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Chapter 1 – Life Changes

The young woman stood in the middle of the room, arms full of her belongings. Looking around, she shook with excitement feeling like a molded pudding that was being carried into the room, jiggling and not entirely stable. This was all very new, something that she never thought would happen to her.

Swallowing hard, she tried to ease the dryness of her throat and relax the tight feeling in the pit of her stomach. Nothing really helped. She felt like she had stood there for a long time, although it was probably only a minute or so. Sometimes it was not knowing what was going to happen that caused her the most problem.

On the other hand, that desire to know what was going to happen may have led her to where she stood today. Only time will tell, she said to herself. Realizing what she had just thought, the flash of humor that ran through her from her feet to her head released a sharp, nervous laugh.

“It’s good to hear amusement and joy in this house,” a quiet voice said from behind her.

Gasping in surprise, the young woman spun around only to freeze as her eyes met those of the elderly man looking back at her. This was her new mentor, the guide in her new life. She was frozen by his gaze, unable to see past the calm set of his eyes, staring deeply into hers. She was totally oblivious to the rest of his body, size, age… everything.

His presence seemed to wrap around her like warmth on the skin, and she seized the arrow of his sight as the safety rope that would hold her tethered to at least part of her familiar world. Slowly, she became more aware of the world around her.

Her vision expanded beyond his face, and she saw that he was extremely old, frail-looking but with a presence that overrode any weakness of the body. His face was heavily lined, the tracks of pain leavened by humor that balanced oddly against the shadows lurking in the back of his eyes.

The old man was looking just as searchingly at her. After a moment, a smile brightened his face and glowed through the room. Its contagious joy made the young woman feel welcomed and safe.

“I see you, Nastia Ochistit’ Glaza, granddaughter of Marya Olegevnia and Peotr Stepanovich, granddaughter of Atryr Maksimvich and Ignatia Petrovichna, daughter of Largar and Margania. May your visions bring you clarity and your powers grow straight and strong in honor.”

The young woman felt the air tremble as if a large bell had rung. A wave of nourishing and exciting energy raced over her from head to toe. Her skin felt alive and tingled with a wild pulse of force. Something momentous had just happened, and she wasn’t exactly sure what it was. All she knew at this point was that she had been admitted into something that her heart wanted and her soul needed.

“Yes, child. You are very welcome. I waited a long time for you to come and I have grown old and weary during that wait. Many years ago, I saw you in my visions and knew that you would be one of my last two apprentices. When the other arrived a month ago, I knew your arrival was near. Welcome, a thousand times welcome!”

The young woman found herself battling tears that burned in her eyes, and her voice shook as she responded, “Thank you for the welcome and the honor that you do me. I am humbled and grateful that I will be your apprentice. I only hope that I will not disappoint you.”

“You will not fail me. This I have seen in thousands of visions over the years. You will go on to do larger things than I have ever done. No man could hope for a better legacy than the one that you will carry. You will bear the burden of my thoughts and my prayers with you far beyond the plane that we now occupy.”

Astounded by his words, and a bit frightened by the heavy responsibility that she could feel settling over her shoulders, the young woman could only think of a banal response. She stiffened her back and raised her trembling voice to her new master and said, “Please, Sir, could you call me Tia?”

Erupting in a hearty laugh that was at discord with his weathered appearance, the old man responded, “Of course, I will call you Tia. And rather than a formal, impersonal name, please call me the name of affection that only my closest friends still remember. You may call me Alexi.”

Bowing her head slightly, Tia said, “Once more you honor me, Master Alexi.”

Laughing again, the old man gestured toward the doorway and said, “Come, my child. We need to get you settled and introduce you to my other apprentice. We will have much to talk over tonight, and your lessons start early tomorrow. Tonight, though, is for getting to know each other better.”

<< <> >>

It had not taken Tia much time to get her few belongings settled in. She was surprised that she had an entire room to herself, something that she had never had before. Growing up in a poor household, she had shared one room with her brothers and sisters until some of the boys were old enough to sleep in the barn.

Her room seemed very large to her, a plain, ordinary-looking chamber that barely fit a small bed, side table, dresser, and washstand. But it was hers. Hers alone. All her belongings didn’t occupy even one-quarter of one of the drawers in the chest, but Tia didn’t care.

The young woman wandered around the room, touching things carefully to reassure herself of their reality. Lately, she had been having difficulty knowing what was real and what was not. Hopefully, Master Alexi would help her with that, or she feared that she would slide further into a separate illusion and lose her place in this world.

Looking around the tiny room that seemed so spacious to her, Tia smiled to herself, thinking, I feel rich. Perhaps someone else would not think so, but this is such a great gift that I can’t, but help appreciate it.

The young girl headed out the door into the hallway and immediately heard the sound of voices. Recognizing one of them as Master Alexi’s, she headed confidently toward the lodestone of his speech, drawn like metal filings toward a magnet.

As she came up to the open doorway of the chamber, she heard a younger male voice saying passionately, “I can’t believe that you’ve waited this long to take an apprentice and now you have taken two of us! How much attention and education can you give us each? Perhaps it would’ve been better to delay taking the girl until I was done.”

The older man answered, saying, “Most Seers train only three or four people in their lives. Before now, I have trained only one, and that did not go well. I have resisted taking apprentices for decades waiting for the right time.”

The young man interrupted into a tumble of speech like boulders coming downhill, “But… Why jam us in now? It is just not fair.”

Tia felt like she had been punched in the chest. She hadn’t even been here for two hours, and already someone was trying to get rid of her! The young woman recognized a slight accent in the more youthful male voice and recognized the cadence and tone of formal address. With a sinking feeling that threatened to overwhelm her, she knew that this was someone from a noble background.

A burning block seemed to catch in her throat, and Tia fought back burning tears. Perhaps she would be sent home! It was the way of the nobles to spurn the poorer, common folks, caring little for their needs and refusing to even regard them as human beings. Nothing in her experience prepared her for any other outcome, but immediate dismissal and she could already feel grief welling up from deep within her body.

The gentle, elderly man that had met her, greeting her with a mellow and musical voice transformed. To her ears, it was as if he was replaced by a harsher, stronger male in the prime of his life. Steel rang out in the ringing tones of his voice, and the power of command trembled the air as he stated, “That is my decision. If you find this unacceptable, you are permitted to immediately remove yourself from my home and from my teaching.”

“But Master! She’s just a peasant. She will probably need more of your attention, and I know that my noble parents expect me to absorb what you have to teach and to do great things with my new skills.”

“Apprentice Jean Lafarge, you are either under my command or not. I’ve accepted no payment for your apprenticeship, and I am not obligated to keep you. If you stay, you will be mine to direct and command, not your parents. Is that clear?”

The young man’s voice was chastened as an apology struggled out of his mouth, “I am very sorry, Master. I did not mean to demand. I just…”

“Silence! You have said enough.”

There was quiet in the room. Tia could clearly hear the crackling of the fire in the fireplace and the uneven breathing of the younger man. Hesitantly, she took two more steps toward the doorway and brought herself up short as what had looked like part of the shadowed corner detached itself and resolved into a smoke-dark cat with luxuriant fur and a proud upwardly-carried tail.

The cat yowled in a piercing voice and Tia exclaimed in wonder, “Oh, you beauty. Where did you come from?”

From inside the room, Master Alexi’s voice resonated, “There you are, Tia. Please come in and join us. Don’t mind Anatoly. He probably has been watching for you. That cat definitely likes to know where everyone is located in his house.”

Tia walked through the doorway and took several steps toward the frail, elderly man. She saw the welcoming smile on his face and saw no shadow or hint of deception in his greeting. His eyes echoed his words and seemed to emit a blue glow that drew her forward even more.

With eyes only for her master, Tia ignored what she had overheard and said the first thing that came to her mind, “My room is lovely, and it has so much space. Thank you so much for the wonderful accommodations.”

“I am pleased that you like them and hope that you will be comfortable here.”

The voice of the other inhabitant contributed to the conversation with a sound rather than a word, “Ha.”

Master Alexi turned slightly to his right and asked, “Did you have something to add to our conversation, Apprentice Jean?”

