful—within strict behavioral limits, I expect—the communion of all who have gone before?”

	“I do,” said Dunael, his gangly unease showing less than usual. “Would Tayzel have taught it if he didn’t know?”

	Draconis smiled thinly. “Hearsay, my friend?”

	“A prophet, Speaker. Do you doubt him?”

	“Bold,” he said approvingly. “A pity your master doesn’t value that. But come, I thought our brotherhood here questioned everything.”

	“Not this,” insisted Dunael. “You must have some foundation. Something you can swear by, and not less.”

	Draconis gestured negligently. “You may be surprised to know that I do not deny the possibility of Unity.”

	Silvestrin cocked an eyebrow. “Come again?”

	Draconis, for his part, frowned as if to belie what he had just said. “This…may require elaboration.”

	“Hear, hear,” said Tarina. She had been watching no one else.

	Draconis returned his fingertips to a sharp steeple. “We live in a world of laws. I have dedicated my life to defining those laws. There is cause, there is effect. In every darkness one with the proper will and knowledge can cast a light.

	“Unless they can’t.

	“I have seen wonders on a scale barely perceptible to the eye, and shocks writ the size of a nation. And the fact is I don’t know all their laws yet. In light of this, how can I say that some idyllic society of the good and the worthy is impossible? Can I look into every room ever built and say no, there is nothing here for anyone?”

	“Can you prove there are no purple dragons?” murmured Silvestrin.

	Draconis grinned. “I tried, once. It didn’t end well.”

	Silvestrin grinned back. “So I recall.”

	Dunael cleared his throat. “So the Red Hall doesn’t…?”

	“Dunael, insofar as the Red Hall can be argued to exist, it is not a monolith. But were they to slavishly follow me—a disappointing if empowering eventuality—then they would say, no, we cannot dismiss the Unity. Or anything else Tayzel taught. We can doubt. We can besiege the very idea with all our powers of observation and deduction. We can try to illuminate. But if no positive result is obtained, we can’t say never.”

	“Which is what I was saying, sir, only less intelligently,” Dunael added for Silvestrin’s benefit.

	“You reached one of Draconis’s theorems before he managed to start talking about it,” said Silvestrin. “Full marks.”

	Tarina finally leaned forward. “Are you…allowed?” she said in a low voice. “To talk about the Unity, or any of it, as if it might not be true?”

	“It’s considered distasteful but legal,” Draconis said drily. “Our brothers do considerable lobbying to keep it that way. Why, did a lady’s education maintain it was unquestionable?”

	She paused. She had few reminders of her old life these days. “I’m not sure I had the nerve to try.”

	“I see. Highest bless, and Unity in your bedtime prayers?”

	“No. Not anymore.” Draconis’s raised eyebrows urged her on. “I don’t know what kind of maniac would lock a life like that beyond a life like this, but I don’t think I care to play its games.”

	“Ah.” Draconis exchanged an unreadable look with Silvestrin. “Well said,” he added softly.

	“Is there a scholastically rigorous way to phrase that?” said Dunael. Silvestrin only shushed him. Draconis gave a general nod and moved on. Tarina looked at her hands until someone changed the subject.

	So passed another salon of the Red Hall.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina avoided Ianth, unsure of what to say and unwilling to let things get speechless again. One evening in the bright gardens she stopped by the bench where she had first managed a light spell.

	She brought a white votive candle with her. She lit it with a quick glyph and knelt beside it.

	“Kolin,” she whispered. “Oh, Kolin, you were supposed to save me from this life. And now I don’t know if I wanted you to.”

	She could have been a wizard’s housewife, there in southern Siroff among the goats. And the only thing that had put her here instead was Tarina’s own attacks, and Kolin’s vulnerable skull.

	“Tarina?” The gentle tenor of Silvestrin floated to her.

	“Oh,” she said, not as cleanly as she would have liked.

	“I don’t want to interrupt.” He was plain in a yellow coat over his usual brown robes, setting off amber eyes that were always kind. “Is it very bad?”

	“My husband. He’s, um. He’s dead. More than a year ago, now. He’s the whole reason I had to come here…and the reason I could.”

	 Silvestrin had watched with increasing concern since the word “husband”. “Oh.”

	After a pause, he came up beside her and knelt. He lit a little flame beside her candle, supporting without overwriting. They knelt, and, for all she knew, he prayed.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina and Ianth had, so far as Draconis and his servants could tell, stopped running around together. That set at ease an inner beast that Draconis had neither recognized nor liked in himself. No, they were back to being active Red Hall participants and nothing more. Everything was right.

	Now, in Draconis’s study, Tarina was curled up in the big chair with a book. He had allowed a long and comfortable silence; he was busy writing out instructions for the coming days. It wasn’t magic, but it was necessary. And it was enough, in a way, that Tarina was studying.

	He tapped the blotting sand off his latest page. “You should find a stopping point,” he said. There was no response. Surprised, he looked past his own desk and found that Tarina’s head had lolled back against the chair wing. The book was lightly held in slender fingers. Her breathing was gentle on the edge of his hearing.

	Concerned first for the book, he stood up and walked around to slide it free of her grasp. With care he laid it on the desk, then turned back to his protégé. 

	Here was no frown of concentration or grimace of frustration, two of the most common impulses of her training. Her brow was clear, her mouth just a little slack; the fire of her Southern sky eyes was covered. 

	Oh, he had seen the sky over the southern ocean at noontime. As he had seen the wind on the northern grasses, as he had lived amid the mountains, finding answers to questions that were never exhausted. It was a career that had ended with his father’s campaign and death. Everything before, and especially everything after, had told him that his life’s work belonged here.

	With her, and those like her.

	Blossoming was the kind of word people used for youths like this. She looked so very young. At thirty-six he was beginning to suspect that the years were not necessarily his friends; but she, at half his age, still had a glory ahead of her. 

	Draconis had struggled for a long time with the question of what he would do if he ever met someone who could surpass him. And the answer was here. Protect her. Teach her. Bring her to the edges of his ability so that she could take that step forward and press hers. His future had never been so clearly defined.

	And she, determined and brilliant, studious and curious, afraid without realizing that she in her full power had nothing in this world to fear…her future was unwritten. That pen was firmly in her hand. He ached with the hope that it would aid his cause. 

	But for the moment, she looked comfortable. He took a cushion from another chair and nudged it under her head. With nothing else to add, he cut the light on the way out.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina dreamed of cold earth and an empty road.

	Her safety was gone. Her home, her shelter. She had nothing left, except the stories of men who commanded nature, and who might command this most unnatural disease.

	She felt it in the back of her head, saw it in that horrible second sight that had burned her past behind her. The mist, sluggish, grayish, brutal. Little curls separated from it, little moments of coalescence snapping into lights, to flames, to violent bursts of wind on her cheeks. A cacophony, a storm. She squeezed her eyes shut, displacing tears, and waited for it to end.

	Then the cold went away.

	Tarina looked around. She was curled up on a chair in Draconis’ study. She tried to turn over and fell down instead. She hit the floor facefirst and rolled gracelessly over until she was more or less all facing the same direction.

	The mist of magic was here, smoothing itself out. She had had an attack in her sleep.

	Concerned first for the book, she set up a white light glyph and looked around. There it was, on Draconis’s desk.

	The desk. The desk was in shambles. Paper stacks knocked over, his beloved pen and ink set tilted and tipped. She snatched the ink bottles upright before the caps could shake free.

	All around her, the room had been swept by a hundred destructive little hands. Nothing burned, but several volumes were scorched where they lay. One bookshelf had been knocked facedown, and a quarter of the remainder were partly or wholly clear. She had to pick her targets. She started arranging the rest of the desk. The paperweights, the stacks, some of which were now continued on the floor—she moved frantically.

	She saw one letter atop the scattered ones. It was full of Draconis’s bold hand. She read:

	 

	Brothers,

	You come to me with a matter of justice. I presume you have heard the Shepherd’s call for forgiveness, and have found that response wanting. I do. Here is the matter: a trial must be swift, public, with more than one man of discernment to serve as arbiters. The accused has no additional rights. Why should a man with evidence of murder on his hands enjoy the same comforts as any other citizen?

	Some will call this supreme irony coming from me. To them I say: Say it to my face. Explain to me in the sight of witnesses the error of my ways, or hold your tongue.

	But to the murderer, the one with evidence of his wrongdoing? He deserves only the workings of justice. Mercy is the province of the holy and the pitying, and neither faction is particularly famous for either.

	I cannot urge you against the decision of the court. The trials we want are not the trials we have. We can only campaign to improve them in the future. I offer you my deepest sympathy for the loss of our brother. And I urge you, not to patience, but to determination. Every miscarriage of justice is a call to action.

	That call will be answered. 

	Yours in service,

	Speaker Phinean Draconis

	 

	Tarina set the paper down. It was no surprise, not really, but to see it fashioned into one compact missile was jarring. Who had died? Why was he so angry? Where were these friends? She had seen the gatherings of the Red Hall within House Draconis, yes, but this sounded like someone miles or leagues away. Exactly how far did his influence reach?

	Why hadn’t he told her?

	He ran a world entirely outside her studies. She wasn’t jealous, not exactly. She wasn’t sure what she was. She would ignore it entirely, only…there was very real peril for him there. 

	And he wrote letters at it.

	Tarina pushed her ruined hair back behind her shoulders and started cleaning up the shelves.

	Someone burst in.

	She spun, glad that the letter wasn’t in her hands. “Draconis!”

	For it was he, and he wore a floor-length red robe trimmed in gold. “Tarina,” he said. He sniffed. “An attack. In your sleep?”

	“Yes,” she said miserably. “I’m sorry, your papers…”

	“Damn the papers, are you all right?”

	The dread of the night vanished. “Yes,” she said softly.

	He looked around at the cleared shelves, the stained desktop, the chaos of papers. “The power and precision of your random attacks has improved quite a lot. I’ll manage this. You should go to bed. In your shielded room.”

	“Indefinitely,” she creaked.

	“This wasn’t your fault. We none of us control our dreams, not really.”

	Why did he understand that now? “We’ll figure something out.”

	“Yes,” he said, sounding already distracted as he bent over the heaps of papers. “Yes, we will.”

	 

	*
 

	The salon buzzed. Tarina slipped in and went for the nearest circle. She knew everyone by name by now, and most of them accepted her presence. “What is it?” she said generally. “What’s happening?”

	Dunael gave her a companionable nod. “A Ceremonialist of the North, is here to share his insights into channeling. The Ceremonialists aren’t even like the Artificers. They’re strange. But I bet we can borrow.”

	Ianth showed up at Tarina’s elbow. “Sounds like fun,” he said. “I heard he has kinetic abilities.”

	Tarina squirmed, still feeling more than she should at his nearness. “He must be very powerful.”

	“Let’s go see!”

	Nebrael was a powerfully built man possessed of the reddish skin and thick black hair of the North. Draconis was elsewhere, and it was Silvestrin who brought the visitor to Tarina’s table and made the introductions.

	Nebrael bowed deeply. “Of Southern beauties I have heard,” he said in leisurely tones, “but until this moment didn’t believe.”

	Tarina felt her cheeks warming. “Suspend judgment, please, until we’ve interacted professionally.”

	His eyes widened innocently and he gestured around. “Surely you’re not obligated to support yourself this way.”

	“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	“Then, my lady, I must try with all my might to please.”

	She laughed, maybe a little nervously. “You have nothing to worry about. Show this crowd something new and they’ll throw a parade for you.”

	“A parade in this heat. It will be like going home again.”

	Nebrael moved to the dais with the upper table. More than two dozen wizards were gathered to listen, including a few Blues. Everyone stayed civil; this was a matter of academics, not scorekeeping. 

	Nebrael’s demonstration started out very simple, a waving of hands. “Behold, how my movements work in the air.”

	“But you’re not holding magic,” said Dunael.

	“I am priming the area. The mere interaction of my flesh and ambient power is my beginning. Behold, a few words and you shall see results on my hand.” He reached out and spoke two long, rhyming lines in a language Tarina didn’t recognize. Suddenly the magic floating around the visitor stiffened and slid into a double-edged blade sprouting from Nebrael’s knuckles and extending a foot and a half out. He repeated his rhyme and started moving. The blade stayed planted to his knuckles. “Now for the hard part,” he said, resounding. He picked up a stone rod maybe two inches thick. He brought down his magical blade and it parted the stone like water.

