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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calwyn Weft ambled along the main road through the village of Pebbert, kicking dust up around his boots. They were well-worn boots, the leather scuffed and the stitching repeatedly repaired. They had belonged to Cal’s father before he died, and Cal had started wearing them soon after, once his feet grew big enough. Sure, they looked odd on Cal, the dead smith’s sturdy, protective boots on the end of his skinny legs. Sure, they weren’t the fanciest boots in the world, weren’t even fancy by the standards of Pebbert. But Cal wore his father’s boots like he wore his mother’s belt, as everyday mementos of the family he had lost. As long as the leather lasted, his parents would always be with him. 
 
    As Cal approached the timber frame building that housed the bakery, Hemina looked out across her heaps of fresh loafs with a smile. 
 
    “On your way to work, young Cal?” she asked, brushing flour from her hands onto her apron. 
 
    “Thought I’d better,” Cal replied. “Master Ozry won’t pay me for spending the day baking with you.” 
 
    Hemina snorted. “I wouldn’t pay you for it either. I like my loaves to rise.” 
 
    “And I like my bred edible, which is why I’m not a baker.” Cal held out a couple of pennies. “Speaking of which, a nice crusty loaf for me and a soft one for Master Ozry, please. His teeth are giving him trouble again.” 
 
    Something shifted in the shadows behind Hemina, and Cal clutched a rattling pouch on his belt. Then the shadows settled, and Cal realized that the movement was a cat. He let go of the pouch and let out a breath he hadn’t meant to hold. It was all fine. He wasn’t seeing things. He wasn’t going mad. 
 
    At least, not any more mad than he already was. 
 
    Hemina tutted as she picked out the biggest loaves for Cal. 
 
    “Ozry needs to go to a town and get his teeth seen to,” she said. “He can’t keep getting by on soft food and the potions he makes to soften the pain.” 
 
    “I know,” Cal said, bringing his attention back into the moment, “but he doesn’t want to leave me running the shop.” 
 
    Hemina looked Cal up and down and shook her head. 
 
    “How old are you now?” she asked. “Seventeen?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Eighteen! And looking after yourself for four years. You’re more than mature enough to take care of some dusty old apothecary shop, and you can tell Ozry I said so.” 
 
    Cal nodded and smiled. Master Ozry didn’t appreciate other people advising him on any part of his business, least of all how far he should trust his apprentice. While Cal appreciated the sentiment, it seemed best to keep Hemina’s comment to himself. 
 
    “Here,” she said, handing him a small tart with a dollop of berry jam in its center. “For you. You need fattening up. And get out more. You’re as pale as a fish’s innards.” 
 
    “Yes, Hemina.” Cal bowed his head. “Thank you, Hemina.” 
 
    Bread and pastry in hands, he hurried on down the street. Pebbert was coming alive in the hour after dawn, its inhabitants starting the work of the day. Shepherds and their dogs led flocks out onto the pastures. Fishermen dragged their nets down to the boats on the wide River Varn. The miller’s apprentice lugged sacks of flour out, while the mill wheel creaked and groaned.  
 
    Cal had tried most of those trades at some point, after it became clear that he didn’t have his father’s gift for working iron or his mother’s head for sums. But while everyone had been kind in their comments, and tolerant of his mistakes, they’d all been clear that he wasn’t the apprentice for them. All except for Ozry. 
 
    As Cal was approaching the apothecary’s shop, a shape caught his attention: a figure in a dark hood standing between two houses on the far side of the street. The shadow of the hood made it hard to make out the stranger’s face, but Cal was almost sure that they were looking at him. He blinked twice to make sure that it was real, then smiled and waved. The figure stepped back, into shadow and out of sight. 
 
    Cal shrugged and continued on his way. He walked under the wooden sign showing a bundle of leaves and into the apothecary’s shop. The sweet smells of herbs almost managed to hide something more acrid bubbling away in the back. Ozry himself sat by the window, grinding spices and salts in a heavy stone mortar. 
 
    “Good morning, Cal.” Ozry smiled, a flash of yellowing teeth through the gray of his beard. “How are you this morning? Are the new pills working?” 
 
    “I think so,” Cal said. “My head feels a lot better.” 
 
    “And no more visions?” 
 
    Cal pulled a face and decided on a white lie, something to reassure Ozry that the master apothecary’s skills were still working, and that his apprentice wasn’t losing his mind. 
 
    “Only when I’m settling down to sleep.” 
 
    “Ah, the cusp of night.” Ozry nodded. “The mind is more susceptible to the unreal then. I’m sure it will pass as the pills do their work.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will. In the meantime, I brought you your loaf.” Cal put the bread down on a corner table, the one surface in the shop that the two of them kept carefully clear of their work. In the right combinations and quantities, an apothecary’s ingredients could ease pain, heal wounds, even save lives; but an accidental dose of the wrong mushroom or tuber could be deadly. “Would you like half a berry tart?” 
 
    Cam broke the pastry in two, careful to make equal pieces with equal quantities of jam.  
 
    Ozry licked his lips, but shook his head. 
 
    “Better not. My teeth, you know.” 
 
    “Didn’t my new tincture help?” Cal asked, disappointed, as he started on the tart. Better to eat it now while it was warm and fresh. 
 
    “Oh, it was much better than any I’ve made, but I fear what will happen if a seed gets stuck between my teeth. You eat that treat yourself, and then when you’re done, I have errands for you.” 
 
    Ozry set the mortar aside and picked up a piece of slate. The edges were chipped, and old chalk stained the cracks white, but Cal could clearly make out the list of ingredients written there. Orzy’s writing looked like the trail of an injured spider crawling across the slate, but practice had taught Cal how to make sense of the scrawl. He took the list and read down it, assessing what these particular ingredients would add up to. 
 
    “Are we making skin salves again?” he asked. 
 
    “Well worked out. We’ve got sunny days ahead, but it’s not so warm yet. You younger folks forget to cover up when the sun’s out but the wind’s enough to cool your skin. Mark my words, we’ll have some fishermen red as lobsters and shepherds in need of something softer than wool. Best to get supplies in now before the rush.” 
 
    “We have tumber root already.” Cal licked a finger and used it to wipe an item off the list. 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “There’s a whole sack in the attic. I’ll fetch it down.” 
 
    “Good lad. But go buy the other ingredients first. I want to get started as soon as I can.” 
 
    Ozry handed Cal two large baskets and a pouch of coins, then ushered him out the door. 
 
    With a more purposeful stride than before, Cal headed into the village. Some of the ingredients he could buy from Mother Wills, who kept the most varied, vibrant, and fascinating herb garden for miles around. Others he could maybe get from the trade post, where Tulbrig bought wears off whoever came his way: passing tinkers, merchants out of the big towns, and the miners from up in the hills. Dauert dirt, though, that was going to be difficult. Cal might have to go dig that one up himself, if he could find a patch somewhere under the meadows. If not, then some of the salves would have to wait. 
 
    As he was approaching the trade post, Cal spotted a dark shape standing between two houses. For a moment, he thought that it was the same darkly hooded figure he had seen before, but this one was shorter, and his ragged robes ran all the way to the floor. Cal smiled and waved; it seemed only polite to make a stranger feel welcome in the village. But the cold, dead stare they gave him in return left him feeling like his warmth might have been wasted. Who were these creepy people, and what were they doing in Pebbert? 
 
    Cal felt as though spiders were crawling up his spine. He glanced back as he approached the trading post. He experienced a moment of guilty relief to see the stranger gone, only for a cold, sick feeling to rise in his stomach as he spotted them again, two streets over and staring after him. He walked faster, trying to leave them behind. 
 
    A sign outside the trading post read “Everything the Empire has to offer! Come sample the goods of all Yaetis.” Cal had never quite been sure who Tulbrig set that sign out for. Only half the people in Pebbert could read, and they all knew what the trading store was for. Though he hadn’t seen the rest of the Empire of Yaetis, Cal was also pretty sure that Tulbrig didn’t offer absolutely everything the Empire produced. Perhaps it was just about drawing in travelers, who passed through the village pretty regularly, and who helped Tulbrig maintain his ever-changing stock. 
 
    Cal should have turned at the sign and walked into the store, but the hooded figures had unsettled him. Whoever they were, he didn’t want them following him around, and he definitely didn’t want to lead them into the business of someone he knew and liked: who knew what sort of trouble might follow. Instead, he strode on past the trading post, baskets swinging, and turned down another street. 
 
    He tried not to keep looking back, but to act normally. He didn’t know much about these things, but that seemed like the best way to shake off an unwanted pursuer. Still, he couldn’t resist glancing behind him from halfway down the next street, and sure enough, there was a hooded figure, rags trailing in the dirt as it followed him. 
 
    Cal turned a corner and started walking faster. He dropped his baskets and slate in the corner of a pig pen, where he could pick them up later, then rushed around the pen and down another, smaller street. This took him into the side roads and alleyways of The Drips, which housed the families of miners working up in the hills. With its close packed houses, narrow streets, and folk who went out to labor rather than working from home, it was a good place to avoid attention. 
 
    Or at least, it should have been.  
 
    As Cal took a sharp left, a figure loomed in front of him, face shrouded in shadow and ragged cloak hanging around its ankles.  
 
    Cal stumbled back, started walking faster, trying to shake them off, but every way he turned, one of the figures appeared. 
 
    He wouldn’t run. This was his home village, he belonged here, he wasn’t going to be intimidated.  
 
    And besides, he didn’t know he was in danger, despite the cold, crawling feeling running up his spine, despite the hooded figures with their tattered robes and their creepy eyes, the way they kept leering out of the alleyways at him.  
 
    He just had to walk away. It would be fine. 
 
    His heart beat faster. He could hear his pulse throbbing in his ears. He dashed out of The Drips, into a dirt alley behind the smithy, a familiar place, so close to what had once been home. He breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Then he saw the figure ahead of him, silent and staring, raggedly cloaked and shrouded in shadow.  
 
    Cal’s mouth went dry.  
 
    His hands clenched at his sides.  
 
    He was surrounded. 
 
    “Cal?” a voice called out. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Cal looked around. A young woman had appeared around the side of the smithy, fair skinned and with light brown hair, dressed in hard-wearing leathers with her arms exposed. It was a bad sign that it took him a moment to put all of the pieces together, before he registered one of the most familiar faces in his life. 
 
    “Raya!” He rushed toward his friend. “Thank goodness you’re here. These creeps have been following me around.” 
 
    “What creeps?” 
 
    “These creeps.” Cal turned back to point at his pursuers, but none of them were there. Not so much as a scrap of a robe or the shadow from under a hood. He walked slowly back to where he had come from, looking for footprints. 
 
    “Did you…” He began, but his voice trailed off into doubt. It hadn’t rained in two days, and the ground was too solid for prints. All sign of his pursuers was gone. “Did you see someone there? Someone in a cloak and a hood and…” 
 
    He shook his head like he was shaking off the shadow that had pursued him, then turned back to Raya. Even if she hadn’t seen everything, she must have seen something, as the hooded figure hurried off. 
 
    “Did you see anyone run away?” he asked. “Past you, maybe? Or up that alley just after you saw me?” 
 
    “Should I have done?” Raya raised an eyebrow. “All I saw was you walking alone, looking weird.” 
 
    “There was someone there, I’m sure.” 
 
    Raya peered at him with her piercing green eyes. 
 
    “Could this be one of those things you’ve been seeing for the last few weeks?” 
 
    Cal hesitated. It was a sensible question. The strange images had come more frequently recently, things that weren’t always there, so why shouldn’t this be part of that? Except that those visions had never sent such a shiver up his spine, never left him feeling so tense and sick to his stomach. 
 
    “I think this was different,” he said, with more confidence than he felt. “This one was much more intense—it felt real.” 
 
    Raya’s expression was sympathetic, but not entirely convinced. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “The fumes from the smithy aren’t good for anyone. Let’s get you out of here and clear your head.” 
 
    Cal did as she suggested, following her out from behind the smithy and along the street. To him, the fumes of this place were actually comforting. They reminded him of his childhood, of sitting by the forge counting horseshoes while his father worked. Even after he’d started going for schooling and to try to find a trade, he would come back to the warmth and the smoky familiarity of the forge each night, until his parents were gone, and the smithy passed into someone else’s hands. Perhaps he should have tried to follow in his father’s footsteps, to take on the blacksmith’s grueling craft. But he had been as bad at that as he was at baking, fishing, or any of the other things he had tried. Anything other than working with the apothecary and his concoctions. 
 
    “Is the stuff Ozry gave you helping?” Raya asked with forced casualness. 
 
    Instinctively, Cal’s hand went to one of the pouches on his belt, where he kept a small pot full of smaller pills. It rattled faintly. 
 
    “It’s helping a little, “ Cal said. “The headaches are gone, but the visions are getting worse.” 
 
    “What sorts of visions?” 
 
    They’d just emerge onto a street with laundry hanging from lines between the simple, sturdy wooden houses. 
 
    “Things like…” Cal looked down the street, between the flapping sheets, and smiled ruefully. “Like right now, I think I see an old man with a massive book down there.” 
 
    He pointed down the street to where the figure seemed to stand. His red robes, his long beard shot through with gray, even the brass-bound tome with its soot-darkened edges, they seemed as real as anything else in the street, but Cal knew that they couldn’t be. People like that didn’t come to Pebbert. 
 
    Raya followed Cal’s gaze. 
 
    “Guy in red?” she asked. “Face all crumpled like an apple left out in the sun?” 
 
    “You see him?” Cal laughed in relief. After the visions, and then the shadowy figures, it was good to know that this time he wasn’t alone, that he wasn’t going mad. 
 
    “Of course I see him.” 
 
    Another thought crossed Cal’s mind. Could it be coincidence that this guy had turned up at the same time Cal had been pursued by visions of strangely robed figures? 
 
    “Cal, are you all right?” Raya tipped her head on one side and peered at Cal. “You look like your mind’s on the moon.” 
 
    “I just…” Cal clutched the pouch that held his pills. Maybe he should just take one, or two, or three. Maybe he should make the image go away. 
 
    But he couldn’t. Even if he was imagining all of this, including what Raya had said about seeing the man too, it was as close as Cal had got to feeling sane since the visions began. Where a moment before, he had been filled with a cold creeping dread inspired by the hooded figures, now he felt lifted up. This man might have answers for him, might have something more to say about his visions than Ozry’s vague talk of “blood to the brain” and “seasonal tides in the flow of the humors”. 
 
    “I want to talk to him,” Cal said firmly. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Raya said, as if it was the most normal thing in the world. Cal supposed that, for her, it probably was. For her, this was just a stranger in the street, no more exotic than any other outsider traveling through Pebbert. But to Cal, he was a lifeline, a path to sanity. 
 
    Or possibly a false trail that would only lead to disappointment, but until he asked, he wouldn’t know. 
 
    They walked toward the man. As they got closer, Cal started to suspect that he wasn’t as old as he looked. Sure, there was gray in his hair and beard, but there were dark patches there too, and while his face was lined, his hands didn’t have the wrinkles and folds of loose skin that marked out the truly elderly. If Cal had imagined him, then he had imagined someone worn down by life’s cares before his time. That seemed fitting. 
 
    The man stared at Cal, who stared back at the man. Cal and Raya’s footsteps sounded through the clang and the bellows whoosh from the forge. 
 
    When they were only an arm’s length apart, Cal reached out and, with a shaking finger, poked the man in the shoulder. Normally, when Cal tried to touch his visions, his hand passed straight through them. Whatever they were made of , it was less substantial than smoke, without its heat and grit. But this vision, this man, this was real. The solidity of his presence resisted Cal’s touch. 
 
    The man shut the tome in his hands, musty pages slamming together. Thunder rumbled from the clouds above. Crazy as the idea was, Cal couldn’t help wondering if closing the book had caused the thunder. He looked up, then looked at Raya, whose eyes were wide. It seemed that she’d had the same thought as him. 
 
    Cal took a step back and tugged at his own lower lip. Next to him, Raya stood her ground, arms folded, staring sternly at the stranger. 
 
    “You’re real,” Cal blurted out, too flustered to come up with anything more insightful. 
 
    “Last time I checked, yes,” the man said. “Though of course that raises a philosophical question: would it be possible to recognize one’s own unreality? Does the act of self-recognition make a person real? And if not, is that act of recognition itself an illusion? How real is anything?” He frowned and tapped the cover of the book. “Real enough to bring me here.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Cal asked. “You’re not from Pebbert.” 
 
    “Astutely observed, though I suppose it wasn’t difficult. This seems like the sort of three sheep town where everyone knows everyone else’s business. I am here on business of my own. I have been looking for you, Calwyn Weft.” 
 
    “For me?” Cal’s mouth fell open, and he took another step back. 
 
    “Indeed. I’m incredibly grateful that the spell finally worked.” 
 
    “The spell?” 
 
    “Yes, the spell. The one I used to find you. I would have thought that could be inferred from context.” The man frowned. “You’ve not been mentally impaired in some way, have you? That could be a serious problem.” He looked at Raya. “Has your friend suffered a blow to the head, or some serious fever? He doesn’t consume strange herbs or fungi, does he?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything about Cal,” Raya said, bunching her fist. “And if you’re looking to cause trouble, I can cause plenty of trouble right back.” 
 
    “Why would you be looking for me?” Cal asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “What reason do you think I might have to look for you?” 
 
    Cal hesitated. How was he even meant to start answering that? Was there something here that he didn’t know, or that he knew but had misunderstood the importance of? The man had robes and a book, so perhaps he was some sort of scholar, an acquaintance of master Ozry maybe, another student of the apothecary arts. But if he knew Ozry, then why wouldn’t he go to Ozry first, so that Cal’s master could introduce them, instead of going through all this strangeness? And what was all this talk of spells about? Ozry didn’t use magic. No one in Pebbert did. They didn’t even have a single elf or a dwarf in the town, despite the local mines. Magic in Pebbert was practically unthinkable. No one with those sorts of powers would come to a place like this. 
 
    “Did you know my parents?” Cal asked. It was the only thing he could think of, the only reason anyone might take an interest in him. His mother had talked once about some distant cousins who lived three valleys to the east: perhaps this man was one of them. 
 
    “I wish I did,” the man said. “They might help me to understand the circumstances in which we now find ourselves.” 
 
    “What circumstances?” Cal’s words were almost a wail of frustration. 
 
    “Give us a straight answer this time,” Raya said, raising her fist. “Or there’s going to be trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is.” The man gave a small snort of laughter. “Very well, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Azamar. I’m a mage.” 
 
    This time Raya snorted. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “It does seem unlikely,” Cal said. He didn’t want to be rude to a stranger, a traveler passing through their town, but if he was a mage, then he was definitely in the wrong place. 
 
    “I have been traveling the world,” Azamar declared, chest puffing out with pride, “searching for another mage. A mage far more powerful than myself. One with the potential to avert a cataclysm that, even as we speak, is bearing down upon us, like a landslide crashing toward our soft and vulnerable world.” His dark eyes grew intense as he stared at Cal. “That mage, Calwyn Weft, is you.” 
 
    For a moment, Cal stared at Azamar. Then both he and Raya burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cal said once he got his breath back, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye, “it’s just that you sound so serious.” 
 
    “And what you’re saying is so very dumb,” Raya added. “Cal isn’t a mage. He can’t even keep sheep. The one thing in the world he’s good at is making potions and lotions, and even with that, he’s just started to learn. If you want  something to get rid of a nasty rash, ask for Ozry’s creams, not Cal’s spells.” 
 
    Cal nodded along. Raya wasn’t quite right, Cal had already exceeded Ozry’s skills in some areas, but the point stood: there was no way any of this made sense. 
 
    “The only magic I’ve ever seen was when a circus troupe came through the village,” Cal said. “There was a man who made reed balls disappear and who pulled a rabbit out of a sheet.” 
 
    “A dead rabbit,” Raya added. “Which isn’t all that impressive.” 
 
    “Right, and I’m pretty sure it was all just tricks anyway, distracting people while he moved things around.” 
 
    “Very perceptive of you,” Azamar said. “The world is full of charlatans who make a mockery of the mage’s art. None the less, Calwyn, my magic has led me here, to your magic. You are the one I have been looking for. All the signs show it.” 
 
    Cal shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, but you’re wrong.” He wiggled his fingers in the air. “Look, no magic.” 
 
    “Don’t be so childish. The world is larger and more complex than you could ever learn from this place.” Azamar waved his hand at the surrounding buildings. “You are so much more than this.” 
 
    “I like this,” Cal said. “It’s my home.” 
 
    “It need not be. Do you really aspire to nothing more than to be an apothecary’s apprentice?” 
 
    Cal had to admit that the thought of being more, of seeing more, was appealing. The idea that there was a life of power and excitement waiting for him out there in the world, if he just took it. 
 
    But that was the trick, wasn’t it. Like the flourishes the circus conjurer had used to distract them from the rabbit down his tunic, this man who called himself Azamar was using big claims to distract Cal from reality. Once he’d got him excited, he would present the equivalent of that dead rabbit. Perhaps he would offer to teach Cal some spells or to give him some magical beans that could start him on his journey to true power; for a price, of course. Or maybe the pay off lay further down the line. Master Ozry had been to the county town, he had seen the big market and the tricksters who plied their trade there. He had warned Cal all about it, and Cal wasn’t falling for anything. 
 
    There was a trick here, but it wasn’t magical. 
 
    “Thank you for taking the time to talk with us,” Cal said, “but we should get going, right, Raya?” 
 
    Raya stood glaring at Azamar, teeth gritted and eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I said right Raya?” Cal grabbed her arm and started dragging her away. 
 
    “I’m watching you, pal,” Raya said, pointing at Azamar. “I’ll be ready, just you wait and see.” 
 
    She turned and walked beside Cal, her thumbs hooked through her belt. 
 
    “That was weird,” Cal said as they walked. 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Raya said. “Why would anyone say all that stuff to you?” 
 
    Cal shrugged. “Why does anyone do anything?” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “I don’t have an answer. I…” 
 
    Cal’s words trailed off as a whooshing sound emerged behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    A ball of fire filled his vision, crackling with bright flames. As Cal stared, it hurtled toward him. 
 
    Cal moved without thinking, without ever making a single decision. It was as though some instinct took over, or some soul that wasn’t his own, another spirit seizing control of his body. In a split second, he pushed Raya behind him and stepped in the way of the fireball. His hand rose, and he swatted the fire away a moment before it reached him. He felt the heat in his hand, in his arm, in his face, but the flames didn’t engulf him. Instead, his blow knocked the fireball up and away. It hurtled into the sky, where it exploded into a hundred glowing flecks of light. 
 
    Cal stared up in amazement at the fading points of fire, then down at his own hand. There was no sign there of what had happened, no charred flesh or seared skin, not even a smear of soot. 
 
    “How…” he began. 
 
    It was as if all the energy had been drained from his body. A wave of exhaustion flowed through him and he crashed to the ground, face first in the dirt. His pulse was weak, his breath ragged. 
 
    “Cal?” Raya knelt beside him, her voice tight with alarm. “Cal, are you all right? What happened to you?” 
 
    He tried to push himself upright, but he was too tired even to lift his head. Instead, he stared down the street as Azamar walked toward them, the tome in his hands and a smug smile on his face.  
 
    Cal tensed, wanting to defend himself against whatever attack came next, but he didn’t have the strength to stand, never mind to do whatever he had just done. 
 
    Azamar grinned down at Cal. 
 
    “See?” the old man said. “You are the one I’m looking for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was only one tavern in Pebbert, but it was a big tavern. Some winter days, with no travelers on the road and no locals wanting to go outside, it didn’t even bother to open. Some high summer days, with the roads full of merchants, messengers, and tinkers, and with the local farmhands looking to fill a long, light evening, it could be crammed to the rafters, people spilling out into the lane with their clay tankards full of watery ale, singing songs about long-ago wars and lost loves, both too far in the past for the singers to remember. 
 
    Today, the tavern was occupied but not overflowing, which suited Cal. There was enough space for them to have a table to themselves, and to get served without too much delay, but also enough people to provide some distraction. He didn’t want everybody to notice that he was spending time with this strange man in his red robes. At least Azamar had put away his hefty book, stowing it in a scorched leather satchel, but he would still draw attention, and that wasn’t something Cal wanted right now. He felt under enough pressure already. 
 
    Azamar chewed on a chicken leg, then swallowed another mouthful of ale. He had already finished off two tankards and was well into his third, while the bones of half a chicken lay piled up on his wooden plate. Cal and Raya sipped at their drinks and waited, Raya’s foot tapping impatiently in the rushes scattered across the floor. 
 
    “Nothing like traveling for building up an appetite,” Azamar said. “Long days on the move, cold nights in the open, a big meal one day and then scraps for the next week. It really makes you appreciate a place like this.” He licked chicken grease from his fingers, picked up one of the roasted potatoes, and dipped it in herb butter. “That’s the stuff. Nothing fancy, just good, honest fare.” 
 
    By Cal’s standards, this was fancy food, but he wasn’t going to admit as much. He already felt intimidated by the mage’s knowledge and worldly sophistication. 
 
    Azamar belched, then reached for his tankard again. 
 
    “Sure you don’t want some?” He nudged the plate of potatoes toward Cal. “Big magic can make you hungry too, and you certainly took it out of yourself back there. Probably a good idea to replenish your energy.” 
 
    Cal suspected that Azamar was right. Though he’d found the strength to reach the tavern, he still felt shivery and cold, like he was standing on a hilltop on a winter’s day, not sitting in a tavern in the spring. But he also felt sick to his stomach, whether from the spell casting or from anxiety at what all of this meant, and he didn’t trust himself to keep food down. 
 
    “I’m not hungry, thank you,” he said, and took a sip of his ale. Raya imitated the action, while still glaring daggers at Azamar. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Azamar shrugged and kept on eating. 
 
    Raya glanced at Cal and raised her eyebrows. She had been good at letting him take the lead, acknowledging that this was about his life, not hers. But her patience, never her strongest characteristic, was worn so thin that you could see straight through it. She wanted Cal to ask questions, while part of Cal wanted to put them off as long as possible, in case he didn’t like the answers. 
 
    Of course, there was also a possibility that the answers would be incredibly exciting, would lead him to a life he had never even imagined before this day, but he was trying not to let himself get carried away with those thoughts. 
 
    Azamar ate everything with his left hand, while his right hand rested on the satchel next to him, the one holding his tome. The book was clearly important, and apparently related to his magic. Was it like the recipe books that Ozry kept on a rickety shelf at the back of the apothecary shop, or was there something even more important going on here? 
 
    “Your book,” Cal said. “You use it to cast magic, don’t you?” 
 
    Azamar’s eyes narrowed, and he looked at Cal as he licked butter from his fingers. 
 
    “It is indeed,” he said. “Though one might ask, if you really know nothing about magic, as you keep claiming, then how do you know that this tome has anything to do with it?” 
 
    “Because it’s obvious,” Raya snapped. “You had it out to cast your spell to find Cal. You had it out to cast your fireball. Oh, and it’s covered in soot, when you’ve shown us that your magic involves fire.” 
 
    “You have both impressed me with your astuteness, not something I expected in a small place like this.” 
 
    “We’re country folk, not idiots,” Raya growled. “Now tell us about the book.” 
 
    “Very well.” Azamar placed his empty tankards on his plate and pushed it aside. The half-full tankard stayed in front of him as he slid his satchel around to sit on the table between them. He didn’t open it, but Cal could sense the book’s presence through the leather of the bag. It wasn’t just that he could see its shape in the way the leather draped over those brass bound edges. He could sense the presence of its pages, could hear something in them whispering to him. 
 
    “Are you familiar with the phrase ‘spell codex’?” Azamar asked, using the grandiose voice that he put on whenever he was delivering knowledge. 
 
    “I’m not,” Cal said. “Are you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah” Raya said sarcastically. “I talk about magic cod all the time.” 
 
    “Magic cod.” Azamar chuckled. “What an idea.” He tapped the satchel. “This is my spell codex. It is unlike that of any other mage. It is distinct and vital to me. Without it, I would not be able to perform magic.” 
 
    “It’s like a hammer to a blacksmith,” Cal said. “Or a seamstress’s needles.” 
 
    “A hammer indeed!” Azamar chuckled again. “A crude and clumsy thing, one interchangeable with the next. No, each codex is unique, and each one tied to its mage. Without this, I would be like a dried up river, an empty channel without power or flow.” 
 
    Cal looked at the bag and took a sip of his ale. Usually, he loved coming for a drink, not just for the company but for the refreshing flavor of it. But the ale seemed flat and flavorless now, unable to compete for the attention of his mind and of his senses when confronted with the presence of the codex. 
 
    “Does every mage have one of these?” he asked. If he was a mage, maybe he would get one too, a book far grander than Ozry’s recipe collection. That might be worth a few strange encounters and confusing conversations. 
 
    “Indeed, every mage does.” Azamar drew the satchel back toward him, one arm wrapped jealously around it, while his other hand swirled the remaining ale around his tankard. “Each of us has our own special codex, filled with the spells we collect down the years.” 
 
    “It really is a recipe book. Do you copy spells off each other, try mixing them in different ways, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “It is not a recipe book.” Azamar, indignant, drew his codex ever closer. “Such ignorance from one with so much potential is, frankly, disappointing to behold. I expected better, even out here.” 
 
    “All right then, mister fancy robes,” Raya growled. “You’re so much smarter than us, you explain how this thing that’s exactly like a recipe book isn’t just a recipe book.” 
 
    Azamar leaned back in his seat and stared up at the ceiling for a minute. While he thought, a server appeared, took the empty plate, then hurried away again as a group of traveling merchants walked in. 
 
    “A codex is the source of every mage’s strength,” Azamar said. “But it is also their greatest weakness. It is where their power flows from, and how they shape that power. Though one mage may be more potent or skillful than another, without a codex, all are equally deprived. If a mage loses their codex, they are powerless.” 
 
    Raya leaned forward, her eyes glinting with mischief. 
 
    “You’re saying that if some anonymous thief were to take this…” She tugged at the corner of the satchel. “You would be completely useless?” 
 
    Azamar set his tankard down. His hands tightened around the satchel as he sat glaring at Raya. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” he hissed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t even dream of it.” Raya grinned and held up her hands. “I’m just an honest laborer, and this isn’t the sort of place where crime easily pays.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair, arms folded, watching Azamar with amusement. 
 
    “It strikes me, though,” she said, “that this sounds more like the book’s using you than you’re using the book.” 
 
    “That is no way to talk to a mage.” 
 
    Azamar stared at Raya in stony silence. She just kept grinning back. 
 
    Something had been bothering Cal as Azamar made his explanations, and now that it finally came to the surface, Cal couldn’t believe that it had taken so long. The contradiction was obvious, and it made a mockery of everything Azamar had told them. Did that mean he really was just a fraud, but with fancier tricks than the dead rabbit man? 
 
    “You said that I’m a mage.” Cal spoke calmly, trying to keep hostility out of his voice, but he could see from Azamar’s expression that the mage sensed something was amiss. “But I don’t have a codex. If all mages have a codex, then how can I be one?” He leaned forward, stabbing at the table top with his finger. “And how did I do what I did in the street, that thing brushing away your fireball, without one of these books? I mean, that was definitely magic, right?” 
 
    He expected Azamar to look uncomfortable at the hole that had been poked in his logic, but instead the mage’s grin grew. 
 
    “That is exactly why I am here,” he said. 
 
    “To have some village apprentice make a mess of your magic?” Raya asked. “Wow, real power move, I bet the other conjurers will be very impressed.” 
 
    “Sarcasm is a dull knife, it cuts no man of substance,” Azamar said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, you don’t care.” Raya snorted. “And you’re so smart you’re going to keep spouting this nonsense.” 
 
    Azamar sighed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Could we do this without her?” he asked, waving dismissively at Raya. “She is not helping the conversation.” 
 
    “She’s helping me,” Cal said. “And she’s my best friend. I trust her a lot more than I trust you, and you’re counting a lot on my trust.” 
 
    “Fine.” Azamar leaned forward, fingers steepled over his satchel, staring intently at Cal. “I have been looking for you, or perhaps more accurately for someone like you. Someone who isn’t just an ordinary mage. And even your annoying friend must agree that what you did was far from ordinary.” 
 
    “True,” Raya said. “And obvious. Move it along.” 
 
    “Most mages stumble into their codexes,” Azamar said. “Some twist of fate or effort of will puts the book in their hands. They might have potential, but they have no power yet, nothing they can use to shape the master forces of the universe. Until they get hold of the codex, they are as unremarkable as any cobbler, any fisherman, any…” He gestured at Raya. “…any whatever you are. They are just one more person until they get hold of that book. The codex allows them to unlock their potential, to unleash power they would otherwise not have. The book makes the mage. 
 
    “But, if the legends are to be believed, there is another sort of mage, one rarely seen and even more rarely recorded. Those whose power is like yours. Those who are born with the magic others work so hard to obtain. 
 
    “Or, at least, with some kind of magic. Legends are seldom clear on anything, and even more muddled where magic is concerned. Incredulity leads people to believe the strangest things, and some mages use that to cover their tracks. What matters is that you have these extraordinary powers, the ones that legends speak of.” 
 
    Cal frowned as he tried to understand what he was being told. It would have been hard enough to take all of this in, but Azamar’s way of talking made it even harder. Nothing was simple, nothing was straightforward, nothing was clear. It all had to be tangled up in long words and longer thoughts. Was this how all mages talked, or was it just Azamar’s way of showing how smart he was? 
 
    The ebb and flow of people through the tavern had reached a quiet patch. Cal was vaguely aware of one of the servers coming over, and of Azamar ordering more ale for all of them. Across the room, someone had started playing a tune on a lute, while someone else was singing. Outside, there was mooing as a herd of cows went past, probably on the way to market in one of the big towns, a few days down the road. The world carried on just like it always had. It was only Cal who had been turned upside down and shaken until nothing was normal any more. 
 
    “Did you say legends?” Raya asked, looking at Azamar with scorn. “Why would there be legends about Cal?” She looked at Cal. “No offense, you’re my best friend and everything, but apprenticing to a small village apothecary isn’t the sort of adventure people usually write ballads about.” 
 
    Cal laughed. It would be hard to get offended at something like that, which described his own life so clearly. If he was honest, he’d already forgotten the reference to legends among everything else Azamar said, but now he was intrigued. 
 
    “What legends?” he asked. “Why would there be legends about me?” 
 
    “They’re not exactly about you,” Azamar said. “I mean, in a way, they are, but in another way they’re not.” 
 
    “Wow, really glad you cleared that up.” Raya rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Azamar snapped. “These things take time to explain, especially when one is starting from nothing. If you had been raised in a city, with access to proper scholars and a wide range of bards’ tales, then you would have the foundations on which to build this story. But all we have here is loose rural dirt, which crumbles and falls away beneath the weight of history.” 
 
    “You’re comparing us to mud? Great way to make friends.” 
 
    “I am trying to inform Cal about his destiny, and you, young lady, are making that difficult.” 
 
    “Good. Folks are always telling us that what’s easy isn’t worth having. Of course, that’s mostly just them trying to make me and Cal feel better about not having parents, but it seems like the rules that apply to us should apply to you too, right?” 
 
    Azamar opened his mouth to speak, closed it, opened it again. He took a sip of his ale and looked thoughtfully at Raya. 
 
    “You’re a lot smarter than you look,” he said. 
 
    “You’re saying I look stupid?” She folded her arms and leaned back, pulling her most indignant face. Cal struggled not to laugh as he watched Azamar’s struggle to respond. 
 
    “I’m saying that you rise above your humble roots,” the mage said at last. “Whether or not adversity has shaped you.” He waved a hand. “As for the legends, they are about Cal’s ancestors.” 
 
    “Like, my grandmas and my grandpas?” Cal asked. “And great uncle Rodo?” 
 
    He had almost as much trouble believing in legends about his elderly relatives, all of whom had passed on when he was young, as he did believing in legends about himself. 
 
    “Your more distant ancestors, who were also your previous lives.” 
 
    “My what now?” 
 
    “Don’t start acting like her.” Azamar pointed at Raya, who grinned like she’d just been given a compliment. “You are both smart enough to grasp the concept of past lives without my having to explain it. Souls are reincarnated, they come back around, and most of the time, nobody even notices. A cobbler will never have reason to remember that he was once a stable boy, and before that an artisan. There is no power to shine through, no distinctive quality to make him stand out. 
 
    “But you, Cal, are the latest reincarnation of someone much greater, someone whose spirit burns bright. In you, we see reborn the first mage, the one known as the Spellweaver, the author of all spells.” 
 
    Azamar set his tankard aside and used a scrap of cloth to wipe beer and grease from the table top, then carefully unfastened the satchel that held his codex. He drew the flap of worn leather back and slid the book out, setting it down in the middle of the table.  
 
    The brass binding caught the light spilling in through the windows of the tavern, and that gleam along the corners drew Cal’s attention with an irresistible force, like a current dragging an untethered boat out into the river and away. His gaze ran from those bindings across the red-dyed and soot-stained leather, over the incomprehensible letters written across the front, to the strange symbols either side of them. His heart beat faster, and there was a tingling in his head. He wanted to reach out and seize the book, to draw it to him and race through its pages, seeing everything it contained. But at the same time he knew that he mustn’t, that this was not his to hold. 
 
    How did he know any of this? What was going on with his head today? 
 
    Slowly, Azamar turned back the front cover of the codex, revealing the front page. Words had been written there in a flowing and elegant script, but they weren’t words that Cal knew. He didn’t even recognize a single one of the letters they were formed from. Azamar turned the page, turned it again, revealing more words, all of them incomprehensible to Cal. 
 
    “Do you know what any of this means?” Raya’s voice was an awed whisper. 
 
    “I can’t read it, but I suppose each page must be a spell, right?” Cal asked. 
 
    Azamar nodded. 
 
    “This is my codex, and these are my spells. Most of them relate to fire magic, as that is where my particular mastery lies, but there are others as well.” He turned to another page. This one lacked the soot stains and charring of those they’d seen so far. Instead, the crisp white paper was shot through with blue-green veins, like the pattern a leaf revealed when held up to the light. “I don’t use those as often, but they are there.” 
 
    “So you wrote these spells?” Cal reached out but didn’t quite touch the page. His hand hovered a finger’s breadth from the paper. There was a prickling in his fingertips, like touching the thorny shell of a horse chestnut, an uneasy feeling, but one he couldn’t bring himself to let go of. 
 
    “Not wrote, collected.” Azamar turned the page again and smiled, as if a fond memory had sprung unexpectedly to mind. “I collected these spells, during my long travels through the Empire and beyond, visiting magical sites where the spells could be found. At each one, I added a spell to my codex, and in doing so, I grew stronger. That is the mage’s art.” 
 
    He ran a finger down the side of the page, and Cal smelled a hint of smoke, heard the crackle of flames even though the fire lay unlit in the hearth of the tavern. 
 
    “That sounds exciting,” he said. 
 
    “It has its moments. It also has its dangers, as does anything that grants life meaning. We cannot have the warmth of the hearth without the risk of being burned by the flames.” 
 
    “You can if you build your chimney properly,” Raya said. 
 
    “It was a metaphor.” 
 
    “That’s your problem right there, then. Metaphors are notoriously flammable. If you want a fireplace that won’t catch light, then you need to build it with stone.” 
 
    For a moment, Azamar looked as if he was about to start arguing back, lecturing Raya on the meaning of his words. Instead, his eyes narrowed and he shook his head. He wasn’t taking the bait. 
 
    “The spells at these magical sites were left by the Spellweaver, the one who created all spells for us. He carved them into stone, so that those with power, dedication, and ambition, those with the strength and the courage to see the challenge through, could find them in the centuries to come. They were the Spellweaver’s gift to the world, and they are the foundation of all modern magic.” 
 
    “So this Spellweaver goes around carving spells all over the place?” Cal asked. 
 
    “He used to. It has been almost a thousand years since the last recorded Spellweaver. During that time, we have got by with the magic we have. But now…” Azamar leaned forward eagerly, hands curling around his codex, eyes shining bright. “Now we have a new Spellweaver, and the world is going to change.” 
 
    Cal drew back in his seat, intimidated by the intensity of that gaze boring into him. This was a lot of pressure for a small town orphan and apothecary’s apprentice. He hid from the pressure in thoughts of practicalities and minutiae, in trying to fit together the pieces that Azamar had given him so far, and to see what else those pieces meant. 
 
    “Doesn’t the Spellweaver have a codex then?” he asked. “I mean, you said that mages need codexes, that they draw their power from them, but if the Spellweaver writes the spells that go into the codexes, what about his codex?” 
 
    “A good question, perhaps even better than you realize.” Azamar slid his tome back into its satchel, and Cal felt a little sad to see it disappear from view. “The Spellweaver has a different relationship with his codex.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “Other mages need to stumble onto their codexes before they can begin their path into magic. The codex might be hidden in an ancient library, buried in a long-forgotten tomb, handed down from one generation to another. It is a gift from the past, and from the mages who came before, or perhaps from the magic that fills the world around us. 
 
    “But the Spellweaver’s codex is different. It isn’t something that he can stumble upon. It’s not something anyone can find. It’s… stranger than other codexes.” 
 
    “Everything about this conversation is strange,” Raya pointed out. “Calling a book weird doesn’t make it special when you’ve been throwing fire around and talking about reincarnation.” 
 
    “Are you always like this?” Azamar asked. “Or are you being particularly awkward for me?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Raya leaned forward over her tankard and lowered her voice, doing a fair impersonation of the mage. “You see, I both am and am not trying to annoy you. I am both the helpful friend and the annoyance, the trouble maker and the trouble itself. Perhaps I am the reincarnation of all the most belligerent villagers who came before me, or perhaps I’m just bored of your waffling and want to go do something more interesting.” 
 
    “Believe me, boredom is not going to be a problem for long. Not if you intend to keep the Spellweaver company.” 
 
    “Speaking of the Spellweaver,” Cal said, “if his codex isn’t so easy to find, then where is it?” 
 
    From what Azamar had said, it seemed that Cal needed a codex to cast any spells. If he really had used magic to deflect that fireball in the street, then he was already connected to his power, and surely that meant he must have a codex.  
 
    Was it hidden in among Ozry’s books of recipes, and Cal had unwittingly been absorbing its magic as he read them?  
 
    Was it hidden somewhere around the village, calling out to him with its power like Azamar’s codex did?  
 
    Was that why he was having visions? 
 
    Or was Azamar just wrong about all of this? 
 
    Azamar reached across the table and prodded Cal in the chest with a single bony finger. 
 
    “Some say that the Spellweaver himself is a codex,” Azamar said. 
 
    Cal looked down at himself, at his faded tunic wrapped around with his mother’s old belt, at his patched leggings and his father’s boots that seemed too big at the ends of his skinny legs. It seemed impossible that a vessel like that could hold such phenomenal power. 
 
    And yet, he felt the tingling, saw images that weren’t there creeping in at the corners of his vision. Either there was magic in the air, or he was going mad. 
 
    “Speculation aside, the Spellweaver’s codex dwells inside him,” Azmar said. “It is formed inside his soul, and the Spellweaver needs to draw it out.” 
 
    “Sounds uncomfortable,” Raya said. “Maybe you should talk to Ozry, see if he’ll make you a purgative. Those will get almost anything out of your system.” 
 
    “We are talking about ancient arts with which the world can be bound to your will, not a bout of food poisoning.” 
 
    “A powerful force living inside you? Sounds like my last bout of food poisoning to me. You should have seen the mess I made of—” 
 
    “Raya.” Cal silenced her with a hand on her arm. “This is serious. It could change my whole life.” 
 
    Raya took a deep breath, let it slowly out. 
 
    “Sorry, you’re right,” she said, and looked at Azamar, all mockery gone. “Keep explaining. I won’t get in the way any more.” 
 
    “Where was I?” Azamar scratched his head. 
 
    “You were telling me about the Spellweaver’s codex,” Cal said. “Please.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Azamar smiled. “In time, you will learn to author your own spells, as other Spellweavers did before you. You will create magic that no one has seen before, empowering both yourself and the future generations that learn what you have created. 
 
    “But in magic, as in any craft, mastery can only come after an apprenticeship. You have to learn the fundamentals before you can reshape the form. To start with, you will need to attain your spells in the same way as every other mage: by visiting magical sites and inscribing the spells you find there. These will give you practice in magic, and give form to your codex, so that, in time, you can go beyond this limitation.” 
 
    Cal looked out the window. More cows were passing by outside the inn, along with a fisher woman with a full basket from an early catch. Familiar faces stopped and talked in the street, gossiping about the weather, the changing seasons, whether and when the fair would come to town. They talked about new-born foals and growing children, about the branch fallen off a favorite tree and whether a shepherd would leave the village when he married a girl from the next valley over. They talked about small matters, ones that could fit within the confines of Pebbert, the things that had been Cal’s whole life until now. 
 
    His heart beat louder at the thought of leaving, of seeing a world beyond the western hills and the River Varn. It beat in excitement, and in fear. What would that world be like? Would he be able to navigate it? What dangers might he face if he set out along the road, with the tinkers and the merchants? 
 
    An exciting life had been offered to him, and he wanted to take it, but what would he have to risk to do that? And what would he lose when he left Pebbert behind? 
 
    “You’ll need to learn quickly,” Azamar said, dragging Cal back into the moment. “To gain some basic skills before…” 
 
    His voice trailed off, his expression growing distant as he gazed at something Cal couldn’t see. 
 
    “Before what?” Cal asked, hands gripping the edge of the table tight. 
 
    Azamar leaped from his seat, and slung the satchel over his shoulder. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” he said. “It’s time for you to learn magic.” 
 
    He rushed out the door, surprisingly fast for a man marked out by wrinkles and a gray beard. 
 
    “Come on, then.” Raya downed the last of her drink and got up. “I want to see you throw fireballs around.” 
 
    Cal grinned. “Me too.” 
 
    As they ran for the door, a voice rose from behind the bar. 
 
    “Hey, Calwyn Weft, what about your friend’s bill?” 
 
    Embarrassed, Cal turned around and hurried back to the bar. He didn’t normally carry spare money on him, but he had the pouch that Master Ozry had given him to buy ingredients. He would have to repay Ozry later, once Azamar had repaid him. 
 
    “Here.” He tipped a few coins out onto the counter, enough to pay for the food and drinks, and a little more to apologize for almost running off. “Sorry about that. Got to go now. I’m going to learn magic.” 
 
    “Course you are.” The barman chuckled and shook his head. “See you later, Cal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal and Raya followed Azamar out through the village, past people fixing the daub on their houses, fetching laundry up from the river, or herding chickens down the lanes. Azamar strode past them all, indifferent to their business, his codex satchel slapping against his hip with each purposeful stride. 
 
    At last, they emerged from Pebbert into the fields at the edge of the village, cleared land where people grew vegetables and grain.  
 
    At the far side, past a common pasture where animals grazed, lay the edge of the forest. The green of spring leaves and the pale pink of blossoms glowed in the midday sunshine, making the forest itself seem welcoming.  
 
    Under those trees lay mushrooms to be gathered, firewood to be foraged, rabbits to be trapped for stew.  
 
    And if there were also wolves somewhere in the deep shadows, it was easier to forget them on a day like this. 
 
    Azamar stopped in the meadow, near the edge of the forest, and looked around. 
 
    “This will do,” he announced. 
 
    A sheep ambled up to Azamar and peered at his feet. Cal and Raya, still making their way along the line between fields of cabbages and beans, laughed as the sheep started chewing on the edge of the mage’s robe. 
 
    “Get off of that!” Azamar said sharply, tugging his robe from between the sheep’s teeth. “And don’t start getting ideas about the rest. I could turn you into roasted mutton with a click of my fingers.” 
 
    As if to prove his point, he clicked his fingers. The sheep, unimpressed, baaed, then trotted away. 
 
    “What’s first?” Raya asked. “Are you going to teach Cal how to throw fireballs, or does the Spellweaver start with something more impressive?” 
 
    “First, fundamentals,” Azamar said. “Cal must learn how to draw out his codex.” 
 
    “Sounds boring.” Raya flung herself down on the grass. “But I’m curious to see how this goes.” 
 
    “I’m curious as well,” Cal said, looking at Azamar’s satchel as he contemplated having a codex of his own. “If the codex is inside me, how do I get it out?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Azamar admitted. “Remember, it’s been centuries since anyone met a Spellweaver, so I couldn’t ask witnesses what they saw. It doesn’t help that so few of the legends deal with a Spellweaver’s origins: they’re usually more interested in what he did once he had his powers.” 
 
    “Is there something we can work with, at least?” 
 
    “Indeed there is. Several legends indicate that the Spellweaver would go into the mountains to meditate. I suggest that you try that.” 
 
    Cal looked around and scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “There aren’t any mountains around Pebbert,” he said. “I suppose I could go into the hills, if that would help.” 
 
    “It’s not about the mountains, it’s about the meditating.” Azamar found a patch of grass that had been nibbled short by the sheep and sat down there. “If you open up your mind, perhaps what you need will come to you.” 
 
    Cal sat down facing Azamar and shut his eyes. He had some vague idea that meditating involved emptying his mind, letting go of thoughts and feelings, but he didn’t really know how that worked.  
 
    Not wanting to admit his ignorance in front of Azamar and Raya, he tried to think about the simplest, least interesting things he could.  
 
    Empty air.  
 
    The taste of water.  
 
    The fuzzy feeling just before dozing off to sleep. 
 
    In the darkness behind his eyes, he found a place of calm and quiet, a stillness he hadn’t know was there. It was pleasing, like holding a smooth pebble that fit perfectly in the palm of his hand. 
 
    Then he heard a voice, calling to him through the darkness.  
 
    The voice seemed to come from within, not from the world around him. He couldn’t hear what it was saying. He strained to make it out, but the voice grew fainter, more distant.  
 
    It was only when he relaxed into the emptiness again that it grew louder. 
 
    Something was watching him too. He could sense it out there somewhere, vigilant, intent. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and a shudder ran down his spine. 
 
    He opened his eyes, just a crack, looking for a sign of whatever was watching him.  
 
    A wolf perhaps, creeping out of the edge of the forest, or some other creature, drawn to see what they were doing in the meadow.  
 
    But there was only Azamar and Raya, the mage with his hands clutching his satchel while Raya chewed on a blade of grass, the two of them sitting and watching him. 
 
    He closed his eyes and focused again on that quiet, empty place inside, trying to let go of his thoughts, his feelings, his fears. Trying not to let that sensation of being watched overwhelm him. 
 
    Something was still out there.  
 
    More than one thing.  
 
    The watcher and the voice. 
 
    He focused on the voice, and an image started forming in his mind. Faint at first, a ghostly shape hanging in the darkness. Straight edged, corners gleaming.  
 
    The outline of a book. 
 
    He grinned.  
 
    His mouth was dry, and the breeze was a cold finger brushing his skin. Though he couldn’t see it, the world around him felt more real. Still, it was nothing compared with that book appearing in front of him. He wanted to reach for it, but resisted, sensing that it was still too insubstantial, a ghostly beginning that needed time to find itself. 
 
    Still, something was watching him. A presence in the darkness of his mind, hungry and eager, silent and sinister. He tried to ignore it, but fear kept part of him constantly watching, waiting to see what it would do. 
 
    The codex became clearer in his mind’s eye.  
 
    A thick tome bound in leather, with a metal binding and strange letters on the front.  
 
    It was like Azamar’s and yet also unlike it, new and yet also familiar. More familiar than the simple sight of a book in the style of one he had seen before. This was like coming home at the end of a long day, like looking into a face that he had known his whole life. 
 
    The book was more solid now. He could see the tiny notches and the worn edges of the metal, smooth and shining with age, could make out tiny imperfections in the texture of the leather.  
 
    He reached for it. 
 
    Hooded figures loomed out of the darkness, crowding in around him. They reached for the codex too, fingers pale and slender as bone grasping for what was his.  
 
    An icy cold swept over Cal. 
 
    The figures felt so real, it was hard to believe that they existed only in his mind. He opened one eye a crack, peeking out. 
 
    Sure enough, the hooded figures were all around him. 
 
    Cal leaped to his feet, eyes wide open, hands raised to defend himself. His heart was racing. He twisted left and right, looking for the sinister figures that had surrounded him a moment before. 
 
    They were all gone. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Azamar asked, looking up at Cal with concern. Next to him, Raya’s brow was furrowed, and she jerked her head back and forth, looking for signs of trouble. 
 
    Cal hesitated.  
 
    Should he tell Azamar what had been happening to him for the past few months?  
 
    What if the mage decided that Cal wasn’t really the Spellweaver, just an orphan who had started imagining things, a lonely peasant losing his mind?  
 
    He might abandon Cal, take away his chance to be something greater, someone who mattered in the world. 
 
    Trembling with uncertainty, Cal glanced at Raya. She looked thoughtfully at Azamar, then back at Cal, and mouthed the words “tell him”. 
 
    Cal took a deep breath. His hands clasped his belt, his mother’s belt, fiddling with the buckle. 
 
    “I’ve been seeing things,” he said, staring down at the trampled grass of the meadow. “Strange figures, people who don’t belong in Pebbert, people who aren’t really there. Only I can see them. It’s been happening so much, when you turned up today, I thought that you were one of them.” 
 
    “How long has this been happening?” Azamar asked, calm and quiet. 
 
    Cal shrugged. “A few months, I guess.” 
 
    “Describe them to me, these people you’ve been seeing.” 
 
    “They’re dark.” Cal rubbed at the buckle. “Not their skin, but their robes, and their presence, this feeling when they’re nearby. Does that even make sense?” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They wear these ragged robes, and they always have their hoods up. Their faces are usually hidden. One time, I caught a glimpse of the bottom of one of their faces, and there were nothing there. Not even a mouth, just this patch of pale, twisted flesh.” 
 
    Cal dragged his gaze up to Azamar. The mage was pale, his eyes wide. 
 
    “We need to unlock your codex now,” he said. “Nothing matters more than that. But as soon as it’s done, we need to leave this village.” 
 
    “Who are those people I’ve been seeing?” 
 
    Azamar’s alarm made Cal even more nervous. Anything that scared the proud and powerful mage had to be very dangerous indeed. 
 
    “They are…” Azamar hesitated, tapped a finger against his satchel. “I have a suspicion, but I can’t be sure, and until I am, I shouldn’t say.” 
 
    “Why not?” Raya snapped. “Isn’t it better for Cal to know what he might be facing?” 
 
    “If I misinform him, that might lead him to make a terrible mistake. Instead of armoring him with knowledge, I could be thrusting him into danger.” Azamar shook his head. “No, that should wait until I can be more certain.” 
 
    “I want to know,” Cal said, folding his arms and staring stubbornly at the gray-bearded old man. 
 
    “And you will soon, I promise. But right now, it’s more important that you unlock your codex.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” Raya cracked her knuckles. “Sit here meditating while some crowd of creeps comes to murder him with magic.” 
 
    “Even if I’m right, they can’t hurt Cal, can’t hurt any of us. If they could, they would have acted by now. So please, just focus on unlocking the codex.” 
 
    Cal studied Azamar. He had only known the mage for a few hours. He knew nothing about his background, about his agenda, about what his goal really was here.  
 
    For all Cal knew, Azamar was in league with the hooded strangers.  
 
    Or worse, those strangers might be the good guys, ghosts trying to warn him of the danger that Azamar presented.  
 
    It didn’t feel like that, but could he trust his feelings when people were meddling with his mind? 
 
    The problem was that he had to trust something, or he would become trapped forever in indecision.  
 
    He had to make a choice and act on it.  
 
    And however little he knew about Azamar, he liked him; certainly liked him a lot more than those ragged and chilling shadows of men. 
 
    “All right.” Cal sat back down, legs crossed, hands resting in his lap. “Let’s try this again.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and cleared his mind, letting go of his fears and suspicions, his hopes and ambitions. He let go of the meadow around him and the forest beyond, of the voices from the village and the bleating of the sheep. He let go of the wind whispering across the palms of his hands. 
 
    There was only the darkness, the stillness, the empty space inside of him. An emptiness that could have signaled deprivation, but that instead stood for hope, for the endless possibilities that could emerge into that space. 
 
    He pictured his codex again, consciously calling up the image of it. That image appeared far more quickly than before, became clear and solid within moments. It hung in his mind’s eye, a great and weighty presence, potential bound in brass and leather.  
 
    Power radiated from it, and Cal tingled to the very center of his soul. 
 
    Something hit him hard on the top of his head, then thudded to the ground next to him. 
 
    “Ow!” His hand shot to the injured spot, and he rubbed the top of his head. His eyes had flicked open in the moment of alarm, and the first thing he saw was Raya staring back at him, her eyes wide with amazement. 
 
    “You…” She pointed at Cal, then at the empty air above his head. “A book appeared out of thin air above you, then it dropped on your head.” 
 
    Cal looked down. A tome lay on the grass in front of him. His tome. The codex he had pictured in his mind, perfect down to every last worn edge and strange symbol. 
 
    With a trembling hand, he drew the codex into his lap and opened the cover. He leaned forward, eager to see what was inside. He was about to try his first spell. He was really, truly, going to be a mage. 
 
    The first page was blank. So was the next, and the one after that. Cal flicked through, looking for the strange writing that filled Azamar’s book.  
 
    There wasn’t so much as a stroke of a pen, not even a smudge or a stain.  
 
    Every page was pristine, perfectly pale and clear. 
 
    “Nothing.” He sagged, swallowed, dragged his gaze up to look at Azamar. “It’s completely empty. Maybe I’m not the Spellweaver after all.” 
 
    “Oh, you are.” Azamar laughed. “This is how a codex starts. A blank page. A fresh beginning. A tabula rasa. It is up to each mage to make their own mark, to fill their codex with spells that work for them.” 
 
    “But right now, I can’t cast anything?” 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to fill it once we’re on the road.” Azamar stood up. “Now that you have your codex, we need to get moving, to leave this village as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why the rush?” Raya asked. 
 
    “So that Cal can start learning, of course,” Azamar said, brushing grass and dirt from his robes. “And to get ahead of those others.” 
 
    Cal stood up, clutching the codex tight. He looked around the meadow, at the forest in one direction and the village in the other, at the familiar fields of vegetables and the friendly sheep. At Raya. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I was hoping maybe I could learn some magic here, see how it goes first.” 
 
    “That’s not how magic works,” Azamar said. 
 
    “I like it here. I’m not sure I want to leave.” 
 
    Now that the pressure was on, doubts filled Cal’s mind. Azamar held out the promise of something exciting, but his whole life was Pebbert. 
 
    “You’re not sure you want to…” Azamar’s voice trailed off, then he laughed. “This is another of those jokes, isn’t it, like Raya’s comments.” 
 
    Cal shook his head. “I need to think.” 
 
    He turned his back on Azamar and walked away, back toward the village.  
 
    As he went, the tome shimmered and faded from the world. 
 
    # 
 
    When Cal had been little, his home had seemed like an enormous space. It held everything he needed for everyday life, from his bed in the attic to the table where his parents served him meals. There was even a wooden tub that hung on the wall, and that they filled with warm water to bathe in during winter, when the river was too cold and its surface covered in ice.  
 
    The rest of the village was great, the surrounding countryside a fascinating world of adventure, but the things he needed all fitted in here.  
 
    It was his world. 
 
    Fifteen years later, the house seemed far smaller, but still comforting. He had lived here his whole life, and there was nowhere better to calm his troubled spirit. 
 
    He sat at that same table where his parents had fed him dinner, remembering the smell of his father’s soup and the softness of his mother’s touch. This house was full of memories like that, and Azamar wanted Cal to leave them all behind. 
 
    In a sense, he wanted it too. Who wouldn’t? The chance to be a mage, to cast magic and fight monsters, was so much more than Pebbert had to offer him. It was a life of excitement and adventure, probably one of wealth and fame as well. 
 
    Beneath those surface concerns, there was something else, a motive that barely even felt like it was his own. The part of him that tingled at the touch of the codex, that rose up excitedly at the sight of Azamar’s tome.  
 
    There was magic inside Cal, he couldn’t deny that now, and his magic wanted to be something more.  
 
