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Chapter One

The waves of heat off the forge were suffocating, but Olin was well used to the sensation and had a smile on his face, even though his arms  ached  and  he  had  a  sheen  of  bright  sweat  covering  his muscled  body.    The  loud  strikes  of  metal  on  metal  reverberated  as he held the cast iron tongs in his left hand to secure the cherry red steel, and as the hammer in his right hand fell over and over in quick succession.  It  was  an  almost  Zen-like  experience  for  the  eighteen-year-old journeyman blacksmith. 

It’d  been  a  long  time  coming,  he’d  managed  to  apprentice himself  to  the  blacksmith  four  years  ago.    Apprentices  got  to  do  all the busy work, heating the forge, watching the master, keeping the place  stocked  with  quenching  oil  and  generally  learning  all  the secrets of the trade, from the best color of red to work the steel, to the correct tones the metal made while being pounded. 

He’d  learned  how  to  mix  the  iron  for  the  strongest  steel swords  and  daggers,  shields  and  armor,  and  many  other  small details  required  by  the  art  which  the  average  person  in  Bayside village  knew  nothing  about.    The  secrets  of  the  tradecraft  that separated a dabbler from a true master smith. 

Two  days  ago,  his  master  smith  had  declared  him  barely adequate to advance to journeyman, and he’d gotten started on his first  sword.    He’d  made  knives  before,  simple  things,  horseshoes, nails, hoes and other farming implements.  This would be his first full sized  weapon,  and  it  was  also  the  first  time  he’d  be  marking  a creation of his with his chosen mark as a blacksmith. 

A blacksmith’s mark was something earned at the journeyman level, and only put on swords, armor, and daggers. 

He’d built the striker for that mark over the last year.  A small metal  rod,  with  an  elaborate  design  on  the  end  of  it.    During  the

finishing touches to the sword, he’d place the design end against the sword  blade,  hammer  the  end  of  the  rod,  and  the  sword  while  still malleable would be slightly indented in that design.  His master had suggested he choose a simpler mark for his swords given the days of  painstaking  work  he’d  put  into  it,  but  his  dedication  and imagination had pushed him to create that mold the liquid metal had filled in to form the rod. 

The  mark  itself  had  a  starburst  pattern  in  the  middle  of  it, surrounded by four other odd symbols, usually a maker’s mark was one   symbol,  not  five  tiny  ones  combined.    The  other  four  symbols spoke  to  him  though,  of  sharpness,  durability,  speed,  and  strength, while the starburst pattern spoke of a joining of those four.  Perhaps it was merely superstition, but Olin hadn’t given up on it. 

He  cut  no  corners,  and  he  poured  his  heart  into  each  and every exacting detail of the process.  He knew this first sword would make  or  break  his  reputation.    A  shoddy  sword  with  his  chosen symbol  on  it  would  mark  him  as  a  poor  blacksmith  to  anyone  that saw it.  More than that though, his heart and mind wanted to make the  best  sword  possible,  and  he  didn’t  begrudge  the  attention  to detail or the backbreaking work to get it done.  No, if anything being a blacksmith was a passion, a way of life for him, and he took pride and care in each stroke of the hammer. 

He needed it to be something he could be proud of having his mark on. 

He  paused  for  a  moment,  the  last  strike  of  the  hammer  the sound  was  off,  so  he  put  the  lump  of  metal  being  shaped  into  a sabre back into the fire and moved to pump the bellows and add new coal.    The  sword  was  almost  finished,  at  least  being  shaped,  he’d still need to temper it, sharpen it, polish it, and wrap the pommel. 

He  reached  out  with  his  left  hand,  and  he  dipped  the  cup there  into  a  bucket  of  water,  and  he  drank  his  fill.    A  blacksmith’s shop  was  a  hot  place  to  work,  and  drinking  enough  water  was paramount  to  the  craft  and  keeping  up  his  energy.    A  small  detail he’d  only  skipped  once  as  an  apprentice,  he’d  never  make  that mistake again. 

Olin was six foot two, and had a wiry and quite defined body, being  a  blacksmith  certainly  led  to  having  a  healthy  body.    He  had

short brown hair, hazel eyes, and a naturally light tanned skin. 

He grimaced as his stomach gurgled, it was past dinnertime, but he didn’t want to quit until it was done.  The steel had regained the  perfect  cherry  glow  he  needed,  and  he  lifted  the  tongs  and hammer and got back to work.  The rhythm of the strikes soothed his need,  despite  the  pain  in  his  arms,  and  less  than  an  hour  later  the sword was finished. 

He lifted it with the tongs and dipped it into the oil, a loud hiss filled the room as the metal was quickly cooled.  He lifted it out and dipped it into the water barrel next, to leach off the rest of the heat. 

He looked over at the grinding wheel, but he thought better of it.  He was  tired,  hungry,  and  was  loath  to  make  a  mistake.    Even  the greatest  care  and  will  toward  detail  could  be  overcome  by  a  tired mind. 

He could finish it tomorrow. 

That  first  sword  would  be  his  to  keep,  and  to  display  in  the front  of  the  store.    He’d  earned  the  materials  as  part  of  his apprenticeship along with the knowledge, food, and a place to lie his head at night, in trade of his hard labor the last three years. 

It would be more than just an advertising piece as well, but for protection.  While most in the Kingdom of Reton were lawful, there were  bandits  and  thieves  about  at  times,  and  a  blacksmith’s  shop was full of valuable merchandise and tools of the trade.  He’d not just learned forging the last three years, Master Cain had also taught him how  to  fight  with  weapons.    Not  like  a  true  sword  master  in  the military of course, but he knew enough to put down common rabble should they get up to mischief in their town. 

He  moved  into  the  back  room  of  the  shop,  which  was  well ventilated and much cooler than the forge room, and he filled the tub with water from a basin that was flush with the back of the forge.  Hot water filled the tub, and he stripped out of his sweat soaked clothes and  slipped  into  the  hot  water.    It  helped  to  relax  the  hard-worked muscles, and of course he picked up the cake of soap and washed up. 

Ten minutes later, he felt much better, and cleaner, as he left the back of the shop and entered the house.  The house was modest but  nicer  than  most  in  the  small  village  of  Bayside.    He  was

fortunate, most apprentices lived in the back of the forge room on a small cot with a bucket to clean up with.  His master was generous, and as they had three bedrooms he’d been invited into the house as a young man. 

Blacksmiths,  while  not  the  wealthiest  of  merchants,  did  very well.    The  entry  and  living  room  had  large  windows,  and  well-built chairs  from  the  carpenter  down  the  street.    Oil  lamps  hung  on  wall hooks,  and  there  was  even  a  small  bookshelf  on  the  wall,  with  a handful of books he’d read more than once. 

He moved through the room barely looking, and straight into the kitchen with sustenance on his mind.  The table was bare, save a single  plate  with  cold  food,  he  must’ve  worked  later  than  he’d thought  he  had,  since  the  blacksmith  and  his  family  had  eaten already.  He was sure to catch a reproving look for that, if not harsh words, in the morning. 

He’d just started to eat when Celane walked in, and she gave him a small but not cruel smirk.  She was a year younger than him at seventeen, and quite attractive in his opinion, but also the master’s daughter.    She  had  light  blonde  hair,  warm  gray  eyes,  high  soft cheekbones, and lovely fair skin.  More importantly, she was a good woman, there was no cruelty in her nature that he’d ever seen. 

They  had  somewhat  of  an  understanding,  but  it  was complicated,  and  he’d  never  even  tasted  her  full  tempting  lips despite playing out that scenario in his mind more than once.  Their society had strict courting rules, and he cared about her too much to damage her reputation, even if she was rather tempting at times.  He couldn’t ask for her hand until he had money of his own to build them a home nearby.  As a journeyman, he could start earning coin, and that wait wouldn’t be much longer. 

After  a  season’s  work,  he’d  have  more  than  enough  to  start laying a foundation. 

“Olin,  I  was  beginning  to  think  you’d  left  us,”  she  teased pointedly. 

He chuckled, “Sorry, Celane.  Got a little caught up…” 

She interrupted playfully, “In your first sword ever, I get it.” 

“I missed you?” he teased back. 

In a way, she wasn’t ever very far from his thoughts, but when he was forging it was with focus, discipline, and a singlemindedness similar  to  a  hunter’s  focus  while  chasing  his  or  her  quarry. 

Daydreaming  about  Celane’s  soft  and  alluring  curves,  and  the mysteries under her dress while forging would only get him burned. 

She giggled, “Liar.  Less silver-tongued talk, more eating.” 

He grinned, but he also started to eat. 

She sat down across from him with a relaxed smile, he wasn’t sure where his master Cain and his wife Evelyn were, but he didn’t sense them in the house.  There was a trust in that, which he’d never betray,  they’d  treated  him  like  family  from  the  start,  and  he’d  be forever grateful to that.  He could still remember the time before he’d turned fourteen and talked an irascible Cain into taking him on as an apprentice. 

“What did I miss, that your parents aren’t home?” 

She  grimaced,  “Mages  are  in  town,  at  the  inn.    They  were summoned, I expect they’ll want weapons made.” 

Mages  weren’t  all  that  trusted  by  the  common  folk  in  the kingdom.  However, true incidents were exceedingly rare, the mages worked  directly  for  the  king,  and  mages  who  abused  their  power weren’t  tolerated.    It  was  far  more  likely  they’d  have  trouble  with another  commoner  than  with  a  mage.    Despite  that,  mages  were avoided  whenever  possible  for  good  reason.    He  knew  if  a  mage decided to kill him, for whatever reason, he’d be dead.  A commoner had no chance in a fair fight against a mage, of any discipline.  It was that  nebulous  fear  more  than  anything  real  that  led  to  that  distrust and  wariness  in  commoners,  yet  even  knowing  the  source  of  that illogical fear didn’t make Olin immune to it himself. 

After all, that same fear should apply to the king’s soldiers, a normal man on the street had very little chance to defend against a man armed and armored, but it didn’t. 

“Do you know what kind?” 

He  was  just  a  little  curious.    There  were  seven  types  of mages,  seven  guilds.    Every  mage  had  a  specialty.    The  most common were the four elements, water, earth, air, and fire.  Although rarer,  there  were  still  plenty  of  life  and  death  mages.    The  rarest mages were the rune mages, the seventh guild.  There weren’t more

than  a  couple  of  handfuls  of  rune  mages  currently  known  in  the kingdom. 

She shook her head, “No.  Life mage seems likely, if they’re looking for a blacksmith to make weapons.” 

Life mages made good healers, and they often were healers, but  they  were  also  powerful  warriors.    They  could  not  only  heal sickness  or  trauma,  they  could  enhance  their  bodies  with  their magic, giving them more speed, accuracy, and strength, which made them  absolutely  deadly  with  any  weapon,  or  even  just  hands  and feet.    They  could  also  weaken  their  foes  with  a  well-cast  spell,  or simply ensure their garden was healthy. 

It wasn’t something he thought about all that much though, it was just what it was.  A mage of one of the four elements could be a swordsman  or  swordswoman  too,  but  at  no  greater  a  proficiency than  a  commoner,  so  most  of  those  didn’t  bother.    Their  whole advantage was in throwing around their element using spells. 

Death  mages  freaked  him  out  a  bit,  but  they  were  no  less respected than the others, as they had the power to talk to the dead, raise and control zombies, and other things. 

Rune  mages  were  the  most  diverse,  they  could  create  rune spells in any of the other six spheres, but in a way, they were also the weakest as a result.  They couldn’t cast spells at all, they could only  power  runes.    If  they  didn’t  have  an  object  with  a  rune  to  do something  they  needed  to  do,  they  couldn’t  do  it.    A  rune  mage stripped  of  their  items  would  be  helpless,  but  a  naked  fire  mage could still roast an enemy with a few words and gestures. 

“You’re probably right.” 

He  finished  up  dinner,  and  a  warm  lassitude  from  the  full stomach and warm fire in the cast iron stove stole his wakefulness. 

He  spent  a  little  more  time  talking  with  Celane,  but  in  the  end  he decided finding out what kind of deal Cain had made and the work ahead of them could wait until the morning.  He said goodnight, and he made his way to his bedroom. 

There  was  a  simple  palette  with  bed  linens  in  the  corner,  a small  lockbox  he’d  built  last  season  in  anticipation  of  the  time  he’d start  earning  coin.    There  was  also  a  small  wardrobe  with  a  few changes of clothes, and a small table with a candle.  It wasn’t much, 

but it was home, and enough.  He estimated it would take a couple of seasons, before he could start on his own house, and ask Cain for his daughter’s hand. 

It  wasn’t  much,  but  it  was  more  than  enough  at  the  same time.  He loved the work, the satisfaction at making something on the forge,  and  his  place  in  the  family  and  the  village  was  almost assured.  One day he’d inherit the forge, when Cain retired, and he’d truly be part of the family soon. 

Life was hard, but it was good, and he was more than content with his lot, gained through hard work and the sweat of his brow. 

Chapter Two

“Good morning, master.” 

Cain replied, “Olin, nice work so far.  I’ll need to use the forge today.  Thanks for getting it ready.” 

He may have been a journeyman at that point, but he saw no reason  at  all  not  to  continue  to  get  the  forge  ready  for  work  every morning.  He wasn’t an apprentice, but Cain was most certainly still his master, and the master smith in the family.  It’d take him years as a  journeyman  before  he  was  declared  a  master  smith.  Although  it was mostly practice to gain experience and to show competency to gain  that  appellation,  strictly  speaking  his  learning  days  as  far  as knowledge were behind him. 

He nodded, “Of course, master.  I won’t need it until later, and even then, just to temper the blade.” 

There was only one anvil, but his master working on a project wouldn’t stop him from using the second set of tongs just to heat and cool his sword a few times.  As it was, he needed to use the grinding wheel  to  sharpen  the  relatively  dull  edges  and  remove  any  small imperfections before doing that, so he grabbed the sword and sat at the wheel.  His legs started to pump the pedals that turned the stone wheel. 

“What are you working on?” 

Cain replied, “A sword and dagger, for a new life mage.  A slip of a girl named Caley.  She hasn’t even been to the capital guild yet, some peacock life mage named Neal is escorting her there.” 

He snickered, then refocused before he started to grind off the least imperfection on his first sabre.  The guilds had a shared small building in every village in Reton, but their major guild home was in the capital city where the king ruled from, Highspire.  All seven of the guilds  had  a  vast  common  rounded  building,  where  food,  supplies, 

workrooms, and the libraries for their arts were.  There were seven towers  evenly  spaced  around  the  large  round  building,  which  held the living areas for the members of the seven guilds.  He wasn’t sure why they were kept separate like that, but they were. 

“Pretty feathers?” 

Cain  snorted,  “Like  you  wouldn’t  believe,  the  idiot  obviously sculpted himself with magic.  He doesn’t even look real.  He’s prettier than Evelyn for goodness sake.” 

Obviously,  what  was  said  in  the  forge  room,  stayed  in  the forge room.  It wasn’t wise to disrespect a mage.  Nor was it wise to tell a wife a male mage was prettier.  He snickered, then he laughed rather  hard,  carefully  holding  the  sword  away  from  the  grind  stone until he got control of himself. 

He  pushed  the  visual  that  brought  up  in  his  head  away,  and then  got  to  work  on  his  sword  again.    It  took  a  few  hours  of painstaking  work  in  detail,  but  he  was  finally  satisfied  with  it,  and walked over and placed it in the fire.  After being tempered for most of the rest of the day, he’d sharpen it once more, attach the hilt for fine balance, do some stress tests to make sure it tempered correctly and  would  bend  but  not  break,  and  then  finally  stamp  his  mark  on the base of the blade. 

The two of them had been together for over three years, and they worked almost as one in the relatively small forge, not getting in each  other’s  way.    He  filled  up  the  quiet  parts  by  doing  some  prep work  for  his  master,  as  he’d  always  done  in  the  past.    That  didn’t change, but the fact that he’d be earning money for his labor was a new concept for him. 

At the end of the day, the sword looked just about perfect, and to his relief it didn’t break when put into the vise and stress tested.  It was  thirty-three  and  a  half  inches  long  of  shining  steel,  the  perfect size for his height, for a sabre anyway.  It was light, compared to a hammer, but it definitely had some weight.  He’d be very fast with it, if  the  occasion  to  fight  ever  arose.    Much  faster  than  with  a longsword,  which  was  important.    If  he  ever  needed  to  defend  his life, it wasn’t as if he wore armor, which meant he needed to be light and nimble. 

The grip was perfect for his hands after wrapping the pommel, and  it  felt  perfectly  balanced.    It  was  just  a  sword,  but  he  couldn’t help the pride he felt at the accomplishment, and it was his to keep. 

It  wasn’t  until  then  that  he  realized  how  hard  it  would  be  to part  with  his  work.  The  next  sword  he  poured  his  heart  and  talent into would be sold.  He heated up the striker rod with the design on it, and held it with the tongs over the sword, and after a few seconds he hit it hard with the hammer, once, twice, then a third time. 

When he pulled the rod away, the sword was slightly indented in  that  area  in  the  shape  of  his  mark.    It  was  subtle,  easily  missed with casual inspection, but also easy enough to make out if someone were looking for it. 

Cain  grabbed  it  before  Olin  could,  and  he  lifted  it  up.    The older man swung it a few times, then smiled. 

“A master worthy work, you just need to work on your speed, without sacrificing quality.” 

He nodded, he knew it’d take him two days to duplicate what he’d  done  in  three,  and  probably  while  working  on  a  few  other projects  at  the  same  time.    Still,  he  also  knew  a  lot  of  that  was strength.    He  was  toned,  in  shape,  even  ripped,  but  he  wasn’t  as strong  as  his  master  was  yet.    It  took  him  more  strikes  of  the hammer  to  do  the  same  job,  and  that  gap  would  slowly  close  over time. 

Cain twisted it in his hand, and he held it out to Olin. 

He  took  it  with  almost  a  reverence,  which  he  knew  was probably ridiculous, but he felt almost overwhelmed in that moment at both his accomplishment and at Cain’s obvious approval.  It was also the moment when his life would change, forever. 

It  was  his  first  time  touching  the  weapon  since  putting  his mark  on  the  sword,  and  he  felt  something  stir  inside  of  him  as  he admired  the  blade,  and  more  specifically,  the  strange  beauty  and balance  of  his  chosen  creator’s  mark  indelibly  stamped  into  the blade.  It was warmth rising in his chest, a bright warmth, at first.  It overflowed  in  his  chest,  and  he  felt  it  move  down  into  his  four extremities and then out of his right hand into the sword itself. 

He felt awe, but also terror, as he had no idea what it was.  It also started to hurt, to burn, as the warm flow gradually turned into a

torrent of heat that felt like it seared his body from head to toe, and the  heat  was  ripped  out  of  his  body  as  the  sword  started  to  glow faintly, and his mark on the sword glowed brightly.  It was physically painful, and he felt like his very life was being torn from his body. 

The sensation of seemingly having his life ripped out became too  much,  and  he  screamed  in  pain.    Then  mercifully,  the  pain ended, and he passed out cold. 

He  woke  up  feeling  rejuvenated,  and  he  was  in  a  small strange  room  he’d  never  been  in  before.    The  room  had  two  lit  oil lanterns on the night tables, and in the corner was a backpack that looked  half  full  with  his  sword  leaning  against  it.    He  shuddered  at the remembered pain, and he wondered if he’d ever have the guts to touch his sword again. 

“Hello?”  he  said  in  a  raspy  voice  that  didn’t  carry,  but  then tried again and it came out stronger. 

The  door  opened,  and  two  people  walked  in  that  he’d  never seen  before,  yet  he  recognized  who  they  must  be  by  their  clothes and  his  master’s  vague  description  earlier.    The  first  was  obviously the life mage, and he looked handsome to the point of being pretty, his  face  and  complexion  too  perfect,  the  muscles  in  his  arms  too defined  to  be  natural.    He  was  six  feet  tall,  and  he  wore  the  white robes  of  a  life  mage.    He  had  medium  brown  hair,  and  his  brown eyes held both concern and suspicion. 

The  second  person  was  obviously  the  new  mage,  an apprentice life mage.  She wore commoner clothes as he did.  She was at most five foot one, petite, and he guessed she must’ve been at least sixteen even if she looked younger.  She had reddish brown hair,  and  light  liquid  brown  eyes  that  held  both  concern  and  a tentative kindness in them. 

“What happened?  Why am I here, where is my family?” 

He blushed, at the quick-fire questions, but he was worried. 

Why  weren’t  they  there,  and  why  was  he  in  this  strange  place  with two life mages? 

The  mage  replied,  “I’m  Life  mage  Neal,  this  is  apprentice Caley.    What  happened  is  you  almost  killed  yourself,  if  we  hadn’t

been in town and brought to you quickly, you  would  have died.  What you did was extremely foolish.” 

I  shook  my  head,  “And  inadvertent.    I  still  don’t  know  what happened, or why, but I thank you for my life, Mage Neal.” 

Caley said, “You’re a rune mage, well, an apprentice.” 

He frowned, “I’m a blacksmith.” 

Caley said sadly, “Not anymore you aren’t, no more than I’m a farmer.” 

His mind froze as it sunk in.  It was the law, he had magic, he had to swear fealty to the guild he belonged to, and to the king.  It was  kingdom  law,  independent  mages  weren’t  allowed,  and  magic wasn’t  allowed  to  go  to  waste.    It  was  also  incredibly  dangerous  to dabble in magic, without proper education. 

“My  master?”  his  tongue  froze  and  wouldn’t  utter  his  real question, where was Celane?  She normally doted on him if he was injured, that she wasn’t here…

Neal replied arrogantly, “No longer your master.  Your old life is over, you’re a mage.  Or you will be one, if you don’t do anything stupid again and get yourself killed before I can get you to the city.” 

His  mind  went  in  circles.  Celane  was  more  afraid  of  mages than most, did she fear him now?  Or had she just been told to stay away?  Did it matter?  Her opinion wouldn’t matter at all, if his master had turned against him.  His mind broke down in confusion, and his stomach turned, as he realized all his effort of the last six years and his life plans had just been wasted. 

“Just… what did I do?” 

Neal peered at him suspiciously, as if he should know exactly what he did, “Where did you learn those runes?” 

“Runes?” 

Caley said, “The ones on your sword.” 

He  frowned,  “That’s  the  personal  mark  I  designed,  to  stamp on my work.” 

Neal  said  in  disbelief,  “Designed?    Are  you  sure  you  didn’t design them out of a book, or some other lore?” 

He  shook  his  head,  “I  don’t  think  so.    What  happened?”  he asked a little more forcefully. 

Neal  sighed,  “Magic  takes  control  and  discipline.    One,  you didn’t  control  or  channel  your  power  correctly,  which  harmed  your body.  Secondly, magic is like a muscle.  It gets stronger as you work it, and it will grow weaker if you neglect to practice.  Your magic is never  weaker  than  the  first  time  you  use  it,  and  you  tried  to  power five runes at the same time.  It would be like a new born colt trying to run  all  day,  it  would  die  of  exhaustion.    One  day,  you’ll  be  able  to power your sword’s full potential, but not for a long time.” 

“Full potential?” 

Neal  rolled  his  eyes,  “Are  you  going  to  persist  in  pretending this ignorance?  Yes, you should be strong enough to power one or maybe two of the runes, for a short time.  Do you even know what they do?” 

He blushed, “I’m not sure.” 

He  had  an  instinctive  idea,  joining  of  purpose,  durability  and sharpness for the sword, and speed and strength for the wielder, at least that was the impression the symbols had given him that made up his mark.  But he also got the impression from Neal that people didn’t  just  make  up  runes,  not  even  rune  mages.    They  had  to  be learned.  Which was probably why he was so suspicious, what was the  chances  on  him  stumbling  onto  five  working  runes,  of  his  own design? 

At  Neal’s  glare,  he  clarified,  “The  second  one,  I’m  not  sure what the runes do.  I didn’t even know I was a mage, I neither knew what was happening, nor could I have controlled it because of that. 

Will you explain?” 

Neal  shook  his  head,  “There  will  be  classes,  Mistress Cassandra will teach you, as head of the runic guild.  I’d suggest you don’t even try again until you’ve received proper instruction on how to channel your magic without harm.” 

He  blushed,  “I  didn’t  try  the  first  time,  what  if  it  just  happens again?” 

Neal snorted, “Magic doesn’t just happen, you have to evoke it  within  you.    What  were  you  thinking  and  feeling  when  it happened?” 

He thought about that for a second. 

“I was admiring the symbols that make up my mark, I guess they’re  runes.    I’d  put  a  lot  of  work  into  it,  there  was  satisfaction, pride, and a feeling of accomplishment.” 

Neal  sighed  long-sufferingly,  “Emotions  are  a  common  first trigger, though a bad way to wield magic, as you’ve just discovered the hard way.  As long as you don’t stare at the runes while admiring the sword and patting yourself on the back, it should be safe enough to  wield  if  we  get  into  trouble  on  the  way  to  the  capital.    That  still doesn’t explain how you built five workable runes.  If they’d had the slightest flaw in them, you’d have burned up, just like the wrong word or  gesture  for  the  other  mage  disciplines  can  have  horrific consequences.” 

He said plaintively, “I can’t explain that, all I can say is that I swear  I  didn’t  know  what  they  truly  were  or  what  I  was,  am,”  then asked, “Has anyone tried to come see me?” 

The instant look of pity and compassion on Caley’s face and in her eyes told him all he needed to know.  He suspected she may have  been  rejected  by  her  family  as  well,  as  soon  as  she  did whatever she did that identified her as a mage. 

He changed the subject, the idea of his lovely Celane fearing him  turned  his  stomach,  and  it  caused  physical  pain  in  his  chest. 

He’d lost more than a trade that day, he’d lost the woman he’d been counting on spending his life with. 

“Is that why rune mages are so rare?” 

“Explain,” Neal said. 

He  shrugged,  “Other  mages  can  cast  wild  magics  if  their emotions get the best of them, that’s usually how they’re identified, right?    A  rune  mage  can’t  do  anything  with  magic,  unless  they’re touching a rune.  How many people walk around with runes in their hands, much less when they’re feeling emotional?” 

Neal nodded, “It’s not proven of course, but that’s one theory that’s been talked about.  That there are more rune mages, as many as the other disciplines, but that they’re just much harder to identify because their magic is quiescent without a rune to power, no matter how upset they get.” 

“So, what now?” 

Neal said, “Rest for today, you can get out of bed tomorrow, and pick up supplies for your trip.  We leave the day after, once your old master finishes the sword and dagger for Caley.  I trust you know how to ride?” 

He blushed again, he needed to stop doing that. 

“I  can  ride,  but  I  don’t  have  any  coin,  I  was  only  recently raised to journeyman status.” 

It  wouldn’t  cost  much,  he  already  had  clothes,  a  backpack, and a weapon.  He imagined his old family had also packed his soap and other personal hygiene stuff.  He’d just need enough food, and perhaps a fire-starter, a tent, and some bedding.  All that would be less than a silver, but the horse, saddle, and tack would cost at least a gold piece, he’d never owned that much coin in his life. 

Neal  waved  that  away,  “I  have  it  covered.  Your  guild  will recompense  the  life  guild  when  we  arrive  at  the  main  guildhall  in Highspire.    The  guild  covers  any  reasonable  expenses  for  their mages, as well as a monthly disbursement.  We’re required to work for the king, but we’re hardly slaves.” 

His mind and emotions didn’t like that, he wanted to reject it all  and  go  back  home,  but  deep  in  his  heart  he  already  knew  it wasn’t  an  option,  even  if  he  hadn’t  accepted  it  yet.    Even  if  his  old master,  Evelyn,  and  Celane  would  still  welcome  him,  and  not  fear him, which was doubtful, the law of the land left him no choice in any of it. 

In  short,  he  was  screwed  by  circumstance.    Perhaps  it  was even a good thing, and it would lead to an amazing life.  Magic was fascinating, just as intriguing as it was frightening, but it hadn’t been in  his  plans.    He’d  give  it  up  in  a  second,  for  a  lifetime  with  the woman he’d grown to love. 

Still, his heart would be lighter, if it was true anyway, perhaps he would try to say goodbye and thank them on the morrow.  If they spurned him it would hurt, but it was better to know than not. 

Perhaps  his  training  wouldn’t  entirely  go  to  waste  though, surely  blacksmithing  would  come  in  handy  when  it  came  time  to inscribe runes in metal.  He knew rumors, but very little else on how it worked, and after that day’s painful experience he was in no hurry

to  experiment.    Still,  logically  speaking  metal  had  to  be  the  best medium, because a damaged rune could kill a rune mage. 

Though,  he  was  very  curious  about  one  thing.    How   had   he done it, made five perfect runes, and why was he so sure what they meant?  He couldn’t be positive, in his head, but in his heart, he was sure  what  those  runes  did.    He’d  painstakingly  built  those  symbols into  his  maker’s  mark,  those   runes   he  mentally  corrected  himself, and they’d spoken to him of their purpose in his heart. 

He  kept  that  little  tidbit  to  himself,  apparently  that  was impossible.    But  then,  if  it  was  impossible,  how  were  the  runes initially discovered in the first place? 

He  felt  surprisingly  exhausted  after  that  relatively  short conversation,  and  Neal  and  Caley  left  him  be  in  the  room,  so  he could get some more rest. 

Chapter Three

He’d  put  it  off  as  long  as  possible.    He  wasn’t  sure  if  he  could stomach being brushed off by the people that he’d grown to consider his family with fear, but it was time to find out.  He’d rested all day yesterday, and today he’d done what little shopping he’d needed to get  done  for  a  trip,  Neal  as  promised  had  covered  all  of  it  without complaint. 

As  he’d  suspected,  almost  everything  he  needed  for  himself had been in the pack, he’d just needed to pick up things for the trail. 

The  distance  to  the  capital  was  at  least  a  week  on  the  road  by horseback,  and  there  was  only  one  other  village  between  Bayside and the capital city of Highspire. 

He  felt  more  than  a  bit  nervous  and  awkward  as  he approached the blacksmith’s forge, a place he’d been so comfortable in just two days ago, a place that had held the keys to his future, but no  longer.    He  took  a  deep  breath,  and  he  walked  into  the  public front room of the store which had various wares on display, a longing to turn back from this new unwanted future overwhelmed him, but he pushed it down. 

Cain called out, “Just a minute!” 

He didn’t have a choice, and he did his best to push down the anger  that  rose  in  response  to  that.    It  wasn’t  anyone’s  fault,  not even really his own, just an accident of birth.  Perhaps the king’s, for forcing  mages  to  work  for  him,  but  blaming  the  king  would  be madness  and  just  end  with  death.    Regardless,  he’d  decided  to approach  his  former  master  first,  if  Cain  rejected  him  forcefully,  he might not even get to say goodbye to Celane and Evelyn. 

The  normally  soothing  sound  of  the  forge  seemed  harsher today, the bang of the hammer on metal ominous, but he knew that was just his fear talking. 

Cain  walked  out,  and  he  faltered  as  he  saw  who  was  in  his store.  His face shuttered, as he looked over Olin. 

Olin  said,  “Master,  I’ve  come  to  take  my  leave,  and  to apologize.  I had no idea what I was, what rested within me.  I will miss this place, and especially the people in it.” 

It took a lot of courage to get that out, especially in the face of Cain’s distantly wary look.  That look hurt more than he expected it to, Cain had been the only father he’d ever known, even if in truth he was just master to his apprentice. 

Cain  replied  mechanically,  “I  am  glad  you’re  well,  and  I  wish you  success  in  your  new  life.    Though  I  am  disappointed  this happened, I do not hold you to blame.” 

He nodded, “Thank you.  May I take my leave of Celane and Evelyn?” 

A look of regret entered Cain’s eyes, and maybe a little fear. 

He hated to see that second one almost as much as the first, his old master  was  afraid  to  tell  him  no,  but  it  was  more  than  obvious  he was about to anyway. 

Cain replied cautiously, “You know how Celane fears mages, she  is…  distraught.    She  does  not  wish  to  see  you,  perhaps sometime in the future if you’re ever in the area.” 

“How  will  time  help?”  he  asked  in  disbelief.    He’d  still  be  a mage after all. 

Cain  said,  “I’m  not  blind  boy,  and  I  knew  of  your  plans together.  There is no one to blame in this, but she’s distraught and not  thinking  clearly.    In  time  she  might  see  the  truth,  but  right  now she blames and fears you, feels betrayed by you.” 

He sighed.  That was probably right, but what was the point of ever  coming  back?    Even  if  she  could  come  to  terms  with  the misplaced blame, he would always be what she feared most in this life. 

He nodded, “Be well, and thank you for everything.” 

Cain just nodded. 

He turned, and he fled the store at a walk.  As he’d feared, his old life was ashes, the bridge was burned.  Not that it mattered, the only way for him now was forward into this new life he didn’t really

want.  Sure, the idea of learning magic was somewhat appealing, but it paled in comparison to his broken dreams. 

The  next  morning,  he  and  Caley  saddled  the  horses  and secured  the  saddlebags  while  Neal  went  to  the  blacksmith  shop  to pick up Caley’s sword and dagger.  He had no wish to see Cain one more  time,  it  would  just  worsen  his  mood,  and  put  a  pall  on  the journey. 

He felt betrayed by the bright warm sunlight and the morning calls of the birds, in his heart it was raining.  He also knew he had to fight that, his life wasn’t ending, and if he wanted to fit into his new world, he could hardly afford to alienate his new peers.  He wasn’t a dour  man  by  nature,  but  it  wasn’t  easy  with  his  whole  world  turned upside down. 

He  had  on  leather  breaches,  and  a  brown  tunic.    His  sword was strapped to the outside of the saddle bags on his palfrey, but he had  a  simple  hunting  knife  on  his  belt.    The  sword  was  easily accessible even on horseback from where it was. 

Caley asked, “Want to talk about it?” 

He shook his head, “No.” 

Caley’s  face  fell  at  his  terse  response,  and  he  felt  a  stab  of guilt.  She was a petite pixy of a young woman at sixteen, just two years younger than he was. 

He  added,  “Not  right  now  anyway,  it’s  too  fresh.    I  had  my whole life planned out, I don’t even know where to start.  I’d like the company and conversation though, what’s your story?” 

Caley smiled, “My story?” 

He nodded, “How did you find out what you are, and how do you feel about it, if it’s not impertinent to ask.” 

She laughed, “No, it’s a fair question, considering what I just asked  you,  even  if  you  didn’t  answer.    Actually,  my  father  and  I expected me to be a mage.  My mother was.” 

“She was?  I’m sorry for your loss.” 

Caley waved that away, “I hardly remember her, she died on a mission for the king when I was only two.  Mages and their spouses are  allowed  to  live  in  the  tower,  be  they  mages  or  not.    My  father

wasn’t, so when he was paid the death stipend, he left the tower and used it to start a farm not more than a few leagues from here. 

“It  was  almost  a  month  ago  now  that  my  magic  appeared, though my father feared it, in truth I longed for it.  But, it wasn’t until one  of  our  horses  were  foaling  and  ran  into  trouble,  that  my  magic deigned to show itself.  I even managed to control it enough to heal the  horse,  although  my  hands  were  badly  burned.    I  have  a  lot  to learn just as you do, my father wouldn’t tell me how magic works, or at least what things he’d picked up about it from living in the guild.” 

He  smiled,  even  if  it  was  a  bit  forced,  sometimes  the  effort counted. 

“I’m happy for you.” 

She asked bluntly, “Are you afraid of magic, your own magic?” 

He  chuckled,  “A  little  wary,  it  almost  killed  me  after  all,  but  I imagine that will go away when I learn how to channel it correctly? 

No, my mood isn’t about the magic, or where we’re going even, it’s about what the magic is taking me away from.  I’m trying to keep an open mind about this new life.” 

She nodded in understanding. 

He asked, “Your father didn’t want this?” 

She shook her head, “He doesn’t hate magic or anything, and he wishes the best for me.  He just fears I will end up dead on some mission,  like  my  mother.    Reton,  we  do  have  our  fair  share  of enemies.” 

That was true enough, there was the Dreston Kingdom to the east,  and  the  Vemor  Empire  to  the  south.    The  north  and  west  of Reton  were  both  bordered  by  the  great  ocean,  and  although  they had no enemies out there, just trading partners, it wouldn’t be out of the question for that to change. 

“Do  you  know  anything  about  the  towers,  or  the  common building?  All I know is the rumors, the mages work for the king, and magic is terrifying.” 

She giggled, “Do I look terrifying?” 

Adorable came to mind, but there was no way he was going to say that. 

He  laughed,  “I  just  meant,  I  know  you  don’t  have  answers about the magic, but I thought your father might’ve told stories about

the  tower.    Do  the  guilds  get  along?    Why  are  they  separated?    I could  use  a  friend  and  ally  in  this  new  life,  but  will  I  ever  see  you again once we get where we’re going?” 

She looked startled for a second, then laughed. 

“You’re a rather blunt person, aren’t you?” 

He  shrugged  sheepishly,  “Blacksmith.    We  tend  to  hammer things into submission.  On the good side, I’m a hard worker.” 

She wagged a finger at him, “Rune Mage.” 

He sighed, “How about both?  I expect my trade will give me an  advantage,  especially  as  a  rune  mage,  even  if  I  only  ever  work metal for myself in the future.” 

She  smirked,  “Fine,  you  win.    I’m  not  really  sure  what  the underlying reasons are, but it’s true we’ll be in separate towers for all but joint classes and learning.  And perhaps missions.  Our towers have  separate  living  spaces  and  even  kitchens  for  meals.    Even  in the main building, our libraries are segregated, and our towers have places  to  relax.    However,  I  don’t  think  there’s  a  prohibition  for getting together with someone outside your tower for a trip into the city, or some other thing. 

“Still,  the  way  it’s  set  up,  we’re  more  likely  to  grow  closer  to people in our own tower.” 

He just nodded. 

She added, “There’s also somewhat of a competition between towers,  but  it’s  a  friendly  one  from  what  I  understand,  unless  that’s changed in the last fourteen years.” 

“Competition?” 

She smirked, “Yup, you may face me one day in a contest of arms.  Intimidated?” 

He laughed, “Yes?” 

She shook her head, “You shouldn’t be, you do know two of those runes on your sword are life mage spells, don’t you?” 

Now  that  she  mentioned  it,  the  speed  and  strength  runes would  be  considered  life  magic,  as  it  enhanced  the  wielder, assuming they had rune magic.  The sword wouldn’t work for anyone else,  since  runes  were  spells,  not  enchantments.    The  other  two would probably be earth magic, as they would keep the sword razor sharp, and from breaking. 

“Why do we compete?” 

Neal’s  voice  interrupted  before  she  could  answer,  “Practice. 

Our enemies have mages too, and it gives all of us a good idea what it will be like to face someone of the other six magical disciplines and to come up with countering tactics specific to the threat.  The arena is  spelled  to  ensure  no  deaths  occur,  it’s  safe  enough.    Of  course, without danger, there are other incentives outside of bragging rights. 

The  best  ten  mages  out  of  the  challenges  earn  the  honor  of protecting the royal family for a month, until the next challenge which happens every month. 

“Beyond that, it’s used to gauge the effectiveness of a mage for  particular  missions,  when  the  king  has  a  request  the  master mages  of  our  towers  need  to  know  who  is  best  to  fill  that  role.    Of course,  you  won’t  be  going  on  any  missions  until  after  you’ve completed  your  apprenticeship  and  earned  the  title  of  mage.    Not incidentally, how well you handle yourself in the arena is one of the measures  of  that  advancement,  as  is  how  many  spells  you  can successfully cast and your general knowledge of mage craft.” 

Neal  handed  the  sword  and  dagger  to  Caley,  “Let’s  go,  we can  continue  this  discussion  on  the  road.    I  can’t  and  won’t  be teaching you magic, that will wait for the tower, but I can fill you in on other things.  There are also politics you should be aware of, mages are feared, and we have the king’s ear.” 

They  mounted  up  and  headed  south  out  of  the  village.  He couldn’t help but look back wistfully at all that he was leaving behind, until  the  village  disappeared  behind  some  trees  at  the  first  twist  in the road.  It was going to be a long trip, three days until they got to the  village  of  Sleekfalls  where  they  could  replenish  their  food supplies, then another four days on the road to Highspire. 