	The blade collapsed. Nebrael took a hard, shaking breath.

	“Are you all right?” said Dunael.

	“Oh, yes. It isn’t trivial.” He shook his hand out. “Everyone, now, repeat these lines:” The audience got it right on the first try. Tarina felt a warm swell of pride for the Order and the Red Hall.

	Dunael watched the proceedings, and tested it himself, while Tarina tried to pay attention to everyone at once. Dunael gave up the spell but added, wryly, “Just nobody make anybody angry while we remember all this.”

	It was new, and that made it wonderful.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 12: Give and Take

	“Tarina. If you would?” Draconis ushered her into his Hall office. “I thought working up here would give you better field density. I have finished the physical building of the battery.” He pointed to a fist-sized purple crystal on the desk. Its facets were chased with fine lines of gold. “What do you see when you look at it?”

	Tarina hesitated. “Echoes,” she said. “Like you put in an artistic pattern that repeats…but it’s very, very subtle.”

	“Interesting. I see where you could get that. Would you care to try to fill it?”

	“Gladly.” When she made a note of magic, thick as it was around here, the crystal was an inert lump. Tarina made a focus point in the center and started pouring magic in.

	It resisted at first, sliding off the face of the crystal as if she were dousing it in water. Mindful, she followed with more power. And more. And more.

	Something gave way so markedly that she staggered forward a couple of steps against the balance. And the crystal began to drink.

	And drink, and drink.

	Draconis did not concern himself with her physical movements. He stared at the battery. She didn’t know the limit. She wasn’t sure there was a limit. She gave, and gave, until she was absolutely certain that the crystal contained more magical power than Draconis could withdraw at a go.

	The crystal tugged at her stream of awareness. She pulled away until it snapped.

	“What was that?” Draconis said sharply.

	“A little resistance to letting go. Here.” She held up the purple crystal. “I filled it.”

	“Really? Fascinating.” He reached for it and Tarina handed it over. “I can barely tell. How are you feeling? Can you channel at normal power?”

	“You know, I didn’t try? Just a moment.” She started weaving the dense curtain that could physically block light. She made it through the width of two splayed hands and stopped. “It’s getting difficult.”

	“So you are merely remarkable,” he murmured. “And not infinite. Very well. Let me test draining the stone.”

	“As fast as you can,” said Tarina. “In theory you might be able to draw faster than your usual limit. Imagine you’re me.”

	He smiled slightly and held the stone up. As he stared it began to glow a sweet, joyous violet. She could feel his thoughts racing and knew that, for once, he was limited only by her ability to provide.

	Something glowed near the floor. Tarina followed faint gleams and then Draconis was stepping on them and going up into the air. Her heart surged. Levitation? On nothing, truly nothing? She knew immediately it would take her weeks or months to master the supporting glyphs. How did he get them to interact with normal matter on a scale like this?

	He stumbled. He landed on one knee on the ground. He looked up, clutching the stone in one hand and his heart with the other. “That was a religious experience,” he groaned.

	Something tickled Tarina’s upper lip. Startled, she wiped and her hand came away smeared with thick, dark blood.

	And he noticed when he stood. “High alone, Tarina. Was it painful?”

	“I don’t know. I was too excited.”

	His laughter had a nervous note. “That’s bad for taking notes. Truly…no. We’ll have to find another source. Something that can break over that barrier.”

	“Draconis, I want you to have this.”

	“I want you not bleeding,” he said impatiently. “It may get worse on repetition. Do you think I would sell your life for a few minutes’ enjoyment?”

	She wasn’t sure. “Would you?”

	He looked at her. And looked at her. His dark eyes gave nothing away. “No,” he breathed at last. His voice grew stronger. “No. Not at that price.” He put the artifact away. “Let us speak of other things.”

	He brought the crystal back to the house rather than leave it unattended. That night she turned the magical key into his study and took the embellished amethyst. She settled on Draconis’ great leather chair and turned the crystal to and fro. In the glass-filtered starlight it gleamed like something enchanted, which it was. She liked the look.

	She focused. The mist girded with silver flowed into the hungry gem. She opened her mind to the glimmering focus and pushed it along; it was a test like the most extravagant of her games. Somehow the gem never felt full. She stopped when she felt bored. She could charge it all the way for Draconis. He would like that.

	Until then, she wanted something power-intensive. She could think of one thing right away. There was a chance it could be dangerous, but after the testing of the past months she had good control. She drew from the gem and splashed into a matched pair of glyphs beyond on-paper comprehension.

	Two portals opened, two tall silver lines unfolding into man-height ovals facing one another. There, standing across the room from one another, she saw them link together, each displaying the other’s view of the room. She laughed louder. They were as hungry as the gem had been, but she had her natural power plus the battery store. She walked up to one and stuck her arm through. It felt cold. From the vaguely glowing portal across the room, she saw her fingers wiggling.

	The dizzy spell left her just enough time to sever the magic.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina was warm and comfortable. There was a hand at the back of her neck and another cradling her cheek. “Tarina!” The voice was a tense baritone. “Tarina, you fool, come back. Do the words ‘safety protocols’ mean anything to you? Tarina.”

	She stayed still, feeling his fingertips moving on her temple, luxuriating.

	“Come back. That’s an order, Initiate. I outrank you yet. Damn it, wake.”

	She opened her eyes and blinked against the brilliance in the study. Draconis had set up a blazing lamp.

	And he dropped her as if burned. “What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped. He swept up a length of white cloth that was smeared with blood from dark brown to fresh crimson and she could feel the logical beginning of that on her upper lip. “I can’t believe you would find a way to push yourself without someone watching!”

	She closed her eyes and prepared her defenses, of which there were plenty. “You were asleep! I needed to know!”

	“Do you have any idea what it means when I start telling you to control yourself?”

	“If it worked you could keep going!”

	“And if it didn’t you could die! What do you seriously believe is my priority in that balance?”

	Her heart throbbed, not least because he had really said it. “Draconis, I…I’m sorry. I was just so excited that it worked.”

	His concern and his voice lost their edge. “Be safe next time. There may come a time when you need to frighten yourself. But it isn’t this. You are not disposable!”

	“Want me to show you what I did?”

	His nostrils flared and narrowed, flared and narrowed. He did not otherwise move for the better part of a minute. Oh, if she told him about the experiment she had attempted he would love it, she knew. He would have suggestions for ways for it to not leave her bleeding on the floor. But for the first time ever, he wasn’t letting himself wonder.

	“Keep it to yourself,” he growled.

	Oh. She had never taken such a reproof from him. “I’m sorry.” 

	“I told you once never to apologize for your power. I take that back. An apology is the bare minimum for what you just pulled.”

	“Draconis, I survived.”

	For the first time the tension on his face broke. “Yes,” he said quietly. “Yes, you did. Tell me you learned something other than the scientific from this experience.”

	“I know. I’ll do it safely next time.”

	He nodded. “Plumbing the secrets of the universe would be markedly less enjoyable without you.”

	She felt her cheeks warming and looked away. “I’d miss you, too.”

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina ran late for dinner, having been busy writing up notes on the previous salon’s ideas. When she reached the dining room its door opened and Moriana flounced past without so much as looking at Tarina. 

	Tarina went in. 

	Draconis was in a claw chair pulled somewhat away from the pastries on the table. He was slouching. He did not look happy.

	“What’s wrong?” she said.

	He frowned ferociously at her, in contrast to his level, low voice. “What is your opinion on the sanctity of human life?”

	She thought about this. “It is the one thing I can’t make. —W-w-with magic. I should be very careful, breaking things I can’t replace.”

	He sneered. “The Shepherd’s words?”

	“Mine. I know what you think of justice, but two broken pillars do not make a whole house. Only rebuilding can.”

	“You are full of metaphors.”

	She really had thought about it between rumor rounds. She walked up beside him and took a seat, trying not to notice when he leaned away. “It’s just this. When I think about a summer day, with dust in the sunbeams and a new unique toy between us, and both of us smiling, and then think of taking away all possibility of someone ever being that happy themselves...I can’t do it. Even if they were bad. I can’t give everyone what they deserve, so who am I to pick and choose who gets payback?”

	Somehow he was leaning toward her instead, challenging, really listening. “And if they've done something heinous? A murderer, a—” his mouth twitched in revulsion—“rapist?”

	“I don't know. Death can't be undone. The criminal can never make up for what he did. Isn't that sad?”

	“They can never commit their crime again.”

	“What possibility are you willing to risk to allow a life?”

	His nostrils flared. “Will the second victim convince you? Rape is one crime, though once done once I am told it is very easy to make a pattern, and I have no problem with consequences for that. Killing is undesirable because it disrupts the survivors, and that is the only counterargument to execution for either crime. Life is not inherently sacred, not knowing what you can do with it. It is given worth through deeds. And loses worth by the same.”

	“Can deeds cancel?”

	His usual smile at her insights did not appear. He only said, grimly, “They have to.” The corner of his mouth turned down. “You should write more.”

	“Really?”

	“Oh, yes. Balance me. I can show you some early, angry writing, but you wouldn’t enjoy them.”

	She finally realized that pastries lay on the broad dark table. She took one. “I only care about who you are now.”

	“Truly?” His dark eyes narrowed. “A person can change. Sometimes I forget that. Not you, you’re too young, but even you, someday…I would rather you didn’t change. You are the best part of what I have done here.”

	She stored those words for now and always. “I cannot create life. I hope to the Highest that I can help what’s there.”

	“You’re a good person. My life would be simpler if you weren’t.”

	“Draconis, if someone is still troubling you, we can talk about it.” She remembered she was holding a round tube of pastry, and set it down.

	“I think that’s quite enough talking. Try the duck, we can bring more out. You said you liked that, didn’t you?”

	“With enthusiasm.”

	“Then the rest can wait.”

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina was reading a monograph written by one of the Red wizards. Solid work, which so far she had seen only in bits and scraps.

	There came a knock in a playful rhythm. “Come in,” she said, unconcerned.

	Ianth let himself in. “Hello,” he said shyly.

	And she smiled without effort. “I’m glad we’re still on speaking terms.”

	“Why are you so damned nice? You are everything the Red Hall needs but is too manly to admit.”

	“We…I just don’t want to make it awkward.”

	“Oh. Then you’re going to hate what I came to say.”

	“Oh?”

	Ianth looked at his palms and wiped them on his hips. “I’m leaving. Returning to Ellithia.”

	“Oh.” Something in her whimpered. She tried to sound calm. “When?”

	“Just about now.”

	She dropped the paper. “I didn’t offend you, did I?”

	“No, you…you were a revelation. And I can’t explore that, not next to him.”

	“I don’t want you exiled on my account.”

	“I have opportunities in Ellithia. A life, and a good one. What I’m giving up isn’t my whole life.” He wiped his palms again while his facial expression rippled through sheepishness and away. “I’m going to say this once. You could come with me. You’re Initiated, you’re not bound to the city anymore. The air is clearer in Cornith. No one is surprised or upset when you follow your heart. And there’s still research, we’re not total rubes. It could be fun.” 

	Fun, as opposed to keeping on the pulse of history. “It’s a tempting offer. But I belong here.”

	“In this house.”

	“In this city,” she amended.

	“Don’t pretend.”

	So she admitted it. “In this house.”

	Ianth looked torn, but his voice fitted his smiling mouth, not his worried eyes. “Good luck. Stand up for yourself.”

	“He would never force me to.”

	“The world is bigger than him. I’m sorry, that wasn’t supposed to be bitter. I thought I’d lost everything when I gave up on earning his love. But I found my own place.”

	“Do you think I could ever visit you?”

	“Definitely. Maybe just a little at first.” He ducked, examining her face, and smiled a little greenly. “Draconis doesn’t teach us about defending ourselves, except in the most kinetic sense of the word. But we do need defenses. We need to stop gripping the things that burn. That’s why I left after my Initiation, and it’s why I’m going now.”

	Leaving. Leaving. “There’s no meaningful defense in running away.”

	“On the contrary, that’s the point. I have to go.”

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis was free with the whip as he sat atop his carriage’s front bench and barreled through the traffic out of Alavea. He got more frantic when he saw the big and fashionable man on a tall roan horse.