    It wanted this path. 
 
    But the magic wasn’t the whole of him. 
 
    He looked out the window, at the outskirts of Pebbert.  
 
    A cat was prowling along a fence opposite, stalking the pigeon that sat at the end. The pigeon waited, fat and complacent, until the cat was nearly in reach. Then the pigeon spread its wings and flew away, leaving the cat to swipe at the top of the fence, hungry and frustrated. That cat had been chasing pigeons on the same spot for a decade. One of these days it would succeed. Did he want to miss that, after all this time? 
 
    Of course, there were far more important things to miss.  
 
    Cal’s entire life was in Pebbert. Everyone he knew. All his friends. Raya.  
 
    If he went elsewhere, how would the tavern keeper know his name? How would the baker know to keep him a crusty loaf? Who would he find to talk to when he had news? 
 
    And then there was the apprenticeship with Master Ozry. By the standards of professional apothecaries, Cal’s training had barely begun. He had finally found something that he was good at, after so many frustrations and failures. If he went away to become a mage, and he wasn’t good at that, what then? He could hardly come back and take up where he’d left off—Ozry would have a new apprentice. There were always more young people eager to take up a chance like that. 
 
    He sighed and ran a finger along the well-worn edge of the table. What would happen to the house? It was a good house, his parents’ house, left to him when they died. A home this good didn’t come up often. Traveling would be fine for a while, but sleeping under the stars was only fun when you knew that you had a bed to go back to. Where would he even live at the end of his travels if he had left this behind? Nowhere that meant as much, that was clear. 
 
    Leaving meant giving up on so many things, but staying meant giving up on something as well. It meant giving up on learning to use his magic, on accumulating all those spells that Azamar had talked about. If he went, then perhaps he would learn to fling fireballs like Azamar, to ride a wind horse like in the stories, to fly like he did in his dreams. And so much more, things he couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    Then there were all the other sights he might see on the road. Cal had never been more than a few miles from Pebbert, whereas Azamar said that he had traveled across the whole Empire of Yaetis and beyond. Cal would love to do that. To see towns and cities, mountains and oceans, verdant jungles and vast open plains. All the kings and queens and heroes from story books were out there somewhere, the mighty steeds they rode and the monsters they slew. 
 
    When he was a boy, Cal had always wanted to be an adventurer. He had played out great journeys to imaginary lands on the floor of this very room, while his parents did their chores or played the extras and villains in his great games. His father had told him that, one day, he would go out there and see the wonders of the world. Over time, Cal had accepted that this was a fiction, a pleasing lie to bring a child joy.  
 
    But now it could be real. This was his chance to have those adventures. 
 
    Knocking caught Cal’s attention, made him look up. He’d left the door open when he came in, and Raya stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame, knuckles of one hand resting against the wood. 
 
    “All right if I come in?” she asked 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Cal nodded and pushed a chair out from under the table. One of the legs didn’t match the others, a replacement his father had made when the original broke. One more memory to leave behind. Raya moved it a few more inches, to the spot where a dip in the floor made the uneven chair sit straight, and she sat down. 
 
    “What have you decided?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Cal hesitated. There was so much that he could say, but if he tried to talk about it all, then they would be there all week. The highlights, that was what Raya needed. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Cal confessed. “There are a lot of things pushing both ways, but I’m leaning toward leaving.” 
 
    “Good.” Raya clasped her hands together in her lap. “Hemina always gives you the best bread, now maybe I’ll have a shot at it.” 
 
    Cal laughed. The sound felt hollow, rattling around his chest. 
 
    “Glad you’ve got your priorities right.” 
 
    “Hey, life around here isn’t going to stop just because you’re not around.” Her shoulders drooped, then hitched back up as she took a deep breath. “And it’s the best thing for you.” 
 
    “Is it?” Cal asked quietly. 
 
    “Definitely.” She looked at him. “This is important. It’s your chance to get out of this town, to make something more of yourself. To make something more of the world. You can’t pass that up.” 
 
    “There are important things here too.” Cal’s gaze lingered for a moment on Raya, on her sharp features and her green eyes. Then he looked away. “Important people.” 
 
    “Important people?” Raya’s tone was questioning, not the challenge she normally offered the world, but something softer, less certain. Cal shifted in his seat, not sure what he wanted to say, never mind how to say it. 
 
    “Plus I’ve always wanted to be an apothecary,” he said. “Now that I’ve got my chance, I’m not sure I want to give it up.” 
 
    “Always wanted to be an apothecary.” Raya shook her head. “Sure.” 
 
    Cal shifted uncomfortably again. His words weren’t coming out right. That thing about wanting to be an apothecary wasn’t quite accurate, but it expressed a sort of truth, about where he had got to in his life, about finding a place where he belonged. Was it so bad to want to hang on to that? 
 
    “If you really want to be an apothecary, then you can learn that on the road too,” Raya said. “The world’s full of villages and cities, places where you can find new recipes, new ingredients, make new potions. You’ll be a better apothecary because of your travels, not a worse one. Unless you think old Ozry’s sneaking out at night to learn from elves and foreign folk.” 
 
    Cal tried to imagine his master traveling the world, gathering the dust of the road and the ingredients that came with it, holding conversations with trolls in sand-blown streets and elves in tree-top towns. The image made him laugh. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I should stop making excuses and take the opportunity.” He ran a hand across the table top. “It’s what my parents would have wanted.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Raya looked down into the fireplace. “Well…” 
 
    Cal couldn’t bring himself to look at her. He was afraid that if he did, all the sadness at what he was leaving behind would overwhelm him, and he would change his mind. Fear of loss would become a chain holding him in Pebbert forever. 
 
    “It’s exciting,” he said, the words coming out more forced than they felt. “Going to see the world, to learn magic.” 
 
    “Exactly. Exciting.” Raya stood, hands clutching her belt. “It’s the right choice.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss a lot of things, but I’m going to miss you most of all.” 
 
    Cal sprung from his feet and flung his arms around Raya, hugging her. 
 
    “You’re my best friend,” he said. “I don’t know how I could have got through the past few years without you. You’re my strength.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Raya squeezed him tight. “I might miss you a little bit too.” 
 
    There was a brief buzzing sound, and a zap of energy. Cal and Raya broke apart, looking at each other in confusion. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    “You felt it too?” 
 
    “Of course I did. It was like… Like something running through me. Was that magic?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’re the mage.” 
 
    “Only since this morning. I don’t know how any of it works.” 
 
    Raya flexed her fingers. 
 
    “I feel weird, like I don’t weigh anything at all.” She closed and opened her hands. “Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “I think so, but I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    Raya swung around, hand coming about to take hold of her seat. But at the first tap of her hand, the chair flew across the room. It hit the wall and shattered, splintered piece falling to the floor. 
 
    “What… I….” Raya turned to Cal. “Sorry?” 
 
    “How did you do that?” Cal asked, incredulous. 
 
    “I don’t know, I just… I was pushing hard enough to move a whole chair, but when I touched it, it felt weightless. Like I was pushing on a boulder and it turned out to be a pebble.” 
 
    “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Amazing. Sure.” Raya held her hands way from her, like they were a rabid dog getting ready to bite. 
 
    “I want to know more.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one.” 
 
    Cal looked around the room, trying to work out what the heaviest thing was. The table, maybe. Or the bathtub, if he filled it up, though that would involve a trip to the river. Then he remembered the other rooms. 
 
    “Come on.” He ran up the creaking stairs, into the room where his parents had once slept, and that was now his own.  
 
    Raya followed more cautiously, careful not to touch anything on her way. 
 
    “There.” Cal pointed at the bed. “Try picking that up.” 
 
    It was a sturdy bed. Cal’s two grandfathers had chopped down an oak and made the bed themselves, as a present when his parents got married. Though that had been before Cal was born, he’d always loved the story, and always been fascinated by the plants and animals they carved into the headboard. It was solid work, further weighed down by a hefty straw mattress and the rope lattice that held the mattress up. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Raya asked. “I destroyed a chair by touching it, and this is far more fancy.” 
 
    “Do it,” Cal said, before he could change his mind. “Just, be careful.” 
 
    Raya licked her lips, then bent over and put her hands under the edge of the bed. She straightened, and the end of the bed shot up. Raya laughed. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    She moved forward, placed one hand against the middle of the underside, and lifted the whole bed off the floor with that hand. She wasn’t even straining. 
 
    “Wow.” Cal stepped back. “Do you want to put that down and try some other things?” 
 
    “Do I ever?” There was a crash as Raya put the bed down. “Sorry, I was trying to be careful. It’s hard to remember that something’s heavy when it feels like a feather.” 
 
    They headed down the stairs and out into the village. 
 
    “This way,” Cal said. 
 
    He led Raya one street over, to where Telen the carpenter had her workshop. She was sitting out front, using a peddle-driven lathe to carve a bowl, curls of wood shavings peeling way as she worked. She nodded to them as they approached. 
 
    “What can I do for you two?” she asked. 
 
    “What new timber do you have in?” Cal asked. 
 
    Without looking up from her work, Telen nodded to the side of the workshop, where the trunk of a pine tree lay, stripped of branches and roots but otherwise intact. 
 
    “Can we borrow that?” Cal asked. 
 
    Telen snorted in laughter and kept carving curls of wood from her work. “If you can carry it, sure.” 
 
    Raya ran over, grabbed the end of the trunk, and heaved. The whole tree trunk swung up, so that Raya was balancing it end-on on her palm. 
 
    “Still want to lend it?” Raya asked. 
 
    Telen’s foot still worked the pedal of the lathe, but no more wood dropped from the bowl. She stared, open-mouthed, at Raya. 
 
    “That’s all we needed,” Cal said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Raya put the log back down, with less of a crash than the bed, and they hurried on through the village. 
 
    “Ooh, I know.” 
 
    Raya ran over to a barn, where a wagon sat loaded with bundles of straw. A pair of carthorses stood tethered nearby, ready to be put in harness. Ignoring the horses, Raya grabbed the shaft and started running in circles, dragging the wagon after her. It didn’t even slow her down. 
 
    A farmer emerged from the barn and stared open-mouthed. Off to one side, Telen had appeared, talking excitedly to a couple of neighbors. 
 
    “Better stop,” Cal called out. “We’re starting to draw attention.” 
 
    “Of course we are. This is amazing.” 
 
    Ray let go of the wagon and returned to Cal. Behind her, the farmer strained at the shaft, but could barely move the wagon an inch. 
 
    “One more?” Cal asked. 
 
    “One more,” Raya agreed. “At least.” 
 
    They strode through Pebbert, a growing trail of villagers following them. Without having to talk about it, they both knew where they were going, the place with the heaviest tools and materials: the smithy. 
 
    Anlan the smith looked up as the small crowd approached. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, setting down his hammer. 
 
    “What’s the heaviest thing you have here?” Raya asked. 
 
    “Weird question.” Anlan wiped sweat from his brow and looked around. “That, I guess.” He pointed at a sword hanging from the wall. It was a two-handed weapon, as long as Cal was tall, with a thick blade and a sturdy crossguard. “I made it for a mercenary, said he’d pick it up and pay next time he was passing through. Next time never came.” 
 
    “That’s the best you’ve got?” Raya asked. 
 
    “Try lifting it, then use that tone again,” Anlan said. 
 
    Raya took the sword between thumb and forefinger and took it off the wall. She stepped out of the smithy, into the sunshine, and spun the sword one-handed around her head, making it twist and dart, moving so fast that the glint of sunlight off the blade became a blur. 
 
    “How…” Anlan rubbed his eyes. “That don’t make sense.” 
 
    “What can I say? I’m a marvel.” Raya stopped. There was applause from the small crowd. She hung the sword back on the wall. “Thanks. Got to go.” 
 
    She and Cal hurried away, leaving the crowd to talk about the marvels they had seen. 
 
    “Apparently you’re super strong now,” Cal said. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “That’s great. It’s not just me that’s found something amazing today.” 
 
    “I’d be happier if I knew how it happened,” Raya said. “And if it wasn’t fading.” 
 
    “Fading?” 
 
    She nodded. “By the end there, I was starting to feel the ache, and that sword wasn’t even as heavy as the wagon.” 
 
    “Huh.” Cal scratched his head. “One more puzzle: not just where your strength came from, but where it’s going.” 
 
    They rounded a corner, and Azamar appeared in front of them. 
 
    “At last,” he said. “I was starting to worry that you’d faded away like the codex. Are you ready to have an adventure?”  
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    Cal looked at Raya, who gave him a small, accepting nod. 
 
    “We’ve already been having a bit of an adventure,” Cal said. 
 
    Azamar looked around in alarm. 
 
    “The ghostly figures?” he asked. “You’ve seen them again?” 
 
    “I thought that we didn’t have to worry about the ghosts.” 
 
    “I said that they can’t hurt you. Whether to worry about them is another matter entirely, a matter of the highest import given your vital place within the world.” Azamar shook his head, and his beard swayed from side to side. “Honestly, do young people always race to radical and unfounded conclusions?” 
 
    “Not these young people,” Cal said. “And we haven’t seen any more of those figures since the meadow.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring them up?” 
 
    “I didn’t. You did.” 
 
    “Oh.” Azamar rubbed his forehead. “Sorry, it’s turning into a long day. Longer for you, I’m sure, but I have a great deal to consider and to calculate, and now my attention is stretched thin.” 
 
    “You don’t want one more thing to think about then?” 
 
    Azamar sighed. His shoulders sagged. For the first time since Cal had met him, his posture matched the rest of his appearance: a man made old before his time, weighed down by struggle and responsibility, by long years on the road and everything he had learned during them. 
 
    “I don’t,” he said. “But I suspect that not knowing will have worse consequences than knowing, so whatever it is, please, just tell me.” 
 
    “I’ve got super strength!” Raya exclaimed, flexing her muscles. 
 
    Azamar looked at Raya’s arm, bare from the shoulder down. She wasn’t much less skinny than Cal. He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That seems unlikely,” he said. “But a mage deals in the unlikely, so tell me more.” 
 
    Cal explained what had happened, from the conversation at his house, through the strange feeling as they hugged, to the broken chair and the feats of strength. Raya butted in from time to time with her experience of events, and by the time they reached the smithy, she was doing all the talking. 
 
    As they stood there, a pig wandered up, snuffling at the ground around their feet, looking for discarded food and abandoned scraps. A lot of people had pigs that roamed wild through the village, and that were tolerated as long as they didn’t attack anyone’s vegetable plot. They were a good way of keeping the streets clean and of providing extra meat during the lean winter months. Cal patted the creature on its bristly head. He wondered if these things happened in big cities too, in dwarf mines or elven forest towns. He hoped that it happened in other villages, at least. Otherwise, he would miss the snuffling of pigs. 
 
    “You’re sure this strength is fading?” Azamar asked as Raya finished her tale. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She stepped behind Cal and wrapped her arms around him, then lifted. Cal came off his feet, but Raya was grunting and straining, the ease of her earlier efforts gone, and she only lifted him a few inches. “See? All faded away.” 
 
    She put Cal back down. 
 
    “You could have asked first,” he said. “Or at least warned me.” 
 
    “I could, but that wouldn’t have been so much fun.” Raya looked at Azamar. “You’re the all-knowing mage, what’s going on with my body?” 
 
    “Come, walk with me,” Azamar said, gesturing down the street. “A walk helps me to think, and I can explain this to you as we go.” 
 
    They headed through the village, which sloped gently downhill toward the river. 
 
    “As with our previous conversations, some of what I’m saying here is speculation,” Azamar said. “But it’s solid speculation, rooted in years of gathering and considering the legends of the Spellweaver. In those legends, the Spellweaver’s allies also appear, to help him in his struggles. It’s not clear whether they reincarnate in the way that he does, the same souls reappearing in different guises each time, or whether they are all different people. What is clear is that, to stand by the Spellweaver, they have to have extraordinary talents. 
 
    “Some of these allies are mages in their own right.” He puffed out his chest. “People like me, whose years of study and dedication have allowed them to unlock the mystic forces wound into the threads of the world.” 
 
    “I thought you said they got to be mages by stumbling over codexes,” Raya said. 
 
    “There is stumbling and then there is stumbling. Some work hard to find a codex. Others find a deep commitment and drive once the tome is in their hands. What matters is, these mages have the power to help the Spellweaver.” 
 
    They had reached the edge of the wide river. Boats were drawn up on the shore or tied to buoys floating in the water. Others were out across the river, nets drifting in the current. Up from the shore, a pair of fishermen were emptying traps, removing snapping river crabs from the wicker pots. 
 
    “I don’t see what that story has to do with me,” Raya said. “I got strength, not magic.” 
 
    “Not all of the allies have been mages,” Azamar said. “Others had other sorts of powers, some of them unexpected or even unique. Powers bestowed on them by the Spellweaver.” 
 
    “You’re saying that Cal gave me this?” Raya flexed her arm again. 
 
    “I think I’d remember if I’d done a thing like that,” Cal said. “I mean, I can barely even summon my codex, how am I meant to grant super strength?” 
 
    “It’s not always about intention.” Azamar led them along the riverbank, walking slowly so that he could watch the people at work, and to avoid tripping over them. “If it was, then the Spellweaver might never have discovered new spells, or any of his powers. It is about instinct, the will to achievement. In this case, the will to strength.” 
 
    He stopped, took hold of Cal’s hand, and held it up so that they could all see the open palm. It felt strange to Cal, being manhandled like this, uncomfortable even, but he let it happen. He was starting to appreciate that, while his way of communicating might not always be clear, Azamar would eventually get to a good point. 
 
    “This hand deflected my fireball earlier,” Azamar said. “Remember?” 
 
    “Of course.” Cal flashed back to that moment, the searing heat and the shock of it. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “Did you know that you could do that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you intend to do that?” 
 
    “How could I, when I didn’t know that it was possible?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Azamar let the hand go. “Now do you understand?” 
 
    Cal and Ray looked at each other. They both shrugged. 
 
    “Not really,” Cal admitted. 
 
    Azamar sighed. 
 
    “Instinct took over. Some part of you, a part you have yet to consciously unlock, saw the danger and saw a way past it. The threat, that moment of intense emotion, unleashed one of your predecessors’ abilities. 
 
    “In a similar way, your conversation earlier fostered a moment of intense emotion: loss, longing, camaraderie, the beautiful and terrible fear of losing things that hold meaning for you. That emotion stirred a power inside of you, as a way to fend off the threat, to protect something you feared losing. And so, you empowered Raya, to make her safe. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s obvious when you think about it.” 
 
    Azamar started walking again. The path was rising, drawing away from the edge of the river itself, as that edge became blurred and muddy. This was where reeds grew, careful harvesting letting the villagers use them year after year without killing the plants. The trio walked along the dirt path above the reed beds, while a heron flew past hunting for fish, its wide wings casting a shadow across the water. 
 
    “So all I have to do is feel things?” Cal asked. “Create situations where I’ll be scared or happy or excited, and I can unlock magic that way, without having to find these stones where the spells are carved.” 
 
    “No no no no no.” Azamar wagged a finger. “That is far too risky a path, at least to start with. Later, perhaps, you can channel those emotions and the power that comes with them, tap into those deeper instincts in a measured way. For now, it isn’t controllable, and that makes it immensely dangerous. You have got lucky so far, but you should avoid this sort of magic as much as possible until you have learned more, until you have felt what it is like to use spells, and so understand how to use their forms.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Cal looked down at the dirt path. In a way, he was disappointed, but in another sense, he felt relieved. The experience of deflecting the fireball earlier had been exciting, but it had also been unsettling. 
 
    “When I fended off the fireball, I felt like someone else was controlling my body,” he said. “Is that a normal part of magic?” 
 
    “For me? No.” Azamar shook his head. “For you? Perhaps.” 
 
    “Is that what reincarnation is about? Someone from the past taking over my body to do magic?” 
 
    Azamar stopped walking, and the others stopped either side of him. They were on a rise, nothing grand enough to be called a hill, but the highest point along this stretch of the river bank. They looked out across the reed beds, the fishing boats, the pennants on cork floats that showed where nets and traps lurked. Upriver, on the other side of town, the wheel of the watermill turned, using the power of the current to drive gears that would grind the whole village’s grain. 
 
    Holding out his hand, Azamar gazed across the mighty River Varn, to its distant shore. 
 
    “Imagine that this river is the magic of the world,” he said. “Most people just walk by, or perhaps ride a boat on its surface, unaware of the currents beneath. A mage is like someone who works the river, a fisherman or a miller. They learn about the currents, and find ways to work with them, but things could still go wrong. The currents could change, the fish could leave, an unexpected undertow could snatch their nets away. 
 
    “The Spellweaver is the river itself. They are its flow and its power. They form the currents, they carve the banks, they create the space in which fish and geese and fishermen live. You have that potential inside you, Cal, but you still only have a miller’s understanding. Sometimes, your own power will be too much for you to control or even to comprehend, and there is a risk that you will be swept away. But cling on tight, keep learning, keep growing, and one day you will channel currents far more powerful than the Varn.” 
 
    Cal watched the river with a mixture of excitement and intimidation.  
 
    Could he really ever learn to control something so vast? And what powers would he unlock if he did? Would he get to choose what they were, to give people the magic and abilities they most needed, or would he always be limited to the power that the currents brought his way? 
 
    He wanted to ask Azamar, but he suspected that he already knew the answer he would hear. It was a thousand years since the last incarnation of the Spellweaver. No one knew how those past Spellweavers had felt about their abilities, whether they had shaped or simply channeled the new magic they found. That was the sort of inner knowledge that people seldom shared, the ultimate secret of their craft.  
 
    There was only one way for Cal to find out, and that was through working with magic. 
 
    A fisherman waved at them from his boat, and called out a greeting. Cal and Raya waved back. It was someone their age, whose father had given him his own boat this spring for the very first time. He had been so proud when he told them, not even Raya’s teasing could put a scratch in his good mood. The celebrations had lasted late into the night. 
 
    A breath caught in Cal’s chest. Was he really going to give up one river, the one he had grown up alongside, to follow a greater one? 
 
    “Have you made your decision yet?” Azamar asked. 
 
    Cal watched the fishing boats bob in the current, the stork swoop down to skim the surface of the river. He watched the life he knew continue as if nothing had changed, even though his own world had been turned upside down. In some ways, this was the worst part, knowing that life would continue without him like it had always done. One Cal would go off to become the Spellweaver. Another Cal, the young apothecary, would disappear. And for the village of Pebbert, things would continue as they had always done, as if he had never been there. 
 
    “Cal?” Azamar spoke softly. “Have you chosen?” 
 
    Cal nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving with you,” he said. “I can’t not take this chance.” 
 
    “Wise choice,” Azamar said. “For you and for the world.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “For this village even. They will be safer if you are out there, mastering the powers of magic, finding ways to drive back the darkness.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Don’t be so wet,” Raya snapped. “You’re going to see the world, to have adventures, to meet exotic people and slay dangerous monsters. You’re going to wield magic that would make these people faint just to see it.” She waved a hand toward the houses. “Never mind the things you’ll miss, this is going to be amazing.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Cal smiled. “I should be grateful for what’s ahead.” 
 
    “You certainly should.” 
 
    “And you should be grateful too, because I’m leaving you all my stuff.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Who else? You can live in the house if you want, it’s got more space than you have now, or you can find someone else to live there. There’s the furniture, of course, especially the bed. I don’t own much at the apothecary shop, but there are a few tools I bought myself, if you want them.” 
 
    “Why would I want a house in Pebbert? I’m going off to see the world.” 
 
    “You are?” Cal looked at her, confused. Had he inspired this, or was it a plan she’d never told him about? 
 
    “Of course I am. I’m coming with you.” 
 
    It took a few moments for the meaning of Raya’s words to penetrate Cal’s mind, but when they did, his mouth split in a grin and his heart fluttered in excitement.  
 
    “That’s brilliant.” Cal laughed and they hugged, joyfully this time. “It’ll be great to have you along.” 
 
    Azamar cleared his throat. 
 
    “As the leader of this expedition, I feel that I should have some say in who comes with us.” 
 
    “I bet you do, magic man, but who says you’re the leader?” Raya nudged Azamar. “Cal’s the Spellweaver, remember? He’s the one who matters.” 
 
    “Well I… that is to say…” Azamar spluttered indignantly. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Cal said. “I don’t want to be in charge. But I would like Raya to come along. And as one of the Spellweaver’s legendary empowered companions, surely she’ll be really useful? It’s probably her destiny to come along.” 
 
    Azamar sighed and sagged. 
 
    “I suppose that I can tolerate her presence, in return for the strength she brings.” He pointed at Raya. “But you, young lady, need to learn to show some respect for your elders and betters.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” Raya snorted with laughter. “Good luck with that. Now come on, let’s go pack so we can get out of here.” 
 
    They followed Azamar away from the river bank, back into the streets of Pebbert. 
 
    “Do you think he knows this isn’t the best way?” Cal whispered to Raya, surprised that she hadn’t commented on it. 
 
    “I’m letting him lead,” she whispered back. “If he gets his way now, maybe he won’t kick up a fuss when I completely ignore him later.” 
 
    “I have far better hearing than you seem to think,” Azamar said, loudly and clearly. “And if you know a better route into your village, where you have far more knowledge than I do, then I would be happy to hear it.” 
 
    They made their way around The Drip and past the smithy, to where the tavern sat on the main road through town. Azamar had a wagon parked next to the tavern. 
 
    “This is how you travel?” Raya asked, looking at the vehicle. “I thought that a mage would ride in more style. A black stallion, maybe, or a bright red chariot with flames down the sides. This looks like it’s come straight off a farm.” 
 
    “This isn’t a farming model.” Azamar shook his head. “It’s built for long-distance trade, carrying goods between towns with poor river connections. It will be more than adequate to carry us and our supplies.” 
 
    “What if it rains? Those supplies are going to get soaked.” 
 
    “There are hoops we can put up, and canvas that goes over them. It will provide adequate shelter for anything we bring along, and for us, if we don’t have anywhere else to stay on a rainy night.” 
 
    “Hm.” Raya shook her head. “This isn’t the glamorous start I’d expected.” 
 
    There was a glint in her eye that made it almost impossible for Cal not to laugh, but if Azamar knew that he was being teased, then he didn’t show it. 
 
    “This is what we have, and it has served me well.” He patted the wagon. “Now, if you’re quite done critiquing our transport, either find me something better, or help me gather supplies.” 
 
    “What sorts of supplies?” Cal asked. 
 
    “Food and drink, mostly. Dried fruit and meat are good, as they will weigh less, and I’m partial to a good cheese.” 
 
    “How about dried fish?” 
 
    “An excellent choice. I’d like to get some new tools as well, and spare parts in case anything breaks. Nails, horseshoes, a few planks, perhaps a spare wheel, if we can find one the right size. My saw is blunt, so I should get that sharpened. Blankets, of course—it can be cold on the road even when it’s not winter…” 
 
    It soon became apparent that there was a long list of supplies to be found. The day was getting on, so Cal and Raya divided the list between them, and agreed to spend the rest of the day finding everything. If they got supplies delivered to the tavern before the next morning, then they could pack the wagon at first light, and get on the road. 
 
    Shopping turned into a long, busy afternoon for Cal, one that was made more emotionally draining when he explained why he was buying the supplies. 
 
    “Leaving town?” Hemina asked as she handed him a cloth-wrapped package of herb and cheese biscuits. “But why?” 
 
    “I’ve got a chance to do something new and exciting,” Cal said. “I’m going to miss you all, but I can’t miss out on this.” 
 
    “Is this to do with Raya’s strange behavior earlier?” Hemina lowered her voice to a gossip’s pseudo-whisper. “I heard that she lifted the whole smithy over her head.” 
 
    Cal laughed. 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” he said. “And while it’s related, it’s not really the point. There’s something else I have to do, and Raya is coming along for the ride.” 
 
    “Really? What?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I come home.” 
 
    “You’d better. We’ll all be waiting to hear about it.” 
 
    “How much do I owe you?” Cal opened his purse. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Hemina smiled. “Have those as a present, with best wishes for the road.” 
 
    Many of Cal’s encounters were along the same lines, people wishing him the best, giving him low prices or generous measures, asking questions about his trip. None of them seemed to appreciate that he might never come back, and he was content with that. It was hard enough to be parting from people he had known his whole life, easier if they didn’t know for how long. 
 
    Master Ozry was his last call of the evening, before heading home to bed one last time. The apothecary was sitting in the doorway of his shop, mixing poultices in the last light of dusk. 
 
    “There you are,” Ozry said. “I’ve been hearing all sorts of odd things about what you’ve been up to today. I don’t suppose that you had time to buy my ingredients while you were having your adventures?” 
 
    Cal handed him a basket. 
 
    “That’s got everything you sent me for, and more.” 
 
    “More? I can’t afford to spend more.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. There’s as much money there as you sent me out with.” 
 
    Ozry frowned and set the basket aside. 
 
    “What is this, Cal?” he asked, his voice soft with concern. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Honestly, master, I think that I’m better than I’ve ever been.” 
 
    Despite all the sadness that came with leaving Pebbert, Cal had been feeling something else as he roamed the town, a rising tide of excitement at what lay ahead.  
 
    Now that the decision was made and he could settle into the practicalities, he could focus on that feeling, on all the amazing things that future held. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, “but you’re going to have to find a new apprentice.” 
 
    “Then I’m sorry, too,” Ozry said. “You have a gift for the craft.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m hoping to keep it up, if I can.” 
 
    “Good. It would be a waste not to develop that talent.” 
 
    By comparison with his other newfound talent, Cal was increasingly unsure that the apothecary’s art mattered, but he wasn’t going to say that to the man who had taught him everything he knew. 
 
    “I’m leaving town for a while, and Raya’s coming with me. Could you keep an eye on my house while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The furniture’s all there, the bedsheets too, and cooking things. You can live there if you want, or find someone else who will treat it right.” 
 
    “Just until you come back, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” Cal paused. “Until I come back.” 
 
    Ozry stood up. He had never done more than pat Cal on the shoulder before, but now the apothecary wrapped his arms around his apprentice, giving him a brief, bony hug. 
 
    “Good luck, Cal,” he said. “Whatever you’ve going to do, I’m sure that you will excel at it.” 
 
    Cal slept well that night, exhausted by the emotions and efforts of the afternoon. He woke early in the morning, energized by the thought of what lay ahead. He gathered the few personal things he was taking with him and headed for the tavern, where Raya and Azamar were already waiting in the dawn light. Azamar was hitching a horse to the wagon. 
 
    “You two have done well,” the mage said, nodding at the heaps of supplies piled up next to the tavern. “And the deliveries keep coming in.” 
 
    “Better get them on board then.” Raya picked up a sack and carried it around, to lift onto the back. “Come on, Cal.” 
 
    A lot of the supplies were in crates, which were awkward to maneuver, but with a bit of teamwork, Cal and Raya started getting them loaded. 
 
    “What’s in this one?” Cal gasped as he lugged a heavy crate around to the rear of the wagon. “Rocks?” 
 
    Azamar looked over. 
 
    “I think that’s the iron goods from the smithy, so close to rocks, yes.” He came around to the rear, drawing his codex from his satchel on the way. “Perhaps I can help with this.” 
 
    He turned to a page halfway through the book and started waving his fingers. The crate became suddenly lighter, than lifted out of Cal’s hands and onto the back of the wagon, neatly stacking in among the other supplies. Raya stared at him. 
 
    “You couldn’t have done that from the start?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s hardly the most efficient way to do this,” Azamar said. “Or the best use of magic.” 
 
    “It’s the best use of magic I’ve seen so far.” Raya jumped down off the wagon. “I think that you should deal with the rest.” 
 
    “This seems like more of a team activity, the shared burden of—” 
 
    “I’ll share the burden once I’ve rested my arms. For now, it’s magic fingers time.” 
 
    Raya walked away from the wagon, taking Cal with her. They stopped a short distance away, watching as Azmar lifted supplies into the wagon, one spell at a time. 
 
    “This isn’t as quick as I’d hoped,” Raya said. “I don’t suppose you could give me super strength again? Then I’d get through the loading in no time.” 
 
    “I could try.” Cal hesitated. “Expect that I don’t know how it worked.” 
 
    “Well, let’s try doing what we did then.” Raya blushed and looked down as she held out her arms. “Hug?” 
 
    Cal laughed. It was funny what could unsettle Raya, and what she was comfortable with. 
 
    “Sure, let’s hug,” he said. “And I’ll think about magic while I do it.” 
 
    They wrapped their arms around each other and stood there in the street, bodies pressed stiffly together. It didn’t feel so natural this time, or so comfortable. He tried hard to think about strength and magic, about what he wanted for her. Painful as it was, he even thought about Raya in danger, hoping that he could stir the protective instinct that Azamar had mentioned. 
 
    “Done yet?” Raya asked. “My arm is going to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ve done as much as I can.” Cal took a step back. “I didn’t feel anything. Did you?” 
 
    “No.” Raya shook her head. “But maybe that’s because it’s not the first time.” 
 
    She strode purposefully over to their heap of supplies and grabbed hold of a crate with both hands. After a moment’s straining, she lifted it, but it was clear that there was nothing superhuman about this strength. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to do that,” Azamar said. 
 
    “Out of my way, magic fingers,” Raya snapped irritably. “This is meant to be a team effort, remember?” 
 
    Cal stood staring at his own arms. Last time, he had felt that spark of power, that jolt of magic as he gave Raya her strength. This time nothing. Not even a hint of what he needed to do or how. It was frustrating. 
 
    And this was why he had to go with Azamar, why he had to leave the life he knew behind. Pebbert was a wonderful place, but there was no Spellweaver he could apprentice to here, no school of magic. If he wanted to control his powers, if he wanted to give the best he could to the people around him, then he had to go out into the world.  
 
    He had to become a true Spellweaver, like the legends talked about. 
 
    He would have to ask Azamar to tell him those legends, so that he knew what he was living up to. 
 
    There was so much to learn. How to tap into his power. How to direct it. How to form spells, like Azamar did. Cal couldn’t even read the letters in Azamar’s codex, never mind scribe spells into his own. And as for the legends of the Spellweaver, this history of Cal’s past lives that Azamar talked about with such confidence, it was a mystery to Cal himself. His own biography, the person he had been, was hidden from him. 
 
    He grinned. If learning to be an apothecary had been satisfying, this held so much more potential. 
 
    Eyes sparkling, singing to himself, he hurried over to the wagon. 
 
    “Are we ready to go yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Just about.” Raya slung the last sack into the back. “All right, that’s it.” 
 
    Azamar took the reins, and Cal and Raya climbed up beside him, so that the three of them sat together on the driver’s board.  
 
    With a flick of the reins, Azamar set the horse into motion, and they rolled out into the street, faster than Cal had expected. He wondered if there was more magic at work here, or just a well-made wagon and a well-cared-for horse. 
 
    They trotted out through Pebbert, past houses and shops, free roaming pigs and carefully contained gardens. By the river, the mill wheel was turning, and the fishermen were heading out in their boats, small vessels drawn along by the power of something greater than themselves. 
 
    As the wagon passed the last of the houses, Cal looked back.  
 
    Everywhere he had been, everything he had done, everyone he had known until now lay behind him, a life he was leaving behind.  
 
    Ahead lay the open road, the vastness of the Empire, and the giddy uncertainty of magic. 
 
    “Where are we heading?” he asked, turning to look down the trade road, that river of dirt stretching between green fields into the distance. 
 
    “Where do you think we’re going?” Azamar asked. “We’re going to find your first spell, of course.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wagon bumped and rocked along the road, its wheels rolling over packed dirt, jolting over stones, dipping into the potholes that were an inevitable feature of such a long, bare stretch of ground. After a few hours, Cal got used to the sensation. He stopped clinging to the board every time the front of the wagon dipped, and instead shifted his body to keep his balance each time.  
 
    The snorting of the horse, the creaks and groans of the wagon, the rumble of the wheels, these sounds became the background music of his life, as Pebbert disappeared into the distance. 
 
    After all the talk of distant places and foreign lands, he had half expected to see novelties the moment they were out of sight of his home. But of course, it didn’t work that way. There were days of traveling to be done across the wide plain and low valleys that surrounded the River Varn, lands full of villages just like Cal’s own and the farms scattered around them. His big adventure might have started, but it wasn’t all that adventurous yet. 
 
    “Where are we going, magic man?” Raya asked, turning her head to watch a hawk hover overhead. 
 
    “I told you already, we’re going to find Cal’s first spell.” Azamar shifted the reins to one hand, so that he could adjust his robes. 
 
    “That’s not much of an answer though, is it? That spell could be anywhere, from what we know: the middle of a field, the bottom of a river, the back room of a tavern.” 
 
    “You think that the Spellweaver would leave one of his spells in the back of a drinking establishment?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I never met him.” Raya glanced at Cal. “I mean, I never met the past versions of him, the ones who left these spells. So, I’m asking again, where are we going? And try to give an actual answer this time.” 
 
    The hawk dived, plummeting out of the clear sky to hit prey hidden in a corn field. There was a panicked squawk, and the bird swept back up, something clutched between its claws. 
 
    “We’re going to an ancient temple,” Azamar said. “Or, more accurately, to the ruins of one.” 
 
    “Locals didn’t like what their god had to say, huh?” 
 
    “It wasn’t built for a god. It was a shrine to the Spellweaver.” 
 
    Raya laughed and nudged Cal. “Did you hear that? They’re going to build temples to you.” 
 
    Cal shifted, failing to get comfortable on the hard seat. It was one thing to be a powerful mage, quite another to think that people might worship him. 
 
    “Do they pray to Spellweavers?” he asked. “Or sing hymns? Make sacrifices?” 
 
    Now it was Azamar’s turn to laugh. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. It wasn’t that sort of temple.” 
 
    “Then what was it?” 
 
    A distant look crossed Azamar’s face, one Cal was becoming familiar with. It was the look the mage got when he knew too much about something and was struggling to put it into simple terms. Simple really wasn’t Azamar’s way. 
 
    “It was a place where the Spellweaver could be found,” he said at last. “Where his followers would go to seek his guidance and sanctuary from…” His words trailed off, and he waved a hand. “That part doesn’t really matter. What matters is that people went there for the Spellweaver’s guidance and sanctuary, and that became a habit. Even after he was gone, they kept going, because it was a place known for wisdom and safety. But as time passed, and the Spellweaver faded into legend, the temple fell into disuse. Now, there’s only a ruin where its grand buildings once stood.” He sighed. “Ah, to have seen that place in its glory.” 
 
    He flicked the reins, steering the wagon to one side of the road, so that they could pass another wagon approaching from the opposite direction. The ride became more bumpy, and Cal grabbed the board again, clinging on tight. Raya looked at his white knuckles and his nervous expression, and she laughed. On the other side, Azamar kept his seat without any sign of effort or even discomfort. 
 
    “If this place is such a ruin, then how is it useful to us?” Cal asked, seeking some distraction. 
 
    “You talk as if there’s no value in ruins,” Azamar said, his attention still on the horse. 
 
    It was a reasonable point, and not one Cal had ever questioned. There weren’t a lot of ruins around Pebbert, because ruins didn’t last. If a building was well made, then it was worth recovering its materials when it was abandoned, using them to build something new. If it was badly made, then there would be less to take, but the remains would collapse soon enough, the timbers rot away, and someone would find a use for the land again. 
 
    “Not the sort of value I thought we were after,” he said. “Ruins have materials for making new, better buildings.” 
 
    “What a barbaric view of our heritage.” Azamar shook his head. “Ruins can teach us about the past, can inspire us with their beauty and grandeur.” 
 
    “None of which sounds very magical,” Raya put in. “So what’s so great about this one we’re going to?” 
 
    Azamar sighed. “A spell, of course. Was I not clear about that? I have good reason to believe that a spell was inscribed on the altar, and remains there for us to find. That will be Cal’s first spell.” 
 
    It made sense. Cal could copy out the spell into the blank pages of his codex and begin his learning in earnest. Except that, if he could copy something from an altar stone, then surely he could copy it from elsewhere. 
 
    “Why can’t I just copy spells from your codex?” he asked. “That way I could get started sooner, and start practicing my magic.” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    Azmar clutched the reins tight as they passed the other wagon, both vehicles jolting along the rough edges of the road to avoid scraping against each other. Their horse snorted as the other wagon passed, and Cal joined his friends in nodding a greeting to the merchant driving the wagon. Once they were past, Azamar steered back toward the well worn center of the road. 
 
    “Where was I?” he asked. 
 
    “Why I can’t copy from your codex.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Azamar frowned. “Sadly, that isn’t the way that magic works. If you try to copy from another codex, then it produces a twisted version of the spell. Its effects will be unpredictable, its cost high, the outcome extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “How dangerous?” Raya asked. “Surely the Spellweaver and his allies can face challenges other mages would fail at. Challenges like copying a spell correctly.” 
 
    “It’s not about copying errors. The process simply doesn’t work like you want it to.” Azamar’s shoulders drew in. With one finger, he scratched at his cheek, just above the gray hairs of his beard. “I once allowed a young and ambitious mage to copy a fire spell from my codex. Perhaps I even encouraged it. I was younger and brasher myself then, certain that the rules of the world need not limit me. But instead of creating a fireball like you have seen, when he cast, there was a dark fire that spread up his arms, across his body, until it completely consumed him. Nothing I did could extinguish those flames, and they burned him to ash.” 
 
    He shuddered and wiped the back of one hand against his eye. His voice held a tremor that undermined the certainty with which he normally spoke, and yet made the story seem more real, more powerful to Cal. 
 
    “This is why mages specialize in our magic,” Azamar continued. “Spells are a limited and precious resource, especially during these long centuries without the Spellweaver, when we weren’t sure that he, that you, would ever return. Specializing meant that there was less competition between us for the finite pool of spells that remain. It was a way of preventing destructive conflict between people of enormous power. If I am a fire mage, then I am less likely to compete with a mage who is seeking out a spell to grow crops, and so on. Peace is maintained, or something close to it.” 
 
    “Will I need to specialize too?” Cal asked. 
 
    “No, but you should try to maintain a pretense of specialization, an illusion that you are just like the rest of us. Pick a specialization, and do your best only to use spells of that type, at least in public. That way, if another mage sees you, they will not suspect who you are or the breadth and variety of your powers.” 
 
    “Why should he hide that?” Raya asked. “Surely they’ll all be pleased to see the Spellweaver back and doing what he does best. That’s where new spells come from, right?” 
 
    “It is more complicated than that.” 
 
    They rolled on along the road, past a group of laborers eating their lunch by the side of a field. The laborers nodded and raised their straw hats in greeting, and Cal waved back. 
 
    The road still ran close to the River Varn, but it followed a straight line, while the river meandered in massive curves across the plain. As a result, they were further away from the water now, with cabbage fields between them and the river’s edge. 
 
    “You know that ‘it’s complicated’ isn’t an answer, right?” Raya snapped, when it became clear that Azamar wasn’t going to continue. “You need to actually explain.” 
 
    “I was thinking.” 
 
    “No, you were avoiding the subject. I’ve been in enough trouble to know the difference.” 
 
    “Fine. Let me think how best to explain this.” Azamar stroked his beard. “The problem is that, over time, tradition can become ossified. What once adapted to its circumstances sets into a shape that is protected for its own sake. Or, some would argue, to maintain peace and stability. Got that?” 
 
    “Sure. Keep talking.” 
 
    “The tradition of specialization became magical law, a body of rules that govern my kind. It is against the law to learn magic outside of one’s own specialization, unless you have a dispensation. If word reaches the Library that you have broken that rule, then they might send mages to apprehend you. And mages are a gossipy lot, so word would get to them soon enough.” 
 
    “The Library?” Cal asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Library is another feature of that ossification, or of the stability we have achieved, depending upon one’s point of view. It is a council of mages that decides on the the law for all other mages, and that safeguards the locations of known spells. Hence, the Library, because in a very real sense, they keep our texts.” 
 
    To their right, fields of crops gave way to a meadow where cattle were kept. Azamar pulled off the road, steering the wagon onto one of the meadow’s more solid patches of ground, and brought them to a halt. 
 
    “It’s time we ate,” he said. “And Thunder could do with a rest.” 
 
    “You called the horse Thunder?” Raya asked, incredulous. “Seems dramatic for a plodding cart horse.” 
 
    “Oh, Thunder has his moments, don’t you?” 
 
    Azamar unhitched the horse from the yoke, and Thunder immediately set to eating the meadow grass.  
 
    Cal fetched a more human lunch out of their supplies: crusty bread, lumps of cheese, and an apple each. Things that wouldn’t keep as well as the dried supplies. To his surprise, Azamar opened one of the crates that didn’t hold food, and emerged holding a wide roll of parchment. 
 
    They sat down next to the wagon, the soft turf a welcome relief after long hours on the hard board. While Cal shared out the food, Azamar carefully unrolled his parchment, revealing a map.  
 
    Cal could make out the lines of coasts and rivers, the pointed shapes of mountains and stippling to mark in swamps. He thought that he knew which line the River Varn was, though he couldn’t be completely sure, and he saw no sign of a mark for Pebbert. But there were other symbols, small and strange, spread across the page. 
 
    “These are the known locations of spells in our region,” Azamar said, pointing at some of the curious symbols. “The texts known by the Library and used to train mages.” 
 
    Cal peered at the map, trying to work out where they were and where they might be going. But his life hadn’t called for much travel, and for even less map reading. He could work out roughly what he was looking at, but not how it related to him. 
 
    “Which one is the temple we’re going to?” he asked. 
 
    “None of them.” Azamar pulled a bread roll open, crumbs falling into his beard as the crusty top cracked. 
 
    “So it’s somewhere past this map?” 
 
    “No.” Azamar cut himself a piece of cheese and grinned. “It isn’t marked.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s long been an unknown site, one that had been lost to the passage of time.” 
 
    “Then how are we going to find it?” 
 
    “Easily, because I already found it once. I simply forgot to tell the Library what I had found.” 
 
    Azamar winked. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Raya said, waving her apple at him. “Someone’s more of rebel than he’s been letting on.” 
 
    Azmar nodded and swallowed a mouthful of food. 
 
    “I suppose I am,” he said. “But it is not rebellion for its own sake, or an act of selfishness. I have kept my secret for the greater good. 
 
    “Like any organization, the Library has its own factions, groups pursuing different agendas, methods, or goals. I am one of the last mages in a sect dedicated to finding a potential Spellweaver, and with him all the promise he brings.” 
 
    “So now you’ve won?” Cal asked through a mouthful of apple. 
 
    “Oh, no. Finding you is just the first step, and things could easily go awry if the wrong people learned about you. As I said, there are many factions in play here, and I suspect that one of the darker groups has taken control of the Library, corrupting it. I have to be careful what I share with those in charge, because I don’t know where their allegiances lie. Or at least, I have to do so for now, until you come into your own as the Spellweaver and can defend yourself.” 
 
    Raya cracked her knuckles and stared with narrowed eyes across the map at Azamar. 
 
    “You didn’t think that it was worth telling Cal this before he came with you?” she asked. 
 
    “I wish that there had been time, but there was a great deal of information to be conveyed, and limited time to do it in. You know how much we’ve been through already.” 
 
    “This is important enough that we could have waited for it.” 
 
    “On the contrary, this is so important that we had to leave. It was imperative that we got out of your village quickly, before word spread about where I was and what I was doing. Or worse yet, about the feats of strength you recklessly performed for everyone to see. The Library have spies everywhere, and it will not be long before they hear about that, if they haven’t already. We needed to be gone before they could follow us, or worse.” 
 
    Cal stared at the map, this patchwork of dark marks and blank spaces, of knowns and unknowns. That was his life: not just a journey across the Empire of Yaetis, but a journey across the gaps between known and unknown, across the chasm between an abandoned past and an uncertain future.  
 
    A journey into danger. 
 
    “If these spies are after us, then I need to be able to defend us,” he said. “I need to master my magic, and that means I need to practice more.” 
 
    “Very astute.” Azamar nodded. “Why, you’ve only summoned your codex once, and you’ll need to be able to do that at will. No other spells you learn are any use without it.” 
 
    “Maybe we could stop here for a while, and I could practice summoning it?” 
 
    Azamar shook his head. “We need to keep moving. We’re already slower than I would like, if we’re going to avoid being found.” 
 
    “I’ll have to practice on the move then.” 
 
    “You can sit in the back,” Raya said as she gathered up the remains of their meal. “That way, if you summon your book, it won’t fall into the road, or fall on us.” 
 
    “Very wise.” Azamar rolled up his map. “And now that we have a plan, let us get moving again.” 
 
    While Azamar hitched Thunder back onto the wagon, Cal made himself a space in the back, among the supplies. Crates rose around him, hard edges and sharp corners, but he made himself a nest among them from a sack of blankets, and settled in there, cross-legged and ready to begin. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind, as he’d done in the meadow outside Pebbert.  
 
    With slow, steady breaths, he let his thoughts and fears fade away, his concerns and his hopes for the future.  
 
    As those details drifted away, the image of the codex started to emerge, floating in the darkness before him, hazy at first, but growing clearer. He reached for it, not with his hand but with his mind, felt it almost within his reach. 
 
    The wagon jolted over a a pothole, slamming Cal against the crates. His back scraped across a wooden edge, and he yelped in pain. The codex vanished from view. 
 
    Cal opened his eyes, saw the crates closing in around him again. He reached gingerly around and under his shirt to touch the scrape on his back, but it wasn’t as bad as he had feared. He pulled out one of the blankets, folded it, and placed it between him and the crate, providing some cushioning against further jolts. Then he closed his eyes and started his slow breathing again. 
 
    The world was dark and empty, no thoughts or ambitions worrying him. 
 
    Except that he couldn’t help thinking about the crates looming over him, whether they might fall on him at another bump in the road.  
 
    And now that he was thinking about the wagon, he was very aware of its noises, of the creaks and groans, the rumble of wheels, the clopping of Thunder’s hooves. Even Azamar and Raya, talking as quietly as they could, intruded on his consciousness, their words indistinct but their voices an intrusive, irregular hiss.  
 
    With so much going on, it was impossible to focus on the codex.  
 
    It simply wouldn’t come. 
 
    Disappointed, he opened his eyes and sat for a while, watching the world go by through the gaps between their supplies. Glimpses of reed beds and vegetable fields, of lone trees and listless ponds, of ducks waddling in the mud and rats scurrying along the edges of the road. Familiar things in unfamiliar circumstances. 
 
    There was peace in that. It was a different sort of peace from the silence and darkness, but it was one that suited Cal. He breathed deeply again, taking in the smell of the country air, the increasingly familiar sounds of the wagon. Instead of resisting those noises, instead of fighting them, he embraced their familiar patterns. The steadiness of Thunder’s hooves clopping. The constant whir of the wheels. The swaying of the wagon, like a cot lulling a baby to sleep. 
 
    He closed his eyes, let go of his view of the countryside, but held onto the familiar feel of it. 
 
    In the darkness, the codex appeared, pulsing in time with the rhythm of Cal’s rolling world.  
 
    With each pulse, the book became clearer, more substantial, closer to him.  
 
    Excited, he reached for it, his hand a presence in the darkness, not a real hand but a symbol of his mind, of his will. 
 
    The world blinked.  
 
    In an instant, Cal felt the codex move from one plane of reality to another. He flinched left, his body remembering the pain of the last time, and the codex fell through the space where his head had been, landing on the sack next to him. 
 
    Cal laughed. 
 
    “I did it!” he shouted, holding up the book. 
 
    “About time,” Raya shouted back. 
 
    “Now try to do it again,” Azamar called out. “Keep on until it comes as easily as clenching your fist.” 
 
    Cal sat for a while with the codex in his lap. He basked in the wonder of it, the power trembling through his fingers, the marvel of its brass-bound cover and the beauty of its blank pages. It was a pleasure just to sit there with the codex, to know that it was his. More than just his, that it was a part of him. 
 
    But he wasn’t just enjoying himself. He was familiarizing himself with the codex, absorbing as many details of it as he could, so that the image would be clearer in his mind. So that the book would come more easily to him. He ran his fingers down its spine, held it out to feel its weight, pressed his face against the pages and soaked up their musty smell. Then, finally, he drew it close, hugging it to its chest. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered. “You can go now.” 
 
    Slowly, the codex faded, its weight disappearing from his arms. Then he closed his eyes and started to summon it again. 
 
    All afternoon, Cal kept practicing, while the river plain passed by to either side. The codex came and went, slowly at first and with a great struggle to bring it to mind, but faster as the day passed, as the paths his mind must follow became as familiar as the passing fields. 
 
    Not that these were the fields he knew. The crops were the same, and the patterns of planting, but they weren’t the places he knew. It was familiar and yet strange, close but distant, like looking at the world through a haze of fog. Slowly but surely, they were leaving the land he knew behind. 
 
    The more he practiced, the easier the summoning came. By the end of the afternoon, he could almost summon the codex with his eyes open, as long as he focused on those almost familiar fields. He knew the codex as well as he had known anything in his life: the smoothness of the cover; the cold of the brass; the tiny imperfections to be found in each page. It really was a part of him. 
 
    They stopped for the night at the edge of a small wood, only a couple of stones’ throw from the banks of the Varn. Others were using the woods as a resting space too, the trees a source of shelter and somewhere to tie up horses. There was a messenger in a uniform Cal didn’t know, a pair of tinkers with their bulging packs, and a small group of laborers heading back to their farming village after spending the winter building houses in a town. They exchanged greetings, but mostly kept to themselves, strangers passing through their separate lives. Normally, Cal would have talked with them more, asked for stories about their lives and the places they had been, but Azamar’s talk of Library agents had made him wary. Would he even know what a spy looked like? 
 
    The afternoon’s magical practice had taken a lot out of him. By the time they finished eating, he was yawning widely, and he didn’t wait long before finding a soft patch of ground and climbing into his bedroll. He closed his eyes one last time for the day, and darkness came. 
 
    Even in sleep, there was little peace. 
 
    Cal stood on an empty plain, in front of a massive tower. A legion of dark figures surrounded the tower, the same figures that he had been seeing, with their ragged cloaks and their hooded heads. He peered at them, but their faces were hidden in shadow, nothing but voids. 
 
    Dark energy flowed from the tower, rising in twisting streams toward the sky. It spiraled and spun, strands winding around each other, then snaking out to snatch at the surrounding sky. Higher and higher that dark power reached, like tentacles tearing at the heavens. It made Cal feel cold and sick just to watch from below. 
 
    He wanted to turn and run, to flee from the sinister figures, but something drew him forward. Despite himself, he walked toward the tower, his footsteps weighed down with dread.  
 
    As he approached, the dark crowd parted, making space for him. He walked between them, and those faceless heads turned to watch as he passed, then closed in behind him.  
 
    Dread prickled up his spine, knowing that he was surrounded, that there was nowhere to run.  
 
    The only way he could go was forward, through a door of ancient timbers and black iron, along a cold portal through the thick stone of the walls, into the unknown at the heart of the tower. 
 
    There was light in there, though there was nowhere for the light to come from. A green light that turned Cal’s skin a sickly color and that cast deep shadows in the recesses between the stones. It fell across a room that was too large for the building that held it, and illuminated a man who sat on a throne in its center. 
 
    The man was dressed from head to foot in black armor, his face concealed behind the visor of his helm. The armor was decorated with intricate engravings and molded flourishes along the joins. Spikes rose from the shoulders and ridges ran down the arms and legs. The chest had been shaped to imitate exaggerated muscles, so grotesque as to seem completely unreal. Green light gleamed off raised edges. 
 
    All around the man were codexes. Some lay scattered across the floor, like corpses left out for the crows. Others hung in the air, sinister birds with pale pages where feathers should be. One lay open in the man’s lap, and he stared down at it. Though his eyes were no more than a slit of shadow carved across his helm, the darkness there held an intensity that felt far too familiar. 
 
    The man stretched out his hand, flexing the fingers of his gauntlet. One finger tip scraped across the page, black on white, hard on soft, something terrible touching something of beauty.  
 
    There were words on the page, like the words in Azamar’s codex. Cal couldn’t read them, but they felt familiar, frustratingly close to being understood, like a word that he knew but couldn’t quite bring to mind.  
 
    As the man spread his hand, those words flowed across the page, and then off it, seeping through the air toward that cold, dark metal. They spiraled between his fingers, across his hand, up his arm. At each dark join in the armor, some of the words slid from view, until none were left. There was only a blank page and a black presence staring down at it. 
 
    The man’s head snapped up. He looked straight at Cal. 
 
    “Finally,” he said, in a voice like a skinner’s knife scraping over hide. “You’ve finally woken up.” 
 
    Cal jolted awake, sitting bolt upright under the trees of the small roadside wood. His bedroll slid down around him as he looked around, eyes wide, heart hammering, mouth dry. 
 
    “At last.” Raya stood over him, holding out a clay cup. “I thought you’d never wake up.” 
 
    Cal took the cup and gratefully swallowed the water it held. He wiped sweat from his brow and took long breaths, trying to calm himself. 
 
    “You could have woken me up,” he said. It would have been a mercy if she had, getting him out of that terrible place. 
 
    “You looked like you were in the middle of something important, all that twitching and jerking. I didn’t want to disturb.” Raya crouched beside him. “Are you all right, Cal? You look like curdled milk.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, climbing out of his bedroll. “Just a bad dream.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Raya glanced around. “The sun’s well and truly up. We should be getting on our way.” 
 
    Most of their supplies had stayed on the wagon overnight, with Azamar sleeping among them for security. The three travelers ate a breakfast of herb-flavored porridge and mushrooms foraged from under the trees, then loaded their overnight things back up and headed out on the road.  
 
    Azamar and Raya were both lively, grinning as they tossed barbed comments back and forth, invigorated by life on the move, but Cal couldn’t join in their joy, not with memories of his dream still haunting him.  
 
    Using codex practice as an excuse, he settled into his nest in the back of the wagon. It was a long time before he summoned the book, and when he did, he clutched it close, while he remembered that cold, dark finger draining words off the page. 
 
    They traveled for another day on the main trade route, then for two more along a smaller road. After that, the trail became rougher, something Cal could barely have called a road at all, as they rode into an increasingly dense forest. 
 
    “I can see why no one comes here,” Raya said as they trundled through the forest for a second day, ancient trees looming over them. 
 
    Long shadows enveloped the wagon, only brief patches of sunlight warming Cal’s skin. He sat up front again, the rough ground making a ride in the back too uncomfortable, especially given the greater risk of a crate falling on his head. 
 
    At least he was seeing the world at last—parts of it that really were different from what he knew.  
 
    Strange creatures swung through the branches high above, leaping from tree to tree, while others stalked them through the undergrowth. Flowers flared from the bushes, some that he could gather for potions and salves, others that he knew nothing about. From time to time, they had to stop the wagon and cut back the thorny creepers growing across the trail. 
 
    At last, the shadows became more sparse as the forest thinned out ahead of them.  
 
    Cal smiled a happy smile and leaned back, enjoying a warm breeze.  
 
    Then the cart stopped. 
 
    Ahead of the wagon was a clearing, and in it a large stone structure, half collapsed into the ground. Pillars alternated with tree trunks, vines sprawling down both. Something rat-like perched in the branches, watching them with beady eyes. 
 
    “Here we are,” Azmar announced, waving his hand. “The Shrine of the Spellweaver.”  
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    Cal stood staring at the temple, its stones pale against the deep, verdant growth of the forest. Those stones were worn, the features of statues and patterns of trim smoothed by centuries of rain. They were stained too, with green and brown streaks across what had once been white, patches of lichen growing like a rash across the temple’s broken skin. But for all their damage, they were stunning still, these great blocks of ancient marble, shaped by hands that had long ago returned to the dirt. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Cal whispered. 
 
    “More interesting than Pebbert, that’s for sure.” Raya stood beside him, fastening a sheathed short sword onto her belt. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Cal asked. 
 
    “From one of the bags, of course.” 
 
    “Before that.” 
 
    “From the smithy. Figured I’d need something in case of trouble. I don’t have magic, like you and Azamar.” 
 
    “I don’t have magic yet!” 
 