Chapter Four

Neal said, “Mages are powerful, working for the king keeps us safe from our own people, relatively.  Using your magic on a commoner is proscribed,  and  only  acceptable  to  save  a  life  or  defend  yourself. 

Using it for any other reason without permission, such as for healing or some kind of assistance, is a capital crime.” 

He nodded, he’d known people feared mages, despite the fact incidents  between  mages  and  commoners  were  extremely  rare. 

Now he knew why they were so rare, if a mage abused their power on  a  commoner,  they’d  be  for  the  chopping  block,  or  perhaps hanged. 

“Are friendships discouraged between towers?” 

Neal  replied,  “Not  by  law,  but  by  custom  and  of  course  the physical  separation  of  the  towers.    The  competition  and  being separated  just  leads  to  that  naturally.    From  what  I  understand mages  almost  died  out  by  intermixing  in  the  past.    Two  life  mages will always have a life mage as a child, and such is true of the other disciplines.  A non-mage and mage will have a mage child three out of  four  times,  and  it  is  encouraged  to  find  a  human  spouse  if someone can’t find a match within their sphere of discipline. 

“Two  mages  from  differing  disciplines  leads  to  problems  in their  children.    Opposing  disciplines  cancel  out  completely,  so  all children  born  of  a  fire  and  water,  life  and  death,  or  earth  and  air couple would be non-magical.  Other mixes aren’t as bad, but even there  half  the  children  will  be  without  any  magic,  and  any  mages born will be weak in whatever magic they happen to inherit.  Almost as if the second discipline was still present even if inaccessible, and it  will  dampen  their  primary  discipline  as  a  mage.    There  are  no mages with more than one discipline.” 

He paused for a moment as that sunk in, and Olin wasn’t all that shocked by it, even if a little surprised by the blunt information. 

It  also  didn’t  bode  well  for  a  friendship  with  his  travelling companions, which meant his life would be starting from scratch for a third time, when he arrived at the mage towers. 

Neal  continued,  “As  you  know,  forbidding  a  teenager  from forming an intimate relationship will never work.  Love buds where it will, and all that.  Keeping the towers separate, ensuring the closer friendships will be formed within their own discipline allows us to just let  nature  take  its  course,  so  to  speak.    Add  to  that  the  fierce competition of the challenges, and it’s very difficult to maintain more than  a  casual  friendship  with  anyone  of  another  tower.    More  often than not.” 

He asked, “How many rune mages are there?” 

Not that he was worried about a relationship past friendship, he  couldn’t  even  think  of  that  right  now,  as  the  first  love  of  his  life was slowly being left behind him.  Still, there was a certain curiosity. 

Neal grimaced, as if to deliver bad news, at least in context to what was just spoken about. 

“Including you?  Eight, but only four in the tower.  Cassandra is your master mage of the discipline, and relatively young at thirty-five.  She’s the youngest tower master in our long history.  There are two  others  who  have  almost  completed  their  apprenticeship.    Sam and Lia are around your age, but they’ve been in the tower close to a year.  There are a handful of others of course, but they’re full mages and you won’t really see them much at all, if ever.  They’re often on missions.” 

He swallowed, that was a small dating pool indeed. 

“The other towers?” 

Neal  said,  “The  numbers  are  always  changing  due  to missions,  and  new  people  coming  in.    But  there’s  around  forty  life, thirty-two  death,  and  over  a  hundred  of  each  of  the  elemental disciplines.” 

“Apprenticeship only lasts a year?” 

He nodded, “For all of us.  That year is a focus on maximizing your channeling potential without harming your body, which takes a lot  of  focus  and  discipline.    The  second  focus  is  your  spell

knowledge,  to  become  a  full  mage  you  need  to  know  a  variety  of spells, and to be at least competent in the arena.” 

“How does that work, with… over five hundred mages in the seven towers.” 

Four  hundred  plus  in  the  elemental  disciplines,  and  about another hundred between life, death, and rune. 

He smirked, “It’s a free for all, generally speaking.  Sometimes people  will  ally,  but  that  always  ends  in  betrayal,  even  among  fast friends.  Only the top ten get to guard the king’s family along with the royal  guard.    It’s  a  highly  sought  post,  because  it’s  relatively  safe, and lends some influence, then there’s always bragging rights.” 

“So, a group of ten would sweep it.” 

He  nodded,  “Most  likely,  but  in  the  end  they’d  turn  on  each other, to rank the top ten.  And it never works out that way, or that neatly.    Groups  that  try  that  almost  invariably  end  up  losing  more than half of them to spontaneous alliances in the heat of battle.” 

“The arena must be huge to accommodate so many at once. 

It’s really safe?” 

Neal shrugged, “It is fairly large, and filled with obstacles and walls, like buildings in a town or trees in a forest.  Accidents happen, but very rarely.  The magic can’t stop an instantly mortal wound, but none  of  us  would  take  a  head  or  stab  for  the  heart  in  a  contest  of arms.    Any  other  wounds  are  put  into  stasis,  and  it  knocks  the person  out  of  the  competition  as  it  heals  them.    The  masters  use magic to keep track of it all, and who ends up in the ten best.” 

“There  are  apprentices,  mages,  and  master  mages?    Any other ranks?” Caley asked. 

Neal replied, “No, that’s it.  When an apprentice reaches the point that they’ve mastered channeling, and they can keep learning spells  on  their  own  without  supervision,  they’re  declared  a  mage. 

When they feel they’re ready, they take the master mage test which is  given  by  the  other  masters.    Only  a  master  mage  can  teach apprentices  and  earn  a  permanent  post  in  the  tower,  which  means no  more  dangerous  missions  for  the  king.    It’s  also  why  I’m  not allowed  to  start  your  training,  mages  aren’t  permitted  to  teach apprentices, though we can share insights with another mage. 

“Tower  master  is  just  the  master  mage  in  charge  of  all  the mages  of  their  discipline,  but  the  politics  get  a  bit  murky  just  the same if the other masters disagree with them.  Olin won’t have that problem, there’s only one master rune mage in existence right now. 

At least, in Reton.” 

His  mind  spun  with  all  the  new  information,  though  he suspected Cassandra would go over all this ground again when he arrived.  He also hoped he got along with Lia and Sam, or his new life would be a very lonely one. 

Caley asked, “What about mystics?” 

Neal  looked  at  her  in  amusement,  “There  hasn’t  been  a mystic  in  any  discipline  in  hundreds  of  years,  perhaps  over  a thousand.  It is a fourth rank, above master, but it’s a moot point.” 

He asked, “What’s a mystic?” 

Neal shrugged, but Caley said, “Magic spells are demanding of perfection.  A badly drawn rune could kill you, just as a misspoken or  badly  gestured  spell  could  kill  someone  of  the  other  disciplines. 

As a result, it’s against the law for a mage to experiment with magic in an attempt to make a new spell, or even modify one of the known ones, we’re limited to what’s in the libraries. 

“A mystic is a mage who can feel their way through creating a spell,  they’ll  simply   know  when  it’s  right,  and  what  it  will  do  before they even cast it.  They’re the ones that  created  the libraries in the past.  They’re called mystics because even they couldn’t explain how they did it, the knowledge seemed to just come to them, when they wished  to  make  a  spell  to  perform  what  they  wanted  it  to,  it  just…

happened.  Or at least, that’s what I was told.” 

He smirked, “Sounds mystical.” 

It also sounded familiar, even if he hadn’t known what he was doing at the time.  He’d felt much the same when he’d come up with his maker’s mark, which just happened to be made up of five runes. 

It’d  spoke  to  him  in  his  heart,  he’d  just  known  what  those  runes represented,  even  if  he’d  had  no  idea  it  was  magic,  or  even  had known  that  they  were  runes.  To  him  they  were  just  symbols  that  to him  represented  those  four  concepts,  all  unified  by  the  starburst symbol. 

He  also  decided  not  to  share  that  little  insight.    He  wasn’t naïve, and he was already pretty sure that would make him a target. 

He was already set apart from non-mages, the commoners, the last thing he wanted to do was become something that mages feared, for political or ambitious reasons. 

It also wasn’t something he’d feel comfortable with exploring, at  least  not  yet.    Why  reinvent  the  wheel,  if  there  were  books  of runes  at  the  tower  it  made  sense  to  learn  all  of  those  first,  and certainly  not  before  he  could  channel  without  killing  himself  or  had verified  it  didn’t  already  exist  in  current  knowledge.    Standing  out wasn’t always a good thing.  Even given all that, he’d have to weigh if the cost was worth it to create a new rune and expose himself.  No, he’d achieve mage before he even considered doing that, and only if something  new  would  truly  be  a  good  thing,  and  not  just  set  him apart. 

He just hoped the runes he’d already made up were already known.    Neal  hadn’t  jumped  to  that  conclusion,  and  he  could  see Neal might not even believe him if he suggested that as a possibility, but surely Cassandra would recognize new runes. If they were new, she’d  know  as  soon  as  she  laid  eyes  on  his  sword.    They  were  all pretty  simple  rune  spells,  or  so  he  thought,  so  the  chances  were good he could hide the truth, at least for a while. 

Of course, there was a chance he wasn’t a mystic at all, and it was just dumb luck that he’d stumbled across the runes.  Yeah, he didn’t believe that either, but he wanted to. 

She giggled, “Be nice.  Anyway, that’s true enough, and why they were called mystics.” 

Neal  shrugged,  “Some  believe  those  are  just  tales,  and  that we’ve  simply  lost  magical  knowledge  that  would  explain  how  to create new spells.  I lean that way myself, feeling their way through a spell?  Ridiculous.  Regardless, it doesn’t matter, no one is going to risk death at worst, or at best having their magic sealed, by breaking the law.” 

He  changed  the  subject  to  something  a  little  less  close  to home,  “I  know  Vemor  and  Dreston  are  enemies  of  Reton,  but  as  a journeyman  blacksmith  in  a  small  village  we  get  very  little  but

rumors.    Especially  being  so  far  to  the  North,  far  from  the  eastern and southern borders.  How bad is it, are we at risk of war?” 

Neal  replied,  “War  is  always  a  threat,  but  things  are  pretty stable  right  now,  and  have  been  since  the  brief  skirmishes  with Vemor  five  years  ago  on  the  southern  border.    They  test  us  every decade or so in their quest to expand their empire to their north.  Our air  mage  brothers  and  sisters  make  excellent  spies,  so  we’d  have advanced warning anytime they or Dreston make a move.” 

Neal  spoke  about  a  few  other  things,  but  the  conversation mostly  trailed  off  around  noontime,  and  while  he  found  their company more than adequate, it was a depressing thought to build friendships with them both over the next week only to lose that going forward.    He  decided  to  just  build  a  professional  relationship  with them both, no matter how pleasant and open Caley seemed to be, any kind of close friendship seemed doomed. 

It  was  a  nice  sunny  day,  and  the  breeze  was  gentle  as  it rustled  the  leaves  of  the  surrounding  trees.    Olin  did  know  how  to ride, but he hadn’t taken into account the fact he’d never done so for very  long.    It  wasn’t  long,  before  lunch  even,  when  he  realized  his muscles would be sore as hell for the next week.  The muscles used for horseback riding weren’t used in the smithy. 

He missed the heat of the forge, the work, and the pounding of the hammer.  The surety of it.  He missed the village of Bayside, Cain and Evelyn, and most of all he missed his Celane.  Starting a new life wouldn’t be easy, and this whole week he’d be in a kind of mental holding pattern.  At least when he arrived, he could dive into magic.  He was no stranger to discipline, and it would get his mind off what he’d given up. 

But for the seven days of the ride, he’d think of little else but what he’d lost. 

Chapter Five

Olin’s plan to keep his distance both worked and failed dreadfully. 

Neal  was  a  nice  enough  fellow,  but  the  man  was  a  bit  too arrogant.  He wasn’t all bad in Olin’s books, Neal was generous with his knowledge and opinions, and even had some empathy for others. 

He wasn’t rude or uncouth either.  But if a conversation came across a  difference  of  opinion  he  was  rather  scathingly  arrogant  of  the opinions  of  others,  which  just  rubbed  him  wrong.    So,  for  Neal,  his intention  to  keep  his  professional  distance,  rather  than  just  get  to know two more people he would miss once he got to the tower, went off without a hitch. 

In fact, he was pretty sure Neal had the same plan in regard to him. 

Despite his best efforts, his plan failed miserably by the third day  of  their  trip  when  it  came  to  Caley.    She  seemed  to  have  a double helping of compassion, and she would be a natural healer he was  sure.    He  was  also  sure  she’d  be  a  hell  of  a  swordswoman, because she had a lot of fire and didn’t back down.  Small package, big attitude, tempered by her natural compassion and bright outlook on life. 

Caley also it seemed, had made it her personal mission to not allow Olin to wallow in his losses at all, and to cheer him up, whether he liked it or not. 

At  first,  he’d  tried  to  dissuade  her  of  this  mission,  short  of being  unforgivably  rude,  but  she  was  as  stubborn  as  she  was empathetic and wouldn’t leave him be.  By the third day, she’d quite handily won him over, and he didn’t want to brush her off any longer. 

He  didn’t  feel  so  lonely  or  depressed  when  she  was  chatting  with him. 

In fact, he rather thought she’d make a great friend, and was already someone he’d miss when he got to the tower.  At best, they’d see  each  other  in  a  few  joined  classes  for  apprentices,  since  they were both arriving at the same time chances were there’d be some joint learning going on. 

He’d wound up unburdening himself, and telling her the whole story,  still  not  quite  sure  how  it’d  happened.    It  was  obvious  the young  lady  really  cared  about  him,  and  he  was  growing  to  feel  the same.  At least he’d have one good friend at the mage guilds, even if she was in another guild and he’d hardly ever see her. 

He still missed his home of course, and the people in his life, but  she  made  it  a  little  better.    He’d  like  to  think  he  was  decent company  as  well,  when  he  wasn’t  busy  wallowing,  which  he  was doing  less  of  as  time  went  on.    It  would  be  stupid  to  spite  his  new forced future due to an accident of birth, that wouldn’t bring back his old life.  Obvious or not, that was still a hard thing for him, but Caley made that burden easier. 

So far, they hadn’t met any difficulties on the trail, or any signs of outlaws or bandits.  He started to suspect that was thanks to Neal, and the bright white robes he wore that declared him as a mage and would  be  obvious  to  any  bandit  on  the  side  of  the  road.    A  bandit who might at that point rethink any mischievous plans they may have hatched. 

He  knew  if  he  was  a  bandit,  he  wouldn’t  bother  a  mage passing through. 

So the trip went, and he and Caley were almost inseparable for the last four days.  It was all proper and on the friendship level. 

Even  had  he  been  so  callow  as  to  replace  a  woman  he  loved  in  a week’s  time,  which  he  wasn’t,  and  he  still  missed  Celane  almost every  moment,  Caley  was  a  bit  too  young  for  him,  even  if  she  did have a striking pixie beauty and all the curves of a mature woman. 

Point being, sexual tension wasn’t even a thing, they were just friends from his point of view, and he was almost positive she felt the same. 

He could even admit to himself that he felt a little excitement toward  the  future,  as  the  city  of  Highspire  came  into  view  as  they crested  a  hill.    Growing  up  in  a  small  village,  it  was  vaster  than  he

could’ve imagined, there must’ve been tens of thousands of people in it. 

Near  the  center  of  the  city,  he  could  already  make  out  the large  castle  along  with  the  mage  guild  towers  that  dwarfed  the surrounding buildings. 

The  mage  guilds’  buildings  looked  as  he’d  imagined,  there was a large domed building in the middle of seven very tall towers. 

He  shook  his  head  in  amusement,  realizing  that  one  of  those  vast towers would be housing just four people, the rune mages.  Though he imagined there were plenty of servants that would keep it clean and cook their meals. 

The  palace  was  a  surprise  to  him,  he’d  never  heard  it described, and it was an obvious question that hadn’t come up the last  week.    Perhaps  it  wasn’t  such  a  surprise,  kings  were  powerful people,  and  they  didn’t  like  to  be  upstaged.    Needless  to  say,  the castle had twisting spires that rivaled and exceeded the height of the mage towers.  One spire in the center, was quite a bit higher than the rest.    He  imagined  from  up  there  they’d  be  able  to  see  in  tens  of miles  in  every  direction,  and  easily  spy  out  an  enemy  army approaching the city. 

The castle walls must’ve been close to sixty feet high, the wall around  the  city  itself  was  only  about  twenty-five  feet  high,  and  as they rode down the hill toward the open gate the commoners waiting in line moved to the side with cautiously neutral looks on their faces. 

That  was  still  weird  to  him,  being  on  the  other  side  of  that equation, being looked at in fear.  It seemed absurd to him.  He’d no more use magic to harm one of them than one of the guards would cause  harm  with  their  swords  and  start  killing  people indiscriminately.    But  such  was  his  lot,  the  commoners  feared mages.  Though he wouldn’t be ready to move on for a long time, he imagined that would complicate his chances at finding a wife in the future. 

Even  the  guards,  though  not  afraid,  gave  the  three  of  them respectful  looks  and  didn’t  challenge  them  at  all,  as  they  rode  into the city. 

The stables and two inns for visitors is the first thing he saw, and  just  past  that  was  the  market  district.    They  dismounted  and

walked toward one of the stables. 

Neal  said,  “This  is  the  mage  stable.    The  horse  I  purchased belongs to the guilds. You may get a different one next time you ride anywhere, which will probably be at least a year.  Apprentices don’t go on missions, not even easy ones.” 

He grabbed his backpack and strapped on his sword so that it hung  on  his  left  side.    He’d  have  to  draw  across  his  body  to unsheathe it, he found that position most natural for him, though he knew  some  preferred  a  back  sheath.    He  and  Caley  followed  Neal into the city, when stablemen took the horses off their hands.  They’d get them settled in, brushed, and take off the saddles. 

There  were  brick  and  mortar  stores  on  both  sides  of  the street, including a smithy which made him feel rather wistful.  There were also vegetable and meat vendors, some of them even making cheap meals for purchase right there on the wide street. 

He didn’t get to see the whole city of course, just right down the main road of it which led to the center, and the palace and mage guilds.  There would be plenty of time for exploring as an apprentice he imagined, but in truth he felt a bit overwhelmed by all the people and the loud voices of people hawking their wares. 

Past the market district, which he’d discovered went in a few blocks  in  each  direction,  was  the  merchant’s  section  of  the  city. 

Nicer shops and houses than the common housing which was to the sides  of  the  market  district.    Past  that,  was  the  noble  district,  and they  passed  between  mansions  with  elaborate  designs  carved  into the buildings and the walls surrounding them. 

He  knew  from  one  of  Neal’s  lectures  on  the  way  there,  that there  were  several  other  districts.    A  poorer  section  than  even  the common  housing  district.    There  was  also  a  warehouse  district, which held supplies to feed a city during siege, as well as storage for merchants.    The  major  city  was  at  least  four-square  miles,  two  by two,  and  they’d  passed  a  great  many  farms  the  last  day  of  the  trip that were all necessary to support it. 

The  mage  guild  towers  and  building  just  grew  vaster  the closer they got to it.  Considering for four of the guilds, just one tower could  host  over  a  hundred  mages  and  the  staff  to  support  it.    The circular  domed  building  was  much  wider  and  longer,  filled  with

libraries, classrooms, and the arena, but it was also only two stories, where the towers were much higher. 

He  felt  his  stomach  churn  a  bit,  and  he  couldn’t  help  being nervous. 

Neal said, “You’re in the southernmost tower. I’ll drop you off before we head to the life tower, which is the southeast tower.  The death  mages  live  in  the  southwest  tower.    Clockwise  from  there,  is Fire, Earth, Water, and Air.” 

That was good to know.  Ironically, he also could’ve guessed, since  the  towers  all  had  a  rune  design  on  the  top  of  each  of  the tower’s crenellations.  He could feel what each one meant, naming Rune, Death, Fire, Earth, Water, Air, and Life, for any to see.  More proof he might just be one of those mystics, but he pushed it out of his mind. 

The  seven  towers  were  all  connected  by  the  shorter  round building  that  was  at  most  thirty  feet  high,  the  ceilings  for  the  two floors must be high.  Regardless, it was shortly obvious there was no outside  access  to  the  towers,  they’d  need  to  go  into  the  common building first.  He suspected he was about to get lost a lot in his first week,  as  they  approached  the  behemoth.    The  entrance  to  the building was through a large gate, and the entry room was the size of a courtyard.  No doubt to accommodate full sized wagons coming in, for loading or unloading of merchandise. 

The open area led into a large hallway to the right and left, as well  as  straight  inside  the  vast  building.    Neal  explained  the  outer hallway was in a circle.  The outer side just had the seven entrances to  the  tower,  as  well  as  the  building  entrance  they’d  gone  in. 

Leading  inward,  there  were  many  doorways  to  the  classrooms, libraries,  and  stock  rooms.    The  ones  closest  to  his  tower  had  the rune knowledge in them, and they belonged to the rune mages.  The seven  hallways  leading  inward  all  went  to  the  same  spot,  the  vast arena in the center of the building. 

Neal  walked  him  over  to  the  tower,  leaving  him  with  the helpful advice of asking a servant where his new master was, while he  and  Caley  continued  to  the  next  tower.    Although,  he  couldn’t blame  the  man,  he’d  been  on  a  mission,  and  with  him  the  whole time.    Neal  would  hardly  know  where  his  tower  master  was.    He

found the rune on the tower door quite useful, the same one from the outer  crenellations,  maybe  he  wouldn’t  be  getting  as  lost  as  he’d feared. 

There  were  people  walking  around  in  various  shades  of robes, and of course he knew none of them.  White for life, black for death, green for water, blue for air, red for fire, and brown for earth. 

There  were  no  silver  robes  in  sight,  but  then  there  were  only  four rune mages in the whole place. 

He opened up the tower door, and then walked inside. 

He  didn’t  see  anyone  at  first,  so  took  a  look  around  his  new home.    The  bottom  level  of  the  tower  was  a  large  living  room  of sorts, with plenty of places to sit and relax.  There was also a vast dining  room,  and  a  fairly  large  kitchen.    The  stairs  up  were  in  the center of the tower, a spiraling staircase wrapping around the large center support column. 

The second floor were twelve rooms that were relatively bare, just a table in a couple of them.  They also hummed with magic, and he suspected they were the workrooms for the rune tower.  Powerful spells  on  them  would  contain  any  accidents  to  those  rooms.    Neal hadn’t told them anything about wielding magic, but he had passed on  some  rules.    It  was  illegal  for  apprentices  to  practice  casting outside  of  workrooms  or  the  arena,  just  in  case.  Save  a  few exceptions, in a situation of self-defense and in preservation of life it was okay for him to protect himself, and in the presence of a master mage that requested he cast a spell.  That last one probably wouldn’t come up much, outside of the class rooms in the center building. 

The  third  floor  was  interesting  before  he  even  entered  the floor,  because  the  stairwell  was  blocked  off  after  that.    With  a  little exploration, he discovered the third floor had twelve rooms as well, one was an office, no doubt Cassandra’s, and the other eleven were set  up  as  bedrooms.    He  supposed  that  made  a  certain  amount  of sense, no sense in maintaining over twenty floors of tower, not when just the first three would accommodate how many rune mages there were.  Heck, with four, they could add seven more before it became a problem. 

The three occupied rooms were obvious, and he stayed out of those,  but  spent  a  little  time  picking  out  his  own  room  before

unloading his backpack. 

So far, he hadn’t run into a soul, which was a little depressing, but at least he was unencumbered by luggage and had found a room to  make  his  own.    He  headed  back  down  to  the  large  living  room, sooner or later either Cassandra, Lia, or Sam would show up, from whatever they were busy doing. 

He quickly grew bored however, and it was still several hours before dinnertime, who knew when they’d be back? 

Olin’s curiosity tickled his mind, and the boredom forced him out of the chair.  He left the tower and crossed the hallway.  There were  more  runes  on  doorways,  he  wondered  if  it  was  a  whole language.    Regardless,  he  just  felt  it,  knew,  when  he’d  found  the rune library, just as he’d known the first door he came across was a classroom,  without  even  opening  the  door.    He  pushed  the  library door open, and he went inside.  He couldn’t practice until Cassandra taught him to channel magic safely, but it wouldn’t harm anything to have a look at the possibilities of his magic. 

The room was fairly large, and the ceiling was twelve feet in height.    The  entire  back  wall  of  the  large  room  was  a  recessed bookcase, holding hundreds of volumes.  The rest of the room was filled  with  desks  and  chairs,  no  doubt  to  study.    There  was  also  a cache  of  supplies  along  the  left  side  wall,  filled  with  inkpots,  quills, blank paper, scribing tools, metal scraps, and such.  Runes on paper sounded  incredibly  dangerous,  but  then  maybe  they  were  just  for practice? 

He walked over to the bookshelf and started to read the titles on  the  spines.    He  discovered  quickly  the  books  were  split  up  into the six spheres of magic from top to bottom there were six shelves the length of the wall, Life, Death, Fire, Earth, Water, and Air on the bottom. 

They  were  further  broken  down,  left  to  right,  by  offense, defense,  and  spells  of  convenience  and  utility,  all  simple  spells  of one rune.  That took up almost three quarters of the shelf from left to right.    After  that  the  books  were  labeled  as  advanced,  spells  that combined many runes and were as a result more powerful.  Again, the more advanced books were organized the same way, from left to right by offense, defense, and spells of convenience and utility. 

He suspected he wouldn’t be able to utilize any of the spells in there  for  a  while,  until  he  grew  stronger  by  exercising  his  magic. 

There were no shortcuts to power.  After all, his first spell had only been five runes, and the demands of the spell had almost killed him. 

Obviously, being a mystic was more a danger to him than a boon, for many  reasons,  and  would  remain  so  until  he  found  his  feet  in  this new world. 

The door opened and he turned.  She was about his age, with shimmering  long  blonde  hair,  vivid  blue  eyes,  and  a  softly  beautiful heart shaped face that looked angelic.  She was quite attractive for him to even take notice like that, considering he was still hung up on his  Celane.    Not  his  anymore.    She  had  on  silver  robes  that  were tailored  to  be  quite  flattering  to  her  body,  but  they  were  still  more than  conservative  enough  not  to  be  scandalous.    She  was  truly lovely, with an hour glass body, her curves neither too generous, nor too subdued, but almost perfectly average for her height as five foot six. 

He smiled tentatively, “Hi, you must be Lia.  I’m Olin, the new guy.” 

Lia  raised  her  eyebrows,  and  then  crossed  her  arms,  “What are you doing in our library?” 

He  said  playfully,  “Keyword  is  our,  in  that  sentence.    I’m  a rune mage, or apprentice.  I haven’t met anyone yet though, I almost died discovering I was a mage.  Neal from the life guild saved me, and brought me in.  No one was in our tower, I suppose curiosity got the best of me while I was waiting for someone to show up.  It’s nice to meet you.” 

Lia  sighed,  “Alright,  but  you  need  to  talk  to  Cassandra  first. 

There  are  rules  in  the  library,  the  first  of  which  is  the  books  your standing at are off limits, until you attain mage level. I haven’t even seen them yet.  It’s nice to meet you too, we’re a very small guild, as you probably know.” 

She seemed a little reserved, but he wasn’t too surprised by that.  They’d just met, and he imagined a lot of men made an idiot of themselves  in  her  presence.    She  really  was  just  that  attractive,  to the point that he imagined it would be a negative for her in a lot of ways. 

“Thanks,  I  hadn’t  looked  inside  any  books  yet.  I  was  just figuring out how it was organized by the spines.  I’d appreciate any guidance?” 

She smiled, “I can share the rules, or a meal, but apprentices aren’t allowed to instruct each other in magic.  Otherwise I’d suggest a good book or two to start with.  Let’s get you to Cassandra, she’s actually right next door, with me and Sam in class.  She asked me to grab a book.” 

She  walked  over  to  the  bookshelf,  and  she  pulled  down  a book from the third shelf from the top, so a fire book. 

She smiled at him for real, which was devastating enough he actually felt guilty. 

He pushed that away though.  He had no plans to act on that attraction, no matter how stunning she was.  His time here would be very  lonely  if  he  managed  to  alienate  himself  by  acting  the  rake, something he most certainly wasn’t. 

“Sorry  for  being  so  confrontational,  I  really  am  glad  you’re here.  It’ll be nice to get to know someone else besides Sam and our mistress.” 

He  waved  that  away,  “I’m  more  than  a  bit  nervous  about  all this as well.  I was a blacksmith just a week ago, now…” 

She nodded, “I get that.  Getting thrown into one of the other guilds, you’re bound to find a friend or two there among the masses. 

With us rune mages it’s different, it’s like a small family.  We almost have no choice, it’s either that or spend our off time alone.” 

He tilted his head, and kind of got what she was saying.  You could  choose  your  friends,  but  you  couldn’t  choose  the  family  you were  born  into.    With  only  four  of  them,  they  almost  had  to  be  a team, even if they didn’t like each other.  Either that, or he could be a loner  and  cut  off  from  any  kind  of  meaningful  interactions  and friendships, with the way the guilds kept them mostly separate from the others.  That wasn’t at all appealing to him. 

That  she  was  acting  worried  about  how  he’d  be,  instead  of flirting and using her beauty, or acting stuck up, really spoke well to the  possibility  they  could  form  a  friendship.    He  didn’t  like manipulators or arrogant people all that much, but otherwise his bar

was pretty low.  He’d extend trust until it was abused, as a general rule. 

He  smirked,  “Let’s  hope  for  friendship  then,  but  I  think  I  can handle  being  the  annoying  brother  that  has  your  back  if  it  comes down to that.” 

She  snickered,  “Agreed.    I’m  not  all  that  hard  to  get  along with, I don’t think.  We tend to be a responsible lot, and not all that petty.    Though,  there  are  days,  and  we’re  still  human.    The  politics can get a little cutthroat though, between the seven guilds.  Let’s get back, before Cassandra comes looking for me.” 

Right, he nodded, and then followed her out of the library and next  door,  which  was  the  classroom,  or  at  least  one  of  them.    He supposed  the  other  ones  probably  weren’t  in  use,  since  they  only had one teacher.  The room was set up with a desk up front, as well as large slate wall behind the desk, which had several runes on it at the moment, all related to fire.  He knew that, instinctively. 

He’d  have  to  be  very  careful  about  that,  it’d  be  easy  to  out himself  by  having  knowledge  he  shouldn’t  yet.    More  than  that,  he suspected he could not only draw each one perfectly from memory now that he’d seen them, but he also knew what they would all do, by instinct.  As soon as he learned to channel, he could cast them all.  That kind of aptitude couldn’t be common. 

Even more than that, after a few moments he could see how he could combine two, three, or even four of them to attain different gradations  of  results,  which  was  probably  more  than  Cassandra knew  about  them,  and  most  certainly  would  be  illegal  and  be considered experimenting with magic. 

The  problem  was  he  was  generally  an  honest  man,  and dissembling  didn’t  come  naturally  to  him.    He  wasn’t  sure  he’d  be able  to  hide  it  from  Cassandra  at  all,  maybe  he  should  tell  her,  his teacher, at least, and hope she wouldn’t ruin him or even turn on him out of jealousy, or to keep her position secure.  Not that he had any ambitions that way, he really didn’t. 

He tore his eyes from the runes, and he took in Cassandra. 

She  was  also  in  silver  robes,  and  she  was  about  five  foot four.    She  had  bright  fiery  curly  red  hair  that  went  down  her  back, and  bright  green  eyes.    Her  skin  was  fair  and  her  body  lithe  and

obviously  in  shape.    She  was  quite  attractive,  considering  she  was almost twice his age, but he almost didn’t notice at the questioning look  in  those  green  eyes,  and  the  powerful  mantle  of  authority  he could sense in her bearing.  It was almost palpable in the room, she was in charge, end of story. 

Lia said, “This is Olin, your new apprentice.  He was brought in by Life Mage Neal, just an hour or so ago.  I found him plundering the library.” 

Cassandra’s eyes flickered the Lia, as her lips twitched. 

“Plundering?” he faux objected. 

A snort brought his eyes to Sam.  He was about six foot one, an  inch  shorter  than  Olin  was.    He  had  short  black  hair  and  dark brown  eyes,  naturally  tanned  skin,  and  a  muscled  body  that  easily matched Olin’s from all his work at the forge.  Sam too was in silver robes, and he had a suspicious look on his face, much like Lia had the first time she laid eyes on him. 

Hopefully that would pass, it already seemed to have for Lia, probably because he didn’t ogle her like an idiot.  A low bar perhaps, but  one  many  a  male  has  probably  failed  to  meet  in  the  past.    He pushed that out of his head,  again. 

Cassandra smirked, “Sit.  We’ll go over your orientation later, and  I’ll  get  you  robes.    Tomorrow  I’ll  get  you  started  on  your channeling,  which  will   only   be  done  in  a  practice  room  or  in  my presence.    You  won’t  even   think   of  casting  an  actual  spell  until  I approve  your  channeling  as  adequate.  Do  you  understand?    Even then it will only be done in the practice room.” 

He nodded, and then sat down. 

Cassandra  continued,  “Try  to  follow  along  if  you  can.  You won’t be able to put this into practice anytime soon, but it could be useful to know.” 

“Yes…” he trailed off. 

She  smiled,  “Mistress,  Mage  Cassandra,  or  only  while  in private, with us four, Cassandra will do,  if  spoken in respect.  If you abuse that privilege, it will be taken away.” 

Lia  said  innocently,  “Don’t  ever  call  her  Cass  or  Cassie,  she hates  that.” 

Cassandra cleared her throat, “All of these runes behind me are  for  fire.    I  mean  literal  fire.    There  are  many  more,  for  heat without  fire,  or  light  without  heat,  and  many  other  uses  for  that discipline without being actual fire.  But all of these are just raw fire. 

Why so many?” 

Lia  said,  “The  size  of  the  fire,  or  how  hot  it  is?    Lighting  a candle wouldn’t do much against an enemy, and the spell to torch an enemy would melt a whole candle in seconds.” 

Cassandra  nodded,  and  turned  to  me,  “Rune  spells  are  set, and  can’t  do  more  or  less  based  on  the  power  fed  into  the  spell. 

There  are  variable  spells  for  those  of  the  fire  discipline,  but  there’s no  corresponding  runes.    Lia  is  correct,  lighting  a  candle,”  she pointed at a rune, “Lighting a campfire,” she pointed at another rune, then said, “Turning an enemy to ash in seconds,” and pointed at third rune,  “The  rest  of  these  spells  are  similar  gradations,  all  the  same spell at heart.  The three spells under those will extinguish a fire, of various size.  In that case, one would work for all, but it would be a waste of magic to use a rune spell that could quench a forest fire to put out a candle.” 

The  rest  of  the  class  went  on  in  that  bent,  and  he  had  to suppress his desire to answer the questions, which most of the time he knew, just from context.  Not so incidentally, he was fairly sure he could create a fire rune that was variable…

Chapter Six

Cassandra  studied  him  for  a  moment  when  he  sat  down  across from her desk in her tower office on the third floor.  They were alone for the moment, so if he was going to share his suspicions with the tower mistress he could do so then.  He still hadn’t decided, but he did decide he wouldn’t lie about it at all, outside of omission unless he was asked directly. 

It  seemed  prudent  to  get  to  know  her  a  little  better  first, although so far she seemed nice enough, he also knew she had an iron spine and her very presence demanded respect. 

She  asked,  “Olin,  tell  me  what  happened  exactly,  and  what you felt when you used your magic last week.” 

He saw no reason not to, and told her every detail, as he had with  Neal.    He  even  shared  Neal’s  insights  into  what  happened. 

Before she said anything, she took the time to study the runes on the sword, but he couldn’t tell what her thoughts were. 

She  asked,  “But,  you  focused  on  all  five  of  the  symbols,  as you believed them to be.” 

He nodded, “Yes.” 

She winced, “You’re very lucky to be alive.  Neal got it partly right,  but  he  doesn’t  know  a  lot  about  rune  magic,  and  he  missed something.  Something I normally wouldn’t even teach you until near the  end  of  your  apprenticeship,  when  the  more  advanced  multiple rune spells are discussed and practiced.  I still won’t go into all the details,  but  considering  the  fact  that  you’re  carrying  around  that sword it could happen again if you don’t know it. 

“It’s more than possible to cast all four of those runes one at a time, as four separate spells.  Obviously, that takes longer, and in a tight spot or ambush seconds could mean the difference between life and death.  It’s one of the advantages of a rune mage, to be able to

cast  more  than  one  spell  at  once,  and  we  usually  do  so  with complementing  spells  having  to  do  with  enhancement  and protection.” 

She  paused  for  a  moment,  then  continued,  “The  spells become  one  spell  when  joined  with  the  starburst  pattern,  which  is just one of the options by the way.  Think of our magic, any magic, like  the  flow  of  water.    It’s  meant  to  flow  in  one  direction,  but  that doesn’t  mean  it   will.  Which  is  why  you  almost  died,  from  magical feedback. 

“The  true  way  to  cast  that  spell  is  to  focus  on  the  starburst only, your magic flows into the starburst, then like a four-way split in a  pipe  system,  the  water  or  magic,  flows  into  the  four  surrounding spells,  powers  them,  and  they  are  cast.    What  you  did  was  try  to power  all  five  runes  at  once,  even  if  unknowingly,  which  caused feedback. 

“The  four  runes  were  receiving  magic  directly,  which  back flowed into the starburst through the connection, all while you fed the starburst  rune  at  the  same  time.    So,  you  were  channeling  magic incorrectly, which would have burned you, but you were also causing a backlash at the same time, since just like the other runes going the wrong  way  to  the  starburst,  that  magic  would  push  back  into  your body.  That caused, to keep with the same water flow comparison, a massive  amount  of  cavitation  inside  your  body.    That’s  truly  what almost  killed  you.    Multiple  rune  spells  are  dangerous,  if  you  don’t know  how  they  work,  all   magic  is  dangerous  if  you  don’t  know exactly what you’re doing.” 

He nodded soberly. 

She  smiled,  “But  you’re  here,  and  we’ll  get  you  straightened out.    The  rules  of  the  tower  are  fairly  simple,  be  respectful  to  your fellow  apprentices,  which  covers  all  sorts  of  things  from  not  being rude,  to  not  leaving  messes  behind.    No  mages  from  other disciplines  are  allowed  in  our  tower,  but  we  do  allow  non-mage guests if it comes up. 

“Library rules.  Don’t read any of the advanced books, those on the right side of the wall.  You are permitted to read anything you want,  and  study  what’s  on  the  left  side,  until  I  feel  you’re  ready  for the rest of it.  Of course, we’ll be going over some spells in class, the

most  useful  ones,  but  we  won’t  be  covering  every  possibility  and spell.    Now,  this  permission  means  read  and  study,  you   don’t   have permission to cast anything, understood?” 

He nodded, “I understand.” 

She smiled, “Good. Once I give you permission to start testing spells  you  study,  the  process  is  to  draw  it  on  paper,  and  bring  it  to me.  I’ll verify you’ve done it correctly, even the smallest mistake in a rune can cause unpredictable results when casting.  I’ll also require that you explain to me what the rune’s purpose is, and what the spell will do. When I’m sure you understand the spell, you’ll be allowed to cast it for practice, but  only  in the practice rooms on the second floor. 

“Those rules are in effect for your entire apprenticeship, once you’re a mage you can be trusted to do it right yourself every time, if I  do  my  job  correctly,  but  it  would  still  be  wise  to  use  the  practice rooms the first time you cast any spell. 

“Anyway,  once  it’s  cast  successfully,  you’ll  be  permitted  to scribe it into metal using the tools, and to have it on your person at all times if that’s your wish.  As an apprentice however, even if you have it with you, you can only cast it in the practice rooms, or in the arena  during  an   official   and  supervised  mock  battle,  and  the  third case if it is required to save or safeguard a life. 

“Any questions on the rules?” 

He shook his head, “I don’t think so.  Official?” 

She sighed, “Some idiots like to have mock challenges, I don’t allow my apprentices to participate in those.” 

He replied, “Understood.” 

She  nodded,  “I’m  going  to  give  you  a  schedule,  but  it’s temporary for now.  In the morning, I’ll be working with you directly after  breakfast  to  teach  you  how  to  channel  correctly.    This  is extremely important, since magic can extend our lives compared to non-mages,  but  it  can  also  break  down  our  bodies  earlier  if  we channel incorrectly.  I’ll explain more about that in the morning.  Until I’m  satisfied  you  can  do  it  right  in  your  sleep  you  won’t  be  casting any spells at all. 