	He shoved someone else’s carriage out of the way and pulled up alongside Ianth.

	“Gone without a word?” he called bitterly. “Again?”

	Ianth gave him a sideways glance. Silently he climbed off his horse and onto Draconis’s bench. He kept his horse’s reins in his hand, and the animal kept pace while the carriage rolled on.

	From a short distance, and a large angle, Ianth said, “I thought I could start over. I can’t.”

	Draconis didn’t feel guilty. He felt wronged. “Then you still blame me for what happened.”

	“Only for what didn’t happen.”

	The wind picked up, cool under the lowering sky.

	And Draconis asked the real question. “Is Tarina nearby?”

	Ianth’s eyebrows shot up. He waved around at the traffic. “No,” he emphasized. “She cares too much. And…she loves the work. You found a good one, Draconis.”

	“The best...if she chooses to stay.”

	“Is she really not even a little bit alluring? Beautiful, smart, powerful yet devoted…”

	“Stop.” As if he hadn’t heard the litany from everyone up to and including his mother.

	“I’m trying to imagine never being attracted to anyone.”

	“I struggle to imagine loving indiscriminately.”

	“Oh, I pick and choose. From a wide field, but I only take the best.” Now that carried baggage. Ianth sighed. “You may lose her. Not to me, but to someone.”

	“You wouldn’t be a total loss to science.” That seemed insufficient, so Draconis pushed on. “I never hated you, you know.”

	“Thanks. But it took a move to another country to convince me I wasn't broken.”

	“I never want to be the reason you stay away from Alavea.”

	“I'm a big boy,” Ianth said with poor grace. “I can decide where I go. I only have one more question to pose. Do you blame a lamp for the dead moths?”

	Moths had a choice. “Did I ask to burn? Neither one of you has died. I truly wish you joy of the life you’ve made.” That reminded him of something that would make this conversation less miserable. “The water filter.”

	Ianth blinked. “What?”

	Draconis struggled to find a topic they could agree on. They always agreed on magic. Maybe that would convince Ianth to meet him on his own terms. “In your technical missives, which I do read. You were working on a water filter. I’ll send you some relevant notes. You’ve gotten further than I have.”

	And Ianth had a new, glassy calm. “I see. Thank you. Most of my work is bogged down in details for different pollutants. I’d appreciate unifying factors.”

	“I’ll work on it.”

	Sincerity and passion, wedded to the exclusion of all other presences. “Goodbye, Phinean Draconis. Be kind to your students. Flesh is fallible...but sometimes it’s right.”

	“That’s for me to deal with. Safe travels, Ianth. I do not wish to close Alavea to you.”

	“No, I will instead. It’s all right. We each have our place.” Without waiting for a response he re-mounted his horse and urged it westward.

	And Draconis looked for a place to turn around, to go home.

	 

	*

	 

	It was to be a quiet, private evening. Tarina met Draconis before he reached the door.

	There outside their dining room, in the corridor lit only by flaming candelabras, Draconis looked at her like she’d done something wrong.

	“Draconis?” she said. “What is it?”

	“Then you haven’t heard?”

	She bit her lip. Of course she’d heard. The man had told her himself. “Ianth is gone.”

	Draconis growled in a way he never had before.

	“Draconis, you must know why…well, you know why he came, didn’t you?”

	The candlelight gave him a demonic cast. “He came because he heard about you.”

	It hurt that Ianth was gone, and she was tired of holding back. “That’s a half truth.”

	His nostrils never flared this much when they covered professional topics. “He came because he wanted to know whether to be jealous.”

	She was so close to getting a declaration of some sort. “Of what?”

	“My attention to your talent. Not that he lacked it himself.”

	“He wanted to know whether I was with you.”

	“I see no further benefit to this questioning.”

	The door clicked. It had been open the whole time.

	Tarina ran.

	 

	*

	 

	Moriana followed Draconis out of the dining room and down the gallery. “Phinean? I heard that.”

	Draconis slowed. He walked a little too buoyantly. There were rosy spots of color on his cheeks. His smile was a little grim. “I was thinking about Corvet’s improvements on my stasis field. He thinks it can be anchored to flesh for movement. Imagine walking at the bottom of the sea, untouchable. I think it will take a good deal more work.”

	“Phinean.”

	“I’ll need to follow up promptly. This work is important enough to merit rapid development.”

	Moriana looked down the hall at Dimir Draconis’s portrait. Then at Dimir’s son.  “Phinean.”

	Draconis set his jaw and looked away. “She embarrassed herself.”

	“In. Now.” She indicated the next door, which led to a dark drawing room. 

	He lit a glyph without seeming to think of it. “She embarrassed herself,” he said again.

	Moriana patted her high-piled hair, but she was fooling no one with her casual air. “You mean you felt embarrassed by what she said.”

	“I never asked for her attention.”

	“Didn’t you?” Draconis’s lip twitched, and Moriana hurried on. “I am not accusing you, dear. What have you been doing for the last year-plus?”

	“Teaching her. As she asked.”

	“Saving her. As she needed.”

	“Do you think I can’t see that?:” It snapped. All of it snapped. “Mother, I love her!” It hung between his strained wild mouth and Moriana’s stunned ears. “As a student, as a colleague, as close to my mind and my blood as I’ll ever know. And that love is true, and profound, and elevating, and no one here believes it’s worth anything. I will never give her my body. Instead I offer her my soul! And it isn’t enough.” He sucked in a ragged breath. “Mother, you always know who to lean on, but there is no one here who could help your case. We will not have this conversation again.”

	Moriana’s red lips parted. “Phinean,” she said in a changed voice...“I didn't know. I don't understand.”

	“I don't understand either. But I know what I am. I'm sorry to disappoint.”

	“You could never disappoint me.” He could name a few times when she'd indicated otherwise, but he let it slide because of the note of tenderness in her voice. If she could forgive what he couldn’t help being…then miracles were possible. 

	Moriana nodded thoughtfully. “But let's think this through: you must tie up unfinished business.”

	The swerve bothered him. “What?” 

	“Let us leave aside all talk of love. If Tarina is to be your lieutenant, you should finish off old projects to make room.” She touched a hanging tendril of blended silver and golden hair and smiled. “It will give her some time to think about things away from you.”

	“You're wise, Mother. But what is there to do? My career before her was squabbles and distractions. My pick of potentials smaller than my own.”

	“There are other wizards. I want you to be happy, Phinean. I want you to be the leader you should be.”

	“I will be,” he said gently. “I have two very important people to help me with that.”

	“Will you tell her what you told me? About not changing your mind?” Her blue eyes looked luminous, like cabochons on priceless rings.

	I love her. And I’ll never…. If that hope was the only thing stopping Tarina from leaving for Ianth or the Void or, irretrievably, herself… “No.”

	“Good.”

	Mother could be dogged but mercurial. She had her obsessions, just as, to be fair, he had his. But a wizard could always stop her. She had harmless pursuits. And she loved him, in another sense of the word. She was a great woman and she loved him. Only a complete ingrate would repay that with suspicion.

	“Good night, Mother.”

	“Rest well, Phinean. Remember what we’ve said here.” And, poised, she walked out.

	 
 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 13: The Meal

	 

	Midwinter and a full moon. Every wizard in the city on the hill recognized it for what it was.

	And a feast was set in the Students’ Hall, and all eighty-seven Speakers in the city had an invitation.

	And Draconis dressed well and knew that Sair would be afraid all evening. That made him happy. He made some arrangements with the kitchen staff, not fatal this time. Just setting the stage for a quiet night.

	The Students’ Hall stood five stories high and could fit thirty men abreast. The trestles were dark from centuries of use, and the dark tables were polished to mirror shine. Seating was arranged by assistants who knew the currents of the society. No one tried seating Draconis with Blues. He talked with a neutral commentator at either elbow. Just the year’s reminder that Draconis didn’t have sway over every non-enemy.

	And course after course came, and the tension in the room, the pauses between sentences, grew wider and wider. Nerves walked among them, perhaps the only things in continuous motion. 

	Every course was the last course, and this last one was ordinary, bread sliced thin with meat.

	The blue stone dome above allowed indirect light on the gray stone walls. And the wizards wore formal robes, rank bands glittering, jeweled rings clicking, formal ponytails bobbing. The Speakers’ noise and pomp filled the space.

	The barest sound from Sair’s corner of the banquet tables drew every eye in the room. He was looking red. He touched his throat and started making a sick gulping noise.

	Just as Draconis had imagined so many times, before he decided on mercy. Just had he had resolved not to do. 

	The sage next to the old enemy pounded his back, hard. Sair gasped and struggled. Draconis watched in dreadful fascination. This was his death sentence. And somebody else had spoken it for him.

	Had there been any point at all in withdrawing from this fight?

	Sair pitched over the table. He got out one keening wail. And then, purple-faced, he stopped moving.

	Eighty-six voices rose and clashed. Half the faces in the room turned to Draconis. He stood, raising one cautioning hand, praying for his authority to make a difference here. 

	Someone started laughing.

	Draconis looked to the great, open door. Moriana stood in the doorway sheathed in crimson, one hand set high on the frame. She was laughing loudly and richly, discordant music in the horror of the moment.

	“Mother,” he called. “What have you done?”

	“What you refused,” she said, and laughed again, and withdrew.

	“Get her!” someone sputtered. “Stop her!”

	Draconis sprinted with the others. A fury of concentration sent the men in front of him sprawling. Draconis leaped past them, out the door, across the foyer, out to the blue steps.

	Moriana was running, and there was nothing of grace in her as she sped. A carriage waited in the moonlit courtyard. Moriana dove in and the driver whipped the horses, jerking the carriage to a near gallop toward the penitents’ gate.

	Draconis’s futures closed before him. He had repented too late.

	“Seize him,” shouted the First Speaker from the crowd. “Take him away.”

	Peace. He had tried to make peace. But mercy was not his to grant.

	 

	*

	 

	By the time Tarina got to the Students’ Hall the party was deserted. She didn’t know where to start so she started at the top. She ran to the Great Hall as fast as she could within the tyranny of her skirt and ran up the tower to the door to the Shepherd’s chambers.

	The skeletal First Speaker was seated on the bench outside. He smiled at her. “Exciting times,” he said mockingly.

	Tarina punched the door five times. “Shepherd!” she howled between shuddering breaths. “Come and face me!”

	“Do you think they’ve started torturing him yet?” said the Speaker.

	“You bastard.” She sobbed. “He didn’t do anything.”

	“Only because someone beat him to it,” said the Speaker.

	“That’s not true. It’s not true.” The great blond door swung open, revealing an exhausted-looking Shepherd. He leaned heavily on his crook. “Initiate Tarina,” he said. The concern on his brow seemed to weigh heavily. “You know that your master has been arrested.”

	“On what crime, Father?”

	“Murder. You know this.”

	“He’s not guilty! He promised me! Father, he promised me, he would never go back…Moriana did this for herself, not him. She’s stopped caring about him.”

	“Or is he still dutiful to her?” The Shepherd looked, not only venerable with his white beard, but old with his rheumy eyes. “I respect your intent, but I cannot defend a man’s life on anyone’s intuition.”

	“Where is he being held.”

	“Let justice take its course, Initiate.”

	“There can be no justice for Phinean Draconis! Not while the Blue Hall stands. You know that! He didn’t do it! Let him go!”

	The Shepherd sighed deeply. His dark eyes rested on the floor beside her, then slowly rose. “Promise me that you won’t hurt anyone. Then I cannot stop what you choose to do.”

	“Thank you,” she said. “I won’t let anyone get hurt.”

	“His day in court may yet come.”

	“And he’ll walk to it freely. I know he will.”

	“Initiate. There are days when I hope more than anything that you will be spared disillusionment.”

	“Today’s as good a day as any.” She spun and left.

	The tower she checked had several large offices, shielded. They were unguarded, too. Tarina did not slow her search of the blue stone tower until she found a room with a guard outside.

	“Where is he. Where is he!” Tarina kept walking and the guard kept shuffling to be in her way. She wasn’t even sure Draconis was in the chambers of the spire; it was just the best place she had to start. Searching the dungeons beneath the Hall would take days, and if the Reds had not scattered she would have asked them to work on that.

	“You have no authority here,” said the shuffling man. He was looking pale around the edges. “Get back to his compound. No doubt he’ll call on you for the trial.”