    “Good thing I bought two swords, then.” She pointed to a bundle sitting on the board of the wagon. “Better get it quick, that tree’s looking at you funny.” 
 
    “What?” Cal looked around in alarm, trying to find the tree that might be threatening him. 
 
    “I’m joking, dummy.” 
 
    “Real funny.” Cal unwrapped the bundle. Sure enough, there was another sword, which he buckled onto his belt. It was a short, simple weapon, its solidity a comfort in a shifting world. “After the other things we’ve seen, a talking, staring, menacing tree doesn’t sound all that unlikely.” 
 
    “Nothing sounds unlikely any more.” Raya tipped her head to one side, then the other, loosening up the muscles in her neck. “We’d better be ready for anything.” 
 
    Having unfastened Thunder from the wagon and tethered him to a tree, Azamar came to join them. The mage had his codex in his hands. Though he spoke calmly, his fingers clutched white around the tome. 
 
    “Here we are, then,” he said. “Our first shrine, and your first spell. Ready?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.” Cal’s hand clasped the pommel of his sword. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Azamar led them across the clearing, around blocks of fallen masonry and patches overgrown with spiny plants. Stepping around the woodworm-riddled slabs of two fallen doors, they approached the arch of a doorway that stood intact, despite the gaps in the walls around it. Cal stared up in awe at the stones that met above his head, an arch three times as tall as he was. 
 
    “That’s not going to fall, is it?” Raya asked, looking up. “Doesn’t seem too stable to me.” 
 
    “By my reckoning, it has stood for over two thousand years,” Azamar said. 
 
    “So it’s about due to fall.” Raya gritted her teeth. “Great.” 
 
    Inside, the temple was even more amazing than it had seemed from outside. Light filtered a warm green by the leaves above illuminated a chamber that the whole tavern at Pebbert could have got lost in. The walls were carved with friezes showing events that meant nothing to Cal, but that had clearly been very important to the people who came here: animals racing along a trail; people and monsters fighting on a cliff edge; a lone man standing in front of a towering tree, his expression noble, light beaming from between his hands. The carvings were clear enough, and protected enough from the weather, for Cal to see what was going on, but color must once have added to the effect, because there were patches of paint on parts of the pale stone, bright colors fading and flaking away. 
 
    “Imagine this in its prime,” Azamar said, his voice echoing around the chamber. “Impressive by any standard.” 
 
    “Extraordinary.” Cal peered down the room. “Is that the altar?” 
 
    “One of them. There are far more rooms here than this one, many of them still intact. A whole complex of shrines, storerooms, and sleeping chambers, not to mention the practice square and the teaching rooms.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Cal took a step forward, and something crunched beneath his feet. Slivers of colored glass lay scattered across the flagstones, with strands of the leading that had held them in place. Here were the green and brown that might once have formed a stained glass image of a tree, there reds, oranges and yellows that could have been a fire, or perhaps the sun. Jagged edges glittered in places along the edges of window frames, lines of lead hanging limp across the contours of the stone. 
 
    There was more rubble scattered across the floor: shattered tiles and splintered timbers, chunks of fallen stone, the concrete that had held them together crumbling slowly to dust. Clumps of grass sprouted through cracks in the flagstones, and patches of moss grew between and across the rubble. 
 
    There was a squawk and a flutter of wings. Brightly colored birds flew between the few roof beams that still stretched like rib bones between the branches above. Two of the birds flew away, but a third swept back around, toward the row of nests that sat in nooks near the top of one wall. A rat-like creature had reached the nests and peering hungrily at the eggs inside. The bird flew at it, wings wide, claws bared, beak jabbing like a knife. The rat-thing squealed and scurried away down the carvings of the wall. 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone tried to fix this place up?” Cal asked. “There’s so much still left of it. It doesn’t need someone to carry off the stones for something new: it needs someone to put them back into place and fill the gaps.” 
 
    Raya groaned and slumped against a statue twice as tall as her. 
 
    “It’s too hot in here,” she muttered. 
 
    “Hot?” Cal frowned. All he felt was a fresh breeze against his cheeks, and with her bared arms, Raya should have had no trouble keeping cool. 
 
    “I feel rubbish.” 
 
    Raya pushed herself off from the statue and stumbled a few steps. Cal rushed over to support her, easing her down to sit on a fallen block of stone. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “A headache? Nausea? I’ve got herbs in the wagon, I can make you something for it.” 
 
    “It’s this place,” Azamar said. “The magic of it makes anyone who isn’t a mage feel sick.” 
 
    “So they were all mages?” Cal asked. “The people who came here for the Spellweaver?” 
 
    “Some of them. Many more were simply willing to pay the price in discomfort, to be in his presence, to feel the certainty he brought.” 
 
    “This is one more thing that you could have told us,” Raya said. “Preferably when you first mentioned the temple, definitely before I walked in.” 
 
    She bent over, head between her knees. It gave her voice an echoing quality. 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” Cal asked quietly. 
 
    “Getting there,” Raya said, rubbing a hand against the back of her neck. “It’s not the worst thing in the world, I just need time to get used to it.” 
 
    “Or to get out?” 
 
    “Ideally, yes.” She raised her head to look at him. Her skin was pale and clammy. “But not until you’re ready to go too.” 
 
    “Raya, you can’t—” 
 
    “I can and I will. And if you’re thinking about disagreeing, remember that I’m the sick one. I’m not afraid to puke on your shoes if it means I win the argument.” 
 
    Unable to vent his frustration at Raya, Cal turned on Azamar, scowling. 
 
    “She’s right,” he said. “You could have warned us.” 
 
    “Fine, next time, I will. But it wasn’t the top thing on my mind.” 
 
    “This didn’t seem important to you?” 
 
    “Not next to all the other considerations.” 
 
    Cal ran a hand down his face. 
 
    “I know I’m going to regret asking,” he said, “but what other considerations?” 
 
    “These places can be dangerous.” 
 
    “Of course they can. And of course you didn’t tell us.” Cal laid a hand on his sword. For the first time in his life, he was forced to take comfort in being armed. “How dangerous?” 
 
    “Summon your codex.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer to my question.” 
 
    “It will be. Now summon your codex.” 
 
    Cal closed his eyes and tried to let the world around him go. The temple, with all its vibrancy and wonder. Raya’s sickness. The sounds of the forest all around them, and the curdled feeling in his stomach at the thought of the danger Azamar had mentioned. He let it all go and sank into another place: first the swaying of the wagon and the stream of familiar fields rolling past; then the deeper calm of the darkness, nothing but Cal, his breath, and the void. 
 
    The codex appeared before him in the darkness. Its familiarity wasn’t just a feeling any more, wasn’t an uncanny thing at the edge of his mind. It was truly familiar, a book he had held close day after day, every finger’s breadth of it as known as his own skin. Inside the darkness of his head, he reached out for it. At the same time, in the temple, he held out his hands. 
 
    His mind touched the codex. 
 
    The world shivered. 
 
    The codex fell out of the air of the temple, into his outstretched hands. 
 
    A rumbling sounded through the temple, shaking the ground beneath Cal’s feet, running through them up his legs, and set his whole body shaking. 
 
    He opened his eyes wide and looked around. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked. “You heard it, right?” 
 
    “I heard it.” Raya, still pale but more steady than she had been, pushed herself to her feet. She pointed at Azamar. “And he clearly heard it too. In fact, I think he was expecting it.” 
 
    “I was indeed.” Azamar smiled smugly and stroked his gray beard. “Now you get to see something truly amazing, and to understand what this place is about.” 
 
    Down the chamber, in front of the altar, the air shimmered. A red shape appeared, twice as tall as Cal and significantly broader than him. A round body with a spiked tail hanging between its two legs; two pairs of arms with clawed fingers; and a row of horns protruding from its cyclopean head. Its one yellow eye blazed with power and hunger, above a wide mouth full of pointy teeth. 
 
    “Um, what is that?” Cal asked, stepping back. 
 
    Before anyone could answer, the monster roared and charged at Cal, fists swinging. 
 
    Cal leaped aside, vaulting over a block of fallen stone. He landed on his shoulder and rolled, coming up with a crunch of glass beneath one of the empty window frames. The monster turned, roared, and charged at him again. 
 
    This time, Cal waited until the last moment to move. As the monster was almost on him, he dived forward, down between its legs. The monster charged over him and slammed into the wall, shaking its stones. Birds scattered from the nests above in panic and a chunk of glass fell to the ground with a splintering crash. 
 
    “That’s it,” Azamar shouted. “Keep moving. Don’t let it get hold of you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to!” 
 
    Cal, codex still in hand, ran across the chamber, jumping over stones and darting around bushes. The monster lumbered after him, smashing the same obstacles aside. 
 
    “Look out!” Azamar shouted. 
 
    The monster had picked up a block of stone and swung it back with its upper pair of arms. With a grunt, it flung the stone. Cal dodged, and the projectile crashed into the wall beyond him, making a new hole. 
 
    “What is this?” Cal asked, as the monster uprooted a small tree and came lumbering toward him. 
 
    “It’s the guardian of this place,” Azamar said. 
 
    “There are guardians?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Ever since the last Spellweaver, these magical sites are all booby trapped. When magic is used in or around the location, mindless monsters appear and attack the mage who triggered them. 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” Cal leaped aside as the monster swung the tree at him. 
 
    “Protection perhaps. Or to test the worthiness of those who wanted to access the magic. Honestly, I don’t know, but I hoped that you might. After all, you’re the reincarnation of the Spellweaver.” 
 
    “Well, in this incarnation, I’m not putting monsters anywhere.” 
 
    Cal dodged another swing of the tree, and another. The root end of the improvised weapon lodged in a gap in the wall, then cracked as the monster heaved on it. The end snapped off, leaving the beast holding a splintered trunk. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Cal asked as he dashed across the room again. He didn’t have a plan to deal with this creature yet, but if he could tire it out, that would at least be a start. 
 
    “In my experience, people learn better by doing things than by being told about them.” 
 
    “I could have done this better if I’d known it was coming!” 
 
    “Could you, or would you have avoided it? Perhaps tried to find a way around the magic, while the Library’s agents closed in on us.” Azamar leaned back against the wall, arms folded around his codex, watching the action unfold. “No, this is a far better solution, both for our security and for your learning.” 
 
    The monster charged at Cal, still swinging its broken tree around its head. He dodged around a statue, and the tree crashed against the stone. The statue wobbled, toppled, crashed to the ground. Its head rolled away between the other fallen blocks. The monster, frustrated, flung its weapon like a javelin at Cal, who dived aside just in time to avoid being skewered by the splintered end. 
 
    “This is a terrible way to teach,” Cal said, panting as he ran down the room again, the monster’s footsteps thundering after him. 
 
    “It’s how I learned.” 
 
    “Then you had a terrible teacher! And that’s no excuse for doing this now.” 
 
    “You would have had to fight it sooner or later.” 
 
    “At least it would have been my choice!” Cal got behind another statue, a sturdier one this time, and dodged from side to side as the monster tried to swing its fists around and hit him. 
 
    “Choice has nothing to do with it. You are the Spellweaver. You have to face the challenges that life throws your way.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t have to face them alone.” Raya stood behind the monster, pale faced and sweating, sword in hand. “Hey, eyeball, try picking on someone as pretty as you are!” 
 
    The monster turned and looked down at her, its face crumpling around its one eye as it stared. It growled, a deep, menacing sound like rocks rolling down a ravine. 
 
    Raya swung her sword. The monster raised its arm, and the blade sliced through thick fur to the flesh beneath. Blood oozed, thick and dark, through the fur as the monster howled and stepped back. It crashed into the statue, which wobbled. The top stone fell, and Cal jumped clear, darting past the distracted beast and into the open. 
 
    “Next time aim for its vitals,” Azamar shouted. “Haven’t you ever been in a fight before?” 
 
    “Not a killing one.” Raya waved her sword. “I never needed one of these before you arrived in our lives.” 
 
    “Then you’re going to need some practice too, and this seems like a nice, safe place to get it.” 
 
    “This is your idea of nice and safe?” Raya stepped back as the monster grabbed the top half of the statue and waved it at her. 
 
    “Compared to many other place I’ve been, yes.” 
 
    “Then you go to terrible places!” 
 
    “Of course I do. No one found anything wonderful in the ordinary parts of the world.” 
 
    The monster flung the chunk of stone. This time it was Raya’s turn to dive clear, and the rock crashed into the ground behind her, plowing a gouge through the layers of moss and scattered rubble, leaving a pale scar across the flagstones, their battle cutting through centuries of accreted decline. 
 
    “Are they all like this?” Cal set his codex down on one of the stones, drew his sword, and went to stand beside Raya. His heart was racing, his mind buzzing. He had never felt so alive, or so close to death, and yet curiosity overcame the immediacy of the fight. “The monsters, I mean.” 
 
    The monster roared and waved its arms. A thick dollop of blood flew from its wound, but that was already closing, the blood quickly crusting in its fur. They would have to do a lot more to defeat it. 
 
    “Not at all,” Azamar said. “They vary with the place, and with the mage who summons them. The greater the mage’s power, the more monsters, and the more powerful they are.” 
 
    The monster grabbed two long chunks of stone from half-fallen pillars and stomped toward Cal and Raya. Drool ran between its pointed teeth, and its yellow eye was bloodshot with fury. 
 
    It swung one of the stones at Raya. She didn’t try to block the blow with her flimsy sword, but instead ducked back and to one side, away from Cal. 
 
    “I’ll draw it this way,” she said. “You try to get in behind and hit it.” 
 
    “What if it knows what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Then at least we’ve given it something to worry about.” 
 
    Cal was reluctant to leave Raya by herself, even for a moment, but he could see the sense in her plan. While she led the monster on, he took a step back and around, out of its reach. 
 
    “This is why I had you summon your codex and trigger the temple,” Azamar continued. “If I’d been the one to do it, we would have faced something far more terrible.” 
 
    “What’s with the ‘we’?” Raya shouted. “You’re not helping at all.” 
 
    “And I can’t. If I join in, even with my weakest magic, the temple will notice how powerful I am, and it will respond with its full force.” 
 
    “This isn’t its full force?” Raya lunged at the monster, which blocked her strike with one of its stones, then tried to flatten her with the other. 
 
    “Of course not! What, you think this is the best that a place of power can summon?” Azamar laughed. 
 
    “You say best, I say worst.” 
 
    While they bickered, Cal stepped up behind the monster and raised his sword. He’d never stabbed anyone before, or anything really. He’d certainly never used a weapon like this. He held it uncertainly, not sure what was best, to stab or to swing. Swinging seemed easier, so he drew the blade up behind his head, then brought it around, against the beast’s lower back. 
 
    The monster’s fur absorbed a lot of the force of the blow, but not all of it. Chunks of fur fell as the sword sliced through the flesh of its rear. The beast howled and spun around, its tail almost hitting Raya as it went. 
 
    “Much better,” Azamar announced. “But try to aim for something more critical next time. The creature is unlikely to be perturbed by such a flesh wound.” 
 
    “I’d be pretty perturbed if someone chopped off half my butt.” Raya jumped over the tail and lunged, stabbing the creature in its upper leg. It swung around to swipe at her, then back to menace Cal, struggling to face the two opponents who had it penned in. 
 
    Cal shouted wordlessly at the monster, venting his fear and uncertainty into the shout while he tried to steady the shaking of his hand. He’d just stabbed something with a sword. Did that make him a warrior now? A hero? Feelings that he’d mistaken for anxiety turned into excitement as he realized how close he was to living out something from a story, the action scene that could silence the whole tavern in the hands of a good storyteller. 
 
    The monster drew away, toward a corner of the temple. Cal and Raya followed, raising their swords and shouting, both of them trying to seem bigger and more menacing than they were. 
 
    “I admit it,” Raya said quietly between her screams. “This is pretty awesome. Just don’t let Azamar hear I said that.” 
 
    “Yah!” Cal shouted, waving his sword at the monster, then lowered his voice to reply. “It is, isn’t it? And what else would we have been doing today? Making potions and hauling in fish?” 
 
    The monster swung one of its stones. Raya, both hands on the grip, used her sword to deflect the blow, then lunged up beneath it, cutting the monster’s arm. It shrieked and its arm hung lower as it backed further into its corner. 
 
    A gust of wind blew through the trees, swaying the branches above them. As shadows shifted, a patch of direct sunlight illuminated their corner. In its brightness, Cal noticed something new: a dark haze around the monster. 
 
    “Do you see that?” he asked. “Like a gray cloud coming off its fur?” 
 
    Raya jumped clear of an attack and landed on a block of stone behind her, legs spread wide and one hand pressed against the ground, blade swung back. She blew a lock of hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Now you mention it, yes,” she said. “Though I’m not sure I’d call it gray. It’s more like a lot of tiny points of black, or the shadows of flies.” 
 
    “I don’t like the look of it.” Cal attacked, but he wasn’t as fast with his blade as Raya, and the monster blocked him. 
 
    “Maybe it’s got fleas.” Raya jumped down off her stone. She was panting, and her face was pale again, sweat running down her cheeks. The strain of fighting while feeling sick was clearly taking its toll. “Big, fat, itchy, monster sized fleas. Maybe we’ve stirred them up with all this action.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that. I think it’s magical.” Cal raised his voice. “Azamar, do you know what this dark energy is?” 
 
    The black cloud was growing, thickening, coating the monster. Even as Cal spoke, the energy drew in, becoming like a second skin across the beast. 
 
    “I don’t,” Azamar admitted. “I haven’t seen this before.” 
 
    “Could it be something special about this temple?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Azamar didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    With a renewed burst of energy, the monster launched itself at Cal. He staggered back, dodging some attacks and fending off others with his sword. The creature drove him across the temple, and he almost lost his footing as his heel knocked against a tree root. 
 
    The monster slowed, letting Cal get away. It bared its teeth in a ferocious grin. Cal didn’t dare turn his back, but kept backing away from it. 
 
    “Watch out.” Raya leaned against a statue, catching her breath. “You’ve almost reached the wall.” 
 
    Cal glanced back. Sure enough, a solid mass of stone stood only a pace behind him. 
 
    There was a roar. Cal turned. The monster was charging straight at him. It flung one rock ahead of it, then the other. Cal dodged them both, went rolling across the floor, came up with his sword raised. The monster, about to reach him, bellowed in alarm as the sword came up. Instead of run onto the blade, it leaped, vaulting over Cal. It hit the wall and, for one mad moment, went scrambling straight up, claws catching on the concrete. Then it kicked off and went flying over his head. It soared across the chamber, an arc that should have been impossible for such a hulking brute, and crashed down on Raya, slamming her into the ground. 
 
    “No!” Cal raced across the room, heedless of the broken glass and chunks of stone that slid away under his feet, leaping across any obstacle that got in his way. He charged at the monster’s back, drawing his sword back. “Yargh!” 
 
    The monster turned. Cal slammed into it, his shoulder colliding with its belly, and drove the sword in with all his strength, all his fear for Raya. When he looked up, he saw the hilt of another sword protruding from the monster’s chest. 
 
    The monster groaned and staggered, but it was still upright. Cal grabbed the hilt of his sword, yanked it out, and drove it in again. The monster stumbled, tripped over a fallen column, and crashed to the ground. Cal leaped onto it, sword in hand, drove the weapon in again and again and again. He kept on stabbing until the last twitch of the monster’s tail ceased, and its whole grotesque body went limp. 
 
    “Raya?” he asked faintly, dropping his sword next to the corpse. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She got to her feet, one hand clasped to her shoulder, where claws had sliced through the leather to leave her with a wound. “Or at least I’m not dead, which is more than can be said for him. But what’s that?” 
 
    She nodded down the temple, to the altar at its head. The altar stone was shining brightly, light radiating from within. A familiar tingle ran through Cal’s flesh, washing away the aches and exhaustion of the fight. 
 
    “Magic,” he whispered. 
 
    Azamar walked over, two codexes in his hands. One, clutched tight to his chest, was his own. The other he held at arms length, toward Cal. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t leave this lying around,” he said. 
 
    “He didn’t leave me with a lot of choice,” Cal said, pointing at the corpse of the monster. “Or perhaps I should say that you didn’t, setting my up like that.” 
 
    “A lesson for next time, perhaps. For now, though, do you feel what you need to do?” 
 
    Cal nodded and took the book. Though his hands were bloody, they left no mark on the paper as he opened his codex to the first pristine page. 
 
    A sensation of warmth and energy flowed through Cal as he walked down the temple, toward the glowing altar, his codex held out in front of him. The light from the stone bathed him, welcomed him, filled him with a power that made every inch of his flesh tingle with its strength. 
 
    As he grew closer, he realized that the power wasn’t glowing from the whole stone. That was a trick of the light, it brightness making it blur. Instead, the light came from letters carved into the front of the altar, letters a lot like the ones in Azamar’s codex. As he stared at them, Cal understood their meaning, though he couldn’t find a way to express what that meaning was, not in the simple, ugly words that he had used his whole life. This was the language of magic, something deeper, more powerful, more beautiful. This was a wonder greater than anything he had ever known. 
 
    He stood in front of the altar and held his book out. The glowing letters flowed off the stone and into the page. There, they became dark, as if burned into the pale paper, or written by an invisible hand. A perfect script for a perfect concept, power trapped in the page. Reverently, he closed the book, ran his fingers across its warm leather and cool brass. He could still feel the spell, its shape and its power, reaching for him from within the tome and within his own mind. It was a part of him now, even though its was apart, there in the codex. And when he looked up, he saw that it was still inscribed on the front of the alter, though the brightness of the letters was fading, from the raw glow of magic to the dull but carefully formed edges of ancient stone. 
 
    Satisfied, he turned away, clutching his codex close. He had his first spell, but he still didn’t know what it did. Soon, he would be casting magic, just like Azamar. Soon, he would know what he had learned. He grinned in excitement at that thought. 
 
    Then he saw Raya, sitting slumped on a block of stone. Her sword lay abandoned at her feet, her hand clasped to the ragged leather at her shoulder and the torn flesh beneath. She smiled at him, but it was a weak smile, her lips pressed tight together, her skin clammy and pale. Cal hurried over to her. 
 
    “You got it?” she asked, shivering. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Going to show me what you can do?” 
 
    “Soon.” He peered at her wound, glad that his work as an apothecary had prepared him for moments like this. “First, though, I need to find a way to heal you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal hurried to the wagon, which sat beneath the trees at the edge of the clearing, Thunder chomping on some nearby vines. The horse looked up with something almost like curiosity as Cal ran up, set his codex down among their bags and crates, and started rummaging in his bag of apothecary supplies. 
 
    Being an apothecary wasn’t about having a potion or lotion prepared for every occasion. It was about having a variety of recipes prepared in his head, so that he could put the ingredients together when they were needed. Many potions were at their most effective when first made, and it saved the cost of using ingredients for medicines he would never use. But now, with Raya injured and no ready medicine to hand, that policy felt like a terrible idea. 
 
    He set his mortar down on the back board of the wagon, flung in some herbs and seeds, and hastily started pounding them with his pestle. A couple of minutes work turned them into a thick sludge with a sharp scent. 
 
    “Did you just run out on me when I was injured?” Raya walked over, still clutching her shoulder, he tone mockingly indignant despite her pain. “What sort of hero acts like that?” 
 
    “One who’s gone to make you a healing salve.” Cal help up the mortar. “Unless you don’t want this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Raya sniffed at the mix and pulled a face. “What is it?” 
 
    “Good for you. Now sit down and stop complaining.” 
 
    For once, Raya did as she was told, settling down with her back against one of the wagon wheels. She pulled aside what remained of her leather tunic from her shoulder, wincing as she drew the ragged ends from her wound, exposing torn flesh to the air. She winced again and gritted her teeth as Cal spread some of the salve across the injury. 
 
    “Is it meant to burn like that?” she asked. 
 
    “A little. That’s a sign that it’s working. Count to a hundred, then tell me if it still hurts.” 
 
    While Raya counted, Cal slathered more of the salve onto a dressing, which he folded over and laid on a bandage. 
 
    “Hold off the bandage for a moment.” Azamar peered at Raya’s shoulder. He was frowning. “Something’s off here.” 
 
    “Does the salve still burn?” Cal asked, alarmed at the thought that he might have hurt rather than helped his friend. 
 
    “It’s just warm.” Raya shook her head. 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “Something magical.” Azamar held his hand over the wound and closed his eyes. He chanted under his breath, and the pages of his codex rustled. When he opened his eyes, the flesh around them was crumpled in concern. “There’s a strange energy exuding from the wound.” 
 
    “What sort of energy?” Raya turned her head, neck twisting as she tried to look more closely at her shoulder. “Like, something good and powerful or something bad?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t seen anything like it before.” 
 
    Raya snorted. “And I thought you were the magic man,” 
 
    Cal laid the dressing on the wound and bound it in place with bandages. The green of the salve stained the white cloth, and its sharp scent filled the air. 
 
    “You’ll need to rest,” he said. “That’s what the physicians always say, and what Ozry tells patients who are too stubborn to see a physician.” 
 
    “I don’t see this trip being very restful.” Raya rose to her feet, using her uninjured arm to haul herself upright. “Do you?” 
 
    “There’s rest and then there’s rest,” Azamar said. “Cal should take some time now to explore the potential of his new spell, and it would be unwise to do that close to the temple: we don’t want to trigger an even larger monster than before.” 
 
    “Sounds real restful,” Raya said. 
 
    “If we head out of the forest on the far side from where we came in, we should find a peaceful spot within a few hours. You can rest, while Cal and I practice his magic.” 
 
    “Okay, just don’t go summoning any monsters along the way.” 
 
    Cal helped Raya into the back of the wagon, where she settled in his nest of sacks and blankets. Within a dozen heartbeats, her eyes closed and her breathing settled into the soft rhythm of sleep. 
 
    “Did you put a sedative in that salve?” Azamar whispered. 
 
    “No more than usual,” Cal replied, as he scooped the remaining salve into a pot and put it in a pouch on his belt. “I think that the fight and the effects of the magic have worn her out. I hope that won’t get in the way of the healing, but I have more salve if we need it for later.” 
 
    The two of them took their places on the driver’s board and headed out of the clearing. The trail they took went in the opposite direction from how they had arrived, and within an hour, the trees were thinning toward the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Why didn’t we come in this way?” Cal asked. “It seems far easier.” 
 
    “The easy route is not always the best for learning,” Azamar said. “And more importantly, we were coming from the wrong direction.” 
 
    They rolled out of the woods, into an area of rugged hills. The ground was too steep and uneven for the fields of grain and vegetables that Cal was used to. Close to the forest, it was largely overgrown, while further out, he could see herds of cattle and flocks of sheep grazing between rocks and stunted bushes. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find a larger road rolling through the hills, running roughly parallel with the edge of the forest. Where their own path reached that road, there was an area of flat ground beside a small stream. 
 
    “This should do.” Azamar pulled the wagon in. 
 
    “Shall I let Thunder out of his harness?” Cal asked. 
 
    Azamar looked up and down the road, frowning. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “Something still doesn’t feel right. I want to be ready to move quickly if we have to.” 
 
    They tethered the wagon close enough to the stream for Thunder to drink. Cal checked on Raya, who was still sleeping soundly, and whose wound showed no signs of infection or further bleeding. 
 
    “Will she be all right for a while?” Azamar asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Good. Then grab your codex and come with me.” 
 
    They strode upriver, out of sight of the wagon, until they reached another patch of open ground, cradled in a bend of the stream. Azamar found a rock to sit on and sat looking expectantly at Cal. 
 
    “What should I do?” Cal asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Cal hesitated for a moment, hands resting on the cover of his codex. Then he opened the book and looked at the spell from the temple. The words still meant nothing to him, the letters strange and angular forms. His brow crumpled as he stared at them, hoping that the magic within him would decipher this puzzle, that the ink would dance across the page reforming into something new, or that some moment of insight would flash through his mind, revealing the truth. But the spell remained obstinately still and utterly incomprehensible. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not about ‘reading’ as such,” Azamar said. “The letters are a form to hold the magic, not a language for you to understand. Casting a spell is more like you’re channeling power from the codex than reading a book. You need to call the spell out of the page, like you called the Spellweaver’s codex out of your soul.” 
 
    It was an intimidating thought, all the more so after the hours of effort it had taken to first summon the codex. But Cal had mastered that trick, and he could do this one as well. 
 
    He laid his hand on the page, closed his eyes, and reached out with his mind. 
 
    Immediately, he could sense the spell. It was a tingling in his hand, a rustling in his ears, a fractured light creeping through the cracks in the darkness of his mind. He let the magic flow through it, felt it take form. 
 
    A slight gust of wind sputtered from his palm, riffling the pages of the book. He opened his eyes and grinned at Azamar, who stared sternly back at him. 
 
    “Focus,” Azamar snapped. 
 
    Cal concentrated on the spell, trying to shape it, to direct the flow of the wind. The words on the page flickered, and the wind died away. 
 
    “Again,” Azamar said. 
 
    Keeping his eyes open this time, Cal formed a space in his mind, a place for the magic to flow. He stared at those incomprehensible symbols, feeling the sense of them, the power of them, the twists and turns they gave to the magic. He still didn’t understand, not on a conscious level, but in some deeper way, the magic made sense. It fitted with his world. 
 
    A breeze spilled from his palm. The words flickered more insistently this time, shimmering in and out of existence, their form twisting and changing. A rush of alarm ran through Cal: was he losing the magic that he had just won? But then he realized that the spell was still there, the power was still there, and it was adjusting to him. 
 
    There was more power too, buried within the codex, hidden beneath the outward shape of the spell. A well of enormous potential, right there in his hands, but out of reach. He strained toward it with his mind, but it was like trying to following a trail through the woods in the middle of a moonless night. Every move was a wrong turn, and the path he needed lay hidden in the dark. 
 
    He could do this. He was the Spellweaver, wasn’t he? He had defeated the monster in the temple, had drawn the spell from the altar. Even before that, he had deflected Azamar’s fireball and filled Raya with inhuman strength. Magic was his to command, he just had to work out how. He had to become better at this. 
 
    Fingers splayed, he pressed his hand against the page, increasing the contact between himself and the book, the physical connection to his power. Skin to parchment wasn’t the way the power flowed, that channel was deeper, but the sensation in his hand guided him, helped him understand the ripple and flow of the power, the twists it took as it ran through the unseen places beneath the skin of the world. 
 
    There was power in him as well, and that was something he could use. Instead of trying to pull power from the codex, he pushed his own strength into it. The magic mingled, forming a connection. The boundary between him and his codex grew weaker, the two of them almost becoming one. 
 
    On the page, the letters glowed, casting away the shadows around his hand. On the hillside to his left, a pair of stunted trees shook, branches rattling, leaves fluttering. High above, clouds scudded across the sky, like boats racing down the river at the spring fair. 
 
    “That’s good.” Azamar leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “Push harder. Dig deeper. Find out what more this spell can do for you.” 
 
    Cal took a deep breath, and when he breathed out, he breathed out the wind. It flowed from him, across the pages, across the grass, across the stream, out through the hills around them. The surface of the water lapped against its banks. The trees shook and their outer leaves blew free. Long grass was pushed flat. The clouds ran faster, like they’d reached the last push for the finish line. 
 
    The pages of the codex fluttered and flapped. Cal grinned as the power flowed from the book, through him, into the world. His power. The codex’s power. A single power that was the two of them together. The wind blew harder and faster, roaring across the countryside, whistling down valleys, tearing across hilltops. 
 
    Azamar stood, his robes flapping around him, his beard blown back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Well done!” he shouted and clapped his hands. The sound was snatched away on the wind. “Oh, very well done. Now bring it back in.” 
 
    Cal narrowed his eyes and narrowed his focus. He expected the wind to fade away, but the tempest kept raging around them. Dark clouds were coming over the horizon, bringing the first spots of rain. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can,” he shouted back, panic rising in his voice. 
 
    “You can.” Azamar stepped closer. “Focus. If you can’t stop it, then try directing it.” He pointed. “Send the wind that way.” 
 
    Cal’s brow crumpled as he concentrated on one direction, trying to send the wind that way. He should be able to do this. Wasn’t he the one who had summoned the power? Wasn’t he the one who had shaped it? 
 
    But the shape wasn’t in his control. The wind wouldn’t blow where he wanted, the magic wouldn’t take the shape he felt it needed, a shape he couldn’t even describe, but that he knew he had to form. 
 
    He took a deep breath. If he couldn’t control this then he needed to stop it, before the rising wind did harm to someone. He closed his eyes, focused on the feeling of the codex in his hands, the throbbing of magic in his skin where it touched the page. He drew his own power back, disconnecting from the codex, cutting off the channel through which the spell flowed. The wind still fluttered the pages and battered at him, but he kept his concentration, focused on what he had to do, or more precisely, what he had to not do. 
 
    The power stopped flowing through him. The tingle of magic from the page died away. The wind dropped, and when he looked at the page, the letters no longer glowed. 
 
    He looked around. The trees had almost fallen still. The clouds above sat sedate, moving so slow that no one would notice it. 
 
    He let out a breath. 
 
    “Well done, young man.” Azamar was clapping again. “I would say that we’ll make a mage out of you yet, but it seems redundant to offer that to the Spellweaver.” 
 
    Cal closed the codex. He felt drained, his body as weary as he had ever been. He sat down on the grass and let himself rest. 
 
    But his mind was still racing. All of that power had come from a single spell, with little control over the results. He remembered how far he had come in a single day of practicing summoning his codex. How much further could he go if he spent days practicing a power like this? Could he summon mighty storms, or bring a steady, focused wind to drive a windmill for the village? Could he cast seeds across a field or blow trees down to save a forester the effort of his ax? 
 
    “That was amazing,” he said, staring at the codex. 
 
    “It was.” Azamar patted him on the shoulder. “And it’s only the beginning.” 
 
    “This spell, what else can I do with it?” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” 
 
    Cal considered that. All sorts of possibilities sprang to mind, but some were more urgent than others. 
 
    “Could I imbue the power of the wind into Raya?” he asked. “Could I give her wind powers too, like I did when I made her strong?” 
 
    “Perhaps, somehow, yes,” Azamar said, without the confidence that marked his usual declarations. “But these are different forms of magic, working in different ways, and you need to consider that difference when you think about what you might do.” 
 
    With a grunt and a strained expression, he settled down on the grass, facing Cal. 
 
    “When you did what you did for Raya, and when you deflected my fireball, you brushed up against the full power of the Spellweaver: the ability to use all the spells your past selves have ever known. It’s a deep source of magic, a pool of unconscious potential, possibilities that part of you understands, but that you can’t fully control. 
 
    “That brings far greater risks than a simple spell in a book, even one as powerful as the one you just cast. Your deeper magic is uncontrollable, and it risks causing more harm than help. Imagine if you had given that strength to a favorite pig, which had then run riot through your village. Or if your subconscious had drawn out the wrong spell, and drained away years of Raya’s life, or filled her lungs with water.” 
 
    “I could do that?” Cal asked, and clasped a hand over his mouth. 
 
    “Those are spells that have been performed in the past, and all spells come from the Spellweaver. So yes, those are things that you could do, whether you know it or not, whether you mean to or not. Your magic is powerful, but with power comes danger. 
 
    “Eventually, you might learn to do almost anything for yourself, including imbuing your powers into other people. You could give Raya all sorts of strengths and protections. But that will take time and training, especially if you want to avoid hurting her.” 
 
    Of all the things he might do, hurting Raya was definitely one that Cal wanted to avoid. But how was he meant to practice this power if he didn’t want to risk harming his friend? 
 
    “Could I do something similar with inanimate objects?” he asked. “Putting power into them, I mean. That way, if it goes wrong, no one will get hurt.” 
 
    Azamar scratched his cheek and stared thoughtfully into the distance. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “There are some accounts in the legends of the Spellweaver doing such things, though it’s always difficult to distinguish parts grounded in truth from those that are imagination or speculation. I can’t see any theoretical barrier to the possibility.” 
 
    “That sounds like a yes.” 
 
    “As I said, maybe, theoretically.” Azamar tapped a finger against his lips and looked around them. “Perhaps you should try. The question is, what object would be best to try it on?” 
 
    “It’s not about the object, it’s about whether it can be done.” Cal picked up a rock. “Is there any reason why I can’t use this?” 
 
    Azamar’s thoughtful look returned. He considered the rock for a few heartbeats, then shrugged. 
 
    “I can’t think of any. And if there is a reason, then experimenting should show it.” He waved a hand. “Go ahead, try it.” 
 
    Cal held the rock in the bowl of on hand, while the other hand rested on the codex. He closed his eyes, thought of the spell, of the wind whipping around him and the power flowing through him, of the dance of glowing words across the page. As he thought of that power, he tightened his grip on the codex, sharpening that connection. He felt the tingling of magic beneath his fingers, opened himself up, then focused on the rock. After a few moments, the tingle of power faded. He opened his eyes and looked at the rock. 
 
    “Nothing.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Try again.” Azamar leaned forward. “These things take time and effort.” 
 
    “If these things will even work.” 
 
    “You are the Spellweaver. Make them work.” 
 
    Cal closed his eyes again. This time he started by focusing on the rock, like he had been focused on Raya when he accidentally empowered her. He thought about what the rock was, where it might have come from, how it fitted into the world. He felt its rough texture beneath his fingers, the weight of it in his palm. Then he remembered how he had felt hugging Raya, that jolt of power, and tried to call it forth again. There was something in his fingers, just a throbbing, but maybe that would be enough to empower a rock instead of a person. 
 
    He opened his hand, held the rock out, let it go. It fell to the ground, no different than it had been before. 
 
    He sighed, disappointed. 
 
    “Patience.” Azamar picked up the rock and held it out. “Again.” 
 
    Cal accepted the rock. This time he didn’t close his eyes. Instead, he looked at the rock, its mottled gray surface, its uneven curves. He looked at his codex. A glow emerged from between the pages. 
 
    “It’s working,” he whispered, as energy flowed through him, slowly at first, then rushing up his arm, across his chest, down the far side and into the rock. He unfurled his fingers from around it. The rock wobbled, rose, hovered a finger’s breadth above his palm. 
 
    Cal grinned. It wasn’t the dramatic, gusting movement he’d had with the raw wind, but it was a huge step into the unknown, something that even Azamar had only thought might be theoretically possible. 
 
    “I did it!” He laughed as he rolled the stone from his hand and it hovered, half an arm’s reach above the ground. 
 
    He had a way to put magic into objects. But a floating rock had only limited potential. What he needed was a way to put that power into people, without risking their destruction by forces he didn’t understand. 
 
    “What if I ate the rock?” he asked, more to himself than anyone else. 
 
    “That might not be good for your teeth,” Azamar replied. “And though it seems like a light meal now, I suspect it would give you some serious indigestion.” 
 
    “Not ate the rock exactly,” Cal continued, and tapped the rock with his finger, then watched it drift away. “But what happens if I inscribe a wind spell onto a stew, say, or some bread, and then I eat it?” 
 
    Azamar chuckled. “You’re nothing if not creative.” 
 
    “Seriously.” Cal looked at him. “What would happen? Could I use that to give my magic to someone else?” 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    “From the legends. From all your magical training. From the fact that you’ve been doing this stuff for decades longer than me.” 
 
    “We are well past the limits of my training here, and too far into specifics for the legends to help. Cal, in the few days I have known you, you have already pushed far past my expectations. True, you haven’t unlocked all of the Spellweaver’s powers, but the ones you have found have emerged quickly, and in some ways, you’re pushing past what anybody expected. Just like that thing…” Azamar point at the rock, which was drifting downhill toward the stream. “…we are going to have to try it and find out. Or rather, you are going to have to try it: all I can do is encourage and applaud.” 
 
    There was something odd in the way he said those last words, something almost sad, but he smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “Go on, Cal, do it.” 
 
    “I don’t have any food on me.” Cal patted his pouches. “Oh, but I do have this.” 
 
    He took out the pot of salve that he had saved earlier, the same pungent stuff that he had spread on Raya’s wound. 
 
    Holding the pot in one hand and his codex in the other, he brought his mind into focus again. He concentrated on the pot, not just what he could see and feel but what he knew was inside, what he had put into it, how it had felt to make it and to use it to treat Raya’s wound. The whole history of that small pot of salve, its essence, its purpose, what it meant to him and to his friends. 
 
    The codex glowed. Cal felt rather than saw that glow run into him, across his body, changing as it went, the magic being shaped by him as well as the codex, by the Spellweaver as well as the spell. It flowed through him into the pot, into the salve, and settled. 
 
    The codex stopped glowing. Cal opened his fingers, letting the pot sit in the palm of his hand. It didn’t float into the air, as the rock had done, but it tingled against Cal’s skin. 
 
    “Try again,” Azmar said. “Maybe it will work next time.” 
 
    “It worked this time,” Cal said. “Now we need to see what it does.” 
 
    He took the lid off the pot, dipped two of his fingers in, used them to smear the salve across the rest of his hand. He considered using his other hand to spread it around, but it seemed better not to. If this went wrong, he wanted to at least have one working hand. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Azamar asked, peering at what Cal was doing. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then we might learn something new.” 
 
    Cal held out his hand. It felt strange, not tingling with magic like he had expected, but different. Insubstantial. Weightless. 
 
    His hand started to drift up, like a thin film of ash rising on the hot air from a fire. Cal laughed. 
 
    “What?” Azamar asked. “Why are you waving your hand around like that?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Cal said. “It’s doing this itself. I think it’s the salve.” 
 
    His hand kept rising, drifting up in the air, until it was directly above his head, only its attachment to his arm stopping it from floating away. It hung there, like a kite on the end of a string, swaying in the breeze. 
 
    “Magic in a lotion.” Azamar smiled. “Well done, Cal.” 
 
    “I wonder what else I could do with this,” Cal said. 
 
    “A fascinating question.” Azamar stroked his beard. “What other applications might we find for magic imbued into items? What will happen when we put it into a drink, a sword, a pair of boots? The permutations, the possibilities, stretch out before us in all their potential.” 
 
    With the hand under his control, Cal put the pot of remaining salve back into his pouch. That action reminded him of what the salve really represented. 
 
    “We should go back to the wagon,” he said. “I want to check on how Raya is doing.” 
 
    Carrying their codexes, the two of them headed back down the length of the stream, to the open space at the road junction. Thunder had given up on drinking and was grazing the grass around the front of the wagon. Raya stood next to him, brushing his mane with her hand. She looked up as the other two approached, then laughed. 
 
    “What’s wrong with your arm?” she asked. 
 
    Cal laughed sheepishly and wiggled the fingers of the hand that still floated above his head. It felt unreal, a part of his body only half under his control. 
 
    “This thing?” he asked. “This is magic.” 
 
    “Wow, a spell that lets you raise your hand? I’m so impressed.” Raya swung up both her arms. “But look, my magic is even more powerful!” 
 
    “You laugh, but this is a true breakthrough,” Azamar said. “Though the reason may take some explaining, I will admit.” 
 
    “Sure.” Raya lowered her arms, wincing as she did. She touched the bandages on her shoulder and frowned. “Stupid monster and its stupid claws.” 
 
    “Allow me to examine it,” Azamar said. “I still have concerns.” 
 
    “You have concerns?” Raya turned her shoulder toward him. “You should feel what I’m feeling.” 
 
    Azamar peeled back the bandage, crusted with dried salve, and the dressing underneath. He frowned. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Raya asked. 
 
    “It’s getting worse,” Azamar said quietly. “The magic, I mean, not the wound.” 
 
    “Well it’s the wound I’m worried about, not the magic.” 
 
    “You should worry about both.” 
 
    “I know, magic man. It’s called bravado. I’m trying to make myself feel better.” 
 
    “Ah.” Azamar stepped back. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, what are you going to do about it? The magic, I mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. As soon as I do, I will inform you.” 
 
    “Great.” Raya rolled her eyes. “How about you, Cal? Any words of wisdom to share?” 
 
    He took Azamar’s place peering at the wound. It looked much the same as it had done before, which wasn’t much of a surprise. Only a few hours had passed since the first treatment, and the salve would work on the timescales of medicine, not magic. 
 
    The clomp of trotting hooves drew his attention to the road, but there was no one there. His magical mind playing tricks on him again. At least the tricks were different this time: he’d had enough hooded ghosts to last a lifetime. 
 
    “We’ll keep the wound clean, keep it covered, keep treating it,” he said, tying the dressing back in place. “That’s the best chance of a good outcome.” 
 
    “But is it getting better?” Raya asked. 
 
    “Too soon to tell.” Cal looked down the road again. The sound of hooves was coming closer. 
 
    “You could at least pretend to pay attention.” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s my mind playing tricks again.” As Cal watched, a dark figure on a horse appeared between the hills. “I was hearing hooves, and now I see someone coming. Apparently my ragged ghosts have horses now.” 
 
    “I see them too.” Raya touched her wound. “Is this because of the magic in the wound, and that’s making me see things too?” 
 
    “It’s because they’re really there.” Azamar grabbed Thunder’s harness and led him toward the road, drawing the wagon behind. “And I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the look of them.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dark figure rode out from between the hills, down the road toward them. Hooves sounded too loud in Cal’s ears, as if the horse was only an arm’s reach away, instead of approaching out of the distance. A shudder ran through him at the sound. 
 
    “Something about that thing isn’t right,” he said. “The horse and the rider.” 
 
    It was hard to make out the details of either of them. They were like shadows, dark and lacking in detail, but hazy at the edges, seeming to blur into the world around them. 
 
    “They’re coming this way, aren’t they?” Raya asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Azmar spoke with absolute certainty. He was tugging at Thunder’s reins, as the horse tried to stop for a particularly tasty looking patch of grass. “And we need to be gone before they get here.” 
 
    As if responding to his words, the distant rider leaned low over their horse’s neck, saying something into the creature’s ear. The horse shook its head, then let out a distorted neigh. Its legs moved faster and the hoof beats picked up speed as it cantered down the road. 
 
    “Come on, quickly,” Azamar said, climbing into the wagon. 
 
    Cal slung his codex into the back of the wagon and braced himself to jump on board. Then he saw Raya hesitating, her hands gripping the side, her face white. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Cal asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Raya made to jump in, but slumped back down as her injured arm gave way. Her face hit the side of the wagon and she staggered back, rubbing her chin. 
 
    “Here.” Cal forced his floating hand down and hooked his fingers together. “Let me give you a boost.” 
 
    “I said I’m fine. I’ve for this.” 
 
    Raya took a run up, grabbed the side of the wagon with her good hand, and leaped. She tumbled over a heap of sacks, into the back of the wagon, with a grunt. 
 
    “Stop fooling around back there,” Azamar called out. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    He flicked the reins and Thunder started moving, his hooves clopping against the dirt road. 
 
    “Wait for me!” The sound of their pursuer’s hooves resounded in Cal’s ears as he hurried after the wagon. He grabbed the rear and scrambled on board, landing in the heaped sacks and crates, next to Raya. His hand drifted into the air above him, but not so high this time. 
 
    “Good of you to join us,” Raya said. 
 
    “I’m not the one who nearly face planted while trying to climb in.” 
 
    Cal sat up and looked at his friend with concern. She pushed herself upright with one arm, then clutched her head. 
 
    “All right, I admit it,” she said. “That wasn’t as smooth as I would have liked. This arm is giving me trouble.” 
 
    “Let me have a closer look.” 
 
    Cal reached for her injured shoulder, but the cart jolted, throwing him down face first next to Raya. She laughed. 
 
    “What was that about face planting?” 
 
    “Hold on tight back there,” Azamar called out. “We need to speed up.” 
 
    The whir of the wheels changed and the wagon jolted under them as Thunder picked up his pace. Cal placed a hand against a wobbling crate of supplies, to stop it falling on him. 
 
    “I don’t like our chances in a chase,” Raya said. “Thunder isn’t exactly a racing stallion.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s faster than he looks,” Cal said. 
 
    “He could hardly be slower.” 
 
    Despite Raya’s worries, they were still accelerating. Azamar shouted something in the sing-song voice that he used to talk to Thunder, and the horse responded with a loud snort. His hooves clopped quicker in the dirt and they moved ever faster. A crate fell off one of the stacks, hitting Cal on the head and almost knocking him out into the road, but he clung on to the side and stayed on board. 
 
    “Careful up there!” he shouted. “We’re going to start losing supplies.” 
 
    “Better than letting that thing catch up with us,” Azamar called back, and gave the reins another flourish. They picked up even more speed, and Cal’s heart beat faster, his pulse running in time to the hammering hooves. 
 
    But if Azamar was pushing Thunder as hard as he could, their pursuer was clearly doing the same, and he didn’t have a wagon of supplies weighing him down. The rattling of hooves echoed from the hills all around them as the dark steed galloped along the road. There was something uncanny about the way it ran, the movement of its legs and the bobbing of its head jerky, its progress along the road seeming to come in stuttering jolts. The air around its face was blurred, as if the creature was seen through a fog, one that would surely make it harder to see where it was going. But there was no avoiding one uncomfortable truth: it was catching up on them. 
 
    “Do you think it’s one of them?” Raya asked, staring out the back of the wagon as the rider grew closer. “One of the Library’s agents?” 
 
    “It must be, right?” Cal asked. “I mean, they’re the problem that Azamar was talking about, and how many supernatural enemies can he have?” 
 
    “He’s a powerful mage with a prickly personality, who likes to break the rules that have been set for him. You want to bet your life that he hasn’t annoyed anyone else?” 
 
    “But how many people would look like that, or ride such a strange horse?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never been away from Pebbert, and neither have you.” Raya shook her head. “Seriously, Cal, the world could be a whole lot weirder than we ever realized.” 
 
    The rider was gaining ground on them. Sometimes, the horse disappeared around a turn of the road, as the wagon raced through the rugged hills, and for a moment, Cal let himself believe that they might be safe. But the rider always reappeared, racing around the same bends, and with each one, they seemed to grow closer. Cold fingers of fear crept up Cal’s spine every time the pursuer came back into view, and a feeling of something darker, a magic that wasn’t his but that followed them as surely as that ghastly horse and its creepy rider. 
 
    “Maybe I can do something to drive him off.” Cal brought around the hand that he had spread with the magical salve. It felt more substantial now, and when untended bobbed gently at stomach height instead of rising above his head. He flexed his fingers. He felt more in control, both of his body and of his power. 
 
    “How would you do that?” Raya asked. “Scare them off by waving that hand?” 
 
    “What I’ve learned is a wind spell. That should be good for something.” 
 
    Cal grabbed his codex. The weight of it anchored his drifting hand, weighing it down in his lap. He opened the book and looked at that one scribed page again, then looked out the back of the wagon, at their pursuer. 
 
    “You’re serious?” Raya asked. “What are you going to do, dry his laundry for him? Maybe power a small windmill?” 
 
    “You didn’t see the strength of the wind I summoned when I was trying the spell earlier. It can be really powerful, if I can channel it right.” 
 
    That was a big if, of course. So far he’d summoned a storm, almost blown himself over, and then made his own hand useless for a while. He clearly didn’t have fine control over what he was doing, but this didn’t seem like a situation that needed delicacy or subtlety. What it needed was the strength to see off their pursuer. 
 
    He got himself into position kneeling in the back of the wagon, one hand clutching the codex, the other pointing back, palm outstretched. Muscles in his legs tensed as he fought to keep himself steady, not to be flung back and forth with the wagon’s jolts. He took a deep breath, felt the magic stir inside him. 
 
    The rider appeared around a bend. He was closer now, close enough for Cal to make out the dark pits of the horse’s eyes through the haze around them, its gray and flapping skin, its terrible white teeth, a creature every bit as monstrous as the one Cal had faced in the temple. 
 
    Cal pointed his hand, then hesitated. What if he summoned up a storm that would blow them off the road? Or something so feeble that all it did was make their pursuer laugh? The clatter of the uncanny horse’s hooves rattled in his head, like doubts knocking aside his intentions. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” Raya said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve done your magic for Azamar, now show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    Cal breathed out and let the magic flow. His mind touched something in the codex, almost a mind of its own. Their thoughts tangled, forming a shape that the magic ran through, emerged from his palm as a gust of wind. 
 
    Cal laughed excitedly. It was working. The magic was coming. He pushed harder, drawing more of the power through him, through the codex, into the world. Wind rushed from his hand, flapping the rider’s robes and shaking the stands of long grass to either side of the road. 
 
    The rider was still coming, leaning low over his steed’s neck, pushing it harder and faster. The gap between them continued to shrink. 
 
    Cal pushed harder too, drawing more power, more strength, more magic through him into the world. The wind whipped at him now too, something bigger than the flow from his hand. It whistled through the wagon, shook the crates, made Raya’s hair fly wildly around her head. She laughed. 
 
    “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “Keep going!” 
 
    There was a lurch that almost flung Cal out of the back of the cart. Thunder’s hoof beats grew erratic, found their rhythm, then grew unsteady again. 
 
    “What are you doing back there?” Azamar shouted. 
 
    “Summoning the wind,” Cal shouted back, amid the howl of the growing storm. “To drive the rider back.” 
 
    “You pushed the wagon up against Thunder. He keeps stumbling.” 
 
    “Oh!” Leaning against Raya, Cal pushed himself to his feet and looked toward the front of the wagon. Sure enough, the straps connecting the wagon to Thunder were shifting between slack and strained as the wind blew the wagon against the horse, then tugged it back. 
 
    “If you knock him over then we’re done for,” Azamar shouted. 
 
    Cal hastily cut off the flow of magic. The wind dropped to nothing, and Thunder found his feet again. Behind them, the dark rider cackled. 
 
    “You have to be careful,” Azamar said. “Until you’ve practiced, you won’t know the full consequences of a spell.” 
 
    Cal looked down at his hand, then at the magic on the page. Better not to use that spell again, at least not the way he had been using it. He didn’t want to be the reason why the creepy hooded figure caught up with them. 
 
    He clasped the codex tight and settled in the back of the wagon, his back against a pile of crates. He was flung about by every jolt of the road, every pitch and lurch of the wagon as it rolled at speed across potholes, ruts, and stones. Behind them, the dark figure grew closer. 
 
    “I’ve got to admit, old Thunder’s a lot more impressive than I expected,” Raya said. “You think the horse is magic too?” 
 
    “I…” To Cal, Thunder seemed like the least magical horse he had ever met, a creature firmly grounded in the mundane, a hulk of muscle whose only interests were grass and water. But he himself had shown that magic could go into almost anything. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to you turning into a proper mage, one who knows what he’s doing.” Raya winked. “I mean, apart from slaying terrifying monsters and summoning storms, ordinary things like that.” 
 
    Cal laughed, but not for long. The clatter of sinister hooves was still growing louder. 
 
    “Hold on tight!” Azamar shouted. 
 
    Cal grabbed the crates with one hand, the base of the wagon with the other. They swerved across the road, almost into a ditch at the side. Cal’s eyes went wide with alarm as the wagon rose onto the wheels of one side, then slammed back down onto all four. Someone shouted as they galloped past a wagon that had rolled into a ditch on the other side, loaded down with manure. The driver shook his fist at Azamar, who ignored him, intent on the reins and the road ahead. 
 
    “Sorry!” Cal shouted, waving to the farmer. 
 
    The farmer shrank into his seat as the ragged rider rode past, a dark and chilly presence amid the life and sunshine. 
 
    Azamar steered back to the center of the road as they approached the edge of a village. People, chickens, and pigs scattered from the street as the wagon rumbled straight at them, its wheels whirling and Thunder straining at the front. They shot past simple houses that reminded Cal of home, past vegetable plots, flowerpots, people carrying shovels and pitchforks. The people watched in confusion as the wagon raced through, then in fear as the rider reached them. Many cowered back into doorways or raised their tools defensively, as if hoping that a broom or a washboard could fend off this supernatural menace. 
 
    As they rode out of the village, a well-dressed merchant was coming in, dressed in furs and brightly dyed cloth, leading a horse laden down with bags and boxes. The horse neighed in alarm, then reared up as they shot past at speed, spilling its load across the road. The merchant moved as if to calm the beast, then saw the ragged rider and jumped into a ditch for cover, leaving his own horse to gallop away across a turnip field. 
 
    “So sorry!” Cal shouted at him. “We’d help fix that, but we’re being chased.” 
 
    The rider slowed as he approached the goods scattered by the merchant’s horse. Then his horse seemed to bunch up, and it leaped over the mess, soared through the air and landed smoothly, keeping up its run without losing a beat. 
 
    As Cal watched in frustration, their pursuer kept growing closer. 
 
    “There must be something we can do,” he said. 
 
    The wagon hit a bump in the road, almost throwing Cal again. A crate, knocked loose by the wagon’s lurching, fell off the back and into the road. Once again, the ghoulish horse jumped, soaring over the fallen crate to keep up its pursuit. Cal could hear its rasping and a scraping of bones, could almost feel the cold of its breath on his skin. 
 
    Raya winced as she pushed herself upright. 
 
    “Out of the way,” she hissed, leaning against a pile of crates. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Cal scrambled back down the wagon, across rough and shaking boards. 
 
    Raya gripped the top crate with two hands. She winced again as she picked it up and flung it with all her strength at the ghastly horse. 
 
    This time, the crate almost hit the beast. The horse swerved aside to avoid being hit, losing a little ground as it galloped off the road, then back on, a stride or two further behind than before. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Cal asked. “We need those supplies.” 
 
    As if in response, another crate shook loose and almost fell over the side. Raya grabbed it just in time, then swung it around and flung it, almost hitting their pursuer again. 
 
    “We’re going to lose them anyway,” she said. “And none of that will matter if we can’t get away.” 
 
    She picked up a sack from by her feet and swung it around her head, faster and faster. The wagon lurched, knocking her to her knees, and the sack thudded down beside her, but she was on her feet again in a moment, building up momentum once more, even as she grimaced at the pain from her shoulder. The sack picked up speed and then she let it go. It soared through the air, and hit the rider in the side, almost knocking him from his horse. The beast stumbled and slowed, losing ground before it found its pace again. At last something was going their way. 
 
    “It just might work.” Cal looked around, picked up one of the smaller but heavier crates. “Here, try this.” 
 
    Raya took the crate with both hands, exclaimed as she felt the weight of it. The crate thudded down near the back of the wagon and its contents clanked. 
 
    “What’s in that?” She yanked off the lid, then grinned as she saw what lay inside. “That’ll help.” 
 
    She flung the lid of the crate like she was skimming a flat stone across a pond. The ragged rider ducked and the square of planking sailed through the space where his head had been. 
 
    Raya pulled a lump hammer from the crate and hefted it. 
 
    “Let’s see you dodge this,” she shouted, and hurled it. 
 
    The rider had no visible face to show his alarm, but his shoulders tightened as he yanked on the reins, pulling his horse violently to one side. The hammer hit the road by its hooves, carving a deep gouge in the road. 
 
    “Let me try.” Cal grabbed a saw from the crate of tools, felt its weight for a moment, then flung it, the blade spinning as it scythed through the air. Again, horse and rider dodged aside, and the saw clattered in the road behind them. 
 
    “It’s slowing them down,” Raya said, as she flung a bag of nails. 
 
    “But is it slowing them enough?” Cal asked. “And what happens when we run out of things to throw?” 
 
    “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears, but at least my solution isn’t blowing our horse over.” 
 
    Cal could hardly disagree. His attempt to use magic had almost undone all their efforts to get away, whereas Raya’s solution was at least helping. But maybe there were other options. He’d already done several different things with his spell; maybe one of them could help. 
 
    “I need a moment,” he said, heading back down the wagon. “Hold him off.” 
 
    “Aw, but I wanted to let him get close.” Raya flung the empty tool crate. “I wanted to pet that adorable horse. She looks so friendly.” 
 
    The ghoulish horse let out a sound that was half neigh, half shattering bones. Despite the warmth of the day, its breath frosted in the air. 
 
    “Yes, you are cute.” Raya flung another sack. “You are so adorable, you cold, sinister beast.” 
 
    Cal crouched in the wagon, his codex open in front of him. He ran his fingers over the page with the spell. He wished that he could read its letters. Just touching them like this and feeling the spell in his head gave him a sense of what it was about, but that wasn’t the same as understanding. He was sure that, if he knew the details, he could control the spell more carefully, could do all sorts of amazing things with it. If he could read those words, he would achieve so much more. But for now, he had to make do with what he understood. 
 