“No, sir.” The young man addressed was everything that Tia had feared. Dressed in court clothing, the man did not look like a typical Russian. His features were too refined and his coloring unusual. Rather than swarthy or olive skin, he had a pale, milky complexion with a blue-toned shadow around hazel eyes. His finely-drawn features made him foreign to the village-raised Tia, but she clearly saw disdain in the way that he looked at her.

At first, Tia hunched her shoulders in fear but then recalled the admonishment that Master Alexi had given this person. Straightening her spine, she raised her chin and stared straight into the young man’s eyes saying pleasantly, “Hello, my name is Tia. Are you the other apprentice?”

The look of disdain grew more profound, but the young man responded politely enough, “I am the first apprentice, not the “other” one. You may call me Vicomte Jean Lafarge, woman.”

“No.”

The simple word rang with iron and barely-banked fury. Startled, both Tia and Jean swung around to stare at the old Seer. Nothing in his posture or demeanor at this point said either aged or elderly. The single word still thrummed through the air and echoed from the walls with contained power. It rang in a complex chord of anger and another emotion that Tia couldn’t immediately identify but realized after a few seconds as pity.

The old man was looking at Jean with a set face and eyes that crackled in rage. When he spoke again, Master Alexi measured his words out at a cadence that demonstrated their intent, “Jean, you have a choice. You can immediately apologize for what you just said and take a vow to never again act as if you are superior to my apprentice. Or, you can immediately pack your bags and leave my home forever.”

Dual indrawn breaths of shock indicated how deeply the meaning had struck the two younger people. Tia was astounded, thinking that someone had just told a noble to apologize to her, enforcing the idea that she was worthy of respect. Jean’s expression was outraged, unable to believe that anyone would prefer a peasant over him.

“But… Sir, she has to know her place!”

“Her place is where I say it is. And I am telling you that her place is here. The question is, whether yours is.”

When the young man continued to stare numbly at the Seer, the old man snapped in a voice that straightened both of their spines in reaction, “Are you going to apologize or not?”

A stubborn light entered the young man’s eyes, and he blurted out, “That is ridiculous. Apologize to a peasant?!”

Raising his voice slightly, while holding Jean’s gaze with his own, Master Alexi said, “Drakon, I need you.”

Immediately moving through the door as if he had been waiting in the hallway, was the most massive man that Tia had ever seen. If he had been the one who answered the door when she first arrived, she would have fled in terror. The scarred, hulking man bowed respectfully to his master, and asked, “Sir, what is it that you desire?”

“I believe that Jean needs assistance in packing his items and getting transport back to his parents’ home. I expect him gone in the next ten minutes.”

Master Alexi turned and moved over to the stunned Tia, taking her hand and bringing it through the crook of his arm. He said gently to the young woman as he pulled her from the chamber, “I would like to take you on a tour of the grounds. It would be good for you to begin to orient yourself to your new home since tomorrow we start some very difficult work.”

As the two of them left the chamber, Tia heard Drakon say, “Ten minutes is not a lot of time. I suggest that we move quickly because when Master Alexi uses that tone, failure to obey has extremely unpleasant consequences.”

There was no other sound behind Tia, as she and her new master stepped out of the glass-paned doorway and into the garden. Frogs croaked in a serene pond, and birds murmured in soft tones, but the silence in the room they left reverberated in a chill wave of exclusion, ringing with the silent sound of a door clanging shut. 

Master Alexi kept a gentle chatter of introduction to the area, curtaining his feelings and allowing Tia time to recover. The old man sounded pleasant, but Tia’s side glance had shown his set expression. Trying to smooth over the awkward feeling that hung over them, the young woman filled the appropriate places with responses and intelligent questions. 

The old man smiled in response, but his eyes were sad. The shadows in those deep blue orbs were deeper now, and Tia wondered if pain had caused them. The two, master and apprentice, continued their walk, striving to find a balance again. Tia worried at how little she knew but resolved to always give this caring man her best. 

Master Alexi kept his focus on her and his home, sharing his joy in it with his newest student. The talk was pleasant, the company agreeable, but the old man never looked back at the study where receding footsteps sounded the drum of a future lost.

The next day started the most difficult work that Tia had ever experienced in her life. Even the backbreaking work on a farm couldn’t compare to the effort that she expended each day under the guidance of her gentle-faced master. Whether it was learning to meditate or increasing her skill in filtering possible visions from the current reality, Master Alexi never relaxed his standards of perfection.

The young woman threw herself heart and soul into learning. Amazed at the opportunity, she also knew that learning her lessons well was the only thing that stood between her and a slide into insanity. After all, she came from a line of women that had been known for being “strange.”

Tia thought back to the journey that had led her here, lost in remembrance of loss, relief, and excitement.
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Chapter 2 – Journey from Madness

Several of her aunts and her maternal grandmother had also succumbed to what they thought was a weakness in the bloodline. One of the reasons that no one had approached her parents with offers of marriage was that most families did not want to risk madness and insanity, let alone the burden of carrying for such a relative.

It was only after Tia was selected to come for these lessons that the fear and pity of their “tainted” line lessened. The explanation that the uncanny visions that those unappreciated women had born were part of the burden and the joy of a Seer’s talent had changed things quickly.

Tia had dreaded what was happening to her when she first began to see flashes of other Sight. Worried that she was going to end up as an old woman tied to a bed frame, she had prayed until her knees were bloodied for deliverance.

She thought that God had answered her call when one of the high-level priests of the church stopped by the village on his annual visitation. Each of the unmarried men and women had been called up for a hands-on blessing and Tia had been in line along with everyone else. When she reached the head of the queue, and the severe-faced man had murmured the benediction in a bored tone, she hoped that God would send a sign. 

The priest had reached out to make the Sign of the Cross on her forehead. At the touch of his hand, a vision had flashed across her eyes that showed him as an older man accepting the mantle of the Patriarch of Moskva. Her indrawn breath had rushed sharply through her throat, and she had been lost briefly in the vision, moving mechanically through the rest of the ceremony.

Only later on did she realize that the vision had been shared. So lost in her own desperate clutching at the world around her that she missed the priest’s reaction, Tia had stumbled to her feet and escaped from the church as soon as she could. Ill to her stomach and with a pounding headache that made her eyes want to cross, the young woman had managed to force herself through the remainder of her day.

She was about to crawl into bed between her sisters when a pounding at the door of her parents’ home caused everyone to look up in concern.

The unforeseen pounding in the night was never a good sign in the world that Tia lived. It usually announced some new disaster, something that was going to cause pain and suffering. One of Tia’s younger sisters whimpered in fear, and Tia’s mother clutched her youngest baby to her breast.

After a desperate look around at his cowering family, Tia’s father had moved over to the door and flung it open. Trembling visibly, the brave but helpless man had stood there and faced the expressionless visage of the priest’s head guard.

The man was a Cossack, big and blonde with the well-worn saber of a lifetime fighter. The man had glanced past Tia’s father as if he was not there, sweeping the chamber with his eyes until he spied on Tia’s pale face. The observant young woman noticed a faint look of satisfaction that flashed over his face as he said, “My Lord, Father Romanov, wishes to speak with the daughter that was blessed today. He requests that she be accompanied to his presence by one of her female kin to both guard her reputation and to bear witness.”

Tia had stood as if struck, unable to think of what she should do. Dimly, she had been aware that her father had babbled questions that went mostly unanswered. Tia’s mother had looked in anguish at the small baby that she carried in her arms and up at Tia. Torn between her youngest and her eldest, the woman wavered, unable to make a decision.

“Oh, let me through!” The annoyed voice that came through the doorway sounded like Tia’s Aunt Alayna. The bustle of the forthright woman’s arrival followed the sound of her voice, and the eldest sister of her father pushed her way into the room, slipping past the stern Cossack as if he was not there.

“Tia, sweetheart, I will go with you. Do you have any knowledge of why Father Romanov would like to speak with you?”

“Tetka Alayna, I am not sure. He only gave me a blessing, and then I left.”