“You’ll have a little free time before lunch at that point, which you can spend in the library if you wish.  After lunch, you’ll join Lia, Sam, and me in the same classroom as today.  I teach in a circular

track, so in a month or so when those two make mage, if I believe they  deserve  it,  it’ll  just  be  the  two  of  us  for  the  rest  of  your apprenticeship  for  afternoon  class  unless  another  rune  mage  is found. Which unfortunately isn’t very likely.  The rest of your time is yours to do with as you wish, unless assigned a task by me.” 

She paused, “I don’t expect that schedule to last more than a few  days,  a  week  at  the  most.    At  which  time  you’ll  be  using  your mornings  practicing  writing  runes,  going  over  them  with  me,  and using the practice room to cast them, just like Lia and Sam are still doing.    That  schedule  will  last  for  your  apprenticeship.    Morning practical work, and afternoon theory in class.  Any questions?” 

I nodded, “Neal gave me the impression there’d be combined classes of some kind?  Maybe I misunderstood?” 

She smiled, “Yes, but not for us.  Unlike the others, we aren’t limited  to  a  single  magical  discipline.    They  go  through  classes  to discover  synergies  through  partnerships,  such  as  an  air  mage enhancing  a  fire  mages  magic,  or  the  best  way  to  counter  a  death mage  is  with  a  life  mage.    We  cover  all  that  internally  to  our discipline,  in  the  end  stage  of  our  apprenticeship  using  runes  from multiple disciplines in single spells.” 

He was a bit disappointed at that, but he understood.  Maybe he’d have a chance to continue his friendship with Caley in their off time, with a trip to the city.  Speaking of which. 

“Trips to the city?” 

She  nodded,  “You’ll  be  given  your  monthly  stipend,  and  it’s yours to spend as you wish.  The only limitation is not to go into the city alone.  That reminds me, in the morning we’ll also pick you up a few silver robes from supply.  One of the first things people usually do is visit a tailor to have them fitted better, they’ll be a little loose. 

Of course, if you’re going to fight with a sword, it would be prudent to leave them loose enough to wear armor underneath.  Rune mages make good warriors, as good as a life mage, if they choose to do so. 

Some  don’t,  and  only  fight  with  magic.    If  you  choose  to  do  so,  it means more work, and late morning classes which will cut into your study and off time.” 

He said, “I think I will do that.  I’m already competent with a sword, but I’m sure I have a lot to learn there as well.” 

He  really  wanted  to  do  that,  but  he  also  suspected  those classes  would  be  with  all  the  warriors  in  the  life  mage  discipline, which would solve his quandary about Caley quite well. 

She smiled, “Good.  At least you’re ambitious, just remember to have some fun.  Relaxation can be as important as hard work, if it’s not balanced correctly.  A focus and rested mind is critical.  Okay, just one more thing and we can join the others for dinner. 

“One of the major weaknesses of a rune mage is we’re easily disarmed.  To cast we need to carry around the tools of our magic, and  metal  with  runes  embedded.    Without  them  we’re  helpless.    It will be your choice to how you want to arrange that.” 

She held up her hands, “Each of these rings holds offensive spells,  the  bracelets  and  necklaces  I  wear  carry  my  defensive spells.  On my sword and dagger, there are enhancement spells to make  me  a  deadly  warrior,  added  in  with  my  practical  training. 

Without them, I go from a powerful mage, to a weak non-mage. 

“Clever  apprentices   always   come  up  with  solutions  around that, and I’m just going to tell you now that they’re all forbidden.  Not to  hamstring  us,  but  because  they  won’t  work.    The  first  is  tattoos, which is a bad idea.  For one, losing or gaining a few pounds would change  the  rune’s  shape  slightly,  and  make  it  dangerous  or  even deadly to cast.  Two, if you were ever scarred over a rune, the rune would  be  a  hundred  times  more  dangerous  to  you  than  to  anyone else. 

“The second thing they usually come up with is the idea to put a rune on a small piece of metal, very small, and insert it into their bodies.  That won’t work either.  Well, it will, but to work it you’d need to  channel  your  magic  inside  your  body,  outside  of  your  magic channels  to  cast  the  spell,  which  will  kill  you  eventually.    Second, your  body  always  has  a  small  amount  of  magic  in  you  that  isn’t damaging,  which  means  the  spells  inserted  in  your  body  would  be going  off  every  time  they  reached  critical  absorption,  every  hour  or two, whether you wanted them to or not.” 

Well,  damn.    He’d  already  decided  tattoos  would  be  insane, but the insert thing wouldn’t work either? 

“Got  it,  no  tattoos  or  body  inserts.    I  was  actually  thinking something  similar  to  you.    Enhancement  for  my  weapons,  forearm

bracers for defensive spells instead of jewelry, and I suppose rings will do for offensive spells.  Perhaps small rods for convenience and utility  spells,  since  I’d  have  time  to  dig  them  out  of  a  pack  or  my pocket when it comes to that sort of thing.” 

She nodded, “That should work.  It is one of our weaknesses, and  we  can  only  deal  with  what  we’re  prepared  to  deal  with.    The other mages can cast without implements, and if they memorize the spells they can have hundreds on the tip of their tongue.” 

“But we can put more than one rune on an item.  So, I won’t be limited to eight offensive spells?” 

She  smiled,  “Yes,  that’s  true,  but  there’s  a  practical  limit. 

Rings  aren’t  all  that  big,  and  some  runes  are  very  complicated,  we can only inscribe them so small.  The advanced offensive spells are several  runes,  so  it’s  only  practical  to  put  one  of  those  on  a  ring. 

Some of the war spells are so intricate they have to be put on rods, but generally for a small skirmish the rings will more than suffice.” 

“My sword is pretty big, maybe I can put the more advanced spells on there, so I don’t have to fish out a rod.” 

She nodded, “Yes, but if you’re disarmed in battle, then you’ll lose  all  your offensive ability at once, both magical and physical.” 

He shook his head, “Sorry, that’s not what I meant.  I’d still do the  rings  for  several  simple  one  rune  offensive  spells,  say  twenty-four or so, three per ring, but my sword could give me more options. 

Bracers are a lot bigger than necklaces, so I could even use those for both defensive spells and enhancement, so if I am disarmed, I’ll still be wicked fast and strong.  Then use my weapons for just more elaborate  and  advanced  offensive  spells,  and  to  enhance  the weapon itself.” 

She smirked, “That would work, you need to do what you feel will work for you.  There’s no right or wrong way, and everyone has a different opinion.” 

He nodded, he might change his mind, but he doubted it.  All that, plus a small rod or two of convenience spells.  Like a scribing spell, cleaning, healing, repair, simple light, starting a fire, and things like  that.    He  assumed  the  scribing  into  metal  spell  rune  would  be one of the first ones he was taught, since he’d need to know that to use the scribing rods in the library to set up all his other spells.  He

could  even  carry  around  a  few  blank  rods  in  his  backpack,  and scribe things on the fly if something came up.  It wasn’t as critical to anticipate every eventuality when it came to convenience and utility, but that sort of thing would get him killed if he wasn’t fully prepared for battle. 

He  also  realized  he’d  gotten  way  ahead  of  himself,  since  he needed to learn how to channel correctly first. 

She smiled, “We got off on a tangent there, let’s get to dinner.” 

He had no argument for that, he was starving. 

Chapter Seven

Sam  and  Lia  were  waiting  for  them,  as  were  steaming  bowls  of vegetables,  breads,  and  meats.    He  sat  across  from  Sam  and  Lia, while Cassandra sat at the head of the table.  Apparently, there was no rules at the table, because Sam and Lia dug in, followed quickly by Cassandra, so he started to fill his plate as well. 

Lia asked, “He’s a keeper?” 

Cassandra smiled, “I have my hopes he won’t kill himself the first day.  The jury is still out on the second.” 

He laughed, “Hazing, got to love it.” 

Lia giggled, and Sam smiled and gave Lia a strange look. 

He said, “It’s a shame there’s no spell to identify mages, there has to be more of us out there.” 

Sam smirked, “That’s a conversation we’ve had a number of times.” 

Cassandra nodded, “It’s just not practical to have every man, woman, and child in Reton be tested by holding a rune and walking them through activating it.  Even if we could, that’s not a simple thing to  learn,  and  could  take  hours  with  each  person  before  being  sure they weren’t mages.” 

“There’s no detect magic spell?” 

Cassandra  said,  “Life  has  one.  The  problem  is  a  mage wouldn’t  detect  as  having  magic  until  they’ve  used  magic.    Their magical  circulation  system  is  quiescent  until  triggered  for  the  first time.” 

Sam smirked, “Magical puberty.” 

Lia grimaced, “Crude, but accurate.” 

“Circulation system?” 

Cassandra  said  firmly,  “Tomorrow  morning.    No  business during meals.” 

He nodded, “So what’s to do in our off time, outside of study?” 

Lia  shrugged,  “There’s  plenty  to  do  in  the  city,  but  most evenings we just chat about our day and unwind.  The disbursement we receive monthly is generous, but we’re far from rich.  Every tower has their own magical libraries, but there’s also a non-magical library shared by all in the main building.  It has books on history, various other trades, and even fictional stories for entertainment.” 

He asked, “I don’t suppose there’s a forge?” 

Sam replied teasingly, “You know you’re a mage, right?” 

He  shrugged,  “The  rhythm  of  the  work  helps  me  to  think sometimes.  It’s almost a meditative state when I start to shape the metal to my design.” 

Lia looked at him for a moment, then said not unkindly, “The earth mages handle that.  With spells.  They supply all our weapons, jewelry, and other requests.  I suppose it’s something we can do as well, with runes.  So, no, there isn’t a forge.” 

He smiled, “I’ll survive.  I’ll be busy enough with learning to be a mage and taking fighting classes.” 

He  could  probably  learn  the  rune  spells  to  do  it  himself,  but the idea of spelling himself a sword or dagger out of a lump of steel just wouldn’t be the same. 

Sam winced, “Good luck with that, it’ll be a brutal schedule.” 

Lia smiled, “I didn’t take that route either, good luck.” 

Cassandra smiled thinly, “No, but at least you tried, Lia.  You just  lack  the  innate  talent  for  the  martial  arts,  but  you  more  than make up for it on the magical side.” 

Sam  scowled,  and  Olin  decided  the  hazing  wouldn’t  end anytime  soon.    Not  if  the  mistress  of  the  tower  was  taking  subtle shots at an apprentice that was almost a mage in his own right.  It seemed to be in fun, and not meant viciously, so he’d deal. 

Cassandra  continued,  “It’s  a  harder  path.    It  also  splits  your focus, but once things grow to a point of subconscious action there’s very little that can face a competent warrior rune mage.” 

Lia changed the subject, “So, what do you think so far?” 

He smiled, “It’ll take time to get used to my new life, but I’m confident I’m in good hands.” 

That  was  true  enough,  and  a  part  of  him  was  excited  about his  new  life,  and  the  possibilities  in  magic.    It  appealed  to  his ambition.    But  that  didn’t  mean  he  didn’t  miss  his  old  life,  or  the people in it.  Still, he didn’t want to be labeled a whiner, and he knew in time he’d get passed it.  There was also a lot about this new life he didn’t  know  much  about  yet.    Politics,  and  other  dangers,  but  his feelings were telling him he was safe enough with the people in this tower. 

Lia seemed even more welcoming now, and not suspicious at all of his motivations, and it was his first day.  Sam… he wasn’t sure yet, but time would tell, and so far, so good.  He supposed until he was  a  mage  that  he  probably  didn’t  have  to  worry  about  missions and most of the rest of it, and he’d learn as he went. 

Cassandra smirked, “So glad that I meet with your approval.” 

Lia giggled. 

He  blushed,  and  opened  his  mouth,  but  his  mind  came  up completely empty on a comeback. 

Cassandra winked. 

Sam said, “You’ll have to think fast on your feet in this group.” 

They  continued  to  chat  and  banter  during  dinner,  and eventually retired to the living room and just got to know each other a little better. 

He  learned  both  Sam  and  Lia  were  children  of  the  last generation, and their parents were out on missions, the other handful of  people  that  were  known  rune  mages  and  in  the  king’s  employ. 

That  made  him  the   only   found  rune  mage  of  his  generation, something  that  was  exceedingly  rare  due  to  the  unique circumstances required. 

Sam  really  did  seem  like  a  good  guy,  a  person  he  could probably befriend and count on, but he did see a possible wrinkle as they talked and joked. Sam was clearly and completely smitten with Lia, to the point where he clearly resented her attention being split. 

It  wasn’t  a  total  thing,  Sam  did  his  best  to  hide  it  and  be  truly welcoming to Olin, but he realized it could become a true problem at one point. 

Lia,  just  as  obviously,  was  aware  of  that  crush  but  didn’t reciprocate. 

It  was  almost  painfully  obvious  that  Sam  felt  a  twinge  of jealousy, each time Olin managed to make Lia laugh with delight or launch into a story with a genuine smile. 

He  wasn’t  too  worried  about  it  though,  despite  Lia  being  a blonde-haired goddess as far as looks, he really wasn’t interested. 

Sure, he was young, and attracted despite himself, but he was still in knots about Celane, and he didn’t think that would change anytime soon.  Besides, it took two, and he saw no indications Lia had any designs on him either. 

Still,  he  knew  jealousy  could  throw  off  their  tower  family dynamic, and he’d need to figure out where he fit in with them. 

Maybe it wouldn’t be a huge problem, by the time he found his feet and a contentment with this new life, and had gotten over losing his first love and family, he expected Sam and Lia would be mages and sent on missions for most of the time.  Just one more thing he wasn’t looking forward to, it was a hard lesson for him.  He realized that  very  little  in  life  would  stay  the  same,  and  friends  would  come and  go.    Plans  were  something  made  while  life  happened  and dragged people in new directions.  All hard lessons that he tried to take to heart. That lesson didn’t make the time that he’d spend with Lia, Sam, Cassandra, and even Caley less valuable however. 

But  for  now,  the  four  of  them  were  a  family  of  sorts,  and  he already felt like he could depend on them by the time they turned in for the night.  It was somewhat of a relief actually, things could be a lot  worse,  not  everyone  got  along  as  a  rule,  but  in  the  tower,  it seemed likely to work out save his one concern about Sam.  Outside the tower… well he’d find out soon, when he was in a weapons class with other mages. 

Despite  his  positive  outward  attitude,  Olin  struggled  that  first night  to  get  to  sleep.    He’d  adapt,  it  would  take  time,  but  that  was very  little  comfort  as  his  mind  wandered  and  wouldn’t  shut  down. 

His  thoughts  lingered  on  missing  his  past,  doubts  about  his  future, and  excitement  about  the  new  possibilities,  all  while  he  resented them at the same time.  Eventually, he managed to find sleep. 

Chapter Eight

The two of them sat in Cassandra’s office the next morning, and he felt  a  little  excited  but  also  a  little  intimidated  by  the  idea  of channeling his magic.  It’d been absolute agony, and the fact there was no chance of feedback without channeling into multiple parts of a spell incorrectly, that was small solace in the moment. 

He  also  wasn’t  a  coward,  and  he  was  ready  to  get  started. 

They’d  enjoyed  a  casual  breakfast  that  morning  before  splitting  up, as far as he knew Lia and Sam were engaged in their own personal studies at the moment. 

Cassandra  said,  “Before  you  can  channel  your  magic  you need to understand how it works.  It’s a partially autonomic process. 

Much  like  breathing  or  blinking  your  eyes.    Your  body  will  breathe and  blink  on  its  own,  or  you  can  make  it  do  either  of  those  things consciously.    Magic  is  like  that,  but  it’s  also  like  your  bloodstream. 

It’s always in motion throughout your body. I believe I mentioned that last night.  It enhances your health, and your life expectancy.  It even gives you more energy than a non-mage. 

“Your  magic  constantly  filters  through  your  body  like  blood through your magic channels, which are analogous to blood vessels, if not as absolute because they aren’t a physical barrier.  They’re as ephemeral  as  the  magic  they  carry.    Your  channels  will  keep  the small  amount  of  flowing  magic  through  your  body  contained automatically,  but  while  channeling  larger  amounts  of  magic  that containment will depend on your will as well. 

“Magic  is  constantly  replenished,  much  as  your  bones constantly  replenish  your  blood  supply.    It  is  not  inexhaustible however,  and  when  you  use  too  much  of  it  you  can  even  pass  out until  your  magic  recovers  at  least  partially.    You  need  to  learn  to gauge and ride that line, but that isn’t a problem for today. 

“When  channeling  magic,  you’re  actually  speeding  up circulation, not enlarging it.  The only safe place to channel it outside the  body  and  into  a  rune  is  from  your  extremities,  your  fingers  and toes.  That’s because the circulation is right on the edge of your skin in those places.  You could channel your magic outside the channels from  your  chest,  but  that  would  damage  all  the  flesh  between  the source  of  your  magic  and  the  outside  of  your  body.    It’s  the  wrong way to do it.” 

He asked, “Wouldn’t that still be damaging?” 

She  nodded,  “Yes,  but  there  are  no  organs  there,  and  you’ll heal from it quickly.  Even your forearms aren’t a proscribed place to do so, if you need to activate a bracelet rune and can’t reach it with the  fingertips  of  your  other  hand  for  some  reason,  like  being  busy swinging  a  sword.    Just  never  from  your  head,  or  your  torso, extremities  only.    You   won’t   be  doing  that  today.    Today  all  you’re going  to  do  is  speed  up  your  circulation,  and  to  focus  to  keep  the magic inside your channels. 

“The faster you can channel the faster you can power a rune, series of runes, or even two or more separate runes at once.” 

He  frowned,  “So  I  could  power  the  four  spells  on  my  sword, without  the  starburst,  if  I  can  focus  on  all  four  at  once?    I  mean,  if they were drawn as separate spells, I know if I did that now, the way it’s set up, it would cause feedback.” 

She nodded, “Yes, but the starburst is still useful, not that we should  be  talking  about  that  yet.    Point  remains.    There’s  only  so much  you  can  do  at  once.    But  if  you  have  a  single  spell  that  will raise  multiple  shields  and  protections,  another  one  that  enhances your  body’s  speed  and  strength  along  with  your  weapon,  another that  enhances  your  senses,  you  can  be  completely  battle  ready  in moments,  by  focusing  on  three  starbursts,  instead  of  focusing  on over twenty runes which would have to be done in stages. 

“Of  course,  only  a  mature  mage  could  handle  powering  that many  runes  at  once.    It’s  not  only  about  your  focus,  and  casting multiple  spells  at  once  through  runecraft,  but  the  limits  of  your magic.    Your  magic  is  generated,  and  your  channels  are  new. 

Overtime,  your  core  will  generate  magic  more  quickly,  and  also  be able to  hold  more magic within the channels.  That’s automatic, due

to  practice.    Your  body  won’t  create  more  magic  than  it  can  safely hold,  no  more  than  your  bones  would  create  and  overpressure  of blood in your arteries and veins. 

“Point being, in the beginning you’re going to have to pick and choose your spells carefully until your powerful enough to power all the  most  efficient  protective  and  enhancement  spells  at  once,  at least for the duration of a battle.  Even at my stage, there’s a balance to  be  met.    A  small  skirmish  you  can  let  loose,  but  combat  on  a battlefield that could last hours, and you have to learn to be miserly with your magic.” 

He nodded, “I think I get that, so you want me to just increase the flow in my body?” 

She nodded, “Yes, once you can control the flow, speed it up and  slow  it  down,  all  while  keeping  it  contained  in  your  channels, then casting is easy.  It will be intuitive at that point, to send magic into  a  rune,  you  don’t  send  it  there,  you   stop  containing   it  to  your channel at the point of touch the rune has to the extremity.  The rune itself will soak it up and activate itself.” 

Oh.  That wasn’t what he expected. 

She  seemed  to  notice  his  surprise,  and  added,  “Of  course, when casting you  also  need to focus on the rune, our focused intent causes  that  rune  to  suck  up  the  magic.    Right  now  though,  we’re dealing with channeling only, which is really that simple.” 

He nodded, then asked a question. 

“Is that what other mages do?” 

She  nodded,  “Sort  of,  they  do  the  same  thing  to  cast,  yes. 

But  they  have  to  focus  it  into  their  gestures  and  words  to  cast  the spell.    That’s  the  major  advantage  to  rune  wielders,  they  might  be easy  to  disarm,  but  they  can  be  battle  ready  in  seconds.    A  mage casting spells one at a time can’t be disarmed, but they can only do one thing at a time.  We’re also more diverse in we can cast from six spheres,  but  even  that  is  limited  to  what  runes  exist.    Let’s  get started.” 

He nodded dubiously in agreement, “What do I do?” 

She said, “This will be work, it will also strengthen your magic without needing to cast.  You’ll be doing this all the time, at least an hour  a  day,  before  you  go  to  sleep.    You  don’t  want  to  exhaust

yourself if you’re going to be casting spells.  Even then, you’ll learn how to hold a reserve.  Okay, enough theory.  You should be able to feel the magic flowing through your body if you quiet your mind.  It’s hard at first, but it’ll get easier with practice.” 

He was starting to understand, even if he was a rune mystic like he suspected, that wasn’t going to be a shortcut to power in any way.    Sure,  it  will  help  him  learn  spells  faster,  but  rushing  ahead without  knowing  the  magical  theory  could  lead  to  assumptions  that would  get  him  killed,  similar  to  the  five  runes  on  his  sword.    He’d known  what  the  runes  would  do,  but  that  hadn’t  given  him  any special insight into spell theory, or that they were even magical runes in the first place. 

Sure,  he  knew  that  now,  but  there  must  be  many  similar pitfalls. 

It wouldn’t afford him any shortcuts, except perhaps an easier time  memorizing  the  correct  forms  of  a  rune.    It’d  be  hard  work  to learn  to  cast  them,  learn  to  fight  with  them,  and  so  forth.    Not  to mention  working  out  his  magic,  so  it  grew  stronger.    In  all  those things, he had no advantages at all. 

He also couldn’t feel a damned thing. 

She  smiled,  “It  can  help  to  start  in  the  center,  where  your power originates.  The channels lead from there, around your body, into  your  extremities,  and  back  around.    It’s  hard  to  explain,  like trying to explain how to take a breath and feel the air in your lungs.” 

He  remembered  the  warm  place  in  his  chest  it  had  flowed from, and he tried to focus inward and feel his body.  He noticed his legs were rather uncomfortable in the chair, and some of his muscles were  still  sore  from  the  weeklong  ride.    Things  he’d  usually disregard, but at that point they seemed like major distractions to his task. 

It  was  subtle,  but  after  a  few  moments  his  chest  seemed  to warm,  as  if  the  magic  finally  noticed  he’d  been  looking  for  it.    He knew  that  wasn’t  right,  the  magic  wasn’t  sentient,  but  that’s  what  it seemed like.  The movement of the magic was subtle, and it seemed to flow up and down from his center through his meridians, and into his arms, legs, and head.  He could barely feel the steady trickle, but

as his mind quieted and his focus sharpened, he believed he could feel it. 

“What’s next?” 

She  said,  “It’s  like  a  voluntary  muscle,  but  one  you’ve  never exercised before.  Similar to deciding to take a breath consciously. 

You don’t get caught up with all the details of your diaphragm moving when  you  decide  to  take  a  deep  breath,  or  sigh,  it’s  similar.    Just decide, and increase the flow, don’t think about how, your magic and your body already knows what to do, just do it.” 

“Right.” 

She snickered. 

Still,  she  was  right,  even  voluntarily  breathing  was   mostly   a subconscious act, just like touching a finger to a nose. 

He imagined, he decided, his magic would flow faster.  It did, almost effortlessly, but at the same time it felt uncomfortable. 

“I’m doing it, but it feels wrong.  My body is tingling.” 

She  nodded,  “Good,  it’ll  start  to  hurt  badly,  long  before  you can do permanent harm to your body, so stop if that happens.  I also want you to imagine that your channels are solid and impenetrable. 

Simply  decide  they  are,  and  then  concentrate  on  it.    Like  I  said, starting  this  is  hard,  but  at  some  point  it  will  be  all  a  subconscious act.” 

He concentrated on that, and he could almost feel the wider stream of magic narrow back down to what it was before, but at that point  it  was   more   than  just  noticeable  to  him,  it  was  like  it  was compacted  down.    He  reminded  himself  feeding  his  spell  runes would  be  about  the  speed  the  magic  was  flowing,  not  about  how wide the channel was. 

Even  just  filtering  his  magic  like  this,  pushing  it,  was exhausting it.  It expended magic power to move magic.  Which was probably  just  one  more  consideration  when  in  a  fight  with  magic, everything had to be balanced.  Obviously, only a little bit at a time, not nearly comparable to how much magic he’d exhaust with a spell, since  none  of it would be circulating back to the source in that case. 

Strength  of  magic  was  important,  but  guile,  cunning, experience, knowledge, and wisdom all got a vote too.  He started to lose  the  feel  of  it,  and  he  pushed  the  worries  of  the  future  life  and

death  challenges  out  of  his  mind,  and  just  focused  on  moving  the magic  faster  through  his  channels,  without  it  overflowing  and harming his body. 

It was deceptively easy, but he also screwed up a few times. 

He  had  to  keep  a  constant  focus  on  it.    He  hoped  she  was  right about it becoming automatic, because he doubted that he’d be able to  walk  in  that  moment,  much  less  have  enough  situational awareness to fight with a sword  and  cast spells at the same time. 

It was all a bit overwhelming. He had a long way to go, and a lot  of  work  ahead  of  him.    Fortunately,  he  wasn’t  lazy,  he’d  always been  a  hard  worker,  or  he  wouldn’t  have  succeeded  at blacksmithing. 

It  was  also  self-reinforcing.    Each  time  he  firmed  up  his channels  to  prevent  leakage  and  succeeded,  he  speeded  up  the flow,  then  firmed  up  the  channels,  and  each  success  told  him  he could do it, which invariably made it easier as he started to trust in himself.  At some point, he was unable to make it go any faster.  He likened  it  to  consciously  taking  in  a  deep  breath,  there  was  a  point where the lungs simply couldn’t hold any more air. 

He  also  suspected  that  limit  would  change,  when  his  magic grew. 

“I think I got it.” 

Cassandra touched one of her necklaces, and her eyes went a bit distant as he felt her cast a rune spell. 

She smiled, “Good, that’s perfect.  Keep doing that until you start to feel fatigued, then slow it back to a trickle.  You figured that out  quickly.    You  also  have  a  good  amount  of  magic  to  be  starting with.  Not unusually so, but I’ve seen a lot worse.” 

He said, “Maybe my past.  It takes a lot of focus at the forge.” 

It was true enough, scatterbrained smiths usually got burned, or put out subpar products. 

She  nodded,  “We’ll  do  this  every  morning  for  a  week.  I suspect by the last day you won’t even have to think about it.  You’ll subconsciously firm up your channels and increase the flow.  Then we can get into actual spellcasting.  As I said though, you’ll need to exercise  your  magic  like  this  every  day,  unless  you’re  overtaxed already from actual practice spellcasting.” 

It  was  maybe  an  hour  later,  the  magic  in  his  chest  was  less warm, and started to feel rather thin.  It was also accompanied by a loss of energy, and he slowed his magic down to what it was before, a mere trickle, and let out a breath. 

“I’m done.” 

She smiled, “Good.  Any questions?” 

He  smirked,  “About  a  million,  but  I’d  be  getting  ahead  of myself.    I  don’t  have  any  for  practicing  channeling,  no.    Although,  I assume it will flow even faster, when it grows larger?” 

She  nodded,  “Yes.    Any  more  assumptions  you  want  to verify?” 

He  laughed,  “No  maam,  all  my  other  assumptions  are  what you told me.” 

She snickered, “Scamp.  Get out of here.  You have about an hour to rest, and it might help to get a snack.  Then you have your sword practice class, for two hours before lunch.  That will be in the arena.” 

He  nodded,  “Then  lunch,  afternoon  class  with  you,  and dinner?” 

She said, “Yes.” 

He  tilted  his  head,  “I  do  have  one  unrelated  question,  Neal mentioned something about oaths?” 

She nodded, “Two weeks, and a day from now.  If not the king himself,  someone  from  his  family  will  be  present  for  the  arena competitions that take place each month.  They or the king himself will administer the oath to any new apprentices that came in the last month.” 

He nodded, “Will I be involved in that?” 

She  grinned,  “Of  course.    It  will  be  a  learning  experience. 

You’ll  have  almost  no  chance  at  all  of  winning,  and  only  have  a handful of spells at most after that second week, but a clever person can learn a lot from failure.” 

He sighed, “A painful learning experience.” 

She grinned wider, “Those are the best kind.” 

He snickered, “Fine.  Any advice on what I should focus on?” 

She  nodded,  “Even  if  you  could  learn  more  than  a  handful, you  won’t  be  able  to  cast  more  than  that.    I’d  suggest  researching

earth  protections,  they  have  the  best  overall  protective  spell,  which even  helps  if  someone  slips  a  physical  blade  through  your  guard. 

That,  speed  and  strength  for  fighting,  and  you  might  have  enough magic left over for another spell or two. 

“You won’t be using your sword of course, you’ll be using the arena  practice  swords,  which  are  rather  dull  but  still  metal  and painful.    They’re  spelled  to  mark  a  person  that  would’ve  been mortally  wounded.    In  fact,  I’d  suggest  leaving  your  blade  in  the tower for both practice and competitions, you should only take it with you if you go into the city.” 

“Earth is the best protection?” he asked. 

She lifted a hand and waggled it, “For someone that can only afford to cast one protection spell, yes.  Obviously, water is a better guard against a fire spell, but Earth will blunt all the other elements, is the best physical protection, and is  marginally  effective against life and death.  When your magic matures, you’ll want to be casting six protection  spells,  as  each  sphere  is  more  effective  than  the  others against one other sphere.  In the beginning, you’ll just need to do the best you can.  It’ll be a good half a year before you can afford to go in with all the best protections and spells.” 

She gave him a shrug, and said, “And losing badly in the first few competitions will clue you into the best spells to use, and it may lead you in different directions.  No two fights are the same, and no two  challenges  are  the  same.    People  are  always  looking  for  an edge,  or  a  new  tactic.    If  nothing  else,  it’s  fun,  it’s  also  sobering. 

Take it very seriously, it’s a big part of being prepared for when it  isn’t a mere contest for bragging rights and the best posts and missions.” 

“Well, at least my shield won’t be any worse than any of the earth mages.” 

She  laughed,  “Good  outlook,  and  true.    Keep  in  mind  not many use swords outside of us, and the life mages.  It will give you a small advantage over new apprentices without a sword, as you can concentrate  the  magic  you  do  have  on  the  defensive  and enhancement side.” 

He’d  have  to  give  it  some  thought,  even  if  he  had  enough magic to pull off two more spells, after shielding and enhancing his speed and strength, chances were any shielded mage would be far

more  powerful  magically,  which  meant  offensive  magic  most  likely wouldn’t get through.  Point being, he’d need to pick something that lent him surprise, and perhaps that wasn’t a  direct  attack. 

“Maybe I should hit the library.” 

She grinned, “Go for it.  There’s no saying you can’t come to me  with  five  or  six  runes  when  we  start  our  second  week,  if  you want.” 

He  nodded,  “Those  three,  two  of  which  I  know  already,  and two  more.    I’ll  have  to  do  a  little  research,  but  I  have  a  glimmer already.” 

She raised an eyebrow. 

He smiled, “I need to be sneaky.” 

She laughed, “Go, and good job this morning.” 

He  was  rather  clever,  but  he  wondered  if  he  was  being arrogant.    He  had  no  experience  at  this,  what  were  the  chances  of him coming up with something truly original?  Of course, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.  He knew he’d never win, but the last thing he wanted to do was come in dead last. 

He also knew to find ideas, and discover synergies between spells, that he’d need to learn  all  the  spells.    He  decided  then  he’d learn  the  whole  library,  which  of  course  would  take  him  months  of long study.  Then he could decide on all the spells that would be best for him, and scribe those on bracers, weapons, or rods depending on what  they  were.    If  he  had  blank  rods  on  hand,  and  knew  all  the spells, then if one came up that was needed, he could always scribe it on the spot. 

It was insanely ambitious, and a hell of a lot of work he’d just set himself, but he’d never been lazy, and if he was going to do this magic thing, he was going to do it right.  He didn’t mind a challenge, and diving into his new life might help keep his mind off his old one. 

Of  course,  his  natural  gifts  as  a  rune  mystic  would  help  with  that ambition,  the  one  advantage  was  he  could  learn  the  runes  much faster  than  others.    Not  only  wouldn’t  he  forget  what  a  rune  looked like, he’d be able to  feel  if he’d scribed it wrong. 

He’d just have to carefully research the spell theory parts, and not make any assumptions. 

Of  course,  for  the  moment  he’d  focus  on  those  three  spells, and finding two more that could help him in the first competition. 

Chapter Nine

He wasn’t all that optimistic when he left the library, but he’d found a couple of more earth spells that might be useful in a fight, indirectly. 

He’d be limited to those five spells by power, if not by learning, and planned to put them all on a bracer next week when he was allowed to.  Any success past that would be from the physical sword fighting side. 

It  wasn’t  just  casting  them  either,  it  took  a  small  amount  of magic  constantly  to  maintain  a  spell,  then  if  the  earth  magic  shield was hit by something it’d take even more magic to compensate.  He supposed  how  long  he’d  last  was  directly  related  to  how  well  he dodged. 

He also wasn’t married to those last two spells, but if he didn’t find  anything  better  over  the  next  two  weeks  they  would  do.    The next day he planned to start going through the library book by book, something that was definitely a long-term plan. 

He  left  the  library,  and  he  headed  down  one  of  the  spoke corridors  to  the  center  of  the  main  building.    The  arena  had  seven entrances,  fed  from  the  spoke  hallways  leading  inward  from  the towers.    The  place  was  vast,  and  it  was  sunken  into  the  ground partially.    The  corridor  led  to  an  entrance  in  the  stands,  and  he headed down the stairs to the arena floor. 

The arena was intimidating, with a mock village and buildings, as  well  as  trees  and  other  obstacles  a  person  could  take  cover behind.    There  was  a  large  group  of  white  robes  on  the  end  in  the open field part of the arena, with a few other colors mixed in, so he assumed that was the class and headed that way. 

There were only about eighteen people present, he guessed by those numbers it was less than ten percent of the life mage tower, of  course  many  of  their  mages  would  be  on  assignment,  on  a

mission.    He  wondered  if  his  assumption  was  false  about  the monthly  competition,  there  wouldn’t  be  five  hundred  mages  on  the field, a lot of those will probably be on assignment. 

There  were  two  brown  robes  for  earth,  himself  for  rune,  and one each of green for water and black for death.  Those four were standing  alone  on  the  outskirts  of  the  group,  clearly  the  towers  not mingling was a real thing.  Well, for most. 

He smiled genuinely when he saw Caley and walked over to her.  Her petite height, reddish brown hair, warm liquid brown eyes, and pixie beauty was unmistakable. 

“Hey Caley, take over the tower yet?” 

She laughed, “Olin.  Nope, give me a week or two, how about you?” 

“Oh, settling in okay.  The tower’s a little small for four, but it will do.” 

She snickered, “You’re in a good mood.” 

He  nodded,  “I  suppose  I  am.    Where  do  I  get  one  of  those nifty practice swords everyone else seems to have?” 

He found that he was, so far so good, and hadn’t missed his old  life  for  almost  two  hours  being  preoccupied  with  channeling practice and study.  Well, until that moment, he hadn’t. 

She pointed at the closest building in the mock town, “Stock room for competitions, you’d better hurry, I think we’re about to start. 

I’m… glad you’re in this class.” 

He nodded, “You too,” and jogged over to the building.  Now that  she  mentioned  it,  he  saw  the  rune  on  the  building  telling  him what it was.  He was curious about that, why was everything labeled with runes, when the rune mages were the smallest tower?  Maybe he’d ask about it, if he ever thought of it while he was with the others. 

It didn’t take him long to find a practice sword close to his.  It was  a  sabre,  and  a  half  inch  shorter,  but  a  thirty-three-inch  blade was  good  enough.    The  edges  were  dulled,  and  the  point  rounded and dull.  No doubt it would break bones, but unless he hit someone on the neck or head it wouldn’t kill, and that should be easy enough to avoid. 

He  jogged  back  out  just  in  time,  and  he  moved  over  to  the group  as  an  older  man  approached  the  group  in  white  robes.    He

noticed  right  away  Caley’s  face  was  flushed,  and  she  didn’t  look nearly as happy as she usually did.  He looked around, and he saw a couple of disapproving looks sent their way as he neared Caley. 

She suddenly seemed a little uncomfortable with his proximity, but there was also shame mixed up with that, as if she hated feeling that way. 

Damn,  did  someone  give  her  shit  when  he  was  gone?    For being  friendly  with  another  tower,  and  a  male  at  that?    Maybe  he wouldn’t get to keep that friendship after all, not if it would cost her a lot of problems.  His assumption  could  be wrong, there was no time to  ask  what  was  wrong  however,  as  the  older  man  in  white  robes started to speak and all side conversations shut down immediately. 

He didn’t blame anyone, the guy was as intimidating as hell. 

He was about forty-five, give or take a few years, and his whole body looked  chiseled,  including  his  face.    He  had  black  hair,  gray  eyes, and  had  two  wicked  looking  hand  axes  hanging  from  his  belt  on either side.  Even his deep voice was gravelly and held authority. 

“I  am  Master  Mage  Jaren,  the  weapons  instructor  for  the mage guilds.  Many of you know me, but I see a few new faces in the crowd, so will reiterate the rules.” 

There  were  no  moans  or  complaints  about  this,  even  if  he imagined many of them had heard it more than once. 

“Rule one.  Magic is  not  to be used in this class ever.  Speed and strength won’t matter at all, if you can’t wield a sword with grace and precision.  My job is to make those that will work hard for it, into sword-masters  the  equal  of  the  royal  guard   without   magic.    Out  in the field, with magic, you’ll become that much deadlier when magic does come into play. 

“Rule  two.    Any  problems,  hurt  feelings,  or  inter-tower rivalries,  you  will  leave  those  off  the  field  and  out  of  my  class.    If  I catch  anyone  trying  to  harm  anyone  else  out  of  personal  dislike  or for a vendetta, you will be removed from my class immediately and never  allowed  back.    This  is  training,  but  our  weapons  are  still deadly, and you will respect them, me, and your classmates. 

“Rule  three.    After  class,  your  practice  weapon  will  be cleaned, and returned to the racks.  There are no servants here, and it’s a  part  of the class.  You must take care of your weapons, at all

times,  lest  they  betray  you  out  of  misuse  and  mis-care.    It  will become  habit,  just  as  the  sword  forms  will  become  a  part  of  you  if you work for it.” 

Jaren  paused  for  a  moment,  and  looked  at  the  two  earth mages, “You two may use your magic for that part only.  The point of it  is  to  train  you  in  habits,  and  no  doubt  out  in  the  field  you’ll  be sharpening,  cleaning,  and  caring  for  your  weapons  with  magic. 

Obviously,  that  will  have  to  wait  until  you’ve  learned  the  spells involved.” 

Huh, apparently, he and Caley weren’t the only new people in the class. 

Jaren said, “Good.  Now, we will go through the sword forms. 

Those of you who are new, just follow along the best you can.” 

The class moved into formation, giving everyone around them plenty of room to swing without anyone else in the way, and he and Caley moved to join them.  He didn’t think he did too badly, many of the sword forms he knew already, Cain had taught him all the ones that he knew, but there were a few new ones that he was unfamiliar with  and  did  his  best  to  reproduce.    Twenty  altogether.    He suspected  his  form  wasn’t  as  good  as  he  thought  though,  it  never was the first time he’d done one before. 

He  was  at  best,  already  a  decent  swordsman,  but  the standards  at  the  mage  school  obviously  aimed  much  higher  than that.    The  royal  guardsman  were  said  to  be  the  deadliest  sword wielders in the kingdom.  It would take him years to get that good, he suspected  he’d  be  a  mage,  then  master  mage,  before  he’d  reach that goal. 