	“Get out of my way.”

	“No one comes up here without word from the First Speaker.”

	“Or the Shepherd?”

	The man hesitated.

	She stared at the door behind him. “Get out of my way. Unless you want me to tell the Shepherd you’ve been obstructing me.”

	The guard revived and dusted off his black three-ring robes. “What does he care? You’re one of the Red’s. You have no standing here.”

	“I stand where I want.” When she actually charged him he fell back to the closed door. She pushed up on her toes, glaring, shoving her face inches from his. “I don’t want to make this unpleasant for you.”

	“Girl, if you think you can—”

	She didn’t touch him. She waved, concentrating, weaving the pattern of a solid block and pouring in the tide of power necessary to physically shove him out of the way. His confusion only lasted a moment before turning to panic. She threw the door open and ran up the stairs two at a time. At the top was another guard. “What are you—” he said.

	Tarina pushed him the same way and opened the door to rush in.

	No guard on the other side stopped her. She blinked and looked around. She was in a study, more spacious than Draconis’s, moonlit from a tall clear window commanding a view of the city. Bone-white shelves wrapped around the other walls, featuring books, anatomical models, metal glyphs, tarnished religious figures, apparatuses of claw and lens. In the center, over a deep green carpet, was a heavy dark desk. On the desk, three neat stacks of paper and a vast inkwell, exactly as normal. Behind the inkwell, Draconis, studiously writing something on the nearest sheet, obviously copying from a model near his elbow.

	Tarina stumbled and stopped. “How did you…?”

	He looked up and smiled, close-lipped. It made the horror of the past eight hours fade. He tilted his head and looked her over as if checking to make sure she was all there. “They were leaning toward the dungeon option and then I told them you would come for me,” he said. “They interpreted it as a threat. Thus: every resource available, except freedom. I have had worse arrangements.”

	Tarina took in the room, the desk, the man, with a more careful eye. And then she saw what was missing. “Your hand.”

	His mouth thinned. His left hand bobbed its quill up and down. “They decided to remove my ability to foment heresy. Fortunately for me they only did half the job. Admittedly the more fluent half.”

	“Let me see.” She rushed forward, ignoring the vague gesture of the guard. “Draconis…”

	“Don’t touch it,” he said, but he brought his right hand up to lay on the desktop. It was swollen and red, purple in places, scored with blood on misshapen surfaces, fingernails cracked and bleeding. The index finger was offset, twisted the wrong way. Tarina found no signature of magic in his flesh.

	“It was a hammer,” he explained. “Or something like.”

	“Why didn’t you stop them?”

	“Because,” he said thoughtfully. “I opted to swallow my pride, to see whether that could save my life. I let them blindfold me. If I survive the night, I can do anything else.”

	She spoke to silence her own horror. “I can do something. I can fix it.”

	“What do you know about a healthy hand?” It wasn’t harsh, only unblinkingly factual. “There are sixteen bones not counting the fingers.” He regarded it. His lips thinned. “Maybe fewer originally.”

	“I have a good hand. I can model off that.”

	“With what? My flesh? Yours?”

	How many problems had he talked through with her like this, challenge, response, always an answer in sight? “I can donate.”

	“Absolutely not.”

	“Then who would you allow to work on this?”

	“There are three men in the Order who have the expertise to repair such extensive damage to such a complex area. All three of them are Shepherd’s men.”

	“He would help if I asked him to.”

	He bared his teeth. “I. Will. Not. Take. His. Charity.”

	“This isn’t one of your points of principle!”

	“Every point is a point of principle!”

	He had always been untouchable and untouched. Only, something had caught up with him. “Draconis, you are in pain. And you’re telling me I’m not allowed to do anything about it.” 

	“Yes.” His dark brown eyes were clear, almost glistening. “Now. Is there anything else?”

	“Come with me. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“Quite the opposite of wrong. I gave the kitchen staff instructions to keep my mother out. I felt disloyal, acting as if she could do this. So…she did this. Every string I pulled to keep peace, and she simply cut them. I find more disloyal thoughts coming.” His nostrils flared and he looked at the desk’s clean top. “I need to get my handwriting back into something presentable. Before anyone finds out. I will not be labeled an invalid. Or a victim.”

	“I’m your apprentice, and I’m begging you. Do it from home. Right now you’re one disgruntled sage away from…well, you don’t think the guards here would stop anyone who comes.”

	That blunt fact seemed to reach him. “Hm, fair point,” he said lucidly. “I can do some good from home, anyway.”

	She turned around to find a guard in the doorway. He was glaring as he said, “Orders from the First Speaker are that Sair’s murderers stay here under arrest.”

	“Sair’s murderer is out of the city by now, no doubt because everyone qualified to arrest her was piling onto me.” Draconis came up and placed his good hand on Tarina’s shoulder, grounding and claiming both at once. He smiled. “So which one of us do you want to try stopping first?”

	The guard fell back.

	 

	*

	 

	It was full morning by the time they reached the estate. Draconis stalked to the great room where the salons took place.

	Nothing was there. No lights, no food, and no people.

	Silvestrin stepped in from somewhere. Even his relief to see Draconis didn’t light him up for long. “Our friends aren’t coming,” he said miserably. “You may be free but you’re yet accused. No one wants to fall with you.”

	Draconis nodded wearily. “Except you, old friend.”

	“I can’t read the winds in my old age, you maniac.”

	They shared a smile, warm if small.

	“Tarina?” The voice from the hallway was too quiet to seem threatening. “Is that you?”

	She crept out. Dunael sat on a bench along the wall. He had been crying, heavily. The softness of his dark eyes was gone. His skin looked red and lusterless. His voice was still thick when he spoke to her. “He did it. That bastard did it.”

	“His mother did it. He promised me he wouldn’t be involved.”

	“And you believed him?” His voice rose to a shriek. “My master is dead! The Red Hall did it! Draconis is the Red Hall, he is its entire beating heart, and this is what he chose to do! You know why nobody else is here? It’s because nobody wants to associate with a murderer who’s going down. The salons are over. You know you can’t play neutral anymore. And I only came because…because I wanted to see you. I want you to leave him, but I know you won’t.” He grimaced, visibly fighting for control, “I’m sorry, Tarina.”

	“It isn’t like that. Things will come back to normal soon, just without Moriana.”

	“Moriana is a distraction. Draconis is the center of—”

	“Yes?” Draconis said from the doorway. Silvestrin hung behind.

	Dunael lifted his chin, setting his blotchy dark face against the light. “Why did you let this happen?”

	Draconis took it grimly. “I controlled…the wrong things. Believe me, you cannot regret that more than I do. But all I can do is move forward.”

	“With whom, Speaker? Whom do you have standing with you?”

	Draconis cast Silvestrin a look, and Tarina a longer one. “Enough. You don’t have to stay.”

	No one else came to the estate in that hour. From out of the silence, Tarina went to bed alone.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 14: Persecuted

	“Silvestrin,” said Draconis in the hallway, “get to my office. Get the battery and the papers in the third drawer.”

	“Promptly.” Silvestrin gave Tarina a questioning look and she looked down and nodded. She didn’t need him just then, and she would take care of Draconis. Silvestrin gave a nod of his own and rushed out, iron-gray hair fluttering.

	Which left Tarina alone with Draconis. She followed his pensive walk to her sitting room. He sat in the big armchair and ran his fingertips over what was left of his hand.

	Tarina sat opposite, waiting for the moment when his facial expression got reassuring. “What next?”

	“We ask them when the trial is.” He sounded so calm.

	“Whose?”

	“Ideally? My mother. Realistically? Me. I should have…controlled her. If only I had done such an unconscionable thing, she would never have done an unconscionable thing on my behalf.”

	“But that’s not fa—”

	“I won’t avoid it. I want to improve the system, not destroy it. Besides. I am innocent. I’m not afraid to see that stated in court.”

	“They won’t treat you fairly,” she insisted.

	“Tarina.” He leaned forward, cradling his mangled hand. “The Red Hall is not a sustainable political entity. It is a very serious hobby—the most important one imaginable, but it concerns itself with reality, not truth.” He didn’t slow for questions and she didn’t stop him to ask clarification. “We must seek the truth of stable governance elsewhere, and our coalition with the Blue Hall is the best we can build short of a very bloody revolution. I must operate within that system. To debate, to vote. Once I chose not to, and there was blood, and I thought I was clever.” He frowned clinically at his hand. “On four occasions. Year by year, that certainty ebbs.”

	Tarina ached to take his good hand. But she knew that would cost her the intimacy of being the only two against the world. “You still have me.”

	He searched for something in her eyes, and she concealed it. The corners of his mouth twitched. “Then I have you,” he said quietly. “All is not lost.” 

	“You might want to stay in a shielded room,” she said. “To avoid anything sneaky.”

	“This pair of rooms is it.”

	“All right. So stay.”

	“No. I can go uphill and find a reserved spot. You should stay in your—”

	“Don’t leave your home!” blurted Tarina. “I’ll go, okay? I’ll go.” She needed him safe more than she needed him near.

	“Tarina,” he said slowly, “if you wish to go…please, leave a note. I cannot take ambiguity from you, not now.”

	Or not ever. She nodded. “Is there anything else I can do?”

	“Knock out and replace the First Speaker?” he suggested at a mutter. “Rest. Be prepared.”

	“All right. I will.”

	 

	*

	 

	That night in Ianth’s old room Tarina dreamed of the cold. Over, and over, at every curve, the cold.

	She remembered, too late, why she should have stayed in a shielded room.

	Ianth’s bedroom burned until Tarina woke up and stopped it, bleeding heat away from every wall, packaging it to disperse it out the window. She paused, panting, panicked, and then heard the collapse in the hallway.

	Draconis. She darted into the hall. The hangings beside and the rafters above were crackling with orange sparks and red flame. She had no idea how long her mind or body had sustained that onslaught of little things.

	Little things, like fire.

	An entire support beam had collapsed not two paces away. The heat pushed back when she tried to move. Why had she never learned a suppression glyph? She raced to her old room, the one place that might have prevented this.

	The door was closed. The flames were eating their way down the densely hung hall. Tarina pounded the door. “Draconis!”

	The door flung open. Flames dripped from the beams in the ceiling down the shelves. As Tarina watched, one reached a full paper-laden shelf and accelerated across in a blink.

	“Watch,” barked Draconis, and an intricate trio of glyphs froze the flaming shelf in place. “There’s too much. Come. The servants.”

	“Your books—”

	“Are everywhere. Let’s get the living out.” He stalked past her.

	Wearing only smallclothes, an unbelted silk bathrobe, and a smearing of ash.

	He led the way to the servants’ quarters. Some segments of the pathway were untouched, still redolent of nothing worse than dust. Some…

	“Lift this,” snapped Draconis. Tarina bent all her strength toward moving the flaming beam aside. “Hold it. Dornan! Dornan, where are you?”

	“He brought the children out,” reported a quavering woman’s voice. “Please, the door is too hot to open.”

	Draconis placed another trio of glyphs. “Tarina, clear the way. How many more, Matea?”

	“Three here with me.”

	“I need to contain this. Shout if you need us. Tarina, you saw the glyphs. They’ll prevent re-lighting for a few minutes. We’re going to work our way back to the library.”

	The going was brutal. Tarina conjured glyph after glyph, saving ceiling beams, tapestries, the contents of broken glass cases.

	 

	He raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose, and frowned, and sighed. “Please go to your room.”

	“Draconis, I’m sorry.”

	“Get into that shield,” he seethed. “If the fire damaged the shielding we’re going to have a problem.”

	“I’ll go,” she said meekly. “I am sorry.”

	“Coming to your bed was a poor plan. I can’t believe I didn’t see that until now.” He turned away and walked as if the fire were still creeping toward him. He cradled his mangled hand with his good one.

	The bed in the shielded suite was dusted with ash. She extended her senses, testing. Yes, the shielding was intact.

	She cried herself to sleep.

	 

	*

	 

	At some point in the following morning, Draconis locked his door. He did not answer her increasingly frantic knocks. Through the shielding she could not detect whether a living being sat inside.

	“Draconis?” she called. “Draconis?”

	It was Silvestrin who rescued her in the silver light of her glyph in the hallway. “Tarina,” he said. “Bad news.” And he knocked. “Draconis,” he said, not loudly.