It was at this moment that the guard captain chose to interrupt, saying, “Father Romanov would like to speak with you for a short period of time. He believes that you may have a skill that one of his mentors has been seeking. However, the night grows colder and darker. I would complete this errand as soon as possible.”

Still ignoring the other people in the room, the formidable Cossack looked at Tia and said, “Your aunt, your tetka, is an acceptable companion. How quickly can you be ready to leave?”

Tia’s answer was nonverbal. Reaching out a hand, she grabbed her cloak from its hook next to the door and slipped her feet into waiting shoes. Without another word, she went and stood next to her aunt who was similarly garbed.

Smiling faintly, the guard captain nodded his head to Tia’s now silent father and led the way out the door. Within just a few minutes Tia, her aunt, and the guard captain were gone from Tia’s family home, leaving her parents and siblings to stare wordlessly after her in shock.

The village gossip network had been working efficiently, as usual. The last half of Tia’s short trip to the church for her interview had been blatantly observed by curious villagers, all pointing and whispering. There was even a group inside of the church, supposedly praying but looking more like an ambush to the frightened young woman.

Her aunt was a staunch presence next to Tia, holding her hand in a comfortable grip and offering acerbic comments under her breath about “People who didn’t have anything more important to do than stand in their doorway on a cold night watching someone take a walk.”

When their small party entered the church, and Tia’s Tetka Alayna had seen the supposed worshipers, the comments became more audible, causing even their stern escort to fake a cough to conceal a spurt of amusement. Tia also laughed, her humor seeming to confuse the watchers, when Alayna said, “So that is how you get Marina into the church. Christmas and Easter won’t do it, but rampant curiosity does the trick.”

<< <> >>

That night had changed Tia’s life. The priest made it very clear that he had shared part of her vision. He had also informed the stunned young woman and her aunt that finding Tia and bringing her to his old mentor was one of the few ways that he could pay back the old man for his teaching. Tia could tell the priest held this mysterious instructor with affection. Rather than fear, thankful gratitude had threaded its way through the man’s description of his teacher.

Father Romanov had also made it very clear that she was a Seer. The relief that Tia felt hearing that she was not insane was worth the fright that she had felt as she had followed the guard captain through the streets of the village.

Knowing that she wasn’t going mad was like a burden had been lifted off the young woman’s shoulders. Rather than a sign of a tainted bloodline, the visions were the outward manifestation of her gift. This would not change the difficulty in mastering her abilities, but it did explain what was tearing her apart. 

Just knowing what was going on made it easier for Tia to bear. When the knowledge that Father Romanov knew someone that was willing to train people even if they were peasants was added, it seemed like a miracle had happened to the young village woman. Tia almost danced as they were personally escorted through the church proper by the visiting priest and the Cossack guard.

The church pews were even more crowded as Tia and her and headed out. Out of the corner of her eye, the young woman saw her aunt glancing around the now very crowded church. The same predatory expression that Alayna wore when she sat down to a strong bargaining session was etched across her face, and Tia knew that their visit with the priest would only become stronger and more embroidered as the days went on.

With a pang of grief, Tia realized that she would not be there to see her aunt’s triumphant smashing of old malicious gossip and years of swallowed insults. This was the last time the young village woman would probably ever set foot in the church where she had been baptized and confirmed. Tomorrow she was leaving with the priest’s party. Father Romanov had already sent for one of the holy sisters to act as her chaperone during the trip. The woman would arrive the next morning, and the plan was to immediately leave for Blagogarsk, the city that was home to the priest’s mentor.

Stopping at the door to the street, Father Romanov smiled at Tia and her aunt. Blessing them with a gesture, the canny priest showed his familiarity with the church’s flock when he said in a carrying voice, “I am most pleased that you have agreed to study with the esteemed Master Seer. As soon as your travel chaperone arrives, we will be prepared to leave and carry you with all possible speed to Seer Aleksander’s tender care. If you have any problems or questions, Guard Captain Nicholai will be pleased to assist you.”

The Cossack guard escorted them from the church back to Tia’s home. Only his presence prevented the villagers from stopping Tia and Alayna with the questions that were obviously burning their tongues. Once again, the young woman’s Tetka Alayna made running comments that embroidered the walk with ruminations of the best way to disseminate information and how best to take advantage of the change in status. Several times in that short walk the young woman noticed that the guard captain’s expression of remote disinterest fractured into what could be charitably called a smile.

Their arrival home quickly became a confused swirl of relieved tears and babbled questions after the Cossack guard left them at the doorway. Tia’s mother flung her arms around her daughter and broke into heartrending sobs of relief seeing her daughter safe and sound. Those tears soon transformed into expressions of grief when it was explained that Tia would be leaving home. The young woman was kept busy dealing with the emotional responses of her mother and siblings. Over the babble of remembered fright and curiosity that surrounded her like a cloud of chattering birds, Tia could hear her Tetka Alayna explaining what had happened to her father and a collection of members of their close family.

Alayna’s husband, Gaviirl, organized the older cousins in a type of guard perimeter to keep neighbors from listening in through windows and doorways. A quiet man, he was the sort of dependable organizer that made life easier for all of those around him. He and their eldest brother, Dimitri, decided that the first telling would be for family only. Depending on what the situation was, they would choose as a group who to tell and what to tell them.

Tia’s father, Faddey, was the youngest brother. Usually a cheerful, hard-working man, he seemed stunned by what had befallen his daughter and by extension, their family. Part way through Alayna’s recounting, he had gotten to his feet and moved over to wrap his arms around Tia and his sobbing wife. For a moment, he just stood there holding them.

Tia could feel his love in the strength of his embrace and his sorrow in the trembling of his arms. She knew her father was saying goodbye to his eldest daughter, realizing that she was leaving and that he might not see her again. When she looked up at his face, she thought that she would never see such a smile like his. An expression of love and joy, it contained a mixture of pride in her and relief for her safety that was shadowed with future loss and remembered pain.

With only a slight tremble in his voice, Faddey said, “I have been worried that you inherited my mother’s curse. Now I find out that it was a blessing that we didn’t know how to value or train. I know you have to leave, but your home will always be here, and our love will go with you.”

<<<>>>

Her journey after that was rapid. The next morning she had packed her few belongings into a bag and been attached to the train of the priest to travel back to the city where the mentor lived. Uneducated in geography and other subjects, Tia had merely done what she was told to do and went where she was told to go.

Adrift from her family and the comfort of familiar spaces, the young woman had been frightened and buried under feelings of disorientation and loss. Luckily, the nun that had acted as her chaperone had been pleasant company.

It had only been two days of travel until they had gotten to their destination but to Tia, it felt like a lifetime. She had never been away from home for more than a few hours, and everything in the changing landscape was strange. Her blanket roll was lonely, her back cold without her sisters cuddled around her.

The situation did not improve when they finally entered Blagogarsk. Tia’s poor village-raised nose recoiled at the intense smells of a city of many people. The towering spires and huge buildings intimidated her, making the young woman feel like a little mouse creeping along the shadows.

During the trip, the guard captain had gotten a little bit more friendly. He had unbent enough to occasionally provide her with information so that her journey wasn’t so frightening, although he never tried to move their acquaintance any further.

“Tia, Blagogarsk is a city of rare talents. Governed by a board of many with magic, it is a modern-day wonder, filled with powers beyond measure. Today you will meet with the highest Seer in the land. Aleksander Markov has been the premier Seer for decades, and you are very lucky that Father Romanov was mentored by him. The high code of standards that Master Alexi insists on sets him head and shoulders above any of the others with his ability.”

Tia remembered shaking in fear as they had approached the door of the house that she now lived in. When an old man had answered the door, she had thought, What a nice old man, I wonder if he’s the doorman? Much to her surprise, it turned out that it was the Master Seer himself. 

Having had a vision that morning, he knew when to answer the door to greet her. They had talked no more than a couple of minutes when Master Alexi had looked at the guard captain and said, “Yes, she is the one. Thank you very much for bringing her and tell Villii Romanov that I greatly appreciate his consideration.”

The guard captain had bowed in respect and nodded toward Tia. Turning without another word and striding from the chamber, the door closed carefully behind him, and Master Alexi had turned to Tia with words of welcome.