Jaren ran through the forms three times, and then he split up the class and had people start to spar. All except him, Caley, the two earth apprentices, and the water apprentice.  They were called off to the side. 

Jaren said, “Our first task will be to teach you the forms, and for  you  to  perfect  them.    This  will  take  hard  work,  boring  and repetitive   work,  for  weeks,  until  your  body  knows  them  perfectly. 

Then and only then will you join the sparring practice.  The forms are the  base,  the  beginning,  learning  to  combine  them  into  a  weaving

offense  and  defense  of  constant  movement  will  be  our  true  task. 

That can only happen with experience.  Any questions?” 

Before anyone could answer, Jaren barked, “Neal!  That was sloppy.” 

Jaren turned back to them, and met each of their gazes, then nodded. 

“Very well, first form.” 

It  wasn’t  very  long  before  he  learned  the  true  meaning  of perfection.    Jaren’s  corrections  weren’t  harsh  or  blistering,  but  they were firm and constant for all of them.  They worked on the first form only for the next two hours, until even his arms felt like a couple of noodles, and he was strong enough to work a forge all day. 

Still,  Olin  gave  no  thoughts  toward  quitting,  though  he  did need  to  double  down  on  his  stubbornness  and  desire  to  become  a sword-master.  It was no longer a matter of defending a smithy from thieves, he’d be a mage of Reton, on missions for a king.  No doubt that  was  a  more  than  a  little  bit  more  dangerous  than  defending  a forge from a petty thief. 

He knew one thing, Jaren was an excellent teacher, if a bit of a  sadist.    His  only  consolation  was  he  was  a  little  bit  ahead  of  the others, at least he knew some of the forms and was a decent fighter. 

But clearly, decent wasn’t going to cut it in his new home, or his new life. 

At the end of class, he cleaned his sword and put it up.  He and  Caley  had  exchanged  a  few  glances  throughout  class,  and before they left the field, but they’d exchanged no more words.  He suspected  he’d  been  right,  that  someone  had  given  her  a  dressing down  for  associating  with  a  mage  of  another  discipline  when  he’d stepped away to get his practice sword. 

He  wasn’t  sure  what  to  do  about  that,  or  even  if  there  was something he could do.  It was a different culture in the mage guilds and  towers,  one  he  didn’t  fully  understand  yet.    He  wasn’t  sure  he could fight it, or what would happen if he did, besides making Caley miserable, which was the last thing he wanted to do. 

Chapter Ten

After a hot bath, he managed to make his way down to the dining room. 

Lia grinned, she was the only one in the room, and he took a seat across from her. 

“So, how was your first day?” she asked in mock innocence, with a knowing look in her eyes. 

He laughed, “I didn’t know you were so cruel.” 

She giggled, “That good, huh.” 

He  nodded,  “It  was  harder  than  I  expected,  but  probably worse for the others.  I’m used to using my arms all day.  There’s a trick in blocking out the pain, ignoring it really.  Lunch for two?” 

He dug in. 

Lia  said,  “There  was  some  emergency,  supposedly. 

Cassandra is in a meeting with the other tower heads.  Sam…” she shrugged, “he’s probably down in the city.” 

There was something more to that, the Sam part, a disgust in her  voice  that  was  barely  perceptible,  but  he  could  tell  she  really didn’t want to talk about it.  So, he focused on the first part, after he swallowed. 

“Supposedly?” 

Lia gave him a measuring look, then said, “Inter-tower politics most  likely.    I  shouldn’t  say  it,  but  Master  Mage  Tanner  of  the  fire guild  can  be…  disruptive.    Fire  mages  are  one  of  the  deadliest  by discipline, most of their magic is related to martial pursuits.  Except for us though, since we can access fire through runecraft.  He really hates  the  fact  Cassandra  is  a  better  fighter,  but  there’s  a  whole  lot more fire mages than there are of us. 

“Air,  Earth,  and  Water  are  more  diverse  in  utility,  though they’re  just  as  deadly  in  a  fight  against  a  non-mage.    Of  course, 

there’s a balance to everything, fire mages have real trouble against us, and water mages.  I got off point, I guess what I’m trying to say is do your best to avoid mages from the fire guild, they’re an arrogant lot.” 

He nodded, “What aren’t you telling me?” 

She  smirked,  “It’s  your  second  day,  figured  I’d  give  you  a week before hitting you with all the realities.  Fine.  You know we all work for the king, not everyone thinks we should.  Tanner is one of them, of course it’s not usually talked about since it’s treason to even discuss  such  ambitions  as  breaking  free  from  the  crown.    I  know Cassandra thinks the idea is foolish, and doesn’t get on with Tanner at all, though she tries to hide those political realities from the rest of us.” 

“The rest of the towers?” 

She  shrugged,  “They’re  split,  but  none  of  the  others  are  as, forgive  the  pun,  hotheaded  about  it.    Their  ambitions  are  kept  in check, for stability.” 

He  snickered,  “Fire  mage,  hot  headed.    Nice.    Why  do  we work for the king, I mean, do you know how that happened?” 

She raised an eyebrow, “Maybe you should read some books in the general library, I imagine you didn’t learn much about history growing up in Bayside?” 

He shook his head. 

She  said,  “Suffice  it  to  say  that  mages  once  ruled  Reton  a long time ago, and apparently we weren’t very good at it.  They say we  abused  our  power,  and  treated  non-mages  as  little  better  than slaves, that we considered they were beneath us.” 

She made a face, “I’m not sure how true that is, victors write the history books, but I don’t feel that way.  Neither does Cassandra, about  non-mages  I  mean,  but  clearly  Tanner  does.    Anyway,  the people  rebelled  at  some  point.    Non-mages  can’t  hope  to  face  a ready mage, but there are ways.  We can’t be at our best at all times, and our magic does get exhausted until we can recoup it. 

“Regardless,  the  mage  population  was  decimated,  and  they surrendered  to  the  new  upstart  government,  the  current  king’s family.  We are servants of the people now, in theory.  We work for the  king,  and  we  live  under  strict  rules.    Our  population  has

recovered  to  the  point  where  some  people  have  unhealthy ambitions.    The  rumors  are  that  Tanner  very  much  resents  being under the yolk of a non-mage king, but that he’s always outvoted by the other guilds when he brings up… alternatives.” 

He asked, “Is that why competition is so fostered, and a part of our culture and traditions, keeping the guilds separate I mean?” 

She tilted her head in question. 

He  shrugged,  “It  would  make  a  good  control  mechanism. 

We’re all kept apart, and in competition.  Far too busy to look toward the  king  and  who  rules  our  lives.  Busy  with  competing  for  the  best opportunities  and  to  foster  the  king’s  approval  of  us  over  the  other six  disciplines.    It  would  seem  unlikely  the  guild  heads  would  ever agree on making such a radical move, or trust one of the others with rule, not under the current setup.” 

Lia asked, “What made you think of that?” 

He  sighed,  “I  think  my  friendship  with  Caley  has  run  its course,  someone  took  exception  to  us  getting  along  before  sword practice.  I’m not saying it’s wrong, or even unnecessary, and it might as Neal told me and only has to do with the mage population issues in  cross-breeding  disciplines.    But…  it  feels  like  more  than  that  to me.  Competition isn’t bad, it makes us better mages, but without the balance  of  cooperation  it  focuses  us  all  on  inter-rivalries.    I’m  just wondering who made up those rules, was it the king’s family who led the rebellion?  That would explain a lot.” 

Lia asked guardedly, “Do you like her?” 

He smirked, “Like her, like her?  No.  She’s just a friend.  I’m still  getting  over  what  I  lost  when  I  discovered  I  was  a  mage,  that kind of thing isn’t even on my mind right now.” 

Lia shook her head, “To answer your question, I’m not sure. 

It’s  possible,  but  there’s  nothing  in  the  history  books  on  what  the guilds were like before, when they ruled.” 

“You said the other guilds were split?” 

She shrugged, “It’s just rumors, the guild tower masters don’t really share what they speak about in their council.  Sun, the master of the Death guild, and Kaitlyn, mistress of the air guild are said to side with Tanner.  If not to the point of taking over the kingdom, to the point of wanting to demand the rights to decide our own fates.  We

are   forced   to  serve,  so  in  a  way  I  can  even  relate  to  that  second point,  but  at  the  same  time  our  power  begets  a  responsibility,  and power corrupts.  Maybe there should be checks on that power, our power. 

“Jace,  master  of  the  water  guild,  along  with  Mistress  Aubrey of  the  life  guild,  and  Mistress  Elisha  of  the  Earth  guild  all  side  with our  Cassandra,  from  what  I’ve  heard.    As  I  said,  outvoted,  four  to three, on pushing for any changes.” 

He nodded, “I imagine they’d had no choice long ago.  Giving in  kept  the  mages  alive,  and  I  imagine  they  even  liked  the  rules, because  of  the  low  numbers  repopulating  would  be  important,  and that means getting us all in the same place.” 

She grimaced, “Don’t remind me.” 

It was his turn to tilt a head. 

She sighed, “My parents have been after me to find a match. 

I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but rune mages are almost extinct.” 

He  nodded,  sensing  dangerous  ground,  he  didn’t  even comment. 

She smirked, “Worried?” 

He  laughed,  “Not  at  all.    I  just  wouldn’t  presume  to  give  you advice,  in  that  area.    You  don’t  have  to  answer,  but  what  is  Sam doing that you disapprove of?” 

She sighed, “It’s not what, it’s  who. ” 

He  tilted  his  head,  and  then  blushed  when  he  realized  what she’d meant. 

He asked carefully, “I got the impression you didn’t return his interest?” 

She nodded, “I  don’t.  I’d be happy for him if he met his match out in the city.” 

He felt confused. 

She giggled, “You’re an innocent, aren’t you?  The lover he’s meeting  is  of  the  kind  that  requires  a  donation  from  his  monthly stipend.” 

Oh,  damn.    No  wonder  she  hadn’t  wanted  to  talk  about  it. 

He’d been aware of that sort of thing of course, but he’d never been tempted.    The  only  one  he’d  ever  wanted  was  Celane,  and  he

wouldn’t  betray  the  memory  of  what  they  had  by  cheapening himself.  He would wait until he found his match. 

He  wasn’t  really  sure  how  he  felt  about  Lia  yet,  she  was obviously beautiful, more than that, she was stunningly beautiful and more than alluring on a physical level, but looks didn’t make a good match he knew.  She seemed nice enough too, levelheaded, friendly, but real too.  But his head and heart were still too turbulent to begin to  figure  that  out,  and  while  Lia  obviously  didn’t  find  him objectionable  that  didn’t  mean  she  was  attracted  either.    It  was  all very  complicated,  especially  since  her  convenient  dating  pool  was exactly  two  people.    Him,  and  a  philanderer.    Obviously,  neither  of them  were  ready  for  anything  like  that,  and  they  hardly  knew  each other. 

He dropped it at that point, and he changed the subject.  Not even  wanting  to  understand  why  Sam  was  doing  that,  if  he  was smitten with Lia.  Sam seemed like a good guy, but… he wasn’t quite sure anymore. 

As for the rest, he  was  attracted to her despite himself, even more  so  as  he  learned  about  her  and  realized  she  was  a  good person  and  not  just  a  pretty  face.    That  made  her  even  more stunning in his opinion.  Of course, that attraction was accompanied by  guilt  and  confusion,  because  he  still  hurt,  and  missed  Celane more than he could express. 

A friendship was more than good enough for now, and about all he could deal with. 

“So,  any  other  tips  on  the  guild  gossip?    Or  who  I  should avoid?  Ancient history?” 

She  smirked,  and  then  shook  her  head,  “We  don’t  have  all that  much  going  on  in  our  tower,  with  just  four  people,  at  least  not that way.  You already know Sam’s foible.  I don’t know much about the other towers or people in them, outside of what I’ve shared.” 

He asked deadpan, “What’s your foible?” 

She gaped at him for a moment, then smiled when she saw his twitching cheeks. 

“You already know, I can’t swing a sword right to save my life, literally.” 

He nodded, “But you excel at magic?” 

She  blushed,  then  nodded,  “I  grew  up  here  though,  which gave  me  an  advantage  that  way,  one  that  won’t  really  last  past apprenticeship.    I  do  have  a  large  amount  of  magic,  more  so  than most.” 

“What was that like?” 

She shrugged, “I have nothing to compare it to.  What was it like growing up in a small village, and apprenticing to a blacksmith?” 

“Challenging  at  times,  but  also  satisfying  to  build  something with my own hands that would make a difference for someone.” 

She sighed, “Sounds nice.  I grew up here, so I’m used to it. 

I’d never even considered that our society as mages was built by a non-mage  to  keep  us  at  each  other’s  throats  rather  than  look without.  It almost seems obvious in hindsight, if it’s true.  Maybe it just took an outsider’s eye to see it.” 

She  hesitated  for  a  second,  and  then  said,  “I’m  glad  you’re here,  it  was  somewhat  lonely  growing  up  with  just  Sam  and  our parents.    Of  course,  Cassandra  was  a  teenager  at  the  time,  so  I knew her long before she became what she is now.” 

He  nodded,  “I’m  glad  I’m  here  too.    I’m  enjoying  the company.” 

She  blushed,  and  said,  “But  you  miss  your  family,  and  old life.” 

He shrugged, “Yes, but that doesn’t make the other untrue.” 

They  were  both  a  little  flustered  and  feeling  exposed  at  so obviously  extending  a  hand  of  friendship,  and  admitting  they  liked each  other’s  company  if  only  on  that  level,  so  he  changed  the subject again. 

“Have  you  noticed  there  are  runes  everywhere  in  the building?” 

She  nodded,  “It’s  old.  The  towers  and  central  building  are from  the  time  before  when  we  ruled.    No  one  uses  it  anymore,  but runes  are  more  than  spells,  they  used  to  be  the  written  language used by all mages.  Our language.  Now, not so much, we all use the common language just like everyone else.” 

Oh, that explained it. 

“Have  you  ever  heard  of  mystics?    It  came  up  on  the  ride here, but Neal didn’t believe they ever existed.” 

She  snorted,  “Idiot.    Sorry,  I  mean  Neal,  not  you.    Yes,  the mystics were the rulers.  The reason there aren’t any now was it was a hereditary ability, much like being a normal mage, and they were all  killed  in  the  opening  moves  of  the  rebellion.    They  were  high priority targets, because they were the rulers.  They’re the ones that built the libraries, and they could create new spells.  That gave them a lot of political capital over the normal mages.” 

Hmm,  maybe  not  all  of  them  died,  maybe  one  of  them  ran rather than being executed, and made a family in Bayside?  Surely, they didn’t get all of the mystics.  He suspected that meant his entire family  line  had  been  rune  mystics,  that  never  triggered  their  magic and  lived  out  their  lives  as  non-mages.    He  kept  that  guess  and insight to himself, he wasn’t ready to share the truth about himself. 

“But they weren’t more powerful?” 

She  shook  her  head,  “Not  really.    They  just  had  an  intuitive understanding of magic that we lack.  They created new spells, and it’s said they could feel the magic of others, not just their own, and they could determine what spell an enemy was casting.  But no, they weren’t  more  powerful  in  magical  capacity,  how  much  magic  they could  hold,  and  they  had  to  work  hard  to  grow  it  just  like  everyone else.” 

Oh,  he’d  felt  Cassandra  cast  runes  that  morning  when  she monitored him, and even got an impression what the spell did, other mages weren’t capable of that? 

“Speaking of that, how did that go this morning?” 

He replied, “Channeling practice?  It went okay, she called it a good start.  I lasted about an hour. I have a long way to go.” 

Lia smirked, “I’d say that’s good.  Often, it takes days before someone can channel for the first time.  The hour part won’t change either,  you’ll  just  be  channeling  more  magic,  faster,  for  the  same amount of time as you grow.” 

That made a certain amount of sense. 

Lia asked, “So, make any plans yet for your first competition?” 

He  smirked,  “I  have  a  couple  of  ideas,  but  I’m  sure  they’re doomed to fail.  How many people compete, I mean some will be on assignment, right?” 

Lia  said,  “Yes,  anyone  here  and  not  off  on  a  mission  is required to compete.  The only exception are the tower masters who oversee the whole thing, and the winners of the last competition who will  be  busy  guarding  the  king  until  they’re  relieved  by  the  new winners.    Oh,  and  Jaren.    The  weapons  master  is  the  only  other mage with a permanent assignment, outside of the tower masters. 

Usually it’s between one to two hundred of us.” 

“So, almost two thirds will miss it.” 

Lia nodded, “But things get arranged so they’ll be in the next one,  or  the  one  after.    Everyone  is  required  to  do  it,  save  the exceptions  I  already  explained,  at  least  four  times  a  year. 

Assignments  are  given  out  in  a  rotation  that  ensures  at  least  that much, but usually more.” 

“So, what is your strategy?” 

Lia smirked, “Wouldn’t you like to know.” 

He laughed, “Yes, yes I would.” 

She giggled, “I’ll be a mage shortly, so I have enough magic to cast all the protection spells for the length of the competition, and then some.  I also don’t use a sword.  My strategies won’t really help you.” 

He  echoed  her  first  complaint  of  their  conversation,  “Don’t remind me.” 

She  seemed  pleased  by  that,  that  he’d  miss  her  when  she was assigned a post or mission, and out of reach for a while. 

He said, “Shield, speed, and strength.  I also plan to use the environment with what magic I have left that I can spare.” 

He noticed the time had flown. He’d been having a good time, not  to  mention  getting  some  good  information.    All  wasn’t  as  it appeared on the surface, which he supposed was true of anything. 

Just… more so, in a place where so much power and ambition must live, and right at the king’s side. 

“Class  soon,”  he  mentioned,  and  dug  into  lunch  with  a  will. 

He’d need the energy to stay focused in class. 

Lia followed suite. 

Chapter Eleven

They noticed as soon as they left the tower, the energy seemed off. 

There  were  a  lot  more  people  in  the  hallways.  Not  just  the apprentices,  but  there  were  mages  running  about  with  shocked  or confused looks on their faces.  They exchanged a wondering glance of  their  own,  and  he  realized  by  her  surprise  that  this  truly  was something different. 

She’d been raised in the tower after all, she’d know. 

They  picked  up  the  pace  a  little  bit,  and  they  walked  in  the classroom  just  a  small  walk  down  the  hallway  from  the  tower entrance. Relatively, given the size of the place. 

Sam looked up from his seat, he must’ve come straight there from his time in the city. 

Lia asked, “Know what’s going on?” 

Sam shook his head, “The tower’s been a hornet’s nest, but I just got back a few minutes ago.  I figured why get rumors when we can find out from Cassandra what the truth is in just a few minutes.” 

He  and  Lia  nodded,  and  took  their  seats.    There  was  a nervous  energy  in  the  building,  and  even  in  their  class.  Several possibilities occurred to him, including war, but he pushed them out of  his  head.    No  point  in  borrowing  trouble,  when  Cassandra  was due any moment and could fill them in. 

Except,  the  time  for  their  class  came  and  went,  while  they waited  in  a  nervous  uncomfortable  silence.    It  was  almost  ten minutes later, when a frazzled Cassandra walked into the classroom briskly, and he’d never seen the tower mistress weary before. 

Lia asked, “Mistress?” 

Cassandra sighed, as she took her place behind her desk in the front of the classroom. 

“King Daniel has been killed, assassinated with poison.  The palace is in an uproar.  The four mages that were guarding him are also dead of poison, which is shocking because one of them was a life  mage,  and  he  should’ve  been  detecting  poison  before  every meal.  Their deaths get us off the hook, they won’t blame us for the act itself, but at the least, we’re guilty of negligent carelessness. 

“We might never know what happened, the royal guards are investigating  the  servants  and  the  kitchen.    There  are  a  lot  of suspects,  including  our  two  neighboring  kingdoms,  but  no  sure answers.” 

He  wondered  if  Master  Tanner  was  included  in  that  suspect list  in  her  mind,  given  what  Lia  and  he  had  talked  about,  but  there was  no  way  he  was  asking  that  question.    There  was  another however, he’d thought there were ten mages acting as guards for the king. 

“Four?” he asked. 

Cassandra  nodded,  “The  king  gets  four  of  the  ten  mages assigned  from  the  top  ten  in  the  competition,  the  other  six  are  split up  two  each,  for  the  queen,  princess  heir,  and  the  young  prince. 

Princess Vida is only sixteen, so I suspect that Queen Delphine will rule until Vida reaches her majority, but that’s all up in the air. 

“As  for  us,  Mistress  Aubrey  is  livid,  and  swears  that  Gabon would  have  never  made  a  foolish  mistake  like  that,  and  not  cast  a spell  to  check  for  poison.    It  is  possible  he  was  put  under  the influence of a foreign life mage assassin, but that leads to all sorts of other  questions.    I’ll  let  you  know  if  any  determinations  are  made. 

We’re just lucky the king was eating alone, he missed lunch with his family  today  because  he  was  closeted  with  his  generals.    It  seems Vemor is starting to make noise on the southern border again.” 

Sam asked sarcastically, “Any more good news?” 

Cassandra didn’t look amused, “Is all that not bad enough for you?” 

Sam shook his head, “Sorry, it’s overwhelming.” 

Cassandra  nodded,  “Humor  can  be  comforting  in  times  of trouble,  but  try  to  restrain  yourself  from  using  the  lowest  form  of  it during tragedy.” 

Sam blushed, but didn’t try to defend himself. 

She continued, “We have a class to get to.  In any case, we have an enemy that likes to use poison, so today we’re going to go over  the  life  spell  runes  to  detect,  remove,  or  in  the  worst  case, cleanse  poison  from  a  body.    These  three  runes  are   not   a  current requirement  to  reach  mage  for  our  discipline,  but  I  plan  to  change that.” 

She  activated  a  rune  on  herself  before  she  started  to  draw three  runes  on  the  large  slate  behind  her  desk,  and  he  wondered what  spell  she  used  and  why,  but  was  afraid  to  ask.    Neither  Sam nor Lia would’ve felt the spell, as it didn’t reach out into the world in any  significant  way.  Even  he  didn’t  have  more  than  a  vague  idea what  it  was  about  from  so  far  away.    He  also  imagined  if  he  was patient it would be explained at one point in his apprenticeship. 

The  three  runes  were  very  similar  at  the  core  of  them,  all three of them had to find the poison after all.  The only differences were  in  subtle  gradations  at  the  end,  to  either  inform  the  caster  in some  way  that  something  was  poisoned,  to  target  and  destroy  the poison, or to target and cleanse the poison out of a body. 

He  decided  he’d  definitely  be  putting  those  on  the  item  that held his convenience spell runes.  He might go through his whole life without  encountering  poison,  but  it  seemed  imprudent   not  to  check all the time, just in case.  They were in very close orbit of the power in the kingdom, after all. 

Cassandra pointed at the first rune, “This is the detect poison rune.    It’s  an  area  spell,  and  it  will  encompass  an  entire  room. 

Anything that is poisoned will glow obviously to the caster.  As it’s a life  spell,  that  glow  will  be  in  the  caster’s  mind  only,  and  not  a  true illusion all can see.  As some of you know, only fire, water, and air can create true illusions all can see.” 

“True illusions?” 

Cassandra smiled, “Yes.  Life can effect minds, so there are spells that will make a whole room of people see an illusion, but it’s not really an illusion. It’s a forced hallucination, and of course anyone shielded  against  life  magic  won’t  be  able  to  see  it,  nor  determine what anyone else is seeing. 

“Moving  on,  the  middle  one  is  to  cleanse  food  or  drink  of poison.  It literally destroys it in a way to preserve the food and drink

for consumption, making it safe to eat or drink.  However, it would be harmful to cast on a  person. ” 

She  pointed  at  the  last  spell  rune,  “This  rune  not  only  filters the poison out of a body, but it will also repair the damage done by the poison up until that time, assuming the poison victim is still alive of course.  This spell  would  work on the food, so can anyone tell me why there’s three, instead of just the first and the last?” 

He took a guess, “The third spell would probably take a whole lot more magic.  Not just to activate, but to run its course.” 

It really  was  a guess. Sure, he could feel what the spells did, and he’d even be able to draw them perfectly now that he saw them, but how much magic it took he’d have to learn the hard way.  Just like magical theory, and everything else in life. 

She  grinned,  “Good  guess.    Yes.    Almost  five  times  the amount  of  magic  as  the  second.    Handling  your  magic  so  you’re never  completely  drained  is  perhaps  one  of  the  most  important lessons  to  learn.    Magic  shouldn’t  be  spent  carelessly,  the  least amount necessary to do the job right should always be used.  Being helpless in the wrong place or time means your death, and perhaps the  death  of  someone  you  care  about,  or  even  the  death  of  a stranger that is an innocent.  Of course, as a new apprentice there will be times it happens, another learning experience, and because your magic is so small in the beginning.” 

He said, “Yet, there are spells that are just as easy to use your hands instead of magic, like lighting a candle, cleaning your room, or shaving.” 

She  smirked,  “Yes,  but  don’t  forget,  it’s  all  a  balance.    It’s  at least as important to  work  your magic every day to safe limits while preserving enough for emergencies.  If you don’t work your magic, it atrophies,  like  any  other  muscle  in  your  body.    I  wouldn’t  advise using those kinds of spells on the eve of a war, or if you’re already expended past what you consider safe levels.  But… cleaning your room,  and  taking  care  of  your  body,  right  before  you  practice channeling and go to sleep, is a wise use of them.” 

He supposed he could see that. 

She  added,  “Those  spells  are  usually  very  cheap  as  well, magic wise.” 

Lia asked, “Could there be a poison that spell doesn’t detect? 

Something natural to the body, added to unsafe toxic levels.” 

She  replied,  “Good  question,  but  not  that  anyone  knows about.  I won’t say it’s impossible, but how do you think we’re sure they were poisoned?  Aubrey herself was summoned and tested the corpses using the first spell on the board. Obviously how they cast it, not in rune form.  It came back positive.” 

She looked around at each of us. 

“Study  these  and  learn  them.    Be  cautious,  the  king’s  death doesn’t bode well, and we’re in for some turbulent times, I think.  Be wary  of  anyone  from  the  other  disciplines  that  approaches  you, breaking custom and tradition of the towers as well.” 

He asked, “Especially fire, death, and air?” 

She smirked, “Lia’s been filling your head I see…  Yes.” 

Lia blushed. 

Sam asked, “What if Gabon didn’t forget.  Would there be an appreciable difference between a negative result and spell failure?” 

Cassandra  nodded,  “No,  it  wouldn’t  feel  different  to  the caster.  It’s possible the poisoned food was shielded, and he did cast the spell.  It’s still unlikely however, people on guard duty should be shielded  themselves  and  have  detect  magic  going  as  well.    They should’ve  felt  such  a  spell.    It’s  a  mystery,  as  I  said,  and  we  could come  up  with  conspiracies  and  circumstances  to  explain  it  all afternoon,  which  are  meaningless  without  proof.    Good  thought though.” 

As  if  reading  his  mind,  Cassandra  turned  to  Olin  and  said, 

“Detect magic is a common spell you’re required to learn.” 

She  said,  “Study  these  three  runes  for  the  rest  of  class.  I expect you two, Lia and Sam, to have them written for approval by me  by  end  of  day  tomorrow.    Olin,  you  have  a  week  of  channeling practice to get through first.” 

He nodded in agreement.  He just hoped he wasn’t poisoned before then.  That did seem doubtful though, no one knew he was a mystic, and otherwise he was just a rather ordinary new apprentice, with no political power or capital at all. 

The  rest  of  class  Cassandra  worked  on  some  paperwork  at her  desk,  while  they  studied  the  spell  runes.    He  was  done  of

course.  He could have written all three in the dark while asleep, but he was far too keyed up from all the dark drama of the king’s death and the towers being in confusion to let boredom set it. 

He wasn’t sure if this was a typical class or not, probably not. 

Yesterday  Cassandra  had  been  engaged  and  talking  spell  theory with  them  until  the  end  of  it,  but  he  had  no  basis  to  determine  if yesterday had been odd, or if today was.  Sure, the king had been assassinated, but that was circumstantial at best as far as class time format went.  Time would tell.  He guessed in the end, that classes would be a little bit of both. 

He  knew  one  thing.    Magic,  a  dead  king,  three  towers  that wished to rebel if all to different extents, and trouble on the southern border  in  the  form  of  Vemor  troop  movements  were  all  very complicated.  His new life was  far  more complex than his old one. 

Chapter Twelve

The sun was half set, and warm against his skin as he left the mage tower complex for the first time in two days.  They had a couple of hours before dinner after class which was free time.  He suspected he’d normally be holed up in the library and learning during that free time,  and  use  the  time  after  dinner  for  personal  relaxation,  but  he had things to do. 

He also had his first stipend, partial since there were still three weeks  before  the  next  official  payout,  which  was  burning  a  hole  in his pocket, but he knew he needed to make it last a few weeks. 

Lia  grinned,  “Feeling  free?    Even  the  thirty-foot-high  domed ceiling in the center arena can close in on you, if you don’t get out enough.” 

He nodded, “A little, yes.  Thanks for coming along.” 

She said, “No problem, it’s a rule not to go alone, and I can show  you  around.    You  can  pay  me  back  next  time  I  want  to  go shopping.” 

He was dressed up in his leathers, all his robes in his hands. 

The main purpose of his trip into the vast city was to get the robes correctly tailored to his body.  He also briefly wondered how Sam got away  with  bending  that  rule,  not  to  travel  the  city  alone  as  an apprentice, but on balance pushed it out of his head.  It wasn’t that important to him. 

They  walked  through  the  noble  district  right  down  the  main road he’d came into the city on.  They didn’t have to go all the way to the market district, there was a tailor in the merchant district, on the other side of the noble housing. 

The  cool  breeze  felt  good  against  his  skin,  along  with  the warm  afternoon  sun,  but  there  was  also  the  city  stench.    It  would take time to get used to it, he imagined. 

The  vast  mansions  started  to  give  way  to  more  modest  but still  elaborately  decorated  homes,  and  his  eyes  flittered  from  one thing  to  the  next,  while  he  did  his  best  to  navigate  between  all  the people on the streets and the horses and wagons moving down the wide main street.  It was all a little overwhelming, but he did his best to play that off before Lia, without too closely examining why he even cared what she thought about his provincial outlook and upbringing in a small village. 

Lia said, “There isn’t much you can’t find on this street, or the surrounding ones to either side.  The merchant and market districts are  also  well  patrolled  by  the  guard.    There  are  some  dangerous parts  to  the  city,  so  it  isn’t  wise  to  wander  around  where  we  don’t need to.  The tailor I go to is near here, she’s fairly priced and does a lot  of  business  with  us,  so  isn’t  overly  intimidated  by  us  mages, which can be a problem in some stores.” 

“A problem?” 

Lia  nodded,  “Some  merchants  are  intimidated  by  us,  which leads to them caving too much during haggling.  A good thing for us perhaps on the surface of things, but that leads to resentment, and nasty  rumors.    No  one  wants  to  admit  to  cowardice  when  they weren’t  even  intimated  by  actions,  so  instead  they  complain  they were  taken  advantage  of,  or  even  threatened,  whether  that’s  the reality of how things went or not.” 

He quipped, “So were not universal loved and adored?” 

She grinned, “Just me.” 

He laughed. 

They walked into the tailor shop, and a wizened lady quickly took measure of him as he walked up to the counter. 

She  smiled,  “Welcome  to  my  shop.    Janice  at  your  service. 

You need those robes fixed?” 

He guessed that was obvious, with a pile of five silver robes in his arms. 

He nodded, “I do.” 

She said, “Hand them over, it’ll take me about an hour.  Two copper per robe.” 

“You need to measure me?” 

She smiled, “Already did, young man.  When you walked in. 

Don’t  worry,  it’ll  be  my  fault  if  you  don’t  like  them  and  I  have  to  do them over.” 

He chuckled, “Fair enough,” and handed over the robes.  He didn’t even bother to haggle, it was a decent price. 

She nodded to Lia, and she moved into the back room leaving them standing there. 

Lia asked, “What else?” 

He  wasn’t  sure.    Weapons,  clothes,  food,  paper,  and  all  the tools of their mage trade were provided by the towers.  He was never one  to  be  weighed  down  by  a  need  for  things.    Of  course,  that probably had a lot to do with never being able to afford things before. 

“I’m not sure I really need anything else.  I’ll just put myself in your hands, you promised to show me around?” 

She grinned, like he’d granted her heart’s desire, “Like to live dangerously then, let’s go.” 

He chuckled, but it was a bit nervous sounding, which made her giggle. 

She  said,  “The  tower  does  supply  us  everything  we  need  to live, and even what we need when we go on assignments after our apprenticeship.  Not to mention all the metal, jewelry, and weapons we need, as well as what we specifically request to place runes on. 

We  can  request  anything  reasonable  from  stores.    Generally,  that means  the  stipend  will  go  toward  improving  what  they  do  provide, like fixing our robes, and toward luxuries.  Like dinner, nicer soaps, or a show, or something to liven up your room.” 

She  took  him  to  a  couple  of  general  stores,  a  place  to  get nicer linens, and showed him where a couple of playhouses were. 

She  also  showed  him  places  to  avoid,  where  the  owners  were unpleasant to mages, and where an alternative store was that would treat him right.  She spoke almost non-stop and he tried not to get overwhelmed by all the information. 

He did wind up buying a spare leather outfit, as well as a few sets of cotton clothes for underneath for comfort.  He didn’t get much else,  but  maybe  next  time  after  he’d  thought  it  through.  The  hour passed quickly, shopping wasn’t his favorite thing, but an animated and happy Lia was good company. 

He  tried  on  all  five  robes  over  his  leathers  at  Janice’s insistence,  and  he  was  more  than  satisfied  with  the  results  as  he looked into the full-sized mirror in the shop.  After paying, the two of them headed back to the tower.  He had just enough time to put it all away, and to wash up before dinner. 

He also realized he wouldn’t have to worry about poisoning at meals at all, as long as he ate at the tower with the others.  He felt Cassandra cast the spell before they dug in.  That night, after dinner, they all spent a little time together chatting before they turned in for the night. 

The  next  two  weeks  went  quickly  and  followed  a  similar schedule  as  the  first  day.    Wake  up,  practice  channeling  under Cassandra’s guidance, weapons class where he struggled to perfect his  forms,  followed  by  lunch.    After  the  afternoon  class,  he  spent most  of  his  later  afternoons  in  the  library  reading  through  the  spell books.  Then dinner followed by unwind time, and bed. 

After  that  first  week  there  was  only  one  change  for  the second.    He  was  declared  competent  at  channeling,  and  his channeling  practice  moved  to  nights  right  before  bed.    He  was competent  too,  he  really  didn’t  have  to  think  about  it  anymore,  his mind  and  body  knew  what  to  do.    His  new  morning  activity  was writing  runes  for  Cassandra  to  go  over,  and  she  questioned  him  to make sure he understood its purpose and limitations of the spell, and then practice casting it.  Everything else stayed the same. 

He’d  also  gotten  two  metal  bracers  which  were  rather  large and  had  plenty  of  space  for  runes,  much  more  than  on  a  ring,  or other  jewelry.    Once  approved,  he  scribed  the  spells  he’d  learned onto the  inside  of the bracers.  Including the five spells he’d need in the upcoming competition, and the spells to check, remove, and cure poison. 

It  was  kind  of  haphazard  at  that  point,  he’d  been  using  the bracers  for  everything,  and  would  continue  to  do  so  until  he  had  a solid  understanding  of  all  the  spells  available  in  the  library,  and  he could pick out which ones he wanted to have available to him at all times.  Then,  and only then could he plan out his permanent mage

accoutrements, which would be the bracers, weapons, and perhaps rods and rings if needed.  He wasn’t sure yet. 

It’d be months, probably close to a half a year, before he knew most  of  the  runes  available.  Outside  of  the  advanced  multiple  rune spells  of  course.    Planning  before  then  would  be  a  waste  of  time. 

Like trying to build a house before deciding on the size of the rooms. 

Cassandra was a little amazed at his speed of learning, he’d been taking her five new runes every morning to approve.  That was thirty-five rune spells scribed into his bracers, at the end of his first week  doing  it,  two  weeks  since  he’d  arrived.    Still,  it  was  in  the bounds  of  possibility.    He  was  certainly  putting  in  the  time  in  the library. 

What he hadn’t told her was he’d learned about twenty runes a  day,  not  just  five.    That  would  have  bent  her  credulity  too  far.    It was  just  the  other  hundred  and  five  he’d  learned  that  first  week wouldn’t  be  put  on  his  bracers,  he  saw  no  reason  to,  yet  at  least. 

They  were  useful  spells  he  was  sure,  but  not  for  everyday  use,  at least  not  in  his  current  apprenticeship.    In  short,  he  was  cherry picking the ones he thought most useful to him in that moment, given his duties as an apprentice, and prudence in safeguarding himself. 

He could always scribe them once he was a mage, when he didn’t need to do so under her watchful eye any longer. 

Besides the bracers he’d requested one other thing of stores. 

He now had a perfect duplicate of his sword for practice, except of course  with  dulled  edges.    It’s  weight,  balance,  and  length  were exactly the same. 

He  also  decided  rather  firmly  not  to  mess  with  creating  new spells, at least not unless it became necessary at some point.  The library  seemed  rather  complete,  though  granted  he  wouldn’t  know that until he’d learned the whole thing.  At least in that one endeavor, he had a huge edge as a mystic, though it was still an effort. 

Regardless,  he  didn’t  want  to  make  a  target  out  of  himself. 

Given  the  somewhat  dark  if  not  completely  defined  legacy  of mystics,  he  knew  he’d  be  at  risk  if  anyone  found  out.    The  royal family would fear ambition, and other mages would be jealous. 

Despite  that,  he’d  already  had  several  insights  and  ideas  to make spells better and cheaper, but he ignored them. 

His  sword  training  was  going  slowly  but  steadily,  and  he managed to master the first five forms over those two weeks.  If he kept  on  with  it  at  that  pace,  he’d  be  joining  the  main  class  for sparring  practice  in  just  six  weeks’  time.    That’s  when  the   real training would begin.  He was even to the point where he understood the  difference,  and  the  importance  of  it.    There  was  a  flowing economy of movement to them when done correctly, one that would extend his stamina in a martial fight.  There was no wasted energy in the forms when done perfectly, and it required a looseness of body to do it right.  Even overextending by an inch or two would add up during  a  fight.    Tensing  muscles  would  also  lead  to  faster  fatigue during a fight. 

Personally,  after  the  two  weeks,  things  were  both  good  and bad.  For one, he was starting to get over his loss, sometimes whole hours  would  go  by  without  him  thinking  of  Celane  or  his  old  life, which  would  perversely  make  it  even  worse  when  it  did  hit  him unawares, as it made him feel guilty. 

Also, on the bad side, his friendship with Caley had all but run its course.  He didn’t blame her for it, not in the least, but it was clear she’d bent to peer pressure, even while knowing it was wrong to do so.  At least, it  felt  wrong, to both her and him.  He wasn’t sure if he’d do  anything  differently,  if  he’d  been  getting  pressure  that  way  from Lia  and  Sam,  the  people  he  spent  the  most  time  around.    He  also hadn’t even bothered to try to reach out to any other mages outside of the rune guild.  There was no point.  He was professional, even friendly,  they’d  be  his  allies  after  all,  some  of  them  anyway,  but  he was as professionally distant as they were, if courteous. 

It seemed wrong and almost alien to his upbringing and who he was, but sometimes traditions and custom were stronger than any law, and it was the way it was. 

In the end though, he would have Caley’s back if she was in trouble,  and  he  suspected  she’d  have  his  as  well.    They  may  not have spoken, and they may have bent to the twisted traditions of the towers  in  that  way,  but  that  didn’t  mean  they  still  didn’t  like  each other, or weren’t good people. 

On  the  good  side,  he  continued  to  get  along  with  Lia,  Sam, and  Cassandra  very  well,  and  they  were  a  family  of  sorts.    A  guild

officially,  but  too  small  and  their  moments  together  too  intimate  a circle to be called anything less than family.  It was a good thing, and a comfort, if not always perfect. 

Cassandra  was  generous  with  her  time,  and  obviously  truly cared.    The  rules  weren’t  sharply  adhered  to  simply  because  they were  rules,  but  because  she  actually  cared  about  keeping  her apprentices  safe.    She  was  a  strong  woman,  and  he  was  proud  to know her and be in her good graces. 