	The door cracked open. Draconis’s dark eye was framed in front of reddish morning light.

	“The office?” he said quietly.

	“Emptied,” said Silvestrin. “All of it. There are no artifacts, no papers, there is no furniture.”

	Draconis sucked in a breath. The door didn’t open one iota further. “Fools,” he finally murmured.

	“I can make inquiries,” said Silvestrin.

	“I want that battery.”

	“Then I’ll find it. Are you safe here?”

	“Even if I weren’t able, I would have Tarina.”

	The rush of pride and happiness drowned out the remainder of their exchange. Silvestrin made a small bow and left.

	“I need to think,” said Draconis. “I will need to be ready when Silvestrin finds the people who robbed me.”

	“Won’t it be dangerous?”

	“For them? Certainly.”

	“Draconis, it’s just a project. Don’t get hurt over it.”

	“I have little enough left. Go. Practice your shield. Deflect visitors by any means necessary.”

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina did something else, though. She rushed straight up the hill to the room of the printing presses in the Students’ Hall. People stared and whispered, but no one got in her way. She was not under suspicion for anything but being close to the problem.

	She made two dozen posters and posted them all over the Students’ Hall for the salon at House Draconis. She spread the word to every passerby she recognized and some she didn’t. 

	No one interfered with her, though several looked like they’d like to.

	She returned to the Round City, and to the house. The salon chamber at least was sound. Draconis did not come to the scene of the non-salon. She lit up a dozen silver glyphs and waited for visitors.

	None came. The Red Hall had closed ranks, with Draconis on the outside.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina had saved two of the flyers for Draconis’s salon. She stared absently at them for hours after she’d given up on the gathering.

	Then she dropped one, and found another print on the back.

	Another salon. Riordin. She knew the man from Draconis’s gatherings: noble himself, of the Fourth House, but also a sworn Speaker of the Order. He was staunchly Red. This could be a starting point. A new setting would be just the thing…Draconis would want a report.

	She had two days. She ignored the fact that Riordin had not sent an invitation to the house. She dressed her most modestly and braided her hair as if preparing for battle. She knocked on Draconis’s sitting room door again, and he did not answer.

	Was he even in there?

	She walked around the Blue City’s walls, feeling numb to the crowds around her, and kept walking some unknown time to reach the fanciful blonde-marble palace of Alavea’s Fourth House. Of Brother Riordin Guer, who like Draconis had never had to give up his name.

	The double doors, of wood carved in a dense tessellation, were already open. A servant greeted her with a courteous but barely deferential nod and brought her to the half-curtained door of a large, poorly lit room filled with anxious whispers from furtive whisperers.

	Riordin appeared at once. He was a tall, thin man, given to fancy robes in all colors. This one was brown and white. “No,” he said, sliming a stare down Tarina’s body. 

	“Brother Riordin. Good evening.” She looked around him at the tables crowded by familiar faces. “You got a good turnout.”

	“Leave,” he said. 

	She could feel a cracking of magical movements beyond. “Why?”

	“The arrogance of you asking that...” He scoffed. “You are Draconis's pet. We don't need that here.”

	“I am my own woman. I am asking you to let me take my place.”

	“Your place is on your knees. Draconis was a fool to say otherwise.” His defiance had only a seed of fear. “Do you mean to force your way?”

	“Of course not. Never.” Had he learned so little from being in the same room as her for two years?

	“So...” He tilted his head. His features never lost their hard distaste. 

	She looked past him. Absolutely nobody made eye contact. They were listening, every one, but not for her benefit.

	“I called myself your friend,” she said quietly. “How silly of me.”

	“Assault any crowds of townsfolk lately? He was the only reason you weren't arrested. Or how about this, seeker of truth, for your Initiation, did you fuck Vordin and the Shepherd together, or separately? At least Ianth is your age, but I bet he sweats. Do you call Silvestrin Daddy, or is that for Draconis?”

	It was as if he had been storing up bitter words since the day she had performed pain for his benefit, there in Draconis’s hall. “How can you so completely miss the point five times? They gave me a chance at joining their world, a world I know you share, one that should make us allies. I've never touched a one of them.” Well, Silvestrin, to dance, and Ianth to... that was too happy a memory to sully here. Riordin didn't need to know that.

	“You’re not welcome here,” he concluded. “Tell him that, if he hasn’t already left town.”

	“Forget about me. How could you do this to him?”

	“Are you that important? Truly? Then why aren’t you at his side?”

	She gritted her teeth and left his miserable house.

	 

	*

	 

	And that was all for three days. No one came to fix the house.

	Draconis did not answer his door.

	Tarina did practice her shielding. At its peak she could make it a double-layer hemisphere—that strained her power, but she wanted it to be perfect, because when she had to use it, it would be to protect Phinean Draconis.

	She knocked and knocked, but he did not answer.

	She had halting conversations with the servants. No one had abandoned the place yet, but the name they spoke was Moriana. Phinean seemed to have less personal loyalty.

	Damn Moriana. Damn her for leaving this mess on her son’s hands.

	By the third day, focus was sliding out of her mind and she couldn’t take the suspense any longer. She took a bag of hot food and a bottle of wine and pounded on the door of the shielded sitting room. “Draconis!”

	No answer.

	She tried the door. It was unlocked.

	He sat at the little desk. It was clear but for an inkwell. His swollen and scab-ridden red hand lay on the desk’s well-worn surface. He stared moodily at the opposite wall.

	“Draconis?” she said.

	“You shouldn’t see me like this,” he lucidly told the wall. “Please, go.”

	“But…what am I supposed to do?”

	“Stop. Asking. Me. Questions.” He shook his head as if stung. “Leave.”

	The tears stayed back until the door had closed between them. Tarina dropped her food offering and covered her face and sobbed. It was over. He was broken. And he wanted her to pretend she didn’t care.

	He had never been such a harsh master before.

	Dunael had run out of grace. Ianth's vitality had bled out in absence. Even Moriana was gone. And she did not know where Silvestrin was.

	The Red Hall had abandoned her. Her friends, her school, her home.

	She knelt here in the hallway, no longer feeling safe. Everywhere she looked there was nothing to sustain her. Loneliness and hurt: nothing else had a voice in her.

	She cried.

	 

	*

	 

	There was a spiral staircase up to a walkway at the base of House Draconis’ roof slope. Draconis waited until he was sure Tarina had gone, then sidled out and severed her magical tripwires, then took the dark granite steps and followed the walkway until he was over the house’s gates.

	He looked over the courtyard wall and into the city. But no matter how he looked, he did not see his mother. Moriana Draconis had disappeared.

	Not even a word. She had done the last justified murder and disappeared.

	His hand tightened on the stone lip. Two pieces crumbled between his fingers.

	She had not disappeared permanently. No one would so misuse her son and a Draconis. He was owed an explanation, and he would have one.

	His heart ached, wondering how, and when, and where.

	And so, as he watched, the carriage returned. Focusing on his magical stairs, Draconis stepped off the edge of the roof and landed only slightly hard. The driver was a stranger. Draconis dropped nearly hitting him and seized his collar. “Where did you get this?”

	“Milord?” A fleck of spittle had landed at the corner of the driver’s mouth and he stared, wide-eyed, into Draconis’ eyes. “Milord, a man paid me to drive this carriage here and drop it off.”

	“A man? Who?”

	“I don’t know, sir, he was just uphill from the marketplace and looked like he might be offering a job. One of a thousand, milord, I swear I didn’t know whose this was or why you didn’t already have it.”

	“Was there someone in it?”

	“No, milord, I swear it.”

	“Remember more.” Draconis leaned in, shaping a needle he had promised himself he would never use. “Remember. More.”

	As the needle pressed into the man’s skull he moaned and swayed. “I don’t know, milord. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

	“Give me a better answer!”

	But the man’s eyes rolled back, and he fell.

	Draconis threw a silver coin at his feet and stalked away.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina cried and time passed. When the tears passed as well, she was still there. Her pain did not exempt her from living. 

	. The servants still deferred to her, so she ordered paper and ink, and she clumsily twirled her precious quill, and she began asking herself the questions that none of the wizards had.

	 

	I was born, she wrote, to the Lady of the Cliffs and the Lord of Gulls’ Reach. I was raised at the Castle by Fifth Lighthouse, though it is now the seventh in our domain.

	In my parents’ domain, rather. I am no inheritor.

	I lived seventeen years in my parents’ home and learned the proper things: the management of an estate, the proper dealings with merchants and military allies, the needful worship of the Highest, and the Fifteen Tenets. It is not for me to say how well I did in my studies.

	They hadn’t asked. Apart from maybe Silvestrin, none of them had asked.

	When I was seventeen years two months and six days old, I was married to Kolin Raitch, a kind young man who was a friend of the family and a journeyman Wizard of the Blue Hall.

	On the night of our wedding, I felt distressed, and Kolin taught me a meditation for sharpening magical focus. I did not know what magical focus was; I simply breathed.

	The room erupted. Now I see that it was magic, clumsily controlled, violently employed. Without my consent or direction, it snapped fires, flared lights…and knocked the bedpost against my new husband’s head. He never woke up.

	My family covered that disaster, barely, but the attacks recurred. Finally, ahead of a mob with torches, I began my journey to Alavea alone with the intent of finding someone who could cure my condition and leave me free of magic entirely….

	Then, she thought of what else she might talk about. She pulled a fresh paper and grabbed a book from the shelf, hardly daring to think—but she did think this would help. Yes, documentation would help.

	 

	*

	 

	It was a cloudy evening. Draconis’ salon had its red curtains and its round tables and its dais, where Draconis did not sit. Tarina made a slow circle of the great room, prodding each tapestry in case someone was behind them.

	No one ever was.

	She came to the table on the dais and sat at the right hand of the biggest chair. It was wrong, being here without Draconis. She was trespassing here in the only home she had known for the past two years. The Red Hall had splintered and its master had disappeared. Tarina had only herself, and a spot next to an empty chair.

	“What if you threw a salon and no one came?”

	Tarina dashed the tears from her eyes and prepared to blast the brains out of the speaker. From the doorway he strolled in: the round, brown sage they called Noch Draven. The eunuch whose editorials had savaged the Red Hall and Tarina in particular since her first prominence.

	How had he even gotten this far? Tarina let down her grasp of magic. A murder would not be received well in this atmosphere. But she didn’t have to be courteous. “You’re the trap? You?”

	“No trap. No tricks. The Red Hall can be salvaged with strong enough leadership coupled with good supplies. I can help you with one half of that.”

	Tarina had to clear her throat. “Why?”

	Noch’s soft features worked and set. “Tarina Nearly-Sworn…I’m not famous like you. I’m not the darling of a celebrity like you. And, Highest’s hands, I’m not as powerful as you are. No one handed me an honored spot among the Wise.”

	“Do you want to be Initiated? You’re clever enough. And persistent.”

	“Oh, I could tell you about a vast increase to your powers if you could only arrange that.”

	An offer? And an admission of non-editorial ambition? “Really.”

	“On my honor. Access to a door that will make you deliriously strong. Before you decide on that, you should know something: you and I have something rare in common.”

	“Gall?” she said acidly.

	Noch took a deep breath. Tarina did not understand the intensity of his gaze until he said, “I am not a eunuch. I am a woman.”

	Tarina’s world wobbled. “What?”

	“I am a woman. From a small town, one I left once I realized my gift. I know this country and I know a woman’s chance at succeeding as a Tayzellian. So I bound myself up and applied as a man.”

	All this time? Among all these men? In a world where women just didn’t get that education? “Isn’t that…lonely?”

	“What is lonelier, walking as an equal at the cost of your own sex or languishing as a housewife with a gift you can never reveal? As thousands do? I knew the price I had to pay. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t have to.”

	“How many husbands have you buried?” said Tarina. “Don’t tell me I never suffered for this…ability.”

	Noch drew back as if slapped. “You’re so young,” he—she—said faintly.

	“I’m a woman grown. How old were you when you came here?”

	“Seventeen.”

	“Just like me. It’s just absolutely everything else that’s different.” 

	Noch’s upper lip quivered. “I’m not impressed by Brother Phinean and I’m not afraid of you. But if the Red Hall must fall, I don’t want it to take you with it. Imagine, if another woman with power came because she heard of you.”

	Tarina had dared to think it from time to time, but what act could follow her? “That would be my honor.”