    He grabbed a blanket and poured the wind’s power into it, the magic flowing through him and the codex, taking form. The blanket grew lighter, and when Cal let it go, it drifted off into the air, like the rock had done before, flying away like a floppy woolen bird. 
 
    His mouth was dry, every muscle in his body tense. The rider was getting closer again, the hoof beats louder, but he couldn’t let that take his attention. He needed to know if this could work. 
 
    With trembling fingers, he reached out toward another blanket. This time, he didn’t touch it, but kept his fingers a couple of hands breadths away. Again, he channeled the magic, concentrating on himself, then the codex, then the blanket. The magic flowed, but not so easily this time. He had to strain to make it do what he wanted. For an agonizing moment, he feared that it wouldn’t work. But then the blanket twitched, shook, floated into the air and away. 
 
    Gripping his codex tight, Cal stumbled down the swaying wagon, to stand beside Raya at the back. 
 
    “You’ve got a plan?” she asked, then flung a sack of oats at their pursuer. 
 
    “I’m going to inscribe the wind onto that horse,” Cal said. 
 
    “And how is that going to help?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” He raised his hand. “At least, I hope you will.” 
 
    He stared at the ghastly, hollow-eyed horse that was pursuing them, its every breath icy and rattling, dark drool running from its lips. It had been hard to make a connection from himself to the blanket when that was almost in reach. It was even harder now, with the horse a man’s height behind them and more, with the lurching of the wagon and the movements of the horse constantly changing the direction and distance between them. But he could do this. He had to do this. 
 
    Cal called upon the wind, not as something to rage around him, but as something concentrated, a lifting force. With his mind, he reached through the air to the horse, and let the magic flow. 
 
    “Come on,” he muttered to himself. “You can do this.” 
 
    He pushed as hard as he could, then let the magic go, and stood back to watch the results. 
 
    The horse just kept coming, racing after them. 
 
    “Did it work?” Raya asked. 
 
    Cal shook his head, frustrated. “I’ll try again.” 
 
    He took a long breath in, calling in magic with it, feeling the power flow from the world into him. His hand tightened around the codex, a reminder of the connection between him and the book, a reforging of that link. 
 
    The magic swirled and flowed through him, taking form as it went. It curled and eddied like the wind itself, like gusts running through his soul. The sensation was exhilarating, like the jolt that came from leaping into an icy cold river combined with the heady buzz of drinking wine. He raised his hand, reached out, and pushed his mind, his will, his magical power across the gap. He felt the horse’s presence, cold, dark, and awful. The magic flowed. 
 
    The horse’s hooves lifted off the ground. Just one at first, pawing empty air instead of dirt, but then another, then all of them. It ran in mid-air, drifting upward. 
 
    Without any purchase on the ground, only momentum kept the horse moving. It drifted to a stop and hung there, legs flailing useless above the road. The figure on its back kicked at its flanks and yanked on the reins, then slapped the horse across the back of the head, trying to push it down. The horse reared up, letting out a dreadful rattling sound, and the rider fell from its back. As the horse floated up and away, the rider crashed down in the dirt. 
 
    “You did it!” Raya exclaimed, flinging her arms in the air. “Woohoo!” 
 
    The wagon kept racing along the road, but now Thunder’s hooves were the only ones Cal could hear. They watched as their fallen pursuer disappeared into the distance, going from a prone figure shaking their fist to a distant blob on the road, to nothing at all as they rounded a bend and lost sight of them between the hills. 
 
    Cal slumped back amid the remains of their provisions, and Raya did the same, their shoulders pressing together as they sank into the blankets that Cal hadn’t sent flying away. 
 
    “What a relief.” He let out a long sigh and clutched the codex tight. “I’ve got to admit, I wasn’t sure that was going to work.” 
 
    “You weren’t sure?” Raya laughed. “I wasn’t even sure what you were trying to do, never mind whether it was a good idea.” 
 
    “It was good though, right?” 
 
    “Good?” She laughed even louder. “When I watched that idiot fall off the horse, and it was still flailing its legs, vanishing into the sky… I don’t think I’ve seen a better sight in my whole life.” 
 
    They rode on for a while longer, the distance between them and their pursuer growing. 
 
    “Hey, Azamar!” Cal shouted, once he thought they had gone far enough. “You can slow down.” 
 
    “What?” Azamar shouted, his voice half drowned out by the rumble of the wagon and hammering of hooves. 
 
    “Slow down!” Cal and Raya shouted together. 
 
    “We got away,” Cal added proudly. 
 
    The wagon slowed down and, not long after, drew off the road, to stop beside a willow tree, its long branches trailing into a stream. Azamar looked back along the road, nodded, then unhooked Thunder from the harness and took the horse around the side of the tree. Thunder dipped his snouted into the waters and neighed gratefully before he started on a well-earned drink. With that done, Azamar came around to the back of the wagon. He surveyed their diminished supplies. 
 
    “What happened here?” he asked. 
 
    Cal and Raya explained all the things they’d tried to throw off the rider, and how Cal’s magic had eventually worked. Their voices ran over and around each other, rising gleefully as they shared in the story of their adventure. It was only as they neared the end that the racing of Cal’s heart slowed to something like normal. 
 
    Despite their close escape, Azamar looked less excited. Cal felt disappointed at the response. He and Raya had just been through an escapade like nothing they’d ever experienced. Was this just another day on the road for the mage, one more chase among many? Or was something else bothering him? 
 
    “You should be happy, magic man,” Raya said. “Between your driving and Cal’s magic, we got away.” She raised her voice. “And your efforts too, Thunder. Well done that horse.” 
 
    “We’ve escaped one threat,” Azamar said, with a shake of his head. “But we’re not out of trouble yet—not by a long shot.” 
 
    “What do you mean? That guy doesn’t even have a horse any more. No way he’s going to catch up with us.” 
 
    “You think a single scruffy rider is the only threat we face?” 
 
    “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “But nothing.” 
 
    Azamar leaned in and prodded Raya’s bandaged shoulder with his finger. She yelped in pain and slapped his hand away. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” she snapped. 
 
    “To make a point.” Azamar gestured back along the road they had raced down. “That monster at the shrine was different from the ones I have encountered before. Darker. Imbued with a magic that should not have been there. It’s left you with a wound that isn’t behaving as it should. If you can’t appreciate what that means, then you are even more the backwater children I had hoped you would not be.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair!” Cal put in. “We haven’t seen all the strange things you have. We’re doing the best we can with what we know. If you want us to do better then explain things to us, instead of grumbling about what we haven’t done.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Raya nodded approvingly. “Good work, Cal. I wasn’t sure you had it in you to stand up to this jerk. And you, magic man, do you want to offer something other than ominous frowns?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Azamar turned away, then paced back and forth, tugging at his beard. His face twitched as he grappled with whatever was on his mind. 
 
    “That darkness at the shrine, it must mean that he is coming for us directly,” he said. “I hadn’t anticipated that happening, at least not yet.” 
 
    Cal, wondering who the “he” was, sat up and opened his mouth, ready to ask. But Raya grabbed his arm and shook her head. 
 
    “Let him talk now he’s started,” she whispered. “We can fill in the gaps later.” 
 
    “That rider won’t be the only one after us,” Azamar continued, kicking up dirt as he kept pacing. By the stream, Thunder let out a small whiny and swished his tail. “If he is serious, if her realizes what we’re about and what’s at stake, then he will send far more our way. Not all of his resources, not yet, not until he knows where he is hunting and what he is hunting for, but still…” 
 
    He stopped in his tracks and looked around at them, his gaze intent, his expression serious. 
 
    “We need to go somewhere to lay low and resupply,” he said. “We need to go to Vorozlat.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal knew that the city of Vorozlat would be larger than Pebbert, larger even than several Pebberts put together. He knew that it was going to be bigger and more varied than anywhere he had ever been in his life. As the wagon rolled through the hills, toward the city, he tried to imagine what it would be like: hundreds of houses, markets every day, maybe four or five whole taverns. But nothing could have prepared him for the reality of what he saw as they rolled over the crest of a hill and the city came into view. 
 
    “That’s…” he said, mouth hanging open. “It’s…” 
 
    “Amazing,” Raya managed, just a little more coherently than him. 
 
    “I support it’s all right, as cities go,” Azamar said. 
 
    “All right? It’s the size of a forest!” Cal exclaimed. 
 
    “Two, even,” Raya added. 
 
    Vorozlat sprawled like a dirty, slumbering monster across the mouth of a wide river. Its districts spread for miles in both directions along the coast and inland, while floating homes and offshore industries drifted out on the waters, the city’s inhabitants unwilling to be limited by the mere absence of land. Even vertically, the city was far larger than Pebbert, with towers and tenements rising into the sky, and around them the pall of smoke that came from thousands of hearth fires and industrial works. Someone had tried to shackle this mad beast by throwing a ring of walls around it, but Vorozlat would not be contained. Industrial buildings had spread like mold along the river banks, cheap homes across the inland fields. The whole thing was a monument to what sentient creatures could achieve if they set their mind to it, or perhaps if they left their minds out of it and went wherever their instincts led them. 
 
    As their wagon approached the city, it joined a solid snake of traffic drawn out along a road that ran parallel with the river, like the one that followed the Varn through Pebbert. There were wagons and carts, horse riders and mule trains, pedestrians carrying bags and pushing barrows, even a set of strange, long-necked creatures with humps rising from their backs. 
 
    “What are those?” Cal asked, pointing at the animals. 
 
    “What?” Azamar turned quickly, then relaxed when he saw what Cal was pointing out. “Oh, those are just camels. They’re a bit like horses, but from areas with a lot of deserts.” 
 
    “What about that one, with the shiny shell?” 
 
    “That’s a war rhino. The thick plates are armor, not a shell.” 
 
    “Is that a rhino too?” 
 
    “No, that’s a pack crab, they carry goods on land and water. Its shell is actually a shell.” 
 
    The people were as varied and wonderful as the animals. Cal spotted elves, slender and elegant with pointed ears; short, stout dwarfs with bushy beards and heavy work clothes; even a gang of ogres carrying felled trees to a mill. People who had sprung from completely different stock exchanged greetings with casual ease, and insults just as liberally when they got in each others’ way. Every moment on the road sounded like the height of Pebbert’s spring fair, there was so much noise and chatter. It was almost as overwhelming as the smell. 
 
    “What is that?” Cal asked, clutching his nose. 
 
    “What now?” Azamar asked, taking a deep sniff. To Cal’s amazement, he didn’t gag. 
 
    “The sharp smell that burns on the way down.” 
 
    “Oh, that. It’s the tanneries. They do make quite an unpleasant stink.” 
 
    “I’ve smelled a tannery before,” Raya said. “It was never this bad.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the tannery alone, is it? There’s the alchemical works too, the charcoal burners, and the dust from the sawmills. Then throw in a hundred thousand hearth fires and four hundred thousand bodies, most of them sweaty from labor. Plus animals and their dung in the streets and markets.” 
 
    “It smells like a monster died!” 
 
    “Wait until you get near the fish market, then you’ll know some truly terrible smells.” 
 
    Raya pulled a face. “I’m not sure I want to see the big city any more.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun.” Cal took a deep breath, managed not to cough this time. “And I’m sure we’ll get used to it.” 
 
    To his own surprise, he turned out to be right remarkably quickly. By the time they approached the gate in the city walls, he was hardly noticing the smell at all, his attention drawn instead by the people. He knew enough from books and travelers tales’ to work out what race people were, but he had never seen most of them before, and it was wonderful to have the chance now. 
 
    Elves were the easiest to pick out, partly because he’d seen one once in the tavern at Pebbert, partly because they were so tall. They had something like a glow to them, an aura that made it hard to look away. One or two were scarred, but all looked beautiful to him, with the long necks, slender features, and flawlessly smooth skin. Most of them wore their hair long over loose, flowing robes, though there were some who had swung to other extremes, with short, choppy haircuts to show off their ears, or heavy boots and fur-trimmed leathers that exaggerated the slenderness of the figures underneath. 
 
    The dwarfs were harder to spot, because they were shorter than the rest, and so disappeared into bustling crowds. Most of them were bearded, and many wore iron rings, small stone sculptures, or pieces of bone woven through their beards. Most carried tools or weapons and wore heavy clothes with edges and joins worn from long use. But the most amazing ones he saw were a choir in long blue robes and raised collars, their beards oiled and sculpted into shapes like tangled snakes, who stood on parked wagon, singing a song so deep and melodious that it shook Cal to his heart. 
 
    The ogres were the most comforting to see. They were taller and broader than most humans, with gray-green skin and tusks at the corners of their mouths, a sight that should have been frightening to behold. But they held themselves like the farmers and laborers Cal knew from back home, and their simple clothes would have seemed familiar in Pebbert, unlike so many of the outfits city people wore. 
 
    There were other races too, tall and short, shout and slender, elegant and grotesque, types of people Cal couldn’t even name. He wondered if he looked as amazing to them as they did to him, but then realized how unlikely that was. These people saw strangeness every day, until it probably wasn’t strange any more. It was only to a country boy like him, staring up at the walls as they approached, that every inhabitant of this place stood out. 
 
    A group of men and women stood by the city gates, wearing matching tabards and carrying matching spears. Scraps of armor poked out from under their uniforms. Most of them were human, but they included an ogre and a dwarf. 
 
    “Guards,” Azamar said, his voice dripping with disdain. “Just stay quiet. I’ll do the talking.” 
 
    Most of the traffic was flowing through the gates without trouble, under the vast stone arch that led to the city proper. But something about the wagon must have caught the guards’ attention, because the ogre stepped out and waved them over. Azamar drew the wagon to the side of the road, then to a stop. The leader of the guards, a woman with a crooked nose and an ugly club hanging from her belt, swaggered over and peered into the back of the wagon. 
 
    “What brings you to the city, grandpa?” she asked. 
 
    “Just visiting,” Azamar replied. 
 
    “And these supplies are all for you?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Strange, because I thought some of them were for me.” The guard pushed the lid off one of the crates and peered inside. Cal, sitting nearby, tensed at the look she gave him, like a wolf eying a lamb out in the hills. “Sure of it, in fact.” 
 
    “Sergeant, there’s no need for this,” Azamar said. “You don’t want to cause us trouble.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” the woman stepped toward him, drawing her club as she went. The ogre loomed behind her, and another guard to either side. “I don’t think I’m the one causing trouble.” 
 
    Next to Cal, Raya’s hand slid slowly toward her sword, and Cal took a breath, ready to summon his codex. But Azamar simply sighed and rummaging around in his robes. He pulled a flap aside, and Cal caught a brief glimpse of a small metal badge before the robes fell back across it. 
 
    The guards got a better look at the badge, and it clearly meant a lot more to them than to Cal. They immediately stepped back, backs straightening, opportunistic leers turning into looks of respect tinged with fear. The sergeant’s club disappeared back into her belt. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, sir,” she said. “I had no idea.” 
 
    “That much was clear.” Azamar’s voice, previously soft, turned hard as steel. “I trust we are done here?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” 
 
    The sergeant jerked her head, and the others rushed to divert the passing traffic, making space for Azamar’s wagon to rejoin the flow. 
 
    “Can we offer you an escort somewhere, sir?” she asked. “Perhaps a guide through the city?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Azamar said. “If I want to get lost, I can do it for myself.” 
 
    “I can’t apologize enough for the intrusion, sir.” 
 
    “No, you can’t, so get out of my way.” Azamar flicked his reins and the wagon rolled out into the flow of traffic. If anyone else had noticed something odd, or absorbed the respects that the guards now showed for Azamar, it wasn’t shown in the space they made for the wagon. Soon, it was surrounded, jostled by traffic from both sides, just as it had been before. 
 
    Inside the city walls, the atmosphere was even more intense than it had been approaching along the road. Sounds rebounded and accumulated between the buildings lining the streets, the chatter of voices and creaking of wagons building to a cacophony. The air was thicker, without the sharp wreak of the tanneries and alchemical works, but with even more smoke, even more sweat, even more dung, and no wind to carry it away. 
 
    Cal stared up at the buildings around them. Some were made of wood, some of stone, some of brick. Many had plaster covering their lower floors, though none had the dirt daub that was common out in the river valley he called home. Some were brightly painted, either in single blocks of color or in sprawling murals designed to flow around windows and doors. The tallest buildings stretched many times higher than any tree he had ever seen, ending in spires or crenelated peaks. Even the shortest were three floors high, with peaked roof tiles or thatch above that. Shop signs swung and merchants leaned from windows and doorways, calling out their wares. 
 
    If a giant had scooped up all of Pebbert, every person and place Cal knew, and crammed them together into a single street, it still wouldn’t have been as busy as this. He stared, slack-jawed, at it all. 
 
    “Close your mouth, Cal,” Azamar said. “You never know what you’ll catch that way.” 
 
    A group of people wearing frayed scraps of cloth tramped past, ringing bells and screaming about the end of the world. The dwarf leading them was wild-eyed, his beard sticking out in crusty spikes. 
 
    “What was that back there?” Raya asked, leaning in toward Azamar. 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    “The badge that you showed to the guards. It clearly put the fright into them.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Nothing truly alarming, just proof of my affiliation with the Library.” 
 
    Raya leaned back, scratching her cheek. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very useful. Who cares was secret society you’re part of?” 
 
    Azamar chuckled and shot her a knowing look, before turning his attention back to navigating the crowded streets. 
 
    “What makes you think that the Library is a secret society?” 
 
    “The fact that I’d never heard of it.” 
 
    “Have you heard of the Constitutionalists’ Guild?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The Palace of Whithered Dreams?” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “The Whispered Word of Princess Demenest?” 
 
    “You’re just making these up,” Raya said, crossing her arms and glaring at him. 
 
    “Maybe one of them.” Azamar chuckled. “The point is, there are countless things that you would never have heard of in your small, provincial village, but that people living in a cosmopolitan city like this are familiar with. The Library might be unknown in Pebbert, but in a place like this, they are talked about with hushed, fearful voices. And while there are better ways to manage people than through fear, it has its uses.” 
 
    Cal leaned forward, eager to hear more. 
 
    “If the Library isn’t a secret society, then what is it?” he asked. “I mean, we know what it is on the inside, mages organizing themselves, but what does it look like to the outside world?” 
 
    “The Library changes form, to suit its times and the challenges it faces. Historically, it has has been everything from a charitable organization to a bloodthirsty, warmongering state. Sometimes, its members have held a throne or two, though more often they have stood behind them, whispering from the shadows. But no matter what changes, a certain sinister mystique remains, especially among those who have to deal with the levers of power, people like princes, guild leaders, and even lowly guards. They have learned to be cautious when dealing with the Library’s agents, and rightly so.” 
 
    He turned the wagon off the busy street and into a square. Most of the buildings along the sides had artisans’ workshops on their ground floors, with signs hanging above the doors and wares out on trestle stalls in front. Every so often, this pattern was interrupted by a wide arch with a different sort of sign hanging over it: a bunch of grapes, and cracked cup, an apple with a bite missing. 
 
    “This one, I think,” Azamar said, steering through one of the arches. The sign above it showed an upturned bottle, one last drop running from its mouth. 
 
    Through the arch, they drove into a broad courtyard. More wagons were parked along one side, and past them was the entrance to a stable. It was quieter here than in the streets, but a murmur of conversation drifted out of a pair of doors on the left, and down the steps from there to the courtyard. 
 
    A pair of youths, perhaps four years younger than Cal and Raya, rushed down the steps to meet them. One was a girl, the other a boy, but they had very similar freckle-dappled faces, and the same long blond hair. 
 
    “Welcome to the Last Drop,” the girl said, taking hold of Thunder’s bridle. “How long would you like to stay?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.” Azamar flipped a coin off each of his thumbs, one to the girl and one to the boy. They caught the payment, which disappeared immediately up their sleeves. “But Thunder here has had a long journey, so please see that he’s well tended to.” 
 
    “Of course.” The girl smiled. 
 
    “And have our goods stored in one of your lock rooms, then bring me the key.” 
 
    “Of course.” The boy gave a small bow. 
 
    Azamar climbed down from the wagon’s board. 
 
    “Come on, you two,” he said. “Bring whatever you’ll need for the night. We’re going to get a room.” 
 
    Cal wasn’t sure what he would need for a night in the city. Would they need fuel for their fire, cooking pots, things to eat? Should they bring their own blankets, or would the inn supply them? What about water skins, or… 
 
    “Come on, come on.” Azamar looked back at him from the top of the steps. “Our hosts need to stow the wagon before another one arrives.” 
 
    Cal dug out his bag of apothecary equipment, stuffed a spare tunic in the top, and grabbed a sack of dried food off the heap. Then he jumped down off the wagon and followed Raya up the stairs. 
 
    At first glance, the interior of the tavern was a lot like the one back home, though busy enough for a festival night, not a workday afternoon. People sat on stools around tables made from overturned casks, eating and drinking, talking and playing dice. In the corner, someone was playing a lute, and the smell of stew drifted from the doorway to a back room. 
 
    In other ways, it was quite unlike anything he’d seen in Pebbert. For starters, this one room of this one tavern was twice as large as the main room of the old home tavern, with balconies and mezzanines adding to the space, and two wagon wheels covered in candles hanging from the ceiling to illuminate them. Some of the people had ordinary working clothes, but at least half were dressed in ways seldom seen back home. The bright colors of merchants showing off their wealth; the leather and armor scraps of mercenaries and professional hard people; pale robes and colored belts like Master Ozry had hanging up in the back of his shop, and that were the official mark of scholars, doctors, and other learned folk. 
 
    As in the street, the people inside those clothes were incredibly varied too. There were elves, dwarfs, ogres, and others mixing freely with the humans. Someone half Cal’s size hovered on wings like those of a giant dragonfly over one of the tables, a goblet in her slender hands. Even the humans were move varied, from a tiny old woman to a man almost as broad as an ogre, some bald and some hairy, some tattooed, some scarred, their hair a wild range of natural and dyed colors, their skins a hundred different hues. 
 
    While Cal and Raya stood trying not to stare, Azamar went to a hatch near the bar. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Cal whispered. He didn’t want anyone to overhear him, in case they took him for some dull rural lad, or took offense at being treated as novelties. 
 
    “It really is.” Raya turned her head to take it all in, then winced and pressed a hand against her wounded shoulder. She muttered something under his breath. 
 
    “How is it?” Cal asked. 
 
    “Remember that time Jurb’s horse kicked me?” 
 
    “How could I forget. It broke your leg, and half your skin was a giant bruise.” 
 
    “This is worse than that.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a salve.” Cal swung his bag around, ready to reach in for ingredients. 
 
    Ray laid a hand on his arm. “Wait until we’re settled.” 
 
    “But you’re in pain.” 
 
    “I’ve been in pain all day. I can wait a few more moments.” 
 
    Azamar returned holding three matching keys. He handed one each to Cal and Raya. 
 
    “This way.” He led them through a door at the back of the room, up a narrow and dimly lit set of stairs, and down a narrow corridor. Halfway along, he stopped in front of a door and unlocked it with his key. “Here we are. Our home away from the wagon, for now, at least.” 
 
    They followed him in. The room was narrow, bare, and dim, with four slender cots lining the walls to either side. At the end was a window. Azamar flung the shutters open, revealing the street beyond, with all its chatter and smells. By the extra light, Cal spotted a small shelf above each bed, plastered with candle wax, and space under the beds where they could stow their possessions, though he supposed that the spare fourth bed would also do for that. 
 
    It wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t as if he needed a lot of space to sleep in. But Cal did wonder about some of the other features that weren’t there. 
 
    “Where do we cook?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ll eat in the main tavern, or buy street food.” Azamar slung his bag down on a bed by the door. “It’s a chance for you to try more of the wonders of the big city, and for me to get back to sophisticated flavors at last.” 
 
    “What if we need to clean up?” 
 
    “There’s a wash house off the courtyard.” 
 
    “What about—” 
 
    “Whatever it is you want, the answer won’t lie in here. This room is just for sleeping in. We have a whole city to serve our other needs.” Azamar straightened his robes, took a pouch from his bag, and stowed it out of sight. “Now, I need to track down some of my trusted Library contacts, to make sense of what’s been happening to us.” 
 
    “Can we come with you?” 
 
    Azamar shook his head. “Some of these people are on the paranoid side. That’s what makes them good at what they do. If I turn up with strangers, I might not get any answers, if I get to meet with them at all.” 
 
    “But we don’t know where to go in the city.” 
 
    “Good. I need you to be careful. Don’t leave the room unless it’s absolutely necessary, understand?” 
 
    Cal and Raya both nodded. 
 
    “Good.” Azamar glanced out of the window again. “I’ll try to keep this as quick as I can, then get back to see to you two.” 
 
    He left the room, and the door clicked shut behind him. 
 
    “A chance to do nothing for a while.” Raya sank onto one of the beds. “I can live with that.” 
 
    “I should have a look at your wound.” Cal opened his bag and took out a bowl. “But first I should fetch water. Will you be all right for a few moments on your own?” 
 
    “No, I will completely fall apart without you,” Raya said with sarcasm so heavy it could have sunk a fishing boat. She stuck her hands behind her head, closed her eyes, and lay back with a satisfied smile. 
 
    Clutching his bowl, Cal left the room. He stopped in the corridor long enough to make sure he knew which room it was, then made his way back through the tavern, carefully noting his route. No one paid him any attention in the main room, and it wasn’t until he was out in the courtyard that anyone even looked his way. 
 
    “After something?” asked the girl who had greeted them. 
 
    “I’m looking for the wash house, please.” 
 
    “Through there.” 
 
    Cal went where the girl pointed, to a cool, stone-lined room with several basins and a single metal pump. He worked the handle of the pump, and soon got enough water to fill his bowl. He carried it back through the inn, careful not to knock elbows with any of the other patrons, or to get distracted by them, despite the flashes of jewelery and fascinating different footwear that he now noticed they wore. He would have to come back for those things later. Raya was more important than all the wonders the city could offer. 
 
    When he got back to their room, she was asleep, letting out the gentlest of soft snores. It was tempting to let her rest, in hopes that it would give her body time to heal, but if there was a problem with the wound then it was better to catch it soon. 
 
    “Come on, sit up,” Cal said, gently nudging her awake. “I need to get a look at that shoulder.” 
 
    “Don’t wanna.” She rolled away from him, toward the wall. 
 
    “It’ll be good for you.” 
 
    “Sleep’s good for me.” 
 
    “I’ll feel better once I know you’ve been treated.” 
 
    She groaned and rolled over. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She took his hand and used to it pull herself upright. They sat next to each other on the edge of the bed, her arm warm against his. 
 
    “Suppose I’d better take this off.” She winked. “Never thought I’d be undressing for you today, but we’ve got time before the magic man comes back.” 
 
    She unlaced her leather tunic, which she’d repaired on the journey to the city, and slid it off. Then she drew aside the edge of her sleeveless undershirt, revealing a shoulder swathed in stained bandages. Cal leaned in closer and sniffed at it. 
 
    “What are you, a dog?” Raya asked. 
 
    “It’s the first stage of diagnosis,” Cal said, determined not to be hurt by her sharp tone. She was in pain, she didn’t mean to be rude. “The smell can tell you a lot about how a wound is doing.” 
 
    “And what do you smell?” There was a faint tremor in her voice, one that most people wouldn’t have noticed. To Cal, it was a sure sign of the fear she was trying to hide. The pain of the wound must be really worrying her. 
 
    “It’s not great,” he admitted. “But that might just be because we need to change the bandages.” 
 
    Carefully, he teased out the ends of the bandage, which he had folded away, and unfastened them. Then he started unwrapping it. With each turn of the cloth, the stains on the bandage grew darker and the rotten smell worse. Raya winced as he peeled back layers of cloth, and he slowed down, hoping to cause her less pain. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Better to get it over with.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    After that, Cal worked fast, swiftly unwrapping the remaining layers. Raya gritted her teeth but made no sound as the crusted cloth came away. 
 
    “I’ll need to clean the wound out, to see what’s happening and reduce the risk of it putrefying.” Cal dipped a cloth in the bowl of water, then in herbs that would numb a little of the pain. “Sorry, but this is going to hurt more.” 
 
    “Worse than losing my arm?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “Then do it.” 
 
    He worked as quickly and gently as he could, but neither quick nor gentle was entirely possible when cleaning out a deep and ragged wound. As he worked, a sinking feeling descended over him, and not just from the way that Raya whimpered as he cleaned deeper down. Not only was the wound weeping, a dark pus unlike anything he had seen before, but the whole shoulder was red and inflamed. Whatever was wrong here, it was spreading, and it was getting worse as it went. 
 
    His fingers tingled, and he didn’t think that just came from the herbs he was using. This infection had magic to it. That didn’t mean an apothecary couldn’t heal it, at least not as far as Cal knew, but it made things more complicated. It meant they were outside his experience. 
 
    “What’s the diagnosis?” Raya asked. 
 
    Cal inched away from her and braced himself to deliver the bad news. 
 
    “It’s acting like it’s infected,” he said. “Which doesn’t make sense, because the salve I used should have prevented that. The herbs destroy the pestilence and keeps the wound clean.” 
 
    “Not clean enough.” Raya twisted her head around to look at the wound. “Urgh, that’s not good.” 
 
    Cal rummaged in his sack, pulling out the ingredients he’d used before, and one more, to help with the pain. He put them in his mortar and started grind them. 
 
    “I thought that didn’t work?” Raya asked, hope in her voice despite her words. 
 
    “It can’t make things worse, and it’s the best I can do with what I know.” Cal mashed the ingredients hard, vented his frustrations through the pestle as he reduced the plants to a smooth paste. Countryside smells of fresh herbs and green plants filled the room, briefly overwhelming Vorozlat’s big city stink of smoke and sweat, and even the putrid scent of the wound. “I’ll rebind your wound with this, then try to find something stronger.” 
 
    He scooped some of the mixture straight into Raya’s wound, smearing it into the cracks with his fingers, then spread the rest across a dressing. 
 
    “When you say find something stronger, you mean playing around with your ingredients?” Raya looked straight at him. “Because I’m not sure how I feel about having you experiment on me. I’ve seen what happens when the farmers try different doses for their sick sheep, and not all of the sheep come out well.” 
 
    “I’m not going to experiment. There’s no way I could make anything that works, not with what I have and what I know.” He pressed the dressing against the wound and started tying it in place, wrapping the bandage around and around Raya’s shoulder. “I’ll have to go out and find something stronger.” 
 
    “Go out? Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Cal looked up from his work. His face was less than two hands breadths from Raya’s, so close he felt the warmth of her breath on his skin. He was surprised to hear her speak out against something adventurous like exploring the city, especially when it was needed to tackle her pain. But in her eyes he saw concern, not for herself but for him. 
 
    He paused for a moment, fingers on the bandages, looking her in the eye so close he could see brown flecks amid the green. 
 
    “I’m sure.” He tied off the bandage and stood up. “This city is huge. There are a dozen taverns just on this square. There must be hundreds of apothecaries, ones as smart and experienced as Master Ozry, maybe even better than him.” 
 
    He didn’t like to speak ill of his former master, but Ozry had been working with the limited ingredients that could be bought off travelers through Pebbert, and for the limited needs of the village’s people. Here, there would be ingredients from all over the world, catering to exotic ailments and unusual needs, and apothecaries learning off each other all the time. The odds were good that there was someone more capable than Ozry, with stronger medicines. 
 
    There had to be, for Raya’s sake. 
 
    “One of them is bound to have something that can help you,” he said. 
 
    “This is stupid,” Raya said. “It’s not like I’m dying. You can wait until Azamar comes back.” 
 
    “You could get sicker while that happens.” 
 
    “Or I could get better. You don’t know.” 
 
    “I do, and so do you.” He pressed a hand against her brow, felt the heat and sweat of a rising fever. 
 
    “Cal!” Raya batted his hand away. “You don’t know the city. You don’t know where the apothecaries are.” 
 
    “I’ll find them.” 
 
    “You don’t know what dangers there are.” 
 
    “After what we’ve been through, I can face them.” 
 
    “Azamar warned us not to leave the room unless it was absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “And this is absolutely necessary, because it’s looking after you.” 
 
    “Argh!” Raya flung her hand in the air. “You stubborn, pig-headed, reckless…” 
 
    “Coming from you, I’ll take all that as compliments.” 
 
    Cal took a pouch of coins out of his bag, and hid it away in his tunic. He contemplated going to the wagon and retrieving his short sword, then decided against it, not knowing what was allowed in the city, what might alarm the guards or draw unwanted attention. 
 
    “Relax,” he said. “Get that sleep you wanted. I’ll be back soon enough.” 
 
    Raya glared at him, but there was a hint of a smile hidden in her expression. 
 
    “You’d better be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The streets of the city were even more amazing and bewildering to navigate on foot. Cal couldn’t see across people’s heads any more, and sights that had stood out from that vantage point vanished from view, or loomed suddenly out of the mass of moving bodies, like animals lurching out of a foggy morning. Even navigating by the high points of towers and raised roofs, he sometimes had to crane his neck to see around the ogres, elves, and people riding horses or carts. 
 
    In Pebbert, it was unusual to be packed in closely with other people. It happened in the tavern during winter celebrations, when joviality and ale helped everyone tolerate the jostling and close packed bodies, but even those festivities went outdoors in summer rather than cram in like this. Very occasionally, there was a village meeting in one of the barns, to discuss how they would recover from a flood or deal with a pack of wolves that threatened flocks out in the hills. But even in those meetings, people tried to give each other space. 
 
    In Vorozlat, things were very different. People pushed up against each other just to get down the street. They ducked and weaved, jabbed with elbows or glared pointedly at those who stood in their way. He couldn’t go two steps without some stranger brushing against him. It made Cal deeply uncomfortable, to lose his personal space like this, to have people he’d never even met sliding past only a finger’s breadth away, or worse yet, touching him, bodies pressed together as they navigated around a stall or wagon. Even where the crowds were thinner, there wasn’t space for a person to be comfortable, to get even a single stride away from everyone else. He didn’t know whether this was a city thing, or whether it was unique to Vorozlat, but his body responded with a constant tension, muscles braced and ready to spring at the threats he felt. 
 
    On the other hand, there were amazing sights too. An ogre bridal party, flowers in their hair and ribbons around their tusks, dancing out of a temple. A woman in armor riding a giant cat with orange stripes, the creature growling at anyone who caught its eye. An entertainer on stilts, chatting with the crowd as he juggled flaming clubs. Cal couldn’t tell whether people were paying out of appreciation for the man’s skill or fear that he might drop the burning brands on them, but Cal was impressed, and he threw a small coin into the juggler’s collection. 
 
    Past the junction with the juggler, a street led down to a marketplace, the bright awnings of the taller stalls visible between the heads of the crowd. Cal paused for a moment, looking around to get his bearings and make sure he could find his way back to the tavern. Just doing that drew angry glares from a washerwoman and a pair of dwarfs, who had to weave around him as he formed an unexpected obstacle in their path. 
 
    With his directions secured, Cal headed on toward the market. As he emerged from the street, he was surprised to find an open space, and almost stumbled into it, past the crowd of spectators gathered there. Curious, he joined them. 
 
     A man stood alone in the middle of an empty ring of rope. We was dressed in long, bright blue robes, decorated with pieces of silvery material and stars stitched with white thread. Over this, he wore the most ostentatious jewelry that Cal had ever seen, a chain of thick golden hoops with a red gemstone gleaming at the end. He had a long gray beard, despite a complexion too smooth to be more than thirty years old. 
 
    The man lifted a stick with another gem on the end and colored ribbons spiraling down its length. He tapped it against the folding table that sat in front of him, covered with a velvet cloth. 
 
    “For my next trick,” the man announced, “I will make a rabbit magically appear in this bowl.” 
 
    The crowd watched with curiosity but not much excitement. Cal, on the other hand, was thrilled. From everything Azamar had said, he had thought that it might be weeks, longer even, before he met any other mages, but here was one right in front of him, working his magic openly in a city street. It would be rude to interrupt him while he was giving his lesson, but perhaps if Cal stuck around he could talk to the man afterward and find out where he had found his spells. 
 
    The mage pulled a bowl out of a sack next to him and tipped it on its side, then turned, showing its empty interior to the crowd. 
 
    “As you can see, a perfectly ordinary bowl,” he said. “Nothing inside it but empty air. Empty air and the potential for something more.” He winked. “Now watch carefully, as I place the bowl on the table…” 
 
    He set the bowl down and drew the corners of the cloth over it, his long and baggy sleeves trailing in among the dark velvet. Cal wondered if shorter sleeves might not be more practical for this, so that the crowd could more clearly see what the mage did with the bowl and with his hands. 
 
    Once the bowl was covered, the mage tapped his wand against it and loudly pronounced words that meant nothing to Cal. He wondered if this was what it sounded like when you read the strange words from a codex. Then the mage whipped back the corners of the cloth, and a white rabbit poked his head out of the bowl. 
 
    The crowd applauded, none louder than Cal. Next to him, a boy tugged at his mother’s sleeve. 
 
    “Here, didn’t he have it up his—” the boy began. 
 
    “Ssh,” the mother said. “Don’t spoil it for the others.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Cal called out, raising his hand. 
 
    “Yes, my fine friend.” The mage flourished his wand. “You have a question, or perhaps a request? You’ve seen my tricks before and have a favorite?” 
 
    “I was wondering where your codex is.” 
 
    “My what now?” 
 
    “Your codex, to cast the spells from.” 
 
    The mage gave him a fixed smile. Several other people in the crowd gave Cal suspicious glances. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know about that,” the mage said. “But perhaps you’d like to see the trick with the dove?” 
 
    Cal frowned. He had missed something here. A lot of attention was on him now, for asking a question that had seemed perfectly natural to him. He looked more closely at the mage, and realized as his medallion turned that it didn’t catch the light like it should. It wasn’t a real gem on a gold chain, but something painted and varnished to look that way. Suddenly, the man’s robes seemed more shabby, and Cal noticed how gray dust from his beard smeared the fabric behind it. Something wriggled in the man’s robes, and he hastily drew an arm across to hide it. 
 
    Cal glanced down at the boy next to him. 
 
    “Told you,” the boy whispered. 
 
    Cal wasn’t sure what he’d been watching, but it clearly wasn’t what he’d been looking for. 
 
    “My mistake,” he said, and hurriedly drew back through the crowd, away from the awkwardly grinning entertainer and the stares of other audience members. 
 
    Blushing in embarrassment at having been taken in by the stranger’s fake magic, Cal hurried toward the market he had previously been heading for. Maybe he would find an apothecary there, or someone he could buy herbs and minerals from to make more treatments himself. Maybe there would even be someone selling books, like the ones that Master Ozry looked in when he wasn’t sure about a recipe. Those books had to come from somewhere, why not a market stall? 
 
    By now, Cal was getting used to the larger scale that everything existed on here in the city. Still, the market impressed him. It sprawled across a square three times the size of the one used for the spring and harvest time fairs at Pebbert, and the stalls were crammed in far closer together. Many of them had striped tents or bright canopies. Even the traders who sat on the ground around the edges displayed their wares on colorful blankets and had banners on poles drawing attention to their presence. 
 
    Not knowing where to start, Cal picked a part of the market at random and headed that way. The stalls here were a strange assortment. Some had statues and ornaments, things carved with breath-taking detail and intricacy. Others held clothes, usually in a single one of the styles that Cal had seen around the city, made from richly colored cloth, long swathes of fur, or pristine sheets of leather. There were stalls that held highly decorated cups and bowls; ones with embroidered blankets and sheets; one that sold nothing but jewelry. How could anybody want enough of these things for a stall keeper to make a living just off one of them? Yet every stall was bustling, people crowding around to get a closer look. 
 
    Sure enough, at one end of the street was a stall full of books and scrolls. Unable to resist, Cal made his way toward it and leaned in bright-eyed to see what the documents held. 
 
    “Are you after something in particular, young human?” the elf behind the stall asked, her fingers toying with the slender silver chain draped from her ear. 
 
    Cal ran his gaze across the books. There was a large book full of maps, a pouch-sized one labeled “Wisdom of the Ancients”, a heap of histories and guides to places that Cal had never heard of. 
 
    “Do you have anything with recipes for potions and ointments?” he asked. “For healing people.” 
 
    “You’ll wanted Fenera’s stall, the red one over that way.” The elf pointed. “Tell him Gelasil sent you, he’ll give you a discount and me a small share.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    Cal was getting the hang of moving through the crowd now. He ducked and weaved, slowed his pace for people in front of him or sped up to get into gaps. It was like a strange sort of dance, one where the steps were constantly changing in time to the erratic beat of unheard music. 
 
    He might be mastering movement, but he still hadn’t got the hang of which direction was which in this crowded space. He was soon turned around, unsure which way the elf had meant to send him, and none of the red stalls he found held books. Instead, he found himself in a part of the market dedicated to food. Not the sort of raw produce that was usually sold at markets and fairs, but food ready to eat. Stews served in bowls of bread. Pastries bulging with vegetables and meat. Delicate cakes and biscuits. Barrels of milk, ale, or wine that the sellers ladled into their customers’ own cups. A lot of the smells were unfamiliar, but they made Cal’s mouth water. 
 
    “Excuse me, but what is that?” he asked, stopping at one of the stalls. 
 
    “A specialty from my homeland.” The tattooed stall holder smile as he scooped a spicy smelling bean stew onto a flat, round bread, sprinkled it with cheese and chopped greens, then artfully folded the bread into a closed package. He handed it to a customer in exchange for a coin. “You want one?” 
 
    Cal hesitated. He was meant to be looking for an apothecary, so that he could help Raya, and he should concentrate on that. But his stomach was rumbling, it had been far too long since he last ate, and that was bound to distract him, to get in the way of his mission. Azamar had said that they would buy their meals out and about, and if Cal took this with him, it would only be the briefest of delays. He could eat while he looked for an apothecary, catching two fish with one line. 
 
    “Yes please,” he said. “How much is it?” 
 
    The cook named his price, then started assembling the food while Cal fished the right coin out of his purse. 
 
    “New to the city?” the man asked. 
 
    “How did you know?” Cal asked, looking up from the coins. 
 
    “You’ve got a look about you. Word to the wise, keep that money well hidden, you get all sorts around here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Cal took out a second small coin, as a thank you for the advice, then stowed the pouch away even more carefully than before. The cook nodded in appreciation as they exchanged money for stew, and Cal stepped back, making space for the others crowding eagerly around. 
 
    He made his way out of the market and along the streets, again taking note of the taller buildings that he could navigate by on his way home. As he walked, he ate. The food was delicious, the stew spicy and full of flavor, the cheese tangy, the bread soft yet filling. Cal made a promise to himself to find that stall again, then immediately reconsidered it. What if all the stalls in the market had such tasty options? Who knew what wonders he might miss out on if he kept going back to the same place. He wanted to explore the world, not fall into the habits and repetitions of doing the same thing over and over, like his life back home. 
 
    Most of the craftsmen and traders had signs hanging over the street in front of their stores, to tell passers by what could be found. These were more directly related to what they did than some of the inn signs. A blacksmith always had a hammer or anvil, a potter a cup, a cartwright a wheel. It took a lot of walking down one street after another, licking the last of the stew from his fingers as he went, but he finally spotted one that might suit his needs, the sign above the door a pestle and mortar. 
 
    The front of the store was open, shutters from the windows lowered on chains to make boards displaying the owner’s wares. The majority were bottles and jars, most of them made from clay, though a few were glass. At the back were pouches, and there were a small cluster of little wooden boxes by the door. All had symbols on them, and Cal recognized a few from the diagrams in Master Ozry’s books. This was undoubtedly the right place. 
 
    As he walked through the door, the smell of the city faded away, replaced by something at once familiar and strange. There were the smells of fresh herbs and ground minerals that he was used to from his apprenticeship, and the complex smells that came when they were combined into salves and lotions. But there were other notes as well, some sharp, some bitter, some earthy, and something in among them made Cal’s nose tickle. His head jerked as he let out a violent sneeze. 
 
    “Bless you!” cried a voice from the back of the room. 
 
    A man peered out from behind a mass of twisted glassware at the back of the store. He was perfectly bald, with pale scars down one side of his richly brown face. He wore a leather apron and gloves, stained all over with marks both dark and pale. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” he asked. “No, no, wait, let me guess. You want a love potion. No, something to cure a rash. Ooh, no, wait, I’ve got it, you want a love potion and something to cure a rash, but you can’t tell me why you need both.” 
 
    “Do you get a lot of people looking for love potions?” Cal asked, glancing up at the dried herbs and lizard skins that hung in bundles from the ceiling. 
 
    “All the time. I tell them those potions don’t work, that love isn’t like that, but they insist.” 
 
    “What about the potions for rashes?” 
 
    “Those work. Is it somewhere you can show me, or the sort of place we don’t talk about? It’s easier to pick out the right lotion if I know what we’re treating.” 
 
    The apothecary walked over to the side of the room and started rummaging through a pile of containers. As he did so, Cal caught a glimpse of him from behind. Country living, especially summer swimming in the river Varn, meant that he was quite used to nudity, but he really hadn’t expected it here. 
 
    “Are you naked under your apron?” he asked. 
 
    “What? Oh, of course.” The apothecary laughed. “It’s the only way to work.” 
 
    “Isn’t that uncomfortable?” 
 
    “Not at all, and it’s far safer than wearing clothes. If I spill acid down my legs, I don’t have to tear off my pants while the chemical eats into my skin, just throw water over it. And do you know how many apothecaries have gotten burned because their sleeves fell in a flame while they were working?” He tapped the pale and twisted side of his face. “I’ve had quite enough accidents for one lifetime. Speaking of which, tell me about this rash of yours.” 
 
    “I’m not here about a rash.” 
 
    “Really? A young man your age, coming in here on his own, it’s almost always a rash.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s not a rash. It’s not even for me.” 
 
    “Hahaha, of course it isn’t.” The man draped an arm around Cal’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, you can be honest with me. I’ve seen it all, and I’m the soul of discretion. Wouldn’t be able to turn a profit if I couldn’t keep my clients’ secrets for them.” 
 
    “Really, honestly, I don’t have a rash.” Cal, uncomfortably aware that only a flapping apron lay between him and this stranger, ducked out from under the arm. “Can we start again? My name is Cal, and I’m an apprentice apothecary from Pebbert.” 
 
    He held out his hand. 
 
    “Pebbert, eh?” The other man shook Cal’s hand. “Never heard of it. I’m Lugo. What brings you to my little shop, Cal?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a treatment for my friend’s wound. It’s infected, and the salves I know aren’t working.” 
 
    “Infected, eh?” 
 
    Lugo picked up a red clay bottle with a picture of an ant stamped on the front, and carefully dribbled some of its contents into the top of the mass of glass at the back of the room. Now Cal looked more carefully, he saw that the glass was a network of pipes, bulbs, and bowls, with small metal shutters that could be slid in and out to make or break connections between different parts. Near the bottom were metal bowls, two of them heating over oil burners. Smoke drifted through one of the pipes, while thick blue liquid oozed down another. 
 
    Cal stepped closer, trying to work out what was going on. 
 
    “Isn’t she a marvel,” Lugo said with a big grin. “I had her pieces custom made by a pair of artificers who work near the south gate.” 
 
    “What’s it all for?” 
 
    “For the refinement and perfection of our art, of course.” Lugo placed one hand on Cal’s shoulder and held the other up, as if indicating some vision on the ceiling above him. “Imagine it, Cal. The concentration of active ingredients down to their purest form, to be recombined in ways never before imagined, unhindered by the impurities of base nature. Sedatives so powerful that a drop could deaden a dwarf’s pain for a week. Salves that could heal the deepest burn before the fire has gone out. An elixir that could keep you awake for a month.” 
 
    He picked up a flask from a nearby bench and took a swig, then grimaced. 
 
    “Wrong one, but I’m pretty sure I haven’t poisoned myself.” Lugo set the flask down. “You see what I’m getting at, Cal? A more perfect and powerful version of our apothecary art.” 
 
    Lugo sniffed and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, overcome by the power of his own ideas. 
 
    “That sounds great,” Cal said. “Could it help with my friend’s wound?” 
 
    “Of course! Tell me about the injury.” 
 
    Lugo stepped around his apparatus, dropped a handful of shimmering scales into a mortar, and started grinding them. Cal watched the work while he described Raya’s wound. He left out the details of how it had occurred, just in case Lugo wasn’t as discreet as he claimed, but described in detail the appearance of the injury itself. 
 
    “Dark and swollen?” Lugo grabbed a book off the shelf behind him and opened it to a spread showing pictures of wounds. “Would you say the swelling looks more like this or like this?” 
 
    Cal peered at the carefully scribed line drawings. Both the ones that Lugo had pointed to were grotesque, but another one was worse, and that looked the most like Raya’s wound. 
 
    “That one.” Cal pointed. 
 
    “Oh my.” Lugo’s eyebrows shot up. “That is very bad indeed. Could there be a magical element to the infection?” 
 
    “It’s possible, yes.” It was likely; certain, even. But after his encounter with the fake mage and the suspicious crowd, Cal was feeling far more cautious about what he gave away. 
 
    Lugo set the book aside, quenched the fires under his apparatus, and then turned to the shelves behind him. He ran his finger along them, reading the spines, muttering under his breath as he looked for something. 
 
    “I didn’t see it in Notos, or Charilaos, maybe Donnduban, except that he was always more interested in bones…” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Cal said, looking away as Lugo’s apron flapped around, “but do you have any pants? This is getting distracting, and I’m worried you’ll lean too close and get a paper cut.” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes, why not.” Lugo grabbed a loose pair of pants off the back of a chair and pulled them on. “Is that better?” 
 
    “Much better. Thank you.” 
 
    “Jolly good. Now where was I?” Lugo looked up, then laughed. “Ha! Apparently these are some particularly inspiring pants. I have it!” 
 
    He dragged the chair over and climbed up on it, reaching for the top shelf. From there, he pulled out a notebook with a faded spine. Dust drifted around him as he fetched it down. 
 
    “Not a published work, but one of my great-great-grandfather’s notebooks.” Lugo tapped the side of his head. “Sometimes you need a change of state to shake things loose.” He looked down at his pants. “Maybe I should wear these more often?” 
 
    “I think your customers might like that.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” Lugo winked. 
 
    Cal struggled not to laugh. There was something charming about Lugo’s eccentricities, but if Cal let the apothecary keep getting distracted, they would never get to what he needed. 
 
    “There’s something useful in that notebook?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, indeed!” 
 
    Lugo set the book down on a corner of the table and opened it. The pages were old and brittle at the edges, and he turned them carefully to avoid damage, but the contents had survived the test of time. The pages were filled with neat writing in an unfamiliar language, accompanied by intricate illustrations. 
 
    “Here.” Lugo stopped turning the pages and pointed at a picture. It showed a swollen, puffy wound, with shadows at its edges, a lot like Raya’s. The description Lugo read out from underneath, about the pain level, the smell, the way it failed to heal, also fitted what Cal had seen. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said, fear at what he might learn almost trapping the words in his throat. “What is it?” 
 
    “Bad news for your friend.” Lugo shook his head sadly and turned the page. “This was a kind of corruption that overran an entire village, wiping it out. Something brutal and incurable.” 
 
    Dread set like ice in the pit of Cal’s stomach. It wasn’t fair. There had to be something that could cure Raya. She was his best friend, and she had got injured helping him. It wouldn’t be right for this wound to carry her away. 
 
    “What causes the corruption?” Cal asked. Maybe if he found that out, he could find a solution somehow. 
 
    Lugo was a faster reader than Cal. His lips twitched as his finger rushed down the text and he flipped through the next few pages. 
 
    “The corruption is spread by…” He paused and frowned, held the book up and squinted at the words, then tipped it on one side. “I don’t know what my great-great-grandfather meant by this, but it roughly translates as ‘the one who breaks words’.” 
 
    Lugo held the book at arms length and looked at it thoughtfully, while stroking the scarred side of his face. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cal asked, completely baffled. He didn’t know of any illness that could be described that way, and it didn’t seem like a good description for the monster that he and Raya had fought. 
 
    “Not a term I’m familiar with.” Lugo shrugged. “I guess that great-great-grandfather must have meant that it’s caused by… someone breaking their promises, perhaps? Someone untrustworthy? It could just be a metaphor. The old man was a colorful writer.” He pointed at rows of other dusty notebooks on the top shelf. “He could fill one of those things in a month, if there was something on his mind.” 
 
    “So there’s no hope?” Cal slumped, dejected. 
 
    “There’s always hope.” Lugo grinned. “And that’s not just the pants talking, it’s a page in this book.” 
 
    He strode into a deep corner of the shop, and drew a tray off a low shelf. It clinked as he brought it back and set it down beside his equipment. The whole thing was full of mismatched bottles and jars, some of them covered with years, if not decades of dust. 
 
    “You’ll be wanting…” Lugo squinted at the symbols on the tops of the containers. “This one.” 
 
    He drew out a glass bottle with an orange wax seal, into which someone had stamped an image of the sun. 
 
    “It’s called lightroot,” he said. “My great-great-grandfather hunted it out after seeing the death of that village. He thought that it might help someone avoid a similar fate in the future.” 
 
    Lugo talked Cal through how to use the lightroot. While he talked, he dusted off the bottle, then carefully wrapped it in a soft woolen cloth, pinned in place with a short wooden needle. 
 
    “Here.” Cal handed over payment and accepted the package. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Happy to see an old medicine find its use at last. And hey, maybe you could come back and tell me how it works?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” Cal was keen to see the strange apothecary again, but he didn’t want to make a promise he couldn’t keep, and he was terribly aware of how uncertain his future was. “Even if I never make it back, this has been a pleasure.” 
 
    “Good luck, both to you and to your friend.” 
 
    Back out in the streets, Cal followed a trail of landmarks to the tavern. Spires, towers, and statues showed him the way, distinctive features he could make out even over the most bustling crowds. He walked more quickly this time. There was no need to look at the store fronts any more, and he was painfully aware that he had been out for hours, against Azamar’s advice. More importantly, he had medicine that Raya desperately needed, and the sooner he could deliver it, the better. Lugo’s great-great-grandfather’s notebooks had added to his stomach-tightening fear for her life. 
 
    Even going as fast as he could, it took time to get back to the tavern. The city was as busy as ever, even though late afternoon was fading into evening, the sun almost out of sight over the rooftops. The tone of the streets had shifted, more people were laughing, singing, chattering on corners. There was less business and more merriment, fewer wagons and more foot traffic. None of that made it any easier to get through. 
 
    Once or twice, he thought he saw a familiar sight in an unfamiliar direction, and considered heading for it, in hopes of finding a shortcut. But he didn’t know how common towers with red spires were in the city, or ragged blue flags, or even statues of women holding flowers. This wasn’t like the countryside, where he could just walk up a hill or climb a tree and then look around to see which direction Pebbert lay in. If he lost his way in all this chaos, he might never find his friends again, and so he took the long route. 
 
    He got back to the tavern, footsore and weary, just as the sun was setting, giving the rooftops a golden glow. The stable boy and girl greeted him as he walked through the courtyard, up the steps, and into the main bar. 
 
    For some reason, the Last Drop was quieter tonight. There were fewer patrons, and those who were present sat in small huddles, hunched over their drinks, talking quietly to each other. A few glanced Cal’s way as he walked through, and he felt the suspicion in their gazes, that darker twist on curiosity that came from seeing someone or something out of place. 
 
    Shadows crawled across the walls of the stairwell, and the boards creaked beneath his feet. He walked down the corridor to their room, lifted the latch, and pushed the door softly open. 
 
    Raya sat on her bed by the window. She had a whetstone out and was sharpening the blade of her sword. Her lips tightened as she shifted her shoulder against the wall behind her. 
 
    On a bed by the door, Azamar sat, legs crossed, red robes draped across his knees. One handed rested on the satchel next to him, the one that held his codex. 
 
    “Hello.” Cal smiled brightly, trying to bring some warmth and light into the room, beyond the flames of a candle above each of his two friends’ beds. “I’m back, and I’ve got some good news.” 
 
    He had bad news too: that Raya’s infection seemed to match an incurable curse that had wiped out a whole village. But better to concentrate on the positive first, and deal with the rest later. 
 
    “What did I say?” Azamar looked at him sternly. 
 
    “Not to go out unless it was important.” 
 
    “And what did you do?” 
 
    “It was important.” Cal’s hand clenched around the pouch that held the lightroot. In the background, the whetstone scraped along Raya’s sword. 
 
    “Not important enough,” Azmar said. 
 
    “Yes, important enough! Raya’s life is at stake.” 
 
    “It’s just an infection.” 
 
    “It’s not just an infection, it’s…” Cal took a deep breath. He needed to calm down, to talk about this in a rational, reasonable way. He would explain where he had been and what they had learned, then Azamar would appreciate his work. 
 
    Azamar had other ideas. 
 
    “Sit down, Cal,” the mage said, his voice as serious as Cal had ever heard it. “I need to explain some things to you.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal sat facing Azamar across the narrow room, his back against the wood of the wall, legs stretched across the bed. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. “Explain. What’s so important that I shouldn’t have gone out looking for medicine for my sick friend.” 
 
    Raya’s whetstone scraped across her sword once more, an ominous grinding sound in the quiet of the room. 
 
    “It is about the bigger picture,” Azamar said. “About the danger that you are in every day, simply for being who you are, for doing what you are capable of.” 
 
    “For being the Spellweaver.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Azamar drummed his fingers against the bag holding his codex. His eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed as he mustered his words. 
 
    “I should start by explaining the strange figures you have been seeing.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have explained them days ago?” Raya put in. 
 
    “I’m explaining now, aren’t I? Or I would if you stopped interrupting.” 
 
    Ray set the stone down, set the sword aside, crossed her arms and sat glaring at him. Cal knew how she felt. It seemed absurd that Azamar had waited all this time before explaining things to them. The mage seemed to like moments of drama, but that was no excuse. Had he not thought that this was important? Had he expected that Cal would suddenly stop being the Spellweaver and none of it would matter? 
 
    Then Cal remembered something else that Azamar had told them, about the factions of mages within the Library and the deadly struggles between them. When secrecy was your only shelter, you would get used to keeping what you knew close to your chest. Perhaps Azamar hadn’t meant to keep them in the dark. Perhaps, after decades of conspiring to find and protect the Spellweaver, it was hard to break old habits and share what he knew. 
 
    “Go on,” Cal said, his tone more kindly than before. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Azamar shuffled a little, shifting his legs, getting his back comfortable against the blankets he had folded into a cushion between him and the wall. Then he continued. 
 
    “Those sinister figures you have seen are called hollowmages. Have you heard the word before?” 
 
    Cal shook his head. “Should I have done?” 
 
    “There’s no reason why you would, but you have already surprised me more than once, for better and for worse. Anyway, these hollowmages are among the darker creations in the world of magic, sinister agents of a force darker even than themselves: the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Cal’s spine, as if a shadow had passed through the room, leaving his body touched by cold and darkness. 
 
    “Why do I feel like I’ve heard that word before?” he asked. 
 
    Azamar watched him carefully, calmly, waiting for something, though Cal couldn’t tell what. 
 
    “A memory from a previous life, perhaps,” the mage said. “One of your past selves piercing the veils of time and death to offer you guidance in the present.” He shrugged. “Or perhaps just a legend told by a traveling bard: fragments of these stories remain, in spite of everything that has come since. I don’t suppose you remembered anything more than the word?” 
 
    He leaned forward, eager as a dog watching a butcher wave a bone. But Cal would have to disappoint him. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that one word,” Cal said. “A don’t recall anything about what it means.” 
 
    “Well, then I shall give you meaning.” Azamar leaned back and stroked his beard. “The Spellbreaker is a great force for darkness, one that the hollowmages serve. The Spellbreaker is, in many ways, the opposite of the Spellweaver. Just as the Spellweaver creates spells, the Spellbreaker destroys them. Together, they are the creative and the destructive forces of the magical world, its light and its darkness.” 
 