 


Chapter 3 – Learning is Hard Work

That had been several weeks ago, all marked by intense study and the hard work of dedicated practice. The daily effort drained Tia, shrouding her in a clinging fog of exhaustion but she could feel her visions and her control growing stronger every day.

Each time Master Alexi praised her, the young woman acknowledged that she belonged here. She was earning her place every day, every minute. Tia never lost track of her gratitude and being offered this chance. To someone raised with more wealth and cushioned from life more thoroughly, it might have been a rude awakening to have to strive so hard. But the transplanted village girl that had grown up in a crowded home and in a family that struggled to survive, hard work was not a stranger.

Focused and motivated, Tia quickly matured in her talent. Along the way, the young woman found her own center, her own sense of self-respect. Gone were the days when she was easily bumped off stride. No longer did she doubt her own worth. Tia knew that she was giving her all to learning the lessons that Master Alexi was teaching. Trusting him, she obeyed him without question, throwing her whole being into each new challenge.

Tia luxuriated in a nuanced feeling of growing skills. She wasn’t arrogant enough to lose her perspective on the success of each lesson learned. She knew that what she was gaining was only a small part of what she would need to make the visions useful to others and keep her from madness.

It might have been more difficult if she had been the only student that Master Alexi was teaching. For good or ill, that was not the situation now.

The first day of her training, Tia had completed an exhausting set of exercises that Master Alexi had assigned her in the morning. Looking back at them, she knew how fundamental they had been, but at the time it had taken her over four hours of sweaty, aching effort to complete. The young woman had been sitting in her Master’s study hearing him critique her performance while trying to stop her hands from shaking when the echoing sound of vigorous knocking at the door drew everyone’s attention.

It had been an envoy from the palace. Excused by her master from his presence, she had been directed to go into the garden and sit down at one of the benches to study. The seat was sun-warmed and protected from the wind, and the village-raised Tia had found it pleasant and comfortable as she struggled through her assigned reading.

Desperately curious and more than a little frightened, Tia wondered if she was the problem, but caught her train of thought before it ran amok. I have to be pretty full of myself if I think that the palace really cares about somebody like me! she thought to herself.

Nonetheless, she strained her ears to try to hear what was being said in the study as tantalizing snippets of conversation floated out through the open windows.

Master Alexi’s annoyance was apparent as she heard him say, “I gave him multiple chances to recant and bow to my authority. He did not. He escalated and tried to manipulate the situation. I will not tolerate that. Especially in an apprentice.”

The answering voice was utterly unfamiliar to Tia. It was placating and persuasive, cajoling rather than demanding. “Having a member of the French ambassadorial party suddenly develop Seer abilities is very disruptive to the entire court. I know that you had not planned on taking another apprentice, but now that you have one, surely you can allow this young man to learn from you also. Otherwise, he is at a fragile point in his maturing of talent and skill. If we try to send him back to Paris, the chances of him dying during the journey are very high.”

“I know. But I will not tolerate his questioning my authority, nor will I tolerate him assuming airs. As far as I am concerned, the two apprentices will start as equals and will differentiate themselves based on the skills they develop and how much effort they spend on learning. Within these walls, there is no difference in class between them. If he cannot treat her as his equal, then he has no place here. And that is my final word on the matter.”

“I am sure that he can be brought to understand that. I will go back and sit with him and his parents to make sure that they all understand the ramifications and the requirements. If they agree, may I bring him back to you tonight?”

“I suppose, although the first time he complains about something or attempts to lord over my other apprentice, I will eject him onto the street without warning. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely, Master Alexi. If the young man isn’t appreciative of this rare opportunity, he deserves what he will get.”

<<<>>>

Jean had returned that evening, a much chastened young man. Stumbling over the words in his throat, he had asked for Tia’s forgiveness and assured Master Alexi that he had learned his lesson.

The subsequent days seem to indicate that Jean had truly changed. He threw himself wholeheartedly into the tasks that the two apprentices were assigned, striving as intensely as Tia to meet the high expectations of their mentor. Tia had quickly forgiven him, but Master Alexi continued to observe Jean. Every once in a while, Tia would see her master looking at Jean with a profound look of sadness on his face. Afraid to ask from where that grief stemmed, Tia kept silent and worried.

The young woman readily admitted to Jean that his presence helped her. Just having another person around her own age in the household kept her from feeling quite as isolated and lonely as she would’ve otherwise. The abrupt change from a house teeming with siblings and extended family to the quietness of the Seer’s home would have been far harder for Tia to survive without Jean.

There were certain similarities in the young man’s situation. Although Jean was an only child, he was accustomed to the constant people movement of an active court and the diplomatic duties that his parents had performed for so many years. Having Tia to talk to, even to argue with, was a benefit to the young nobleman although the incongruity of studying with the peasant girl sometimes – shocked him anew.

Many evenings the two apprentices spent studying together at the kitchen table, cozy in the warm chamber. Sometimes, while they talked Tia would pull out her knitting basket and work on another scarf or sweater for one of her siblings. It still felt strange for her to sit and not be doing some sort of task, so she relied on a skill that didn’t require a lot of thought from her, one that she been doing since she was a tiny child.

Luckily, her large brood of siblings was always in need of another scarf or garment, and so a regular shipment of finished items left Master Alexi’s home, carried by a helpful trader to Tia’s home village.

Jean had no such compunction to keep his hands useful producing items. The difference in his upbringing showed in his lack of hobbies and practical skills. However, his hands were not idle while he and Tia talked. Instead of producing something concrete during their discussions, the young nobleman would fill pages with idle doodles. Tia found it fascinating that his artwork was always one of three motifs. He would draw variations of a sun crossed with a lightning bolt occasionally, but most of the time he sketched what looked like a wheel of hammers or axes and a broken sword.

When Tia had asked him why he drew those three items the young man had had no explanation. Staring blankly at her for a second, he finally answered saying, “I don’t know, but they just seem to jump from my pen.” Tia found it incomprehensible but accepted it as just something that Jean did.
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Chapter 4 – Practice, Practice

Both Jean and Tia learned a lot from the exercises and lessons that Master Alexi set for them. Tia could see why Seers were very rare. The number of things that they had to learn and the discipline that they had to build into their minds was formidable. And the survival rate was not good for that particular talent. Madness was the kindest complication, and the descriptions of the other possibilities haunted her dreams for weeks. She couldn’t imagine learning on her own like she had planned when the visions first intruded into her life.

At one point, she mentioned her desperate plans to Master Alexi. He had asked her why she considered learning on her own to control her thoughts and she told him of the women in her family that had lost their grip on reality and slipped into insanity. He explained immediately that such an experience was typical when the talent of the Seer went untrained. 

“I wish at least someone in my family could have explained things to me earlier. I wouldn’t have been as frightened, and I might have found someone to help me earlier,” Tia said wistfully.

Her master had responded, carefully saying, “I don’t believe that would’ve helped, Tia. The Seers learned a long time ago that it is impossible to train a blood relative. Whether it’s the emotions that are involved or some other conflict, teaching someone that you are related to is an almost sure way of finding disaster.”

With an interested look on his face, Jean had asked, “Why is that, Sir?”

The old man had responded with a look of massive regret on his face, “No one is exactly sure. I personally believe it’s because the affection for your relatives gets in the way of the discipline necessary to perform the serious efforts necessary to handle the visions. Caring for someone too much means that you let them skip necessary, but painful steps in learning to control their gift. Any lack of rigor in learning and stabilizing the discipline that separates you from the whirlpool of possibilities and visions that your gift demands is crippling and ultimately fatal.”

Both Tia and Jean had fallen into a profound silence after his explanation, unsure of how to respond. Finally, Tia had ventured, “It sounds like you have personal experience with that pain.”

Master Alexi face twisted in a grimace, and he said, “Yes, I do. I’ve only had one apprentice other than the two of you in my whole, long life. And that apprentice was a favorite nephew. He was the youngest son of my only sister.”

It was Jean’s turn to ask his question, which he did in a far gentler tone than he ever would have used when he first came into his apprenticeship. “What happened, Sir?”