	“It’s something I can’t do with the choices I made. But you can.”

	“Then that’s all you want? For me to keep being me?”

	“What I want? I want that night to never have happened,” said Noch. “I want my world to be what it was. But I can’t have that. My sponsor is dead. I don’t have the youth or…fire…to attract a new one. I’ll be a historian and commentator, and a journeyman, until I die.”

	“Then why do you stay in the Blue City?”

	“I learn here,” Noch said hoarsely. “Isn’t that enough? Think on what I’ve said. And don’t settle for being his accessory.”

	“His student. That’s all I wanted.”

	“From the beginning? How strange. He didn’t choose you until after you displayed your power.” Noch cast another dismissive look around the huge, soulless room. “One wizardess to another: good luck. I don’t promise to be polite, but I do promise that you are not alone.”

	“Aren’t you worried I’ll tell someone?”

	Noch’s eyes narrowed when she smirked. “I’ve been satirizing you for almost two years. I think I know you well enough to not be afraid.”

	Nervy, but then, Tarina had already known that. Noch left her. When Tarina stood again she felt stronger. From this, the strangest salon of all.

	 

	*

	 

	Silvestrin came back.

	He knocked at Tarina’s door first. He carried a large leather-wrapped package clasped to his chest. “Tarina! Tarina!”

	“Silvestrin?” She stepped into the hallway and lit up their faces. “What is it?”

	“I have the battery. And Draconis’s notes. And a few other things. They were not easy to get, but I found them.”

	“Maybe that’ll snap him out of this,” she said. “It wasn’t…terribly dangerous, was it?”

	“Would that have stopped me?” He smile was gentle. “Come, let’s show him.”

	They went together toward the shielded room that had once been Tarina’s. “Like Viellin,” Silvestrin yelled, and knocked, tap-tap, tap.

	Draconis looked bloodshot and beyond unshaven. He frowned at Silvestrin. “What news?”

	“I have the battery.” Silvestrin pushed the package toward Draconis.

	He seized it and slammed the door shut. When Silvestrin tried it, it was locked.

	“Phinean, are we really reduced to this?” hazarded Silvestrin.

	“I have to think,” Draconis yelled back.

	 

	*

	 

	So Silvestrin and Tarina faced one another in the hallway. She noted distantly that no one had ever straightened the candle she had tilted to find her way back, a thousand years ago.

	Silvestrin was a good man. Silvestrin had ideas. And Silvestrin knew Phinean Draconis. “What do we do?” said Tarina.

	“Tell me everything that’s happened to you. Leave nothing out.”

	Tarina stared at him, slack-jawed. “Why?”

	“Because I care? And Phinean needs space and time.”

	“He needs help!”

	“I said that. Trust me, he’s been in a mania before. Never under quite these circumstances, but I can tell you, he has reserves he can open. Just tell me what’s happened.”

	Silvestrin listened to her account with care. His mouth turned down harder and harder, a surprising expression for him.

	“Days,” he said at last. “Doing nothing?”

	“Hiding so I can’t tell. Silvestrin, he won’t say a word to me. I don’t know what I did.”

	Silvestrin visibly hauled his expression toward neutrality and reached for her hand. “Come. The City is in an uproar, but they let me pass and they’ll let you pass, too.”

	“To do what? Are we getting the rest of his office?”

	“No. You’re getting a history lesson.”

	“But Draconis—”

	“Will have both of us, soon. Come with me. I will show you a place called the Seals.”

	“In that standalone tower outside the Great Hall.”

	“Yes, exactly.” He stepped back and swept an arm in invitation, and they started down the murky hall together. “What do you know about it?”

	“That it exists, and wizards put their names in in it. Is it all words?”

	“Nothing so mundane. Come, let’s see it.”

	He must have left the carriage in the yard. Now he nodded to the coachman and he and Tarina rode up once more.

	How many times more, Tarina, wondered.

	At the wizards’ gate Silvestrin gave Tarina a hand down. On campus they drew stares. But, once again, no one moved to stop them. If there was a trial under preparation, the two of them were not considered necessary to the proceedings.

	Silvestrin brought her into the Great Hall and up yet another circular staircase, this one rising five levels. At the fifth door he stopped. He unlocked it with a large silver key and led her into a circular room.

	It had windows. It also had golden circles on the walls bearing elaborate designs. More than a dozen, more than a hundred, ranked in rows, image after image after image, from ankle level to the cupola above.

	“The Seals,” he said. “Here,” he said. “The history of the Order, said another way. The family seal of every Initiate who left his House to become Sworn.”

	“The ones who promise to stay in Alavea even after Initiation.” Tarina turned in a slow circle, staring. “Is yours here?”

	He touched her elbow and pointed to an enamel badger. “Before I forsook my House, that was mine.”

	“What about…?”

	“Ah. Wizards of the Twelve Houses are not expected to give up their names. As you may have gathered from our host’s preferred address. We are known to one another, Tarina. We are remembered, even in sacrifice. And that is not a matter of Red Hall or Blue. If you should choose to tie yourself to the city, your seal will come here.”

	“And I will belong to the Order instead.” Since marrying Draconis seemed to be out of the question.

	“It’s a worthy fate,” Silvestrin said quietly. “To have the entire Order is to realize that this entire room has marshaled at your side. I’d like you to remember that.”

	Tarina peered up at the sunlit window. “I will.”

	 

	*

	 

	Silvestrin saw Tarina home and vanished. She took up some of the work she had done while waiting for Draconis to return to the world. She knew what she had to do.

	Draconis was still lost in himself, and might be indefinitely. The Red Hall salons were out of her hands. She answered the occasional courier letter inquiring as to Lord Draconis’s health, with no guidance what response would be smiled upon.

	He nursed his mangled hand, presumably, and he didn’t let Tarina in.

	But she figured it out, and she spread out several of Draconis’s treatises and wrote her own work.

	Once satisfied, she blotted and blew off her central piece of paper and carried it to Draconis’s chambers. She knocked.

	“Go,” he barked.

	She let herself in.

	Draconis sat at his writing desk. There were dark bags under his eyes and a layer of stubble forming into a gleaming beard. He looked dully at her. His mangled hand lay in a fur-lined bag.

	“Draconis,” she said, “I want to publish your letter.” She tossed her letter onto his desk.

	Draconis looked at it. Did a double take. Studied it minutely, going over each line with care. “Tarina…”

	His writing desk was covered in papers that were covered in left-handed clumsy, slanted attempts to replicate his own bold, florid style. 

	“Tarina,” he repeated. “It isn’t lost.”

	“I’m at your disposal.”

	“It will prove I am unbroken.” He stared at the very good forgery of his handwriting. “Promise me one thing.”

	“Yes?”

	“Publish research under your own name. In your own hand. I will not have you erase yourself to ensure my legacy.”

	“I can. I don’t care.”

	“I care. Please, outside what we specifically discuss, publish as yourself. You’re doing enough.”

	It got her in. It got her in. And so his correspondence with wizards from the Great Hall to the limits of the continent continued by dictation. It was intimacy, of a sort. Draconis dictated letters and writs, and she wrote them in his elegant hand. She was his only guest. Even as tentative notes began to trickle in, asking about policies, about promotions, about salons, he responded only through her, when he responded at all. His words were discouraging. 

	It didn’t matter, as long as they were together.

	 

	*

	 

	When Draconis consented to be shaved by a servant, Tarina knew that things were looking up. She walked out with him into the gallery, where Dimir Draconis looked down in all his boyish charm.

	Draconis stopped, staring.

	“What is it?” she said.

	“He looks like me, doesn’t he.”

	Apart from the brown hair. “Very like.”

	“I was out of the country for his last years. Studying. Dimir Draconis is a stranger to me. A diplomat who misjudged which way the knives were going. Now he is the only family I have.”

	“That’s not true.”

	He looked down and half smiled. “This is not the time for sentiment. Knives are still moving. If only I could recall them.”

	“I wanted to talk to you about Noch.”

	He shook his head as if stung. “Noch? Noch? What about Noch?”

	“He offered knowledge of a door, if you would sponsor him for Initiation.”

	“To take Sair’s place. How poetic. What door?”

	“I don’t know. Something in the Blue City. He promised power, it’s probably a trap.”

	Something sparked in Draconis’s eyes. “A trap? Or a new direction? Go back. Fill in the parts about the stability matrix.” And he ran toward the library.

	 

	*

	 

	The amazing thing was, Draconis did sponsor Noch’s Initiation. Tarina stood to witness.

	One of Sair’s Speaker cronies stepped up. Vordin willingly stepped in. Thus Noch had three sages and two sympathizers to the Red Hall. It was not a common composition.

	The morning of the test, Draconis knocked at Tarina’s door. She opened and fell back while her heart tried to crawl up her throat. “Draconis,” she said. “I’m sorry, I thought you would be up the hill.”

	“Explain to me,” he said, “using small words if necessary, why I am sponsoring that gadfly.”

	Because he trusted her. “Because without Sair he has nothing. I wanted to give him the chances I’ve had.”

	“He has neither your power nor your discipline. All he has is a clever tongue and a gift for standing next to stronger people.”

	“He’s qualified. I know he is.”

	Draconis glared. “When did you get so friendly with him?”

	“We talked about our sponsors. We have a lot in common. It’s just that his failed and mine didn’t.”

	“And what are you not telling me?”

	“He promised something. Access information for what he called the Wellspring. There are sage doors, apparently, that he knew about.”

	Something shifted in Draconis’s expression. And it never shifted all the way back. “Tarina…”

	“He’s been ready for this for a long time.”

	“That much is true. I imagine he’ll use his newfound clearance to dive right back into the library.”

	“One more step toward being normal.”

	He flexed his hand. “There will never be normal.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Do not describe any of our research to him. Let him mingle like our youngest recruits.”

	“Recruits? Are we an army now?”

	“We will have to be.”

	When they reached the examination room, Tarina had not prepared to see the Shepherd. But he was there, smiling benevolently as Draconis took up his place as sponsor.

	Draconis scowled. “Here I am.”

	“I am touched that you should take up the cause of a journeyman. I will be delighted to see him pass the Initiate trials.”

	“Tarina,” Draconis said through gritted teeth, “go.”

	She returned, though, in the morning, to stand for Noch. It felt good, paying back what she had received from Tayzellian elders. She returned to see Noch dubbed Initiate. The not-eunuch smiled radiantly at Tarina, obviously an unaccustomed expression. But she got what she wanted.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15: Red and Blue Visiting

	“With that distraction out of the way,” said Draconis, “I want to talk about next moves.”

	“Of course,” said Tarina, ready by the sun-soaked window in his study. “Anything.”

	“I have the perfect application for your battery,” said Draconis.

	“Yes?” said Tarina. “Have you found a way to expand its limits?”

	“In a manner of speaking. The part that taunts us all here is that magical currents flow from outlying lands to the City, making the City the most potent location in the world. And the Great Hall the most potent location in it.”

	“Yes.” He’d told her once. Of course she remembered.

	“And the space beneath it, more potent still. It grows denser, the closer you get. And in a chamber deep below the Hall proper, it condenses to a conduit you can very nearly see with the naked eye. It is the Wellspring.” The tone of his voice lacked the hunger of an interesting conquest. It had shades of awe. “It is power made physical.” He patted the nearest stack of papers on his desk. “The only limitation to a wizard in that flow is the capacity of his mind. And now, with your battery, that capacity will be greater than ever before.” 

	She looked at the papers in case they were important, but he was clearly going off an image in his mind. “Is that the Sages’ Door Noch talked about?”

	“Yes. There are multiple locks in the descent. One is a secret only Sair and his cronies would know, and Noch just delivered it to us in exchange for paperwork considerations. All the other pieces, even a dirty sorcerer can get if he ranks highly enough.” 

	“Why don’t people use this all the time?”

	“It’s sacred.” He waved dismissively. “For what that’s worth. It is locked away by the sages. They don’t believe in using resources to their potential. But I…I deserve it. This will be my restitution for things lost.”

	“How do we get to it?”

	“Carefully.” He skirted his desk and stood beside her at the window. The Great Hall’s blue dome seemed to float above the intervening roofs. “I know the way and I can pass through the wards. I fully anticipate being followed. That’s where you come in. If I go, and do what I require, and open a portal, will you keep one open for me to step out of?”