    “What do you mean, destroy them? Surely, once someone has created a spell, it will still be out there? It’s not as though only one person can use it.” 
 
    “True, but there is a certain scarcity to spells, and to the copies of them, as we have discussed before. That is what drives the Library to limit what each mage works with, to map and to manage the places where the spells can be learned. Magic is not infinite, and when any part of it is removed from the world, the world is lessened by this. 
 
    “Which brings us to another point. When a mage gets their codex, the codex and the mage’s soul become entwined.” 
 
    “I’ve felt that,” Cal said. Just talking about it brought back the giddy sensation he felt when casting magic, the way that the codex became part of him and he became part of it. It was like being in company after a long stretch of loneliness, like the memory of his father’s hand on his shoulder, guiding him in some task. He couldn’t imagine that the world held a deeper connection. “With my codex, when the magic flows, it’s almost like we’re a single person. Which sounds even weirder, now I realize that I’m calling a book a person.” 
 
    Azamar chuckled. 
 
    “As you spend more time in cities, you will learn that personhood is like a castle made of sand: the more you grasp at its boundaries, the more they will slip through your fingers. But that is a lesson for another time, and for very different company. I am hardly qualified to define who does and doesn’t count. 
 
    “For now, let us return to the issue of destruction. The Spellbreaker cannot remove a spell entirely from the world, not as long as any copies of it remain. But if the Spellbreaker or one of his servants gets hold of a mage’s codex, then they can destroy the spells contained within it. Remember how it felt for that first spell to enter your codex, for the power of it to flow through you, to know that you had mastered the wind, that for the first time in your life, magic was yours to command. Remember that connection you were just talking about, that oneness you felt with you codex, brought on by the power of casting spells together. Now imagine having that ripped away, suddenly, violently. A part of your knowledge, of your mind, of your very soul, torn from you, never to return. That is what happens when the Spellbreaker or his people get hold of a mage’s codex.” 
 
    “That’s monstrous,” Cal whispered, his hands trembling in his lap. 
 
    “Now imagine it being repeated, over and over, as the Spellbreaker and his minions tear one spell after another from your codex. Every time they destroy one, they destroy a part of the mage’s soul with it. 
 
    “Eventually, when enough has been destroyed, only a husk is left where a proud and powerful mage once stood. No matter how wise, how stronger, how prestigious they had become, they are reduced to a hollow shell, a void that was once a person. That husk has none of its previous motives, its passions, its attachments. None of the ties that bound it to this world or the dreams that lifted it above. It knows only one thing: that it must serve the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    Cal tried to imagine how that would feel, but it was just too terrible, to impossible to fathom. He couldn’t imagine a world in which he didn’t still love the memory of his parents; in which he didn’t want to protect his friends; in which he didn’t aspire to learn more magic, to turn his power into something ever greater. That was what this story threatened him with. 
 
    “Those are the people I’ve been seeing,” he said. 
 
    Suddenly, it made sense. Their ragged darkness. Their haunting silences. The cold, crawling feeling that crept up his spine when he saw them. That was how it felt to face a creature with no soul, one that wanted to make him the same. 
 
    “Hence the title hollowmages,” Azamar said. “They are mages who have been hollowed out from the inside, the void filled with the will of the Spellbreaker. Their codexes have been wiped clean, their souls snatched away. They live only to serve, and that can hardly be called a life.” 
 
    “Does this happen to everyone the Spellbreaker attacks?” Raya asked. Her hand had gone to her sword again, fingers closing around its grip. 
 
    “You’re safe,” Azamar said. “Well, not safe, but you won’t face this fate. Only mages can become hollowmages. If you don’t have a codex, then they can’t rip it from you.” 
 
    “But all the mages they attack,” Cal said. “They join them.” 
 
    “Most do. A few, those with remarkable spirits or unmatched reserves of strength, resist the call to serve the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    “And they survive?” 
 
    “Hardly. They become wandering spirits who seek out the Spellweaver regardless, following a craving they barely understand, a longing to be near the Spellweaver’s power and the promise it holds that their magic, their codexes, and with them their souls, can be born again.” 
 
    “Were they the ones I saw in Pebbert? Lost spirits looking for comfort?” 
 
    Cal felt guilty now at how he had reacted to them, if all they had wanted was the feeling of hope. But how could he have known? 
 
    “Perhaps, some of them. But others were probably hollowmages, weak ones sent to find you. And the one that chased us on the road through the hills, that was undoubtedly one of the Spellbreaker’s agents, sent to hunt you down.” 
 
    “Not a Library agent?” 
 
    “Hardly. The Library seeks to govern magic. It would lose all its power and authority without it. The Spellbreaker seeks to tear all magic from the world. All magic except that part that it controls.” 
 
    Cal looked at Raya. 
 
    “Seems you were right,” he said. “He’s got more enemies than just the Library.” 
 
    “Not a comforting thought.” Raya scowled. Lit only by candles and the last faint gray of evening, her face seemed pale, her eyes cast into shadow like the sockets of a skull. 
 
    “This Spellbreaker,” Cal said, turning back to Azamar. “You said that he was the opposite of the Spellweaver. Does that mean that they have to fight each other?” 
 
    “Endlessly, yes. Since before records began. Since before legends were formed. Since before the time of the oldest stories whispered in the deepest, most fearful shadows of the night.” 
 
    “So what has been happening for the past thousand years, while the Spellweaver was away? Has the Spellbreaker been hunting down mages with no one to stop him?” 
 
    It was a terrible thought, all those lost souls, and though Cal hadn’t been around, he felt responsible somehow. After all, he was as much the Spellweaver as he was Calwyn Weft. His absence had left the world vulnerable, left those people to perish. 
 
    “No,” Azamar said. 
 
    Cal sagged against the wall and let out a huge breath of relief. “That’s something, at least.” 
 
    “It is. And what concerns us shouldn’t be what happened in your absence, but what is happening now. 
 
    “A millennium ago, the Spellweaver fought directly against the Spellbreaker. It was an epic struggle, a titanic clash of ancient powers. For decades they had fought through followers and intermediaries, but in that moment, the powers faced each other. The Spellweaver won, just, and he created a spell that sealed the Spellbreaker away. But in doing so, he inadvertently sealed himself in as well. Both Spellbreaker and Spellweaver were removed from the world.” 
 
    “So no new spells, but no one destroying them either?” 
 
    “Exactly. For better or for worse, the world entered a period of stability, which became the foundation for the civilization which we all now benefit from. Magic ceased to grow, and instead entered a time of difficult preservation, overseen by the Library. Mundane life, no longer shaken by the struggles of magic, missed out on the benefits that spells had brought, but found its own potential. Alchemists, apothecaries, artists, architects, gifted people of all kinds. And of course, the less peaceful elements, the soldiers and politicians. All have developed their crafts in new and dazzling ways, while they waited, most unknowingly, for a lost past to return.” 
 
    “But the Spellweaver didn’t come back, like he had done before, because he was locked up in his spell.” 
 
    “Exactly. This is why you took so much longer in returning than you have ever done before.” 
 
    “So why am I here now? What brought the Spellweaver back?” 
 
    Azamar rubbed at his eyes with the knuckles of both hands. 
 
    “This is dark talk,” he said. “I need more light to avoid succumbing to the shadows.” 
 
    He reached under his bed and drew tallow candles from a bag. He slid a hand into the bag that held his codex, and muttered a few words. Fire flared from his finger, a flame no longer than the space between two knuckles. With it, he lit several candles, then set them on the remaining shelves above the beds, as well as in the window. 
 
    “That’s better.” He shook his hand and the flame vanished. “Where was I?” 
 
    “The return,” Cal said, studying Azamar in the flickering light before the candles settled down. The mage seemed wearier than before, the creases of his face deeper, or perhaps that was a trick of the stark candle flames. 
 
    “The return. Yes.” Azamar sat back down on his bed. “Somehow, the Spellbreaker must have broken the spell, or someone broke it for him. Perhaps it was unintentional, an accident born from foolish experimentation with uncharted powers. Perhaps it was deliberate, someone who had heard of the ancient times and thought that they could profit from the power that existed back then. Perhaps it was the Spellbreaker himself, channeling a thousand years of frustration into a blade that sliced through the ancient spell. 
 
    “Regardless, the Spellbreaker has returned, and he must anticipate a fresh confrontation with his most venerable foe, a clash to retain his terrible freedom, perhaps to determine forever which of them will dominate the world. He must sense that the Spellweaver is in the world again, must know that this would happen once he broke the spell holding them both. He may not know where you are, but he knows that you are out here, and that he must defeat you if he is to avoid being imprisoned again, or worse. 
 
    “But he also knows that it takes a Spellweaver time to muster their powers after they are reborn. He’s trying to get to you before you can master your Spellweaver abilities, while you are still vulnerable and easy for him to defeat.” 
 
    Cal looked at the candle on the shelf above Azamar’s head. The mage was right, they needed light right now, something to cling to beyond thoughts of the terrible forces they faced. 
 
    But the Spellbreaker wasn’t just a force, like a spring flood or a fall storm. He was a person. He must have thoughts and feelings, drives and desires. Knowing those could help Cal to defeat him. It would certain make him less distant and terrifying. 
 
    “What does the Spellbreaker want?” Cal asked. 
 
    “What do most mages want?” Azamar asked. “And all tyrants?” 
 
    “Not a pretty comparison,” Raya said. “Makes me wonder if we should trust you, if that’s the company you put yourself in.” 
 
    Azamar shrugged. “At least I’m honest about it. And remember, I said most. We all crave power to some extent, it’s in the nature of people, especially those who have felt the thrill of magic. But we choose whether to act on that craving, and how far to go. I seek power only through learning spells and a little politicking, and I pursue it to protect others. In this, I am not alone.” 
 
    “And you don’t enjoy that power even a little?” 
 
    “Of course I enjoy it. Who wouldn’t? But I don’t seek it at others’ expense.” Azamar’s voice rose sharply and his fingers curled in like a claw as he glared at her. “I am not like the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Raya shrugged. She didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    Silence didn’t fall across the room. There were too many other noises for that: tavern chatter from below, feet and hooves clattering against the cobbles of the courtyard, the chaotic bustle of Vorozlat’s night life. But within their own small sanctuary, not a word was spoken. 
 
    Cal understood where Raya was coming from. All this talk of power was unsettling him too. But he had felt the magic running through him, and he understood where Azamar was speaking from. Having felt it once, he would always want to feel the flow of magic, and he couldn’t imagine that anyone would feel differently. It was like tasting water after a drought, he knew now that he could not live without it. But there was the craving and then there were the actions that followed. That was where restraint and humanity lay. 
 
    “Never mind that for now,” Cal said. “Tell me more about the Spellbreaker. How does he get his power?” 
 
    “By leaching it from others.” Azamar pulled his satchel close, hugging his codex to him. “The Spellbreaker grows more powerful every time he rips spells from another mage’s codex. That’s why he does what he does. It’s nothing more than the longing to have more than he has, to hold away from others all that they crave.” 
 
    “Greed,” Raya said, almost spitting the word. 
 
    “Exactly. But while he can only get what he wants by feeding off mages, he cannot get what he really wants in that way.” 
 
    “Make up your mind,” Raya growled. “Either he gets what he wants from this or he doesn’t.” 
 
    “He accrues power that way, becomes more puissant with each individual that he and his minions tear down. But while draining mages makes him stronger, he can only reach the apex of his power when he breaks the Spellweaver.” 
 
    They both turned to look at Cal, who simply shrugged. He’d heard so much about how he was being hunted, how terrible and dangerous his opponent was, things couldn’t get any more scary. At this point, he either accepted it and looked for a way to fight back, or he surrendered, and there was no way he was giving in. 
 
    “If the Spellbreaker drains the Spellweaver’s codex, what happens then?” he asked. 
 
    “The Spellweaver is the essence of magic, and that magic is you. It won’t just reduce you to a hollow shell, it will destroy you. The Spellbreaker will control the very heart of magic, where it all flows from, and with that, he will be powerful enough to destroy the world.” 
 
    “Guess I’d better stop the Spellbreaker, then,” Cal said. “As if we didn’t know that already.” 
 
    “It’s not as easy as that. To defeat the Spellbreaker, you must first master your powers as the Spellweaver.” 
 
    “Fine with me. I’ve enjoyed what I’ve learned so far. Plus I’m one of those power-hungry mages, remember?” He waved his hands in the air and put on a theatrical scowl, like a bard performing the part of the villain in a story. “Soon, all the world will tremble before my strength, mwahahahaha!” 
 
    Raya burst out laughing. Azamar’s smile was more restrained. 
 
    “Be careful,” the gray-bearded mage said softly. “A joke like that could get you killed in some circles. Not everyone can risk seeing its funny side, not once they’ve seen the harm that mages can do.” 
 
    “Get over yourself, magic man,” Raya said. “Right now, laughter’s the best pain killer I’ve got.” She shifted her weight, then winced and clutched her shoulder. “Really wish I had something stronger.” 
 
    “I almost forgot.” Cal leaped up from the bed, clutching the pouch with the lightroot in it. “I’ve got something that should help.” 
 
    “And you sat here this whole time without telling me?” Raya held out her hand. “Give it.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Cal took out the bottle and then went rummaging under his bed. “This needs to be applied carefully, to make sure that it works. It’s very rare, and there’s no guarantee that we can find more if we waste it.” He fetched out bandages, dressings, and cloth for washing with, then poured from a water skin into a small bowl. “Sit up and show me your shoulder.” 
 
    When he turned around, Raya was already sitting on the edge of her bed, tunic open and shirt pulled aside, picking with trembling fingers at her bandage. 
 
    “Let me do that.” Cal knelt in front of her, his materials laid out next to him, and reached for where the end of the bandage was tucked into place. “Azamar, could you give me some better light please.” 
 
    The mage stood over Cal, one hand clutching the Codex to his chest, the other held out in front of him, palm up. He spoke a few words in a singsong voice and fire flared from his hand. As he kept singing, the flame shrunk, intensifying as it did, the fire becoming paler and brighter, more intense. The light from it grew until it filled the room. Azamar fell silent, but the flame remained. 
 
    Cal unfastened the end of the bandage and started unwinding it from around Raya’s shoulder. The bandage was more stained and crusted than before, her wincing worse as he eased the cloth away. 
 
    “Keep talking, magic man,” she hissed through gritted teeth. “Give me something to think about that isn’t this blazing pain.” 
 
    “I could talk about the journey ahead?” 
 
    “Fine. Tell me a story about our coming adventures.” 
 
    Cal pulled off the last of the bandage. The wound underneath was more swollen and darkened. It seeped horribly. He dipped a cloth in water and cleansing herbs, ran it across the wound as gently as he could, and Raya flung her head back, barely stifling a groan of pain. 
 
    “Make it quick, not merciful, Cal,” she growled. “And someone tell me a damn story.” 
 
    Azamar cleared his throat. 
 
    “The road ahead of our heroes would be a perilous one, full of challenges and dangers,” Azamar said in a deep and rolling tone. “A quest that would test their courage, their resolve, and all the skills at their disposal.” 
 
    “Like it,” Raya grunted, as Cal cleaned out her wound. “It’s a classic—urgh that hurts—a classic start. Go on.” 
 
    “Unknown to the younger heroes, the path was harder than they could ever have expected. According to whispers spreading through the darker corners of the Empire, passed from lips to ear among those who cared for magic or for dark deeds, something was amiss in the wild places and the ruins. Fortunately, the fire mage Azamar, wise, noble, and humble beyond his years…” He paused while Raya laughed, started again when she groaned with pain. “…The excellent mage Azamar had put together the pieces he heard, and the things that his courageous young companions had revealed at the Spellweaver’s shrine.” 
 
    Having cleaned out the wound, Cal broke off the ancient seal topping the bottle of lightroot, the wax crumbling away between his fingers. He pulled out the stopper and dribbled a little of the liquid inside onto a clean cloth. 
 
    “At the shrine, the bold warrior Raya had been infected by a dark magic, carried on the claws of the spell’s guardian,” Azamar continued. “That infection showed to Azamar that a darker magic had infected the shrine itself, that the Spellbreaker had imbued it with a part of his dark power. The shrine was a secret place that none but Azamar knew about. Only one conclusion remained: that the Spellbreaker had poured his power into the network of spell sources, to reach all of them. It was a conclusion confirmed by the contacts Azamar had fostered in the city. Dark power was present at all the shrines. Wherever the heroes went, they would find that the dark magic was there before them, a part of the Spellbreaker’s power bleeding into the guardians that spawned around the spells.” 
 
    As the mage talked, Cal rubbed the lightroot into Raya’s wound. He expected her to flinch at that touch, but instead she smiled, and her muscles started to relax. 
 
    “That’s good,” she murmured, a blissful smile on her face. “But that doesn’t mean you get to stop. Keep talking, magic man.” 
 
    “Very well. There was another twist to this tale of dark power. Each time they activated one of the guardians, and with it the Spellbreaker’s power, our heroes would alert the Spellbreaker to their location. His dark forces, already in pursuit of them, would close in, ready to capture and destroy the Spellweaver, to defeat him while his powers were weak and he was vulnerable to them. To avoid falling into their clutches, the heroes had to run as soon as each spell was found, to keep moving without rest, searching without relief, until they were strong enough to take on all of the Spellbreaker’s hordes, all the hollowmages and other horrors the dark power had called to his service.” 
 
    “Oh.” Raya looked up at him with a slack-jawed smile, her pupils wide. “That doesn’t sound good.” She giggled. “Not good at all.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say that this is working.” Cal pressed a dressing soaked in watered down lightroot onto her wound, picked up a fresh bandage to tie it in place. “If she feels the pain, then she’s not showing it, and the inflammation is going down already. Even the darkness is receding, and I thought that was magical.” 
 
    “Some magics can be driven back by mundane means.” Azamar leaned forward to look, then back as the flame in his hand threatened to singe his beard. “I wish I could see what was happening to her flesh, the magic may be dark but that doesn’t stop it being intriguing.” 
 
    “Hey!” Raya slapped him on the arm. “She’s right here, you know. You’d better stop talking about me like I’m a pet dog who can’t understand your words, or I’ll neuter the pair of you like you’re dogs yourselves.” 
 
    She made a snipping motion with her fingers, then burst out laughing. 
 
    “Steady there,” Cal said, as she swayed back, almost pulling the half-tied bandage from his hands. “I’m not finished yet.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, sorry.” Raya leaned forward over his head, took a deep sniff. “This might just be the herbs talking, but you smell good, bandage boy.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it is the herbs.” Cal twisted the end of the bandage in under an edge. “Unless you like the smells of weird apothecary shops.” 
 
    She took another deep breath. 
 
    “I smell stew! Wow, I am hungry.” She looked around at Azamar. “Can we go out for dinner? I promise I’ll behave. I could really kill for some dinner.” 
 
    “Is she going to keep on being like this?” Azamar asked with a frown. “And how long will you need to keep treating her? I’m worried about what happens when we take her on the road.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Raya’s body and brain will adjust,” Cal said. “According to the apothecary who sold me this potion, the effect on her mind will come and go while her body heals, but it won’t ever be as strong as the first time around.” 
 
    “Shame,” Raya said, grinning. “I am loving this. Now, magic man, finish your story.” 
 
    “There’s not much more to tell.” Azamar shrugged. “Our heroes went on the run grabbing magic wherever they could. Servants of the Spellbreaker were on their heels at all times, a relentless and terrible pursuit. There were many close chases, many fierce battles, much danger and excitement, until they were ready to defeat him and so save the world. The end.” 
 
    “Feels a bit rushed.” Raya patted Azamar’s arm. “You should go back to storytelling school.” She cocked her head on one side. “Say, do you heroes hear that?” 
 
    “Sorry, but the story’s over.” 
 
    “Not that. The sound outside. Like little mice creeping around, if mice wore boots.” 
 
    Cal looked at Azamar, who raised an eyebrow. Cal rose to his feet, and they stood in silence, listening. 
 
    Outside the door of their room, footsteps scurried away. 
 
    “You said something about being pursued?” Cal whispered. He tipped the water from his bowl out the window and hurriedly shoved his remaining apothecary supplies into their bag. The carefully stoppered bottle of lightroot went into a pouch on his belt. 
 
    Footsteps fell in the hallway again, heavier this time, clumping toward them across the boards. 
 
    Azamar slid his codex from his satchel and cracked it open. Cal took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and held a hand out in front of him. Magic flickered through the world, his skin tingled, and his codex fell into his hand. 
 
    Raya looked at them both. Her vacant smile faded, and a familiar hardness crept into her eyes. She pulled her leather tunic back into place and stood, sword in hand. 
 
    The footsteps stopped. 
 
    The three of them stood, tensed and expectant. 
 
    With a crash of splintering wood, the door burst open. A figure stood there, ragged robes hanging over gray skin, his  face hidden by the shadow of his hood. He raised a leathery hand and, in terrible silence, pointed at Cal.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal stood with his feet braced and his codex clutched in his hand, staring at the intruder. Magic buzzed in the air around him, not just his own but that of Azamar and their attacker, and something else, a faint familiar note, quieter than the rest, that he couldn’t quite identify. He pressed his lips together and took a deep breath, focusing on his power, on the codex, on the shape of the magic forming between him and the book. 
 
    This was the first time that he had faced a hollowmage since learning what they were, and the closest he had been to one since leaving Pebbert. Was it his imagination, or was this one more menacing than those he had seen before, the aura of cold and darkness around it more intense? Though he couldn’t see a face, he felt its terrible gaze on him. 
 
    The hollowmage raised his hands, the skin desiccated into dry folds. He twisted his fingers through the air and magic swirled around them, like the rapids of a river rushing around its stones. Cal didn’t exactly see the magic, didn’t exactly hear it. The experience was like another sense, one he couldn’t have described to anyone except another mage. The magic simply was. 
 
    With a flick of his fingers, the hollowmage sent chunks of the broken door spinning through the air. They darted at Cal and his companions, splintered points stinging and stabbing. 
 
    Cal called upon his one spell, felt the power of magic rush through him and the power of the wind rush from him. It buffeted the chunks of wood, blowing them away. But the wind only blew in one direction, and the splinters came at him from the other side, hitting all the harder because the wind was blowing their way. 
 
    “Is that all you have, abomination?” Azamar snorted as he turned the pages of his codex, the paper flapping in the magical wind. He chanted and the currents of magic shifted. The fragments of the door crackled, then burst into flames. Within moments, they were reduced to chunks of ash, which shattered and were blown away as black dust. 
 
    The hollowmage made a darting motion. The candles went out, plunging them into darkness. Azamar gave a shout and the candles blazed back into flame, brighter than before. 
 
    Seeing his magic so easily countered, the hollowmage braced himself and drew his hands back, ready for another assault. But before he could cast a spell, Cal used one of his own. He flung his hands forward, and with them a gust of wind. It hit the hollowmage, and he staggered back, out into the corridor. 
 
    “Got him!” Cal yelled excitedly. 
 
    To his dismay, the hollowmage stepped forward again, leaning into the wind, easily overcoming the power flung against him. 
 
    Cal called the wind back in, and the hollowmage stumbled. Then Cal flung the wind from him again, more forcefully than before. This time, instead of a single steady wind, like a harbinger of a natural storm, he sent short sharp blasts, concentrated channels of air. He struck the hollowmage in the chest, the shoulder, the face, sending him stumbling back through the empty doorway. But again, the hollowmage dragged himself forward, moving faster as he thrust a withered hand inside his robes. 
 
    Azamar chanted as he read from his codex. Fire swirled in a circle around him, faster and more intense, filling the room with bright light. 
 
    “Oh yeah!” Raya shouted. “Get him, magic man!” 
 
    The tone of Azamar’s voice changed. The fire drew in, from a ring to blazing disc that flew through the air, straight at the hollowmage. 
 
    The hollowmage drew his hand from his robes, pulling out a dark book. It was like Azamar’s codex, but covered in black cloth, with bindings of a dark metal that glittered like frost. He held it up like a shield, and the disc of fire shattered against it, a brief explosion before it faded to nothing. 
 
    “How about this?” Azamar flicked a page then held out his hand. He barked a short word, and fire sprayed from his hand, a blast shot directly at the hollowmage. 
 
    The hollowmage held up his codex. The flames licked across it, then vanished, sucked into the book. 
 
    “Do they normally do that?” Cal asked, alarmed. 
 
    “This is a hollowmage,” Azamar said. “There is no normal. Fling whatever you can at him, try to overwhelm his defenses.” 
 
    Cal summoned more wind and launched it at the dark, ragged figure, while Azamar flung fireballs. The air crackled with power and the walls of the room shook with the roaring of the wind. From the tavern below, there were shouts of alarm, but Cal didn’t have time to worry about whether those were a response to them or to something else. Whatever he and Azamar cast, the hollowmage held his tome out to catch it, the magic absorbed into those darkly bound pages. 
 
    They lowered their hands and stared. Their magic wasn’t working. What were they meant to do? 
 
    “My turn?” Raya asked, raising her sword. She stepped between them, advancing purposefully toward the hollowmage 
 
    The hollowmage tapped a finger against his codex, then made a flicking gesture. Raya was flung back across the room and slammed into the wall. She slid down onto the bed and groaned. 
 
    “Glad I took that painkiller already,” she said, “because otherwise, that would really hurt.” 
 
    The hollowmage flipped back a catch and opened his own codex. He turned to somewhere near the middle. Wind and fire swirled above the page, billowing up into the air. 
 
    “That’s not good, is it?” Cal asked, fingers tightening around his own codex. 
 
    The hollowmage drew his head back, then forward, like he was taking and then blowing out a big breath. The wind and fire hurtled off the page, straight back at Cal and Azamar. 
 
    On instinct, Cal flung up his hands and released his own power. He ought to have some sort of shield, but all he had was the wind, and so he used that, redirecting the firestorm in the fraction of a heartbeat before it would have hit them. 
 
    Fire struck a wall. Wood charred, then burst into flames. A candle melted and ran down onto the mattress of the bed below, which also went up in flames. 
 
    The hollowmage turned the tome, redirecting the magic toward his targets. Cal flung out a gust of wind again, and this time the inferno was turned to the other side, setting that wall on fire. There was a roaring as the flames swept up. 
 
    “This whole place is going to burn,” Raya said, grabbing the nearest bags. “We have to get out.” 
 
    “You two run,” Azamar said. “I’ll distract him.” 
 
    “No!” Cal exclaimed. “I won’t leave you. You’ll be overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Better me than all of us.” Azamar grinned. “Besides, I’ve been learning magic for decades, I have a few more tricks up my sleeve yet.” 
 
    “But we can’t—” 
 
    “I said go! Do you want the Spellweaver to die here, and the world with him?” 
 
    Fire raged around them, burning the walls to either side, the ceiling above, even creeping across the floor. The heat battered at Cal, and hairs curled on the backs of his arms. 
 
    “There’s no way out!” Cal, one hand still keeping up their wind defense, gestured around him with his codex. “He’s blocking the door.” 
 
    Raya leaned out of the window, then shook her head. 
 
    “No water butt. No conveniently placed stack of hay.” She turned back to them. “Can’t just jump out.” 
 
    “See?” Cal said. “We’ll have to make our stand here.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    Raya grabbed one of their bags and swung it at a burning wall. On the second attempt, charred timbers broke, making a space. She kicked at the edges, widening the gap, while flames lapped around her. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “This way.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Cal said. “I’m the only one holding this off.” 
 
    “Not for long.” Raya grabbed Cal’s arm. “You ready, magic man?” 
 
    “Almost.” Azamar turned a page of his codex, then took a deep breath. When he breathed out, he blew a blast of fire, straight at the head of the hollowmage. The hollowmage stepped back, ducking around the doorway to avoid being hit, and for a moment his magical attack died away. 
 
    Raya pushed Cal through the gap in the burning wall, into the next room, then jumped through after him. The room was empty, but had clearly been occupied not long before. The sheets were disheveled, and an abandoned end of bread lay trampled on the floor. Someone had heard the disturbance in the next room and decided to get out. 
 
    Behind them, there were footsteps, as the hollowmage advanced back into their room, and a wild crackling of fire magic. 
 
    Raya pressed a finger to her lips, then crept toward the door, which stood ajar. Cal didn’t want to follow her, didn’t want to abandon Azamar to his fate. But the mage was right, Cal was vulnerable, and the power of the Spellweaver was too important to risk until he had more experience. Reluctantly, he followed Raya as she nudged the door fully open, looked both ways, then crept out into the corridor. 
 
    Guilt tugged at Cal as they hurried away from the fighting, around a corner. Once they were out of sight of their own room’s door, and so of the hollowmage if he was driven back again, Cal relaxed a little and glanced back. 
 
    “We should go help,” he whispered. “Catch him from both sides.” 
 
    “I don’t see that helping.” Raya peered up the stairs ahead of them. 
 
    “That’s better than carrying on. This way leads up, not out.” 
 
    “There are always other ways.” 
 
    Raya opened the door of a room. It was a lot likes theirs, with four beds and tiny shelves. No one was inside. 
 
    “Here.” She grabbed a sheet off one of the beds and flung it at Cal. “Turn it into a rope.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She had grabbed another sheet, which she tore in half, then tied the two ends together. Cal followed her lead, quickly tearing and then knotting his sheet, before they joined the two together. He looked around as the thuds and fiery crackle of the fight increased. 
 
    “We really should go back,” he said. 
 
    “And disobey the magic man’s orders?” Raya tied one end of the sheets around the leg of a bed, then hung the rest out the window. 
 
    “Since when do you listen to Azamar?” 
 
    “Since he started talking sense for once.” She hauled Cal over to the window and pointed out. “Climb.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to get anything done by staying where he was, so he grabbed the improvised rope and swung one leg out the window, then scrambled down. 
 
    In the courtyard below, the tavern’s staff and some of its drinkers were staring up in alarm as flames appeared in several windows. 
 
    “To the wash house!” someone shouted. “Form a bucket chain.” 
 
    The sheet rope wasn’t long enough to get all the way down. Cal scrambled as far as he could, then dropped the last six feet onto the cobbles. A moment later, Raya dropped down beside him, a bag over her back and her sword hanging from her belt. She looked like the hero of an old story, sneaking out of the giant’s castle with the treasure she had stolen from him. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Cal said, pointing up at the building. 
 
    Blasts of fire burst from two of the windows, and in their wake, flames crackled in rooms above the bar. Two shapes moved through the burning rooms, figures flung into silhouette by the brightness behind them. Two robed figures, both clutching books, one of them ragged, the other with a long, flapping beard. Their hands darted through the air as they flung magic back and forth. 
 
    A section of wall creaked, groaned, and fell outward, scattering ashes and embers as it crashed down into the courtyard. 
 
    “We have to get in there,” the innkeeper said. “Put this out before the whole place burns down.” 
 
    “That’s even worse,” Raya said to Cal. “What happens when those people run into the hollowmage?” 
 
    “Stop!” Cal waved his hands. “Don’t go in there. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “More dangerous than letting the fire spread?” The innkeeper pointed up at the other buildings around them. “The whole neighborhood could go. We’ve got to stop this now.” 
 
    Cal couldn’t argue with that logic, not without explaining the hollowmage and everything he represented, without showing how facing this could be worse than letting half a city burn. There was no time for that, and no guarantee that anyone would believe him. 
 
    People hurried up the steps to the tavern’s doors, carrying buckets of water. 
 
    “Now we have to go back,” Cal said. “For them, as well as for Azamar.” 
 
    “Fine.” Raya dropped her bag and drew her sword. “But when we both end up as crispy blackened sticks, I’m blaming it on you.” 
 
    “Hard to blame me for anything when we’re dead.” 
 
    “Trust you to find the bright side of oblivion.” 
 
    They ran up the steps, past the people forming a bucket chain to fight the flames. 
 
    “No good going in there without water,” someone called out as they went past. 
 
    “You’re right.” Cal snatched a bucket of water from someone’s hands and carried on in, Raya hot on his heels. 
 
    Smoke spilled out through the main bar of the tavern, coming not just from the stairs toward their room but from other doorways as well. The fight between Azamar and the hollowmage had moved, and the flames with it, spreading across the upper floors. 
 
    “Which way?” Raya asked, as people passed buckets back and forth around them. 
 
    Cal stopped focusing on the room around them, drew his attention to the magic instead. He could sense it, the power of the fight, the twisting and writhing of battling powers. 
 
    “This way.” He ran past the bar, through a low doorway and up a narrow staircase, the bucket sloshing in his hand. There was less smoke here, and no people rushing to put out the fire. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Raya asked. “This doesn’t seem like it will take us to them.” 
 
    “I want to get around. Surprise could be one of the few advantages we have.” 
 
    They reached the third floor, where smoke ran across the ceiling, carried on currents of hot air. Cal followed it along a corridor, back toward the heart of the inferno. 
 
    There was a cry and a crash as Azmar burst backwards through a wall ahead of them. He sprang back to his feet, fire whirling around him. 
 
    “You think you can stop me like that?” the mage bellowed, and rushed into the fray once more. 
 
    “Seems like the right place,” Raya said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We should…” Cal hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ve only been in one real fight, and that was against the temple monster. We didn’t have a plan then.” 
 
    “All right, how about this: you distract him with your magic, I’ll sneak around behind and stab him in the back.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that. Once you get close, you’ll be vulnerable to him.” 
 
    “Whereas we’re all doing so well at a distance?” 
 
    “Do you really think that your sword can hurt him?” 
 
    “Magic isn’t working, why not give something else a shot.” 
 
    “Fine.” Cal gripped his codex in one hand and the bucket of water in the other. “Stay back to start with, I’ll draw him out, then see what you can do.” 
 
    He strode down the soot-blackened corridor, toward the crackling heat. The corridor opened into a wide room, a private bar for the tavern’s elite clients. There were rows of fancy jugs and bottles beneath a mirror behind the bar itself, and high-backed chairs around proper tables, made with legs instead of old barrels to hold them up. On the far side of the room, a balcony faced out over the upper reaches of the main bar. On the far side of that space, flames were consuming the stairs, despite the best efforts of the fire fighters. 
 
    Azamar stood against the backdrop of the balcony, his codex in one hand and a ball of flames in the other. He was grinning wildly, despite the darkly singed patches of his beard and the scorch marks across his robes. For a moment, his eyes darted to Cal, then back to the hollowmage, who stood facing Azamar, leaving his back to the new arrival. The hollowmage held out his codex and his fingers twisted above it, calling streamers of dark magic out of empty air. 
 
    Cal swung his bucket, bringing it down on the hollowmage’s head. There was a clunk, a splash, a spattering of water against the floor. The hollowmage turned and almost tripped over a chair, unable to see with the bucket over his face. 
 
    Wind whistled through the room as Cal called upon his magic. The gust flung the hollowmage from his feet, and there was a loud thud as he hit the wall. Cal didn’t give him time to recover. Redirecting the wind, he flung tables and chairs at the hollowmage. The throws weren’t accurate, the wind too unwieldy in Cal’s unpracticed hands, but one chair hit its mark, and another slammed against the wall so close that the hollowmage flinched. 
 
    Power still flowing through him, Cal advanced on his foe. 
 
    “That’s it,” Azamar said, as he stepped up beside Cal. “Keep him on the defensive. But don’t get too close, you don’t want one of his dark magic attacks to hit you.” 
 
    For a moment, Cal wondered if he should shout that warning out to Raya, who was about to put herself within the hollowmage’s reach. But that could give away that someone was coming. Besides, if things continued this way, he and Azamar could finish off the hollowmage before Raya even got close. 
 
    Together, Cal and Azamar flung attacks at the hollowmage, wind and fire flying through the air. With one hand, the hollowmage held up his codex, absorbing the worst of the attacks. What remained buffeted him about and scorched his robes as he yanked the bucket off his head and got to his feet. 
 
    “It’s working,” Cal said excitedly. “We’re hitting him.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Azamar said. “But are we hurting him?” 
 
    Despite the scorched patches on his robes and the wind whipping them about, the hollowmage strode toward his foes. He was summoning power again, not their own magic this time, but something darker. Cal and Azamar backed away, trying to keep some space between them. 
 
    Night black knives spun through the air above the hollowmage’s codex, than hurtled at Cal. He dived aside, and the knives buried themselves in the wall and the floor beside him. When he looked up, Azamar was pinned to the wall with blades through his robes, and more of the knives were appearing. Cal started to rise, but more knives flew his way, and all he could do was roll aside to avoid being skewered. 
 
    Then Raya appeared, creeping out from behind the bar. She raised her sword and picked up speed as she charged across the room, her footsteps lost in the crackle of flames and the defiant shouts coming from Azamar. A stride from the hollowmage, she leaped into the air and swung her sword down, driving it into the hollowmage with all of her strength. She slammed into his back and he was knocked to the ground, with Raya on top of him. 
 
    “You see how it feels,” she said, as she wrenched the sword out of the hollowmage’s shoulder. 
 
    The hollowmage twisted, knocked her off, and grabbed at her. His hand wrapped around her arm, but she grabbed him back and pulled. 
 
    The hollowmage hurtled across the room, slamming through the bar with a crash of smashing bottles and shattering jugs. 
 
    “Did he just…” Cal began, not sure what he’d seen. 
 
    “That was me!” Raya leaped up, grinning. “My magic strength is back.” 
 
    She dropped her sword, grabbed a table with both hands, and flung it. It spun through the air and hit the hollowmage in the chest, just as he was getting to his feet. He was knocked back to the ground, and the table broke against the wall behind him. 
 
    “Woohoo!” 
 
    Raya grabbed a chair with each hand and charged across the room. She slammed one chair down on the hollowmage’s face, then the other, broken legs and chunks of splintered seat flying. 
 
    Against any normal person, that attack alone would have reduced them to a pulp. But the hollowmage wasn’t a normal person, if he still counted as a person at all. He jerked to his feet and swung a fist at Raya. She caught the punch, and the two of them strained, muscles bulging, like wrestlers grappling for an advantage. 
 
    “Dang, he’s strong,” Raya said. “Like a herd of ox trying to beat my brains in. Good thing I’ve got more than fists.” 
 
    She lashed out with her foot, kicking the hollowmage in the knee. He thudded to the ground, and Cal expected Raya to leap on top of him, but instead she took three swift strides away and grabbed her abandoned sword. 
 
    “Try punching this,” she said as she swung the blade at the hollowmage. 
 
    His hand came up, clutching a sword the same cold and menacing black as the flying daggers had been. There was a clang as he parried the attack, then another as he countered, forcing Raya onto the defensive. 
 
    Blades darted through the air as Raya and the hollowmage slashed and stabbed at each, lunged and dodged and parried. Around them, flames crept along the edges of the room and smoke swirled past, but they ignored it, their focus on each other. One would step back, apparently on the losing side, only to go back on the offensive, driving the other back. 
 
    Cal reached the wall where Azamar was pinned and started pulling out the daggers that held him in place. They were cold to the touch and tingled against Cal’s skin in a way that mustered dread rather than excitement. 
 
    “We have to get in there and help her,” Cal said. 
 
    “I think we might be more of a hindrance than a help right now,” Azamar replied as the daggers clunked down around his feet. “Unless you can summon super strength for both of us?” 
 
    “I wish I could. How about if we throw some wind and fire his way?” 
 
    “Are you confident that you won’t hit her?” 
 
    Cal looked around. The two fighters were darting back and forth, Raya becoming faster and more daring as her confidence grew. She laughed as her blade slashed through the hollowmage’s robes, then jumped back as he swung at her. 
 
    “A month ago, I thought I’d spend the spring clearing ditches,” she said. “This is a lot more fun than pulling up weeds and digging dirt while waste deep in mud.” She parried an attack that forced her back two steps, and frowned. “Either he’s getting stronger or I’m getting weaker.” 
 
    Cal swallowed. It sounded like her magical strength was fading again, and with it their best hope for this fight. Could he call it back? 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought back to that day in Pebbert, to hugging Raya, her body pressed against his, and that moment when the magic had flowed. He tried to summon the feeling, to channel his magic through it, but it wouldn’t take the shape he wanted. All he got was wisps of wind blowing around his fingers. 
 
    The clash of blades continued, the sound echoing around the room. From across the tavern, there was a crash as another part of the building fell in, and sparks billowed above the balcony. 
 
    “Raya, back off, let us use spells!” Cal raised his codex and started summoning his power. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” she replied as she took a swing at the hollowmage. 
 
    He caught her attack on his sword, then pushed, blade scraping across blade. Raya grunted and gritted her teeth as she was driven back. 
 
    “Raya, move!” Cal shouted. 
 
    The hollowmage turned his wrist. His blade twisted around, bringing Raya’s with it. There was a ringing noise, like the sounding of an ominous bell. Raya’s sword was wrenched out of her hand and flew across the room. 
 
    She kicked out hard, but the hollowmage was faster. He caught her leg in his arm and heaved, yanking her off her feet. 
 
    Raya slammed into the floor, her head bouncing against the boards. 
 
    The hollowmage towered over her, his torn robes flapping in the hot wind that blew through the building. Without a sound, he raised his sword high, the tip pointing at Raya’s chest. 
 
    For Cal, time seemed to stand still. A wave of dread rushed over him, like a storm sweeping out of the hills. Raya was completely vulnerable, at the mercy of this magical monster. His best friend, the person who meant the most to him in the whole world, about to be obliterated in a single sword thrust. The threat to himself and to Azamar, the tumbling bonfire of the tavern, the threat the whole world faced if the Spellbreaker wasn’t stopped, none of that mattered. All that mattered was Raya. 
 
    The feeling was like a scream trapped inside of him, like a knife rising through his guts. That sensation burst through Cal, knocking away all sense of self, and in its place, the magic flowed. 
 
    It was the same feeling that had come over him when Azamar flung the fireball, back in Pebbert. A rush of energy that came from inside him and yet wasn’t his. A jolt that moved him without him even knowing what he did. 
 
    Pure magical power. 
 
    Then it was more than that. Not just an energy but a presence, someone else there with him in the room, even in his own body. A sentience that was familiar and yet not his own. It whispered to him, using magic instead of words, and though he didn’t understand, he knew that he should do as it said. He knew that he should let go. 
 
    The magic seized control, and as it did so, the hollowmage paused and turned his head, the blade hovering halfway to Raya’s chest. Whatever the magic was doing, it was worth it just for that moment, for the handful of heartbeats she needed to scramble away, out from beneath the blade. 
 
    The hollowmage turned, his shadowy gaze settling firmly on Cal. 
 
    Cal’s hands moved without him directing them. They held out his codex, and it sprang open. Pages fluttered, and every one had its own writing, showing him spells he had never seen before, symbols that meant nothing but that drew him to them. When the pages stopped moving, it was on a page that glowed with its own inner power, scribed with symbols that were angular and menacing, yet somehow felt right. 
 
    The hollowmage flung aside his sword and opened his own codex. His hands were trembling as he started drawing forth dark power. 
 
    From inside Cal, laughter rose, despite the danger of his situation. Rich, booming laughter, a voice that was barely his own. 
 
    His hand rose. Magic danced around it. The hollowmage froze. 
 
    Past the hollowmage’s shoulder, Cal caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror above the bar. His hair and eyes glowed white, an inner light streaming from him. 
 
    And yet, a darkness was closing in. The magic was invigorating, but Cal himself was fading away, sliding toward unconsciousness. 
 
    “No,” he murmured. “Not now. Not when I’m so close. Not when I need to fight.” 
 
    “Hush,” a voice said in his mind. “Rest. I will defeat the hollowmage.” 
 
    Then the whole world faded to black.  
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    Cal’s world shook around him. A rumble rose out of the nothingness. His body was jolted this way and that, flung back and forth against the hard boards. Darkness surrounded him, darkness and destruction. 
 
    He tried to raise his hands, but something was weighing them down. His heart raced in alarm. He forced his eyes open, against the heaviness that dragged at them, and immediately regretted his choice. Light blazed in, so bright that it hurt, so bright that his eyes watered and he closed them again to prevent them being burned out. 
 
    There was heat against his skin, and for a moment he feared that he’d woken trapped in the burning tavern, stuck beneath a fallen beam, surrounded by flames that would consume his body and with it his life. But this wasn’t that sort of heat. It was gentler, soothing rather than burning, comforting rather than harsh. And as he lay there, he noticed the same about the other sensations bearing in on him. The weight on his arms was soft and reassuring, the swaying and shaking less alarming than he had first thought, when all he had was that movement and the darkness. The terrifying rumbling receded to the low drone of wagon wheels and the clopping of hooves. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, he opened his eyes again, and looked up at a blue sky, with a single white cloud floating in the distance, too far away to cast a shadow over him. He brought his gaze down, saw the crates and sacks of supplies around him, and the sides of the wagon whose familiar swaying had hold of him. The weight across his arms wasn’t a fallen roof beam or a part of a wall, but a blanket, probably the best blanket they still had after throwing so much away during their chase. 
 
    He eased himself upright, shaking off the blanket, and looked around. Countryside was passing to either side of the wagon, a marsh on one side and rice fields on the other, the road a single ribbon of solid land passing through far damper and more giving ground. 
 
    Cal yawned, stretched, rubbed at his eyes. The last thing he remembered was the tavern, the flames, the hollowmage, the magic sweeping through him. Oh, and the light, shining from him across his codex in the moment before everything went dark. 
 
    “Good morning, sleepy head.” Raya clambered over crates from the front of the wagon and dropped beside him. “Or should I say good afternoon? Either way, it’s nice to see you awake at last.” 
 
    Cal yawned again and sniffed his clothes. He smelled of smoke and sweat. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    Raya laughed. “I feel like I’m the one who should be asking you that.” 
 
    “Seriously, the last thing I remember is that the hollowmage was standing over you, and I was terrified that he would kill you, or that the tavern would burn down with all of us in it. Then the power flowed through me, and…” He waved a hand. “And now I’m here.” 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” 
 
    “I really don’t remember.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t think that anyone could forget a thing like that. I know I can’t.” 
 
    “A thing like what?” 
 
    “OK, so, first, you started to glow with power. It was blazing from you, like there was a fire going on inside. No, not just a fire, like the sun itself was shining from your eyes.” 
 
    “I remember that a bit, just a glimpse of it.” 
 
    “Well, we got more than just a glimpse, right Azamar?” 
 
    “That’s right,” the mage called out from the front of the wagon. “It was very impressive.” 
 
    “This light blazed out of you, and the hollowmage took a step back, like someone had just hit him. Someone other than me, because the strength you gave me was totally gone by then.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Cal said, looking down at his hands. “I tried to make it work for longer, but I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, I got a good chunk of action out of it, and it’s not like I could summon that sort of strength on my own 
 
    “So anyway, this light flowed from you, and you started throwing it at the hollowmage. It was like Azamar’s magic, only brighter, more focused.” She waved her hands like she was the one throwing magic around. “You hit the hollowmage a few times, and one of them was right in his face, only I swear, it still looked like he had no face at all. He was trying to fight back, but nothing he did seemed to get through. Then you flung this one bolt of light, and it bounced off a mirror and hit him in the back of his head, knocked him to his knees. 
 
    “But he wasn’t done yet, oh no. He drew this spear that seemed to be made of darkness, and he lunged at you. But this shield appeared on your arm, and it looked like it was made out of stone. You deflected the attack. Then you went on the offensive, swinging a fiery sword.” Again, she mimed the action, swinging an imagined sword of her own. “I didn’t even see that thing appear, but it was amazing. The two of you went at each other, like it was something out of legends.” 
 
    “And I beat him with this sword?” 
 
    “Not even! You got him on the defensive, drove him back across the room, and then you flung your weapons aside, which I thought was completely nuts. But then your brought your hands together, and planks from the walls shot in, and they hit him from every direction, pinned him with their broken ends. He twitched and he writhed, but you twisted your hands, and the wood drove deeper, until his robes were all torn and his body was broken. Then he let out this last gasp and his body went limp. He crumbled into dust, and there were only rags left behind.” 
 
    “Wow.” Cal rubbed his brow, bewildered by it all. Could he possibly have done these things? 
 
    “Yeah, wow.” 
 
    “What about my codex? Was I still using that?” He tried to work out how he would hold the book while wielding both a sword and a shield, but he couldn’t get the logistics to work without an extra arm. 
 
    “It just sort of disappeared while you were using the light. Azamar says that it went back inside you.” 
 
    “But I thought I needed to hold it to cast magic?” 
 
    “Maybe you were holding it in your heart.” Raya clutched her hands to her chest and let out a melodramatic sigh, which quickly turned into a mischievous grin. “Or your intestines. Whatever organ’s best for turning pages.” 
 
    She tilted her head on one side and looked at him with an expression he couldn’t decipher, then punched him in the upper arm. 
 
    “The point is, your powers are amazing, and you saved both of us. You should be proud.” 
 
    “I am, I suppose.” Cal scratched his head. “It’s just hard to be proud of something you don’t remember doing, you know?” 
 
    He looked out over the swampland. The sight of all that water stirred another thought. 
 
    “What about the tavern?” he asked. “And the city? How far did the fire spread?” 
 
    “Not far. As soon as you’d dealt with the hollowmage, you clapped your hands.” Raya clapped her own. “Poof, just like that, it started raining, out of clear skies. Quenched the fire in minutes, saved that place from going completely out of business. Nowhere else was even touched by the flames. 
 
    “We got some very odd looks when we emerged. No one knew what had happened, or what to think of us. Had we caused a disaster, saved them from one, just been caught up in it like everyone else? Azamar strode straight through that awkwardness, had them pack up our wagon, got Thunder into his harness, and we headed out into the night.” 
 
    “I did pay our bill first,” Azamar called out. 
 
    “OK, that’s true.” 
 
    “And it seemed wise to leave the surroundings, before others of the hollowmage’s ghastly ilk realized that something had happened to him. Remember the story, we have to stay ahead of the danger.” 
 
    They rode on a little longer, staring at the surrounding scenery while Cal gathered his thoughts. Raya kept glancing at him, distracted from the swamps and fields. 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” she asked at last. 
 
    “I really don’t.” 
 
    “But how can you forget a thing like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I do,” Azamar said. “And if you two come sit up here with me, so that I don’t have to shout the whole time, then I will explain it to you.” 
 
    They clambered over the sacks and crates, Cal a little unsteady, his legs wobbling under him. If Raya was still having trouble with her shoulder, then it didn’t show, which was a relief. They sat on the board at the front of the wagon, one either side of Azamar, and listened while the mage talked. 
 
    “Cal is still inexperienced,” Azamar said. “Not used to channeling the amount of power that he will eventually work with, that the Spellweaver can use. What happened back there was that the spirit of the Spellweaver emerged for a moment, to protect itself and Cal in a crisis, but it didn’t know to hold back, perhaps couldn’t. So when the spirit took over Cal’s body, he couldn’t withstand it. The sheer level of power overwhelmed him and he blacked out.” 
 
    “So in theory, I could have stayed awake?” Cal asked. “Could have watched while someone else controlled my body?” 
 
    “I know of no reason why not.” 
 
    “And is this going to keep happening?” The thought made Cal feel sick. He appreciated what the Spellweaver had done for them, and would much rather lose control for a bit than die. Still, the thought of someone else controlling his body, of not making his own choices about what he did, that was deeply unsettling. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Azamar patted him on the shoulder, a gesture that wasn’t half as reassuring as it was patronizing. “In time, you’ll learn to control the Spellweaver state, instead of it controlling you. The power of decision making will be yours, along with the power of the magic. Once you have that, you’ll be unstoppable.” 
 
    “Thank goodness.” Cal leaned back and smiled. “I was starting to worry that I would end up as some sort of puppet.” 
 
    “But he could still get puppeted?” Raya asked. “For now, I mean.” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. Any time that Cal calls upon the Spellweaver before he’s ready to wield that power himself, the power will control him.” 
 
    “But I didn’t call on the Spellweaver this time!” 
 
    “You might not have meant to, but you did. Your unconscious mind called out for help, and from inside of you, that help came. It’s a powerful gift, but a dangerous one, and you should be careful not to use it recklessly or needlessly.” 
 
    “Why not?” Raya asked. “It’s the most powerful weapon Cal has. Why not keep calling on it, use it to save us from any trouble, and get some practice with it along the way?” 
 
    “Because it’s too much,” Cal said. “Because I don’t want to lose myself.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence, just the rumble of the wheels and the clopping of Thunder’s hooves. The blackness that had swept over Cal terrified him, but that dread clearly hadn’t got through to his friend yet. 
 
    “That is one good reason,” Azamar said. “But there is another, too. Even with the Spellweaver’s powers, you are currently more vulnerable than you will be in your final form. That makes the Spellweaver spirit vulnerable. If you’re killed while in that state, when you are using the codex of tall the Spellweaver’s spells, then the Spellbreaker will consume the Spellweaver’s codex in its complete form, winning the ancient war. Everything we are fighting for will be lost.” 
 
    “So no changing just to win an argument?” Raya asked, smiling impishly. 
 
    “Certainly not.” 
 
    “What about to win a game of knuckle bones?” Cal asked. “Surely that would be a good reason.” 
 
    “I don’t think that you two are treating this seriously enough.” 
 
    “We’re serious,” Cal said. “But laughter helps in staying sane when it feels like the whole world is going mad.” 
 
    Azamar nodded. 
 
    “And I suppose that’s how it feels for you right now?” he asked. 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Well then, feel free to joke. Just remember the serious point behind it.” 
 
    Cal rolled his head from side to side, working out the stiffness that had set into his neck while he slept. He stretched out his legs, wriggled his toes, and rolled his shoulders. Every muscle had a low level ache to it, like the morning after helping with a heavy harvest. He looked back over his shoulder, expecting to see the towers of Vorozlat somewhere behind them, but the city was completely out of sight. He supposed that they could have got a long way if they had set off during the night and kept moving through the next day. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” he asked 
 
    “About three days,” Raya replied. 
 
    “Three days?” Cal looked at Azamar, incredulous. “That can’t be true. This is one of her jokes, right?” 
 
    “No, it’s entirely true. Three whole days, and now we’re halfway through the fourth. What you did took a lot out of you.” 
 
    Cal blinked, bewildered. He’d known instinctively that it was an unusually long time, but three whole days? He would have to be careful about that as well, if he called on the Spellweaver again. He didn’t want to wear himself out and leave his friends vulnerable while they spent days looking after him. 
 
    The wagon rolled on, past farmers tending the rice fields and laborers digging ditches in the swamp, trying to drain it for dry land. At a junction, Azamar led them off the main road and down a narrower trail through the swamp. Clumps of reeds grew up around them, and trees with long, trailing branches. Even on their track, the ground squelched beneath the wheels. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Cal asked. 
 
    “There’s another wind shrine nearby,” Azamar said. “I thought that we should pay it a visit.” 
 
    “But I have wind magic already. I can do so many different things with it, wouldn’t I be better off learning something else?” 
 
    “When it comes to magic, mastery is everything. It is not enough to do a thing, you must excel at it, or the power may overcome you. That could mean spending a long time on one spell, but I think it’s best for you to master a variety of wind powers before you branch out into new types of magic, as Spellweavers before you did. Learn a focused cluster of spells, where mastery of one will help with the others, to get a better understanding of how the patterns of magic work. Then move on from there.” 
 
    Cal considered Azamar’s words. There was wisdom in what the mage had said, but he usually sounded wise no matter what he was saying. If Cal was going to forge his own path then he needed to be aware of the limits of the people around him, as well as their strengths. He couldn’t take Azamar’s advice just because it was Azamar’s advice. 
 
    There were good reasons why he might want to try a wider variety of magic instead. For the different experiences it gave him. For the different sides of magic he would see. To understand what he was fighting against when he faced magical opponents. The problem was that both paths sounded reasonable, so which should he pick? 
 
    And that was where knowing his allies came in. He wouldn’t accept Azamar’s word on just anything, but the mage knew far more about magic than Cal did, and that was a good reason to listen to him now. 
 
    “All right,” Cal said. “I’m happy to go for more wind magic.” 
 
    “Splendid,” Azamar said, “because there is more than one reason for us to follow this route.” 
 
    “There is?” Raya looked around. “I’m surprised that there’s one good reason to ride through this stinking swamp, and now you’re telling me that there are two? Or more?” 
 
    Cal sniffed the air. It certainly wasn’t pleasant around here, brackish water and rotting plants forming a fearsome combination of smells. 
 
    “Only two reasons that I know of,” Azamar said, “but both are important to our mission. The first, as I said, is to gather more magic for Cal.  The second is that this temple is on the way to our next location: the Library.” 
 
    “The Library as in…” Raya wiggled her fingers in the air, a child’s impression of a wizard casting spells. It brought a smile to Cal’s face, as he remembered the confusion he had caused with the fake mage at the market. That had seemed so important at the time, with the risk of exposure it brought. Compared with burning down half a tavern, it seemed like very small stuff indeed. 
 
    “I have to admit, in many ways, I would like to stay away from the Library for longer,” Azamar said. “I am suspicious about a few people there, as I’ve mentioned before, and would like to keep both you and our mission unknown to them. But the Library offers possibilities of its own, and is the only place where Cal can learn to master the Spellweaver powers without constant fear of being attacked. We won’t be safe from plot, conspiracies, or the wagging tongues of gossips, but we will at least be safe from attacks by the hollowmages.” 
 
    Raya rubbed her forehead. Her face crumpled up like she was straining at something. 
 
    “You want to take us to one of your enemies so that we’re safe from the other one?” she asked. “Surely there’s a third option?” 
 
    “There are always other options,” Azamar said. “But how many are any good? That’s what matters here, and the answer is, not many. We must seek safety in danger, security in peril, support from those who would destroy us.” 
 
    “I know you think these things sound smart, but to me, you sound like an idiot.” Raya drummed her fingers against the board they sat on. “Surely there’s a better way.” 
 
    “You are right to bring an attitude of doubt, even of suspicion, to this situation. As long as we are at the Library, we will need to watch our backs. But if we are going to be in danger, aren’t we better off in a place where we know who the danger will come from?” 
 
    “That should not make sense.” Ray scowled. “But until I come up with a better plan, we’ll use yours.” 
 
    “Don’t I get a choice in this?” Cal asked. 
 
    They both looked at him. 
 
    “And what is your choice?” Azamar asked. 
 
    “Still to go to the Library, for now at least.” 
 
    “That’s settled then. But first…” Azamar pointed at a hill rising out of the swamp, pillars of rough stone stretching like fingers from the hilltop toward the sky. “We are nearly at our first stopping point.” 
 
    They stopped at the bottom of the hill, on a patch of dry ground amid the murky swamp waters. Azamar tethered Thunder to a tree, then led Cal and Raya up a dirt path to the top of the hill. 
 
    At the top, they stood in the center of a ring of standing stones. The stones were roughly carved and ancient looking, their surfaces worked as much by age and weather as by people’s hands. In places, worn patches of carving showed, while in others, the symbols that had once been there were worn down to nothing but the faintest ridges and bumps. In the middle of the circle, a slab sat on four other stones, a table so ancient that lichen half covered its gray sides. 
 
    “Here we are,” Azamar said. “One of the most ancient shrines, and another source of wind power.” He took a step back out of the circle. “Summon your codex, and you can begin.” 
 
    Cal looked around. He felt very exposed here, on the one raised point amid miles of swampland, like anyone could be watching him. 
 
    “I’m not sure that this is a good idea,” he said. 
 
    “Why ever not? The shrine won’t give you guardians that you’re not capable of beating. The test is whether you use your skills well.” 
 
    “It’s not that. You told me that the Spellbreaker’s magic is in these places, that he’ll know when I activate its power. We’ve only just shaken off one of his agents, and that nearly killed us. What happens if they turn up while I’m fighting the guardian?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I would sense if there was a hollowmage near here. You’ll get this done, and then we’ll leave before the Spellbreaker sends anyone after us.” 
 
    Cal sighed. Azamar was right, and it wasn’t like he wanted to avoid this forever. It just might have been nice to have one day of rest between the last fight and this. 
 
    Then he remembered that he’d had three whole days, and that they’d been so restful that he’d slept through them. Maybe he was ready for this after all. 
 