For a moment it didn’t look like the old man would answer. However, after an extended silence the old man visibly steeled himself, and opened his mouth, saying, “I didn’t insist on him learning all of the lessons because some of them were too painful for him, too difficult. I didn’t think it would make a difference. But it did.”

Picking up a glass in a shaking hand, the old Seer took several sips of water before continuing, “He was unable to handle the visions because I hadn’t enforced his learning of crucial skills. In order to keep himself from descending into madness, he took to cutting himself in private so that the pain of the slices in his own flesh would keep him anchored in the here and now.”

Nausea rose into Tia’s throat, and only iron discipline prevented her from fleeing the room. She knew that the rest of this answer was going to be horrific and she didn’t want to hear it. But she wouldn’t leave the other two men to face it alone, so she stiffened her spine and remained in her seat.

Master Alexi continued in a remote tone, lost in memory, “His visions became shakier, and he fell more when he was walking. I didn’t know then that that was a sign of someone who had lost their balance, their internal balance. It is one of the danger signs for a Seer when they start stumbling doing normal things. Sometimes, they reach for things that aren’t really there.”

Tia heard Jean’s indrawn breath and wonder of what that comment reminded him. Vowing to herself to ask him later, she stayed silent and continued to listen. Sitting motionless in her seat, the young woman observed her mentor, trying to capture all the nuances of the story that he was telling.

“One day after a vision that was requested by the court, he couldn’t come out of the dream totally. I was away from the household when he tried to rise and get help. Drakon heard the crash of his body hitting the floor and came running to find him lying in the middle of an empty hallway. Trying to revive my nephew did not work. We tried everything, but he had retreated into himself and could not find his way back.”

Unnoticed, Drakon had entered the room and was standing beside the old man. Laying one of his massive hands on the frail-looking Seer’s shoulder, the devoted servant took up the tale. “Master Alexi had to tell his sister that her favorite son had gone mad. In her grief, she blamed us, saying that the lessons were flawed or that we had failed to protect her boy. She took her son home to care for him, and when he eventually died about six months later, she never spoke to her brother again.”

The old man drew a shuddering breath and said, “The pain of that still lives with me. She went to her grave more than a decade ago still hating me for killing her child. I couldn’t argue with her because in a way I had. I let him not learn lessons because they would hurt or be difficult. Taking the easy way and trying to protect him left him vulnerable to a deadly danger, one that could’ve been avoided.”

Lost in their own thoughts, the four people turned their glances inward, hearing the truth in the recounting. None of them could avoid the echoing pain that still touched everything around the two older men.

The thud of a large cat landing in the middle of the desk startled everyone. Before any of them could react, Anatoly opened his fanged mouth and let out a yowl, announcing his displeasure about the atmosphere of the room. Master Alexi gave a shaky laugh and said, “I know, I know. No wallowing in sadness and depression. Thank you, Your Highness, for correcting our behavior.”

Turning his gaze toward the two stunned apprentices, Master Alexi said, “And that is why I insist on perfection from the two of you. You must practice, practice, practice. Only then will you have the discipline to keep yourself sane.”

Without another word, Tia and Jean picked their books up and went back to their individual rooms to study. Neither one of them wanted to end up with the same fate as that long-dead nephew.

<< <> >>

One weekend a month, every month, Jean spent three days with his parents. His father was the assistant to the French ambassador to the city. Both of Jean’s parents were quite involved with the game of diplomacy as played in the city-state.

Jean had shared stories of his travels and the situations that he had encountered growing up with a father whose posting changed every few years. Tia envied him his exposure to different cultures and conditions. In the back of her mind, she thought that he hadn’t really experienced many of those because he had been so cocooned in the formal structure of a noble house, but still, at least he had been able to see different places and peoples.

She thought she would have handled it differently, but suspected that there was more going on than what she understood. All she knew was that both of Jean’s parents were very ambitious. Jean was their only son, and they had many plans for him. The young man appeared to both love and resent his parents. He chafed under the weight of their expectations for him, complaining about their unreasonable requests. Tia could tell that he both looked forward to and dreaded his monthly visits.

Jean always came back from these visits with a fresh supply of gossip about the court. Who was intriguing with whom, what new outrageous fashions were being shown, and so on. He would entertain her for evenings afterword, talking about what was happening at court and anecdotal gems that gave her an understanding of how a court worked. Leaking through these lighthearted stories were the footprints of the unrelenting pressure that Jean’s parents placed on their son.

The young woman was torn, suspecting that Jean was not standing up to the ill-advised things his parents were asking of him. Several times when he had come back from the visits, she noticed that he was exhausted and worn. Worried that he wasn’t sleeping well during his dutiful presence, it was only until Tia was stumbling and shivering in an exhausted stupor back in her room after peculiarly draining vision exercise that she realized what was happening.

Oh my God, his parents are demanding that he See for them. Without all of his grounding exercises and us there for support, he’s diving into the full consciousness flow and having to fight his way out by himself. No wonder he is so tired!”

Tia vowed to talk to Jean that very evening, but her exhaustion captured her into the depths of slumber until late the next morning. Dressing quickly, the young woman made her way down to the kitchen for breakfast and found Drakon there, brewing a new samovar of tea.

“Good morning, Drakon. Could you please tell me where Jean is today? I didn’t see him on my way here.”

“You missed him by about an hour. A messenger from his parents arrived and asked if they might borrow him for the day concerning family business. Of course, Master Alexi said yes.”

“But he was just with his parents last weekend! What could they possibly need him for?”

“I don’t know, but Master Alexi has closed himself in his study, and I hear him in there. He only does that when he is worried about something.”

A cold chill washed over Tia’s shoulders and the back of her neck. She didn’t like this at all. A premonition of rising danger felt like it was poised over her, ready to crash down and bury her under a flood of pain. It made her want to hold her breath, but that wouldn’t give her any relief.

Moving by habit and instinct, Tia left the kitchen and walked to the closed study door. She could hear the uneven steps of the old man pacing back and forth in front of his fire. The steady, monotonous sound of the footsteps reminded her of a lesson she had completed only a month before. It had been painful and tiring, but she had thoroughly learned that order and habit gave leverage to manage the chaos of the rest of a Seer’s existence.

Tia stared at the closed door for a few more seconds and then turned to determinedly head back toward the practice room. She was going to channel her fear into something productive. Now was the right time to practice all of those previous lessons of vision handling and energy channeling. She didn’t want to forget any one of them because that could be the difference between living her life and being imprisoned.

<< <> >>

It was late evening, and Jean wasn’t back yet. Dinner had been a shaky affair filled with half-formed sentences and long pauses of gloomy silence. Tia felt like she was going to explode, alert to every sound and jumpy.

Finally, Master Alexi stated in a forced cheerful tone, “I think we would all benefit from a nice warm cup of tea before bed.”

The old man raised his voice slightly and called out, “Drakon! Please bring us some tea and something to nibble on.”

When the servant walked in just 15 seconds later with a hot pot of tea, Tia knew that the old servant had foreseen this. He bustled around making sure that each of the Seers, master and apprentice, had a large cup of hot beverage and a small array of delectable treats to tempt their appetite. As Drakon carefully close the study door to give the two Seers some privacy in the warm study, he glanced once at Tia, catching and holding her gaze for a moment. The young woman felt the impact of his messages without being able to articulate what they all were. Nodding her head in acknowledgment, she heard the click of the door latch and knew that she was alone with Master Alexi.

For a while, both of them just sipped their tea and tasted the confections that Drakon had left with them. After a while, Master Alexi started to talk, “Tia, you have to remember that our visions are not always certain. We can always hope that the bad things will not occur, but it is impossible to push them one way or another. What we see is just one of the possibilities that could happen.”

“I understand that, Master Alexi. I can also see where the temptation to try to do something to alter horrific visions would be almost overwhelming.”

The old man nodded his head, answering, “You will learn over time that true visions, those that have no alternatives, have a special clarity in your mind. For me, they always have halos around them, like glowing edges. For my mentor, those type of images always had a certain color of frame.”

“How will I know what mine look like?”

“You will discover that over time. But in the interim, you just have to gather data waiting for it to distill into recognition.”