Lia amazed him as well, and he wasn’t looking forward to the time  she  earned  her  mage  title  and  was  sent  away  on  missions, which he suspected wouldn’t be too much longer.  She’d grown into a  solid  friend,  and  he  barely  even  noticed  her  dazzling  looks  any longer.    She  was  just  Lia,  and  probably  the  closest  friend  he  had there.  Most of his free time had been spent with her, mostly because Sam  disappeared  a  lot,  something  he  very  purposefully  never inquired about again. 

He’d  also  discovered  Lia’s  parents  were  on  a  long-term mission,  a  yearlong  tour  on  the  southern  border  who  led  the  mage contingent  down  there  with  Sam’s  parents.    It’d  be  nine  months, before he’d even meet the other half of the known rune mages. 

Sam  was  a  bit  more  complicated.    The  young  man,  a  year older than Olin, was a solid person as far as having Olin’s back.  He was also fun to be around, and quite amusing at times.  It was Sam’s work ethic and integrity that Olin struggled not to judge him over. 

Sam was about to be promoted to mage as well, but he was nineteen, where Lia was just seventeen, almost eighteen.  He’d been an  apprentice  almost  twice  as  long  as  the  norm,  and  he  was lackadaisical  about  his  studies  at  best.    A  little  spoiled  and  entitled from  growing  up  in  the  tower  perhaps,  although  Lia  went  the  other way and she’d grown up in the tower as well. 

Olin had always been a hard worker, took satisfaction and joy in  success  and  the  rewards  of  hard  work,  and  he  really  didn’t  get Sam’s mindset.  He didn’t think it was ability either, which would be far more understandable.  Still, he liked Sam, had his back as Sam would have his, there was nothing lacking in Sam’s loyalty, but past that he struggled with some of Sam’s attitudes and actions. 

Well,  no  one  was  perfect,  and  perhaps  he  was  a  little  too focused  and  dedicated  at  times.    Lia  had  even  teased  him  a  bit, about  spending  so  much  time  in  the  library.    Perhaps  that  came  of being  a  blacksmith.    Not  much  was  more  permanent  than  creating something at the forge.  Simple mistakes could cost a lot of coin and set back projects for days.  His work ethic and focus were built from those realities, and how he was shaped by his old master, Cain. 

The  only  other  change  those  two  weeks  was  that  Queen Delphine  was  now  regent  and  ruled  over  the  kingdom  of  Reton. 

She’d  rule  for  the  next  twenty-two  months,  until  heir  apparent Princess  Vida  reached  her  eighteenth  birthday.    They  never  did discover  exactly  what  had  happened,  or  who  was  behind  the poisoning of the king.  In fact, they never even found the assassin, never mind who had sent him, or her. 

Even  magic,  and  mages,  had  limits.    Only  the  king  and  the four  dead  mages  knew  the  truth  leading  up  to  their  poisoning,  and the queen had absolutely forbidden her husband’s resting spirit to be woken and questioned by a death mage. 

Olin was nervous about the next morning as he turned in that night, two weeks after arriving at the tower.  His studies would be put on  hold  that  next  day,  no  classes  either,  it  was  the  day  of  his  first competition.    He  was  ready  to  a  certain  extent.    His  magic  had almost  doubled  in  capacity  the  last  week,  but  even  then  it  was  still very small.  It’d be a long while before he reached his limits that way. 

He  had  the  five  spells  he  planned  on,  plus  a  few  other alternative  spells  he’d  learned  and  scribed,  as  another  idea.    He didn’t expect to last very long, but he’d still be horrified if he came in dead last. 

Clearly,  trickery  was  his  only  chance  at  lasting  even  a  few minutes,  but  as  Master  Jaren  said,  there’s  no  such  thing  as  a  fair fight, and if you’re not cheating, you’re doing it wrong.  There’s only the winner and loser. The one still standing, and the one dead on the ground.  The stakes were far too high in a fight for fairness to come into it.  Sure, the competition wasn’t a life and death fight, but it was training for that very thing, and he took it very seriously. 

Chapter Thirteen

“Nervous?” 

Cassandra  had  already  left  the  tower  to  help  the  other  six tower  masters  prepare  the  arena.    Apparently,  the  layout  changed every month, except for the one small open field on one side with the practice weapons building.  That way, even the oldest person there wouldn’t  have  an  advantage  in  knowing  the  layout  before  the competition. 

It  was  after  breakfast,  and  there  were  only  a  few  minutes before  they  had  to  go.    From  what  he’d  been  able  to  determine, there’d  be  almost  two  hundred  people  in  the  competition,  most  of them  full  mages,  some  of  them  masters,  and  only  twenty-two apprentices. 

For  four  of  them,  it  was  their  first  one.    Caley,  the  two  new earth apprentices, and himself. 

He looked at Lia with faux confidence, and smirked, but said jokingly, “Resigned.” 

She giggled, “It’s not so bad.  I’d offer to ally, but that would just get you killed quicker, probably by a stray spell.” 

Sam said, “Me too.” 

He nodded in agreement, she wasn’t planning on sneaking, or trying  to,  and  he  wasn’t  strong  enough  to  stand  by  her  side  in  a battle.  No more than a babe with a toy sword could stand next to a sword master on the field of battle. 

Sam  might  be  able  to  team  with  her,  but  he  didn’t  ask  why they weren’t going to do that. 

“I do have one question, how does the arena work.  I’ve never seen or heard anything to explain permanent spells.  Spells we cast have  to  be  fed,  and  if  we  run  out  of  magic  they  fall.    I  imagine  the arena spells must be pretty powerful if they can prevent death, with

fire  mages  going  around  casting  spells  that  would  normally incinerate  someone.    Not  to  mention  keeping  the  people  on  the stands safe from stray spells.” 

She grimaced, “We don’t know.  It was a secret of the mystics that wasn’t shared.  There’re a few books in that general library, that I’ve mentioned more than once, that speculates on it.  The one thing I’m sure of is that kind of permanency can’t be cast on a person, or a moveable  object,  only  a  building,  and  only  in  specific  places.    The word you’re looking for is enchantment.  We  do  know the source of the  spells,  if  not  how  they’re  permanently  powered.    There’s  a network of several rooms below ground that are off limits to anyone but  the  tower  masters,  when  I  asked  about  them  Cassandra  said they  were  filled  with  complex  rune  spells,  and  half  the  runes  down there  aren’t  in  our  library.    They  also  maintain  the  building  itself, which is why the towers and core dome doesn’t look old or worn, and they aren’t pitted anywhere.” 

That  was  true,  and  he  wondered  at  himself  that  he’d  never noticed before.  The mage building was hundreds of years old and it all  looked  like  the  masons  had  just  packed  up  and  left  moments before. 

He sighed.  He’d love to get his eyes on them, but he couldn’t without explaining why, even then they might prevent it.  He wouldn’t forget though, and if he lived long enough he might get a chance to see  them.    Ironically  however,  even  if  he  could  see  their  purpose, that wouldn’t explain how they were powered, would it?  He had an innate  understanding  of  runes,  not  magical  theory,  but  perhaps there’d be enough implied context in the rune spells to understand it anyway. 

She said, “Time to go.” 

“To  my  doom,”  he  quipped,  with  a  genuine  smile.    Although joking,  his  heart  started  to  drum  faster  and  both  a  ridiculous excitement  and  fear  went  through  his  body  as  he  flushed  with adrenaline.    He  took  a  deep  breath  as  he  stood  up,  and  mentally went over the runes on his bracers.  He could feel them there, ready to do his will if he had the magic to feed them. 

She smirked, and then bumped his shoulder with her own as they headed toward the door.  It was a little bit of a shock, and the

first time she’d ever touched him, but he appreciated the gesture for what it was. 

“Good luck,” he said. 

They  did  have  one  advantage,  when  it  started  all  the participants  streamed  through  their  towers  entrance  to  the  core arena.    There  were  seven  entrances,  seven  spoke  hallways,  and seven towers.  Neither Lia nor he was interested in taking each other out, and he imagined there were more than one or two people with rivalries from other towers.  It would give him a few moments to get his  bearings  and  set  his  final  strategy  in  his  mind.    There’d  be  no chaos  at  the  rune  tower  entrance  in  the  first  few  seconds  of  the contest. 

They’d already been to the arena before breakfast, to pick up their practice swords or weapons, if they were so inclined.  He had his sword, plus a practice dagger. 

He  wondered  if  he  was  an  idiot,  because  of  the  excitement that permeated his body, he even wondered if he would place well. 

Probably  not,  but  that  wouldn’t  stop  him  from  trying.    At  the  very least, he’d get firsthand experience in fighting and the trickery of the other  mage  disciplines.    He  was  also  curious  to  see  who’d  be watching from the stands, outside of the masters and mistresses of the  towers,  but  that  could  wait  until   after   he  was  knocked  out,  no reason to get distracted. 

In  truth,  he  was  more  nervous  about  meeting  royalty  and giving  his  oath  after  the  competition.    A  less  deadly  confrontation perhaps,  but  at  the  same  time  it  was  a  lot  more  real,  with  lifelong consequence and a huge commitment tied to the occasion.  He took the  competition  seriously,  but  his  primitive  mind  and  instincts  knew this  wasn’t  really  for  keeps.    Taken  seriously  or  not,  that  made  a difference. 

Lia was talking to him. 

“Sorry, what?” 

She  snickered,  “You  need  to  work  on  your  situational awareness in a tense situation.  I said you should power your runes, we’re about to start.” 

Huh,  he’d  been  stuck  in  his  thoughts  and  worries,  he  hadn’t even felt her cast hers.  But she was practically brimming with power

at  the  moment,  with  seven  protection  spells  and  at  least  as  many enhancements.    At  a  guess,  speed,  strength,  eyesight,  hearing, scent,  and  magical  detection.    If  he  had  all  those  spells  going,  his magic would run out in minutes, at most.  A stark reminder he was still a baby mage, and he would grow in power over time. 

“Right.  Thanks.” 

He supposed she’d given him a break for not paying attention, since he’d never lost his focus before on what she was saying, after all.    He  sped  up  his  magic  channels,  and  then  activated  the  runes one at a time.  Strength and speed flooded his body, and a shield of earth  magic  surrounded  his  body.    Once  a  rune  was  activated,  he didn’t have to focus on it anymore.  All he had to do was make sure his  channels  were  circulating  fast  enough  to  power  the  spells, otherwise the rune would try to pull it anyway, which would make it impossible for him to maintain his channel width to the right size, and which would hurt his body. 

Point  being,  once  the  rune  was  activated,  it  would  happily keep  going  and  consume  the  magic  it  needed,  without  his  focus. 

Which allowed him just to concentrate on the actual channeling.  It’d only  been  two  weeks,  it  wasn’t  quite  a  subconscious  activity  yet, maybe  the  next  competition  it  would  be.    Still,  he  had  plenty  of concentration left over for situational awareness, and to fight with a physical  weapon.    Unlike  that  first  time  he  did  it,  where  any movement at all would’ve distracted him and thrown him off. 

To cut off the spell, all he’d have to do is cut off those small openings  he  was  imagining  in  his  magical  circulation  closest  to  the runes in his forearms.  The spell would starve at that point, and end. 

“Thanks.” 

She winked. 

A  tense  moment  later,  the  competition  started  with  a  loud gong, no doubt an air spell by one of the masters, either Cassandra or of course Kaitlyn, the air tower mistress.  That gave them fifteen seconds to get to the area grounds, or they’d be disqualified, so they didn’t hesitate and rushed through the door. 

His  eyes  scanned  the  arena  quickly.    The  entrances  were raised  up  higher  than  the  center  arena  floor,  which  gave  a  partial overview of the place as they ran down the stairs to the arena floor. 

The  field  was  in  the  same  place,  to  his  right  with  a  single  building alone.  His stomach sank as he saw the tiny mock village was clear across  on  the  other  side,  he’d  never  make  there,  but  he  had  an alternate plan ready. 

Besides, he imagined most would go for that anyway, since it offered  the  best  opportunities  for  using  natural  cover,  not  just protection spells.  He wasn’t all that surprised when Lia threw him an evil smile and headed that way at an enhanced sprint. 

He  cut  to  the  left  into  the  mock  forest,  which  was  plan  B, something he’d been ready for, had planned for just in case, so he hadn’t even hesitated.  How they moved a forest around he wasn’t sure, but it was probably life spells that did it.  He winced, as flashes of  fire,  harsh  whistling  wind,  the  grating  of  stone,  and  the  wild burbling of rushing water filled his ears from four different directions. 

He  tensed  up  slightly,  but  the  screams  that  sounded  weren’t  his own.    He  suspected  he’d  just  heard  those  rivalries  take  place,  that he’d  speculated  about.    Enough  time  really  hadn’t  passed  for  the different tower mages to reach each other. 

There were more screams, closer, from his left and right, life and death spells made no sound. 

He  was  also  painfully  aware  by  going  left  he  was  heading toward  the  tower  directly  to  the  west.    He  was  closest  to  death mages  tower,  one  of  the  disciplines  of  magic  that  his  earth  shield would  be  weakest  against.    Not  worthless,  just  highly  inefficient,  it would  burn  through  his  magic  at  a  much  higher  rate  to  defend against a life or death spell with an earth shield. 

In  retrospect,  the  rune  tower  was  surrounded  by  life  and death,  life  to  the  right,  death  to  the  left,  then  after  death  came  fire, earth, water, and air.  It made him question having the earth shield at all,  but  realistically  there  was  four  times  as  many  enemies  with elemental disciplines than life and death combined. 

It was just, he’d most likely run into a life or death mage first. 

The two tricks he’d been planning on, to use the environment had  depended  on  the  mock  village  and  cobblestones.    One  was going to be rippling the ground underneath the enemy mage, putting them off balance long enough to hit them with his sword.  Simple, but effective, and was using the environment so his magic didn’t have to

break through a stronger mage’s shields to be effective.  The second one had involved illusion, making a wall a foot or two longer or wider, so he could hide within the illusion.  Obviously, those weren’t useful in a forest of trees with dirt underneath his feet, a wall would be out of  place,  and  the  dirt  was  all  one  piece.    He  could  target  a  small group  of  cobblestones  to  shake,  but  he  couldn’t  shake  the  whole ground. 

Fortunately, he’d planned out plan B as well, which were two spells that would be useful in a forest. 

Plan  C  existed,  but  it  was  a  rather  desperate  option  he  was happy  to  avoid.    It  involved  war  cries,  and  suicidal  attacks. 

Fortunately, he reached the trees within a second or two, given his enhanced speed, and it wouldn’t be necessary to enact plan C. 

His enhanced strength came in usefully a moment later, just a few  trees  into  the  forest,  as  he  bent  his  knees  and  leapt  off  the ground, grabbing a thick branch almost fifteen feet off the ground.  A quick  pull  up,  and  he  practically  launched  himself  on  top  of  it.    It would have been a blast, enhanced speed and strength, if he wasn’t worried about dying. 

He  moved  against  the  trunk  of  the  tree,  and  he  activated another  rune.    It  was  a  fire  spell,  called  chameleon.    It  wasn’t  true invisibility, but it would make him very hard to see.  It was an aspect of light, making him appear to not be there, they’d just see the tree and  leaves.    There  were  similar  spells  in  air  and  water  using refraction,  but  they  weren’t  as  effective  as  fire,  which  used  light.    It was also not so incidentally, a cheaper spell than the other options. 

Of  course,  any  mage  with  detect  magic  would  see  a  man-sized glob of magic fifteen feet up on a tree, which would be a dead giveaway.  It was hardly a perfect hiding spot.  Still, he was counting on  the  idea  of  the  fact  people  usually  didn’t  look  up.    Misdirection was  all  he  had  at  that  point,  he  was  still  just  a  newbie  apprentice. 

Any kind of straight forward duel, he’d lose, unless he ran into one of the three other newbies, then he  might  have a chance to live a few seconds, until any other mage saw them fighting out in the open. 

It  was  ten  seconds  after  the  gong,  when  up  in  the  tree  he activated his fifth and final spell, which would allow him to see and detect magic.  Then he waited.  The biggest advantage a rune mage

had was they could multiple cast by focusing on two runes, and there was no vocal or semantic component to spell casting. 

That  didn’t  help  him  overly  much  when  it  came  to  his  own spells,  he  simply  didn’t  have  magic  strong  enough  yet,  nor  did  he know enough spells.  However, that  would  help him in an ambush. 

Even  simple  battle  spells  of  other  mages  took  a  second  or  two  to cast,  his  hope  was  to  take  them  down  with  surprise,  before  they could cast. 

If  he  ran  into  a  powerful  mage  first  thing,  even  that  wouldn’t help, because their shield would withstand far too many hits from a sword before falling, for him to win.  Another apprentice however…

well he could swing his sword a whole lot of times a second with his speed enhancement. 

With his enhanced perceptions the next thirty seconds felt like an age.  Then he heard someone plowing through the mock forest, disturbing  the  brush  and  making  a  whole  lot  of  noise  in  an  all-out headlong  rush.    A  split  second  later  he  made  out  the  black  robes against the greens and browns of the forest.  He almost leapt down, but then noticed his new quarry was being chased, which was why the apprentice was running with no thought to any kind of stealth. 

His eyes picked out a second black robe, twenty feet behind the other.  The second made a gesture and barked a word, and the runner  cried  out  and  dove  to  the  ground  as  the  spell  impacted  his shield. 

The downed man muttered an impolite word as he rolled back to his feet and turned, right past Olin’s tree. 


The second mage stopped just fifteen feet away from the tree, and grimaced as he started to cast another spell.  His quarry started to  cast  as  well,  and  Olin  supposed  the  apprentice  just  couldn’t  run anymore,  or  had  decided,  perhaps  foolishly,  to  take  the  more powerful mage on. 

He knew the chaser was stronger, with his detect magic. 

A death spell leapt from both of them at the same time.  The runner’s  spell  fizzled  out  against  the  stronger  mage’s  shields,  and the stronger mage’s spell took a moment, but eventually ate through the runner’s shields.  The man screamed, and the arena at that point preserved the man’s life and marked him with a red illusion. 

At  that  point,  it  was  a  matter  of  honor,  no  marked  person would continue to fight, or be attacked by others.  It was the rule. 

The man sneered, “I trust you’ve learned your lesson, don’t do it again.” 

He had no idea what that was about, without context, but he waited for the second mage to turn around, as the red-marked one stood  up  and  moved  toward  the  stands  to  watch  the  rest  of  the competition.  Perhaps  the  one  good  thing  about  being  knocked  out early, learning through observation. 

As soon as the man unknowingly showed Olin his back, Olin crouched and leapt from the branch with a strong leap.  He bent one leg,  and  as  he  closed  he  kicked  out.    Unlike  in  a  real  situation,  he avoided  kicking  the  death  mage’s  head  or  neck,  the  protections  on the arena were strong, but couldn’t compensate for stupidity, at least when it came to  physical  violence, and he wasn’t going to become a murderer in his first fight. 

Regardless, the kick to the death mage’s upper back sent him tumbling to the ground with a loud scream of shock.  His own shield protected him from true harm, but death magic shields weren’t nearly as effective against physical attacks as an earth mage’s was.  Even without taking direct harm, physics was still effective, and the mage’s shield, and therefore the mage took on the kick’s momentum.  It was the  advantage  of  a  warrior  mage,  one  who  used  physical  attacks, swords, and the like. 

Olin didn’t need more magic than his opponent, not when he was proficient in physical fighting, which would drain his opponent’s magic.    Granted,  it  would’ve  been  less  effective  against  an  earth mage, but against a death mage he had a real chance. 

His  feet  had  barely  reached  the  ground  after  his  kick,  when the flat of his practice sword’s blade slammed into the mage’s back. 

He  leapt  onto  the  mage’s  back,  and  he  drove  the  dagger  into  his side.  Not so incidentally, it also kept the mage on his face.  It was very  hard  to  speak  or  gesture  a  spell  much  less  hit  someone  that was pinning you down on your stomach. 

The  death  mage’s  shields  failed  after  the  fifth  hit,  which happened  within  two  seconds,  and  he  cried  out  as  the  blunt  blade slammed into his body with a crunch of bone. 

He  winced,  pretty  sure  he’d  just  broken  the  guy’s  rib,  but  on the  good  side  he’d  be  healed  in  a  few  minutes,  when  he  left  the arena grounds.  His quarry was also red, just a few seconds after the other one. 

He  stood  and  leapt  back  up  into  the  tree  in  a  single  bound, and  he  held  back  a  small  chuckle  as  the  pissed  off  death  mage looked around with a confused look on his face, obviously searching for  his  killer.    Then  the  black-robed  man  finally  looked  up,  and  his eyes  widened.    He  was  startled,  when  the  death  mage  let  out  a laugh. 

“Damnit,  taken  out  by  the  newbie,  I’ll  never  live  it  down. 

Darren by the way, young Olin.” 

He  nodded  back  in  greeting,  and  he  waited  for  the  man  to walk out of the forest. 

He  hunkered  back  down  against  the  tree  trunk,  and  the chameleon  spell  worked  its  magic.    He  waited  for  a  few  minutes, cries  and  spells  of  power  could  be  heard  around  the  arena,  from close by to over a hundred yards away in the mock village. 

He wondered how Lia was doing.  He knew she had a lot of power,  she  stood  out  that  way  and  was  even  a  match  for  mages years  older  than  her.    But  she  still  lacked  the  experience  of  long years  of  fighting  in  the  competitions,  and  that  would  make  a difference. 

He  also  knew,  even  if  he  lasted  a  long  time  in  his  spot,  he wouldn’t be considered one of the top mages.  How many fights he was in, how many kills he had, was weighed far more heavily in the top ten results than how  long  he stayed in, though that counted too. 

Regardless, he was pretty much satisfied he wouldn’t come in dead  last,  a  number  of  his  opponents  had  died  without  taking  out another mage first, just in the first few moments of the contest.  That didn’t mean he was giving up, but he was taking a realistic view of the  situation.    It’d  only  been  a  few  minutes  since  the  competition started,  and  the  magical  drain  of  the  five  spells  was  taking  a  toll. 

He’d already exhausted close to an eighth of his magic. 

There were two major flaws in his current plan.  One, he’d run out  of  magic  before  a  half  an  hour  passed,  and  two,  he  was supposed to be learning tactics of other mages, and he couldn’t see

a blasted thing going on around him.  He guessed not many mages would choose the very edge of the forest as a good place to either snipe or be part of the action. 

He  did  have  a  good  view  of  the  empty  field,  being  near  the edge,  but  not  one  mage  had  chosen  that  as  the  place  to  be, understandably so. 

That in itself was good information, but not enough.  The one fight  he  did  witness  had  been  a  simple  brutal  exercise  of  who  was more powerful, with no subtlety.  He didn’t want to go out by running out  of  magic,  and  perhaps  getting  hit  by  something  he  didn’t  even see coming, because he could no longer see the magic around him. 

Still, running headlong toward danger didn’t seem wise either. 

He  looked  toward  the  north  end  of  the  arena.  He  knew  the forest went pretty much all the way to the mock village.  After a few moments thought, he leapt from his tree to the next, then to the next, as he moved toward the village in the treetops. 

He was almost halfway there, close to the center of the forest, when a ball of fire flew right by his face, close enough he’d felt the heat  from  it.    The  fireball  exploded  spectacularly  against  the  tree behind him, and he  saw  the arena’s magic rise up and snuff the fire out so quickly the tree was barely singed. 

He  looked  around  quickly,  and  he  spotted  the  mage,  mostly thanks  to  the  vector  of  the  fireball.    He  also  figured  out  the  only reason  it  had  missed  was  he’d  unknowingly  dodged  at  the  last moment, to get a stronger grip on a branch in preparation for his next leap. 

He imagined sniping fireballs from the trees was a good tactic, unless of course, you missed the target. 

He  crouched  and  leapt  in  the  mage’s  direction.    The  fire mage’s tree was too far to reach, but he pulled out his dagger and whipped it at the mage’s torso at the greatest height of his jumping arc.    He  braced  himself  and  rolled  forward  as  he  landed,  only  to extend his legs and leap up into the mage’s tree, sword leading. 

He  got  a  fireball  in  the  face  for  his  efforts,  and  his  magic drained alarmingly fast, but his shields held long enough for him to punch the mage right in the face with the pommel of his sword. 

The fire mage’s shields held, but his attack fizzled as he was thrown off the branch of the tree. 

He felt rather bloodthirsty, shockingly so, as he sprang off the branch  the  mage  had  just  recently  perched  on,  and  landed  on  the mage’s  stomach.    His  sword  whistled  though  the  air  and  slammed into the mage’s shields. 

He lifted it to do so again, but before he could finish the attack he  was  blindsided  by  another  fireball  that  blasted  through  his weakened shields, then exploded.  He went flying with a loud cry of shock  and  pain,  and  while  the  arena  put  it  out  quickly,  he  probably had first degree burns on his face, and had lost most of his hair. 

He was also glowing red, and he sighed as he sheathed his practice sword. 

The  man  smirked,  “Not  bad  kid,  but  try  to  remember  fire mages work in  teams. ” 

Crap,  he’d  been  told  that  before,  avoid  the  fire  mages,  and about  teams  in  the  arena.    He’d  been   stupid  to  assume  the  sniper fire mage was working alone.  He should have studied the situation a few seconds longer. 

He  heard  feminine  laughter,  and  looked  up  and  to  the  right, and saw a second mage in red robes and fiery hair smirking down at him.  He wondered how he’d missed her, with flaming red hair and bright red robes, against brown and green, but a second later there was  just  a  vague  outline  of  magic,  she’d  been  under  the  spell chameleon, like he had.  Dumbass, it was a fire spell, of course she wasn’t waving a red flag giving away her position. 

He took a second to tighten his channeling, dropping the other spells.    He  was  already  lower  than  he  liked,  lower  than  when  he stopped training his magic at night, and quite fatigued.  No point in keeping the speed, strength, and other spells going now that he was out. 

On the good side, he got to watch the rest of the match from the  stands,  once  he  was  healed  that  is,  which  as  a  rune  mage  he just  did  himself.    He  learned  a  few  things.    For  one,  Lia  was  as terrifying  as  she  was  beautiful,  and  absolutely  ruthless  with  her magic.  Fire mages went down in blasts of water, death mages were taken down with life, earth mages with air spells of suffocation, and

she  was  just  magnificent,  seemingly  using  the  other  mages’

weaknesses against them without forethought. 

Until  she  ran  into  a  team  of  life  mages,  all  wielding  swords. 

Still, she’d done better and lasted longer than any other apprentice, and he was proud of her for that. 

He  wasn’t  sure  what  had  killed  Sam,  he  was  already  in  the stands when he got there. 

A rune mage’s weakness was their stuff, take it and they were helpless,  a  harsh  balance  to  their  advantages  of  multi-casting  and access to all six spheres, but he was also figuring out their anemic numbers  were  a  weakness  as  well.    He  learned  no  mage  was  an island to themselves, as he saw very powerful master mages taken apart by simple team tactics of several weaker mages.  Sure, in real life, in a war, they’d be able to team up and would be a part of that, but  in  the  towers  where  it  was  forbidden,  they  couldn’t  do  that.  In short, they were kind of screwed in the competitions, because it was discouraged  to  associate  with  other  towers  outside  of  mages  on missions. 

Teaming  up  with  mages  of  other  disciplines  would  be associating. 

Still, there had to be a way to win, once he had the magic to burn.    Even  against  teams.    He  wasn’t  willing  to  give  up,  just because the odds against teams were stacked against him.  At some point, he’d be able to team with Lia, maybe in a few months.  That would help, but it would still just be two against many. 

“What happened to you?” 

Sam  shrugged,  “Drowned  by  a  water  mage,  before  I  even reached the village.” 

He wondered about Sam’s attitude, maybe he’d come to the same conclusion about their chances in competition, that he did just a moment ago, and Sam had given up.  Sam didn’t even look like he cared. 

The competition finished up with a six-person fire mage team, that had most likely started out with more people.  Regardless, they quickly  turned  on  each  other  when  they  realized  they  were  all  that was left, and Olin’s first monthly competition came to an end. 

Chapter Fourteen

The arena had seven sections of seating for the seven towers in the stands,  even  the  spectators  were  kept  apart.    There  was  also  an eighth section for non-mage visitors, on the north side of the stands, between  the  earth  and  water  towers,  directly  across  from  the  rune section.    The  arena  was  huge,  and  he  couldn’t  really  make  out  the queen  at  all  until  they  were  more  than  halfway  across  the  room, outside of her light blonde hair which shone in the lighting. 

Queen Delphine was around forty at a guess, five foot six in height, with light blonde hair and blue eyes.  She wore an elaborate purple  dress  that  must  take  a  whole  platoon  of  maids  to  get  on, which marked her as noble, and the crown on her head marked her as  queen.    The  echoes  of  her  youthful  attractiveness  were  still present, and she looked in good shape. 

Next to her, sat the sixteen-year-old heir, Princess Vida, who had  identical  light  blonde  hair  and  blue  eyes  to  her  mother.    Their faces were also similar in places, but the young princess had more severe cheekbones, perhaps inherited from her father the late king, which  gave  her  a  more  severe  beauty,  or  would  once  she’d  fully matured.  She was also in an elaborate blue dress that looked far too uncomfortable. 

It  was  just  him,  Cassandra,  Elisha  the  earth  tower  mistress with her two new charges, and lastly Aubrey, the life tower mistress, accompanying  Caley,  as  the  four  of  them  were  to  give  their  oaths directly to the queen. 

As  they  got  even  closer,  he  could  tell  the  princess  would rather  be  just  about  anywhere  else.  He  guessed  she  was  still mourning  her  father’s  death,  but  he  couldn’t  really  be  sure.    There were also six mages safeguarding the queen and princess, as for the young prince, he wasn’t present. 

The  queen  smiled  gently  as  they  approached,  but  it  was political in nature, and didn’t reach her eyes.  Not that he blamed her, perhaps she was normally kind and genuine, but was also grieving her loss.  It’d only been two weeks after all. 

He  bowed  when  everyone  else  did.    He’d  been  given  the rules, no talking to royalty, unless talked to first, and even then, only if asked a direct question.  A statement or observation by the queen wouldn’t  be  an  invitation  for  him  to  share  his  own  opinion,  or  even open his mouth. 

Delphine said, “Greetings.  Four new apprentices this month?” 

Aubrey answered, “Yes, your majesty.” 

Delphine  nodded,  “Very  well,  you  four  are  here  of  your  own free will?” 

Not that he was given a real choice, being killed or having his magic suppressed being the only other two choices, but technically he supposed it was true. 

He nodded, as did the others. 

Delphine said, “Out loud please.” 

“Yes, your majesty,” they said together. 

Delphine nodded at Aubrey, given the queen’s body language it  was  clear  she  was  the  most  comfortable  with  the  life  tower mistress. 

Aubrey said, “Repeat after me.  I, say your name.” 

He said, “I, Olin,” while the other three said their own names. 

Then  Aubrey  continued  in  a  grave  voice,  and  the  four  of  them followed along, “Do swear to serve the towers and the crown, and to safeguard  and  protect  the  lives  of  the  royal  family  of  Reton Kingdom.” 

It was a short oath, but shockingly direct and absolute.  It was no wonder that he hadn’t heard it until he was in front of the queen and put on the spot.  He had no doubt the mages were managed by the royal family, between the rules that kept the towers from talking overmuch between each other, and everything else he’d seen. 

He  just  wasn’t  sure  they  were  entirely  wrong  to  do  so.    It wasn’t  a  perfect  system,  but  it’d  kept  the  peace  for  hundreds  of years.  The royal family was also well thought of by the commoners, and taxing was minimal. 

The  queen  responded,  “I  accept  your  oaths,  and  welcome you.  Please return to your towers, I have need to speak with your mistresses in private.” 

He  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  necessary,  but  he  bowed  before  he turned  around  and  walked  away.    It  was  all  a  bit  intimidating  to  be honest.  He was usually a confident young man, but he was brought up as a simple village blacksmith, he had no idea as of yet how to act around royalty.  Outside of the instructions and rules to keep his mouth shut unless asked a question, that is. 

Lia giggled, “So, you forgot the team thing?” 

They were in the living room on the bottom floor of the tower, and Lia and Sam had asked him to describe what happened. 

He  nodded,  “I  suppose  I  was  too  focused  on  my  prey.  I’m pretty sure I might’ve gotten him too, before he could get off another spell.  Still, I was almost out of magic, just holding my spells fifteen minutes and being hit by his fireball.  I’d have been killed in the next encounter anyway, most likely.” 

Sam  said,  “Doesn’t  sound  like  there  was  much  you  could’ve done about it, either way.” 

He shrugged, “Maybe.  I would’ve tried to dodge while taking him down, and then sought cover.  It might not have worked, but I’d have felt better about it if I’d noticed she was there.” 

Lia  smirked,  “Next  time.    That’s  what  the  competition  is  all about, to teach a mage to stay alive in battle.  We aren’t invincible.” 

Cassandra spoke from the doorway, “I agree.  You did better than the other new apprentices, even if you have a long way to go, you show a lot of promise.  Lia, you did very well too, I think you’re ready for full access to the library.  You’ll be a mage in a month if you work at it.  Sam, you too, despite your performance today.  You can still bring your spells to me if you aren’t sure and want to verify, but I’ll lift that rule as well.” 

He felt a bit confused by that last, not really sure how things worked as far as becoming a mage. 

Cassandra  noticed,  and  said,  “The  measure  of  a  mage  is power, experience, preparedness for us rune mages, and of course their  ability  to  pay  attention  to  detail  and  not  make  a  mistake  with

scribing  a  spell.    Technically,  I  could  make  them  both  mages  right now, as they meet all of those requirements.  Realistically however, as full mages that are past their apprenticeship, they would be added to the mission rosters, and may be assigned missions  before  they’re able to study the truly powerful rune spells where the six spheres are mixed in multiple runes to powerful effect. 

“Partially lifting the strictures of the apprenticeship for a month or  so  before  being   officially   declared  a  full  mage  and  the apprenticeship  over,  takes  care  of  that  little  problem.    The  other towers work similarly.” 

He  nodded  and  supposed  that  made  sense.    It  was  a  way around the rules, to make sure mages were truly ready before being sent on missions before adding them to the roster, simply by keeping them  as  official  apprentices  for  a  short  period.    It  made  a  lot  of sense, since it was the crown that decided missions and pulled from the roster, they wouldn’t know or care if a mage was brand new or not. 

He also supposed he’d only have Lia around on a daily basis for another month, which was something he didn’t want to examine too closely. 

Cassandra asked, “What did you think of our queen?” with an abrupt change of topic, which derailed his thoughts. 

He  frowned,  “Still  in  mourning,  unless  she’s  always  so distant?” 

Cassandra  nodded,  “That  could  be  part  of  it.    She’s  also queen  now,  which  could  be  part  of  it.    She  has  to  find  her  legs  to rule.  She used to always be supportive and kind, but a ruler needs a little steel in their spines.  You did well there.” 

“Thanks.” 

Cassandra  said,  “Tradition  says  the  rest  of  the  day  is  free time, on a competition day, but I want to see you in my office briefly after lunch.” 

He  just  nodded,  as  the  three  of  them  stood  up  and  followed Cassandra to the dining room. 

Cassandra had a thoughtful look on her face as they left the lunch table and headed up to her office.  She still hadn’t said what it

was she wanted, and he felt a little off balance as they walked up the stairs and into her office. 

His  magic  had  already  started  to  recover  the  last  two  hours, but it was still lower than he felt comfortable with.  He imagined his channeling  practice  would  be  very  short  that  night,  assuming  he gained enough magic back.  If so, the competition would have to do for that practice. 

He  took  a  seat  as  she  waved  to  the  guest  chair  as  she rounded her desk and sat in hers. 

She  opened  up  one  of  the  desk  drawers  and  took  out  a parchment,  and  she  pushed  over  her  quill  and  ink  as  she  set  it across from him. 

“Do you remember your first day two weeks ago, the first time you saw me was joining our class.” 

He  nodded,  “You  were  teaching  fire  spells,  and  the  reason there were so many for just literally creating fire.” 

She smiled, “Exactly.  I want you to draw the rune for lighting a candle.” 

He  felt  uneasy  for  a  moment,  but  a  surge  of  determination went through him.  He’d decided to hide his abilities two weeks ago, but he’d also promised himself he wouldn’t lie about them.  He was quite  sure  that  Cassandra  knew  he  hadn’t  read  or  studied  those runes  yet,  and  that  he’d  only  laid  eyes  on  them  once.    On  his  first day  no  less,  when  he  was  feeling  out  of  place  and  insecure  in  his new life. 

He  picked  up  the  quill,  and  he  lifted  the  cover  on  the  inkpot and dipped it.  The rune for lighting the candle, any rune really, was incredibly complex.  He didn’t even hesitate, drawing the symbol out one  line,  curve,  hook,  circle,  or  other  shape  or  squiggle  at  a  time. 

When  it  was  done,  he  put  the  quill  down  and  looked  up  at Cassandra. 

Each part of the rune was part of the spell.  One specified fire magic,  then  the  kind  which  was  raw  fire,  the  size  of  the  flame,  the purpose behind it, how hot it was, and several other things as well. 

She took a moment cast that same rune he’d seen her use in class  over  and  over,  before  she  even  looked  at  what  he’d  drawn. 

Perhaps it was the fact they were much closer together, a bare three

feet of desk separating them, but the meaning of that rune became clear  to  him  in  that  moment.    It  was  a  life  spell,  having  to  do  with enhancing  and  recalling  memory.    No  doubt  she’d  cast  the  spell  to bring up the rune in her mind, perhaps a perfect recollection of the exact moment she was reading the page with that rune on it in that fire magic book, for comparison. 

Which  meant…  normal  rune  mages  even  after  writing  runes perfectly  once,  didn’t  necessarily  remember  them  perfectly,  like  he did.  Even after years of experience.  Perhaps those five spells he’d been  bringing  her  a  day  was  more  shocking  and  telling  than  he’d thought. 

He  also  considered  what  she’d  told  him  before  lunch.    A measure  of  a  mage  being  promoted  from  apprentice  was  their magical  power  growth,  experience,  preparedness,  and  consistency in drawing runes without making a mistake.  It was that last that had bit him in the ass. 

Apparently,  his  mistake  was   never   making  a  mistake,  and he’d brought her thirty-five spells to approve in the last seven days. 

Not one of them had been flawed. 

Cassandra  nodded,  as  if  coming  to  some  conclusion,  “Very good, perfect in fact, and quickly done.  You may go, enjoy your day.” 

He  hesitated  for  a  moment,  but  if  Cassandra  read  the question  in  his  eyes,  she  didn’t  deign  to  answer  it.    He  didn’t  think that  she  looked  all  that  afraid,  angry,  or  even  freaked  out,  and  the smile she gave him was genuine.  So, he didn’t think he was in deep crap, but he was extremely confused in that moment.  He might as well have just screamed out he was a Rune Mystic.  Apparently, they weren’t going to talk about it, at all. 

He left her office, and found Lia loitering outside in the hall. 

The gorgeous and slightly terrifying blonde, gave him a warm smile, “City?  We can celebrate your first horrid demise,” she teased. 

Not  that  she  scared  him,  as  long  as  they  were  on  the  same side. 

“Sounds good, senior apprentice mage, anything in mind?” 

She  smirked,  “That  title  doesn’t  exist,  but  I  like  it,  does  that mean I get to boss you around?” 

He  snorted,  and  teased  back,  “How  would  that  be  any different than before?” 

She giggled, “I do not.” 

He grinned, “Of course not, forgive my impertinence.” 

She  tossed  her  hair  imperiously,  “Forgiven,  junior  apprentice mage,  and  the  dirt  beneath  my  feet,”  but  broke  down  in  giggles ruining her faux hauteur before she reached the end of the sentence. 

She added, “There is a show I’ve been wanting to see.” 

He laughed, “Lead on, just let me grab my sword.” 

The two of them hit the city for the rest of the day.  The play was okay, but it was Lia’s company that truly made it a fun afternoon. 

Chapter Fifteen

Over the next month, Olin settled into his new life.  He continued to take five spells a day to Cassandra, who never once commented on it.  He also spent most of his free time with Lia.  Sam was there on occasion,  but  as  in  the  past  he  disappeared  at  times  into  the  city, something he continued to ignore.  It wasn’t his business, but it also prevented him and Sam from developing any closer ties than casual friendship. 