    He laughed to himself, then stretched his hand out in front of him and called to his codex. The air shimmered and the book appeared, falling into his hand. That was pleasing to see. Even this basic part of the mage’s craft was becoming easier every day. 
 
    There was rumbling. Raya drew her sword. She and Cal looked around, watching for the danger. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you get your weapon out?” she asked, glancing at the sword that hung by his hip. 
 
    “If I need it, I will. I’m hoping to win this one with magic. It’ll be better practice.” 
 
    “As long as you don’t hold back so much that we lose.” 
 
    “I promise, if it goes that way, I’ll draw my sword.” 
 
    The stones shook. Cal expected them to topple as something emerged from the ground, or for a guardian to step out of one of them. Instead, two of the stones themselves stepped forward, sprouting arms and legs. A pair of stone giants, each twice the height of a human, towered over them, casting Cal into shadow. 
 
    “Azamar did say that the challenge would increase,” Cal said, “as I get more powerful.” 
 
    “Shame I’m just as powerless as before.” Raya gripped her sword tight. “You take the one on the right. I’ll keep lefty busy until you’re done.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Do you have a better plan?” 
 
    The stone giants trudged toward them, their footsteps shaking the ground. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” Cal took a step of his own, to meet the approaching giant. 
 
    The monster swung a fist at Cal. He ducked under it and darted around its back, using his superior speed and maneuverability. The beast turned, took another swing, and Cal dodged again, watching the way it moved, the shape of its attacks. Just like he was learning the shape of magic and the ways spells worked, he should learn about his opponents and how they functioned, so that he could better beat them. 
 
    Across the hilltop, there were clangs and defiant shouts as Raya took on the stone monster with her sword. Cal forced himself to ignore that, to focus on the enemy he faced. This time, it lunged with open hands, trying to grab hold of him. He rolled under its arms, through its legs, and came up on the other side, clutching his codex. 
 
    Dark magic had started shimmering around the stone giant, just as it had done around the previous guardian. The Spellbreaker’s power came quicker this time. Was that a feature of this place, or a sign that Cal’s opponent was growing in power, just as he was? Maybe the Spellbreaker was on his own quest, picking off mages and picking up their strength. 
 
    As the stone giant turned, Cal opened his codex and looked at his spell for the first time since reaching the hilltop. The strange letters danced across the page, their shapes hypnotizing him. The effect could have lured him in, left him vulnerable to an attack, but instead he leaned into and through the effect, used it to shape his magic. His intentions and that of the codex merged. Power flowed through the two of them, and from Cal into the world. 
 
    A powerful gust of wind blew from his hand, rocking the stone giant back onto its heels. The creature bellowed, a sound like rocks falling across each other, then leaned forward, bracing itself, and advanced on Cal again. 
 
    Cal shot off another gust of wind. This one was strong enough to fling the giant back, slamming it into one of the other rocks. It roared once more, pushed itself away from the pillar, and charged toward him. 
 
    Another gust of wind. Cal aimed this one low, knocking against the creature’s legs. They flew out behind it and it fell face down in the dirt. Cal felt a moment of triumph and punched his fist into the air. 
 
    The celebration was premature. The stone giant shot out a hand and almost grabbed Cal by the foot. Cal jumped back just in time, but lost his footing and fell on his back. The giant, rising to its feet, came after him. It tried to stamp on Cal, who rolled aside, and the giant’s foot plowed into the turf of the hilltop. 
 
    Cal rolled back to his feet and stood facing the giant. Just knocking it over with the wind wasn’t enough, but what else could he do? Draw his sword and fight up close, like Raya had suggested? Judging by the way she kept backing off from her giant, that tactic wasn’t working well. For all of her determination, the best she was achieving was to blunt her blade and keep the creature distracted. That was no way to win. 
 
    Cal ducked another blow, ran past the giant and out around another of the stones. He couldn’t run away, couldn’t leave the shrine behind without having to start this all over again, but there was something else he could do. Instead of attacking his opponent directly, he could turn the world against them. 
 
    He summoned his magic and took a step back. As the giant approached, Cal sent the most powerful blast of wind he could straight at the nearest standing stone. It wobbled then fell, crashing down on the giant, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    The giant groaned and wrapped its hands around the stone. It strained, started to lift the weight from off of it. 
 
    “Not done yet?” Cal asked. “All right, let’s give you seconds.” 
 
    Before the giant could free itself, Cal darted around another of the stones and summoned a gust of wind. The stone fell more quickly this time, and more precisely, forming a cross with the other stone across the chest of the giant. At last, the giant fell still, and its body shifted, reverting to unmoving stone. 
 
    One down, one to go. Cal stepped back to the edge of the hilltop, just outside the ring of stones. 
 
    “Hey, Raya!” he shouted. “This way!” 
 
    Raya ran across the hilltop, vaulted the stone table in the center, and headed straight for Cal. The remaining giant lumbered after her, its feet hammering the ground and shaking the world around it. 
 
    Raya reached Cal. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked. 
 
    “Now watch.” 
 
    The giant ran around the stone table and straight toward them. As it reached the gap between two standing stones, Cal summoned his magic once more, and slammed his hands together. Two great gusts of wind roared in like storms across the swamp. They hit the stones, which slammed into the giant from both sides. The giant fell, and the stones fell on top of it. Once again, the monstrous creature turned back to inanimate stone. 
 
    Cal bent over, hands on his knees, as a wave of dizziness swept over him. 
 
    “Winded?” Raya asked, grinning at her own joke. 
 
    “Very funny.” Cal straightened. “Now if you’ll excuse me…” 
 
    He opened his codex and walked toward the stone table, drawn by the power he could feel there. Ancient symbols, almost worn away over time, glowed in the surface of the stone. Power flowed from them, across the gap to Cal and his codex. Wind ruffled the edges of the pages as letters appeared on them, symbols that Cal still couldn’t read, but that were starting to feel familiar, comforting even. He could feel the spell sinking into the book, something like the one he already had, the one he had used in the fight, that he was manipulating more effectively each time he used it. More wind magic, like Azamar had said. 
 
    The power settled, in the codex and in Cal. The wind stopped tearing across the hillside. He closed the codex and held it close, feeling its power. 
 
    “What does this one do?” Raya asked, appearing beside him. 
 
    “I’ll have to try it to find out.” Cal grinned. “Want to see?” 
 
    “Not now,” Azamar called from the edge of the hilltop, where he stood by the path they had come up. “That was very well done, but we need to get gone, before the Spellbreaker’s minions appear.” He pointed at the road running through the swamp. “Come on, next stop the Library.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wagon rushed along the road, between strands of reeds, the occasional tree, and vast stretches of open, empty swampland. The road itself was barely worthy of that word, an ancient trail raised above the water but not reinforced or rebuilt for many years. The stones and wooden supports that held it were falling away in places, so that in those spots the road collapsed on one side. In other places, it seemed to be sinking whole into the water, so that Thunder’s hooves and the wagon’s wheels splashed through murky pools and barely moving streams, spattering the wagon with mud. 
 
    Raya sat up front with Azamar, her sword in her hand, watching warily for any sign of enemies closing in on them. Azamar was driving Thunder hard, pushing to get away from the hilltop shrine as quickly as possible, to put distance between them and the place where the Spellbreaker’s minions could pick up their trail. Cal sat in the back, his codex in his lap, feeling the presence of new magic between the pages, preparing to come to terms with his new spell. 
 
    “How long can we keep going this fast?” Raya asked. 
 
    “Hopefully, as long as we need to.” Azamar glanced back over his shoulder at the hill. “I want to get out of sight of that place before a hollowmage turns up.” 
 
    “We’ll have to go a long way for that.” 
 
    “Not if we can get hidden.” 
 
    “Not many places to hide around here.” 
 
    “Few places, true, but there is the fog.” 
 
    “What fog?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Azamar held out the reins. “You grew up in a village, you must have driven a wagon. Hold these.” 
 
    “Not all of us were farmers, you know.” Raya took the reins. 
 
    “So you don’t know how to drive?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Raya gave the reins a small shake, then settled in her seat, carefully studying the road ahead. Beside her, Azamar rose to his feet, swaying from side to side as he balanced on the shifting wagon. 
 
    “Can I help?” Cal asked, looking up from his codex. 
 
    “Perhaps another time, once you’ve learned fire magic. For now, I must take some responsibility for where I have brought you young people to, and for safely getting you out of here.” 
 
    Azamar opened his codex, laid one hand on the page, and held the other out, palm down. He chanted, and fire flickered around his fingers, then shot out from them, across the swamp. It wasn’t an intense blast, like the ones he had used in fighting the hollowmage, but a slow and steady spray of flames that fanned out as he moved his arm in a wide arc. The fire settled over the waters, and steam rose, a little at first, then more, clouds rising even as the flames faded away. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Cal said. He was getting used to magic, but the scale of this impressed him, and the use of fire to affect water, to reshape even the air they rode through, that was something new. 
 
    “This place is never more than one muggy day away from a good fog,” Azamar said, sitting back down. “I have simply given it a nudge down a path it wishes to follow.” 
 
    The fog swirled around them as Thunder galloped on. Watching it, Cal realized how right Azamar was. Once it had started, the fog kept coming, without any magical help. It rose in thick streamers and fat clouds, in soft white hazes that seemed to fade into the sky. It curled into something denser and more opaque. In the time it would have taken a pot to boil, the hill behind them disappeared from view. 
 
    Cal was almost sorry to see it gone. The ancient stone pillars were beautiful, and he could still feel the magic of that site calling out to him. But he felt safer too, the fog like a blanket draped over him, something soft and sheltering against the cold of the world. 
 
    He pulled his attention back into the wagon and opened his codex. It fell instinctively open to the new spell, a page that had been blank only an hour before. The words might be as incomprehensible at the other spell, the symbols as mystifying, but Cal could see the difference between them, could feel a subtly different pattern in the weave of the magic, and he knew that this was the spell he needed to practice. 
 
    It was hard to practice when he had no idea what he was meant to be doing, but the first spell had given him a starting point. He closed his eyes and opened his mind to the codex, connecting to the book. Then he reached into the world, into some deep well that seemed to exist both around him and in him, and drew from it the power he needed. 
 
    Magic flowed through the codex, through Cal, and out into the world. The pages of the book fluttered, brushing against the tips of his fingers. 
 
    It was wind again, as Azamar had told him, as he had known from the feeling of the hilltop shrine. But not wind like he had summoned before. That first spell had let him send out blasts of wind. This one was different. It didn’t strain to escape him in the same way, didn’t rush from Cal out into the world. Instead, the currents of wind curled in close, tightening around him, probing at his hand and up his arm like the fingers of a ghost. 
 
    What did it mean? 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked down at his hand. Air currents swirled around it, racing across his palm, winding around his fingers. There was something playful to that wind, the way it nudged at him, like a pet craving attention. It picked at stray threads on the hem of his sleeve, snatched up dust motes from the floor of the wagon and flung them around. It was so full of energy, Cal felt as though it should have rushed away, like a horse released from its stall for the first time in months. But it clung to him. 
 
    He curled his hand in, and the currents moved with him. He splayed his fingers wide and felt them follow again. He lifted his other hand and dipped a finger into the flow of air. It parted at his touch, resistant but still yielding, like wet clay. On instinct, he tugged at it, and, strange though it was, the wind went with him. He folded it over like it was an edge of cloth, then pulled two currents in together. The flows of air strengthened as the joined, and he could see that part of the air pattern now, as clearly as he could see the fog around them. It wasn’t just a passing gust. 
 
    Carefully in case it might break free and blow crates off the wagon, Cal pulled in more strands of the wind, forming a ball in his hand. Then he focused on the magic again, on summoning more of it. The magic increased, and with it the size of the ball. He squeezed it in, and it became smaller, harder, as the intensity of the air currents in that contained space increased. Then he poured more magic in, and it expanded, while keeping its strength. 
 
    “Hey Raya,” he called out, “check out what I’ve made.” 
 
    She turned, looked, raised an eyebrow, then turned back to concentrating on steering the wagon. 
 
    “Very impressive, I’m sure,” she said. “We’re well set if we want to organize a game of football or play skittles with a bunch of sticks. But what real use is it?” 
 
    Cal sagged. He’d been feeling very pleased with his new spell, but Raya was right. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Azamar?” 
 
    “I think you should work that out for yourself,” Azamar said. “I’m told that self mastery leads to better learning.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great excuse for laziness,” Raya said. “Some teacher you are.” 
 
    “I never claimed to be a teacher, just a mage. And as a mage, I need a nap. Summoning that magic has tired me out.” Azamar pulled the hood of his robe up over his head and down across his eyes, then folded his arms and settled back. “Wake me up if we reach a junction.” 
 
    They rode on through the swamp, Raya at the reins and Cal in the back, practicing his spell. He formed several balls of wind, and let them go to see how the magic faded. One he threw out across the swamp, and watched as the fog swirled around it. It disappeared from view, followed a moment later by a splash. 
 
    He tried other shapes too. Disks, cubes, pyramids, long sticks and wobbly blobs. By the end of the day, he had a good feel for how to shape this solid wind into different forms. If he needed a stick to prod something with, then he would never be short of one again, but he still felt that there was more to do with the magic, something just out of reach. 
 
    By the end of the day, they were also out of the heart of the swampland and into a set of solid islands around its edge. Some of these were natural, accumulated silt and the roots of old plants creating solid ground out of the mud. Others were artificial, platforms people had built from wood and reeds. The people here were poor but friendly, and Azamar traded some supplies for the chance to stay the night on an empty platform. 
 
    “We’re going to build another house on here,” said the owner proudly. He and his family were some frog-like species Cal had never met before, with webbed fingers and toes, bulging eyes, and smiles so wide it seemed as if their mouths were about to flap open and swallow half the swamp. “But we can’t afford the wood yet, so you might as well camp there.” 
 
    The frog people fed them dinner, in exchange for a few coins. Cal had never realized how many swamp weeds were edible, or how well they could be made to go with fish, if you knew what you were doing. 
 
    “How are you doing with that spell?” Azamar asked once they had finished eating and it was just the three of them plus Thunder, sitting on a platform of planks and bundled reeds, looking up at the stars. 
 
    “I think I’ve worked out what it’s for,” Cal said. “It’s so that you can form objects you need when you don’t have them.” 
 
    “Very good. It’s usually called wind shape, if you care about the titles of these things.” 
 
    “Wind shape.” Cal rolled the name around in his mind. It fitted. “What about my other spell?” 
 
    “That one is called wind blast, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Wind shape and wind blast. Got it.” Cal stood up. “I want to try a more sophisticated shape.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Azamar leaned forward. “Please do.” 
 
    Cal summoned his codex and turned to the page he needed. Channeling the power of the spell, he summoned the shaping wind around his hand. It came more quickly this time, but still under his control, the air around him unmoving except for the mass of currents that swirled around his fingers. 
 
    He set the codex down on the floor and focused on the wind. Using both hands, he stretched it out, forming a string of air that he bent into a square, like a frame for a picture. It shimmered, its air currents visible in the light from their small fire. 
 
    “That’s impressive, I guess,” Raya said, “but what’s it for?” 
 
    “It’s not for anything. I’m just seeing what I can make.” 
 
    He screwed the power up into a ball, like a potter rolling together wet clay, then stretched it out again. 
 
    “See, I can make a sheet of it… Or a disc… Or this pointy thing, I don’t know how you’d describe it…” 
 
    “A mess,” Raya said. “And that’s something I can make for myself.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Cal said, laughing. “You’re so smart, what do you think I should make?” 
 
    Raya leaned back against the sack of clothes she was using for a cushion. 
 
    “How about a chair?” she said. “We could do with some furniture here.” 
 
    “A chair.” Cal scratched his head. That sounded like a simple thing, something everyday and ordinary, but once he started thinking about its shape, he realized how complex it could be. Still, he wasn’t going to turn down the challenge. “I can do that.” 
 
    He drew more power through him, increased the amount of wind he was working with until he held a large ball in his hands. Then he started working it, stretching long parts out underneath to form legs, and a flat section above for the back. He rounded and compressed the middle section to form the seat, then readjusted everything else because the flattening had made wonky connections. 
 
    “One chair,” he said, holding it out for the others to see. 
 
    “I guess.” Raya tipped her head on one side. “I mean, technically it has all the features of a chair, but can you actually sit on it?” 
 
    Cal set the chair down with a flourish. It rocked back and forth on uneven legs. 
 
    “I’m going to need some more practice, to make a chair that sits straight,” Cal said. “But I think it’s pretty good for a first attempt.” 
 
    He hadn’t tried putting weight on one of his wind objects yet, so he was nervous as he sat down, afraid that he might fall straight through the wind. But it held him up, and he leaned back, smiling smugly as he held his arms wide. 
 
    “Behold, a fully formed chair! And you didn’t think I could do it.” 
 
    A pinching sensation in his behind made him leap to his feet. 
 
    “What is it?” Raya asked, sitting sharply upright and grabbing for her sword. “Did you see a hollowmage coming?” 
 
    “It nipped me!” Cal exclaimed. “The chair nipped me!” 
 
    Raya and Azamar looked at each other, then burst out laughing. 
 
    “Your furniture fought back?” Raya asked. “That’s brilliant.” 
 
    “Magic has a will of its own, that can sometimes surprise us,” Azamar said. 
 
    “And no one wants to be sat on, do they?” Raya added. 
 
    Cal looked at Azamar. 
 
    “Is this going to keep happening?” he asked. 
 
    Azamar shrugged. “My magic is fire, not wind, so I can’t be sure. But I suspect that, as you grow more experienced, the magic will be more obedient.” 
 
    “Good.” Cal considered trying to sit again, just to prove that he could, but decided against it. Instead, he dismissed the magic, and the chair burst apart in a brief gust of wind that left nothing behind. “Now we should sleep. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    The next day, they headed out of the islands and through a harbor town where a slow moving river poured into the swamp. There, they picked up a trade road that ran for a while along the swamp edge. When it forked, they took the road away from the swamp, up a river valley scattered with small woods, hamlets, and farms. 
 
    Cal wanted to sit up front again, to get a better view of the world they were passing through, but Azamar insisted that he sit in the back, among the bags and crates. 
 
    “You’re less visible there,” the mage pointed out. “That makes it a better place to practice your magic unseen.” 
 
    “Can’t I wait until we stop to practice?” 
 
    “Time isn’t on our side. Do you want to face the Spellbreaker unprepared?” 
 
    Cal didn’t even answer that one, just climbed into the back and summoned his codex, ready to begin. 
 
    The key to making the most of his new spell was going to lie in finding practical uses for it. He sat for a while, running the wind back and forth between his hands, considering what those practical uses could be. What would he and his friends need in their journey, or in their struggle against the Spellbreaker? Weapons were the most obvious option that came to mind. 
 
    Cal gathered the wind he had, then stretched it out until it was a fat stick roughly the length of his shortsword. He drew out two pieces near one end, to form the basis for the guard and separate the hilt from the blade. He rounded that hilt, then realized that he could do better, shaping it to perfectly fit his hand. He neatened the guard, making it long enough to offer some protection without getting it the way. Then he turned to the difficult part. 
 
    Slowly, he squeezed the portion that would be the blade between his two hands, flattening it. Then he ran his hand at an angle along one edge, over and over, until the edge was so sharp he risked cutting himself. He drew out a point at the end, then held the sword aloft, proud of what he had achieved. The blade glinted in the sunlight. 
 
    Cal smiled with pride. It looked more like a sword than his chair had looked like a chair, and the weight of it felt right. But it had taken a long time to make, and that would be no good in an emergency. He examined it carefully, memorizing every detail of how it looked, every nuance of how the magic fitted together. Then, reluctantly, he let the magic go, and the sword disappeared. As soon as it was gone, he started summoning it again. 
 
    By the time they stopped for lunch, in a meadow by a babbling brook, Cal could summon the sword in the space of ten heartbeats, and it was coming quicker every time. He didn’t have to shape it with his hands any more, just call the magic into the shape he held in his mind. 
 
    “Not bad,” Raya said, when he summoned the sword for her to see. “The question is, will it cut anything?” 
 
    She set her lunch of bread and dried fish aside and fetched a fallen branch from under a nearby tree. She held the branch out at arms length. 
 
    “Go on, try to cut it.” 
 
    Cal swung the sword. Light as it was, it still didn’t go quite where he wanted, but he managed to hit the branch. A chunk of wood broke off with a satisfying thwack. 
 
    “Not bad,” Raya said, “but why did you swing it in that weird way?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cal admitted. “It was almost like the sword wanted to go in a different direction.” 
 
    He stood back and swung the sword. It went higher than he had wanted, so the next time he went lower, and just about got where he wanted to be. It took more of a strain to direct the blow than with an ordinary sword. As he stood there staring at his creation, it started to twitch, like it was bored of sitting still and wanted to get fighting. 
 
    “I guess that the wind has ideas about how it wants to move,” he said. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. I should stick with an ordinary sword.” 
 
    “No,” Azamar said, walking over to Cal’s side. “You should keep practicing. It might be hard to control, but learning how will make you a better mage as well as a better warrior, and when you’re done, you’ll have a weapon that can never be taken away from you, one that will never shatter nor go blunt. That is a powerful weapon.” 
 
    That afternoon, Azamar took the reins again, and Raya joined Cal in the back of the wagon. She watched as he formed his sword over and over again, then got bored and tried making different objects. 
 
    “Behold, a key!” he announced, holding one up. 
 
    “A key with no lock, very useful,” Raya said. “What else have you got?” 
 
    “An apple.” 
 
    “Made out of air? That doesn’t sound very tasty.” 
 
    “Easy on your teeth though. How about this flower?” 
 
    “It looks half dead.” 
 
    “Petals are tricky. Give me time.” 
 
    She sat back against a crate, watching him. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing me with you,” she said. “I know it’s been dangerous and scary, but this is far more exciting than life back home.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming along. It wouldn’t be half as much fun without you.” 
 
    “It certainly wouldn’t. Azamar isn’t exactly a laugh riot.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s got a fun side, somewhere under those robes.” 
 
    “If he has, it’s very well hidden.” She looked down at her fingers, frowned, then looked up at him. “Why did you bring me along? You could have done this on your own.” 
 
    “You’re my friend. I wanted you with me.” 
 
    “You had other friends. Some of them are more practical and less likely to get you in trouble.” 
 
    “None of them are…” He hesitated, not sure what he meant, never mind what he wanted to say. None of his other friends made him laugh as much? None of them understood him like she did? None of them were as pretty, with her sparkling green eyes and that bright smile? He certainly wasn’t going to say that part out loud. He felt hot and flustered just thinking it. “None of them would have dropped everything and come along.” 
 
    Raya snorted. 
 
    “You’re right. They’re all too boring, too set on inheriting their father’s farm or taking over their master’s business or whatever they’ve got sketched out in front of them. Of all the people in Pebbert, you were the only one I felt excited to spend time around.” She grinned. “Though chasing rabbits and catching fish doesn’t feel so exciting now, does it?” 
 
    “Not exciting, but relaxing, as long as I’m doing it with you.” 
 
    She looked away, shuffled around to settle better against the crates. 
 
    “How’s your shoulder?” he asked. 
 
    “All healed, as far as I can tell.” She prodded at it with two fingers. “No more swelling, no more pain, no more weird dark bits, and the wound has almost completely healed up. That lightroot stuff is amazing. I might be left with a bit of a scar, but that’s just proof of what an awesome adventure I’ve been on.” 
 
    “Do you want me to have a look again, make sure there’s no lasting damage?” 
 
    “No, that’s all right,” she said hastily, then blushed and looked down at her feet. “I mean, if you think that you ought to have a look…” 
 
    “No, no, I’m sure you’re right, I just…” Now Cal was blushing and looking away too. “I trust your judgment. Just checking that you’re well.” 
 
    The wagon rumbled on, accompanied by the clopping of Thunder’s hooves. Overhead, a kestrel sored on the wind, watching for prey in the fields. 
 
    “Did I tell you that Azamar bought me a sword?” Raya asked. “Before we left Vorozlat.” 
 
    “I thought you had a sword already,” Cal said. 
 
    “This one’s better.” She rummaged among their baggage, pulled out a long bundle wrapped in a tatty blanket. “I hid it in this to avoid drawing attention, but I guess I should start carrying it with me, in case it’s needed.” 
 
    She unwrapped the sword. It was longer than the other ones they had, and the leather grip was big enough for two hands if needed. The work was smoother and more sophisticated than the simple blades made by Pebbert’s village blacksmith, who specialized in plows, pans, and horseshoes, not fancy fighting gear. 
 
    “Wow,” Cal said. “You’re turning into a proper warrior.” 
 
    “I know.” She grinned and her voice rose with excitement. “One day, they’ll tell stories about my amazing adventures and how I saved the world. Maybe they’ll even include you, in a supporting role. The adventures of the amazing Raya, and her sidekick, Cal of the magic pinching chair.” 
 
    He laughed. “Sure, that’s the way it’ll be.” 
 
    “Not like they’ll remember you for anything else. I mean, really, a Spellweaver, what even is that?” 
 
    She waved the sword back and forth, then drew her short sword for comparison. With its blade dented and the edge blunted from the fight against the stone giants, it looked particularly sorry next to the new weapon. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Stabby,” she said, patting the short sword. “There’s still a place for you in my arsenal.” 
 
    “Stabby?” 
 
    “You’ve got to give your weapon a name, something to reflect its personality.” 
 
    “Your swords have personalities?” 
 
    “More than most people I know.” She put the longsword away, took out her whetstone, and started work on restoring Stabby’s edge. 
 
    “What’s the new sword called?” Cal asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. We’ll have to wait and see how he fights.” 
 
    Watching Raya work away on her sword reminded Cal that he was meant to be practicing his magic. His sword was well formed now, and he didn’t want to practice wielding it there, where he might accidentally stab Raya or trash their supplies, but there were other things he could do with his spell. He hadn’t even tried putting it into an object yet, like he’d done with the previous one. 
 
    The nearest object to him was a bag of apples. He took one out and held it in his hand, then started channeling the spell. He didn’t try to build a wind object around the apple, but to put the magic of the wind inside it. 
 
    It seemed to be work. The magic flowed easily after a couple of days practicing the spell, and he knew how it should feel when the power went into an object, when he inscribed it, as Azamar had labeled this trick. The power was there in the apple. 
 
    He uncurled his fingers from the apple. With the wind inside, he expected the fruit to float away, like the rock had done before, but it just sat there, in the palm of his hand. That made him wonder if it would move differently, given its different spell, so he tried rolling it from side to side, then moving his hand away, to see if it hovered in the air. The apple simply sat in his hand, apparently completely mundane. 
 
    Cal peered at it more closely. He knew the power was there thanks to his magical sense, but he could see something different as well. A faint shimmering around the apple, a magical haze. He could feel it too, like something sweeping across his fingers, a brushing of wind that was constant but so thin he couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “Can you see that?” he asked, holding the apple out to Raya. 
 
    “An apple?” She looked at it. “Did you make it from wind?” 
 
    “No, but I think I put the wind inside. Can you see that glow around it?” 
 
    Raya peered closer. “Yes, I think so. But what does it do?” 
 
    “Nothing so far.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s like when you put power into the salve, you need to use it to get the magic.” 
 
    “It’s got to be worth a go.” 
 
    Cal opened his mouth and bit down on the apple. It was like biting a rock. 
 
    “Ow!” he exclaimed. “That hurts.” 
 
    He clutched his mouth and stared at the apple, which didn’t even show tooth marks. It seemed completely untouched by what he had done. 
 
    “Let me see.” Raya took the apple, peered more closely at it, tried pressing her nails into the skin. “It’s hard as steel.” 
 
    She drew a knife from her belt, pressed it against the apple, and ran it down the outside. 
 
    “Not even a scratch,” she said. “It’s as though the wind formed an armored shell around the apple.” 
 
    “Try using one of your swords,” Cal said. “See if you can chop through.” 
 
    “And damage one of my blades on your impenetrable magic? No thanks.” 
 
    “All right then, I’ll get something.” 
 
    Cal looked around. They were progressing at a sedate pace past a small stand of trees. He  climbed over the crates, jumped down from the wagon, and ran over to the trees. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Azamar called after him. 
 
    “Magic,” Cal replied. “Sort of. Keep going, I’ll catch up.” 
 
    He rummaged amid the roots of the trees until he found a solid stick, then ran after the wagon, the stick waving in his hand. Once he’d caught up, he grabbed the rear of the wagon and vaulted in. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked, raising the stick. 
 
    “Ready.” Raya set the apple down in front of him. 
 
    Cal raised the stick above his head, then brought it down with all the strength he had. There was a crack as the stick hit the apple, and the stick shattered. The apple remained completely untouched. 
 
    “Not even a bruise.” Raya turned the apple in her hands. “That’s amazing.” She grinned. “And even more amazing once you can use it to protect things from attack. But there is one problem.” 
 
    “Really?” Cal tossed the broken stick over the side. “What’s that?” 
 
    “This apple was going to be part of our dinner. How do you plan on eating it now?”  
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    For several days, the wagon continued its journey across Yaetis. Azamar was usually at the reins, though Raya sometimes took over, and even Cal had a turn when he wasn’t practicing his magic in the back. He didn’t feel like he had to do much steering, and wondered how much that was because the road they followed was an easy one, or whether Thunder had as good a grasp of their route as any of the people did. 
 
    They usually stopped twice during the day: once for lunch, and again in the evening, to find somewhere to stay the night. Though they passed villages, towns, and lone travelers’ taverns, they never stopped at these, instead camping out in the wilderness or between farmers’ fields, sleeping under the stars or beneath a canvas roof stretched from the wagon’s frame. Most nights that was fine, but when the rain fell heavily, drops thundering off the canvas and a drip seeping through to hit Cal in the face, he couldn’t help thinking fondly of his bed back home and wondering if he might have been better off in Pebbert. 
 
    Between stopping for the night and eating dinner, there was time to train. While Cal could practice some things in the back of the wagon, there wasn’t space to move around much, to fling big spells about, or to properly swing a sword. So Azamar planned that into their schedule, stopping with a few hours of daylight left each day, and with space for them to move about in. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we keep moving?” Raya asked on one of the first nights, as she assembled a camp fire. “Get to this Library place sooner, get off the road and out of danger.” 
 
    Azamar looked up from his codex and laughed. 
 
    “You think that getting to the Library is going to make us safe?” he asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that half the point of going there? So that Cal can learn his spells and you can get together with your mage friends, for some protection against the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    “It’s true, there is some safety in numbers.” Azamar closed his codex. “But we don’t know yet what we’ll find at the Library, how the factions are currently aligned or what their intentions are. Perhaps we’ll find that the Spellbreaker has already attacked and the place is under siege. Perhaps we’ll find that his agents have infiltrated the halls of power. Perhaps we’ll stumble into one of the factional fights that sometimes rage through the place.” 
 
    “You’re not making it sound like a place we should go.” 
 
    “Oh, it is a place that we must go to, but we must also be prepared.” Azamar took a bundle of canvas off the wagon and unrolled it to reveal a set of wooden practice swords. “That is why Cal must learn to spar against other mages.” 
 
    Azamar handed one of the wooden swords to Cal. Carrying a sword of his own and a codex, he then went to stand on a patch of cleared ground between hazel trees and clumps of ferns. They had camped for the evening in a clearing surrounded by light woodland, where there were nuts and firewood to be found, and where they would be less visible from the road. 
 
    “Come on, Cal,” Azamar said. “You need to practice.” 
 
    Cal walked over, holding the practice sword and his codex. Twigs crunched beneath his feet and branches swayed in the breeze overhead. He hefted the sword in his hand. It had been weighted to better imitate the solidity of steel, but it still felt wrong to face Azamar with such a weapon. 
 
    “Don’t mages fight with spells?” Cal asked. “Why risk getting close enough for a sword when you can take them out with a fireball or a gust of wind?” 
 
    Azamar shook his head. 
 
    “Winning in a fight is about using all the tools at your disposal. Sometimes, one mage’s magic will cancel out another’s. Other times, magic can be used to augment weapons, or those weapons can be used to more effectively deliver spells. This is how mages win fights: through mundane as well as magical skills.” Azamar swished his sword through the air. “And of course, it’s a useful backup in case your spells ever fail you.” 
 
    Cal could hardly argue with his master’s logic. And now that he had some experience fighting monsters, why not combine the things that he had learned? He raised his weapon and got ready to fight. 
 
    “Sword fighting is about more than the simple hack and slash,” Azamar said. “At its best, it is an art, every bit as elegant as spellcraft. And as with magic, excellence starts with mastering the fundamentals. So, here are the basic attacks…” His sword darted through the air, swift and purposeful. “And the basic parries.” The sword moved again, low and high, left and right, a series of positions that framed Azamar’s body. “Now you try.” 
 
    Cal imitated Azamar’s moves, then repeated them with corrections until he was doing something close enough for the experienced mage to be happy. Just as the spells came more instinctively after some practice, so did the attacks and parries, Cal’s arm flowing into action with little thought on his part. Muscles learned the moves, so that his mind didn’t have to focus on them. 
 
    Off to one side, Raya had also picked up a practice sword and was following the same moves, pausing from time to time to watch what the others did. Azamar ignored her, his attention focused on Cal. 
 
    “That will do,” Azamar said, once Cal had gone through the moves smoothly a few times. “Now it’s time for you to put it into practice. I’ll attack, you defend, and watch out for an opening to strike back.” 
 
    He didn’t give Cal time to prepare, but went straight on the attack. Cal, who was getting used to his teacher’s ways, had been expecting something like this. He brought his blade up, fast enough to parry the first attack, then shifted it quickly to counter the second and third. The clack of wood against wood echoed through the trees. 
 
    Cal backed off, making space for himself to maneuver in. His heel knocked against a tree root and he wobbled, nearly fell, found his balance just as Azamar lunged at him. Cal darted aside, then went on the attack, slashing wildly in hopes of catching Azamar unexpectedly. But Azamar was far too experienced for that. He easily blocked the attacks, then paused, taking a step back from Cal. 
 
    “Very good,” Azamar said. “Don’t be reckless, but stay on the offensive when you can, reduce your opponent’s time to think and space to maneuver.” 
 
    He attacked again. This time Cal stood his ground, swaying from side to side as he moved his weapon to block the attacks. He kept waiting for a gap in the assault, a moment when he could counter, but it never came. And then he realized, that was the whole point: he had to make his own opening. 
 
    The next time Azamar’s blade came in, Cal didn’t just block it. He swung against the sword, driving it back, then followed through with an attack. Azamar shifted his feet and, with a swift twist of his wrist, parried the stirke. For the first time, there was sweat on his brow. 
 
    “Let’s mix things up.” 
 
    Azamar grinned and his codex pulsed. Cal had a moment to wonder what was coming before a stream of orange fire flowed his way. 
 
    “Hey!” Cal flung himself sideways, hit the ground, and managed to roll through while somehow clinging to both his sword and his codex. “You didn’t tell me you were going to set me on fire!” 
 
    “Neither will your real opponents. Are you going to moan at them?” 
 
    Another blast of fire. This time, Cal was ready, and managed to dodge it while staying on his feet. 
 
    “Be careful!” Raya called out. “He’s not going to be much of a Spellweaver if you burn him to ashes.” 
 
    “Thanks for the show of confidence in me,” Cal replied. 
 
    “And in me.” Azamar waved his hand, and flames flared orange around it. “These aren’t even very hot or intense. I want to teach a lesson, not make crispy fried mage.” 
 
    On that note, he flung another spray of fire in Cal’s direction. Cal, clutching his codex tight, countered with a spell of his own, a gust of wind that deflected the fire. It almost hit a nearby tree, and the leaves of ferns underneath charred and curled in. 
 
    “That’s better,” Azamar said. “Use the full range of your abilities. Don’t let your opponent have things their way.” 
 
    “If you insist.” Cal called on the wind again, sending a fierce gust straight at Azamar. It spun the mage around and almost slammed him into a tree. 
 
    “Even better!” Azamar charged at Cal, fire flying and sword swinging. Cal darted aside, while summoning a spinning wind to redirect the flames and toss Azamar aside again. 
 
    “That’s it, use the powers you’ve been learning.” With his codex tucked under his arm, Azamar raised an empty hand. “But can you deflect this?” 
 
    Rocks rose from the ground and hurtled at Cal. He tried to knock them aside with his magic, but they were heavier, more substantial than the fire. Perhaps, with more practice and more power, he could have blown them back. For now, he had to dodge instead, and even then, one hit him in the hip hard enough it was bound to leave a bruise. 
 
    “Ow!” Cal exclaimed. “How can you do that? I thought that you only knew fire magic.” 
 
    “Officially, yes.” Azamar winked. “But I’ve picked up a few other tricks on the side. It pays to be prepared for different occasions.” 
 
    More rocks flew through the air, coming at Cal from all sides. He ducked, dodged, even tried to parry one without success. Some hit him, raising brief jolts of pain. 
 
    Trying to defend himself against the rocks wasn’t working. He had to go on the offensive. He charged across the clearing, straight at Azamar, trying to ignore the rocks that hit him as he ran. 
 
    Azamar waved his codex. There was a rumble, and the ground opened up beneath Cal’s feet, earth parting to form a pit. He fell, dropped his sword and codex as he grabbed at the sides, but still lost his grip and tumbled to the bottom. The impact knocked the air out of him, and it took a moment to gather his senses. When he looked up, Azamar and Raya were looking down at him. She was laughing. 
 
    “Anything broken?” Azamar asked. 
 
    Cal shook his head. “Only my dignity.” 
 
    “Dignity is over rated.” Azamar waved his codex again. The ground shook under Cal, then started to move. The bottom of the pit rose, carrying him up and dumping him out, along with his codex and his wooden sword, at Azamar’s feet. 
 
    “That was cheating,” Cal said. “I had no idea you could do those things.” 
 
    “And you think that your opponents will warn you in advance about their abilities?” Azamar looked at him scornfully. “Use some common sense. There will always be unexpected challenges, and I know from what I’ve seen of you that you can deal with them.” 
 
    “Why do I need to train, if you think that I can deal with these challenges?” 
 
    “To make sure that you deal with them successfully. You can win ninety-nine battles and it all be for nothing if the hundredth one kills you.” 
 
    Cal got to his feet and brushed of the dirt. He was feeling a little bruised and battered, but it wasn’t so easy to dust that off. And he had been caught by surprise at some of what Azamar had flung at him, 
 
    “Those other spells you just used, the earth and stone stuff…” 
 
    “I won’t be using them around the Library, and you should be careful not to mention them,” Azamar said. “Remember, each mage has to be a specialist, or face the full penalty of the law. I am a fire mage, and no one else should hear any different.” 
 
    “Do a lot of other mages have secret sub-specialties, things that they know but shouldn’t?” 
 
    Azamar shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. That’s the nature of secrets. And of course, if I knew what someone else did, it wouldn’t be my place to share it.” 
 
    The pit was gone, filled in by the earth that Azamar had raised. Cal looked at the broken ground and sighed wearily. 
 
    “I guess we should get back to it,” he said. “So that I can see what trick you’re going to throw at me next.” 
 
    Azamar looked Cal up and down then shook his head. 
 
    “You should rest,” he said. “Half of learning is processing what you have been through, working out what lessons you can take from it, ingraining those lessons into your heart.” 
 
    “So it’s time to eat?” Raya asked eagerly. 
 
    “Oh, no. Now it’s your time to train.” 
 
    “Mine?” She looked at Azamar in surprise. “But I don’t have any magic.” 
 
    “This isn’t just about magic. It’s about preparing both of you for the challenges that lie ahead. Unless you don’t want to learn how to fight, that is…” 
 
    Raya grabbed a practice sword and strode out into the clearing. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about it, magic man,” she said, holding the sword up ready. “I want to learn everything there is to know about this weapon, so that I can take on anyone who comes at us, magic or no magic.” 
 
    “An excellent attitude, and an excellent stance.” Azamar set his codex aside and faced her, wooden sword in hand. “Keeping your right foot forward like that will improve your reach and the speed of your attacks, but be careful not to go too far forward, or you’ll get your leg chopped off. Now, were you paying attention for the basic strikes and parries?” 
 
    By way of reply, Raya demonstrated each of those moves in swift succession. She flowed through them more smoothly than Cal had done, and he was impressed by how quickly she was learning. It wasn’t as if they had learned swordplay back in sleepy Pebbert, but Raya seemed like a natural. 
 
    “Attack me,” Azamar said. “Show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    “You made me start on the defensive,” Cal pointed out. 
 
    “You are different people, and will benefit from different approaches. Now, Raya, whenever you’re—” 
 
    She was already on the attack, one leg forward, blade darting toward Azamar’s body. He swerved and knocked the attack aside with his own weapon. 
 
    Raya glared, attacked again, and again, and again. The crack of the wooden blades colliding grew louder each time, as the fury of her offensive rose with her frustration. 
 
    “Very good,” Azamar said. 
 
    “If I’m so good, how come I’m not hitting?” 
 
    “Because I’m better. But if this is where you’re starting from, then it won’t be long before you’re beating me.” 
 
    That made her smile, and pause for a moment to catch her breath. Azamar took the opportunity to launch an assault of his own, lunging and swinging, trying an array of different strikes. Raya blocked some, dodged others, but several got through her defenses. 
 
    “Don’t swing so hard,” Azamar said, “or so far. You’re losing control, and making it a longer journey back to your defensive stance.” 
 
    “Surely hitting harder is better.” She knocked one of his blows back, then went on the offensive. “I’ll do more damage that way.” 
 
    “When you are defending, all you have to do is stop the attack. Any more is wasted effort.” Azamar demonstrated with a series of calm parries that blocked her attacks with minimal movement. “Even on the attack, hitting hard is not always hitting best. Precision matters as much as strength.” 
 
    A flick of his wrist, a seemingly small movement, knocked her sword aside and he darted in, striking her in the upper arm. 
 
    “Ow!” Raya jumped back, shaking her arm. “That one really hurt.” 
 
    “Good. That will help you to remember it.” 
 
    “Can I try something?” Cal asked. Watching the fight, and thinking about what had happened in his own sparring session, an idea had occurred to him. He grinned excitedly at the prospect of what he had in mind. 
 
    “By all means.” Azamar pointed his sword at his codex. “Should I fetch that?” 
 
    “No need.” Clutching his own codex, Cal approached Raya. “You still won’t be fighting magic with magic.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raya asked as he reached out for her with his empty hand. 
 
    “If this works right, stopping you from getting hurt.” 
 
    “Cool. Do it.” 
 
    He laid a hand on her shoulder, where her wound had been, and called forth his magic. There were two channels for it now, where there had previously been one: a channel for the wind blast, and another for the wind shape. He chose the shaping. 
 
    Power flowed from Cal’s heart and mind, down his arm, out through his hand. As it emerged, it became a stream of wind, steady and controlled. That wind flowed across Raya, holding close to her body, hugging each curve in turn. Her clothes and her hair rippled as the wind flowed through them, then settled, held in place by its currents. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked. 
 
    “Armor.” Cal grinned. “At least, that’s the idea. It occurred to me that if I can make a chair or a sword then surely I could make clothes out of wind. Then I remembered how hard that apple was after I imbued it with the power. So, why not try to give you that same protection?” 
 
    “Armor made of air. Something soft to make something hard.” Raya nodded stiffly. “I like it.” She flexed her arm and frowned. “It feels weird though.” 
 
    “Weird how?” Cal got ready to remove the magic, if it was somehow hurting his friend. If he could remove the magic. He hadn’t thought about that before he cast the spell, and now he worried at what might happen if something went wrong. It was one thing to cast an experimental spell on an apple or a jar of salve, another thing entirely to cast it on a person. He should probably think these things through in future. 
 
    “Not bad weird,” Raya said, to Cal’s relief. “But sort of stiff, like I’m wrapped in layers of bandages.” 
 
    She took one lurching step, then another. 
 
    “Woah!” she exclaimed. “Once I start moving, it’s like the wind has a will of its own, places it wants to go.” 
 
    “Maybe I should remove it,” Cal said 
 
    “No way! I’m going to work this out.” 
 
    She staggered across the clearing with sharp, erratic strides, waving her arms about like they were blowing in the wind. Cal laughed at the way she jerked around, like a puppet in a show, her body moving in ways that clearly weren’t what she wanted. 
 
    “Laugh all you like,” she said, “but you’ll regret it when this is happening to you.” 
 
    “Why would it happen to me?” 
 
    “Don’t you want to be armored too?” 
 
    That caught Cal by surprise. How had it only occurred to him to protect his friend and not himself? That was an absurd approach. He raised his hand again, ready to armor himself, but then thought better of it. Watching Raya stagger around the clearing, he decided it was better if they did it one at a time. She could work this out, then tell him what worked for her. That way, when the time came to armor himself, he might avoid a lot of missteps and some near misses with trees. 
 
    “I know we’ve been through some weird stuff recently,” Raya called out, “but this might be the craziest experience yet. I feel like I’m only half in control of my body.” 
 
    She turned, and her whole body swung around, her arm flailing in an exaggerated swing. She laughed, and Cal laughed too. Even Azamar looked amused. 
 
    “Very good,” the mage said. “But can you fight in it?” 
 
    “Give me another moment.” 
 
    Raya crouched, then jumped. When she landed, her movement was more controlled than before, her stance more steady. She spun on the spot, then ran across the clearing, leaped, grabbed hold of a tree branch, and swung under it. From there, she flung herself through some bushes, around a tree, and back into the clearing, jogging along with her arms outstretched. She waved her hands and wiggled her fingers, watching them to see how they responded. 
 
    “OK, I think I’ve got this,” she said, picking up her practice sword again. She spun it around her hand, then went through the series of strikes and parries that Azamar had taught her. If she was finding them any more difficult than she had without the wind armor, then it didn’t show. 
 
    “All right.” She backed across the clearing, sword in hand. Unlike Cal, she didn’t trip over any roots. “This is made for fighting in, let’s see if I can do that.” She flicked the end of her sword in Azamar’s direction. “Come on, magic man, put me through my paces.” 
 
    Azamar took up his own wooden sword and advanced to face her. His eyes narrowed as he watched her movements, assessing what she was doing, how the magic was flowing. From the side of the clearing, Cal could sense that magic, but he could also see its effect, a faint haze in the air where the wind blew across Raya, an occasional ripple of her clothes as the air currents shifted. 
 
    Raya ran at Azamar, sword raised. As she got close, she lunged to one side, stumbled slightly as her leg went further than expected, righted herself and brought the blade in. It almost hit Azamar, but he parried, turned her blow aside, and stepped back. Raya lunged at him again, and there was a crack of wood against wood. 
 
    “How is it?” he asked. 
 
    “So far, so good.” Raya kept up her attacks, swinging left and right, lunging to try to get past his parries, but Azamar was always ready for her. “I feel like I’m moving as fast as before, but you’re the teacher, what do you think?” 
 
    “You don’t seem any worse.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for now.” 
 
    She swung low, but the stretch to reach for Azamar’s leg made her vulnerable. He stepped back, brought his own sword down. Raya dived to avoid being hit and rolled across the clearing, fallen leaves flying into the air as the wind magic around her brushed the ground. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and faced him again. 
 
    “Woohoo!” she shouted. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    She charged in again. Azamar stepped aside, then set to parrying again as she turned and subjected him to a brutal assault. Nothing she did got through his experienced defense, but she kept trying. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong,” Azamar replied. 
 
    “Then why aren’t you attacking? You should have countered by now.” 
 
    Her breaths came louder and a little rasping as she started to exhaust herself. 
 
    “I wanted to give you time to adjust.” 
 
    “Come on, magic man, this is armor. We’re not testing it properly if you don’t attack me.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Azamar’s pose shifted in a way that Cal didn’t entirely understand, and his movements changed with it. He lashed out, a series of strikes to Raya’s left that came as fast as raindrops hammering down during a storm. She parried one and another, dodged, stepped back. He batted aside her counter-attack and continued his offensive, blade darting in and out, left and right, high and low. 
 
    Now Cal started to appreciate what he had been up against during his own training fight. Azamar had decades of experience with a sword, and the years had clearly done little to slow him down. He kept up the attacks, probing at Raya’s weak spots, showing where she was slow to react or weak in blocking. 
 
    “OK, I get it, I get it,” she panted as she stumbled back, frantically trying to turn the tide of the fight. “You’re winning. No need to keep pushing it.” 
 
    “But we still haven’t tested your armor.” Azamar grinned. 
 
    He stepped, stabbed, caught Raya’s sword with his as she tried to block him. His arm turned and her sword flew away, twisted out of her hand. Then he lunged again. 
 
    Azamar’s practice sword hit Raya in the side. There was a whoosh and a crack. For a moment, Cal thought that Azamar had also been disarmed somehow, as his blade went flying across the clearing. Then Cal realized that their teacher was still holding the grip of the weapon, staring at the mass of splinters where the blade had been. 
 
    “Well,” Azamar said, “that’s unexpected.” 
 
    Raya laughed and pointed her sword at him. 
 
    “Want to keep going? I reckon I owe you a hit or two.” 
 
    “I’m willing to concede.” Azamar bowed his head. “You’re doing well, though I think we can both admit, your victory was more about Cal’s magic than your fighting prowess.” 
 
    “I’ll accept that.” Raya tapped her side cautiously, where the blow had landed. “How hard were you hitting?” 
 
    “Hard enough that it should have left quite a bruise.” 
 
    “I barely felt a thing. I mean, I know that you hit me, but it was like a light tap, not an attack.” 
 
    “I think we can conclude that the armor works.” Azmar bowed his head to Cal. “Well done, Spellweaver. You have woven the lightest of elements into a tough protective layer, and I’m sure, with practice, it will become even more impressive.” 
 
    “Can I have a go?” Cal asked, walking over with his own practice sword. “I want to see what the magic looks like up close when I hit. It might help me improve it.” 
 
    “Sure.” Raya held her arms wide. “Take your best shot.” 
 
    Cal braced himself, then swung with all his strength. He expected the sword to snap as it hit Raya in the side, but while it bounced off with a dent, it stayed intact. 
 
    “Oof, I felt that one!” she said, rubbing her side. “Seems you’re stronger than the magic man.” 
 
    “Or the magic is wearing off.” Cal leaned in close and looked at the layer of wind. Sure enough, it was starting to dissipate, as the magic wore out and the wind blew off to join the other gusts. 
 
    “Huh.” Raya prodded herself in the arm, the chest, the stomach. “You’re right, it’s wearing out all over. How long did that last?” 
 
    “Not long enough for a full fight,” Azamar said. “At least, not if we face a lot of opponents.” 
 
    Cal frowned, disappointed. 
 
    “It’s still really useful,” Raya said. “Imagine if we’re facing people with bows, and I can charge in close without getting shot on the way. Or if I can soak up the first few attacks someone flings at me, while I work out their weaknesses.” 
 
    “I guess.” Cal smiled. “I can do better, though, I’m sure of it. Just give me time to practice.” 
 
    “That’s the attitude I like to see,” Azamar said. “No one became a great mage by accepting their abilities as good enough. It’s through constant striving that we get better at our arts.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to be striving so much,” Raya said. “Fighting a couple of inexperienced kids.” 
 
    “Finding the Spellweaver and training others, that is how I stretch myself, for now at least.” Azamar rubbed his belly. “That said, I think we’ve all earned a rest and some dinner. Whose turn is it to cook?” 
 
    That night, Cal fell asleep thinking about magical armor, and how he could bend the wind to make it tougher as well as more supple, so that Raya could move more quickly while avoiding injuries. The last thing in his mind before he slept was an image of her, robed in wind, grinning as she got ready to charge into battle. 
 
    The next day, Azamar drove the wagon from the start. 
 
    “You two sit in the back,” he said. “Keep practicing that armor form of the spell. Of everything you’ve learned so far, that will be one of the most useful forms when we meet trouble.” 
 
    Cal and Raya sat in the back of the wagon as it bumped and swayed over a rutted back road. Time and again, he called the wind magic and summoned it to protect her, then they prodded at her arms with fingers and sticks to see how long the armor lasted. 
 
    “Maybe we should try this with knives,” Raya said. “Make it a real test.” 
 
    “Let’s stick with sticks. I don’t want to really stab you.” 
 
    Raya leaned in conspiratorially. 
 
    “Do you think that Azamar’s worried?” she asked in a furtive whisper. “About what we might run into at the library?” 
 
    Cal looked to the front of the wagon, where Azamar sat clutching the reins, his shoulders hunched up against the chilly wind blowing against them. It had never occurred to Cal to think about Azamar that way. He seemed so confident, so self-assured, so skilled, so full of knowledge about the world of magic. Why would he ever worry? 
 
    But there was something about the slope of those shoulders, and about the way the mage had been talking about the Library, that made Cal reconsider. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he said. “But I’m not worried. As long as you two are here with me, I can face anything.”  
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    “This is definitely the coolest place we’ve stopped so far,” Cal said, as spray from the waterfall dappled the skin of his arms and face, a dusting of cold water on a warm day. 
 
    “I will admit, I chose this route in preference to another because of the chance to stop here.” Azamar sat by the pool at the bottom of the waterfall, his robes hitched up around his knees and his feet dangling in the water. “When people talk about the lands of the empire, they often enthuse about the low country, but for myself, I prefer the hills. There’s something about the views up here, a rugged beauty that you don’t find in the farmlands. 
 
    “Fewer people, too,” Raya said, stretching out on the grass. “No idiots getting in our way on the road or trying to sell us junk.” 
 
    “And no bandits,” Cal added. “One encounter like that was enough for me.” 
 
    “It’s not like it was a problem.” Raya spread her hands wide. “One gust of wind from you and they were off the road, out of our way, their weapons in the dirt.” 
 
    “It wasn’t nice, though.” 
 
    “Nice?” She laughed. “Cal, after what we’ve been through, we’re a long way past nice.” 
 
    Cal knew that she was right, in a way. But nice still mattered to him somehow, the possibility that the world could be kind and gentle, even if it held horrors too. 
 
    “Speaking of wind magic, you should get to practicing, Cal,” Azamar said. “And Raya, sword practice.” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me,” she said, even as she went to fetch her practice sword from the wagon. 
 
    “I don’t believe I am the boss of anyone, but you would do well to listen to my wisdom. After all, I have survived far more than you.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, magic man.” Raya waved her sword. “Come on, Cal, you against me. Magic man’s clearly on cooking duty.” 
 
    Cal summoned his codex, then went to face Raya. The sound of the waterfall crashing down in the background, along with the craggy peaks around them, made him feel particularly heroic, like he’d just stepped out of a legend, not a worn old wagon with a squeaky axle. 
 
    Buoyed up by that feeling, he used his wind shape spell to form a sword out of the air, a sword with a blunted edge to match Raya’s blade. 
 
    “Just swords?” he asked. 
 
    “Not today.” She shook her head. “Give me everything you’ve got. I need the practice as mush as you do.” 
 
    She ran at him, and he fired off a blast of wind. Raya dived and rolled under the wind blast, came up close enough to attack him with her sword. Cal blocked her attack, then dodged back as two more followed it, fast enough that one caught him on the shin despite his nimble footwork. 
 
    “Ow!” He called up a blast of wind to carry him back, out of her reach, then found his fighting stance again, sword raised. 
 
    Their blades clashed, the crack of them echoing off the surrounding rocks. Cal went on the offensive, driving Raya back, but then she dodged around his flank and almost hit him again. 
 
    “You’re getting really good,” Cal said. 
 
    “Eh.” Raya shrugged. “Plenty of practice, but it’s hard to judge how good I am when I’m only fighting an old man and a kid who started learning at the same time as me.” 
 
    “Who are you calling a kid?” Cal flung a blast of wind her way, throwing her off her feet. She landed in the pool with an almighty splash. She spluttered and flailed her arms, making for the shore. Cal laughed. 
 
    “Oh, you think that’s funny?” Raya grabbed the wooden sword floating on the water next to her and flung it at him. Cal dodged, and the sword splintered against the rocks behind him. 
 
    “Wow, you really were mad!” he said. 
 
    Raya climbed out of the pool and strode, dripping, over to the splintered pieces of sword. She looked down at them thoughtfully. 
 
    “Looks like my magical strength is back.” 
 
    “Do you know how it happened?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Raya stroked her chin. “There’s a particular feeling I’ve had every time it’s happened. Maybe if I focus on that, then I can make it work on purpose.” 
 
    She approached a boulder and paused for a moment, taking deep breaths, then hooked her fingers underneath the edge and heaved. There was a grinding, scraping sound, then the boulder lifted in her hands, and she flung it at one of the other rocks, causing a crash and a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Impressive.” Azamr stood by the side of the pool, arms folded, watching them. 
 
    “Be careful standing there,” Raya said, brushing back strands of wet hair. “This jerk will throw you in.” 
 
    “He’s welcome to try, if it helps him practice and makes his magic stronger. But it’s not his strength that interests me right now.” 
 
    Raya raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got a question about my strength?” 
 
    “More of a suggestion. From what I’ve seen, you should be able to call upon any spells that Cal has inscribed into you, not just that one. If I understand the situation correctly, they’re permanently attached to you, so you should be able to use them at will.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Indeed. That means your wind armor as well as your strength.” 
 
    “Huh.” Raya looked down at herself. “I’ve not noticed the wind armor come back.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s been nothing to trigger it. Perhaps you need more practice.” Azamar shrugged. “Perhaps I’m wrong, but I think we all know how unlikely that is.” 
 
    “Humble as ever, huh?” 
 
    “I know my capabilities. False humility can be as destructive and futile as hubris.” 
 
    “So how do I summon my armor?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You have to work out how you connect to your own magic. Each person’s journey through power is their own.” 
 
    “Great. Real helpful.” Raya took a deep breath and focused so hard that her eyes almost crossed, but nothing seemed to happen. “So far, no good.” 
 
    “That may be for the best, until you have been further tested. Remember, you are also subject to your own limitations, as a human being. You may have magical attributes, but your body is mortal, and subject to the dangers and limitations of that form. Do not propel yourself heedlessly into danger for the sake of testing your capabilities. Work with them carefully, but as quickly as you can, to be ready for what lies ahead.” 
 
    “Go slow but go fast. Got it.” Raya shook her head. “Have I told you how annoying you are, magic man?” 
 
    “Many times. It’s a good thing that I have thick skin.” 
 
    “And so will I, once I work this magic out.” 
 
    Sitting beside the campfire that night, Cal wondered about what they’d learned of Raya’s powers. If the enchantments he’d put on her were effectively permanent, just waiting to be called back out when she needed them, then could the same be true if he imbued other things with his spells? What might the effects on his salves and potions be? 
 
    He might not be heading toward the life of an apothecary any more, but he still wanted to keep up those skills, and he couldn’t help wanting to improve upon them. If he could inscribe a spell into that sort of substance permanently, then perhaps he could create new ingredients to work with. In the same way that a herb might, say, make you feel sleepy, ones he inscribed might make a person fly or give them a layer of armor. If it lasted indefinitely, then that property would always be present, ready to be called out. And when ingested, the magic would probably work the same too, lasting as long as the body was processing it, but no more. He could use that to give people magic for a while, to temporarily help whoever needed it. That seemed worth doing. 
 
    He opened his apothecary bag and rummaged around inside. He had a lot of herbs to work with: some he’d brought with him, some bought in the city, and some foraged as they traveled across the empire. The question was, what to put the power into? 
 
    Nothing that he needed for emergencies, and he wouldn’t want to get the effects mixed up. And nothing that would have a strong effect of another kind, like something that made him sleepy: there was no point in giving himself magical armor if he would doze off as soon as he had it. If it didn’t need to be herbs with a specific effect, then it might as well be something that tasted good as well, to make the magic enjoyable. 
 
    In the end, he picked out three herbs, including mint. Together, they normally made a good base for medicines, accentuating the power of the active herbs. That seemed like a good thing to add the magic to, a solid basis and one that might make the magic more effective or longer lasting. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raya asked, looking up from sharpening one of her swords. 
 
    “An experiment in apothecary,” Cal replied. 
 
    “Anything useful?” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon, I hope.” 
 