	“Where? Here?”

	“Yes. With a carriage ready.”

	She peered down at the red stone yard. “If they chase you there, they’ll come for you here.”

	“Not if this goes to plan. Will you aid me?”

	“Of course. You’re going to fill up a battery?”

	“Beyond your wildest experience. And mine. And with it…” He studied her eyes for one heart-in-throat moment. “We can leave, Tarina.”

	Breathing wasn’t getting any easier. “What? Why?”

	“Because if I do this, they won’t let me back. They will not forgive this intrusion. If I touch the unknown one more time, they’re going to be the ones to snap. If we want our questions answered, you and I must go somewhere else.”

	Out of Alavea. Out of the country. Out of the continent? “Where?”

	“I studied in the mountains for several years. The pace of life is different there. You may enjoy it. Or beyond. To the Artificers, the Ceremonialists. You and I, we can make our way anywhere.”

	“With you?” she whispered.

	He narrowed his eyes for an eternity. Then reached out and touched her jaw, so lightly, the force of the world. “Not without you.”

	Of course she would help.

	 

	 

	*

	 

	The preparations seemed to be minimal. Draconis paced in his office, turning the battery crystal over and over in restless hands. He seemed to be waiting for a time.

	“So, Draconis,” said Tarina, “how did Noch get his hands on that key?”

	Draconis didn’t look at her. “Sair knew it, apparently in writing, and Noch is dealing with his earthly remnants. You can’t imagine him destroying his records unseen, can you?”

	Tarina wouldn’t. “No. Not at all. How dangerous is this going to be?”

	“I don’t know. If I reach the Wellspring, no danger can possibly touch me. I only regret that I may have to stop some defenders first.”

	“Stop them how?”

	Draconis’s gaze slid aside. “I am going to pierce the entire security apparatus of the Order, and that involves more than you know. There hasn’t been time for me to tell you. When all this is settled I’ll give you my full report. But I need you on the outside to open a portal for my escape. I will be pursued when I descend. I must charge the battery and get out.”

	“But what if we don’t open them at the same time?”

	“Open portals seek one another from anywhere in the world, or at least documented from five hundred miles. You need only kill any gray abominations that slither out while your side is open and mine is not.”

	“Are you serious?”

	He gestured at his gloved palm as if to illustrate. “The things that crawl out look like human parts, but they are neither sentient nor valuable. They should be destroyed.” He thought for a moment, then set his jaw. “We can explore that more later, though I am told it is not a charming task.” 

	“What if you can’t get in?”

	“Then I will do my level best, including your friend’s suggestion, and leave.”

	“But people will be after you. You just said that.”

	He smiled thinly. “A failed experiment is still a data point. We will deal with the consequences when we have awakened them, and not before.”

	“Safety protocols?”

	“I do not wish to wait on this opportunity.”

	“Fine. So, if I agree to the portal plan…”

	“I go in, ruffle some feathers, fill out a battery, and take your portal out. Once I have proof of what lies beneath, I can make it public. The sages will have every reason to cooperate on, oh, one good topic or another. And if they try to punish me for my excesses, I tell every sorcerer in the Order where to go for unlimited power. If I can get in, I can teach the way.”

	He strode off. Now she needed only patience, and his touch on her jaw. She mouthed a kiss without sending it.

	 

	*

	 

	Noch practically hummed in the little dining room by the library. “Dunael, go with the Shepherd. Stay at his side.”

	Dunael, clearly not up to date on happenings, said, “Go where?”

	“You’ll know when you get there. Be prepared to fight.”

	“Noch! I don’t ‘fight’!” He set his book aside. “Explain!”

	“Just this once. Protect the Shepherd. He may have his hands full.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Right and wrong, Dunael. You’ll see. Can you talk Brother Phinean down from a ledge?”

	“He listens to me, I suppose. Why? Is he fighting?”

	Noch just leaned in. “Bring this note to the Shepherd. I have other tasks.” And off he went, lightly for such a rounded figure.

	 

	*

	 

	Draconis’s first challenge was at ground level, in the stained-glass room where only Speakers could go. Most days of the year it stayed locked.

	Vordin and another stood to block his way. “Brother Phinean,” said Vordin, “I am in your debt. Now I ask you to stand down.”

	“To double your debt and break my plans, is that it? It’s a poor offer.”

	“Hold,” said the other. “You don’t defile the Wellspring today.”

	“Fascinating though this is,” said Draconis, and sent two bulky magical needles into the sages’ brainstems. He stared at his hands, and at his handiwork. “I think I always wanted to do that.”

	He opened the big carved wooden door that pierced the room’s central column. From there, the only way forward was down.

	Phinean Draconis smiled, perhaps more and more sincerely than usual, as he descended.

	Speakers had partial access to the Wellspring, of course. Distantly, diluted by earth and air. Now Draconis descended coils of black stone staircases and passed along short crosspieces into deeper wells. At every door he traced a glyph. He did not refer to memory aids, but went down, and down, and down.

	At one door, with the glyph shining in lambent blue, Draconis could be heard to chuckle when he pushed the stone aside and kept going.

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina waited, not in the House proper, but in the courtyard by the stables. She paced, shaking. Draconis had told her: two hours by the black dial in the yard. That was her world.

	“Hail,” came the nasal tenor that Tarina now knew to be her sole fellow woman’s. “Is Brother Phinean home?”

	Tarina spun. “This isn’t a good time, Noch.”

	The not-eunuch cocked her head, looking politely curious. “Is he busy? Can you relay a message?”

	Tarina looked around and realized that she couldn’t claim busyness for herself without saying what she was doing glued to a sundial. “What is it?”

	“The walls have ears. Let me whisper.” Noch passed slowly over the black and red courtyard flags under the pricking rain. She leaned in. “Listen well,” she breathed.

	Something behind Tarina snapped. She jerked and spun to check on it. There was nothing there.

	Except a cloth over Tarina’s nose. She had power but she was disoriented, slapped by a smaller will, and then it was too late to do anything.

	 

	*

	 

	Noch stopped Silvestrin in House Draconis’s front hall. “Silvestrin! Silvestrin, Draconis has gone for the Wellspring! He took some of Sair’s notes, I couldn’t stop him, please, talk some sense into him!”

	Silvestrin stopped in his tracks, feeling dizzy and old. “He’s after the Wellspring?”

	“Yes, hurry!”

	That was probably already a question for fate. “Where is Tarina?”

	“I d-don’t know.” Noch looked no less frantic. “Maybe she’s with him.”

	“Maybe I had better find her first. I think I know where he’ll go, if he is turned back from the Wellspring.”

	“I think, if you follow him—”

	“Thank you, Brother Noch. Tarina may need my help.”

	 

	*

	 

	Tarina’s legs and arms were bound to a chair. Something covered her eyes.

	“Unhand me,” she said loudly. The room sounded full and modestly sized for living in. “Unhand me now and I won’t press charges.”

	Tarina reached for magic and it wasn’t there. The implication chilled her. A shielded room. By the faint familiar scent, it might be her own sitting room. Noch wouldn’t have had to drag her far.

	But, wherever she was, she was pretty sure Draconis hadn’t been informed.

	Draconis. He would need that portal. How much time had passed? Did he still need her? She lurched forward, struggling, trying to form a portal sigil using only the slight magical wisps in her own body. The glyph failed.

	Tears of panic or something stronger spilled from Tarina’s eyes. “You’re a dead woman. You would’ve been happier as a live man.” 

	“Now,” said Noch from somewhere behind her, “that’s not very charitable, is it? I believe your man swore off killing people. Oh, wait, but he got two just before I came to see you.”

	“Did you tell them?” Was it Noch’s fault? “Did you tell the Shepherd that Draconis is coming?”

	“I want to talk about you. Can you imagine what you could have been if not for him?”

	“I could have been tortured to death in an unheated basement by your master.”

	“And yet that didn’t happen. Whereas your master is going to kill quite a list today. Two down, and that’s just starting.”

	Tarina thought of his pain and frustration, from his hand, from his mother, from years of never quite getting revenge. “No.” Her scalp prickled. “If you let me go to him, I can talk him down.”

	“Inches from the greatest power source in history? I doubt it. If you stay here, you can’t hurt anyone…and no one can hurt you.”

	“I didn’t ask for your weird crush.”

	“You don’t get what you want for the asking,” Noch said bitterly. “Welcome to my world.”

	“Let me out.” 

	“The hawk does not have an understanding with the sparrow. You’re a hawk, Tarina Karth. Gifted, beautiful, clever, ever on the arm of the most famous and powerful man in the room. I am a sparrow, you bitch, and I will not have you explaining things to me anymore.”

	Tarina concentrated and ran her awareness around the edges of the room. There were no unbarred windows. There were no leaks. Magic did not come to her call.

	“You knew Draconis would try something,” said Tarina. “You lured him in with the password.”

	The silence was terrible. And the only thing worse was how it broke.

	“We can’t all use poison.”

	Tarina tried to fling her entire body forward and failed. 

	“Careful. If you fall over I’m not getting close enough to right you.”

	Focusing until she cried again, she found the door’s edges, but felt no way to get through. There was a change in texture there, but her will could not punch through it. Her concentration wobbled under waves of panic. How far in was Draconis? Was he in trouble? Would he need the portal early? Could she provide it at all?

	And Noch, maddeningly, babbled. “You really don’t like this, do you? Don’t you want to understand what it’s like to be helpless? To know that you walk among giants and the giants are congratulating each other on how superior they are? You’re the celebrity! You’re the golden child! You’re the strongest and the smartest! I have memorized the works of ten generations of the greatest philosophers to walk the earth, and you’re the one they applaud! I hope you know half your adulation is just people who don’t want to be up against the wall when you and your boyfriend start the revolution.”

	Tarina gave up the wild search and focused on her captor. “I don’t want to start a revolution, and he’s not my boyfriend! Let me go!”

	“I gave up everything to study here. My money, my name, my sex. And you strolled into the top gallery paying nothing.”

	“You don’t know that about me.”

	“Don’t I? Where are your scars? Where’s the part where it was difficult for you?”

	Like her dead husband? Or the fact that she could never go home again? Or the not knowing day to day whether she might accidentally kill a stranger or a friend? Tarina didn’t have time to get into details. “Let me out. We can work something out. Let me out, or I will introduce the inside of your skull to the outside of your face.”

	“Truly a voice of reason.”

	There was a knock on the door beside her. “Noch?” yelled someone. Silvestrin.

	“Not a sound,” Noch hissed.

	“I’m in here!” Tarina howled. 

	There was a rattle. Then magic flowed into the room once more, and Tarina was complete.

	She whispered the Ceremonialist’s words. She sliced through her bonds and her blindfold and spun to dismiss the blades and seize Noch’s throat. She shoved the wizard against the wall. Yes, of her own sitting room. “You have six seconds to make me forgive you,” she snarled.

	“Tarina!” said Silvestrin.

	“Is it true?” said Tarina. “Are there dead?”

	“Two,” Silvestrin said, looking white around the edges. “I assume you are covering his retreat.”

	“Hush, don’t say it in front of the snake.”

	“Let her go,” said Silvestrin. “Please.”

	“Fine. Promise me that you won’t stop the next thing I do.”

	“You are his only chance at coming out alive, Tarina.”

	“Exactly. Promise.”

	Silvestrin looked at Noch. He looked at Tarina. “Very well.”

	Tarina let Noch go, though the feel of her throat against Tarina’s hand lingered. “Now, please, Silvestrin, keep him occupied.”

	She waved one hand and fashioned a head-sized glyph, an uncommonly complex one. It hung above her head level and dripped a silver line that twisted into a man-sized black void.

	“It’s not too late,” Noch said hurriedly. “My feelings toward Draconis have nothing to do with my feelings toward you. Just let him go!”

	Something beyond the portal stirred. Two gray human hands pressed through the portal in a whiff of dank air. Tarina watched: they were linked by an arcing grey wrist, with no further sign of body. They wriggled. Tarina built her blades and cut the malformed shapes off. More shapes followed, all gray, all dead.

	And Noch, this walking insult to all learning, was still there, standing safely far from the other two wizards.

	“Really,” said Tarina, “no grudge. I’ll forget your editorials if you stay out of my way.” 

	“Don’t get petty,” growled Noch. “When Draconis is gone we can all start anew.”