His  time  with  Lia  was  different,  they  grew  closer  over  that time, strengthening their bonds of friendship.  He thought there might be more there as well, but the timing wasn’t right for either of them, and life got in the way, as well as his past. 

At  the  same  time,  he  was  really  learning  over  a  hundred spells a week, and a month later that added up to five hundred rune spells.  A lot of them were convenience spells, or very similar to each other with small gradations, but it was a point. 

Still, he only took the useful ones to Cassandra, and scribed those into his gauntlets.  At that point he had a hundred and seventy-five  spells  on  his  bracers  and  several  small  rods.    He’d  also  only read about a quarter of the library.  A quarter of the basic spell books at  least.    At  that  rate,  it’d  take  an  additional  three  months  to  finish them, or at least the ones he had access to. 

He  had  the  seven  protection  spells,  several  different  healing spells,  and  counters  to  the  most  popular  attacks.    He  also  had  a number  of  enhancement  spells  outside  of  speed  and  strength, including his senses, magical detection, and general awareness.  He also  had  several  offensive  options  for  all  six  spheres,  to  take advantage  of  weaknesses  depending  on  what  opponent  he  was facing. 

In  short,  he  was  far  ahead  on  that  one  aspect  of  his apprenticeship,  he  had  far  more  spells  and  knowledge  than  his power could ever fully take advantage of, yet. 

The advanced books made up almost a third of the library, but he  suspected  there  were  far  fewer  spells.    Linking  and  multi-rune spells  would  no  doubt  take  up  more  space  in  a  book,  and  require much more detailed explanations, so no doubt there weren’t nearly as many spells in each book. 

Regardless,  despite  his  great  progress,  he  still  didn’t  know enough  to  plan  out  his  mage  equipment.    He’d  reserve  judgement until  the  end.    At  the  very  least,  he’d  be  combining  the  seven protection spells into one spell joined by a starburst.  In competition, they all had time to cast their spells at leisure right before it started. 

But…  in  real  life  danger,  he’d  need  to  get  those  protections  and enhancements  up  as  quickly  as  possible  if  he  was  attacked.    That meant  combination  spells,  focusing  on  a  few  starbursts,  instead  of many spells in succession. 

His  magic  potential  continued  to  grow  at  a  geometric  rate, doubling  about  once  every  week,  which  meant  after  five  weeks  he was thirty-two times more powerful than when he’d arrived, sixteen times  more  powerful  than  during  his  first  competition.    That  would give  him  more  breathing  room,  able  to  take  sixteen  fireballs  before losing  his  shields,  and  able  to  support  those  spells  for  hours.    Of course, that wasn’t reality, because he’d be using more spells in his next competition.  It was a balance. 

That sounded like a lot, but he was still relatively weak among his peers, growth at that rate would continue for the duration of his apprenticeship,  and  even  a  little  after.    In  power,  he  was  relatively average.    Growth  would  still  occur  once  he  reached  his  near  full potential, but it would still take years longer at much slower growth to reach  while  a  full  mage,  according  to  what  he’d  researched. 

Diminishing  returns,  similar  to  physical  workouts  and  muscles,  the closer to peak physical condition a person was, the longer it took to close that gap by inches. 

Another  way  to  look  at  it,  was  he  was  a  newborn  babe  that couldn’t  lift  his  head  up  when  he  arrived  at  the  tower  mage  guilds, now  he  was  a  six-month-old  that’d  learned  to  crawl,  as  far  as  his

magic  power  was  concerned.    Not  much  of  a  challenge  for  a  full adult, but he could get underfoot and make them trip. 

If  Cassandra  had  any  suspicions  what  he  was,  she  never mentioned it, and Sam and Lia certainly didn’t know.  He wasn’t even sure  they  were  aware  how  many  spells  he  knew,  the  bracers  were covered  after  all  by  his  robes,  not  to  mention  the  rune  spells  were inscribed on the inside, where the bracers touched his skin.  He also didn’t  talk  about  it  or  give  them  progress  reports,  only  Cassandra was  cognizant  of  his  fast  progress  in  that  one  area,  and  even  she didn’t know the full truth. 

He  did  come  up  with  a  theory,  he  believed  Cassandra  was protecting him, by giving herself reasonable doubt at the same time. 

He’d eventually made it into that joint non-magic book library to do a little  reading  on  history,  and  he  looked  up  some  things.    History hadn’t painted the mystics very well at all. He doubted they were all as  arrogant  and  cruel  as  portrayed,  but  it  was  what  it  was.    All  he could think of, was that she’d be honor bound to tell the other tower masters and mistresses of the discovery of a mystic among them, if they  ever  talked  about  it  and  he  confirmed  what  he  was  she  might not  have  a  choice.    Which  would  put  him  in  a  certain  amount  of danger, especially if the royal family learned of it. 

In  short,  he  believed  they  didn’t  talk  about  it,  because Cassandra was keeping him safe.  It even occurred to him, that she might believe he didn’t even know what he was. 

Personally, he finished the grieving process that month.  The loss of his old life.  He still thought of Celane fondly of course, and quite  possibly  would  love  her  the  rest  of  his  life,  but  it  was  more wistful  after  those  five  weeks  than  it  was  painful,  and  he  imagined that would fade even further over time. 

He  also  suspected  his  time  with  Lia  had  a  lot  to  do  with  his recovery, and he stopped feeling guilty about that over time as well. 

Of course, things weren’t perfect, far from it.  That month had been a slow leadup to another dreaded life change, as Lia and Sam were  promoted  to  full  mages  in  the  rune  guild.    They  hadn’t  been assigned anywhere yet, but he knew it was just a matter of time. 

By the end of those four weeks, he’d also finally mastered all twenty  sword  forms,  and  had  joined  the  general  class  in  sparring. 

The general class were all sword masters, and he never had a doubt he  had  a  long  way  to  go.    He   was   told  he  was  a  natural,  and  he should be at their level by the end of his apprenticeship if he applied himself  and  worked  hard.  All  he  lacked  was  experience,  and  the wisdom and cunning that came with it. 

Caley was close to mastering the forms as well, but she’d had more  to  learn  than  he  did,  given  his  previous  training,  which  had been  both  a  boon  and  a  stumbling  block  as  he’d  had  to  unlearn some bad habits.  As far as the two earth apprentices went, they’d dropped the class in the second week. 

The  second  competition  day  came,  and  with  his  insight  into how things worked he stuck with the sneaky approach, a little more powerful, and a little wiser, but even Cassandra couldn’t take down whole team-ups of mages in a straight battle.  He’d long come to the conclusion  if  he  ever  wanted  to  win  one  of  the  contests,  acting openly  with  his  full  power,  even  with  the  advantages  of  all  six spheres, wouldn’t cut it.  Showy would get him killed. 

Rune  mages  stood  alone,  in  a  world  where  a  mage   couldn’t stand  alone,  at  least  not  in  a  straight  forward  and  so-called honorable battle.  In a real-world danger situation, he’d have allies in the  other  mages,  but  competition  among  the  towers  wasn’t  real world, and that wasn’t an option for the competitions. 

Nor in the real world, would it be him against over a hundred mages.  In a very real way, the competition was overtraining and as such was effective as far as it went.  He wouldn’t get overconfident, but his chances were far better in stopping a single assassin mage of another kingdom, when he had himself  and  actual backup. 

Regardless,  he  went  with  earth,  water,  and  life  shields, forgoing  the  other  four  to  save  magic  potential.    He  also  used enhanced  speed  and  strength,  olfactory  and  vision,  and  detect magic.    He  also  used  chameleon  again,  and  that  was  his  base spells. 

He used close to the same approach as last time, staying in the  canopy  of  trees,  but  used  more  spells  as  well,  cheap  and  fast ones  that  he  didn’t  maintain  for  more  than  a  few  seconds,  which further  conserved  his  magic.    Illusion  spells  as  distractions  mainly, shifting shadows and glimpses of color in the corner of other mage’s

eyes that made them look away in a critical moment, as he sprung his  ambush.    He  also  didn’t  get  blindsided  that  time,  as  he  paid attention to his surroundings even as he attacked. 

Regardless,  he  managed  to  take  out  three  opponents,  and flee from two groups and successfully evade them, before he finally met  his  match  in  a  master  air  mage  just  over  an  hour  into  the competition.    As  far  as  he  could  tell,  when  he  went  over  the encounter later, his illusion failed to distract the man because he was using  an  air  spell  to  detect  movement  around  him.    The  illusion  of course,  would  fail  to  impact  air,  and  his  opponent  had  been  more than experienced enough to ignore the thing.  It had also made his chameleon spell useless, as hidden or not his body movements  had impacted  the  air,  and  his  opponent  had  known  where  he  was  the whole time he was in range. 

In short, he’d thought he had the surprise, but the master air mage had been the one to spring the true trap, and he’d fallen right into it. 

He  was  so  impressed  by  his  loss,  and  the  facility  of  such  a spell,  that  he  was  going  to  look  for  that  spell  specifically  the  next day.  Hopefully it was in the books, the rune mages could cast all six spheres using runes, but they didn’t have a rune equivalent for  every spell the other magic disciplines had.  Of course, he couldn’t create it himself without getting caught, if it didn’t exist, but he might just do so anyway and keep it as a card to play in real life danger, if not the competitions. 

It was later that day of the second competition, and Lia and he left  a  playhouse  and  started  to  head  back  to  the  center  of  the  city and the mage towers.  He supposed it was turning into a custom, go see a play after being mock killed in battle. 

Lia  said  in  an  overdone  casual  voice,  “I  got  my  first assignment earlier today.  I leave tomorrow, and I should be back in two weeks.” 

His  insides  twisted  a  little,  so  he  deflected  with  a  teasing comment, “What will I do, without anyone to give me orders.” 

Lia snickered, “So, you’ll miss me then?” 

He  replied,  “Of  course.    What’s  the  mission?    If  you  can  tell me.” 

Lia teased, “Worried about me?” 

He replied, “Actually, I feel a little sorry for the enemy.” 

She snorted, “Liar.  I’ll be fine, a mage’s first mission is usually simple,  relatively  safe,  and  short.    I’m  accompanying  supplies  and relief border troops south to the Vemor border.  It’ll give me a chance to see my parents.  A week down, then a week back up.” 

He thought about that a second, then said, “Okay, be careful.” 

She  smirked,  “I’ll  be  fine.    Do  you  know  the  communication spell yet, air magic.” 

He nodded, “I might’ve looked it up, when I realized you’d be going soon.” 

She laughed, “Use it, if you want. 

He grinned, “Is that an order?” 

She mock glared, “Yes, I’ll miss you too.” 

He looked her in the eyes, “Count on it.” 

She  blushed,  but  she  held  his  gaze  a  few  moments  longer before looking away.  She was still as stunning as the first time he saw her, but he hardly noticed anymore. 

He  wasn’t  a  coward,  and  he  knew  they’d  grown  very  close over the last five weeks.  In a real way, she’d become the best friend he’d ever had, but timing and other things had stopped both of them from  even  talking  about  deeper  commitments.    His  new  life  was complicated. 

He knew he needed to decide soon, to take a risk or back off. 

He was very attracted to Lia, and most of that was regardless of her truly exquisite beauty.  It was also complicated, they were in a very real  way  confined  to  each  other’s  company,  and  no  one  else’s, because of the tower rules.  He knew she didn’t want to settle for the only man available, and knew she had no interest at all in Sam that way. 

He felt the same, in a small way, but then he also knew she was a remarkable woman, in many ways.  It was all confused in his head and while he made peace with his past that was all mixed up in it as well.  He no longer felt guilty about admiring her, or their close friendship, but courting her was a step further. 

He  would  miss her while she was away on the mission, and he  would  worry  about  her.    Maybe  that  absence  would  help  him

figure  things  out,  help  both  of  them  figure  things  out.    He’d  caught her  looking  at  him  speculatively  at  times  as  well,  but  he  also  saw reservations  in  her  eyes  when  things  got  a  bit…  intimate  between them. 

Nothing untoward.  Moments like the look they’d just shared. 

The  mission  would  also  expose  her  more  directly  with  many non-mage men, that would no doubt show interest in her.  Exposure she hadn’t ever had before, that would give her options.  That was both a good and bad thing in his mind, but at the very least it would give her something to compare him against.  The last thing he’d want is for her to settle for him because he was her whole dating pool, that would lead to doubts and maybe resentment in the future. 

She’d teased him once about being an innocent, but she was as  well  in  many  ways.    Even  more  than  he  was,  since  she  was raised  in  relative  isolation  in  the  tower,  kept  from  the  other  mage children except for Sam. 

Or,  maybe  it  was  all  in  his  own  head,  he  had  no  way  to  be sure short of asking. 

Chapter Sixteen

His vague plan and idea turned out to be more true than he realized it  would  be,  as  he  had  no  idea  how  badly  he  would  miss  her presence until after she’d left.  It was only two days later, and he was already  positive  he  was  in  love  with  Lia,  despite  not  being  able  to come close to answering that question two days ago. 

How  much  he  missed  her  presence,  had  cleared  up  the confusion  fairly  quickly.    Sure,  it  was  far  too  soon  for  any  kind  of commitment, but he knew he wanted to court her. 

That  made  it  pretty  simple  in  his  mind,  he’d  have  to  take  a chance  on  it  when  she  got  back,  otherwise  he’d  never  forgive himself.    He  just  hoped  she’d  come  to  a  similar  conclusion  being separated from him, and if not that it wouldn’t ruin their friendship. 

He’d talk to her every night for a few minutes of course, through the communication  spell,  but  it  wouldn’t  be  the  same  as  having  her there. 

In  the  meantime,  he  dove  into  the  library  with  even  more aggressiveness than he’d previously shown.  It helped to fill the time, and  to  take  his  mind  off  his  worries.    She  was  more  than  capable, but that had nothing to do with feelings, or his desire to protect her when  he  couldn’t.    Maybe  it  wasn’t  that  dangerous  a  mission,  but what if the enemy attacked when she was down there? 

What if some man swept her off her feet? He started to regret his plan to wait on saying anything until after her first mission.  He’d thought their rare intimate looks were enough to make the point, but he started to doubt that. 

Regardless, life went on.  He found that spell that the master air mage had been using, and he added it to one of his five spells a day  and  got  it  scribed  on  his  bracer.    As  a  rule,  he’d  been  putting healing,  defense,  and  enhancement  on  his  left  bracer,  and  offense

on  his  right  bracer.    Offense  meaning  not  only  obviously  offensive spells, but illusion and distraction spells.  It might be more accurate to  say  anything  protecting,  enhancing,  or  beneficial  to  him personally, he put on his left bracer.  Anything he did to an enemy, be it a fireball, blasts of stone, water, or air, or just a distraction like an illusion or a noise, went on his right gauntlet. 

Spells of convenience, where time wasn’t a concern, went on his rods.  Lighting a fire, putting one out, heating a bath, or cleaning his  clothes.    The  communications  spell  rune  too,  anything  where time  wasn’t  a  constraint  and  wouldn’t  be  a  factor  in  staying  alive, really. 

He wasn’t truly alone he supposed, Cassandra was great, and a  comfort.    She  was  even  family  in  a  way,  but  despite  all  that  she wasn’t and wouldn’t ever be a friend and equal.  He liked her, a lot, but she was his mistress, he was her apprentice, and as far as family went, she was closer to a strict but supportive and kind mother figure than anything else.  In short, he had a lot more free time on his own, and  found  himself  in  the  library  again  more  often  than  not,  just  for something to do. 

He  couldn’t  even  really  go  into  the  city,  not  without  breaking the  rules  like  Sam  had  been  doing.    They  weren’t  supposed  to  go there alone, and he was the only apprentice left in the rune tower. 

There  was  also  another  subtle  change  to  his  day. 

Cassandra’s afternoon class was pretty much spell theory, she didn’t go over spells as deeply as she had with Sam and Lia in the class. 

Further proof in his mind she knew what he was, and that she knew teaching him spells to the point of breaking them down was a waste of time, it was magical theory that he needed to know.  The library would more than suffice for the former. 

She still did show him the spells though, apparently there was a  base  list  of  spells  every  rune  mage  had  to  know  before  they became mages in truth. 

Cassandra said that afternoon, “The most dangerous time for mages  is  in  the  first  moments  of  a  life  and  death  confrontation. 

Given  surprise,  a  mage  can  die  before  they  even  know  there’s  a danger  present,  so  we  must  be  always  aware  of  our  surroundings, without giving in to paranoia.  At some point, your magic will refresh

itself  fast  enough  to  always  have  one  or  two  spells  going,  and  still maintain  your  full  power.    The  cost  of  the  spells  in  magic  and channeling will literally be less than the amount of magic you recover at the same time. 

“Not  powerful  spells,  or  full  shields,  but  something  we  call ward  spells.    I  mentioned  before  there  was  more  than  one  way  to connect  spells,  the  starburst  is  just  one  of  those.    A  ward  spell  is another such way.  The spell is a gate of sorts, think of it like a spigot on  a  tub,  and  just  the  first  stage  in  a  two-stage  spell.    If  the conditions of the ward are met, it activates the second stage, which can be a starburst that will power up all of your protection spells at once, or some other desired end. 

“You  might  not  even  detect  the  danger  your  spell  does,  but merely  feel  a  stronger  draw  as  the  second  stage  is  activated  to protect  you.    One  ward,  for  example,  is  a  life  spell  that  will  detect violent  intentions  in  others.    If  someone  nears  you  intending violence, it will trigger and launch whatever spell you’ve paired it with as a second stage. 

“Obviously, that ward is  only  effective against a non-mage, or a  mage  that  has  no  shields  up,  otherwise  the  ward  can’t  read  the intentions  of  a  shielded  mage.    Still,  that  ward  is  the  major  reason non-mages  have  very  little  chance  of  killing  one  of  us,  even  if  they think they have surprise.  It’s also something we don’t advertise.” 

She  paused  a  moment  for  me  to  absorb  that  concept,  then continued. 

“Another  such  ward  spell  is  one  that  detects  active  magic being cast, to take care of that rather glaring fault in the first ward, which  allows  the  second  stage  to  launch,  hopefully  shielding  you from  the  first  surprise  attack.    Those  two  wards  are  the  most commonly used by a mage out on assignment, and they require very little magic because they’re completely passive in nature.  They can even  be  left  active  while  asleep,  and  your  magic  will  still  recover overnight. 

“Obviously,  the  second  ward  is  of  limited  use  here  at  the towers,  where  spells  are  cast  around  you  often.    But  out  on assignment it’s a different story.” 

“Other wards?” he asked. 

She said, “There are many types, even reactive wards, which are  layered  upon  a  protective  spell.    Say  you’re  being  attacked  by several normal soldiers.  You can cast a three-tier spell if you have it set up that way.  The first tier is an earth shield, which is best against physical weapons, the second tier is the reactive ward which lays on it.  If your shield is struck, it automatically launches an offensive spell in  response,  the  third  tier  of  the  spell,  which  would  be  a  relatively weak one to take down your attacker, if say one stabbed you in the back.  In that case, you’d kill your attacker without even looking. 

“The  possibilities  are  almost  endless,  and  even  more complicated  for  us  rune  mages  since  we  can  mix  and  match spheres.    Still,  each  one  of  those  adds  up,  and  is  a  drain  on  our magic, so we generally only use the two, and not the reactive ones, but the ones that trigger our defenses whether we personally detect the danger to us or not. 

“Still,  it’s  good  to  be  aware  of  them,  as  there  are  some situations and missions where it would be called on to be used past the usual two.” 

She paused for a moment. 

“Besides  the  those  two,  wards  and  starbursts,  runes  can  be connected  consecutively.    The  starburst  will  launch  all  the  spells connected  to  it  at  the  same  time.    A  consecutive  connection launches  them  one  at  a  time,  one  right  after  the  other.    The  first  is used mostly defensively, or in enhancements.  The second is used mostly offensively. 

“Say  you  wanted  to  confine  and  ask  an  enemy  some questions.    The  first  spell  would  disarm  them,  the  second  hobble them,  then  the  third  spell  would  influence  them  to  be  honest.    You wouldn’t want the first and second spell going off at the same time, or  they  could  stab  themselves  when  their  arms  are  forced  behind their back and bound. 

“Lastly,  there’s  an  enhancement  connector  between  runes. 

Not enhancing you, but enhancing your spell.  The first will enhance the  second  spell.    Say  you  had  a  convenience  spell  that  moved water  from  a  river  or  creek  bed  into  your  water  flask  while  on  the road.  After casting it, you’d need to cast purify water if the source of water was questionable. 

“Instead,  you  just  make  it  one  spell,  connected  with  an enhancing  connector,  for  common  things.    When  cast,  the  purify water enhances the move water spell, and it purifies the water as it’s moved into your water flask.  A more offensive use would be to feed richer  air  to  a  fireball  spell,  much  like  air  and  fire  mages  can  work together  to  do  the  same,  you  can  do  it  too.    A  starburst  wouldn’t work, you’d be casting two separate spells, an air and fire spell.  The enhancing connector combines them.” 

He smirked, “It sounds lazy.  Not the starburst, or the wards, because  they  could  save  your  life,  but  the  consecutive  one. 

Although, I suppose enhancement in battle could save your life too.” 

She nodded, “Some of my examples might seem that way, but they do come in handy in some situations. It not only makes things more efficient, but it also conserves magic.  All spells waste magic in the  cost  to  activate  them.    It’s  almost  negligent  in  difference,  but every little bit counts.” 

He  asked,  “Those  are  the  only  kinds,  four?    Starburst, consecutive, ward, and enhancement?” 

She tilted her head, “They can be combined.  The ward to a starburst, to the seven protection spells for example.  Mage craft is complicated.    You’ll  also  want  to  be  careful  what  you  make automatic.  A reactive ward in the example I gave you, would kill a friend if they slapped your shoulder in greeting, for instance.  I don’t use them at all to be honest, just the two main ones I explained, life is  too  messy  to  try  and  automate  things  too  much.    I  do  use  a number of enhancement and consecutive spells however.” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

Cassandra  grinned,  “Noticed  that,  did  you?    No,  there’s  one more, but I don’t want you tempted to use it before you’re ready to move  on  to  the  advanced  books.    Even  the  four  I  gave,  are advanced concepts.” 

He promised, “I won’t.” 

She peered him a moment, then said, “Some of the advanced spells require even more power than I have in any one moment.  The answer  to  that  is  the  power  connector.    In  short,  you  channel  your magic  into  a  rune  which  has  only  one  function,  to  hold  power.    It might  take  hours  until  you’ve  fed  it  enough  to  cast  the  spell,  using

the  stored  power  and  what  you’ve  regained  since  then.    The  more powerful you get, the faster you recover magic.” 

Huh,  he  could  see  where  that  would  be  tempting,  he  could feed  stored  power  runes  for  days  to  power  his  shields  during  the next competition. 

“That’s  dangerous,  I  assume?    Since  you  didn’t  want  to  tell me?” 

She nodded, “The danger lies in control, it’s an active casting the whole time, and as you know you need to clearly focus on a rune during casting, and only after it’s cast and fully active can you ignore it, and just focus on channeling so the spell will maintain itself.  If you lose  focus  on  a  stored  power  rune,  the  magic  will  be  released catastrophically as the cast fails, which can be deadly.  All magic is dangerous  to  the  unwary,  but  none  so  much  as  the  stored  power rune  connector.    There  are  proscriptions  against  using  them  for anything but the most powerful spells where they’re needed.” 

He replied, “I won’t try it, not worth it.” 

She said, “The second function of that connector is enabling two  mages  to  power  the  spell,  or  more.    By  design,  there’s  no feedback, and the flow only goes one way.” 

He shook his head, “What kind of spells would need so much power?” 

She  replied,  “Weather  magic.    Any  changes  to  the  weather require  a  lot  of  magic.    A  gateway  to  move  you  instantly  from  one place to another.  There are others.” 

He asked curiously, “A gateway?” 

She  smirked,  “Like  a  doorway,  you  step  through  it  and  can move  many  miles  in  one  step.    We  don’t  use  the  spell  often,  it  will leave about four master mages fully depleted.” 

“And the same for a sunny day?” 

She  snickered,  “Not  exactly.    Weather  is  a  good  weapon  in war.  Muddy fields makes miserable enemy troops, lightning destroys supplies and starts fires.  It is what it is.  I think we’re done for the day.” 

He nodded soberly, that use hadn’t even occurred to him. 

There  were  a  couple  of  hours  before  dinnertime,  and  he wasn’t used to being alone yet.  He’d never been a solitary person, 

and  between  the  rules  proscribing  relationships  with  other  mage towers, and missing Lia, he felt a little cut off from the world around him.  He even missed Sam, though not nearly as much. 

Eventually, he headed to the library just for something to keep his  mind  engaged.    He  truly  didn’t  like  feeling  sorry  for  himself,  his new  life  wasn’t  bad  at  all.    Magic  was  interesting,  and  even  fun  at times, if a very serious and dangerous business. 

He sat down at one of the desks, and he pulled up his sleeve before releasing his right bracer.  The steel bracer opened up on a hinge running its length, essentially splitting it in half, so there were two half tubes when he put it on the desk, revealing all the runes he had on the inside. 

He was curious about the new connectors he’d learned about, but he knew he shouldn’t mess with them at all until he reached the end  stage  of  his  apprenticeship  which  would  be  quite  a  while. 

Besides, he wasn’t powerful enough to start using ward runes, and couldn’t channel fast enough to cast more than a couple of spells at a time.  Still, the information was good to have, and he was already planning out possibilities for when that time did come. 

Regardless,  he’d  gotten  another  five  runes  approved  that day.    He  picked  up  the  rod,  which  was  pointed  at  one  end,  and started  to  scribe  his  spell.    He  was  cautious.    His  memory  was perfect of course, because of being a mystic, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make a careless mistake, or slip.  It wouldn’t be the end of the world of course, an earth spell he had on one of the other rods would  essentially  erase  a  rune,  by  smoothing  out  a  portion  of  his bracer, but it would be a waste of time and magic. 

He’d  given  a  lot  of  thought  about  the  group  tactics  the  fire mages  and  sometimes  handfuls  of  other  mages  from  other  towers employed  during  the  competition.    He’d  come  across  a  few interesting  spells  earlier  that  morning.    A  fire  spell  that  essentially flashed  light  in  the  victim’s  eyes.    As  far  as  he  could  tell,  shields wouldn’t help against that, since the spell happened away from the victim  all  that  hit  the  victim  of  the  spell  was  pure  light.    A  shield couldn’t  block light, not without blinding the mage. 

Point  being,  he  expected  he  might  be  able  to  distract  and temporarily blind a whole group, at least for the few seconds it would

take to mock kill one and melt back into the trees.  Mix that with his sound  distraction  spell,  and  they  wouldn’t  be  able  to  use  sound  to locate him either.  There was still detect magic of course, and other ways  to  feel  opponents  like  that  air  spell,  so  he’d  have  to  be  very fast. 

The  other  four  spells  were  more  straightforward  in  facility. 

Just  in  case  his  stealth  campaign  faltered,  and  he  found  himself  in need of more than just his sword.  He hated the idea of wasting his magic, since he didn’t have all that much of it yet, but better to take out  one  or  two  more  people  before  he  lost  himself.    He  added  a deadly spell of the four elements that were more powerful than the ones he’d scribed already. 

Powerful  enough  that  he  wasn’t  sure  he  could  safely  cast them  yet,  but  if  his  growth  trend  continued  he’d  be  sixteen  times more  powerful  again  than  he  was  now  in  four  weeks  for  the  next competition,  which  wasn’t  a  small  amount.    He  could  add  another similar life and death spell the next day, along with three others. 

He wondered if it was overkill, but there was no such thing as a  mage  having  too  many  options.    He  already  had  several  deadly spells of all six elements on his bracer.  He could choose the spell strength, and therefore how much magic he had left afterwards, by the  strength  of  his  opponent  which  he  could  feel  through  detect magic. 

Another benefit to being a rune mage is he didn’t have to be as  powerful  as  his  opponent.    A  life  or  death  spell  of  less  power would  blow  right  through  an  earth  shield  for  instance.    Of  course, even then, he wouldn’t be taking down master mages anytime soon, unless he got lucky with his sword.  It was the logical opposite of the advantage of being able to cast all six protection spells. 

After scribing down the spells, and verifying them by how they felt to him, they felt  right  when he looked at them ,  so he knew they were. He found himself at loose ends again.  He sighed, and walked over to the bookshelves, might as well dive into learning if he wasn’t allowed to have a life. 

Chapter Seventeen

The  late  evening  sun  felt  good  on  his  face,  and  he  took  a  deep breath  to  try  and  temper  his  excitement.    He  was  right  outside  the tower,  and  he  was  expecting  Lia  at  any  moment,  she’d communicated with him earlier to say she was back in the city and she’d be at the tower shortly. 

Those two weeks Lia was gone, he’d doubled his time in the library in the afternoons and evenings and took to his education with a vengeance, just for a distraction.  It’d worked to a certain point, but he’d  thought  of  her  often  in  the  quiet  moments  before  and  after sleep. 

Their  conversations  over  the  last  two  weeks  had  been sporadic at best.  After the second time he’d used the spell, where she’d had to end their conversation quickly because of duties on the road,  he’d  suggested  she  call  him  instead,  since  she  knew  his schedule and when he’d be free.  She did, every day, but sometimes only for a quick hello. 

Regardless, he was pretty sure she was at least interested in him,  and  he  reminded  himself  it  was  too  soon  for  anything  like promises.  By tradition, courting was a yearlong proposition, before any promises, oaths, or marriage could take place.  Of course, he’d have to slightly bypass tradition anyway, while it was the woman that had to approve and accept a man’s desire to court her, before that happened, he was supposed to get permission to ask her from her father. 

That  would  be  impossible,  because  he  wasn’t  going  to  wait another eight months until her parent’s tour on the border was done. 

He also suspected his feelings were so strong because she’d also been his absent best friend, and in a lot of ways his  only  close friend.  He’d have picked her anyway, he truly believed that it wasn’t

 just   availability,  but  at  the  same  time  he  knew  that  also  had  an impact. 

He’d  never  been  a  loner,  and  the  rules  of  the  tower  chafed, but never more so than the last two weeks.  He knew it wouldn’t be the last time, two weeks was a relatively short assignment, and after a brief time at the tower she’d go out again.  Almost enough to the point he could see Tanner’s point of view, even if he’d never agree with  it.    Mages  didn’t  need  to  rule,  but  he  believed  they  did  need some basic freedoms the commoners had that they were denied. 

The traditions and customs of the towers were stifling and far too controlling. 

Of course, he realized those rules weren’t nearly as impactful on the other towers, not with over a hundred mages in each of the four  element  towers,  and  over  fifty  in  both  the  life  and  death  mage towers.  No one was going to make demands of the crown because he  personally was feeling lonely some of the time. 

All thoughts fled his mind, as he saw a smiling face heading his way, with gorgeous shining blonde hair waving in the breeze, and lovely blue eyes staring back at his.  He felt a surge of emotions that shocked  him,  a  visceral  physical  reaction  at  her  presence,  and  the sense of her aura and magic was like a blow. 

There  was  an  awkward  moment,  where  they  just  stared  at each other, then he moved and gave her a brief and chaste hug, an act he’d never dared before.  It was somewhat of a relief, when she didn’t stiffen against him for taking the liberty, but melted against him with a sigh of contentment, for a moment. 

“I  might’ve  missed  you,  a  little,”  he  admitted  when  he  finally stepped back. 

She snickered, “You were pining, admit it.” 

He dodged, “Dinner and a show?” 

She smiled, “I’d love to, but tomorrow, right after your class. 

I’ve been using magic to keep my robes and body this pristine on the road, but I really need a hot bath, and a night in.” 

He laughed, she’d had the opposite problem as he did.  It was a  thing,  mages  were  known  for  being  well  groomed  in  almost  any situation, and on the road using magic for it was almost a must.  It

was a reputation they had to maintain.  Plus, who liked being grimy and dirty? 

There  were  some  spells  that  were  universal  to  all,  such  as detecting  magic,  and  basic  cleaning  spells  weren’t  sphere  specific either. 

“You look fantastic.” 

She  blushed,  but  thanked  him  for  the  compliment,  another thing he’d never done before either. 

It was pretty clear to him she was either open to the idea, or she’d  completely  missed  the  obvious  and  had  no  idea  how  he  felt about  her.    He  really  didn’t  think  it  was  that  second  one,  but  that didn’t stop him from feeling anxiety about asking.  However, he didn’t answer the question in her eyes, he wanted to ask her about it while they  were  out,  not  when  he  was  ambushing  her  outside  the  tower after  she’d  been  on  a  horse  for  fourteen  days  with  a  brief  respite halfway  through.    Still,  he  was  content  enough  with  her  presence, and their banter continued as they moved back into the tower. 

It  was  still  a  good  night,  and  they  didn’t  run  out  of  things  to talk about, as she told him all about her stint to the south and how good it was to see her parents. 

The sun was falling behind the horizon the next evening, and they’d just enjoyed a dinner out with each other.  He’d taken her to her  favorite  tavern,  where  they  always  had  a  minstrel  for  live entertainment  and  good  food.    They  were  also  heading  toward  a playhouse. 

His stomach was filled with anxiety, and he was more than a bit  nervous,  but  her  smiles,  laughter,  and  even  teasing  throughout the  night  told  him  he  was  being  a  chicken  by  putting  it  off.    He reached out and took her hand before they reached the playhouse, and he stopped walking and turned so they were face to face. 

She turned to him with a smile, and a question in her eyes. 

She  really  was  stunningly  beautiful,  and  it  hit  him  hard  in  that moment,  but  when  he  thought  of  her  that  wasn’t  what  was  on  his mind.    Well,  not   just   that,  but  he  was  a  healthy  eighteen-year-old male after all. 

He said, “Lia, I’ve never met anyone like you before.  I admire and care for you very much.  You’re everything I could ask for in a partner, and more.  I know I’m slightly flouting tradition, but I’d very much like your permission to court you.” 

She blushed, and for the first time in his experience, she was completely speechless. 

He grinned teasingly, which snapped her out of it. 

She bit her lip, “Are you sure?  All teasing aside, I know how much you missed me with just Cassandra in the tower.  When you’re a mage you’ll meet a lot of women, as you travel.  I don’t want to be the consolation prize.” 

He  knew  that  was  one  of  her  worries,  he’d  had  similar thoughts given their unique situation. 

“You could never be mere consolation.  You’re as bright as the sun,  Lia.    Brave,  and  more  than  my  equal  in  all  ways.    I  could  ask you the same question?  It was part of the reason I  didn’t  ask until after your first mission.” 

She smirked, “I  did  have another choice, so I already know I wouldn’t  be  settling,  would  never  settle,  or  I’d  have  been  taken before you arrived in my life.  It’ll be difficult with me gone so much, but if we decide to move forward after a year that won’t be a problem anymore.” 

He nodded, “Married couples are assigned together, like your parents on the border.  I might’ve done a little research in that joint non-magical library you’re always touting.” 

She snickered. 

He noted calmly, “You never did answer the question.” 

She  tilted  her  head,  and  asked  in  mock  confusion, 

“Question?  I can’t remember a question, what was it you wanted to know?” 

She sighed softly a moment later, gave an apologetic look for her tease, and he froze as she went up on her toes, and kissed his cheek lightly, but lingeringly.  Then she said, “I’d like that very much, Olin.  If you’re sure.  Obviously, no promises yet on turn outs, but I won’t  have  my  heart  played  with  either,  and  I  care  about  you  very much.” 

He  replied,  “I  grew  up  outside  the  tower,  remember?    My choice  might  be  temporarily  limited,  but  I  grew  up  around  a  lot  of options before I found out I was a mage.  I’ve never been surer, and I’ve never met anyone like you before.  I’m also aware things won’t be  easy,  but  when  you’re  at  the  tower  we’ll  be  together  almost constantly,  more  than  enough  time  to  equal  a  year  of  dating  with anyone else only seen on occasion.” 

No  one  was  perfect,  not  her  or  him,  and  it  would  be  hard  at times,  but  he  also  knew  it’d  be  worth  it.  She   was  worth  the  risk. 

They were already best friends, and if the look in her eyes was any indication then they wouldn’t be having problems on the intimacy and romantic front either. 

She smirked, “That makes sense, and is good to know.  So, admit it, you pined.” 

He shook his head and laughed, a release of excited tension, and he was feeling on top of the world in that moment.  It wouldn’t be perfect, they’d already been at odds a few times as friends, it might not even work out, but it was promising.  That was enough, for the moment. 

“There  might’ve  been  yearning,  perhaps  some  moping,  but pining is up for debate.” 

She giggled, “Yearning?” 

“Quit while you’re ahead, woman.” 

She  snickered,  “The  play,  we’re  already  running  late,”  then added, “Not that I mind, considering the reason.” 

He nodded, and they headed that way at a quick walk, but he hadn’t  released  her  hand,  and  she  didn’t  seem  to  mind.    Hand holding,  and  brief  kisses  were  permissible  during  courting,  but anything past that was frowned upon.  He got why, marriage was a serious thing, and the temptation of youth and the flesh could cause bad decision making, but his Lia was extremely tempting. 

Chapter Eighteen

Life went on for Olin, the next three months seemed to pass in the blink  of  an  eye.    While  Lia  was  at  the  tower  his  life  very  much revolved around wooing and courting her, when she was gone, he as usual, hit the books with a vengeance. 

There’d been a few bumps, but nothing that put them off each other.  Lia was as stubborn and strong as she was beautiful, which is to say a lot, but they didn’t hold grudges and always made up before she left on even a brief mission. 

He wondered if he was the only one to ever know every spell in  the  library,  except  that  he  hadn’t  received  permission  to  crack open the advanced books yet. Of course, he decided he wasn’t, at least  in  the  past  the  other  mystics  would’ve  had  a  complete understanding  of  rune  magic.    He  had  a  good  idea  what  his equipment  would  look  like,  and  what  spells  he  favored.    He  just wasn’t sure about the final setup with the advanced spells and links, he’d have to learn those first, then work on his final design, and he still had time. 

But  he  knew  the  advanced  offensive  spells  would  go  on  his weapons.    He’d  also  been  able  to  determine  the  two  large  bracers would be enough for all the spells he’d picked for offense, defense, and defensive enhancement, or rather enhancements that would aid him in battle.  His rods with convenience magic most likely wouldn’t change  at  all,  and  he’d  just  keep  the  ones  he  already  had  made. 

Although, there were groups of convenience spells he used a lot at the same time, so he considered he might want to tie them together with consecutive links.   Point being, it was only the  configuration  of those basic spells he wasn’t sure about yet. 

The  wards  were  a  good  thing,  but  what  if  he  wanted  to activate  his  shield  and  enhancement  spells  manually  for  some

reason,  would  that  cause  feedback?    Did  that  mean  he’d  have  to scribe a starburst and six defensive spells twice on his bracers, one for manual, and one that was prefaced by a ward rune, or could he manually trigger that ward somehow, or bypass it?  It was questions like that he needed answered before he could design his final spell setup as a mage, which would be in the advanced part of the library. 

He  was  ahead  in  his  studies,  far  ahead  of  the  norm,  but  his magic was far too weak for mage status still.  Power was one of the major  considerations  of  being  a  mage,  as  was  fighting  experience, and he still had seven months to go in an average apprenticeship as a rune mage to meet those two requirements. 

Of course, it was all relative, it just meant he could cast larger spells, which would tire him out as quickly, it also meant he could put more magic into his protection spells, so he’d last longer. 

His channeling was also more than reflex now, he no longer even needed to think of it when he cast his spells, no more than he had  to  think  about  breathing  to  stay  alive.    He  continued  his  daily practice though, if only to exercise his magic so it would continue to grow. 

He’d  also  been  a  part  of  four  competitions  with  the  fifth coming up in a few days, so he already had a good idea of the usual tactics  employed  by  mages  of  the  other  six  disciplines  and  how  to counter  them.    He’d  done  a  little  better  in  each  competition,  lasted longer, and had taken down more foes. 

His  power  had  continued  to  grow  at  the  fast  rate,  though  no faster  than  anyone  else.    He  was  at  the  point  he  could  even  win  a straightforward fight if necessary, against all but master mages with years of experience and growth.  Of course, he’d been avoiding that, since  there  were  over  a  hundred  competitors  to  deal  with,  not  just one. 