    He tore the herbs up and put the pieces in his mortar, enjoying the fresh scent of them on his fingers. Then he pounded them with the pestle, striking and twisting, turning them into a green mush. 
 
    With that done, he summoned his codex. Holding the magical book in one hand, he set the other hand over the bowl of pulped herbs and called upon the wind shape spell. He would start by making an armoring medicine, then perhaps try one for levitation later. 
 
    The power flowed from the world around him, through his mind and his codex, along his arm and through his hand, into the medicine. When he stopped, he could sense the magic there, settled in the paste. He grinned. It was working. 
 
    He set his codex aside, gave the herbs one last stir, then dipped his finger into what he had made. He held it under his nose and sniffed at it. If magic had a scent, then Cal couldn’t smell it, or perhaps it was drowned out by the herbs. That might be a good thing. Sweet herbs were a good way to make unpleasant medicines more palatable, and if he could hide the taste of magic, then it wouldn’t matter how bad it got. 
 
    He licked a little of the paste off his finger tip. It tasted good. He dipped his finger back in, scooped up some more, and ate it. Just a small spoonful’s worth, while he waited to see what happened. No point in taking a risk by eating too much at once, or in wasting it by having more than he needed. 
 
    He leaned back and waited. After a few minutes, he ran a finger nail across the skin of his forearm. It didn’t feel any different from usual. He touched a stand of thistles, and their prickles still stung his skin. That shouldn’t have happened if it was working. No armor yet, but maybe it was a matter of time. 
 
    “No luck?” Ray asked, watching him. 
 
    Cal opened his mouth to reply, and a burp came out. The burp kept on coming, a stream of gas from inside him that went on and on, one heartbeat after the next. It echoed off the surrounding rocks and bounced back to Cal, even as he was still belching, so that the sound of him and the echo of him mingled with each other. 
 
    He moved his mouth, trying to speak, but the belch kept coming, flapping his lips when he closed them, warping any other noise he made. 
 
    Raya burst out laughing. 
 
    “What is going on?” Azamar asked, looking at Cal with his eyebrows raised. 
 
    Cal opened his mouth to try to explain, but the belch kept coming. Azamar looked at Raya. 
 
    “Can you explain?” 
 
    “I think it’s magic,” she said. “Mister smart apothecary over there was making a new potion, and I’m betting he inscribed his wind magic into it. Right, Cal?” 
 
    Cal nodded, and kept on burping. 
 
    “Except that the genius Spellweaver hadn’t thought about what would happen if he literally gave himself wind.” 
 
    Cal kept burping as the other two laughed at him. Even he would have laughed at the absurdity of it, if the burping hadn’t got in the way. 
 
    The burp finally stopped, and Cal managed to take a breath. Then the burping started again, smaller bursts this time, but persistent, coming every time he opened his mouth. 
 
    “Looks like it’s getting better,” Raya said,  as the burps started getting smaller. “Shame. I was enjoying the entertainment.” 
 
    “Let this be a lesson to you, Cal,” Azamar said. “Some effects are more useful than others. It may be wise not to experiment with all of them.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Cal finally managed to get two words out. “I’ll just have to experiment more to figure out which effects are which.” 
 
    “Then it will be wise for us not to eat anything new you give us.” 
 
    Cal burped, then grinned. “Suits me. It’ll save me from having to do the cooking.” 
 
    # 
 
    The next day,  they wound their way through the high hills, between rocky crags and steep-sided slopes, along narrow valleys with sheep and goats nibbling at clumps of tough grass and thistles. Cal sat in the back of the wagon, his herbs and apothecary tools spread out around him, practicing inscribing. After being kept up half the night burping, he wasn’t going to eat any of the experimental potions he made, but he could at least try making some salves and lotions, which could be spread across the outside of objects to affect them with magic, or over people’s skin to empower them. Hopefully this time the effects would be more useful than his floating hand. 
 
    Raya sat on the other side of the wagon, stitching up the shoulder of her leather tunic. She’d found some sturdier thread than the stuff she’d used in her original repair, and declared that she wanted to make the tunic tougher. If that meant she was sitting back here with him, then Cal was happy for the company, whatever she was doing. 
 
    “Cal,” Azamar called from the front of the wagon. “A word, please.” 
 
    Cal set his work aside and scrambled over their supplies, climbing across the remaining crates, to join Azamar on the board at the front. They were nearing the crest of this trail, the low point in a rocky ridge, beyond which the upward climb of the hills seemed to end. 
 
    “You’re working on your magical lotions again?” Azamar asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Cal replied. “I’m sure that I can make something useful this way.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you can too, but I’m  going to need you to keep quiet about it for as long as we’re at the library.” 
 
    “Keep quiet about it?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I know that we’re not meant to do more than one sort of magic, but isn’t this just the sort of thing that mages do?” 
 
    “No. While it’s not unprecedented, inscribing isn’t a universal skill, and it will make you stand out. That is something we can’t have. You’re meant to be an ordinary mage, remember?” 
 
    “All right. I won’t talk about it around anyone else. I probably only would have worked on this in my own quarters anyway, so that won’t be a big change.” 
 
    Azamar frowned. 
 
    “Be careful even there. This is the Library, a place of schemes and intrigues. Even your private quarters won’t be nearly as private as they seem, if you are given private quarters at all. You have to assume that people will be trying to listen to you and to watch you, even when you should be safe and on your own.” 
 
    “What if I want to talk privately with you or Raya?” 
 
    “Be very careful about it.” 
 
    Cal scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “Are you sure that this is a good place to go? If people there are so busy plotting and scheming…” 
 
    “They plot and scheme so much because there are resources there worth competing for. Items, authority, contacts, spells, the resources that can turn an ordinary mage into a figure of enormous power and influence. For those things, and for other reasons, it is worth our while taking the risk of going there. More than that, it is inevitable. If we want to restore the power and status of the Spellweaver, to save the world from the threat the Spellbreaker represents, then sooner or later, we have to go to the Library.” 
 
    “In that case, is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “So many things, I wouldn’t even know where to start. All the personalities and factions of the place, its history and its politics. If I try to tell you, I will overwhelm you with information, and your knowledge will still be full of gaps. Better for you to plead ignorance and come to me if you are uncertain about something.” 
 
    “Anything else I should do differently, then?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You must keep your codex summoned.” Azamar turned for a moment from watching Thunder’s progress up the track, and settled his most intent gaze on Cal.  “Remember, you’re pretending to be a simple wind mage, and such a mage doesn’t keep their codex inside them, like you do.” Azamr tapped Cal’s chest with a single bony finger. “You’ll need to keep your codex summoned, as if it were a book that you had found and become a attached to, one that you can’t let out of your sight in case someone takes it. Carry it around like a normal mage, and watch the way they treat theirs. Learn to imitate that tense, possessive stance the codex brings out.” 
 
    “Like you with your satchel?” 
 
    Azamar took a deep breath, then nodded. The satchel was across his shoulder, and one hand already rested on it. 
 
    “Like me and my satchel, but more so. I am more relaxed than most.” 
 
    “I’ll remember.” 
 
    “Good.” Azamar gave the reins a small flick. “You can get back to your work if you want, and to Raya. Just remember, once the Library comes into sight, put your apothecary’s work away and get your codex out.” 
 
    “Yes, Azamar.” 
 
    Cal climbed across the crates into the back of the wagon. Raya looked up as he settled down close to her. 
 
    “Fun conversation?” she asked. It was clear from her tone of voice that she could see the worry in his expression. 
 
    Cal shook his head. 
 
    “When we get to this place, I’m going to have to spend the whole time pretending to be someone I’m not. I’ll have to keep my magic under control, so as not to give away how powerful I am; have to avoid inscribing; have to carry my codex around the whole time.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad. You never used to do any of this stuff until a few weeks ago, so why would it be a problem now?” 
 
    Cal took a deep breath. How could he explain the fear and tension that were running riot through him, making his stomach knot and his skin crawl? How could he make it clear to Raya, who wasn’t responsible for all the power he was, who didn’t have to deal with any of this? 
 
    “It was easy to not do things when I didn’t know how to do them,” he said. “But now I have done them, what if I get distracted and do the wrong thing because I’m not thinking? What if there’s an emergency and I need my full powers to protect you or Azamar? What if I can’t control what I’m doing, like when I put the strength into you or when the Spellweaver took over at the tavern? However hard I try, I could end up doing the wrong thing, and it won’t just be me that gets into danger then. It’ll be you and Azamar.” 
 
    “So? I love being in trouble. Most of the best days of my life have ended up that way.” 
 
    “Maybe I should just have stayed in Pebbert, stuck with being an apothecary’s apprentice in an out of the way village. Then no one would have to worry about the Spellweaver, and I wouldn’t have to worry about getting other people hurt.” 
 
    Raya patted him on the knee. 
 
    “I get it,” she said, her voice softening. “You’re nervous. That’s understandable. You’re about to walk into a strange situation, and one where the other people include powerful mages. It’s the first time you’re going to be among so many people who can judge your powers, and they’re going to be watching what you do. But you’re smarter than you think, and you’ve got your magic under control. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. Trust in yourself. And if you can’t do that, trust in my opinion of you. You’ve got this.” 
 
    Cal took a deep breath, then another, forcing himself to relax. His heart, which had been racing more than he realized, slowed to its normal pace. He clutched his hands together and, once he was feeling steady again, he smiled. 
 
    “Thanks, Raya,” he said. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “You two,” Azamar called out. “You should come up here. The view will be worth it.” 
 
    They climbed over the crates to the front of the wagon, and joined Azamar there on the board. From either side of the trail, goats watched them while chewing on mouthfuls of long grass. 
 
    “Not much of a view yet,” Raya said. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Azamar said, as they approached the top of the ridge. “Wait for it… And there…” 
 
    They rolled over the ridge and looked out into the valley beyond. It was an irregular circle, like a giant had scooped a vast handful of earth out of the surrounding hills, leaving this dip. A river ran through it, with a waterfall leading out of the high hills at one end and a lake at the other. Somewhere beyond the waterfall, smoke drifted from the rocky slopes. Thick woods coated one flank of the hills, a verdant canopy over shadowed ground. 
 
    All of that faded from Cal’s attention as he saw what was in the center of the valley. There, on a rock crag overlooking a band of the river, stood a massive, spiraling tower. Turrets jutted out of its sides, with balconies out of the turrets. Around its base, other buildings sprawled like roots around the base of a tree. The tower’s stones were pale, smooth, marked with symbols that Cal didn’t understand. 
 
    “Behold, the Library,” Azamar said. “The nexus of all magical knowledge in the world.” 
 
    “Wow,” Cal breathed. 
 
    “Yep,” Raya whispered. “Wow.” 
 
    “Your codex,” Azamar said sternly. 
 
    “We’re not even close yet,” Raya pointed out. 
 
    “And we could be watched already. Codex. Now.” 
 
    Cal did as he was told, summoning his codex into his hand. It felt weightier, more substantial than it ever had before, as it the weight of the whole Library bore down through it, the burden of all that magical power and all the mages who might be watching him. 
 
    “Remember,” Azamar said, “no matter what happens, what they do or say to me, remember that Cal is just an ordinary mage.” 
 
    They rolled out of the hills, Thunder’s hooves clopping against the trail. As they approached the tower, Cal saw that there were fortified walls around its base, with a grand set of gleaming gates the only way through them. The buildings that served the tower, the stables and storehouses and whatever else lay there, were contained within those walls. The shadow of the tower stretched across one half of the walled enclosure, but they were approaching from the other side, directly toward the gates. 
 
    A robed figure stood in front of the gates, so tall and muscular that Cal at first took them for a statue. But as they came closer, he realized that they were a massive ogre, fearsome looking, with long tusks and a bright gleam in their eyes, skin weathered by sun and wind. If the ogre had been dressed in armor and and carrying a club, they would have been the most intimidating sight that Cal had ever seen. Even dressed in smart mage robes and carrying a codex, they were a daunting sight. Cal found himself hoping that not all mages would be like that. If they were, then he wasn’t sure he would be able to keep up his lies, for fear of what would happen if he was caught. 
 
    “Stay calm,” Azamar said as they rolled closer. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Cal said. 
 
    “I am calm,” Raya snapped. 
 
    “Your leg is bouncing like a flea.” 
 
    Raya grabbed her knee and clenched her fingers around it, knuckles going nearly white as she struggled to sit still. 
 
    They were almost at the gates when Azamar stopped the wagon. With footsteps that shook the ground, the ogre lumbered over to them. Thunder snorted and swished his tail. 
 
    The ogre growled and cast a fearsome eye across them, teeth bared. Azamar growled something in response. 
 
    Cal and Raya glanced at each other nervously. Were these two really talking? What did any of the menacing sounds mean? 
 
    “Who are these two?” the ogre growled, his voice finally shaping into something that Cal could recognize as words. 
 
    “I stumbled into a young errant mage during my travels,” Azamar said. “I’ve returned to see him settled in.” 
 
    “And the woman?” 
 
    “A traveling companion. Even you must appreciate the value of company.” 
 
    “Not the sort we get around here. Not the sort that comes rolling up to our gates unplanned and unannounced.” 
 
    The ogre took a deep breath, head swaying from side to side, like he was sniffing them. He narrowed his eyes and glared at Cal, then at Raya, then back at Azamar. Cal gripped his codex tight, ready to leap into action if something bad happened. If things went terribly wrong, he could throw some spells out while they made a getaway. Better that than try to take on this fearsome ogre, who looked like he could crush Cal’s skull with a squeeze of his hand. 
 
    Beside him, Raya’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. She was wearing the longsword that Azamar had bought for her in the big city, and which she had practiced with most evenings as they passed through the hills. Maybe they stood a chance. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    The ogre growled again, then suddenly burst out laughing. Cal flinched, but it was a jovial laugh, not an intimidating one. 
 
    “Ah, look at the state of you,” the ogre said, pointing at Cal and Raya. “You look like a pair of mice getting ready to fight a dragon.” 
 
    “And you look like a dragon about to be chased off by mice.” Azamar smiled and reached out to shake the ogre’s hand. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “Far too long. Now seriously, who are these little creatures that you’ve swept along in your dubious wake?” 
 
    “Oswerg, this is Cal and this is Raya. Cal and Raya, this is Oswerg, an old friend of mine, and a mage you don’t want to trifle with.” 
 
    “Or wrestle with, looking at the state of you,” Raya said. “You look like you could snap me with two fingers.” 
 
    “Oh, I could, little Raya, and far worse. But I choose not to.” Oswerg patted his codex. “Magic is a better answer to our arguments than brute force.” 
 
    Cal was relieved to hear that. Then he thought about what sort of magic Oswerg must have, if it worked better for him than all those muscles, and that made him nervous all over again. 
 
    “Magic is a better answer to everything,” Azamar said. “The challenge is getting people to use it right.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Oswerg shrugged, and it was like watching two hills rise and fall beneath his robes. “It certainly works for you.” He raised an eyebrow. “Though now I’m curious, what have you been doing since you’ve been away?” 
 
    “Oh, this and that. I can tell you about it later. For now, I should be getting in. Thunder has had a long and arduous journey, he’s earned his rest.” 
 
    “Of course he has.” Oswerg stroked the horse’s mane, and Thunder rubbed his face against the giant, gnarled fingers. “One of you has to do the hard work.” 
 
    The ogre waved a hand, and the gleaming gates swung silently open. 
 
    “Enter,” he said. “Be welcome, all off you. Parking is in the same place as last time Azamar was here.” 
 
    “Many thanks.” Azamar gave the reins a small flick, and Thunder started plodding forward, past Oswerg. 
 
    “Best get yourself rested and ready,” Oswerg added. 
 
    “Why?” Cal asked. 
 
    “Because the Mage Council will want to assemble and speak to your master soon,” Oswerg said, his expression serious again. 
 
    They rolled through the gateway, into the enclosure around the tower. Behind them, the metal gates clanged shut, a sound with the sonorous finality of a funeral bell. 
 
    “Why will the Mage Council want to speak to you?” Cal asked, looking at Azamar. 
 
    “No matter what happens, stick to the story,” Azamar replied. 
 
    “But what—” 
 
    “The story,” Azamar reiterated. “Stick to it. And now, let’s find somewhere Thunder can rest.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out that, when you went to stay in the center of magical power for the whole world, even the guest quarters were impressive. Cal and Raya each had a room of their own, which opened onto a shared living area. The furniture was old, finely carved, and sturdy. The walls were hung with tapestries of past mages, and while some of those images had faded with the centuries, they still made for an impressive display. It made anything they had seen in Pebbert, or even in the big city, seem meager by comparison. 
 
    Cal stood by the window of their shared room, looking down at the courtyards and training yards far below. 
 
    “Have you felt these sheets?” Raya emerged from her room, trailing her bedding behind her. She rubbed it against her face, then held it out to him. “Seriously, feel that.” 
 
    The cloth was wonderfully smooth beneath Cal’s fingers, like it had been woven from clouds. 
 
    “Is that some sort of magic?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it’s silk,” Raya replied. “A merchant showed me some once, trying to impress me on his way through the village. It felt a lot like this, except this stuff is even smoother.” 
 
    She went back into her room, and there was a soft sound as she tossed the sheets back onto the bed. Then she emerged into the communal space, flung herself down in one of the heavily cushioned chairs, and put her feet up on a low table. 
 
    “What’s this even for?” she asked, tapping her heel against the table. “I mean, seriously, if we don’t eat or work here, who needs a table? And what would you do with one this low?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s for writing on.” Cal came over to sit in one of the other chairs. 
 
    “Then why is it the wrong height for the seats?” Raya shook her head. “This place is so weird.” 
 
    Cal laughed. “You’re in a tower full of magic and mysterious creatures from all across the empire, and it’s the little table that makes you think it’s weird?” 
 
    “Hey, everything counts.” Raya stretched and looked around. “Where did the magic man get to?” 
 
    “You know that half the people here count as ‘the magic man’, right?” 
 
    “You know who I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do, and he’s gone to his private quarters.” 
 
    “He has private quarters?” 
 
    “Apparently all the mages do. All the ones who’ve proved their power.” 
 
    “Huh. I wonder what those rooms are like.” 
 
    Cal looked around at their antique furniture, decorated walls, the bowl of fruit and jug of cool, clear water on a stand in the corner of the room. He felt the plump softness of the cushions of his chair and remembered the smoothness of the silk bedsheets. And this was just guest quarters: how much more luxurious must the mages’ rooms be? 
 
    “Maybe everything in his room is made of gold,” Raya said, her mind clearly having gone down the same path as Cal’s. “And the sheets are enchanted so that they wrap him up whenever he gets cold.” 
 
    “Maybe there are magical pumps,” Cal added. “Like water pumps, except that one provides ale and the other one has goat milk.” 
 
    “Ale?” Raya snorted. “Nothing so mundane. One pump for fine wines and the other for exotic juices. This is a home for mages, not ordinary ale drinkers, don’t you know.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s an even smaller table, so tiny that people crush it when they walk around, but it always gets replaced straight away.” 
 
    “What’s the point of the tiny table?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just thought that, if a small table was good, then an even smaller one must be better, right?” 
 
    “Unless this is how they cut corners for guests. Maybe the mages’ rooms are exactly like this, no gold or magical pumps or self-wrapping sheets, but their tables have proper legs.” 
 
    “Ooh, interesting. A whole hierarchy established using tables.” 
 
    “Maybe the head mage’s table is so tall it’s practically touching the ceiling.” 
 
    “Maybe it goes through the roof.” 
 
    “Maybe—” 
 
    Their speculation was interrupted by a knock on the door, three sharp taps in swift succession. 
 
    “Were you expecting someone?” Raya asked. 
 
    “No. Were you?” 
 
    “Who would I be expecting? I’m not a mage. No one here has any reason to talk with me.” 
 
    “They don’t have much reason to talk with me yet.” 
 
    “Unless they’ve worked out that you’re…” Raya’s voice trailed off a moment before she would have said it out loud. “That you’re a guy worth talking to.” 
 
    Cal glanced at the door. He’d been counting on the fact that Azamar would be there for his first encounters with the other mages, to help him through and show him how to behave, to remind him of things that he should and shouldn’t say. But Azamar was elsewhere, settling into his own quarters or perhaps catching up with the other mages, learning what he had missed in magical politics while he had been away. And while, theoretically, it might be Azamar knocking now, Cal suspected that their traveling companion would just have walked straight in. He was used to bossing them around, successfully or not, and seemed unlikely to respect the possibility of his followers having a private space. 
 
    The knocking sounded again. 
 
    “Are you going to get that?” Raya asked. 
 
    “I suppose I should.” 
 
    Cal reluctantly got out of his seat and walked across the room. If someone had come for them, and not just got the wrong room, then it was most likely to be the Mage Council summoning them. After all, the Council ruled here, and from everything that Azamar had said, the Council liked to keep things tightly under control. That would extend to questioning their knew arrivals, to find out who Azamar had brought to the Library and why. 
 
    “Whoever it is, ask them about the tables,” Raya said, grinning. “I want to know if there are meant to be tiny chairs to go with this, and miniature plates, and—” 
 
    “Please be quiet, just for a moment,” Cal said. “This could be serious.” 
 
    He took hold of the door handle and braced himself. He was in the heart of magic in the world, a place of power and politics. He had to be ready for anything he might face. He had to be putting on his best outward impression, to show them what he was capable of. 
 
    He straightened his back, raised his chin, cleared his throat. 
 
    There was a knocking again, louder this time. 
 
    “Come on,” snapped someone outside. “I know you’re in there. Stop wasting both of our time.” 
 
    Cal opened the door. 
 
    A female elf stood in the corridor, looking down at Cal. She was several inches taller than him, dressed in long, embroidered robes in blue and white, with slender silver jewelery on her neck and wrists. Her blond hair was swept back, revealing the points of her ears and exaggerating the sleekness of her features. Her expression was stern. 
 
    “You are Calwyn Weft?” she asked, tapping a finger against her codex. 
 
    “I am, yes.” Cal held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    The elf ignored his hand and kept staring at him, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “You are both deeply disappointing and exactly what I expected,” she said. “This is what comes from spending time with Azamar.” 
 
    “I, um…” 
 
    “Are you going to let me in, boy?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I…” 
 
    Cal stepped back, letting the elf into the living room. 
 
    “I am Master Martha Merraldis,” she announced imperiously. “Azamar tells me that you are a wind mage.” 
 
    “That’s right, I’ve only recently started learning.” Cal tried to remember the details of their cover story, so that he could get this right. It was mostly the truth, just with a few edges smoothed off. “Azamar was passing through my village, and he sensed the power in me. We’ve been to two shrines so far, and so I have two spells, so I can do some magic, but of course I’m still learning, and by coming here we hoped that…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as Martha stared at him, unmoving and apparently unmoved by his tale. 
 
    “Are you done?” she asked. 
 
    “Um, yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Good. In future, less wittering. I don’t care if you’re nervous. I don’t have time to deal with your feelings.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just that—” 
 
    “I am the Library’s only remaining master wind mage. You will therefore be my student. If your magical abilities are anything like your conversational skills, then you are going to need a lot of work.” 
 
    She peered past Cal and at Raya and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And you,” Martha snapped. “What kind of mage are you?” 
 
    “Me?” Though Raya had been told their cover story, none of them had expected her to come in for serious questioning, and so she had spent far less time perfecting it than Cal had. “I’m an, um, a…” 
 
    “She’s just a friend,” Cal said. 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Martha nodded. “That’s fine. Some other mages have special ‘friends’ who they bring here. It’s good to have a healthy outlet for life’s other energies.” 
 
    “Other energies?” 
 
    Martha nodded toward Raya’s bedroom door, and the crumpled sheets that could be seen hanging off the side of the bed. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Cal held up his hands. “It’s not like that. We really are just old friends. Raya came along on the journey to keep us company, give us some extra help in our travels, and to see more of the world.” 
 
    If he could have told Martha about the magic he had accidentally inscribed into Raya, that might have made for a more convincing explanation and helped to clear everything up. But of course, inscribing wasn’t part of their cover story, as they didn’t want to give away how powerful Cal already was, which left him with vague excuses for what was going on. 
 
    “Save the excuses,” Martha said. “I’m not judging. Frankly, I’m not interested in what you get up to when you’re not training with me. These quarters are your private space, and as long as you don’t disturb anyone else, no one has a reason to care what you do here.” 
 
    Cal caught Raya’s eye, then hastily looked away, both of them blushing. Even if half of it wasn’t being said out loud, this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to be having about his best friend. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude, but why are you here?” he asked. “Are you taking me to see the Mages Council?” 
 
    “Why would they send me for an errand like that?” Martha shook her head. “We do have servants here, and apprentices. No, I came to fetch you for training.” 
 
    “Oh, right, yes, of course.” 
 
    “Well, come on.” Martha gestured toward the door. “Hop to it.” 
 
    “We’re going to train right now?” Cal was torn between excitement and discomfort. He wanted the chance to learn more, to find out what other mages could teach him, to master his skills. But he also wanted to see Azamar before he started dealing with other mages, to find out what the state of play was, who they could trust, who they should watch out for. 
 
    “Yes, right now.” Martha pointed at the door with her codex. “I didn’t come here for the pleasure of your company. Now hurry up.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to hear about my magic first?” Cal asked, flailing around for excuses. 
 
    “That is exactly why we are going. Words are one thing, but action shows one’s true abilities. I need to see how much you’ve learned already, and what bad habits Azamar’s fire magic has instilled into you.” 
 
    “Bad habits?” 
 
    “Yes, bad habits.” Martha turned to Raya. “Is he always like this, or is something wrong with him today?” 
 
    Raya pressed her lips tight together, and Cal could see that she was struggling not to laugh. Apparently it was fun to watch him getting bossed around and put down. 
 
    “Cal’s very special,” Raya said. “But he’ll get there in the end.” 
 
    “In the end?” Cal spluttered indignantly. “Did you not see how quickly I—” 
 
    “Enough,” Martha snapped. “Calwyn, no more of your yapping. You will come with me now.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and strode out of the room. 
 
    Cal looked at Raya who shrugged and mouthed the word “go”. 
 
    What choice did he have? They were meant to be cooperating with the people in charge here, not causing any trouble, and Cal was meant to be learning from the other mages. He would have to find time later to catch up with Azamar and hear about what was going on in the Library. In the meantime, he might as well enjoy the chance to learn. 
 
    “Calwyn, now!” Martha called from outside the room. 
 
    “I’m coming.” Cal hurried out the door, closing it behind him, and ran to the top of a grand set of spiraling stairs, which ran down through the heart of the tower. Martha was waiting for him there, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” she asked. 
 
    “Am I?” Cal tried to think what it might be. 
 
    Martha tapped the cover of her codex and looked at him impatiently. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” 
 
    Cal ran back into the room, letting the door slam shut behind him, and looked around. 
 
    “Have you seen my codex?” he asked, slightly alarmed. Normally it called out to him wherever it was, letting him sense its presence. After all, it was a part of him, the two of them inextricably intertwined. 
 
    “You absorbed it half an hour ago,” Raya said. 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    Cal closed his eyes and felt inside himself. Sure enough, the codex was there. He must have put it away automatically when he sat down to relax. That was a habit he would have to get out of, if he wanted to keep his identity a secret. 
 
    He held out his hand and summoned the codex into it. That felt a lot better. Then he hurried back out of the room, toward the stairs. 
 
    “Hey!” Raya called after him. “Doors close, remember? Were you born in a barn?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.” Cal waved but didn’t go back. “See you later.” 
 
    He rushed down the stairs, until he caught up with Martha on the floor below. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. “First lesson, I don’t care how sloppy Azamar gets, you keep your codex with you at all times, understand?” 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    “A codex is not just your strength, it is your vulnerability.” She continued down the stairs, and Cal followed. “If you let it fall into the wrong hands, then it could be your undoing. Never let it out of your sight. Think carefully before you even put it down. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely.” It didn’t seem like the time to tell her that he knew this already. That would only raise questions about how he had managed to leave the codex behind. 
 
    “You’ll want to commission a satchel to carry your codex in,” she continued. “It doesn’t have to be scruffy like Azamar’s, but…” 
 
    She kept talking as they walked down through the tower, explaining about the best designs of bag for a codex, then extolling the virtues of wind magic, its power and subtlety, why it was the best style of spells that any mage could wield. Cal half listened, in case there were questions later, but most of his attention was on the building around him. The Library was a mesmerizing place, every floor apparently filled with something new and marvelous. There was a room full of flying lizards, silver chains running from their ankles to their perches; a room in which every wall and even the ceiling seemed to be full of shelves full of books; another where looms made of silvery wood wove cloth of intricate patterns, without any source of power or anyone to operate them. Even the staircases and corridors were impressive, with pictures and tapestries hanging on most walls, brackets and niches holding a variety of elaborate lamps and candlesticks, and even the perfectly fitted stone blocks of the walls and stairs themselves. 
 
    At the bottom of the spiraling stairs, they reached a corridor, which ran out into a courtyard at the base of the tower. It was one of several open spaces in the walled enclosure around the tower’s base. On their way to park the wagon, Cal had seen that many of these spaces were bustling with activity, servants and craftsmen organizing the Library’s supplies, cooking its meals, tending its horses. But this space was tranquil and serene, an elegant courtyard of pale stone with a slender tree rising in each corner, their leaves casting patches of shade. Given how bustling the rest of the place was, Cal was amazed at how quiet it was there. 
 
    “Weapons are at that side,” Martha said. 
 
    Cal looked at where she was pointing. There were two large racks against the wall, one holding real, sharp-edged weapons, the other blunted wooden versions, like he had been training with. Martha hadn’t said which set she expected him to use, and he wondered if this was some sort of test. If it was, what would the right answer be, to show that he was sensible by picking practice weapons, or to show his confidence by going with real blades? 
 
    Martha stood totally still, holding her codex, watching him, judging him. Cal stared at the weapons, holding his codex to his chest. This definitely was a test, but which answer was the right one? 
 
    Then he realized, it was neither. Instead of picking up a weapon, he drew on his power. The pages of his codex rattled against its covers as his mind and his magic connected. Pouring his strength through the wind shape spell, he formed a sword out of the air. 
 
    “An adequate start.” Martha raised her hand and summoned her own wind sword. It was the exact same length as Cal’s, but he didn’t doubt for a minute that she could have summoned something more impressive, or a completely different weapon if she had wanted it. Again, this was part of the test, seeing how well he did when they used matched weapons. 
 
    He took a deep breath and took up a fighting stance, one foot forward, sword raised. He was about to find out. 
 
    Martha stood silent, watching him, her posture relaxed. What was she expecting him to do? 
 
    Cal looked around. This was clearly a sparring space, and she had said that she wanted to test his magical abilities. What better way to do that than to spar? So why wasn’t she starting the fight? Did she want to see how he approached it? 
 
    In that case, every move counted. He advanced carefully toward her, keeping his pose as strong as possible. Should he wait for her to raise her weapon too, or just go for the attack? 
 
    And then he realized that, once again, the answer to a question was “neither”. She was testing his magic, and so he should attack with magic. 
 
    Eyes still open, he let his gaze become unfocused for a moment while he turned his attention inward. More magic flowed through him and through the codex as the two of them connected. He wanted to make a strong first impression, so he gathered as much power as he could, then launched it in a single, staggering blast of wind. 
 
    It was a blast of wind that would have flung most people off their feet. It billowed around the walls of the yard, shook the willowy trees halfway over, flung clouds of leaves around. There were clatters and clangs as the weapons fell from their racks onto the flagstones. Cal had never flung so much power into a single work of magic. 
 
    Martha raised her codex, edge on, and the wind parted, like it had been sliced in half. It barely even fluttered the hem of her robes, just flowed past to hit the wall behind her. When its power had passed, she stood unruffled, not a hair out of place. 
 
    Stunned as he was, Cal stuck with his plan. He charged in behind the wind, as it died away, his sword swinging. He had been expecting to attack a vulnerable opponent, to catch her off guard. At least he should have the advantage after her exertion in countering his spell. 
 
    Martha’s movement was swift and minimal. One moment her sword was down and to her right, the next it was up and to the left, parrying Cal’s attack, then twisting his sword in his grip. He managed to keep hold of the magical weapon, but a lunge by Martha at his shoulder forced him to lurch back, and then a swing of her blade caught his leg from underneath. The wind magic in the sword flipped him up and over. He landed across the courtyard, just managing to stay on his feet, eyes wide and mouth hanging open in amazement. 
 
    “How did you—” 
 
    No time for answers. She was on him already, flying through the air with her sword outstretched. He dodged out of the way, swung at her as he passed, missed by a whole arm’s length. Her sword came around, he parried once, twice, saw a third blow coming too fast for him to block. He jumped back out of its way, and as he did so, a gust of wind hit him. He was slammed against the wall, the air knocked out of him, leaving him gasping as he slid to the ground. 
 
    Martha hurtled across the flagstones, robes flapping behind her, seeming to flow on the wind. Cal rolled over, trying to get out of her way, but it was too late. Her foot struck him in the back, pinning him to the ground. With a flick of her sword, she knocked his own weapon out of his hand, and it burst apart into the gusts of wind that made it. Cal clutched his codex tight, fearing that the book might be her next target. 
 
    She tapped the back of his neck, ever so lightly, with the tip of her sword, then stepped back. With a groan, Cal rolled over and looked up at her. 
 
    “You’re so much better at this than me,” he said. 
 
    “Of course I am.” Martha waved her hand and her wind sword disappeared. 
 
    “I have so much still to learn.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” 
 
    When Cal sparred with Raya, and one of them won so decisively that they knocked the other over, the winner usually helped the loser to their feet. Apparently, that wasn’t going to happen here. Martha just looked down at him, judging again, arms folded around her codex. 
 
    Wincing, Cal pushed himself to his feet. His back ached from slamming into the wall, and he was pretty sure that other parts of him would be just as bruised. He should make a salve for that later, to avoid spending the next week black and blue all over. 
 
    “What have you learned from this experience?” Martha asked. 
 
    Cal thought about the techniques she had used against him. 
 
    “That thing where you parted the wind, that was really useful,” he said. “I could probably use that against other magics and even mundane attacks, couldn’t I? So I should work out how that’s done.” 
 
    He watched her, waiting to see what she thought of that idea, but she said nothing. 
 
    “And the way you moved,” Cal added. “Using the wind to help you. I’m sure you’re naturally fast and agile, but that added a whole new level. It was amazing. If I can do that, then it’ll give me an edge in fights against almost anyone.” 
 
    He watched his tutor, and she still didn’t respond. It was making him nervous. How was he meant to know if he had the right idea, when all he got in response was silence? 
 
    “If I spent a long time experimenting, I think I could work out how to do those things,” Cal continued, filling the quiet around them. “But I’d learn it a lot quicker if you taught me, and then I could move on to other things. So, are you maybe going to show me? Is that why we’re here?” 
 
    Martha shook her head sharply. 
 
    “Stop worrying about what I did,” she said. “Any defeat comes as much from you as from your opponent. What did you do wrong?” 
 
    Cal thought over what he’d done, comparing it with Martha’s approach to the magic. He felt like he’d been doing everything right: more magic, more power, more forcefully done. Bigger should have been better, but still he hadn’t won, hadn’t even come close. She had utterly defeated him. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Should I have held back, saved my big wind blast for once we were already fighting?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You shouldn’t have made that attack at all.” 
 
    “But it was my best move.” 
 
    “No, it was your most powerful move. Best and most powerful aren’t the same thing.” 
 
    “Then what would be best?” 
 
    “How did I approach it?” 
 
    He thought again about what he’d seen, and how it contrasted with the big attack that she had criticized. Around the courtyard, the trees rustled in the last dying winds of their magical fight. 
 
    “The way you use your wind magic is much more subtle,” he said at last. “I flung a big blast at you, and instead of blocking it, which would have taken a lot of force, you used a narrow strand to part it. Then once we were fencing, you used your magic to enhance your movements, to get to the same place you were going anyway, but faster, and with more control.” 
 
    “An intelligent observation at last. Do you understand what it represents, that you keep using your magic that way?” 
 
    Cal considered it, then shook his head. “I feel like I should know, but I don’t.” 
 
    “Consider your teacher.” 
 
    “Azamar?” 
 
    “Yes, him.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t doesn’t use these spells at all.” And even if he did, Cal would have to keep it a secret, because a fire mage shouldn’t be learning to use wind. “All he works with is fire, which is completely different.” 
 
    “Precisely. You’re using your magic like a fire mage—sending big, gaudy blasts of air at your opponents, or using your wind shape spell to create solid things. That is your mistake. If you followed the same school of magic as Azamar, then you could follow his style as well, but that isn’t the case. You’re warping your own performance, trying to make the air magic do things it’s not suited to. In doing that, you’re undermining your potential.” 
 
     Cal sagged. It was dispiriting to think that so much of his effort had been wasted. He’d been so proud of what he was achieving. 
 
    “Are you going to tell Azamar about this?” he asked. 
 
    “Tell him? He was the one who brought it to my attention. It’s why I’ve been set to train you. Azamar sees huge potential, as do I, now that I have seen you in action. The challenge is to direct that potential into achievement.” 
 
    Cal smiled. Maybe he wasn’t doing so badly after all, and the idea of learning some new tricks was an exciting one. 
 
    “What sorts of things could I be doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Many things.” 
 
    There was a shimmer around Martha’s codex. She folded her legs up underneath her and hung in the air, levitating on an invisible pillar of wind. 
 
    “This is more comfortable than most seats,” she said. “Like sitting on a cushion that shapes itself around you.” 
 
    She laid her codex in her lap and held her hands with the palms facing each other. The air between them thickened as she began wind shaping, making solid forms out of the nothing of the air. A dagger of wind emerged, then another, and another. She held them up, the tips of the blades wedged between her knuckles. 
 
    “I think I can do that,” Cal said eagerly. 
 
    Her held his hands apart and did his best to imitate her technique. Instead of manipulating the air with his hands, as he’d done when he shaped new things before, he held his hands apart and focused his mind on affecting the air directly. It swirled and thickened, formed into something like a knife. The more he concentrated, the closer he got, until he held a close approximation of the blades Martha had made. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said. “But can yours do this…” 
 
    She threw one of her daggers. It hurtled through the air, straight toward one of the trees, then swerved and swooped around, circling the outer perimeter of the courtyard. She flung the other two in swift succession, and they stopped in the air, then spiraled around each other. The three daggers came together, like birds flocking, and whizzed around Cal in tighter and tighter circles until he was sure that they were about to slice him. Instead, they stopped, fell to the ground, and disappeared. 
 
    He looked down at where the daggers had fallen. 
 
    “No,” he admitted, “I can’t do any of that.” 
 
    “In time, you might, if you work hard.” 
 
    Martha held out her hand, like she was reaching toward one of the trees. It was several spears’ length away, but as she pulled her fingers together, a leaf broke off a branch, plucked by the air itself. At a wave of Martha’s hand, the leaf floated over to Cal and settled in his hand. 
 
    “You have been learning to pull as much power from your codex as you can,” she said. “Now you need to learn to pull as little as possible, and to use that little effectively.” 
 
    “Should I…” Cal stretched out a hand toward the tree. 
 
    “No.” Martha pointed at the leaf he was holding, the one she had brought to him. “Sit here and practice manipulating that leaf. When you can move it at will, with grace and subtlety, as if it was your own hand, then you will be ready to continue learning wind magic.” 
 
    She took her codex in her hand, unfolded her legs, and stood once more on the flagstones. She gave Cal the smallest of nods, then walked out of the courtyard, leaving him alone with his leaf. 
 
    Cal walked over to the wall and sat down with his back against it, resting against the cool, smooth stones. He laid his codex in his lap, and the leaf on top of it. 
 
    “I can do this,” he said to himself. “It’s just a smaller version of what I’ve done before. How hard can that be?” 
 
    The answer, it turned out, was very hard indeed. 
 
    His first attempts to move the leaf were far too powerful. However small he tried to make them, his gusts of air blew the leaf away, across the courtyard, and he had to go running after it to fetch it back. The sun inched across the sky and the shadows shifted as he kept trying to make his moves smaller, to shift the leaf with more subtle gusts of wind, but it still always seemed to go too far. 
 
    He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, centered himself. When he opened his eyes again, he reached out with just the faintest trickle of power, like drops dripping from the rim of a cup. Sometimes the leaf twitched. Sometimes it shifted to one side of the other. Sometimes, though he felt like he was giving it the same magic, it didn’t move at all. 
 
    He clenched his fists as frustration welled up through him. He had been through so much to obtain his powers, he felt as though he should have mastery over them, should be able to make them do whatever he wanted. He was the Spellweaver, after all. Some past incarnation of him had created this spell. Surely it should respond to him, should fit the way that he worked with magic. 
 
    The spell disagreed, obstinately refusing to do as he wanted. The leaf trembled and twitched, flew to left and right, sat infuriatingly still for long stretches, but it still never moved with the deftness that Martha had shown. 
 
    Cal rubbed his eyes and looked up, hoping that the currents of the real, natural wind might inspire him. It didn’t help, but he did notice something that he hadn’t seen before. 
 
    On a balcony above him, protruding out of the pale stones of the tower, another mage stood. Cal would have known that he was a mage even if he hadn’t been dressed in elaborate robes, with a dark metal necklace hanging around his neck, even without the stance of power and confidence that Cal had come to associate with mages. He could sense the power in the man, the magic that hung around him, the aura of strength and will. 
 
    The man stared down at Cal, and Cal looked back up at him. There was something familiar about him, but Cal couldn’t work out what. Had he glimpsed him in Vorozlat, while out roaming the city? Or perhaps he had come through Pebbert, under the guise of a traveling merchant? Maybe Cal had caught sight of him on the way into the tower, but had been too distracted to properly remember? 
 
    No, it wasn’t that. Those were innocent sorts of encounters, and something about this mage felt wrong to Cal. Ominous. Brooding. A darkness to match the dark links of that chain around his neck. 
 
    Whatever it was, Cal couldn’t place the memory, and the other mage didn’t seem inclined to enlighten him. The man stared down at Cal for a moment longer, then turned and walked back into the tower. 
 
    Cal turned back to the leaf, still sitting on his codex, waiting to be moved. 
 
    “At least I know what you’re about,” Cal said to the leaf. “Now let’s see if I can finally get this spell to work.” 
 
    He held out a hand and called on the wind again.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cal didn’t know if Martha had deliberately emptied the training yard out that first day, or whether they had just got lucky, but in the days that followed, he never had the place to himself again. There was always someone there, whether practicing their magic, going through the motions with a weapon, or sparring in pairs, stretching both sides of their abilities. He saw all sorts of different weapons in use, from tiny punch daggers to eight foot pikes, and all sorts of magic, from delicate drifts of snowflakes to raging sandstorms. He could have sat and watched for hours, content just to see the amazing things that others were capable of. But that wasn’t why he was there, it wasn’t what he had crossed half the empire and fought monsters for. He was the Spellweaver. He had to focus on mastering his magic. 
 
    A week on from their arrival at the Library, he sat in the yard once more, his codex in his lap and a leaf on the codex. He had been there every morning and every afternoon since he arrived, some evenings too, trying to master the challenge that Martha had set for him, to bring the leaf under his control. It should have been a simple task, moving one small thing through the world. But if there was anything he had learned since arriving, it was that small and simple were not the same thing where magic was concerned. 
 
    With one hand on his codex and one on his chest, he sat staring at the leaf. There was a delicate mental balance to using his powers. He had to focus on the magic, on the spell, on where it came from. But he also had to focus on his target, whether that was the air around him or this small piece of plant. He had to draw a connection between the two, down which the power could flow. He had to become that connection. 
 
    The leaf trembled and shifted a finger’s width to one side. Cal was close. He could see it in moments like this, could feel it in the way the magic moved around him. The patterns in the magic were becoming clearer, stronger. Just like muscle memory increasingly took over when he fought, some magical memory took over when he cast a familiar spell. It was all about training that mental muscle, and it was growing stronger every day. 
 
    Around him were the clash and crash of weapons, the flash and sizzle of magic. He did his best to ignore those things, however spectacular they were, and to focus on his own spell. The leaf shook again, then started drifting into the air. 
 
    A month before, Cal would have been amazed at his own ability to do a thing like that. Now he sighed in resignation at another failure. Instead of using his magic to move the leaf himself, he had inscribed wind into the leaf, so that it levitated of its own accord. Fortunately, none of the other mages would be able to tell at a distance, but he knew. The pattern of the power was different, and so was the effect. Inscribing would never give him the subtle and powerful control that Martha insisted he needed, and that he himself was determined to achieve. The problem was that the powers followed similar flows, and so became entangled in his mind. Trying to do one, he would do the other, and only realize at the end. It was annoying, but he had no one to blame but himself, and no way to master it except through more work. 
 
    He touched the leaf with the tip of his finger, holding it in place while he dispelled the magic. The leaf fell back onto his codex, all power gone from it. Cal started again. 
 
    There had to be a way to do this. Other mages managed it. Martha managed it. And sure, they might not have his inscribing instinct to battle against, but they had other powers of their own. They disentangled those powers, found ways to manage them, to call upon what they needed rather than whatever spell came to hand. If they could do it, then so could he. 
 
    It was just that, when he focused on the leaf, it felt much more natural to inscribe a spell into it than it did to just focus on his wind magic. Something about the object called out to him, and he answered. 
 
    He stared accusingly at the leaf. 
 
    “I’m not saying this is your fault,” Cal said. “But only because I know how crazy that would sound.” 
 
    A shadow fell across him. He looked up to see Martha, dressed in her usual flowing robes, a breeze tugging at the gauzy fabric of her sash belt. 
 
    “Is that leaf still beating you?” she asked. “I’m starting to wonder which of you is the real mage.” 
 
    “Definitely the leaf.” Cal smiled. Smiling wasn’t Martha’s style, but that didn’t mean that he had to be stern too. “You should see the fireballs it casts behind your back.” 
 
    She gave a slight bob of her head, and Cal wondered if that was her equivalent of laughing, or if she just had to work out a crick in her neck. 
 
    “The last wind mage I trained mastered this exercise in a matter of hours,” she said. “You have been at it for days.” 
 
    “I notice that the other wind mage isn’t around. What happened to him?” 
 
    If Cal hoped to gain some insight into his powers, he was about to be disappointed. 
 
    “He left,” Martha said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because sometimes that’s what people do. You should be less concerned about him and more focused on your own progress, or lack of progress.” 
 
    “I’ll get there. Give me time.” 
 
    “I have given you a week, yet you still sit here, staring at that leaf. Maybe wind just isn’t a natural fit for you.” 
 
    Cal stiffened and stared down at the leaf. He wouldn’t have minded that comment so much if she had meant that he should try a different branch of magic. Despite the wind powers that he had learned, it might have been a relief to move on to something else, to try a strand of magic that better fitted his personality. But that wasn’t the point, was it? A mage was only allowed one sort of power, and Cal had his already, so wasn’t allowed the rest. If he couldn’t master wind magic, then he wouldn’t be allowed to work with any magic at all. Not unless he told them who he really was, and even then, he wasn’t sure how they would react. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll get there,” he said. “A couple of months ago, I barely even believed in the existence of magic. Now I’m at the heart of the art. It takes time to adjust.” 
 
    “If you can adjust.” Martha raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Cal clenched his jaw and suppressed a snort of frustration. 
 
    “If people would leave me to practice, I might stand a better chance.” 
 
    Martha backed off. She still wasn’t smiling, but there was something in her stance that gave him hope. A softening of the stiffness from when they had first met, of the sternness of her approach. 
 
    Still, the leaf frustrated him. He stared at it, and he channeled his power, but that fragment of green remained where it sat. He could feel his face scrunching up as his frustration rose again, but he didn’t care. Other people could see him and think whatever they wanted, if he could just master this leaf. 
 
    Something shifted inside him, fresh power rising up. Black spots appeared at the edges of his vision, the world starting to fade. He felt someone sitting with him, not next to him but inside him, taking control of his magic as surely as Azamar would take the reins of the wagon. 
 
    Cal pushed that other will back down, grasped for the strands of power himself. He couldn’t let the Spellweaver take over, not while that will was separate from him. It wasn’t just a matter of the fear that came over him at the thought of losing control. He recalled what Azamar had said about the Spellweaver, that the spirit would try to take control of him if he was in an emotionally intense state, just as it had done at the tavern. It would sweep in to protect him, and so to protect itself, from moments of danger and stress. But that protective instinct might not work well. The Spellweaver’s intentions weren’t the same as his, or its understanding of the world around him, and its power would be clear for everyone to see. No more hiding who he was once that had shown. He didn’t know what would happen to him then, to Azamar, or to Raya. But Azamar wanted to keep this secret for a reason, and where magic was concerned, he trusted Azamar’s judgment. 
 
    Cal took a deep breath and slowed his rising pulse. He thought about happy things, like hanging out with Raya in their shared guest quarters, and the fine meals they ate with the other mages. Channeling those thoughts, he calmed himself down. 
 
    Still, the Spellweaver prodded at the edges of Cal’s consciousness, probing him, testing him, looking for the need that would make him give in, looking for a way it could break out. It was as if the Spellweaver was there with him, leaning over his shoulder, looking at what he was doing. A nosy, meddling spirit. 
 
    “Back off,” he hissed under his breath. 
 
    If the Spellweaver heard him then it didn’t respond. It leaned in closer, a pressure against the back of his mind, a presence weighing down his thoughts, preventing him from thinking straight, from controlling his power, from mastering the leaf. 
 
    “I said back off.” 
 
    “No need to be rude about it.” Martha raised an eyebrow as she looked at him and took a slow step back. “I wasn’t all that close.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” Cal noticed that a couple of other mages were also looking their way. He must have spoken louder than he had meant to do. He took another deep breath, seeking control of himself as much as the other spirit inhabiting his body, that ancient voice speaking to him down the centuries. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said again. “I talk to myself sometimes when I’m stressed. Bad habit.” 
 
    “I understand.” Martha gave one of her small, controlled nods. “You’re surrounded by mages. We all show unusual habits from time to time. Just try not to disturb the others.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Cal said. “Can’t make any promises though.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to the leaf. He could do this, he was sure, despite the Spellweaver’s worst attempts to help. He just had to find a way of working with the magical currents that worked for him. 
 
    That was it! Now he saw it, he couldn’t believe that he hadn’t before. He wasn’t just a mage who inscribed, or one who cast wind spells. Both of those abilities were his, in the same set of spells. There would be other things in between them. 
 
    He gathered the sort of magic wind gusts were made from, but directed it down smaller, closer paths, shorter distances, like he was inscribing. Careful, controlled movement. Slowly, the magic emerged and stirred the leaf. It drifted left, then right, up, then down, not inscribed but still levitating, under Cal’s control. 
 
    Grinning, he pushed it out further. It lifted away from him, drifting slightly off course due to the surrounding wind. He called it back in, and it returned to him, landing on the codex where it had started. 
 
    “I did it!” he exclaimed, punching the air, then looked at Martha. “Did you see?” 
 
    “Show me again,” she said. “Prove that it wasn’t just luck.” 
 
    He did as she told him, lifting the leaf again. At her orders, he floated it away from him, back in, around in circles, spirals, and a zigzag. 
 
    “It’s not quite as ‘like your own hand’ as I’d like,” Cal said. “Not as smooth or as subtle, but it’s a start, right?” 
 
    “Indeed it is.” Martha smirked. “I might almost say well done.” 
 
    Cal sagged. She was right not to take this seriously. Sure, it was a big breakthrough for him, but it had taken a whole week. Meanwhile, all around him, mages were practicing complex and sophisticated powers like they were nothing at all. His achievements were nothing on the scale of the Library. 
 
    Martha knelt in front of him. It was the first time that he had seen her as anything other than stiffly upright, outside of their first sparring session. She flattened her skirts with the palm of her hand, adjusted the delicate cloth of her belt. The whole time, there was a far away look in her face. 
 
    “I believe I told you that the last wind mage I trained left,” she said at last. 
 
    “You mentioned it. Did he go off to find more spells, or to use his powers to help people somewhere? I bet wind magic is really useful for powering windmills or stopping ships sinking in storms.” 
 
    “He left because he quit studying magic.” 
 
    “He quit?” Cal couldn’t wrap his head around that idea. Why would anyone give up on this? Why would they walk away from all the wonders that magic could achieve, the power it gave a person to make a better world? “But why?” 
 
    “Because this exercise is only the beginning. Wind is an extraordinarily difficult form of magic to master. It is powerful and yet subtle, a wild magic that wants to run riot, but that has to be used with incredible restraint. That is maddening to work with, difficult to understand, nearly impossible to master. 
 
    “There’s a reason why I’m the only master wind mage in the Library, and it’s not because I’ve chased the others off. This path we have chosen, Calwyn Weft, is one of the greatest challenges that the whole world has to offer. Take pride in what you have achieved. Take pride in this small leaf.” 
 
    She waved a finger, and the leaf spiraled into the air, then hung in front of Cal, like a bird frozen in flight. 
 
    Cal looked at the leaf, but his thoughts were on Martha’s words. Things she had said, and things that remained unspoken. Things that caught at his attention like a hook in the mouth of a fish. 
 
    “Surely there must be some people who take up wind magic,” he said. “I mean, if everyone has to have a specialty, and other people take the other ones, then someone would go with wind just so that they were allowed to be a mage.” 
 
    Behind Martha, those other mages continued demonstrating their craft. Fireballs flew. Rocks hurtled through the air. Lightning flashed across the yard, was swallowed by a wall of water that rose up out of a bucket, steam hissing away as the different magics clashed. 
 
    “Once, it was like that,” Martha said. “There was even competition to become a wind mage, to prove one’s worth by mastering the more challenging of powers. 
 
    “But the world has changed. There are fewer and fewer mages emerging. That means less competition for space in each specialty, less chance of being pushed out by the rest. Why would anyone take on the most difficult magic when there’s an easier route to power?” 
 
    “For the challenge of it?” Cal asked. “You said it yourself, it’s a chance to prove how great you are, to do something more interesting and more challenging. That would motivate me.” 
 
    “And that is one of your more admirable qualities, along with the stubbornness that has carried you through this frustrating week. But even if others wanted to do this, the mage who can even begin to learn the intricacies of wind magic has a rare gift. Most can’t manage it, whether or not they want to. At least, most of those who remain.” 
 
    Cal frowned. 
 
    “Why are there fewer mages?” he asked. 
 
    Martha shrugged. 
 
    “There are theories, as there are theories about everything, but the Library isn’t sure why. Something in the world has changed, and we must adjust to it.” 
 
    A small cough made them both look up. A junior mage was standing nearby, hands clasped in front of him, head bowed. 
 
    “Apologies for interrupting, master of the wind,” he said. “I come with a message.” 
 
    “Well then, tell me your message,” Martha said. “Don’t just announce its existence and then waste my life on waiting.” 
 
    The junior mage licked his lips, glanced at Cal, then more nervously back at Martha. Cal wondered if his priorities would still have been that way if he had known that Cal had the power of the Spellweaver inside him. How would everything change once people found out? 
 
    “The Council has been assembled,” the mage said. “Calwyn Weft is summoned to appear before them.” He turned to look at Cal, his head rising, the respect he had shown Martha fading. “You will come with me.” 
 
     There was a sharpness in the man’s voice that reminded Cal of his parents. Not the happy moments of sharing life with them, but the moments when he was being told off. He wondered if he had done something wrong. 
 
    Cal and Martha both got to their feet. Without speaking, codexes in hand, they followed the mage out of the courtyard, through a doorway into the tower. They walked down long, cold corridors, through the fractured sunlight that came through windows of leaded glass and the flickering firelight of burning brands. Their footsteps echoed around them, rebounding from the merciless stone of the walls. 
 
    Cal’s mind was racing, and his heartbeat with it. Why was he being called before the council? Had they discovered his secret already, despite his best efforts to hide it? Where had Azamar been since they arrived? What was Cal about to face at the Mage Council meeting? 
 
    From the back of his mind, the Spellweaver rose, responding to the stress, the promise of danger and a challenge to be faced. Cal took deep breaths and forced the Spellweaver back into its corner. There was no need to fear, not yet, at least. He was a new mage. This was the Mage Council. It was only natural that they would want to meet him. 
 
    At the end of a corridor, the junior mage pushed open a huge pair of carved doors set in an intricate frame. Through them, Cal stepped into a massive, ornate chamber. Tiers of seats surrounded him on every side, rising in sloped banks up the walls, their backs like carved towers reaching for the sky. The floor was a complex mosaic of flowing patterns, the ceiling a painted dome portraying battles between ancient powers, back in the early days of the world, images from the most dramatic stories the wandering bards told. 
 
    Cal gaped at the grandeur of it all, the heart stopping wonder of the art on display there. While he stared at the paintings on the ceiling, the gathered mass of mages stared at him. 
 
    A hand in the small of his back pushed him into the center of the room. Snapped back into the moment, he looked back at the mages looking at him. He tried to smile, but their expressions didn’t promise a warm welcome, or a happy response to anything he said. 
 
    A huge door opened on the far end of the room, ropes creaking as counterweights slid down channels in the walls. Azamar and Raya stumbled through, flanked by junior mages, and were ushered toward the center of the room. Raya was empty handed, her sword nowhere in sight. Azamar held his codex casually at his side and looked straight ahead, doing his best to behave as though this were just an ordinary, everyday event, but Cal could see the signs of strain in the corners of his eyes. Raya looked around with the same open amazement that Cal had felt. 
 
    “Who’s that guy?” she asked, pointing at one of the pictures on the ceiling. 
 
    “Your questions can come later,” one of the junior mages answered wearily. 
 
    “You won’t tell me why I’m here, you can at least tell me what the weird pictures are about. So who’s that one?” 
 
    The mage said nothing, just led her to Cal and then walked away. 
 
    “I thought we’d see you here,” Raya said, looking at Cal. “I don’t suppose you can tell me what this is?” 
 
    “I wish.” Cal turned to Azamar. “Do you know?” 
 
    Before he could answer, the doors slammed shut. A deep boom reverberated around the room, so loud that Cal felt it in his teeth. 
 
    “Ooh, ominous.” Raya waved her hands and rolled her eyes. Cal had known her long enough that he could see the fear she was hiding behind sarcasm and flippancy. He hoped that he was hiding his nerves as well, but he doubted it. He had to keep stopping his leg from jiggling. 
 
    Around them, the last of the mages were taking their seats, filling those rows around the room. Cal spotted Martha and Oswerg next to each other, the ogre leaning in so that the elf could whisper something in his ear. They looked at Azamar, who shook his head. 
 
    “Look, they’ve even put us in a circle.” Raya pointed at the pattern in the mosaic floor surrounding them. “How subtle.” 
 
    There was a banging that reverberated around the room, and the chatter of the mages fell to silence. On one of the grander seats was the mage who had watched Cal from a balcony on his first day in the Library. He wore the same elaborate robes and the same heavy necklace, links of dark chain running around his neck. Eyes like the gleaming of dead stars stared down at Cal as the mage banged his fist one last time. 
 
    “Grand Master Nostanus,” Azamar said, bowing toward the mage. “So good of you to gather us together like this. It’s too long since we’ve had a chance to catch up.” 
 
    Nostanus glared at Azamar from hooded eyes. 
 
    “Now is not the time for your attitude, Azamar,” he intoned. 
 
    Raya nudged Cal. 
 
    “Can you believe this?” she whispered. “There’s someone who thinks magic man doesn’t take life seriously enough.” 
 
    “Silence,” Nostanus bellowed. He raised his hand, and power sparked around his fingertips. “Or I will silence you.” 
 
    Raya looked at him, defiance in her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak. Cal nudged her and shook his head. Now wasn’t the time, not with so much at stake, not with such big secrets still at risk of being revealed. Raya rolled her eyes, but at least she closed her mouth. 
 
    “We gather in grave times,” Nostanus intoned. “Many of you have heard rumors already, but now it falls upon me to confirm our worst fears. In the last few weeks, there have been multiple reports that mages triggering magical sites have faced unforeseen and unthinkable challenges. The guardians have changed. What once was noble and bright has become dark, rotten, imbued with shadows and with filth. They have become twisted by the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    Voices erupted around the room, a wave of murmurs rising to a storm of noisy speculation. It flowed around Cal and his companions like the waters surging around stones in a rapid. 
 