	A hand. Two gray feet. They stank of death.

	“That was never true,” said Tarina, and stood guard.

	 

	*

	 

	The final door opened.

	Draconis now faced a chamber that seemed to extend halfway back to the surface, a hollow monolith lit by nothing in dim blue. Here there was nothing but the gathering of the energies of a planet, flowing from ceiling into the floor, surely enough for any number of wizards to drink to capacity.

	Nine stood. Wizards in formal wear. How touching, that they were sartorially united in this trying time.

	“Brother,” said the Shepherd himself.

	Draconis ignored him. And eight voices cried out as Draconis thrust the purple crystal into the flow and watched it intensify into a new sun, all invisible to outsiders.

	But, and this is an important point, there were nine people to be hurt by it. And the first tried to throw a magical net against the renegade.

	 

	*

	 

	There was a lull between random gray body parts mindlessly thrusting through the portal. Tarina looked over at Noch. “Silvestrin, would you tie him in place?”

	“I don’t think I have to,” said Silvestrin.

	“Not what I asked for.” With some thought she summoned a semisolid band of energy to shove against Noch’s mouth, corner to corner.

	“See how useful they find you now,” she growled.

	Noch’s eyes rounded. She forced a muffled and wildly shrill scream.

	“What? I’m not going to maim you, Noch, honestly. It’ll go away.” And that was the limit of the attention Tarina could spare.

	Then the black surface blinked. And rolled up in a soft blue-gray haze. 

	The scene revealed within its borders was too much to take in. Magic, acrid, in amounts she could barely comprehend. Five or six people standing against one, and Draconis in a brilliant corona of golden energy, enough to batter down any number of ordinary wizards. She felt more than saw the battery at the focus. 

	She was through the portal before she knew she had moved. It stayed open even while no wizard held up one end. 

	She had made the glyph. Only she could power it. But for the moment, it was stable.

	Her clinical notes vanished. She stood at the very center of the Wellspring’s luminous blue hall. The sloping walls and ceiling seemed distant through the haze of energy. The power stung under her tongue and stroked the back of her neck and rubbed her nostrils raw. Pleasure equal to her native power welled up. 

	And met the scene, the lightning and the energy searing from side to side. “Tarina!” bellowed Draconis, close enough now to touch. “Shield me!” 

	He faced six wizards who had created a linked wall of magical protection. Even the ordinary could shine in the Wellspring’s glow. Ivory, bronze, yellow, russet, green, dusk blue. Against it stood Draconis’s gold filigree, as beautiful as in that faraway day he had saved Tarina for the first time. 

	And between them, magic. Missiles and flares, some reaching to light or burning physical vision, much more just spattering itself against the shields.

	Tarina covered Draconis and his shield in a hemisphere of silver guard work. She felt lighter than air, despite the demand. Her limits here were loosened.

	And the other wizards tried to bring her down. 

	“Give me an opening,” yelled Draconis. His good hand clutched a coruscation of crystal. She arranged a small gap. He leaned in. Tarina watched. He created a little dart of raw energy and shot it at the nearest wizard. 

	The multicolored wall caught it. 

	“Watch,” laughed Draconis, and sent a dart ten times the size, shining like a dictator’s treasury. It pierced the join between two segments of wall and hit the wizard’s face. The wizard dropped as if his strings had been cut. In fact, he dropped among four unmoving forms.

	Tarina kept her shield up, and none of the glyphs the other wizards formed could get through. It gave her a little dome of peace. “Draconis... can’t we subdue them?”

	“We’re past subdual. Years past subdual.”

	“Wait!”

	Draconis turned away from the glyph he’d been forming through her shield’s tiny gap. “Yes?” He leaned over. A lightning bolt ripped from ceiling to defenders, scattering them. 

	Tarina did not wait to see who stood up again. “We have the battery. Let’s go.”

	“Just a few more, my dear. Just a few more.” More lightning.

	Someone left the tenuous shelter of the guttering wall. “Tarina, wait!”

	It was Dunael. Dunael as she had never seen him: small, scared, unable to catch on to the main topic. 

	Draconis created and shot a mind dart through a hasty ivory shield in under a second. That was all it took for Dunael to die. 

	The boy fell forward and landed on his side, staring at nothing. He looked lifelike, but when she reached for him in magic, there was no feeling at all.

	“Are you crazy?” she shrieked. “Dunael’s a good man!”

	“In a rotting house. Three more, Tarina, and then we can be together.”

	“Draconis, stop!”

	“Come away with me.”

	Her eyes snapped to him. He turned toward her.

	In spite of herself she looked aside to Dunael’s corpse.

	And Draconis stared down at her, dark eyes wild, mouth set. He seemed to be contemplating the most momentous decision of his life, to unknown effect. “Tarina,” he said.

	A storm raged outside their shield. Tarina focused only enough to keep the array of shield glyphs going.

	And Draconis cupped the back of her head, pulled her in, and kissed her.

	He was hot, and hard, and dry except for the tear that fell on their lips. He was everything, except that she had once kissed someone who actually wanted her. And now, she just wanted to go back.

	He pulled away amid a thunderous violet flash. He spun aside and summoned a rampage of lightning through the gap she had given him. Two more men died and Tarina could not ignore it. Not even for him.

	“Stop,” she shouted through the crackling air. “I won’t help you.”

	He looked back. “We can be together.”

	Tarina opened her mouth, and choked, and tried again. “We were together.”

	The storm froze. The lightning stopped in midair. The shields steadied, five of them now. And Draconis…

	His lips parted. For some infinite interval he showed a longing as deep and desperate as hers. One that she had not satisfied until this moment. 

	“Had you learned that on any other day…” he whispered.

	It was too late. He shook off a shower of stunning sparks, tore his gaze away from Tarina, and rebuilt his glimmering golden shield. Tarina sealed up the gaps in her shield and used it, not to keep the defenders out, but to keep Draconis’s magic in. For the longest five seconds of her life, she held a shield, he assaulted it, and she knew that she could end the fight at the mere cost of a room full of lives.

	There would be no overwhelming Draconis. Only persuading…or exhausting.

	Draconis’s power surged against Tarina’s shield and shattered it. It felt like a hard slap to the chest. She rushed to extend her protection to the surviving wizards instead. The ivory shield, anyway, twined with hers, building more than double strength as it complemented her structure.

	Shepherd Rigel might be a credible threat to Draconis by spellcraft alone, if Draconis didn’t have today’s power advantage.

	The wizards, cowering under their joined rainbow and lacking experience in pinch channeling, made rushed glyphs through the gaps that battered Draconis’s new shield. She gave them a silver overlay, with gaps left in for work.

	She could only protect them. She could do no more.

	Draconis tied an intense field of glyphs that did nothing but suck the light out of the air, leaving the defenders in pitch dark. This accomplished, Draconis punched through Tarina’s shield and the composite. Magic scattered in glyphs, knocking one wizard out, sending two more reeling with their heads in their hands.

	Six more men spilled from the staircase.

	One more time, she tried. “Come with me now.”

	“It’s almost clear,” he said back, and laughed.

	She tried to knock him over bodily.

	He cut her force in half and swung, slamming her skull with a crawling force. For a few seconds she could not follow the cataclysm around her.

	And then she was clear. And then the battle went on. And then Tarina severed the portal in one silver cut. Now there was no way out, except through the Shepherd’s men.

	If Draconis was lucky, he would get a trial.

	But Draconis wasn’t done. He built up a fantastical storm of racing glyphs, light, flame, force, as if inspired by her old condition. The combined shields of Tarina, the newcomers, and the three old guard flexed and wilted.

	“Surrender,” she shouted. “Please. Surrender.” So he could have a trial. So he would live. So she wouldn’t lose what little she had of him. Not like this. Not deep in the dead earth, with no wonders to share.

	Draconis shouted, “Never.”

	He raised the hand with the battery. Tarina closed her eyes and still felt the brilliance in red pressing on her eyelids. She felt her shield over the defenders shatter. 

	A cloud of glyphs exploded from his hands, flaring into chaos. Tarina raised a silver screen to block her senses from the cacophony. 

	In her normal vision, Draconis opened a portal. Him, alone, with nothing on the other side. She lowered her screen and watched his glyphs re-gather and coalesce. 

	As he stepped into the black. The glyphs followed him in until it winked shut.

	Tarina cut the first light she had cast, and fell to her hands and knees. She retched weakly until she realized that people were closing in.

	Draconis was gone. Dunael was dead. Silvestrin was probably back at the estate.

	The Shepherd knelt before her. “Initiate,” he said, sounding old and infirm. “I’m so sorry.”

	“Go away,” she croaked. He was the one who had lost. Him and the whole Order.

	She drew back to kneel. She stared at the stained ground. The emptiness was everywhere, cutting the presence of survivors into a gathering of ghosts that hadn’t yet realized they were out of time.

	Silvestrin came, eventually. “Tarina?”

	“He jumped through an unpaired one,” she said numbly.

	“I know,” said Silvestrin. “Can you stand? It’s time to go home.”

	“What is home?” she croaked.

	Silvestrin knelt by her. “What you make of it. Come.”

	 

	 

	
Coda

	 

	On a later day, Tarina walked the familiar path from the Wizards’ Gate into the Round City to House Draconis. She never used the carriage anymore. The servants did keep the estate as though the master were ready to return. It was ghoulish, but where else could she go? Every morning she opened a mateless portal in the salon and spent ten minutes slashing at the monsters from the other side. Nothing sentient ever came through. 

	She sent Silvestrin away after one too many attempts to be nearby and kind. She was developing something he might be able to help test, but it wasn’t ready yet. Week after week, it wasn’t ready.

	No one asked her what had happened. She had no doubt that others could narrate. She had no doubt that everyone had already deduced who was responsible for the closure of Draconis’s escape route.

	A betrayer, she, but mostly forgotten by the world.

	She could leave, to Ianth at the least, or anywhere a Tayzellian Initiate could make a living…but she knew she never would. 

	The defenders had been carried upstairs and given honorable funerals. Noch was gone, and Tarina didn’t ask where. She felt forgotten and felt safe in that feeling. But on that bright and bare morning a messenger met her at her door and handed her a heavy letter that smelled of age and patience. 

	The Shepherd wasn’t finished with her.

	After some thought she decided that she could take one more lashing from the Hall. She did not fear it.

	 

	Initiate Tarina,

	 

	I pray this letter finds you well. I hear that you have made your plans for the future. I want you to know all your options.

	I expect you know that I was there when Brother Draconis was killed. I am truly sorry for your loss. I know he didn’t care for the distinctions of the faith, but in the balance his kindness toward you will weigh in his favor.

	He was a great teacher. To his lessons I would add only one: I pray you remember that the end of a war is, like the beginning, an act of will.

	Consider this an invitation to study in the Hall proper, an invitation unjustly withheld for too long. I know it’s a cruel time to come asking for forgiveness. But it would be our honor, and I hope your benefit, to return to the fold. Maybe both you and the Hall can be healed.

	Highest dawn upon you, wherever you go and whatever you choose.

	In hopes of friendship,

	Rigel

	 

	Her tasks faded. She walked back up the hill, past the outbuildings, past the lesser lecture halls and the greater gardens, into the Great Hall’s scrollwork-crazed foyer, up the stairs to the lofty hallway where Speakers conducted their business. She went to the end of the hallway, and up the stairs, and to that one white door. 

	She knocked.

	It was quiet, and she stood there, breathing, wondering if for once the Shepherd would fail to show where he was wanted.

	But he showed.

	“Initiate Tarina,” the old man said gently as he opened the door. “Please. We have much to discuss.”

	“No. I don’t want your grace and I don’t want your sympathy. I do want an office.” The stipulation raced after her thought. “Not his.”

	The Shepherd nodded. Here, finally, it seemed, he was willing to give. She raised a silver light and prepared for the beginning.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Exile Tarina Karth’s arcane malady has proved lethal once. Her only hope is the knowledge of the men of the Blue City. But their wizardly order proves brutally divided—and if she is to stay, she must learn which blocks she can overpower, and which are too dangerous to touch. 

	Phinean Draconis, a Speaker of the Blue City and ringleader of its Red Hall, has dedicated his life to science and living down certain rumors. When Tarina stumbles into his domain, he knows that she could become his greatest student. She just has to want it enough. 

	This is the story of their lessons.
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