Continuing the conversation for another half hour, both Tia and her master left for bed feeling partially comforted. It was enough that Tia could drop off into a deep sleep quickly, but the shadow of fear was with her when she woke.

Once again, she found herself in the kitchen watching Drakon make tea. Once again, he had to tell her that Jean was not in the building.

The young man, her fellow apprentice, had not come back the night before.
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Chapter 5– Consequences

It was later that morning when a pounding on the front door drew Drakon quickly to answer the urgent syncopation. Pushing past him into the house, a frantic messenger in court dress demanded to see Master Alexi. The old man had already come to the door of his study to see what the commotion was all about and Tia could see his somber expression.

As soon as the messenger glimpsed the old Seer, he darted around Drakon and grabbed the old man by his sleeve, “Please, please. You have to come! Jean won’t wake up. The ambassador is extremely upset, and his parents are demanding to know what has happened to their son!”

“What is the situation?”

“He fell asleep, and no one can wake him up. They even tried cutting him the way they had the other times when he would not wake up from visions, but it didn’t help.”

The stifled exclamation that escaped from Tia’s mouth drew the attention of the messenger who blanched when he realized what he had done. “I… I wasn’t supposed to tell you that. Please, don’t let them know that I told you!”

“I will not inform them about anything that you have said, the old man said in a voice laden with grief, “But if he has lost his way like I think he has, the guilt is on them.”

“But they will want to know what happened to their son. What should they do?”

“As I told them when Jean came back to me for training, his visions were supposed to be under my control. If they have been pushing him into scrying to their advantage, they broke our agreement. They ceased to regard him as their son and worthy of their affection. Instead, they had identified him as a tool. And now they have broken their tool.”

Tia’s half sob of grief drew all the men’s attention toward her. Eyes brimming with overflowing tears, the young woman whispered, “I’m sorry!” and fled back to her room.

Sobbing, Tia curled up in the center of her bed and clutched her pillow to her chest. She buried her face into the softness and cried. The young woman cried for the loss of her sometimes prickly companion and mourned for the pain she had seen in Master Alexi’s face. She also cried for the waste. Whispering to herself, the young woman said, “Jean had his whole life to live. How could somebody do this to him?” Crying until her eyes were raw, Tia eventually fell asleep. Her dreams were tormented by cries of pain and the feeling of an aching void.

<< <> >>

The next morning found Tia in a household of mourning and regret. Even the cat crept around offering comfort rather than making demands. Master Alexi’s study remained closed, and she heard his steps going back and forth the entire day.

Unable to tolerate the idleness, Tia redoubled her efforts and practiced until exhaustion. It was the only thing she could think of doing, and at least it was productive. She didn’t want to lose herself in recriminations, so she focused on her lessons. Concentrating on making each one of her forays into the current of time into a pristine implementation of learned strategy and process kept her out of the abyss of grief that threatened her.

The young woman was so inured to the study door being closed that right before supper when she passed the room, and the door was open she stopped in shock. Almost afraid to look in, Tia peaked around the doorjamb to see that Master Alexi was looking at an intricately-carved box sitting in the middle of his otherwise empty desktop.

The old man had a considering look on his face and responded to Tia’s presence by looking up and smiling somewhat tiredly. Waving his hand in a gesture that meant come in, he said, “Good. I’ve been waiting for you. Please come in and sit down.”

Tia did as he directed, taking her usual chair across the desk from him. The old man looked at her for a moment as if evaluating or judging her on something. The young woman waited patiently, her mind spinning with possibilities behind the curtain of her expressionless face. Finally, the old man pushed the box toward her across the desk and said, “This is for you. I had it made many decades ago because it showed up in so many of my visions.”

Tia picked up the box and opened it. Startled, she looked from the contents to her master’s face and back down again. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. It was the doodle that Jean drew on everything when he was studying. That strange and complicated many-armed wheel that many of the Russian peasants wore as a sign of their devotion to a pagan god. The symbol called the Kolovrat.

When Jean first started to draw it, she had been amused, thinking that he probably didn’t realize what he was sketching. When she had asked him about it, the young Frenchman had insisted it was a design of his own making, something that came to him one night and that he was comforted by creating.

Rather than tease him about something unimportant, Tia had decided to just let him continue on with the symbol. In her mind, it was indelibly tied to Jean, not Perun, the Old God.

Now she stared at a jewelry form of that doodle in shock, words spilling out of her mouth in a desperate rush. “You made this! You had this made years ago? Why?”

Master Alexi answered her by saying, “Many years ago when I was quite young, I had a series of visions that centered around this symbol. I knew then that I would be training two Seers at the end of my very long life. The one that would survive to come into her power would be the greatest Seer that had ever been seen in the Russian line before then. I also saw that she would train the strongest one ever. I knew when I saw you that you were the one I had waited for. I also knew that Jean would be the sacrifice on the altar of hubris and selfishness.”

A lone tear trickle down the old man’s face as he continued, “There was nothing I could do to save him. Only he had the capability of protecting himself.”

Hot salty water once again flooding down her cheeks, Tia whispered brokenly, “But he didn’t save himself. He let others drive his vision, and they burned him up. They cut his body to force his return, and they just used him until broken. Now they have thrown him away.”

The old man leaned his face into his own hands and let the pent-up tears fall as the two of them mourned the passing of the young man who had been both student and friend.

<< <> >>

It was only a week later that the funeral for Vicomte Jean Lafarge was held. There were very few people at the funeral in the Roman Catholic Church. Tia, Master Alexi, and Drakon had all gone, attending out of respect. The young woman was surprised at how few people were actually there.

Tia’s anger banked a little stronger inside of her carefully-held and closed expression when she realized that his parents had not come. When the priest mentioned that their household was closed due to concerns about the fever that had carried their son off, Tia became nauseous with fury.

She might have spoken at that moment except Drakon’s colossal hand had squeezed her shoulder briefly, reminding her to maintain control. Swallowing the bile that roiled in her stomach, Tia practiced in creating walls of protective brick around her essence as she listened to the funeral service for someone who had died too young, abused by uncaring parents. 

The sermon was generic and could have been used for anyone. It was also apparent that the priest conducting the ceremony had not known Jean either. There were a few attendees in the church from the diplomatic community. They were there to make a statement of support but evaporated with quick excuses and platitudes offered to the priest once the short service was over.

As they went to leave the church, the priest stopped Master Alexi and thanked him for coming. He also informed the old man that Jean’s belongings had been sent with the body and, that as his master, Master Alexi was expected to dispose of them.

Tia could tell that the priest was honestly perturbed by the coldness of the gesture on the part of Jean’s parents. When Drakon volunteered to get the belongings and put them in their waiting carriage, the old Seer nodded his head in agreement. Looking relieved, the priest thanked them all and waved goodbye, only to stop them before they quite got out the door.

Calling across the room, the black-clad pastor asked, “Are you coming to the grave? I have a feeling that there will be no one there if you don’t. It seems so utterly sad to know that this boy is going to be buried with no one there to bear witness other than gravediggers and a priest that did not know him in life.”

Master Alexi’s shoulders bowed for a moment, and his head drooped. Before Tia or Drakon could interfere, the old Seer straightened up and said, “Of course, we will be there. Jean is owed that much, and I want to have him know, wherever he is, that we miss him. His last presence on this plane should be with friends and loved ones.”

Opening his mouth to protest, the Catholic priest paused for a moment and then closed his mouth with an audible snap without ever saying a word. Bobbing his head in acknowledgment, the man grabbed up his own cloak and headed out the door beside them.

Jean’s coffin had been loaded onto a cart in front of the church. The priest was assisted up onto the seat by the driver, and the wagon immediately started off for the burial grounds. Tia and her companions followed quickly in their own conveyance.

<< <> >>

The graveyard service was just as short as the priest had said it would be. They were the only mourners. The few moments that it took to say the words of the graveside service over the closed coffin was short enough that even Tia wasn’t chilled in the open air. Watching as the coffin was lowered into the grave, Tia clutched the Kolovrat symbol on her necklace in her right hand so tightly that it drew blood.