At  the  moment,  Lia  was  on  another  mission,  another  simple trip,  this  time  to  the  eastern  border.    With  the  troop  movements  in Vemor  triggering  their  own  in  Reton,  the  kingdom  of  Dreston  had also  started  moving  troops  in  response  to   them.  Needless  to  say perhaps,  the  tension  between  the  three  kingdoms  were  slowly  but surely ramping up.  The Vemor empire was the major aggressor in the equation, but they couldn’t ignore the possibility of a preemptive

attack from Dreston either, if the Dreston king feared they had their eyes eastward. 

There  were  also  two  more  assassination  attempts  that  he’d heard  about,  but  the  mage  guards  and  royal  guard  were  able  to thwart them, and Queen Delphine and her two children were safe for the moment. 

He was a little late to afternoon class, but that was okay, since he’d shared the late lunch with Cassandra, and she was walking at his side.  He went in and took a seat, as she rounded her desk. 

Cassandra said, “I noticed you haven’t brought me any spells lately.” 

He  cleared  his  throat,  “Well,  the  truth  is  I’ve  exhausted  the possibilities of the apprentice level books.” 

She raised an eyebrow, “There are four times the amount of spells  you’ve  brought  me,  if  admittedly  in  a  shorter  time  than  the usual student.” 

He  replied,  “I’ve  studied  them,  understand  them,  but  they seem  superfluous,  or  so  specific  in  purpose  they  won’t  be  needed day to day.  Point is though, I know of their existence if I ever need them,  and  can  scribe  them  at  that  time,  on  a  rod,  or  something. 

There seemed to be very little reason to bring them to you, if I had no intention of inscribing them on my bracers, or a rod.” 

Her  eyes  widened  slightly  with  surprise,  then  narrowed.    He could  practically  see  her  squash  the  curiosity  that  showed  in  her eyes,  still  avoiding  asking  that  direct  question  that  could  endanger her student. 

He was more than grateful for that, and for his mistress. 

She  sighed,  “Alright,  you  still  have  seven  months  of  growth before I can even consider making you a mage.  You’ve never made a mistake with a rune, and you seem trustworthy enough that way as well.    I  trust  you  won’t  get  lazy  and  make  any  mistakes,  but  I  still want to see the end results until you’re a mage. 

“Given  that,  I’m  going  to  allow  you  to  access  the  advanced library.    Though  most  of  the  spells  will  be  beyond  your  capability, there are some advanced techniques, such as the rune connectors and multiple rune spell types, that you can adapt and take advantage

of.  I expect given seven months, and the advanced library’s smaller size, that you’ll be the most prepared nascent mage ever.” 

He nodded, “I won’t let you down.” 

She  bit  her  lip,  and  said,  “There’s  something  else  I  want  to talk to you about, something that we normally don’t interfere in at all. 

I want you to change your tactics in the upcoming competition.” 

He frowned, “Why?” 

She sighed, “Because mages are not assassins.  I understand the  reason  for  your  tactics,  it’s  probably  one  of  the  only  chances, outside of blind luck, of you placing in the top ten at some point.  It also  gives  you  the  best  assignments,  which  is  the  impetus  we’ve added to make people excel. 

“The  truth  however,  and  the  more   important   reason  for  the competitions,  is  to  teach  you  how  to  survive  when  you  face  an enemy mage one day who will want you dead, and who will truly try to  kill  you.    In  such  a  confrontation,  your  current  tactics  won’t  help you for the most part.  The dirty tricks you employ to gain the upper hand and surprise are fine, it’s the hiding and lurking I want you to forego. 

“When  you  do  face  your  first  true  enemy  mage,  he’ll  be attacking you, because we don’t go around starting fights as a rule. 

Attacking  a  true  enemy  from  the  shadows  just   won’t   even  be  an option.    That  defeats  the  spirit  of  the  purpose  of  the  competitions. 

You  should  be  powerful  enough  now  to  stand  toe  to  toe  in  a  few fights before you’re taken out.” 

He  frowned,  he  could  see  her  point,  but  it  seemed  like suicide.  Of course, it wasn’t true death, and the purpose of it was to train him to fight someone who  would  not only see him coming, but who would also be starting the fight itself. 

He  smirked,  “Why  not,  even  my  stealth  tactics  won’t  let  me get  far  enough,  not  until  I’ve  matured  my  magic  fully.    Or  at  least, when  the  growth  in  magic  starts  to  level  off,  and  it  takes  a  year  to double my power instead of a week.  Until then, I’ll stop playing the assassin striking from the shadows, fair enough?” 

She  nodded,  “Yes,  you  also  may  want  to  team  up  with  Lia, she  should  be  back  before  the  competition  starts  this  month  since she missed the last two.  If your courting is successful, you’ll need to

learn  how  to  fight  together  as  you’ll  always  be  paired  for  missions, learn  how  to  complement  each  other  and  not  get  in  each  other’s way.  The competition is a better place to learn from missteps, than a true life and death threat.” 

He replied, “We’ve discussed that.  I mean, fighting together, in detail.  But you’re right, actually doing it will be different.” 

She  smiled,  “Good.    I  don’t  like  interfering,  and  you’ve  been quite  clever,  you  should  continue  to  use  that  devious  mind  in  the competitions,  just  not  from  the  shadows.    Do  you  have  any questions? I suppose I should start teaching you the advanced spell theory that matches the knowledge in the books.” 

He  mentioned  his  earlier  thoughts,  about  having  to  scribe spells more than once. 

She shook her head, “No.  You can trigger the ward with your own focus and intent, even if the ward’s requirements haven’t been met.  I should have explained that already, when I told you about it. 

You  don’t  want to feed the starburst behind the ward directly, or there will  be  magical  feedback.    The  only  rune  that  prevents  feedback  is the  power  one.    You  also  shouldn’t  use  any  ward  rune  more  than once,  otherwise  all  of  them  will  demand  your  magic  at  the  same time.” 

That made sense. 

She  nodded,  “My  detect  magic  ward  is  setup  to  a  starburst which activates  all  my protective spells. That starburst is connected to  a  consecutive  connector,  which  leads  to  a  second  starburst feeding  my  enhancement  spells.    So  once  the  shields  are  up,  it automatically casts the enhancements I’ve chosen as well.  Just not all at once. 

“Now,  you  may  have  to  draw  them  twice  anyway,  for  the second most used ward which is sensing violent intentions.  But you don’t  have  to  do  it  four  times.    There  will  be  similar  things  for advanced offensive spells, but my normal ones I just leave alone.” 

She  paused  for  a  moment,  “Now,  let’s  discuss  some advanced  spells,  which  have  to  do  with  variables.    Some  spells require input to act correctly.  Some of those are built in, like the spell to heal a cut.  Or the cure poison spell.  It finds the damage on the

being  you’re  healing,  and  then  heals  that  cut.    The  second  part, wouldn’t be possible without the first. 

“A  lot  of  advanced  rune  spells  are  like  that,  the  spell  acts  in stages, passing on information to the next stage of the spell.  We’ve discussed weather before, so I’ll use it as an example.  Well, to start a  storm  we  need  to  bring  high  and  low  pressure,  change temperatures  on  layers  of  air,  increase  moisture  by  an  exact amount.  To set the correct conditions, we first must know what the current conditions are, which informs the latter part of the spell which makes tailored changes to produce the end result. 

“Doing that with one rune would be impossible.  It takes six, at a minimum.  Two air runes, two fire runes, and two water runes, the first  three  gather  the  information  of  the  current  conditions,  the second set of three change the conditions.” 

She waved a hand, “Another example is a spell most used by mage  spies.    The  spell  makes  you  appear  to  be  someone  they’ll recognize  as  having  the  right  to  be  there.    To  accomplish  that,  the spell  must  first  get  that  information  from  their  mind,  then  form  an illusion with that information to make the caster appear a certain way and to modify their voice.  That spell won’t work against a shielded mage,  but  it  doesn’t  have  to.    Once  you’ve  taken  the  information from a normal human and the illusion is set, the mage will see that physical illusion as well. 

“Then  there’s  the  simpler  advanced  spells,  like  enhanced offensive spells.  Splitting the spell to attack two or more targets, or just  making  it  more  powerful  by  combining  elements.    Say  you  run into an enemy death mage that you want to take into custody, or at least  question  before  ending  their  life.    Well,  his  shield  will  be particularly effective against life spells which are the best to use for binding  someone.    But  if  you  enhance  a  life  spell  with  earth,  it  will break through much easier. 

“There are spells that can build a whole stone building.  That requires a stage of the spell to feed the dimensions and size of that building.  Or one to create a carriage out of a tree.  Or… there are many.    If  you  have  any  questions  about  an  advanced  spell  let  me know, we’re going to focus on magical theory and how those spells

work,  and  the  dangers  of  assembling  them  incorrectly,  or  misusing the connectors.” 

He paid close attention for the rest of the afternoon, it was all information  he  couldn’t  divine  simply  by  reading  a  rune’s  purpose and intentions. 

Chapter Nineteen

He learned a lot over the following few days, and he took the time to design and implement the final version of his bracers.  They may be modified at some point, but maybe not.  He still wasn’t sure what advanced spells he’d choose to put on his sword or other weapons, but he was more than sure about his bracers and rods. 

He  suspected  there’d  be  advanced  spells  on  rods  too,  there were plenty of advanced spells that  weren’t  about combat after all. 

They were more about utility and convenience, than life and death. 

Point  being  though,  he  was  sure  about  what  he  wanted  on  the bracers, and to set up some final configurations.  He suspected he was  even  strong  enough  magically  now  to  use  the  wards,  though he’d gain back his magic extremely slowly if he did so. 

Regardless,  until  he  was  strong  enough,  he  could  still  cast them  that  way  on  demand,  and  just  trigger  the  ward  manually  as soon as the spell ward rune was active. 

It  was  a  good  distraction,  over  the  leading  days  to  the competition,  and  without  Lia  around  to  distract  him.    A  good distraction, but a distraction nonetheless.  He had advanced library access,  and  he  was  busy  re-scribing  a  number  of  his  spells  using ward, starburst, consecutive, and enhancement runes.  He even did the same on his rods, the spells he always used in tandem, such as cleaning  his  clothes,  removing  wrinkles,  cleaning  his  own  body, shaving, all with consecutive spells.  It felt a bit lazy to be honest, but he wasn’t all that worried about it, he’d never forget a rune. 

It may be a long time yet before he was considered a mage, but before the competition he had the equipment of an experienced mage  and  the  knowledge  of  how  to  use  it  very  early  in  his apprenticeship, thanks to the whole mystic thing. 

That brought up a troublesome thought, as of late, whenever he thought about the whole mystic thing.  He really needed to tell Lia about that.  It was a part of who he was, and he trusted her and was courting  her  with  the  intention  to  marry  in  another  nine  months.    In short, he thought she deserved to know. 

He just needed to figure out how to bring it up, and he hoped she didn’t get too mad he’d been hiding something so important from her  since  they’d  met.    He  pushed  that  out  of  his  mind,  it’d  have  to wait until she was back again. 

The  only  lack  he  had  was  advanced  offensive  spells  on  his sword, and advanced utility spells on rods, but he’d have that figured out too, in just a couple of months, long before he had the power to use  the  spells.    As  far  as  advanced  protection  spells,  there  didn’t seem to be any.  Though, they could be enhanced, so he supposed that counted. 

At that point, he’s still had half a year of magical growth left to attain, not to mention the experience. 

He’d  only  been  there  four  months  and  two  weeks,  after  all. 

He’d finished the basic library off two full months before he’d initially estimated, but then at the time he hadn’t considered just how much time  and  effort  he’d  be  spending  in  the  library,  even  during  his personal time, when Lia was out of the city. 

His sword work had come a long way as well, in the last four months.    It’d  be  some  time  before  he  was  considered  a  blade master, perhaps years, but with the enhancement of magical speed and  strength  he  knew  he  no  longer  needed  to  fear  even  the  best sword  masters  among  the  royal  guards.    He  was  more  than  good enough to edge a win with that advantage. 

The life mages who could also enhance themselves and had been  sword  masters  for  years,  they  would  be  a  different  story.    He still  consistently  lost  in  daily  practice  against  his  betters,  without anyone  using  magic,  but  it’d  been  a  while  since  he’d  been embarrassed by his performance. 

It  was  late  evening  before  the  tournament  the  next  day.    He suspected if Lia made it back it would be late.  They’d talked just a

few hours ago, and she expected to be back extremely late.  She’d suggested he not wait up and that she’d see him in the morning. 

He  was  relaxing  in  the  living  room  on  the  first  floor  of  the tower, trying to slow his mind down after finishing up his equipment. 

He’d  spent  days  organizing  and  re-scribing,  and  it  felt  like  an accomplishment  to  finally  be  done  with  it,  at  least  for  his  basic equipment as a rune mage. 

Sam walked into the room, and he sat across from Olin on the other couch. 

The move was somewhat of a surprise, he hadn’t spent much time  with  Sam  lately.    Not  only  had  Sam  been  gone  on  his  own missions a lot, and spending most of his time in the city when he was here, but the relationships between them had been tense of late. 

Despite  Sam’s  penchant  and  weakness  for  ladies  of  the evening,  the  mage  was  horribly  jealous  of  he  and  Lia  courting  the last three months. 

He could barely comprehend it, but Sam seemed to think he was  just  taking  care  of  a  need  until  Lia  came  to  her  senses  and accepted him.  Or something.  He honestly tried not to think about it, or hold it against Sam. 

Point  being,  Sam  hadn’t  made  any  efforts  to  continue  their friendship  in  a  long  time,  and  generally  had  avoided  even  being  in the same room with him. 

He nodded, “Sam, what’s up?” 

Sam  replied,  “I  know  we  haven’t  talked  much  lately,  which makes  this  a  bit  awkward.    I’ll  understand  if  you  say  no.    I  need someone to stand with me as witness.” 

It  was  the  last  thing  he’d  been  expecting.    Apparently,  Sam had gotten past that jealousy after all. 

“You’re getting married?” 

Sam  nodded,  “Karen.    She’s  a  good  woman,  and  she’ll  be moving into the tower of course.  She’ll probably accompany me on most of my missions, at least the safer ones.” 

He wondered if she was pregnant, otherwise the math didn’t work  at  all  for  a  proper  courting,  from  what  he  knew.    Then  he  felt ashamed for jumping to that conclusion, for all he knew they’d been together longer than a year, even if part of that had been… different. 

“I’d be happy to stand for you.  But… this is kind of sudden, I didn’t know you were seeing anyone seriously.” 

Sam  shrugged,  “It  didn’t  start  that  way.    She’s  a  barmaid  at one of the tavern’s I frequented, though not anymore, I suppose.  On both,” he frowned, “I hope that won’t be a problem?” 

He shook his head, “Why would it be?” 

Sam  cleared  his  throat,  “Our  courting  wasn’t  exactly…

typical.  Losing the possibility of Lia made me examine things, and in a way I’m grateful to you now.  Karen’s the woman for me, Lia’s far too stubborn for me to have dealt with.” 

He laughed, “There are no guarantees.  Not yet.” 

Sam snorted, “I’ve seen you two together from day one, it’s a done deal, trust me.” 

He let it drop.  As far as he was concerned, Sam was right, he was  completely  smitten  with  his  stubborn  and  playful  Lia,  but  he’d been  surprised  by  life  too  many  times  over  the  last  four  and  a  half months to take anything for granted.  He’d believe it when she said I do, at the altar.  He also didn’t want to rub Sam’s face in it, even if the man seemed to be over it already. 

He certainly didn’t judge that.  He’d been courting Lia for twice as long as it’d taken him to come to terms with the loss of Celane. 

“So, when is it?” 

Sam  blushed,  “About  an  hour.    Cassandra  already  knows about it, and she’ll be coming to the tower with us.” 

Oh, right.  Family was welcome in the tower. 

He  cast  his  spell  chain  rune  for  appearance  and  cleanliness as he stood up.  Not that he’d been in bad shape, but his robes had been wrinkled from the day. 

“Well let’s go, I won’t let you run or pass out.” 

Sam laughed, “I’d appreciate that.” 

They headed out the door. 

It  was  late  evening,  but  the  temple  was  well  lit  with  lanterns along  the  walls  on  both  sides  of  the  sanctuary  and  on  the  ceiling near the middle of the room.  There were three ladies up around the altar when they went in, one dressed in the robes of a priestess of

Nara,  goddess  of  fertility  and  marriage.      The  other  two  were obviously Karen and her witness. 

Karen was easy to pick out, not just because of the wedding dress  she  had  on,  but  because  when  she  looked  over  at  Sam  her excited,  exuberant,  and  joyful  face  gave  it  away.    Whatever  the circumstances  were  that  led  to  it,  or  how  it  had  started  between them, it was clear to him they loved each other with a single glance now that they were in the same room. 

She  was  around  five  foot  eight  in  height,  willowy,  with  very light  brown  hair,  and  liquid  hazel  eyes.    She  looked  to  be  about Sam’s  age,  nineteen  at  most,  and  was  quite  attractive  around  the face. 

Sam  introduced  them,  and  he  learned  Karen’s  witness  was Celeste,  who  had  long  red  hair,  brown  eyes,  and  seemed  to  be happy for her friend.  Neither of them appeared to be intimidated by mages, which was a good thing, obviously. 

The priestess smiled, “We’re all here now?” 

Sam said, “We are.” 

The priestess said, “We gather here this eve for a handfasting before  the  gods,  and  before  human  witnesses.    This  is  a  joyful occasion, yet it will also change your life in irrevocable ways.  Once bound,  it  cannot  be  undone,  for  as  long  as  you  both  live.    You  are both here of your free will, and have not been forced or coerced by others or circumstances?  This is an act of love and commitment.” 

Sam said confidently, “I am here of my own free will, and fully understand the commitment before me.” 

Karen  reiterated  the  same,  with  a  blinding  smile  on  her  face and in her eyes. 

The priestess smiled, and turned to Sam, “Will you give oath, before  the  gods  and  witnesses,  that  from  this  moment  forward  you forsake all others, and will honor and cherish Karen faithfully for all the days of your life?” 

Sam  replied  clearly,  “I  do  so  swear,  before  the  gods  and witnesses.” 

The  priestess  turned  to  Karen,  “Karen,  will  you  give  oath, before  the  gods  and  witnesses,  that  from  this  moment  forward  you

will forsake all others, and will honor and support Sam faithfully for all the days of your life?” 

Karen replied in sure dulcet tones, “I do so swear, before the gods and witnesses.” 

The priestess said, “Hold hands,” and picked up an elaborate entwined rope. 

She looped the rope around their wrists and hands. 

“You are bound together as one, by your oaths, in the eyes of the gods and mortals, what has been joined no man or woman may break.    This  knotted  cord  is  a  physical  reminder  of  that  bond,  and your oaths.  May you find joy in it, may your oaths never taste bitter in  your  mouths,  bound  through  joy  and  sorrow,  the  good  and  the bad, and abide in faithfulness for all the days of your lives.” 

The priestess’s eyes twinkled, “You may kiss the bride.” 

Sam  did  a  good  job  at  it,  then  they  carefully  removed  the ropes,  preserving  the  knot  in  the  cord  which  would  be  displayed  in their home.  Their room really, at the tower. 

Celeste  hugged  Karen  tightly,  and  said,  “I’m  so  happy  for you.” 

The  two  women  had  tears  in  their  eyes  as  they  let  go,  but Karen’s  smile  was  still  radiant  as  she  took  Sam’s  hand,  so  he assumed they were happy tears. 

The three of them headed back to the tower, but he was most certainly  ignored  and  a  third  wheel  as  the  married  couple  chatted lightly.  He didn’t blame them, since they should be a bit absorbed in each other on their marriage day.  He’d have plenty of time to get to know Karen another day, not to mention the new Sam. 

He wished them luck and happiness, as they split ways on the second  floor,  and  he  went  to  bed.    He  was  doubly  excited  for  the next day, Lia would be back for at least a few days, and it would be his fifth competition.  He  had  come up with a new tactic, sort of, and he  couldn’t  wait.    Even  if  it  was  a  total  disaster,  it’d  be  a  good learning experience, so was worth doing at least once in his mind. 

Chapter Twenty

Lia looked dubious, “I’m having second thoughts.” 

He kissed her lightly. 

She smirked, “Did you think to cloud my mind?” 

He grinned, “Did it work?” 

She laughed, “Yes, it was quite distracting, but not related to this plan of yours.” 

Sam looked confused, “What plan?” 

He  said,  “We’re  teaming  up  this  competition,  and  I  have  a rather insane plan.” 

He patted his backpack, and then told Sam the plan. 

Sam laughed, “I love it, can I join you two?” 

Lia giggled, “Sam likes it, that can’t be good.” 

Sam  gave  a  mock  affronted  look,  which  made  her  laugh harder and throw him an apologetic glance at the same time. 

As  far  as  he  knew,  Karen  was  already  in  the  stands  with Cassandra.    Non-mage  wives  and  husbands  were  rather  rare,  and didn’t really get to participate in much, but they did get to watch the competitions, and accompany the mage on missions if appropriate. 

He sighed, “it  is  a bit mad, but you have to admit it follows the spirit and intent of the competition.” 

Lia groaned, “We’re so dead.  Fine, but next month, or at least the next time I’m here, we follow  my  strategy.” 

He  nodded  easily,  “Of  course.    That’s  how  a  team  works, compromise.  Plus, you have more experience.” 

She shook her head, “I love you already, and already agreed despite myself, so stop buttering me up.” 

He smirked, and he was also pleased to note her declaration didn’t  get  any  negative  response  from  Sam  at  all.    In  fact,  his

changed  friend  gave  him  a  told  you  so  look,  probably  about  the comment Sam made last night that it was a done deal. 

“if you didn’t, my love, you’d have never agreed to this plan.” 

She laughed, “Truer words were never spoken.” 

He didn’t have any shielding or enhancements going, but he was maintaining just the two wards as they waited for the start of the competition.    He  might  not  be  able  to  do  it  all  day  every  day,  his magical  regeneration  wasn’t  quite  equal  to  the  task,  even  running just the ward spells gave him a very slight magic loss over time, but doing it in that moment for the competition, it would save him a little magic power by not powering his shields until absolutely necessary. 

The  competition  gong  sounded,  and  the  three  of  the  rushed out the door.  He felt a moment of relief, as usual they’d left the field alone. 

Absolutely  everyone  avoided the empty field, since there were no  buildings  or  trees  to  hide  behind.    The  three  of  them  moved toward it with a deliberately relaxed walk, which mean the life mages were  already  long  gone  as  they  crossed  in  front  of  their  tower entrance and walked out into the field. 

He opened up his backpack, and he pulled out a blanket. 

Sam  snickered,  as  he  helped  him  pull  the  blanket  out  and lower it onto the grass.  Then the three of them sat on the blanket. 

He pulled out some fruit, and a bottle of wine, along with a few glasses.    He  didn’t  think  Sam  would  actually  join  them,  but  he’d grabbed three just in case.  Then he poured them all a glass, and he ate a grape and took a sip. 

They  could  all  hear  the  usual  spells  and  sounds  of  battle  in the trees, and by the mock town. 

Lia said, “This is insane.” 

He  laughed,  “No  one  has  even  noticed  us  yet,  I  don’t  think. 

Besides, you like picnics, don’t you?” 

She glared, and he wasn’t really sure if it was a mock one or not, until the corners of her lips started to twitch.  Still, he decided on the course of prudence, no more teasing Lia about the plan. 

Sam pointed, and Olin turned and saw a fire mage standing at the edge of the trees, looking their way in shock and disbelief, then he melted back into the trees. 

Sam noted, “It won’t be long now.” 

And  it  wasn’t.    Less  than  thirty  seconds  later  ten  fire  mages rushed out of the woods with spells blazing.  His magic surged as his protections came up, and at the same time he rolled to his feet and pulled his sword. 

Not  so  incidentally,  all  the  fireballs  missed,  they’d  shot  from too far away, giving them plenty of time to dodge. 

He scowled, and yelled, “You owe me a blanket!” 

Sam pointed out, “They’re free, remember,” as he activated a water spell.  A hail of ice spears shot from Sam and toward the fire mages. 

He was a bit jealous, it’d be a few months before he’d be able to power a spell that strong.  Regardless, he let out a battle cry, “For the blanket!” as he rushed the fire mages and channeled his magic to  a  rune  that  coated  his  sword  in  water  magic.    It  was  relatively cheap  magic  wise,  and  it  would  make  his  physical  sword  strikes against a fire shield even more effective. 

The  rest  of  his  magic,  he  left  for  the  shields,  he’d   need   it there, because in the end his plan was truly insane, because there was no plan.  The plan had been to have a picnic, and to respond defensively to any attacks. 

Of  course,  Lia  was  one  of  the  most  powerful  mages  in  the towers,  she  had  gotten  an  extra  helping  of  magic,  and  was  on  the rare  end  of  things  in  that  way,  even  early  on  in  her  career  as  a mage.  The ten fire mages tried to dodge the hail of ice, but they’d been running too close together.  None of the mages were taken out, but several of the ice arrows imbued with magic hit them and were deflected, at least weakening their shields. 

At  the  same  time  Sam’s  spell  struck,  he  felt  a  much  larger surge of magic leave Lia, as she powered an advanced water and air spell.    The  air  enhancing  the  water,  by  agitating  and  making  the shards  of  ice  fly  faster.    The  wind  itself  full  of  air  magic  would  also drain their shields. 

He was enhanced with speed and strength, so her spell had barely gotten done battering the fire mages around when he closed in melee range, and he swung his sword as he passed the first fire mage who looked a little dazed from Lia’s and Sam’s spells. 

The mage’s shield collapsed from the mighty blow of the flat of his sword charged with water magic. 

The other nine fire mages started to cast another spell at that point.    He  dove  to  the  ground  and  rolled,  and  only  two  fireballs managed to hit him.  Three went over his body as he’d hoped they all would, but his shields were more than up for the task of defending against two quick and dirty simple fireball spells. 

The other four went toward the blanket, the mages were  still too far away, and while Lia and Sam weren’t sword fighters, they  did enhance their bodies.  Speed and perception mattered. 

He was spelled for speed, so he’d ran at least four times the length  of  the  mages,  they  were  still  much  closer  to  the  trees  than they were to the burning blanket. 

He came out of his roll and leapt to his feet, now behind the nine mages. 

The  fire  mages  were  clearly  torn,  they  couldn’t  close  the distance to the blanket to fight the true threat of two full rune mages, not without leaving an insane apprentice with a sword at their backs. 

In short, they hesitated, their ambush hadn’t worked the way they’d planned.  It was part of  his  plan, in truth.  No one  ever went into  the  field,  so  it  was  a  completely  new  experience,  and  the  fire mages didn’t have a plan ready for it, past what they must’ve quickly come up with before attacking, and they clearly hadn’t taken the time to form a backup plan. 

Regardless, speculation or not, it seemed right to him, and it also gave him a frozen moment to take his second swing.  His sword roared  through  the  air  with  his  enhanced  strength  and  speed,  and the  second  fire  mage’s  shield  dropped,  and  he  heard  the  sound  of cracking ribs as the mage was surrounded in a red light as he fell to the ground. 

Less  magic  or  not,  fire  shields  were  terrible  for  stopping physical  damage,  and  were  weakest  magically  speaking  against water magic.  His sword was both in that moment, and he could hit very hard. 

That broke them out of their shock, and they turned as one to him and started to cast, only to take Lia’s and Sam’s next spells in

the  back.    They  were  using  mass  area  spells,  to  overcome  the distance problem. 

Sam had sent another hail of ice, a few even hit him, but he had earth and water shields and his friend’s spell took much less of a toll on him than it did on the fire mages. 

Lia’s  spell  was  far  more  devastating.    She  missed  him  on purpose, taking out three fire mages on the edges with a whirlwind filled  with  small  but  very  sharp  pieces  of  ice.    The  three  mages’

shields  failed,  and  as  cuts  started  to  appear  on  their  faces  the safeties  of  the  arena  kicked  in  before  they  could  be  cut  to  ribbons, snuffed her spell, and marked them as dead. 

That still left five of them, even if slightly weakened, and in the second it took them to cast he faked left, then jumped, straight up. 

Two  of  them  fell  for  the  feint,  and  their  fireballs  didn’t  even  come close.  The other three hit his shields, and he felt the powerful surge of magic go through him to maintain his shield’s integrity. 

Still, he’d been growing for over four months, and his shields were far more effective against them than theirs were against him.  It also helped, that outside of enchanting his weapon with water magic, he wasn’t using any magic on offense. 

Plus, Lia and Sam had them worn down for his sword to finish them  off.    It  was  his  first  time  fighting  as  a  team,  and  he  found  he liked it. 

He lunged forward as soon as he landed, tagging another one out of the competition with a harsh uppercut of his sword that would have disemboweled if it’d been a sharp sword.  As it was, the man’s breath was knocked out of him, and he was out. 

They  started  to  cast  again,  but  he  seamlessly  moved  into another sword form as he spun, and he heard the crack of bone as he  hit  another  mage’s  arm,  breaking  it.    Both  preventing  the  spell from  finishing,  and  not  so  incidentally  knocking  him  out  of  the competition. 

The last four ran at that point, but they didn’t get far. 

He pulled out a dagger, cast the water rune again, and then filled with magic threw it at one of the remaining mage’s back. 

Two more were cut down by Lia’s next spell, and the last by Sam’s. 

They  all  looked  pissed  off,  as  they  headed  for  the  stands, three of them limping in pain. 

He  retrieved  his  dagger  and  headed  back  to  the  blanket, which  was  burned  but  no  longer  on  fire.    He  assumed  Lia  or  Sam had put out the fire. 

Sam sniggered, “I haven’t had this much fun in a competition in a long time.” 

Lia chuckled, “I have to admit, so far it’s worked better than I expected.  When their ambush faltered, they had no idea what to do stuck in the middle of a field and just as exposed as we were.” 

He sighed as he sat, and he grabbed a few grapes to snack on.  Sitting was a bad idea though, the rush of adrenaline in his body from the skirmish made him shake, and he got back up and started to walk it off. 

“Glad you’re having fun.” 

She smirked, “I never said it wouldn’t be fun, I just said it was suicidal.  How’s your magic?” 

“More than half left, we got this.” 

Lia  looked  at  him  disbelievingly,  then  shook  her  head  in exasperation when she caught his smile. 

He didn’t really think they’d win, after all. 

Sam said, “At the distance, they should’ve used a mass area spell.” 

Lia  ate  a  couple  of  grapes  too,  and  she  took  a  sip  from  her wine. 

He had the suspicion she’d never even put the glass down. 

They  managed  to  take  out  two  more  attacking  groups,  three life  mages  and  sword  masters  almost  got  them,  using  the  same dodging tactics they had against the fire mages.  He also knew from class  that  he  wasn’t  nearly  good  enough  to  face  them  in  battle without tricks. 

He did manage to hold one back long enough for Sam to take out though, and Lia took out the other two with an earth spell. 

The third group were death mages.  Their spells were harder to  dodge,  because  they  weren’t  visible  and  he  had  to  depend  on detect magic to know when to dodge.  Still, his shields held but he

was  all  but  exhausted  of  magic  by  the  time  they  took  the  three mages down. 

They’d  stayed  in  the  trees,  right  on  the  edge,  which  made  it harder to retaliate. 

It  was  their  fourth  opponent  that  took  them  down.    Just  one master  earth  mage,  of  advanced  years  and  insanely  powerful magic.    Earth  shields  were  very  effective  against  his  sword,  and embarrassingly  enough  he’d  gotten  hit  by  a  spell  which  ate  his shields,  ripped  his  own  sword  out  of  his  hands,  and  killed  him  with his own weapon. 

Lia was in the upper tiers of rare power, but not the only one, and she was still relatively young, just eighteen years old.  She might be his equal in thirty years, but her being caught out in a field with nothing to hide behind ensured that she and Sam were taken down by earth spells right after he was. 

Honestly,  it  was  a  little  intimidating.    Rune  mages  had  an advantage in combat, using six spheres, but power, age, and deep experience  was  hard  to  beat.    They  might’ve  had  a  shot  at  it  from cover, but out in the field they became the victims. 

Still,  both  he  and  Sam  had  a  huge  smile  on  their  faces,  as they moved to the stands.  Even Lia looked slightly amused.  They’d lasted for close to an hour, they’d even had time between skirmishes to  finish  the  bottle  of  wine  and  the  grapes,  and  he  was  pretty satisfied with that. 

Though, they’d never do that again. 

Cassandra  gave  them  all  a  funny  look  when  they  joined  the stands, but she didn’t comment. 

Chapter Twenty-One

Tower Mage Tanner looked like a storm cloud as he approached their  section  of  the  stands  when  the  competition  finally  came  to  an end.  To say he looked unhappy would be an understatement.  The fire  mage  scowled  at  them,  then  turned  on  Cassandra  with  a penetrating look. 

Cassandra asked calmly, “Can I help you, Master Tanner?” 

Tanner practically goggled, “A picnic?  I demand you publicly censure,  perhaps  even  punish  these  three  for  that  mockery  of  our sacred traditions and customs.” 

He  frowned,  and  suspected  that  Tanner  was  far  more  upset that  they’d  completely  embarrassed  a  team  of  ten  fire  mages,  who hadn’t even managed to take out one of them. 

Cassandra  asked  coolly,  “You  would  make  demands,  of  my tower?” 

Tanner flushed with anger, “A poor choice of words perhaps, but I will put it to a vote, if you do not.” 

Cassandra hesitated for a moment, but then grimaced, “They are  of  my  tower,  and  my  responsibility.    I  will  determine  their intentions in their actions today, and I’ll do what is appropriate.  I will not   brook  your  interference  in  my  decision.    Thank  you  for  your counsel, but this is not an instance for the guilds to vote on.” 

Tanner disagreed, “Their actions reflected on all of us, and the competition and rules are very much a matter for all towers.” 

Cassandra  frowned,  but  before  she  could  reply  she  was interrupted by a third voice, which made everyone freeze. 

Queen Delphine said coldly, “What seems to be the problem here.” 

Even  Tanner,  in  his  anger,  looked  mortified  by  the  queen getting  involved  in  the  matter.    Apparently,  no  one  had  seen  her

coming, but there she was, Vida and four hulking royal guards at her side. 

Her word of course, would be the end of it, essentially taking it out of Tanner’s hands, to his obvious discomfort. 

It  also  made  him  very  nervous,  he  hadn’t  intended  mockery, not in the least. 

Tanner  said,  “This  issue  can  be  handled  by  us  your  majesty and is beneath you.” 

Queen Delphine’s voice grew even colder, if possible. 

“I will be the one to decide that, not you.  Any subject that has two  of  my  tower  masters  bickering  in  public  like  unruly  children,  is indeed a concern of the crown.” 

Tanner flushed with embarrassment, then glared at Olin, Lia, and  Sam,  as  if  it  were  there  fault  for  him  acting  like  a  jackass  in public? 

Tanner deflated, but he had no illusions he would ever be in the man’s good graces. 

“Of  course,  your  majesty.    The  competition  as  you  know,  is quite important, and a very serious thing.  I believe these three have mocked our traditions, by having a…” his face twisted, “picnic.” 

He  tried  not  to  laugh,  and  was  successful,  but  only  because the queen intimidated him still. 

The  queen  looked  thoughtful  for  a  moment,  as  if  not  even considering  that  possibility  before,  something  she  had  in  common with Olin. 

Delphine  turned  to  the  three  of  them,  “What  was  your intention in having a picnic during a most serious test and evaluation of your skills?” 

Lia and Sam totally threw him under the carriage wheels, and both stared at him. 

He said, “It was my plan your majesty, and there was no intent to mock anything, or anyone.  I came up with it yesterday, after two days  before  that  I  spoke  with  Mistress  Cassandra  about  the competition, and my tactics. 

“It  was  explained  to  me  that  although  winning  was encouraged  with  rewarding  missions  and  accolades,  to  foster competition,  that  the   true   purpose  of  the  competition  is  to  gain

experience in fighting against enemy mages of the various magical disciplines.    She  also  indicated  that  at  no  time  would  I  be  slinking around like an assassin.  That in the  real  world, it would be us that were attacked, not the reverse, and that the spirit of the competition was to prepare us for that.  My old tactics, though my best chance at ranking high in the competition, went against that spirit.” 

Tanner growled, “Get to the point.” 

The  queen  gave  Tanner  a  warning  look,  but  she  didn’t reprimand him. 

He said carefully, “Master Tanner, to understand my intentions are  not  mocking,  you  need  to  hear  my  motivations  for  the  devised plan and what led up to it.  The plan itself does not indicate motive, either  way.    Regardless,  on  further  reflection  after  that  meeting,  I realized attacking anything that moved in the open, instead of from the  shadows,  didn’t  match  the  spirit  of  intent   either,  though admittedly, it comes far closer to approximating the circumstances of being attacked by an enemy mage. 

“That’s when I came up with the idea to make it truly realistic. 

We wouldn’t attack  anyone.   Just defend ourselves, as is the spirit of our mage guilds and kingdom.  So, I came up with the plan to use the empty field, which no one uses during the competitions, and only fight  those  that  attacked  us.    The  picnic  was  merely  to  act  as  a distraction, against ourselves.  Sure, we  knew  an attack was coming, but we wanted to make it as realistic as possible. 

“Obviously,  we  won’t  be  doing  it  again.    Also,  on  the  good side,  every  single  mage  in  every  single  tower  will  give  a  lot  of thought into the tactics of fighting in an open field because of what we  did  today,  just  in  case  it  happens  in  real  life.    It  was  clear  from those  first  three  groups,  they  didn’t  have  layered  tactics  at  all,  and were just making it up as they were going along. 

“Which…  means  we  might  have  just  saved  someone’s  life, down  the  line,  if  they’re  ever  ambushed  without  cover  nearby.    My point is, we not only didn’t mock the competition or our traditions, I believe  we’ve  upheld  them  and  even  exposed  a  lack  of  training simply because everyone always avoids the empty field.  In real life, we don’t always get to choose our battlefield, so in this competition I chose  the  worst  possible  place  to  make  a  defensive  stand  I  could

think of, then worked up some tactics that gave us the best chance, in the worst situation.” 

Delphine nodded, “And you two agree?” 

Lia  said,  “The  plan  was  flawed  tactically,  but  yes,  I  agree  it was more real to life, and matches the true spirit of the purpose of the competition, even if it doomed our chances to win.  As he said, the  picnic  was  to  hamper  us,  give  us  a  distraction,  to  measure  our true  chances in an ambush, not to mock the competition.  Even the wine,  to  slightly  dull  our  reflexes,  was  to  make  it  truer  to  the  real world.” 

Delphine’s lips twitched. 

He  was  glad  someone  found  it  amusing.    Although  he  was rather  tickled  that  Lia  agreed  with  everything  he’d  said  except  that his tactics were the best possible. 

Sam replied, “Your majesty, I agree with both of them.” 

The  queen  said,  “It  seems  you’ve  jumped  to  conclusions, Master  Tanner.    I  find  no  fault  in  those  explanations,  or  their intentions.  There will be no censuring, and further I find their actions laudable.” 

Tanner  didn’t  look  convinced,  perhaps  the  master  fire  mage thought they were lying to cover their asses, but he kept his mouth shut. 

He wasn’t lying of course, it was exactly why he’d done it. 

The  queen  added,  “In  fact,  you  should  try  to  incorporate  the field  into  future  competitions  somehow,  to  encourage  your  students to  develop  and  learn  open  field  tactics,  perhaps  while  judging  the winners  of  the  competition,  you  could  weigh  any  fights  in  the  field with bias because of difficulty.  That may encourage some to take the chance,  even  if  knocked  out  earlier.    If  they  last  long  enough  and took down enough foes, they can take the competition anyway.” 

Tanner’s face turned red, and he could see the amusement in Cassandra’s  eyes  as  the  bastard  swallowed  whatever  words  he wanted  to  share,  though  he  doubted  anyone  else  but  Lia  and  Sam knew Cassandra well enough to notice. 

Cassandra  said,  “Excellent  idea,  your  majesty.    We’ll  hold  a masters  meeting  to  discuss  such  a  change  and  come  up  with guidelines before the next competition.” 

Tanner bowed, “As Cassandra said, your majesty.” 