    Dread crept, an icy prickling, up Cal’s spine. It wasn’t just him. The darkness he had seen at the shrines really was everywhere. 
 
    Nostanus slammed his fist down, a blow that smashed through the surrounding chatter. Silence fell once more. 
 
    “It is not a moment we wished for, but it is one we have looked for all these years.” Nostanus’ voice was like the surface of polished steel; smooth, cold, unyielding. His gaze swept across the room, and every mage there sat straighter. “The Spellbreaker has returned. Darkness falls across magic and across the world.” 
 
    At last, his gaze fell upon the three companions standing in the middle of the chamber. The other mages followed his gaze, and Cal felt the scrutiny of the whole Library falling upon him. 
 
    “But Azamar has also returned,” Nostanus continued. “He as returned to us after all these years, and only a fool would believe that this is coincidence.” 
 
    A fresh ripple of muttered voices swept through the room, then dropped to silence before Nostanus even brought his fist down. 
 
    “Your interests are known to all of us, Azamar,” Nostanus continued. “Your obsession with the lore of the Spellweaver and the Spellbreaker. Your conviction that the balance the Spellweaver made could not hold. You counseled vigilance when others accepted comfort. You called for action when others were willing to rest. Now you have been vindicated, yet your voice falls silent. Why is that?” 
 
    Azamar cleared his throat and took a step forward, visibly separating himself from Cal and Raya. 
 
    “I have learned wisdom,” he replied. “And humility.” 
 
    Someone laughed. Nostanus most definitely didn’t. 
 
    “You are telling us that you have given up?” the Grand Master intoned. “That after all your years of talking about the Spellweaver, now that others are interested, you have nothing to say?” 
 
    “Those who paid attention to me could tell you that I have been quiet for years,” Azamar said, nodding toward Oswerg and Martha. “When was the last time I bothered your ears with my idle theories?” 
 
    “When was the last time you were here?” someone shouted from the back row. That drew laughter, but also some ominous murmurs. 
 
    “You might fool your friends, who want to believe in you,” Nostanus said. “But you are not fooling me, Azamar.” He pointed at Cal, and light flashed off the edge of a jeweled ring. “Is this youth the Spellweaver’s new vessel?” 
 
    Cal’s mouth went dry and his heart hammered in his chest. He had known that his day would come, but not like this. He wasn’t ready. He needed time to master his powers, to be worthy of his title, to live up to the legacy of the Spellweavers who had come before him. 
 
    But his time was up. The secret was out. The call had come, and what choice did he have but to answer it? He braced himself and prepared to step forward, into a new life. 
 
    “Him?” Azamar waved dismissively at Cal. “Are you kidding? He’s just an errant wind mage I ran into during my travels.” He gestured toward his friends in the seats facing them. “Ask Master Martha Merraldis. Has this boy completed even the most basic exercise you have set him?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Martha. She looked at Azamar, then at Cal, her expression unreadable. 
 
    “No,” she said. “He has not.” 
 
    “See?” Azamar said. “You’re leaning into the wrong breeze, Nostanus.” 
 
    “Don’t try to tell me that you’ve given up on your quest,” Nostanus said. “Not now that a real threat has appeared.” He pointed at Raya. “It must be the girl.” 
 
    “Ah, Raya.” Azamar took a step back and patted Raya on the shoulder. “I must admit, she’s a competent young thing. Not bad with a sword. Plenty of spirit. She would make a wonderful Spellweaver.” He stepped away from her. “But not an ounce of magical gift in her. Sorry. You’ll have to look for your salvation elsewhere.” 
 
    Nostanus glared at Azamar. 
 
    “I don’t know what your game is this time,” the grand master said, “but I am done with it.” 
 
    He clicked his fingers, and guards emerged from the shadows to either side of the great doors at each end of the chamber. They advanced on Cal and his companions. Each of them carried a codex and a sturdy club. Their robes were simple and loosely cut, split from the waist down for ease of movement. Practical robes for mages who would have to fight. 
 
    “Confiscate Azamar’s codex,” Nostanus said, “and take him into custody.” 
 
    Shocked gasps ran around the room as the guards advanced. Raya raised her fists and turned to protect Azamar’s back. Cal braced himself, shifting into a fighting stance, his codex in one hand, the other outstretched as he prepared to summon his wind sword. He didn’t know who the villain was here, if Nostanus was the problem or if someone else was using him, but he wasn’t going to let them arrest Azamar. He needed his mentor and the insights he brought. The whole world did. 
 
    “Cal,” Azamar said, calmly and quietly. 
 
    Cal looked at him and Azamar looked back, a steady, settling gaze. 
 
    “But…” Cal began, trembling as he saw the acceptance in Azamar’s expression. “You can’t…” 
 
    “What?” Raya turned, her brow crumpled in confusion. “What are you playing at, magic man?” 
 
    Azamar stepped away from them both. He held his arms out wide, codex loose in one hand, and stood still while the guards surrounded him. They held their weapons tensely, like they expected him to start fighting at any moment, and in spite of everything, part of Cal wondered if that might happen, if there was a trick about to be revealed. 
 
    Then one of the guards stepped tentatively in, wrapped a hand around Azamar’s codex, and took it from him. 
 
    A shudder ran through Cal at the sight, at the thought of having his own codex taken. He could see from the looks on their faces that many of the other mages were equally appalled. Others, though, looked pleased, or resigned, or uncertain. There was no consensus on what any of this meant. 
 
    “The Council has long held suspicions concerning Azamar’s activities,” Nostanus said, his deep and steady voice quieting the hubbub once more. “After so many years pursuing the Spellweaver, he fell silent. The one mage who knew the most about the Spellweaver not sharing his knowledge. Why would he do that? It made no sense if he wished to work with the Library, with all of us, to keep magic safe. No, the terrible truth is all too clear. Azamar has located the Spellweaver, as he always said that he would, and instead of revealing them to us, he has been deliberately hiding the location of the Spellweaver’s vessel from the Council.” 
 
    Voices rose in shock and consternation, a tumult that even Nostanus could not silence. 
 
    “There can be only one conclusion,” he roared over them. “Azamar is in league with the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    “No!” Martha shot to her feet, her placid expression replaced by a look of fury and bewilderment. “This is nonsense and speculation. You have no right to act like this!” 
 
    Others stood with her, their voices raised in anger, some pointing accusingly at Nostanus. But the mages around him also rose, more of them, shouting back. The whole room was on the brink of breaking into a riot, and Cal shrank back from the crackling of raw power in the air. 
 
    Nostanus pounded the arm of his chair, the crash of his fist echoing around the room. The third blow was so hard that it shattered the wood, with a splintering crack. 
 
    “Enough!” he bellowed and jerked to his feet, eyes blazing, teeth bared. “Be seated, or I will have you arrested too. Sit back down, all of you!” 
 
    Both sides reluctantly sank into their seats, watching each other warily across the gaping chasm of the hall and of their political differences. 
 
    Nostanus’ weary sigh filled the hollow space where their rage had been. He pressed one hand against his crumpled brow, and with the other, waved toward the door. 
 
    “Take him away,” he said, and though the words were quiet, they thundered in Cal’s ears. 
 
    Two guards took Azamar by the arms and led him across the echoing chamber. Others ran ahead to open the doors. As he reached the exit, Azamar turned his head and looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Be careful, Cal,” he said. 
 
    Then they marched him away.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We can find our own way to our room,” Raya said, glaring at one of the guards marching them down the corridor. “We’ve been living here a whole week, you know.” 
 
    The guards ignored her and kept on marching, a loose ring of muscled bodies surrounding Cal and Raya. The guards held their codexes tight, their clubs at the ready, and when they looked at the people they were escorting, it was from the corners of their eyes, as though they were afraid that direct eye contact might hurt them. 
 
    “Are we prisoners?” Cal asked. 
 
    Again, there was no response. Nostanus had ordered that the two of them be escorted to their room, and that they stay there, so they clearly weren’t free to go where they wanted. But if they were prisoners, then why weren’t they being sent to the dungeon, along with Azamar? Did Nostanus have doubts about who was to blame here, or about their loyalty to Azamar? Did he just not believe that they were powerful enough to be a threat? Maybe Azamar’s bluff about the identity of the Spellweaver had paid off. 
 
    Maybe… 
 
    As they walked up the stairs, a window looked out on one of the courtyards below. Cal saw another guard, this one with a set of heavy keys, emerging through a sturdy door, which he bolted shut behind him. That must be the way down to the dungeon. Cal hoped that Azamar would be safe there, for now at least. He wished that the older mage was with them, to tell him what to do. 
 
    They reached their floor and emerged from the staircase. One of the guards opened the door to Cal and Raya’s guest rooms, then stepped back. The guards watched as the two of them walked in, then shut the door behind them. There was a clunk and a thud of a heavy bolt locking, and Cal felt a fizzing of magic as a locking spell was added. 
 
    “They can’t hold you with things like that, right?” Raya asked, nodding toward the door. 
 
    Cal shrugged. He had no idea how strong the guards were, or any of the other mages here apart from Martha. Given Nostanus’ authority, it seemed safe to assume that the grand master was even more powerful than Martha, and that the other dozen mages of the core counsel were in the same league as him, but that was a big assumption, and it told Cal almost nothing about the power of the guards. 
 
    “I could try,” he said. “If that’s what we need to do.” 
 
    He looked around the room, considering what Azamar had said before they arrived, about how people could be listening on them even here, even when they thought that they were alone. Did he dare to talk with Raya, when their enemies could be listening in, when the things he said could give away who he was, when something they said could see them both thrown into the dungeon? 
 
    It was no good just sitting there, saying and doing nothing. He had to take a risk, had to talk this through with Raya, otherwise they might as well give in now. He gestured her to the middle of the room, as far as they could get from the walls and furniture that could have hidden a listening tube or spy spell. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it would have to do. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Raya whispered, and cracked her knuckles. “Storm the dungeon and bust the magic man out, then grab Thunder and ride like crazy out of here?” 
 
    “I’d like to,” Cal whispered back. “It certainly feels a lot safer than staying.” 
 
    “You saw the way down to the dungeon, right? We could easily get through that first door, it’s just to stop people getting out, not stop them getting in. We’d probably need keys when we get to his cell, but I could try to lift those off a guard, or you could use your magic to blow the door down.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Cal stroked his chin and considered the possibilities. “But it’s not just about getting into the dungeon. It’s about getting out of here afterward, and that would be a lot more difficult. There are hundreds of mages in the Library, all more experienced than me. Even if most of them don’t care enough to stop us, there are more than a dozen mages on the Mage Council, and we’ve got to assume that they would back up the Grand Master. Then there are the guards and servants, who might not be the most powerful, but would do what they’re ordered to do. We’d be outnumbered and out-powered.” 
 
    “Better to take a risk on the right thing than to let the bad guys win.” 
 
    “True, but do we even know who the bad guys are yet? If Nostanus really believes that Azamar is endangering the Library and the lives of mages, then he’s got a good reason to do what he did.” 
 
    Raya’s face screwed up and she let out a frustrated groan. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “But it’s still not right for him to be locked up in there. Surely we’re not just going to accept that?” 
 
    “Azamar did.” 
 
    She took a step back and stood with her arms folded, looking down at the ground. 
 
    “I don’t know Azamar well,” she said, “but he’s always thinking ahead. What if he let them take him away so that, whatever he did next, he wouldn’t have to do it in front of all those other mages. Or what if he was delaying until the bad guys show themselves. Maybe he’ll bust himself out then.” 
 
    It was a comforting thought, but sadly not a realistic one. 
 
    “They took Azamar’s codex, remember,” Cal said. “He won’t be able to use his magic at all, not even if he thinks that it’s time to break out.” 
 
    “I forgot about that.” Raya sighed. “Still, he didn’t have a lot of choice, so if we’re not ready to act, how can we give him more options?” 
 
    “Get his codex to him, I suppose. Then he could bust himself out.” 
 
    “Do you know where his codex is?” 
 
    “No, do you?” 
 
    Raya shook her head. “I didn’t see anything. I was just hoping that you might be able to work it out with your magical senses.” 
 
    It had to be worth a go. Cal sat down, closed his eyes, and focused on magic. He tried to block out everything else: the sounds of birds outside the window, the softness of the seat under him, the smell of baking bread wafting up from the Library’s kitchens. Those were just distractions from the sense that mattered in that moment. 
 
    Once he peeled back the other layers of the world, the presence of magic in the Library became inescapable. It was all around him, its knots and its currents, the spells locking power in place and the others dragging it through the world. A mass of it above and below him in the tower, and the chaotic tumult of spells in the practice yard, as anxious mages let off steam. Somewhere in all of that was Azamar’s codex, but much as he wanted to find it, much as he tried to pierce the jumble of magic all around, Cal couldn’t find the book. 
 
    He opened his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “No luck,” he said quietly. 
 
    Raya sat down next to him. She reached out and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’ll be all right,” she said. “We’ll find a way through this.” 
 
    Cal wished that he believed she was right. Maybe they would find a way to get Azamar out, to identify their enemies in the Library, to track down the Spellbreaker and protect the world from his malevolent influence, but that was a lot of “maybe” for their future to hang on. 
 
    “Even if we found the codex, how would we get it to him?” he asked. 
 
    “Bake it into a cake,” Raya said firmly. 
 
    Cal laughed. 
 
    “You’re a terrible baker,” he said. 
 
    “So? It doesn’t need to be a good cake, just one big enough to hide a codex in.” 
 
    “And you think that they’ll let us deliver a cake to Azamar?” 
 
    “We’ll tell them that it’s his birthday. Even mages must celebrate things like that.” 
 
    “Maybe we could put up some bunting too, make the dungeon look festive, really sell the lie.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting the idea.” Raya grinned. “It’s a flawless plan. All we need is a kitchen, ingredients, a recipe, the ability to bake cakes, and some really gullible jailers.” 
 
    “And Azamar’s codex.” 
 
    “Sure, that minor technicality too.” 
 
    “Maybe we should call this one plan B, a backup in case we don’t come up with anything better.” 
 
    “All right, but when you end up writing Azamar’s name in pink icing, I’m going to say I told you so.” 
 
    Without much else to do, they sat and dreamed up the most absurd ideas they could for escape attempts, throwing them back and forth like a game of comedy catch. They considered a washer woman disguise, a fake twin, a cardboard wall, even tunneling their way into the dungeon with a spoon. It helped to keep Cal’s spirits up, while he sat and waited to see what would come next, frustrated at the futility of his own position. What was the use of being the Spellweaver if it didn’t help in a moment like this? 
 
    After a few hours, there was a sound of heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. 
 
    “Sounds like the guards are back,” Raya said. “Do you think that we’re forgiven?” 
 
    “Or they’ve finally got a cell ready for us.” 
 
    Cal laid an hand on his codex, which sat on the low table in front of him. Its presence was comforting, like an old toy or a familiar piece of clothing, an extension of himself that could hold him up in a moment of crisis. It wasn’t just about the power, it was about the feel of the book, about something that, though he’d only been calling upon it for a month, in some sense had always been with him. 
 
    Steadier, he straightened and stood facing the door, hands by his sides, ready for trouble. Raya stood beside him, her sword concealed in easy reach behind a chair. 
 
    There was a heavy knock on the door. 
 
    “What’s the point in that?” Raya muttered. “They’re the ones with the keys.” 
 
    “Play nice for now,” Cal said quietly, then raised his voice. “Come in.” 
 
    The magic around the door dissipated. There was a click of a key in the lock, and a thunk as the bolt drew back, then the door swung open. Half a dozen guards stood outside, dressed in the familiar uniform of practical robes, codexes on show. In a concession to cooperation, their clubs hung from the belts instead of being clutched in their hands. 
 
    “Grand Master Nostanus summons you,” the lead guard said. 
 
    “Well, this should be fun,” Raya said, taking a step toward the door. 
 
    “Not you,” the guard said, glaring at her. “Him.” 
 
    “How rude.” Raya shook her head. “And I thought we were all friends.” 
 
    Cal stifled a laugh at her exaggerated imitation of hurt feelings. 
 
    “I’ll see you later, Raya,” he said as he headed for the door. 
 
    “Remember, if all else fails, we’ve got the cake,” she said. 
 
    Cal grabbed his codex off the table and stepped out into the ring of guards. He could have absorbed the codex, to free up both hands in case of trouble, but it seemed important to keep up appearances. Any edge he had, even a secret like his identity, seemed worth clinging to. 
 
    The guards marched him down stairways and along corridors, along a familiar route. This time, Cal’s attention wasn’t on his surroundings, but on the men and women around him, looking for how they held their codexes, how close their hands were to their weapons, any twitches or scars that might indicate a vulnerable spot. He didn’t want to fight them, but if he had to, he was going to be ready. 
 
    The grand doors of the council chamber swung open, revealing the domed roof and intricately tiled floor. This time, the seats were all empty, but they still managed to be intimidating, those gothically carved wooden backs staring at him from every direction. 
 
    As they marched across the chamber, footsteps echoing from the distant ceiling, Cal thought of Azamar, and of the calm with which he’d taken his fate. Whatever happened now, Cal wanted to imitate that, to deal with the problems that life threw at him but not show his enemies what it meant to him. Whatever else happened, that would be some sort of victory, a way to retain some control. It would be a way to make Azamar proud, once he was free again. 
 
    They crossed the room and walked up the steps to the Grand Master’s seat. Behind that seat, hidden from sight by the other chairs around it, was a door, dark and ancient and carved with snakes. One of the guards knocked on the door. 
 
    “Send him in,” a voice boomed in response. 
 
    The door opened and Cal was thrust through. The door swung smoothly shut behind him, leaving the guards outside. 
 
    The room beyond was small by comparison with the council chamber, though not by the standards of the houses Cal had known back home. Shelves of books lined the walls, and magical lights shone from the corners, filling the place with a warm light. There were no windows, and no other doors. It was a space contained, sealed off, severed from the rest of the world. A place of safety for the man who controlled it. 
 
    That man stood before a large table. Nostanus’ head was bowed, his hands pressed against the table as he focused his attention on something there. He seemed even more intimidating up close, without the armor of distance between him and Cal. He radiated power and authority, as only the master of the world’s mages could. 
 
    There was a tightness in Cal’s chest. Everything around him seemed more real, more detailed than ever before. He saw the cracks on the spines of the books, the knots in the woodwork of the table, the wrinkling of skin on Nostanus’ finger as the Grand Master tapped it against the wood. 
 
    Cal stood as still as he could, hands resting on his belt. Not just his belt, his mother’s belt, which he had worn all the way across the Yaetis Empire, from the farms and fisheries of Pebbert to the towering power house of the Library. He wriggled his toes in his father’s boots, felt the familiar shape of the old, sturdy leather. For all the distance he had traveled, his original life was with him, this remnant of his family, the reminder of who he was. As long as he lived, he would never be alone, because they would watch over him. 
 
    He smiled and waited. 
 
    Nostanus looked up from book that lay open in front of him. His gaze caught Cal’s and it was like staring into the night sky, into a darkness broken only by the pale and ancient power of the stars. A wave of dread swept over Cal as he finally realized where he had recognized Nostanus from. Not a traveler through Pebbert, a wanderer on the streets of Vorozlat, a mage studying in the library. He had seen Nostanus, a very different Nostanus, in his dream, when he saw a man removing spells from codexes. That man’s face had been hidden behind the visor of a helmet, his body clothed in black armor instead of mages’ robes, but there was no mistaking the dread of those eyes, the way he held his body, the menace in his voice as he spoke. 
 
    “Calwyn Weft,” Nostanus said, and Cal’s skin crawled. “A long and difficult road has brought you here.” 
 
    Cal swallowed. His heart was thundering in his chest, but he forced himself to remain calm and still. He dragged his gaze away from Nostanus’ face, down to the books spread across the table in front of him. Anything for a distraction. Anything to occupy Cal’s senses while he brought his reeling thoughts under control. 
 
    Then he realized what the books were, and that set him spinning again. 
 
    The books were codexes, each of them bound in ancient leather and worn metal. Their pages were browned at the edges with age. Most of the pages themselves were empty. Not empty like a new home, waiting for a family to move in. Empty like an old house, deserted after the death of its owners, a place hollow and cold where there had been warmth and light, dust settling over the spaces where life should be. Some of the pages had traces of ink at their corners, the last fugitive remnants of spells whose ghosts hung over the pages, empty shadows of the power that had been there. A few of the books even had entire spells in them, pages so far untouched, waiting like condemned men beneath the shadow of the hangman’s noose. 
 
    Just like in Cal’s dream, Nostanus was draining the codexes dry. 
 
    “What…” Cal struggled to find the words. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Me?” Nostanus ran a finger across the book in front of him. Ink crawled off the page and up that finger, spiraling across the Grand Master’s skin, running up his sleeve. His shoulders twitched and the light in his eyes seemed to shin a little more, that terrible brightness amid the darkness. “I am doing what must be done.” 
 
    Cal looked across the books, trying to find some excuse, some explanation, some justification for why this might be happening. Was it how codexes were cleared after their owners died? Was it a way to bring powers back under control, when a mage got out of hand? 
 
    He spotted a familiar book among the rest. Azamar’s codex. It looked intact so far, but how long could that last? Whatever this was, it shouldn’t happen to Azamar. He needed his power. He deserved his power. 
 
    Cal took a step closer, as casually as he could, bringing himself to the corner where Azamar’s codex sat. Perhaps he could distract Nostanus and then grab it, rush out the door, run past the guards, head for the cells, and then… 
 
    No. It wasn’t even a bad plan. It was no plan at all, just a desperate whim, a dream of doing something because that was better than being powerless. Still, being closer to Azmar’s codex might bring some opportunity he hadn’t thought of yet. He took another step that way. 
 
    Nostanus reached cross the table, took hold of Azamar’s codex, and put it down next to the book he was reading. The book he was draining. A long finger turned the page, and more magic flowed away. 
 
    “I have been waiting for you,” Nostanus said. 
 
    “You could have sent your guards sooner,” Cal replied, still trying to play things casual. “I wasn’t up to much.” 
 
    Nostanus smiled, just a little. It was like watching a graveyard try to imitate a fair. 
 
    “Not today. Down the years, I have waited for you to return.” 
 
    “You must have me confused with someone else. I’ve never been to the Library before. I’d never even left my village until a few weeks ago. You can ask Raya. She’s known me for years.” 
 
    “That is not the you I have waited for. The timid, tedious farm boy, the blacksmith’s son without the strength to take up his father’s craft, the mediocre apothecary’s apprentice. Who in the world would wait for Calwyn Weft?” There was a rasping in Nostanus’ voice, like a blade’s edge scraping over stone. “It is the Spellweaver I have waited for.” 
 
    Cal licked his lips and clutched his codex tight. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, “but you heard Master Azamar. I’m not the Spellweaver, I’m just a junior air mage.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we are beyond that?” Nostanus asked. “Do you really think that, like this, so close that I can smell your skin, I can’t sense the power coiled within you, waiting to be released? I have waited years for you to return, and now that you have, the Spellbreaker can finally be resurrected.” 
 
    It wasn’t a surprise to hear Nostanus speak of the Spellbreaker, not after everything that had come so far. Who else could that figure in the black armor have been, if not the enemy of all good mages? What was Nostanus doing here, with these codexes, if not draining spells from the world? This was the dark power that Azamar had told Cal about. At last, he met his enemy face to face. 
 
    “You’re him,” Cal said. “The Spellbreaker.” 
 
    “No.” Nostanus shook his head. “I am not the Spellbreaker in his full power. But I am something close. Just as you are the Spellweaver’s vessel, I am one of the Spellbreaker’s vessels.” 
 
    “One of?” Cal asked. 
 
    Nostanus’ sickly smile spread. 
 
    “The spirit of the Spellweaver considers itself so smart and powerful, but it has let habit limit its potential, containing one of the greatest powers of the world in only one vessel. The Spellbreaker has many, scattered all over the world. A host of agents waiting to do its will. An army to be called upon when the time for action comes. Influence in every place where power lies, through magic or politics or force of arms.” He looked Cal in the eye. “Against us, you stand no chance.” 
 
    Cal shook his head. 
 
    “If you were so powerful, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” he said. “You might be strong, you might be spread all over the world, but so are the people who will fight you. The mages who want to use their magic for good. The warriors who will stand against tyranny. The ordinary folks who will rise up if that’s what it takes to protect the world from the likes of you.” He prodded at his chest with his thumb. “A month ago, I was one of those ordinary people, and look where I am now. You think that you can fight all of us?” 
 
    “I don’t need to.” Nostanus straightened and stepped around the table. “I just need to fight you. Once I destroy the Spellweaver, nothing can stand in my way.” 
 
    “And how do you plan on doing that?” Cal’s hand trembled as he raised it to tap the side of his head. “He’s locked away in here.” 
 
    “Part of him, perhaps, but not the part I want.” Those dark yet shining eyes drifted down, Nostanus’ gaze settling on the codex that Cal clutched close to his chest. “Give me that.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Cal took a step back, fingers tightening around the codex. Nostanus took another step, forcing Cal to keep backing up, away from the door, withdrawing toward a corner of the room. The warm glow of the magical lights flickered, reddened, becoming menacing instead of comforting, like flames creeping across the edge of the shelves and the spines of the books filling them. Cal wondered how many of those were the corpses of codexes, magical books drained of their power and life. How many had once held the abilities of a mage, been bound to their spirit and their skills? And what had happened to those mages, to let the Spellbreaker get hold of their codexes? Cal would never have given up his codex, not as long as he lived. With a terrible certainty, he realized that there were more bodies than just these books lying in Nostanus’ wake. Was this why there were fewer mages in the world? 
 
    “I won’t be another casualty of your cruel bid for power,” Cal said. “I won’t have my pages wiped away as you try to wipe the wonder from existence.” 
 
    “What a noble sentiment. But how are you going to stop me?” 
 
    Nostanus lunged, making a grab for Cal. Cal lurched back, collided with the wall, jumped sideways, just evading those grasping hands. 
 
    He was fully in a corner now, trapped between those towering shelves of tomes. He could cry out for help, but what good would it do? Even if this room wasn’t protected with spells of silence, the guards weren’t going to listen to him. He would just be calling in more hands to hold him down. 
 
    Nostanus’ hand swiped out again, trying to grab the codex. That was one thing at least that Cal could keep safe. He opened his spirit, and the codex sank into him, vanishing from view. Nostanus’ hand clawed through the shimmering air where the book had been and slammed Cal back against the wall. 
 
    “You,” Nostanus hissed. “Give it to me.” 
 
    There was nowhere to go back, so Cal flung himself forward, straight into Nostanus. He slammed into the Grand Master, shoulder first, and the impact knocked Nostanus back across the desk. Cal dashed past him, trying to get out of the door, but Nostanus flipped the table, flinging it across the room. It crashed down across the door, the wind of its landing whipping Cal’s hair around, papers fluttering through the air. 
 
    “You think you’re so clever,” Nostanus growled. “But I will rip that thing out of you, cast it bloody on the ground, and draw the spells out through the remnants of your guts.” 
 
    He raised a hand and a blast of wind billowed from it, straight at Cal. There was no time to think, so Cal responded on instinct, shaping a wind of his own. It formed a wall in front of him, a crude but effective barrier that held the other gust back, giving Cal time to brace himself. 
 
    As the two spells died away, Cal launched an attack of his own, a blast of wind that flung books from the shelves as it passed. Nostanus stood before it and slammed his hands together. Two of the shelves flew in and formed a barrier in front of him, blocking Cal’s spell. 
 
    “You have power,” Nostanus said. “But all you have is the wind, when I have so much more.” 
 
    The shelves hurtled across the room, two jagged planks with splintered ends. Cal flung himself to the ground, and there was a crash as the shelves hit the wall behind where he had stood, burying their points in the planks. They protruded from the wall, quivering. 
 
    Another flick of Nostanus’ hand, and flames rushed at Cal. Remembering Martha’s lessons, he tried for a more subtle solution this time, not a wall to hold the fire back but a breeze that redirected it. The flames hit the wall next to him, scorching wood and blackening the pages of manuscripts that sat there. The heat of it curled the hairs on Cal’s arm. 
 
    “If fire won’t do, perhaps water will.” Nostanus clapped his hands together and a spray of water shot at Cal. 
 
    Cal tried to gather his magic, but was a heartbeat too slow, and the water hit him in the chest. He was knocked to the ground, and the water kept coming, sliding up his body to his face. It covered his mouth and nose, an endless torrent, drowning him on dry land. He gasped for air, but there was only water. 
 
    No. There was always air, as long as he had his powers. He pressed a hand against his mouth and summoned a small wind blast. Air rushed down his throat and his lungs heaved in relief. Still holding a hand to his mouth, water still streaming around him, he got to his feet. 
 
    “Clever,” Nostanus said. “But will that save you from poison?” 
 
    A green strand appeared in the water, snaking toward Cal. He flipped his hand around, wind blowing back both water and poison, spattering them against the walls. Hit by the spray from his own attack, Nostanus stopped the spell. 
 
    They stood amid the ruins of the book collection, ashes and water dripping from the ceiling, wet pages fluttering down around them. 
 
    “Enough games.” Nostanus bared his teeth. “It’s time for you to face the Spellbreaker.” 
 
    He pressed his hands together and a dark presence ran from them, up his arms, out across his body. It swirled for a moment, then settled into hard-edged shapes, plates of armor covering him from head to toe. The same armor that Cal had seen in his nightmare vision. 
 
    “Now, Spellweaver,” Nostanus said, his voice coming cold and hollow through the gaps in his helm, “it’s time for you to die.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nostanus stood on the far side of the room, his armor gleaming in the magical light. The Grand Master looked like a terrible black statue, a thing of brutal edges and bottomless menace. He flexed his fingers and the armored joints clacked like bones falling into a pit. 
 
    Cal called the power of wind into his hand, shaping it into a sword. He didn’t need to hold his codex. The book was inside him, connected to him, the two of them bound together in a way that could never be severed, no matter how hard the Spellbreaker tried. 
 
    Nostanus charged across the room. Cal swung his sword, striking low and then high, trying to get past Nostanus’ defenses. The Grand Master dodged one of the blows, then caught the sword in his armored fist. With a harsh, shuddering laugh he squeezed, and the wind blade shattered. 
 
    “Try to fight me now.” Nostanus swung a fist at Cal’s face. 
 
    Cal ducked, and the fist hit the wall, splintering planks and plowing through the wood. As Nostanus wrenching his hand free, Cal dodged past him, shaping more wind as he went, forming another sword. He tried to make it harder this time, sharper than before. Could he make a blade that would cut through that metal? Was such a thing even possible using only wind? 
 
    Nostanus turned. He was holding a chunk of wooden paneling. He flung it across the room as if it was as light as a pebble. Cal ducked and the wood hit the wall behind him, shattered both missile and wall. 
 
    They both charged, colliding in the center of the room. Cal’s sword bounced off the void dark armor. Nostanus’ clawed fist tore through Cal’s tunic, a hair’s breadth from slicing his skin. 
 
    They swept past each other, carried by the momentum of their charges, turned at the far walls, faced each other again. Cal glanced down at his torn tunic. Somehow, just the touch of those claws had stained it, leaving black marks across the cloth. Those stains shifted, and Cal realized that they were something more, a corruption that was spreading up the threads, threatening to consume him. He tore off the tunic and flung it on the ground. 
 
    In the moment it took him to do that, Nostanus charged again. Cal flung himself to the floor, and the Grand Master hit the wall again, plowing a deep gouging through the boards. 
 
    The blackness swarmed across the tunic, devouring it, reduced it to rotten mulch. Cal stared in horror. He couldn’t let that happen to his body. He couldn’t let Nostanus touch him. 
 
    Nostanus loomed over Cal, a monstrous figure clad in darkness and magic. But there was another presence too, looming out of the gloom in the back of Cal’s mind. A voice calling to him, smooth as silk and rich as gold, as laced through with power as Nostanus was, but with none of his corruption, none of his terrible, rasping edges. 
 
    “We can win,” the voice of the Spellweaver said. “Just let me take over. Let me fight for you.” 
 
    Cal remembered the fight in the tavern, that terrifying confrontation against the hollowmage. He remembered how close he had come to destruction. He remembered waking up safe. He could have all that again, all he had to do was let go of control, let the Spellweaver do its work. 
 
    But it wasn’t that simple. He could still lose, and then what would happen to the world? If Calwyn Weft lost a battle against the Spellbreaker, then he would die. The chance to repair the world would be lost for another generation, until the Spellweaver could be reborn again. If the Spellweaver lost, then it would be destroyed, and with it all hope of restoring more magic to the world, of building something better. Cal could risk himself, it that was what it took, but he couldn’t risk everyone else. 
 
    Reluctantly, he pushed the voice back, even as he dodged Nostanus’ punches and took swings at him with the wind sword. No matter what Cal did—stabbing, slashing, thrusting—it didn’t seem to break through the armor, or to perturb the mage underneath. Still, Cal kept going. There had to be a chance. There had to be hope. 
 
    Nostanus’ fist hit the upturned table, smashing it to splinters. For the first time, Cal saw a chance to change the dynamic of the fight, and he took hit. With the way to the door clear, he flung it open and ran out into the council chamber. 
 
    Cal’s footsteps echoed around the chamber as he ran down the steps between the tall seats and across the tiled floor. Other footsteps ran after him, heavy steps that clanged against the ground, that splintered the steps and cracked the tiles. Cal kept running, and Nostanus ran after him. Through the doors. Across a hallway. Down a corridor. Out into the light of a courtyard. 
 
    Cal spun around in the middle of the courtyard, turning to face the grand master. Other mages were there, sparring and chatting and watching one another train. They turned at the sight of the breathless young mage, then turned again at the sight of the black armored figure striding out behind him. Some gasped. Others fell silent. 
 
    Calling upon his power, Cal created a fresh wind sword, and a shield to go with it. He stood firm, as steady as he could, and took a deep breath. 
 
    “This is it,” he called out. “The threat that you have watched for all these years. The one that Azamar warned you against. This is the Spellbreaker. It was Nostanus all along!” 
 
    Senior mages rushed forward, ones who Cal recognized from the chamber, council members who had sat close to Nostanus while he ruled the Library. Some had weapons in their hands, and others summoned them from the air as they charged toward the grand master. Swords of flame, blades of water, clubs of conjured stone. Cal watched them charge in and he sighed in relief. Help was here at last. 
 
    The councilors charged past Nostanus, turned, and formed a line with him in the center, all facing Cal. 
 
    Nostanus laughed, a cruel cackled that cut through the quiet of the yard. Cal’s spirits fell. 
 
    “What, you thought that they were on your side?” Nostanus asked. “What did I tell you before? The Spellbreaker has many vessels.” 
 
    The line of malevolent mages raised their hands. Magic swirled in front of them, then rushed toward Cal. A torrent of attacks brought together in one. Stones, blades, poison, fire, any attack a mage could summon coming at once. 
 
    Someone stepped in front of Cal. There was a hiss of wind, and the attacks flowed past to either side of him. 
 
    “Master Martha?” he asked, as his mind took in who it was. 
 
    “Calwyn.” Martha held out her right hand. A weapon of wind appeared, not the sword with which she had matched him before, but a slender, long-bladed polearm with a curved end. She spun it in a figure of eight and the haft tucked back against her elbow, blade pointing at the enemy. “If Azamar believes in you, then so will I.” 
 
    “You won’t be alone.” Another mage lumbered forward. It was Oswerg the ogre, his loose robes flowing around him. His codex hung from a chain around his neck, its heavy covering flapping against his chest. In his hand was a stone club, its head nearly as wide around as Cal’s waist, and Cal couldn’t tell whether it was carved or summoned by the ogre’s magic. 
 
    Others lined up beside them, some who Cal recognized, others who he didn’t. Allies of Azamar, perhaps, or friends of Martha and Oswerg. It didn’t matter. What was important was that they were on Cal’s side. 
 
    Still, they were outnumbered by the Spellbreaker’s vessels. It had clearly been preparing for this moment for a long time, putting its forces in place, and now Cal would have to face them. He raised his sword and shield, bracing himself for the fight. 
 
    “Where is your codex?” Martha asked as the vessels charged them. 
 
    “Inside of me.” Cal raised his shield, blocked a swinging chain of flame, lashed out with a swift thrust of his sword. 
 
    “This is no time for poetics,” Martha snapped, lashing out with her spear. “Wherever you have left it, that book could make you vulnerable.” 
 
    “No, really, it’s inside me.” Cal ducked an attack, called a gust of wind, and flung his attacker back across the yard. “Azamar lied. I’m the vessel for the Spellweaver.” 
 
    There were a series of clashes and crashes as Martha fended off another attack. 
 
    “That does make sense,” she said in the end. “Sense of Azamar’s actions and of your recent arrival.” She stabbed and a vessel staggered back, clutching her arm. “But why is this happening now?” 
 
    “The Spellbreaker has many vessels, and Nostanus is one of them. They’re trying to kill me, so that they can destroy the Spellweaver.” 
 
    Cal dodged another attack, then used a blast of wind to fling himself into the air. He dropped, sword swinging, and almost sliced through one of the vessels. But the vessel dived clear and drove Cal back with a blast of fire. 
 
    The neat sides of the start of the battle had broken down. Both sides were scattered, the struggle broken down into smaller fights, individual mages darting in and out around each other. Some mages were down, knocked out by magic or bleeding from wounds, but Cal didn’t know which sides they were on or who had the upper hand. One lay slumped face down by the door down to the dungeon, clothes soaked through with some dark liquid, and Cal couldn’t even see their face. 
 
    “Stop!” a familiar voice bellowed, the sound slamming through the struggle. Everyone stopped and turned to see what was going on. 
 
    Nostanus stood at the entrance to the tower. He was still clad entirely in his black armor. In front of him, he held Raya, one armored claw wrapped around her throat, the other tracing a line along her temple. Raya was pale against the dark armor, hands hanging limp, eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “You will give me the Spellweaver’s codex, Calwyn Weft,” Nostanus said. “Or I will kill your little friend.” 
 
    Cal stared, horrified. He couldn’t give in to Nostanus, couldn’t hand the codex over to the Spellbreaker, but he couldn’t let his friend get hurt. 
 
    “I’m waiting, Calwyn.” Nostanus’ hand changed shape, the fingers of the gauntlet twisting together and elongating, forming a black dagger a hair’s breadth from Raya’s head. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Cal!” Raya shouted. 
 
    “Yes, listen to your friend,” Nostanus said. “Then you can watch her die, and I’ll rip the book from your heart after. Or, you can both live, and I can have my way now. Choose, while you still have the chance.” 
 
    Cal swallowed as he stared at that black dagger, a new twist on the magic that he had seen the Spellbreaker use. Of course there were novel ways for Nostanus to use his power, just like there were knew uses of wind that Cal could find. That was what Martha had been teaching him, to think differently, to work more subtly with the wind. That was why she had made him spend a week on a single leaf. 
 
    A new thought hit him. What if the leaf was similar to the spirit of the Spellweaver? Could he use just a fraction of the Spellweaver’s power, a small and subtle amount? Enough to give him an edge without losing control, and with less risk of losing everything? 
 
    He had to try. For Raya, and for the whole world. 
 
    He closed his eyes and remembered the power that had come over him at the tavern. He felt it again, something that filled him with awe, something wonderful and terrible. In his mind, the codex flashed, showing him a multitude of spells, an infinite array of options, every possibility that the Spellweaver held. The power wanted to rush through him in its full force, to take control of his body and command of the battle. Using all his strength of will, he reined it back in, bringing the power under his control, and let just a small piece slide through, a fragment of power, a whisper of a spell. 
 
    The power flowed from him across the courtyard, unseen, unheard, undetected by the other mages. A single flashing thing, slick as ice, thin as a shadow. All he could control. All he would need. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Raya,” he said. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, smiling despite the dread that made her tremble. “It was worth it for the things we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Remember the icing on the cake?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, then went wide, as she caught a hint of what he was saying. 
 
    “Sure, the icing, I remember.” The icing on the imaginary cake, the one that would hold a hidden book. The icing to help someone escape. Neither of them needed to say it, and no one else there knew. 
 
    “This moment is like the icing,” Cal said. “I just wish we could share it for longer.” 
 
    “How sweet,” Nostanus said. “The codex?” 
 
    “No,” Cal said. “Never.” 
 
    “I did warn you.” 
 
    Nostanus stabbed his blade at the side of Raya’s head. The blade, turned from steel to spun sugar by Cal’s magic, crumbled into powder. As Nostanus struggled to understand what had happened, Raya twisted out of his grip and dashed away. She snatched a sword from the weapon rack against the wall and went to stand beside Martha. 
 
    Nostanus snorted. His fist reformed, metal once again filling the gap where the blade had been. 
 
    “You think that’s a win?” he asked. “I will crush you still.” 
 
    And like that, the courtyard once again became a heaving pit of violence, mages twisting and turning, lunging and diving, stabbing and slashing, hurling spells through the air. Cal could feel the power all around him, even as he fought off the vessels of the Spellbreaker. 
 
    The fight was more balanced now than it had been before, Raya’s presence and the morale boost of her escape helping to raise their side up. But the vessels still had the edge. Cal and his side couldn’t keep this up forever. 
 
    Cal glanced around, looking for something that he could use. An unexpected ally to call upon. A statue he could bring down on Nostanus’ head. Anything at all. The only thing that caught his attention was the door to the dungeon. Once again, he wished that Azamar was with them. His strength and power could have made all the difference. 
 
    Maybe there was a way to make that happen. 
 
    Cal fought his way through to Raya, fending off a spray of acid and a blow from a flaming club on the way. He knocked back the vessel attacking her, giving them a moment’s breathing space, a chance to speak. 
 
    “I need you to do something for me,” he said. 
 
    “Is it to stab Nostanus?” Raya asked, grinning. “Because I am really up for that right now. Just turn a piece of his armor into icing and I’ll hack straight through.” 
 
    She made a stabbing motion with her sword, but Cal shook his head. 
 
    “I risked the Spellweaver power to save you, I don’t want to do it again unless I absolutely have to.” 
 
    “Then what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “There’s a room behind the Grand Master’s seat in the council chamber. It’s a mess right now, but Azamar’s codex is there. Can you get past these guys and fetch the codex for me?” 
 
    Raya looked around at the fight. 
 
    “Of course I can, but then what? We still don’t have a cake recipe.” 
 
    “No, but I might have something that will work as well. Now go!” 
 
    Cal flung his arms wide. A torrent of wind flowed from him, hurling back everyone between Raya and the tower door. She sprinted through the gap and disappeared into the interior of the tower. 
 
    Two of the vessels turned and made to run after Raya. 
 
    “Martha, Oswerg!” Cal called out. “Stop them!” 
 
    Martha flicked her spear and a ripple of wind rushed down off the rooftops. It lifted her and Oswerg up, swept them over the heads of the combatants, and dropped them in the doorway, between Raya and her pursuers. They spun around, weapons raised, ready to carry on the fight. 
 
    Cal couldn’t stop to watch how they got on. He had a fight of his own to deal with. Two of the vessels, a dwarf and an elf, came at him from either side. He blocked an ax with his shield, the full force of the blow shaking through him, and parried a sword thrust. He countered, lashing out with the sword, punching with the shield, but they could came at him from both sides, and he only existed in one direction. However fast he maneuvered, however hard he fought, he was still on the defensive. 
 
    That was how the whole fight felt. They were doing their best, the mages pulling out every spell they could find, every delicate twist of a weapon or acrobatic maneuver, but the numbers were telling against them. Two of their side were trapped against the wall, fighting frantically for their lives, while in the center of the yard, Nostanus pummeled away at the ice armor keeping a third mage alive. 
 
    The voice was in the back of Cal’s mind, calling to him again. The presence that offered him power, offered him protection, if he would just give in and give it control. He knew that the voice was on his side, that the Spellweaver wanted to help, and that he desperately needed that aid, even as he parried yet another attack. But calling on the Spellweaver was what the Spellbreaker wanted, and that couldn’t be a good thing. 
 
    Ran ran back out of the tower, her sword in one hand and Azamar’s codex in the other. She swerved past Oswerg and the vessel he was fighting. Martha moved to cover Raya’s path, and she ran out to Cal. 
 
    “Ha!” Raya swung her sword, and the elf attacking Cal had to duck back. The dwarf lunged, but Martha stepped into the way, blew him back with a gust of wind. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to do, it has to be now,” Martha said. There was weariness in her voice, and her movements were growing slower. The fight was wearing them all down. 
 
    Cal and Raya ran to the door at the side of the courtyard, the one leading down to the dungeon. Cal dropped his wind sword and drew back the bolt, then heaved at the door. It wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “What the…” He looked closer. There was a hefty lock that he hadn’t noticed before, and spells all around it, like the ones that had locked their room. Perhaps, with the right power and some spells, he could undo that magic, but then they would still need to deal with the lock, and it would be far too late. 
 
    “What can we do?” Raya asked 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cal said. “Azamar needs to touch his codex to cast magic.” 
 
    A single sheet was stuck to the outside of the codex, a page out of someone else’s book, plastered on with the water summoned during the fight. Raya peeled it off and held it up. 
 
    “Does he have to touch all of it?” she asked. “Or just the right page?” 
 
    Cal grinned. That had never occurred to him. 
 
    “Master Martha,” he shouted. “Would Azamar need his whole codex to cast, or just the right page?” 
 
    Martha parried one attack, then another, and stabbed at a vessel with her spear. 
 
    “Not even the right page,” she called back. “Any part of the codex will let him use his full array of spells.” 
 
    “In that case…” Cal tore a small corner off a page of Azamar’s codex. He winced as he did it. A codex was such a precious object, he felt bad just touching someone else’s, never mid damaging it, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    “I’ll cover you.” Raya raised her sword and stood ready to defend him. “But whatever you’re doing, do it quick.” 
 
    Cal slid the piece of paper under the door to the dungeon, then called on the power of the wind. He had to stay calm, to find again the subtlety and control that Martha and her leaf had taught him. That had been hard when he was sitting alone in the training yard, and it was a hundred times harder now, with the noise of battle raging around him. It took a terrible effort of will not to turn when weapons clashed nearby or when friends cried out in alarm and pain, but he had to do this. It was their only chance. 
 
    The fragment of paper slid under the door and down the stairs, carried on a current of air. With that same current, Cal felt at the walls around it, walls he couldn’t even see, guiding the paper down the stairs, around a turn of the corridor, toward the doors of the individual cells. 
 
    An ax thudded into the wood of the door inches from Cal. His magic faltered and the scrap of paper fell. 
 
    “I’ve got this.” Oswerg stepped in and drove the ax-wielder back. “Stay focused.” 
 
    Cal took a deep breath, felt around again with the wind. Panic rose. He’d lost the precious piece of paper. Where was it? 
 
    Then he felt it, like he’d felt the leaf when plucking at it with the wind. He nudged the paper on, toward the cell behind which he could feel the heat of Azamar’s fire magic. With one last gust, he blew the paper under the door, and felt human fingers reach for it. 
 
    “It’s done.” Cal stood up, summoned his sword and shield again, and turned to the fight. Either this worked or it didn’t. Now he just had to get stuck in again. 
 
    He strode away from the door, sword swinging. Side by side with Raya, he faced Nostanus and his minions. 
 
    “At last,” Nostanus said. “The only fight that matters. You and me.” He gestured to the mages backing him. “Well, you, me, and my friends. After all, we can’t let the Spellweaver face a fair fight, can we?” 
 
    A wave of heat swept across the yard, then a burst of light. The wall next to the dungeon door exploded outward, rocks and flames knocking out two of the vessels. Azamar strode out, the fragment of codex in his hand, smoke billowing around him. 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, as he called up a sword of flame. “I see that I’ve arrived just in time.” 
 
    Azamar charged, and the rest of the mages joined him. The square filled with spells and counterspells, with the crash of weapons and cries of fury, with the ripple of magic and the smell of war. 
 
    In the center of it all, Cal faced Nostanus. 
 
    “You want me?” Cal asked. “Come and get me.” 
 
    Nostanus raised his hand. The gauntlet turned into a sword, a single blade of icy darkness, of the oblivion that the Spellbreaker represented. He screamed in fury as he swung the blade. 
 
    Cal brought his shield up. Not a direct block, a crude attempt to absorb all that force, but a deflection, so that the blow slid past him and the icy black sword struck the ground. 
 
    With his other hand, Cal dropped the wind sword, and let another magic flow. A sliver of the Spellweaver once again, a thing of potential and of possibilities. He channeled that magic into a narrow blade which he thrust up. A blade so slender that it slipped through the almost invisible gap between two plates in Nostanus’ armor. 
 
    Nostanus grimaced as the blade plunged into him. Then he laughed. 
 
    “You think you can defeat me like that?” he asked. “With nothing but a stump of a blade?” 
 
    “No,” Cal replied. “I think I can defeat you with this.” 
 
    He let the power of the Spellweaver flow through him, the power he had held back for so long. It flowed along that knife that wasn’t a knife, a thing so slender it barely existed, but that had the strength to carry the whole world. Power flowed into Nostanus, power and possibilities, all the strength that the Spellweaver represented, all the hope that Cal held in him. It tore Nostanus apart, shredded this vessel of the Spellbreaker, and sucked out what power remained. Then the Spellweaver’s power slid back into Cal. 
 
    He took a step back. For a moment, the black armor stood unmoving. Then it collapsed, a hollow shell with nothing to hold it up. The pieces clanged, empty and useless, onto the ground. 
 
    Cal looked around. The vessels were all down, just like their leader. Only his allies remained. 
 
    Darkness touched the edge of his mind, as it had done the last time he called on the Spellweaver’s power. He expected to sink into oblivion once more, to sleep for days as the power wore off. 
 
    Instead, the darkness drew back, and the power of the Spellweaver with it. Cal stood strong in the middle of the yard, looking around him in amazement. 
 
    “We did it, didn’t we?” he asked, then burst out laughing in relief. “We won!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t even remember fighting here,” Cal said, as he used a gust of wind to the lift the fallen timbers of the stables. From an improvised enclosure, horses watched, Thunder among them, his expression placid as he chewed on his oats. 
 
    “That’s because we didn’t,” Raya said, taking the beam Cal had lifted and setting it into a post hole. “But did you really think that the leaders of the Library could fight each other in one courtyard and the trouble wouldn’t spread? There are hundreds of people here, mages and the people serving them, and a lot of them picked sides.” 
 
    Cal lifted another beam, using his hands this time to set it into place. 
 
    “It’s funny,” he said. “Not long ago, we didn’t know that any of this existed. The Library, their tower, the battles for control of magic. Now we’re at the heart of it all.” 
 
    “It’s almost a shame,” Raya said. 
 
    “Why? Don’t you like this place?” 
 
    “I do, but I’ve really enjoyed the other things we’ve seen along the way, from the city to the swamps, the river plains to the high hills. Traveling through those with you, that’s been the best few weeks of my life.” 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    Cal looked at her. The tips of their fingers touched as they shifted the beam into place. Raya looked at him, blew a strand of hair out of her eyes, and smiled. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Just trying to decide if it was the scenery that made it so great, or the company.” 
 
    “Well.” She leaned in closer to him. “Ask yourself, would you have had this much fun if it was just you and Azamar?” 
 
    Cal leaned closer too. “Not even half as much.” 
 
    His heart beat loud in his chest, not the desperate hammering that came when there was danger, but a steady, certain sound, a rhythm he could live his life by, if he just leaned a little closer and… 
 
    “There you are.” Azamar strode across the yard, with Martha beside him. “What are you two doing out here?” 
 
    “Rebuilding,” Raya said, taking a step back. “What else would we be doing?” 
 
    “There are junior mages for that,” Azamar said. “And servants.” 
 
    “We grew up in a rural village, remember? We’re used to everyone joining in.” 
 
    “Which means we’re good at this stuff.” Cal looked at the posts they’d set, which were almost but not actually in a straight line. There was a reason he hadn’t become a carpenter. “Well, at least we’re not bad at it.” 
 
    Martha tapped one of the upright posts and raised an eyebrow. “Time will tell.” 
 
    “This is hardly the point.” Azamar waved a handful of papers and scraps of parchment. “We have been going through Nostanus’ study and his private quarters, and we are learning a lot about the Spellbreaker’s work. It turns out that the Grand Master was in correspondence with other Spellbreaker vessels.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Cal summoned a gust of wind and lifted another beam from the pile. “They had to work together somehow, right?” 
 
    Martha nodded approvingly as Cal set the beam into place. 
 
    “You’re getting good at that,” she said. “You’ve made remarkable progress since you arrived here.” 
 
    “I would argue that his progress since Pebbert is even more remarkable,” Azamar said. “Remember, when I found him, this young man had no magical abilities at all, or at least none that he could control. To have come this far is staggering.” 
 
    Cal blushed and shuffled his feet. Their kind words made him want to do even better, but he still didn’t know how to respond while they were here and the words were being said. 
 
    There was a thud as Raya casually set one of the beams into place. 
 
    “I’m not sure that is the best use for your magical strength,” Azamar said with a frown. 
 
    “Why not?” Raya picked up another of the heavy beams. “Thunder and his pals care more about this than about which mage is in charge. As far as they’re concerned, this is the best use I could ever be put to.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the comfort of horses should be our priority.” 
 
    “He hauled us halfway across the empire, and you’re going to tell me I should go slow on making him a home?” 
 
    Raya nodded toward Thunder, who snickered as if in agreement. Azamar’s brow crumpled further and he raised a finger, ready to speak. 
 
    “I saw you use that strength in the fight,” Martha interjected. “And some sort of wind armor.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Raya grinned. “Pretty impressive, right? I’m really getting the hang of these powers. Not that they’re really mine.” She nodded at Cal. “He instilled them using his Spellweaver ability.” 
 
    “If it’s not your magic, then how do you trigger it?” 
 
    “That’s kind of hard to explain. It’s a bit like…” 
 
    Azamar tapped Cal on the shoulder, then led him off to one side while Martha and Raya continued to talk. 
 
    “Walk with me,” Azamar said. 
 
    They headed across the grounds of the Library, past stables and storehouses, into a walled garden full of fruit trees and creeping vines. Here too, the battle had taken its toll, and servants were busy rebuilding and replanting. As they walked along a path, gravel crunching beneath their feet, Cal noticed an unevenness in Azamar’s steps. 
 
    “You’re limping,” Cal said. “Were you hurt in the fighting?” 
 
    Azamar shook his head. 
 
    “This was Nostanus’ work, while I was still in my cell.” 
 
    “He tortured you?” Cal felt sick at the thought. 
 
    “As good as. He stripped a substantial number of spells from my codex. Because of the link between me and that book, the way we are intertwined, that damaged my soul. My body is reflecting those wounds.” 
 
    He winced as they turned a corner, and Cal’s brow crumpled in concern. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked. “A salve, perhaps, or some sort of potion?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine with time. The question is, how much time do we have?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    They walked under an arch where the first fruits of the year hung from green vines. Servants bowed their heads to Azamar, who nodded back. Past the arch, they reached a stretch of open path, with no one else nearby. 
 
    “From what I’ve read in Nostanus’ papers, things are going to get more difficult for us,” Azamar said. “The Spellbreaker vessels seem to be planning a war. The correspondence hasn’t revealed much yet, but I’m confident that it will. There are many more papers for us to go through.” 
 
    “What if they didn’t write important parts down?” 
 
    “We still have to interrogate the surviving Spellbreaker vessels. That should fill in many of the gaps.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried that they won’t talk?” 
 
    “We have magic. We will find a way.” 
 
    From the gardens, they emerged into the open yard behind the main gates of the tower complex. Oswerg was working by the entrance, and other mages with him, mostly dwarfs and ogres. Blocks of stone were hoisted with spells and pulleys, then carefully positioned with a mix of tools and magical art. Spikes and crenelations had appeared along the top of the wall. Off to one side, the gates themselves had been laid on the ground, and a pair of dwarfs were reinforcing them with extra layers of metal and sturdy wood. 
 
    “That’s why we’re building these extra defenses,” Cal said. “In case war comes?” 
 
    “For when war comes, yes.” Azamar sighed. “I would like more time to put our tower in order, but now that the conflict in the open, the Spellbreaker will surely act. We need to be prepared for an attack soon. The Spellbreaker vessels are strong, they have power and influence, and they will stop at nothing to get you and the Spellweaver codex.” 
 
    Cal swallowed. He felt like those great gates were weighing down on him, a weight of steel and expectation laid across his shoulders. The whole world, it seemed, was relying upon him to fight off the Spellbreaker vessels. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Azamar said, laying a hand on Cal’s shoulder. “You won’t be alone.” 
 
    “That’s half the problem,” Cal said. “I know that it’s not just me in danger. Other people will be at risk looking out for me. I’m not sure that I can stand that.” 
 
    “Everyone here is well aware that they’ll need to put their life on the line to protect you. That is a choice they have made, not out of some whim or personal loyalty, but because it is the right thing to do. Don’t try to deny them their choices or their virtues. Let them do the right thing.” 
 
    Cal nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “I’ll do the right thing too. I’ll train hard and learn more so that the others won’t have to protect me, and so that I’ll be able to defeat the Spellbreaker. By the time the vessels return, I’m going to be ready for war.” 
 
    He clenched his fist against his chest, pulling together all of his determination, turning it into something hard and focused, a will to fight no matter what. A will to win. 
 
    Azamar smiled. 
 
    “We had better head back to the council chamber,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think? For a council meeting. There are important issues to be discussed, and they should not be kept between you and me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to―” 
 
    “I didn’t think that you did. Now come along.” 
 
    Cal followed Azamar across the grounds, back toward the tower. Oswerg was ahead of them, and the other mages from the gate, their industry set aside for now. Physical defenses would have to wait. Defenses of strategy, of planning, of resolve mattered more. 
 
    By the time they reached the council chamber, most of the remaining mages were already taking their seats. Several places sat empty, their owners lost in the fighting, recovering in the infirmary, or held in the dungeon, which had been hastily repaired after Azamar’s escape. The Library, its numbers already declining thanks to a shortage of mages, was made even smaller by the loss of the Spellbreaker vessels and those they had hurt. But what remained was stronger for that loss, an ore whose imperfections had been burned out. 
 
    Azamar strode up the bank of seats to take his place in what had been Nostanus’ chair. It suited him. The grandeur of the Grand Master’s seat went well with Azamar’s newly cleaned robes and his proud posture. Other members of the council, the Library’s governing elite, sat around him. They were impressive, but even there, the absences were striking, and one seat sat empty, like the gap in a smile where a lost tooth should be. 
 
    The other mages were settling into their seats, many of them looking expectantly at Azamar, others down at Cal where he stood on the tiled floor, taking it all in. Some of the tiles were cracked, damaged in the fight. Hardly a priority, but Cal determined that he would come back, once the critical work was done, and fix that damage. The practicalities were important, but the luxuries, the moments of beauty, made a place more than just its walls, made it a source of inspiration, a thing worth fighting for. 
 
    Azamar slammed his fist down on the arm of his chair and silence filled the room. 
 
    “Welcome, all,” he said, his rich voice filling every corner of the chamber. “Thank you for gathering here. I want to start by welcoming and acknowledging our new council members.” There was a ripple of applause. “Cal, come take your seat.” 
 
    Azamar pointed to the empty seat in the council ranks. Cal blinked, stared, trying to make sense of the moment. 
 
    “Are you saying that…” 
 
    “You are the vessel of the Spellweaver, and the mage who defeated the Spellbreaker’s vessel,” Azamar said. “You have more than earned your place here. Now come, take your seat.” 
 
    Applause rang in Cal’s ears as he walked up the steps and sank into his seat. It wasn’t comfortable, but something lifted inside him as he settled there. A sense of purpose, of approval, of finding his place in the world. 
 
    He looked across the chamber. Raya stood in the doorway, clapping as loudly as any mage there. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. 
 
    “Now, to business,” Azamar said, and the chamber fell quiet again. “We don’t have much time. “War is coming, and the Spellbreaker with it.” 
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