Her grief was intense and her regret immeasurable. Looking at the hole that was being rapidly filled by the gravediggers, Tia knew that each shovelful of dirt was forever cutting her off from the prickly, difficult, and interesting person that she had shared her lessons with. He would never be a part of her life again. Before she lost him to the turning of days, Tia made a vow to herself. I will train others so that Seers are protected, not preyed on and abused. I promise, Jean, that you will be the last to die this way if I can help it!

There was a swirl of magical energy in the air and a deep, resonant tone that echoed through her bones and muscles to produce an audible click at the base of her skull. Tia knew that she had sworn a sacred oath and that something in her Magic had recognized it.

It was a fitting testament to a life wasted, and Tia was determined to not make Jean’s death be in vain. Even on the trip back to their home, Tia could feel the thrum of her vow color the world around her. Lost in contemplation, she was silent. No one wanted to break that silence, wrapped in the paths of their own regrets and grief.
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Chapter 6 – Full Speed Ahead

Tia’s lessons were coming more rapidly and urgently now. The old man had accelerated her training, forcing the young woman to increase her memorization skills. He told her repeatedly that she would not always have books and records, and that she needed to remember things without the aid of paper.

Master Alexi drove her unmercifully. Long hours and strict training sent her to bed in exhaustion every night. In her tiredness, Tia wondered if he was punishing her or himself. When she asked Drakon, the huge servant looked uneasy and said, “I don’t believe that it is either of those.”

“What you think it is then? Because I’ve never seen him so obsessed and so determined to shove every last bit of knowledge into my sore brain.”

The answer was slow and halting, reluctantly delivered. “I do not know for sure, but I think Master Alexi sees his own end coming. He worries that he will not be here to help you and feels the approach of death without knowing its exact moment.”

Staring at Drakon in stunned amazement, Tia jumped to her feet, saying, “Then I had better get back to practice.” Leaving the room at almost a run, the young woman threw herself back into learning everything she possibly could, determined to make her teacher proud of her.

<< <> >>

A week later Tia was sitting on the garden bench, once again in the sheltered sunlight. She was tired, oh so tired. Her head felt like it was going to explode and her body ached as if beaten. However, she had the satisfaction of knowing that she had taken every lesson that Master Alexi had thrown at her and learned them quickly and completely. Right now, she simply wanted to sit and not do anything.

“Tia? I need to talk to you.” It was Master Alexi, and the shadows in his eyes were stronger, a reflection of her own exhaustion showing in the thinner form of his face and the frailer bend of his shoulders.

“Of course, Sir. What would you like to talk to me about?”

“I think you have probably figured out that I am racing a vision. No Seer knows the exact moment of their death, but I saw mine coming shortly after Jean’s. So have pushed you hard to learn all the things that I know will be critical for you. I am very proud that you have learned all of them, save one last technique. That is the most dangerous of all, but it is the last lesson that I know you will need.”

Tia nodded her head tiredly and started to struggle to her feet. The old Seer put a hand on her shoulder and said, “No. We will sleep tonight and tomorrow I will teach you this technique. You need a rested body and mind before it is possible to learn but understand that is quite dangerous.”

“What technique is it, sir?”

“It is the culmination of all the other lessons that you’ve conquered. Some Seers scry through water, while others read flames. The greatest and most able float in the river of time, able to hold the pieces of their identity together enough to capture the snapshots of all many possible options, all possible scenarios.”

“That sounds very dangerous and confusing.”

“It is, but being able to navigate that kaleidoscope of possible futures is the most powerful thing that any Seer can do.”

“If you think that I am ready to learn this, then I will do my best.”

“Tia, you have always done your best. I wish I could’ve given you years more to grow into your powers. I have to teach this to you, and I have seen that you must learn it soon.”
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The evening was a blur of exhaustion and dreamless rest. Tia slept deeply and woke refreshed but thrumming with tension and anticipation. Too tense to eat breakfast, the young woman had still spent a few moments in the kitchen with Drakon chatting about inconsequential topics and sipping hot tea.

The young Seer stood up and placed her cup in the sink and turned to leave. Stopping abruptly when Drakon didn’t move out of her way, Tia raised her eyes to look the man in the face and saw worry for her written across his features.

“Tia, please be careful. It would break my heart if something happened to you.”

The raw emotion in the man’s voice startled her, and she felt tears prickle in her eyes as she flung her arms around the huge man and gave him a brief squeeze. His return embrace endangered her ribs and stopped her breathing for a moment, but it was well worth it when she pushed away from him and saw a small amount of relief in his eyes.

Wordlessly, Tia left the kitchen and went to find her master.

<< <> >>

Tia was suspended in a river of vision. Images came flying at her like slick pictures that slid over and around her body at a rapid pace, sharing their import with her as long as they merged with her skin and flesh. At first, the flow had been frightening and disorienting. She had struggled to slow the speed and tried to tighten down her focus to control what was happening.

It had worked to a point. Past that level, the more Tia tightened down, the worse it got. The increasing demands on her attention and the fragmentation of her vision wound her tighter and tighter until a part of her mind told her to relax. Releasing control and just floating with the river of pictures released all of the tension in Tia’s body. The visions became clearer, and the previous stress evaporated.

After a while, she began to see herself in some of these visions. It was a little startling to see herself age, getting to middle-age, faint wrinkles showing up on her face and her dark hair streaked with strands of gray.

She saw the birth and growth of a daughter who seemed to be there for such a brief time and then was gone. The disappearance plucked Tia’s heartstrings, and she tensed slightly only to relax as a later vision showed the daughter returned, married and happy.

Tia now knew that she was going to be a successful Seer. Her visions were peppered with a parade of clients, some happy, some sad, some even angry. She rejoiced in the dimly lit face and shape of a large man, part of her soul resonating with love and knowing that this was someone she could look forward to.

Another brief glimpse and she saw a large hound at her feet just before an explosion of force slammed into her body. Around her, she saw a circle of people mowed down, and her heart felt ripped out of her chest. Flocks of bright birds flying out from the ring of bodies pulled pangs of pain from her core, as she recognized the deaths of loved ones.

Tia knew that she was seeing her own death, so she was very confused when a vision a few moments later showed her body again but foggy, almost as if she was partially invisible.

Then, a crystal clear vision with the sharpness that was so pristine it almost hurt appeared. A scrying that carried its own lighting that glowed far brighter than all the other ones that flowed over and around her. This vision showed the face of the young woman, dark of hair with a stubborn chin and determined eyes.

The young Seer knew that this woman was going to be important to her and watched as the woman aged in her visions. With a start of surprise, Tia realized that woman was wearing the necklace that Tia now wore around her own throat, the one that Master Alexi had created years before Jean’s death.

The river still flowed but Tia felt like this journey was done. Without struggle, without massive effort, the young Seer surfaced from the river moving toward a light that called her. Remembering what her mentor had told her, Tia reached out insubstantial hands and pulled herself toward that light. She saw the darting form of another bright bird as it flew past her, back to the river. As her speed increased and she got closer to her goal, she wondered idly where it was going and why it flew toward the flowing stream of time, rather than the freedom of the skies.

It seemed just a few moments and Tio was once again wrapped in her breathing, heart-beating, human body. She was exhausted but interwoven among the threads of exhaustion was the countering substance of peace. The realization that she had done what she needed to do and learned the lesson that Master Alexi had told her was critical filled the young Seer with a sense of accomplishment.

Smiling, Tia opened her eyes and saw that she hadn’t been gone that long because the sun was still on the morning side of the house. Its warm rays lit the air around her as dust motes floated gently in an unseen and unfelt breeze. Turning her head, she saw that her mentor had fallen asleep with his head on the side of the bed by her arm as he had waited in the chair.

Traces of joy in her voice announced her accomplishment as she said, “Master Alexi! I did it! You are right, and I was ready. It was tiring, but I did it, and now I know how important it is. And how beautiful! Thank you!”

When the old man didn’t answer, Tia struggled to a sitting position and reached across to shake him awake. The cool slackness of his shoulder told her all she needed to know. Her master had been right, they had not had a lot of time to spare. But she knew he would be proud of her.
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Epilogue – New Directions

Tia looked around the garden. The leaves were starting to drift down from the branches of the tree by the pond as the fall days became crisper. She loved to sit on this bench, protected from the wind and wrapped by the clear autumn sunlight. She had been in this position many times in the last nine months.

From the day that Master Alexi had died to just this morning, she had felt adrift like a ship that had lost its anchor. With Drakon’s help, she had organized the funeral for her master and handled the duties of a daughter of the house even if by birth she could not claim that honor.

After the funeral, she found in surprise that she inherited everything that Master Alexi had accumulated during his life. She was touched that he had made that change in his will within a week of her coming into his household. Secure in his visions, the old Seer had left her a sealed note that she was not supposed to open until this morning. Despite overwhelming curiosity, she had left the envelope untouched, lying in lonely splendor in the middle of the desk, waiting for the day specified.

This morning she had awakened with a sense of excitement, looking forward to finding out what was so important that she couldn’t see it until now. Quickly dressing, she entered the kitchen only to be brought up short by the presence of the young woman, slight in stature but ramrod straight who was cooking breakfast under Drakon’s supervision.

Both the servants noticed her entry at the same time and the big man took charge of the introductions, “Tia, this is my grandniece, Aculina. She is going to train to take over from me. She is good with the baking and cleaning, we will see how she does with the rest.”

Bemused, Tia looked over at the slender young woman and found that clear gray eyes were looking straightforwardly back at her. There was something dependable and comforting in that gaze, and Tia relaxed a bit more. Smiling slightly, the young Seer said, “Welcome to my home.”

The young girl blushed slightly and smiled back but didn’t talk. Instead, she turned in a rush back toward the stove and rescued her cooking. The laughter was general in the kitchen as Tia sat down and began to eat.

The young Seer had finished her breakfast before Drakon came up and reminded her, “Today is the day. Are you going to open it now or torture both of us?”

“Yes, I am going to open it now. Would you like to come with me when I do that and read it?”

Tia could tell that Drakon was pleased that she had asked him. He nodded his assent, and they both walked quickly to the study and stared in unison down at the unopened envelope. The young Seer reach for the note, surprised that her hand was trembling.

Quickly she ripped the flap open and pulled the folded paper out. It was brief, written in the distinctive style of her late master and Tia felt a pang of sorrow at the sight of his writing. She still missed him every day and knew that she would feel that grief and sorrow for many years to come. In some ways, she welcomed it, because it meant that she had not forgotten him.

Giving herself a quick shake, Tia read the note and then read it again. Cryptic in the extreme it said simply, “Tia, one last note and a gift I can give you. Wear your new green outfit and make sure that Drakon answers the door. To celebrate, go down and visit my old friend in the market, the Smith called Sergei. Tell him that I told you that he had a gift for you. Your loving mentor, Alexi Danverich Perov.”

Somewhat confused, Tia showed the note to Drakon who let out a great shout of laughter. When queried, the big man said, “That Alexi, he always loved his jokes.”

When Tia just looked at him waiting for more explanation, Drakon said, “Hurry now, change into your green outfit!”

Willing to go along with this last plan of her beloved mentor, Tia went and changed into the new green garments she had purchased just the week before. They were not typical female garb in this day and age but instead looked like flared trousers with embroidery on the bottoms, topped with a more typical blouse and vest. A flattering color for her, the harmony of the greens pleased her eye and melded well with her hair and complexion.

She was back in the study once more, deep in rereading a certain passage in a reference book when she heard a sharp rap at the door. She jumped to her feet before she realized that this was the event that Master Alexi had said that Drakon should address, so she sat back down and composed herself to wait.

Drakon’s respectful voice sounded outside her study door, saying, “Mistress Nastia, there is someone here who requires the services of a Seer. Are you available?”

Tia stood so quickly her chair wobbled behind her. This would be the first client that she had as a Seer, and she almost didn’t know what to do. In the middle of blurred confusion, her memories of how her master had greeted potential clients and the process that he went through with them played again in her mind. Taking a deep breath, the young woman sat down and composed herself before she called out in a steady voice, “I am interruptible, please bring them in.”

<< <> >>

Her first client had gone away satisfied and bubbling excessive thanks. Tia was ecstatic, realizing that among the gifts that she had been given was the ability to earn a living and make a difference in other people’s lives. She was exhilarated, yet exhausted. She would’ve headed for bed, but Drakon reminded her that the second part of the note had told her to go to the market and talk to the smith. Laughing at the machinations of Master Alexi, Tia grabbed her staff and followed Drakon out of the house and toward the market.

It wasn’t a very long walk, but Tia was tired and didn’t walk quickly. Luckily, the blacksmith shop was on the side of the market that was closest to her house. The young Seer trailed her massive servant into an open framework building that was hot and flickered with the changeable light of open flames and clash of clanging hammers.

Her entrance into the shop brought an unusual stillness as people stopped and stared. An immense man, larger than even Drakon came over to greet her servant and turned to nod to her saying, “Alexi told me that you would be coming to me when it was the right time. I guess that time is right now.”

Tia smiled, and said, “I am pleased to meet you, Master Smith. However, I have no idea what the item that you’re supposed to be holding for me is.”

“I know, and I think it’s amazingly funny that that old goat could even predict things after he was dead. I miss him, but I know he was proud of you. And from what I’ve heard, he would be proud of you today.”

Tia felt a little teary-eyed and blinked her eyes fiercely to clear them of their betraying moisture. She did not want to come off like a weepy, helpless woman, especially in this room of over-muscled males. Realizing that it was still very quiet in the smithy, she looked up and realize that everyone was staring at her.

Turning to the Smith, she asked, “Am I being inappropriate? They’re all staring.”

Once again the Smith laughed and said, “You have no vanity, do you? When a beautiful young woman comes into the smithy, it’s an unusual event. Of course, they’re going to stare.”

Tia blushed, embarrassed and caught without words. Luckily, she didn’t have to say much else because just then someone came from the back room carrying a bundle in his arms. So shy that he couldn’t meet her eyes, the young man handed the sack to Tia who automatically accepted it. Surprised at its weight, Tia just held it close to her body.

The young woman looked inquiringly at the Smith who only grinned at her more widely. He asked, “Aren’t you going to open it up? It’s a gift from Alexi, one that he said that you would really like.”

Feeling like she was doing something very dangerous, Tia opened the top of the sack only to almost drop the bag in surprise as a furry little head popped out, and two deep brown eyes stared deeply into hers.

“A puppy! He gave me a puppy?!”

“He said that you would need it in the time ahead and to tell you that it is from a new breed that some of the nobles are developing. This one isn’t quite up to their fancy snuff, but she’s smart and strong, a little bossy and a lot stubborn. Alexi said that would be perfect for you.”

Arms full of excited puppy, trying to keep her face from repeated licking, Tia laughed and could barely navigate as Drakon pulled her out of the smithy into the open air.

Getting out of the smelly hot area of the smithy energized the puppy even more, and it communicated its joy in a series of happy little yips. Tia laughed, the first joyful unencumbered laugh that had come out of her mouth since she woke to find that her mentor had died. Here was joy in a single armful, something that was just happy to be alive. Still trying to fend off the puppy from determined attacks on every possible square inch of her face Tia wasn’t aware of the surrounding area until a sizeable, well-formed hand appeared and gently closed the mouth of the puppy and a low male voice said commandingly, “No lick!”

The voice continued, saying, “You just have to tell them that repeatedly and be gentle with them. Consistency is important for quick learning, and this breed learns very quickly.”

Tia exclaimed, “Thank you! I’ve never had a puppy before, and I didn’t know that.” She looked up at her rescuer only to be caught by the hazel depths of his eyes. The two of them froze, staring at each other for a long moment. Sounding far less sure than he had just a moment ago, the man said, “Hello there. Perhaps I should start this over.”

Tia just continued to stare in bemusement until the man finally said, “My name is Danev. That is a lovely puppy.”

Finally, the young woman shook herself free of enthrallment and drew her spine straight before responding, “Thank you, Danev, my name is Nastia, and I agree about the puppy. However, how does one go about training a puppy?”
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Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!
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