Tanner  beat  a  retreat  at  that  point,  but  Olin  was  worried  the man would find a way to take his pound of flesh. 

He’d not only embarrassed Tanner’s team of ten fire mages in a fight that should’ve gone the other way, but at that point he’d also embarrassed the tower master in front of the queen. 

Not that it was really his fault, Tanner’s over the top anger and self-righteousness had done the job nicely, but he doubted the man would or could admit that even to himself. 

Cassandra  waited  until  both  Tanner  and  the  queen  were  out of earshot. 

“We’re going to talk about this later but enjoy your day off.  I’ll be busy with the other masters ranking the competitors and deciding the top ten.” 

Cassandra hadn’t sounded all that angry, and he got the idea she just wasn’t happy about being blindsided.  Clearly, in hindsight, he  should’ve  clued  her  into  his  plans,  since  it  was  such  a  radical departure of the standard tactics used in the competitions. 

They headed back to the tower for lunch. 

He could’ve done without the drama, or making the fire tower guild master his enemy, but he still thought it’d been a good idea. 

Chapter Twenty-Two

He happily drowned in her alluring feminine scent, and the feel of her soft body against him on the couch as they cuddled and chatted quietly.    They’d  shared  a  few  intimate  kisses  that  night,  but  in moderation.    He  wasn’t  immune  to  temptation  by  any  means,  and Lia’s soft beauty and loving touches could be overwhelming at times, but he wanted to do it right and wait until they were married. 

They were both untouched that way, and it was important to both  of  them,  but  at  the  same  time  those  lines  got  awfully  blurry when he got a taste of her lips. 

It  was  the  night  following  the  competition.    Sam  and  Karen had  already  left  on  Sam’s  next  assignment,  and  his  Lia  would  be leaving  him  again  the  next  morning.    Two  days  between  missions was  rather  short,  but  with  increased  activity  on  both  borders  there were a lot of jobs to be done. 

He  held  her  a  little  tighter  against  his  side,  with  his  arm around her, as if afraid she might run away when she heard what he had to say. 

He said, “I’ll miss you, my love.  I have something I need to tell you, before you go.” 

She  turned  her  head,  and  looked  up  into  his  eyes,  and  he almost  lost his train of thought. 

“You sound nervous?” 

He shrugged, “I probably should’ve told you a long time ago, which is why I’m nervous, not so much about what.  I’ve been hiding it  from  everyone,  but  I’m  pretty  sure  Cassandra  figured  it  out,  she could hardly have failed to do so given my rune work.” 

She  kissed  his  cheek,  and  said,  “Spit  it  out,  it  can’t  be  that bad.  Do you suck at scribing?” 

He  laughed,  “The  opposite,  but  thanks  for  the  confidence  in me.” 

She  giggled,  “I  was  teasing,  my  mystic.    Do  you  think  I’m stupid?    Of  course,  I  knew.    I  also  think  you’re  being  wise,  not coming up with new rune spells.  I imagine you could do much better in competitions if you did.” 

He was thunderstruck for a moment, but then replied, “Maybe, power and experience makes a big difference.  Of course, I figured out  how  to  fix  the  power  rune,  to  make  it  a  truly  safe  storage medium, but I’m not sure it would be wise to ever use it, or to share it.  How?” 

She smirked, “How did I know?  For one, it was one of your very  first  questions  that  you  ever  asked  me,  what  I  knew  about mystics, it made me curious.  You tried to be casual, but I could see how  desperately  you  wanted  to  know  the  answer.    It  made  me curious,  and  suspicious.  You’re also very attractive, and interesting, so I paid attention.  Your also my best friend, and I hope my future husband, and father of our children. I know you very well, Olin.” 

It was always good to know she was as attracted to him as he was to her, which was saying a lot from his point of view, her beauty still  struck  him  speechless  at  times.    Still,  he  suspected  he  might explode  from  passion  without  an  outlet  for  another  nine  months. 

Maybe  it   was  a  good  thing  she  was  absent  so  often,  it  helped  him deal with that temptation. 

Of course, it took two, but he knew she struggled with it too. 

He could see the desire in her eyes to surrender to that passion, but they  were  strong  enough  to  resist  it,  to  do  it  right,  or  so  he  told himself,  often.    Maybe  Sam  had  been  right,  as  far  as  he  could  tell they were both already committed. 

He  nodded,  “Even  after  I’m  a  fully  matured  mage  as  far  as power,  and  gain  the  rank,  I  haven’t  found  anything  that  either  isn’t covered or isn’t all that important.  Not important enough to expose myself  to  the  royal  family  and  other  tower  masters  anyway.    A  few improvements  to  runes,  but  I  suspect  they  were  made  that  way  on purpose, to maintain some balance of power, and not turn all the rest of the mages against the rune mages in fear.” 

He added, “I also suspect the rune mystics of the past wanted to keep an edge over the rest of the rune mages, and they  did  use runes  similar  to  the  fixes  I’ve  come  up  with,  but  they  didn’t  share them  or  put  them  in  the  library.    I  have  no  proof  of  course,  but  its heavily  implied  in  the  rune  connector  limitations,  that  don’t  need  to exist.  But I don’t want to be that kind of person.” 

She  kissed  him  softly,  “You’ll  never  be  that  way,  I  know  you Olin, who you are.  You’re wise enough to hide the truth, and you’ll never be a monster lording your power over others.” 

He believed that was true as well. 

She asked, “What’s it like?” 

He shrugged, “I never forget a rune I’ve seen, and I can also feel  what  it  does,  and  if  it’s  drawn  correctly.    That’s  really  the  only advantage,  everything  else  is  the  hard  way.    Of  course,  it  makes  it safer to experiment if I was so inclined, because I can tell if a rune is balanced.    Not  completely  safe  though,  since  magical  theory  isn’t intuitive at all to me, I learned that the hard way. 

“That’s another good reason not to make new runes, until I’m far more experienced and fully understand the advanced concepts.” 

She nodded, “Nothing about it tempts you?” 

He laughed, “You’re far more tempting, my love,” she blushed beautifully  at  the  raw  desire  in  his  voice  that  he  hadn’t  meant  to come  out,  she  also  looked  more  than  a  bit  breathless  with  desire herself. 

He admitted, “Just one thing, I’d love to see the spells on this place,  and  figure  out  how  they  did  permanent  magic.    Just  to understand it, if nothing else.” 

She sighed, “So sad, that you’re out of luck.” 

He laughed, sensing a tease coming, “Why’s that?” 

She  waved  her  hand,  and  said  in  faux  arrogance,  “Because I’m obviously going to be the next tower mistress, when Cassandra retires.  So, you’ll never get access.  I’d never break the laws, even for my own husband.” 

He chuckled, and suspected though she was teasing she was also probably right.  He might be able to make rune spells, but he’d never be as powerful as Lia was, raw magic wise.  While not the only determinant  in  who  inherited  the  tower  master  position,  it  was

important.    Gods  knew  his  Lia  was  as  intelligent  and  clever  as  she was beautiful and powerful, and more than qualified. 

Still,  who  knew  what  could  happen  in  a  couple  of generations.  Gods willing, Cassandra would serve another forty or fifty years, she was only in her early thirties, and mages aged a bit slower.    Laws  and  rules  changed.    They  were  threatened  on  two borders,  and  Tanner  had  rebellious  thoughts.    He  figured  the  only thing holding Tanner back was four of the towers would side with the royal family. 

“You could show me an illusion of the glyphs, without breaking the law.” 

She laughed, “Maybe, if you’re good.” 

She moved away, “Going to get a drink.” 

That was a good idea, she was far too tempting in his arms. 

Alone  again  the  next  day,  he  started  to  notice  the  unfriendly looks he garnered from both fire and death mages.  He guessed that stemmed  from  the  competition,  and  of  course  Tanner  led  the  fire mages and they’d take their lead from him.  He never thought he’d wish  for  stiff  formality  between  the  mage  towers,  but  he  found  he missed it. 

On the good side, the life and water mages seemed friendlier than usual, while the rest looked at him more speculatively. 

He was fairly sure no one would attack him, but he wondered if he’d be hunted specifically next month during the next competition. 

In class that afternoon, was when Cassandra finally broached the talk that she’d promised. 

“Master  Tanner  gave  me  a  headache  the  last  two  days,  and it’s all your fault.” 

He asked, “What’s the fallout on this.  Things seem unsettled all around.” 

She replied, “He thinks you made all that stuff up on the spot, and  you  did  mock  the  competition.    I  know  better  of  course,  but  if you’d informed me of your plans, I’d have suggested a change.  Your intent  matters  far  less  than  results,  and  the  perception  of  others. 

The rest wasn’t your fault, but he blames you for needing to change the competition, and how we judge it.” 

He  told  her  about  the  changes,  how  he  was  treated  by  the other towers the last couple of mornings. 

She nodded, “Just so.  Aubrey and Jace are excited about the change  the  queen  asked  for,  gives  us  better  training.    Sun  was against  it,  much  like  Tanner,  their  people  followed  their  lead.    The others were fairly neutral, not sure how much it would really help, but at the same time sure it wouldn’t hurt anything either.” 

He said, “You’ve never asked for my tactics before, but I can see the difference now.  I went too far from the norm.” 

She sighed, “Perhaps, and I would appreciate a warning if you ever do anything similar, but it truly isn’t your fault.  I believe he was far madder the three of you took out ten of his mages than the picnic part.  He just couldn’t make it about that.” 

She laughed ruefully, “I suppose you could even blame me for it,  because  I  used  to  hand  him  his  ass  on  a  regular  basis  in  the competitions.  He truly dislikes our guild for our advantages, but he ignores the fact we also have weaknesses.” 

He sighed, “I think that’s more about the fact Lia, Sam, and I never  teamed  up  before.    Without  suicidal  tactics,  we’d  have  done even better.” 

She snickered, “Exactly, and in another eight months you’ll be a  fully  matured  mage.    I  think  you  understand  how  much  of  an advantage wielding a sword gives, when you can focus most of your magic on defense.  Offensive spells always consume more magic.” 

“Lia  mentioned  Tanner’s  political  aspirations  once,  will  this make that worse?” 

Cassandra frowned, “Let me worry about that.  You’re just an apprentice,  focus  on  your  magic  and  improving  yourself.    You shouldn’t need to worry about that sort of thing until you’re a master mage,  then  politics  becomes  important.    I’m  not  saying  to  ignore  it but try not to worry over it.” 

He  took  that  for  a  resounding  yes,  but  he’d  also  try  to  take that  advice  to  heart.    He  was  just  an  apprentice,  that  kind  of  thing wasn’t his responsibility. 

She shook her head, “Regardless, try to stay out of trouble. 

No trips out of the tower on your own and avoid the shared library for a  couple  of  weeks,  until  things  settle  down.    I  don’t  think  Tanner

would order anything precipitous, but his attitude could form ideas in some of his people.” 

He wasn’t sure what to say to that, was he really in danger of more  than  a  dirty  look?    It  was  the  traditions  and  customs  he supposed  that  prevented  that  for  the  most  part.    It  was  difficult  to form  true  enmity  across  the  guilds  when  they  weren’t  supposed  to associate at all, but he supposed he’d managed to find a way around that. 

Of  course,  it  was  all  taken  out  of  proportion,  and  that  was Tanner’s fault.  Nor was it a fair judgement.  That didn’t change the reality of it though, and that’s what he had to deal with. 

He changed the subject, “I’ve been wondering, is it possible to use a power rune as a  secondary  connector.  As the primary, it has to be the focus.  For instance, the two most common wards, in the primary  position  as  the  start  of  the  spell,  which  will  launch  our protections.  What if we linked  both  wards to a power rune to prevent feedback, then the third stage of the spell would be the shields in a starburst,  linked  to  a  consecutive,  linked  to  another  starburst  for enhancements.    It’s  a  more  complicated  setup,  but  it  would  mean only setting up one instead of two advanced spells for shielding.” 

Not that it overly mattered, he already had two setups for it. 

She  tilted  her  head,  “It   might   work,  but  as  you  know experimentation  is  forbidden,  and  there  are  strict  rules  surrounding that  rune’s  use.    In  the  end,  it  doesn’t  matter,  because  you’re proscribed from ever trying it.  The other connector runes have more general  rules  and  accepted  uses,  where  you   can   be  creative because under the rules and instructions in the books it’s safe to do so, and well-established.” 

He nodded, “I understand.” 

She  added,  “I  also  suspect  if  you  ran  out  of  magic,  or  for some unseen reason was prevented from powering the ward when it was  triggered  to  increase  your  shields,  the  power  ward  would  still destabilize catastrophically.  I imagine if the ward stopped feeding it, it would be much like you losing focus on it in the primary position. 

There could be other dangers in the idea besides that which we have no clue even exist, which is why experimentation is forbidden.  The magic outlined in the library is safe, relatively, if the instructions and

procedures  are  followed  to  the  letter.    While  we  know  a  lot  about magical theory, we hardly know everything.” 

He nodded, “The permanent spells on the towers tell me that, and  I  suspect  even  the  ones  that  came  before  us,  before  mages were  overthrown,  and  who  knew  more  than  us,  didn’t  know everything.    I  wasn’t  going  to  try  it,  I  was  just  curious  to  hear  your thoughts on the matter.” 

She  nodded,  “It  is  normal  to  be  curious,  and  even  I  who believe  the  status  quo  is  best,  also  believe  that  the  strictures  on experimentation  is   partially   so  that  the  mages  don’t  regain  their ascendency.  But there is also wisdom in avoiding the danger, even back  then  I  suspect  that  experimentation  of  any  kind  was  strictly monitored  and  performed  by  master  mages  and  the  mystics  only. 

Let’s move on.” 

He nodded, and their regular class got started. 

Chapter Twenty-Three

Three  more  months  quickly  passed  for  Olin.    Seven  and  a  half months since he’d walked into the tower doors for the first time. 

His  and  Lia’s  courting  was  going  very  well,  but  he  saw  less and  less  of  her  as  she  was  sent  on  longer  missions.    At  the  same time, they’d never talked more, and often used the air spell rune that would  allow  them  to  communicate  over  the  miles.    She  was  very much  almost  a  constant  presence  in  his  life,  even  if  he  greatly missed  her  sense  of  presence,  her  beautiful  smile,  her  scent,  and her  touch  while  she  was  gone,  he  still  looked  forward  to  their  talks every evening. 

It  was  also  the  mid-point  of  their  courting,  he’d  been  wooing her  for  six  months  at  that  point,  and  they  were  closer  than  ever. 

There  were  arguments,  and  on  the  opposite  side  there  was  more than  just  a  little  temptation  to  get  in  some  intimate  practice  before their  marriage  night.    It  wasn’t  all  that  easy  at  times,  but  the  best things in life never were, and she was by far the best thing in his life. 

She was as stubborn as Sam once intimated, which was one of the things he treasured about her. 

The big picture didn’t change all that much.  There were a few more  small  skirmishes  on  the  border  but  no  large-scale  army movements.    The  Vemor  empire  was  obviously  testing  them  for weakness, but as of yet they hadn’t attempted to invade on a large scale.  Equally, it was clear that the Dreston Kingdom had their eyes to  the  west,  and  they  were  watching  Reton  closely,  though  there were no skirmishes on that border.  At some point, something would break,  but  while  it  was  something  he  was  aware  of,  there  wasn’t much a rune apprentice could do about it. 

Or a master mage for that matter, their foreign policy was in the hands of the queen. 

Personally, things were going well, he’d never been stronger, and at seven and a half months he was about halfway to the point his growth in magic would slow.  That said, because of the geometric nature  of  the  growth,  he  wasn’t  even  close  to  half  as  powerful  as he’d be in another six months. 

He was wary about the guilds, and how they treated him.  He continued  to  try  not  to  put  himself  in  a  situation  where  he  was vulnerable.  It was a bit suffocating to be honest, he hardly left the tower outside of daily late morning sword practice and his sixth and seventh competitions, without Lia around most of the time it was rare for him to even go into the city at all.  His eighth competition would be in a couple of days.  With Lia gone for the last two, they hadn’t been able to team up again, but he knew by the guilds own rules Lia would  have  to be present for the next one, and she would be back in the city the next day. 

He was looking forward to that, both having her there at least three days, and their first chance to team up again.  He wasn’t even sure what her tactics were going to be for their team-up, she could be a tease at times, and kept putting him off. 

As far as his personal tactics in the last two competitions, he’d made a stand inside one of the buildings in the mock village, which hadn’t worked out very well.  The seventh competition he went back to the forest, which worked a little better. 

His  sword  work  had  improved  in  leaps  and  bounds,  but  the title of blade master was still quite a way off, but he suspected very few people could match him outside of life-mage blade masters.  He wasn’t  tempted  to  call  it  good  enough  though,  he  wouldn’t  be satisfied  until  he’d  achieved  that  goal,  and  even  at  that  point  he’d have to practice every day to retain his edge. 

Regardless  of  not  being  able  to  cast  most  of  it,  it  would  be several  more  months  before  he  had  the  power  for  that,  he’d  also finished  off  the  advanced  library  in  those  three  months,  completing his  raw  education.    His  afternoon  classes  the  last  week  with Cassandra had turned into chat sessions.  If it wasn’t for his power growth, and lack of experience in mock battle, he had no doubt she’d have named him a full mage even weeks ago. 

As  a  result,  his  relationship  with  Cassandra  had  shifted subtly.    He  never  forgot  she  was  his  mistress  and  he  was  the apprentice.    But  their  relationship  had  shifted  slightly.    She  was  his mentor, mother figure, friend, and respected colleague, all at once. 

He’d been tempted more than once to mention his spell ideas during their talks, and his fix for the power rune which  had  to be flawed on purpose, but he’d always held back.  There had to be a good reason she never broached the subject, so he never did either. 

With his education complete, it also meant he’d had the time to  complete  his  mage  equipment.    He  had  scribed  several complicated advanced rune spells into his sword and dagger, he was even able to cast one or two of them.  Point being, when his power finally caught up, he’d be ready to go if anything came up requiring them, like war, or facing multiple opponents in the competitions. 

Still,  they  were  spells  of  last  resort,  and  would  exhaust  his magic  just  casting  one.    Spells  to  avoid  ever  needing  to  cast, because things would be desperate if he needed to.  Things would have to be very dire for him to expose himself to the next threat so baldly.  In six months, it’d be different, but not by much.  Sure, he’d be able to cast those couple of spells several times, but the stronger ones he couldn’t cast yet at all would just replace them. 

Even master mages did their best to use the minimum magic required,  an  exhausted  mage  was  a  dead  one  if  they  encountered another  threat.    Powerful  showy  magic  was  just  proof  of  lack  of tactics, but life was random and hazardous at times, and desperate situations couldn’t always be avoided.  Better to be prepared for it. 

He’d also scribed a few advanced spells into rods, that were spells of convenience and utility.  In those cases, it wasn’t about the power  required.    No  sane  mage  would  exhaust  their  magic  just  for convenience, that would be suicidal.  They were advanced because of  the  rune  structure,  and  how  many  runes  there  were.    The  only exception  to  that  was  the  gate  spell,  but  a  mage  would  tire themselves for that, if it was an emergency and meant saving lives. 

On  the  good  side,  as  far  his  power  went,  he   was  finally powerful enough to use the rune spell wards constantly, which would automatically  trigger  his  protections  and  enhancements  if  they detected a threat.  They slowed his magic recovery very little, after

the growth of the last three months.  As a result, he always had two active spells going at that point, even in his sleep. 

Sam  and  he  were  friends  again,  though  he  was  absent  as much as Lia was, and while he’d gotten to know Karen a little bit she was always with Sam on missions, which was as it should be.  The mage had settled down with his marriage, and didn’t frequent the city at  all  anymore,  which  certainly  had  a  lot  to  do  with  their  friendship making strides. 

His biggest issue in that moment was he couldn’t really bury himself in his studies any longer to distract himself from missing Lia, or  other  issues.    He  also  saw  no  great  need  to  create  new  runes, though new rune ideas did occur naturally almost all the time.  Subtle variations. 

The  gate  spell  would  exhaust  several  mages,  because  it opened  a  doorway  between  places  that  stayed  open  for  several minutes.    Well,  that  was   one   of  the  variables  that  made  it  cost  so much.    With  a  little  focus  and  thought  he’d  come  up  with  another rune spell that would move one, or maybe two people, instantly.  It worked the same way as the gate spell, but the gate itself would be active  for  only  a  split  second,  and  it  would   move   instead  of  the caster.  Basically open and fold itself around the target person, then close. 

It   was   cheaper  magic  wise,  but  much  less  useful,  even  if  it would only exhaust one or two full mages to cast depending on their power.  The upper level of power as far as mages like Lia, the spell would just take one, average mages it would take two, perhaps three on the lowest part of the average spectrum.  He couldn’t imagine an emergency  where  moving  one  person  would  make  an  appreciable difference,  where  as  a  gate  spell  could  move  a  whole  regiment  of soldiers to the border to shore up a falling defensive position. 

Despite that, his wandering mind had come up with it.  There were  other  similar  spells,  all  with  close  approximations  already  out there.  Not one of them seemed important enough to reveal what he truly  was  to  the  guilds  at  large.    Even  the  improved  power  rune wouldn’t  make  risking  his  life  worth  it.    He  could  hear  Tanner  now, instilling  fear  in  others  at  the  wicked  and  dangerous  mystic  in  their midst. 

Of course Tanner would do that, he might even believe it.  It was  how  Tanner  thought.  The  ambitious  old  bastard  would  have seized power already if not for the cost that would ensue to do so. 

He  wouldn’t  be  the  only  one  to  demonize  Olin  either,  just  the  most influential one. 

He also had several enhanced spells.  Enhancements saved in  magic.    Like  his  water  enchantment  on  the  sword  was  now enhanced by air much like Lia’s spells were in his fifth competition. 

An  advanced  spell,  but  one  that   saved   magic.    It  was  cheaper  to enhance an element with another to increase its power, than to cast just that one element at the same resultant effectiveness.  That one was best to use against fire mages.  He had a different enhancement mixes  for  each  type  of  enemy  mage  as  well,  based  on  the weaknesses of their shields. 

Despite  having  and  knowing  several  offensive  spells,  he’d always  choose  to  enhance  his  physical  sword  and  take  them  that way  first,  if  he  could.    Besides  saving  on  magic  by  using  steel  for offense, projecting spells outward always had an added cost.  It was cheaper to enchant his blade with a temporary spell, than it would be to  launch  an  offensive  water  spell  enhanced  by  air.    Same  with  a thrown dagger, the enchantment spell wouldn’t be moving when he threw it, the physical dagger it was bound to would be moving. 

Magic  could  be  complicated,  and  he  suspected  experience would only prove it more so than he believed in that moment.  Point being,  advanced  spells  didn’t  necessarily  mean  more  magic  power, though  power  did  mean  effectiveness.    His  experience  with  detect magic,  that  air  spell  that  sensed  movement,  had  much  improved since  he’d  first  used  it.    He  almost  instinctively  knew  how  much power he needed to expend to take down an enemy at that point. 

In the last two competitions he’d manage to avoid fighting two masters he’d known he couldn’t take down, by evasion. 

He’d  also  realized  that  clever  air  spell  would  be  far  less reliable  outside.  Which had made him question using it as a crutch in  the  competitions  last  month.    In  the  vast  domed  arena,  the  air circulation from the vents were extremely predictable, making it easy to  ignore  and  not  mistake  for  a  person  moving,  but  out  in  the  real world where the air moved constantly at the whims of the weather, it

would be far less reliable.  Not that he would mistake a gust of wind for the subtle air movement the size of a person, but that gust could disguise  the  smaller  air  movement  quite  easily,  as  it  got  lost  in  the noise of flowing air, even light breezes. 

He’d decided to keep using it though, as he was just as likely to be attacked in real life inside a building as he would be outside. 

He’d take the edge when he could, he just wouldn’t fully depend on it, but instead on a mixture of detection and sense enhancements to filter the world around him. 

His  standard  spells  during  a  competition  had  expanded  to what a typical rune mage would use.  Besides the six shields, speed, and strength, he also enhanced his eyes, nose, ears, and the subtle sixth  sense  of  knowing  when  being  watched  or  if  someone  was near.  A spell to sharpen perception to filter the stronger input, the air spell, and detect magic rounded that out. 

That gave him six ways in total to detect an enemy closing in, none  of  the  concealment  spells  to  cloak  a  person’s  presence covered all those eventualities.  It  was  possible to run multiple spells that would do that, but most mages wouldn’t waste the magic on it, in his experience anyway. 

His use of his various enchantments and offensive spells, as well  as  his  reactions,  were  starting  to  become  instinctual  reflex. 

When he detected a mage of a particular sphere, he didn’t have to think through the best response to take including his spells, he just did  it.    Still,  the  thing  he  was  looking  forward  to  most  in  his  eighth competition was teaming up with Lia again.  He truly wondered how far they could get, without his suicidal tactics of defending an open and  empty  field  with  no  cover.    Though  he  didn’t  regret  what  they had done, they’d learned a lot by doing it. 

He  was  fairly  excited  and  pleased  with  his  readiness  for  the upcoming competition, his equipment truly was complete for the first time, even if his magic wasn’t up to utilizing some of its potential.  He was also excited that night as he went to bed, as he’d be seeing Lia the next day. 

Chapter Twenty-four

“Not tired of me yet?” the stunningly gorgeous blonde and cerulean eyed mage asked. 

He shook his head mock sadly, “I guess I’m just a masochist, I can’t seem to get enough of you.” 

Lia laughed, “Hey!  Watch it.” 

He snickered, “I love you.” 

She smirked, “You can’t always get away with that, you know. 

Deflecting my ire with those words, even if they do make me melt.” 

The two of them were dancing at an inn the next night.  They had  gone  out  for  dinner  that  night,  in  one  of  their  favorite  taverns. 

Good  food,  good  music,  and  the  couple  on  stage  providing  that music was particularly good that night. 

“Like you can’t get away with fishing for compliments?” 

She mock gasped, then giggled with a guilty flush. 

He said, “I’ll never get tired of you, my love.” 

She  tilted  her  head,  “Even  when  I’m  old,  and  wrinkly.    And fat.” 

He  snickered,  “I’ve  seen  your  mother,  I’m  not  worried  about that at all.” 

While it was true that he hadn’t physically met them yet, that would happen in a few months, he had seen an illusion of them. 

Her face darkened, and he answered her seriously instead of teasingly. 

“That’s not important to me.  I  do  enjoy the way you look very much, your beauty still shocks and overwhelms me at times, but it’s your  company,  bright  presence,  your  heart,  and  the  way  you  make me feel that matters.” 

Lia wasn’t a person that doubted herself.  She was stubborn and confident, but on occasion she took some relationship readings. 

The  fact  they  teased  each  other  often,  and  their  sense  of  humors played  off  each  other  so  well,  could  be  a  detriment  in  those situations. 

Her  eyes  widened  slightly,  and  she  seemed  to  melt  at  his words,  though  he  suspected  it  was  more  the  undeniable  sincerity and heart he’d put into the words than the words themselves. 

“Ready for tomorrow?” 

He  shook  his  head,  “My  partner  still  hasn’t  told  me  her tactics.” 

She giggled, “Good point.  Here’s the plan,” and she told him her plan. 

He sighed, “That’s crazier than my plan.” 

She mock pouted. 

“I  didn’t  say  I  wouldn’t  do  it,”  he  added,  “Just  saying,  it’s crazy.” 

She said, “It’ll work, plus they’re annoying me, being mean to you.    We  must  destroy  them,  utterly,”  she  said  that  last  with  an intensity that almost made  him  flinch. 

He made a mental note to never get on his love’s bad side.  It was true enough, the death mages were as almost as rude to him as the fire mages, whenever he went to the general library, or stores, or anywhere else in the common arena building when he left the tower. 

They  never  attacked  him  or  anything,  outside  of  hunting  him purposefully during the last two competitions, but the dirty looks and snide comments were getting old after three months.  He’d ignored it, but at times it wasn’t easy.  He considered briefly that maybe he shouldn’t have told Lia about it, but he rejected that thought almost immediately, hiding things from one’s chosen mate in this life almost never worked out. 

He  suspected  she’d  have  made  her  plans  against  the  fire mages for a first strike, but their tower was two towers away, and not right next to theirs. 

“In that case, let’s make it happen.” 

They  dropped  it  then,  and  they  focused  on  each  other  and their  date.    He  was  an  average  dancer  and  wasn’t  crazy  about  the activity, but he’d take any excuse to hold her in his arms, take in her

scent, and look into her glorious sparkling and happy blue eyes. He was more than willing to make the sacrifice. 

Their  courting  wasn’t  all  flirting  and  teasing,  and  they discussed such things as children, the future, and matters of weight. 

Their careers and where they lived was the simple part, they’re really was only one choice there, so that was one relationship stressor they didn’t have to worry about compromising on. 

He also didn’t mind the fact she wanted a large family, so that wasn’t  a  stressor  either.    He’d  always  wanted  a  sibling,  and  she’d wished she had a sister or brother growing up as well.  Despite being unromantic,  it  also  wasn’t  lost  on  either  of  them  that  the  next generation  of  rune  mages  in  Reton  depended  on  them  along  with Sam and Karen.  He wasn’t sure why Cassandra hadn’t ever found her match, or why Sam’s and Lia’s parents had stopped at one, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to ask. 

It was none of his business. 

Though  he  expected  human  nature  might  have  a  little  to  do with  Cassandra  being  single.    A  woman   wanted  a  strong  husband, many non-mage women would see it as a coup to gain the security of  male  mage,  they  would  never  want  for  anything  with  the  tower guilds  taking  care  of  their  needs.    The  opposite  was   not   true,  any male  but  another  powerful  mage  would  probably  be  intimidated  by marrying a woman far more powerful than they were. 

Still, that was making assumptions, he could be wrong, but he wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  that  wasn’t  part  of  the  problem.    It  also wasn’t his business, or a problem to be solved, or even a problem at all if Cassandra was content with what she had. 

When Lia and Olin fought, and needed to compromise, it was usually about the little things.  Most of the major stuff they agreed on, even  politics  and  the  need  to  maintain  the  status  quo  as  long  as possible.  Even if it  wasn’t  fair in a lot of ways. 

When  it  grew  late,  they  returned  to  the  tower  and  as  usual wound  down  their  date  on  the  couch.    She  sat  sideways  on  the couch,  and  then  leaned  back  into  his  side  and  sighed  with contentment as he wrapped an arm around her.  It was their favorite position,  otherwise  he’d  be  too  tempted  to  kiss  her,  and  kissing always led to deeper temptations, it was better to limit those. 

Their  desire  and  intimacy  was  known  and  discussed  frankly as  well,  they  didn’t  shy  from  that  subject  once  the  temptation  had reached  a  certain  point.    They’d  both  decided  to  wait  for  their handfasting  night,  despite  those  temptations  and  their  potent chemical  attraction,  and  the  fact  that  there  were  spells  to  prevent premature pregnancy taking most of the risk out of it.  It was not just for custom’s sake they’d made that decision, it was also a fact that those who waited had much happier marriages as a rule.  There was a  reason  for  that  custom.    Sex  wasn’t  bad,  it  was  just  reserved  for the hand-fasted in their society. 

It  was  getting  late,  and  they  had  a  competition  the  next  day, but he still didn’t want to call it a night.  He always felt that way when they spent time together, but especially on the first day that Lia had come back from a mission, most of all. 

It  was  then  that  Cassandra  walked  into  the  room  with  a serious  expression  on  her  face.    She  usually  gave  them  privacy  in the  living  room  at  the  end  of  their  date  nights,  so  they  both  sat  up straighter,  and  Lia  swung  her  legs  off  the  couch  and  sat  properly, though they continued to hold hands. 

Lia asked, “Mistress?” 

Cassandra said, “We just got word, the fighting has started in earnest  at  the  border.    It  looks  like  the  Vemor  Empire  decided  on Sleekfalls pass for their major thrust, though there are skirmishes at the other passes between our kingdoms as well.” 

Lia stiffened, “My parents are stationed at Sleekfalls.” 

Sleekfalls  was  a  small  village,  similar  to  Bayside  where  he’d grown  up,  except  they  had  fortified  walls  being  a  southern  border village.  The northern villages in the kingdom had no needs of such, if  a  foreign  army  reached  them,  it  would  be  after  the  capital  of Highspire fell.  Once the capital fell, the village wouldn’t even bother putting up a fight, and would just accept their new rulers.  What could one little village do, after all? 

Cassandra  nodded,  “They  are  safe  for  the  moment.    The pass’s  defenses  are  holding,  and  all  the  masters  save  the  tower masters and our weapons master have just been dispatched, along with  half  of  the  mages  on  the  roster.    You’d  have  been  sent,  if  you hadn’t just gotten back.” 

Lia sighed, “I understand.  Thanks for letting us know.” 

Cassandra said, “As a result, there will be no masters at all in the  competition,  and  only  around  a  hundred  mages,  instead  of  the usual  two  hundred.    The  rules  for  full  mages  being  in  one  of  every three competitions is lifted during times of war, and Reton is at war. 

Only  the  apprentices  are  still  required,  unless  the  capital  city  is threatened, and all citizens are required to mount a defense.” 

That  thought  disturbed  him,  that  so  much  blood  and  death would  grant  them  a  real  chance  at  scoring  high  in  the  competition, especially with Lia fighting by his side, she already  had  the power of a  master  mage,  if  not  the  long  experience,  and  might  be  the strongest  person  competing  tomorrow.    The  thought  of  it  was  so disturbing, it wouldn’t have even occurred to him if Cassandra hadn’t just pointed it out. 

Still, disturbing or not, it was what it was. 

Lia asked, “Dreston?” 

Cassandra said, “Waiting and watching, so far, but it’s still too early to know if that’s their response or if they’re still planning based on the new information.  My hope is they won’t attack.  Their current king  isn’t  as  expansionist  as  their  old  one.    I  suspect  their  troop movements  on  their  border  is  just  them  making  sure   we   don’t  get any ideas, and we have no intention of attacking them.  It also frees our  hand  in  the  south  for  a  counterattack  to  deplete  Vemor’s  war infrastructure.    Now  that  we’ve  been  attacked,  a  foray  into  Vemor owned land won’t overly alarm our eastern neighbor, whereas before it might’ve alarmed them enough to come to a false conclusion, and preemptively attack us to prevent an expansionist invasion before it started.    It’s  murky  at  best,  their  perceptions  may  not  align  to  our truth, and the reverse is true as well, but it’s what we have to work with.” 

That  made  sense,  they  couldn’t  win  a  war  defensively,  it would  take  counterattacks  on  their  supply  lines  and  war  producing infrastructure  to  stop  Vemor’s  invasion  for  another  generation,  but attacking   first   was  just  as  bad,  and  just  a  short  step  away  from becoming  consumed  with  ambition  and  being  expansionist themselves. 

He also understood and even joined Lia in her worry for her parents, but he thought they’d be okay.  They were the leaders of the mage contingent down there, leaders didn’t fight on the front lines. 

They’d be at the command post in the village, behind thick walls, not even  at  the  pass’s  fortifications.    Their  jobs  were  to  work  with  the non-mage  military’s  leadership,  probably  a  general,  to  coordinate efforts of the troops and mages to best effect. 

They’d be safe enough, at least, unless both the pass and the village  fell,  and  fell  before  they  could  order  an  evacuation  and retreat.  That worst case scenario was unlikely at best. 

They stayed up quite late that night, and he tried his best to calm Lia’s worries, without telling empty lies or being disingenuous. 

In short, he lent an ear, was there for her, and held her, anything else would’ve been a mistake.  Some things couldn’t be fixed. 

Chapter Twenty-Five

The  distance  between  any  two  towers  was  just  short  of  seventy yards,  given  the  perimeter  of  a  circle  with  a  diameter  of  about  a hundred and fifty yards.  When the gong sounded that morning, they went into the arena and immediately cut left.  Seventy yards wasn’t all  that  far,  at  least  not  for  two  mages  with  enhanced  strength  and speed running at a full sprint. 

Given that life mages and rune mages were the only ones that could enhance the body directly that way, the death mages were just filing  out  of  the  stands  and  onto  the  arena  floor  as  they  got  into position  in  front  of  their  tower  for  stage  one  of  Lia’s  insanely ambitious plans. 

The death mages didn’t see it coming, mostly because it was crazy.  There were fifteen of them, instead of the usual thirty or so. 

Death  magic  shields  were  effective  against  life  magic, moderately so against other magic, but much like life magic shields were crap against physical attacks, theirs were as well.  Really, earth was  best,  and  water  was  a  close  second,  then  air.    Fire,  life,  and death shields were almost worthless against physical attacks.  It was why  all  life  mages  were  also  swordsman,  between  their  physical swords  and  enhancements  it  partially  made  up  for  their  defensive shield’s lack. 

The  death  mages  had  their  own  ability  to  compensate  of course, in times of war they could use undead fodder from the battle field to act as physical shields to slow down opposing warriors long enough  to  kill  them  all  with  magic,  along  with  the  physical  damage their  undead  minions  could  bring  to  bear.    Of  course,  in  a competition,  or  even  a  small  fight,  that  wasn’t  really  an  option.    No handy dead bodies to raise just lying around. 

Regardless,  they  took  the  fifteen  death  mages  totally  by surprise right as they entered the field, before they even split up and headed for their planned spots.  In fact, it was while the usual grudge matches  played  out  between  the  various  death  mage  cliques  that took  place  in  those  first  few  moments,  which  gave  him  and  Lia  an addition distraction, as she released a powerful war spell. 

The ground under their feet churned and heated.  She chose a spell that caused both fire and earth damage, earth because they were  vulnerable  to  non-magical  physical  damage,  and  the enhancement  was  the  fire  part,  heating  the  earth.    That  meant  the heat damage wasn’t magical in nature either, all the fire magic was expended on heating the earth. 

The ground  would  have turned into liquid fire and consumed them all, even rising up to encompass them, or at least the weakest mages  and  all  the  apprentices,  but  the  arena’s  safeties  kicked  in before  the  spell  could  reach  maximum  effectiveness,  and  twelve  of the fifteen were marked with red auras. 

Lia’s  original  insane  plan  at  that  point  called  for  a  quick retreat.  She’d wanted to take out the apprentices who were giving Olin guff, and the weakest mages, but knew if they stuck around the few death master mages would’ve taken it out on their hides. 

Except, there were no masters that day, so Lia had modified her  strategy.    Instead  of  running,  Olin  rushed  the  three  remaining with  a  war  cry,  just  for  style,  and  the  first  death  mage  he  reached was  so  shocked  he  didn’t  even  try  to  dodge  or  cast  a  spell.    His sword swung in as he activated his earth and fire enchantment rune, though  not  a  true  lasting  enchantment,  and  just  a  spell,  he  wasn’t sure what else to call it.  Sword enhancing spell, he supposed. 

Lia’s  spell  had  already  taken  a  toll  on  even  the  stronger mages’  shields,  especially  because  of  the  weakness  of  those shields.  The  mages  had  expended  a  lot  more  magic  than  Lia  had used to defend against her spell. 

His  sword  cut  right  through  the  remainder,  and  he  winced slightly at the crack of bone, and the death mages cry of astonished pain as he was covered in a red aura. 

The  last  two  mages  finally  got  a  clue,  but  it  was  too  late  for them as well, as Lia’s follow up spells of fire and earth caught up to

them,  and  the  spell  destroyed  the  rest  of  their  protections  and caused first and second degree burns before the safety spells kicked in. 

The  competition  had  just  started,  less  than  a  minute  had passed  since  the  gong,  and  every  death  mage  was  already  out. 

They didn’t look happy at all, which was an understatement given the hateful glares he received, and he wondered if Lia’s plan to get them to back off wasn’t going to backfire in a big way.  He’d have to watch his back closely the next few weeks. 

Still, even if it didn’t work, he had to admit he’d taken a lot of satisfaction in the act, and he loved Lia even more for her being so insanely  protective  and  vindictive  on  his  behalf.    Actions  that  she’d have  never  taken  simply  on  behalf  of  herself.    In  truth,  he  kind  of thought  it  was  hot,  and  was  proud  that  his  future  wife  was  so damned terrifying and powerful. 

He  turned,  ran  back  to  Lia,  and  then  they  ran  to  the  mock village for stage two of their plan.  The village was closest to them too, which worked out perfectly.  The forest had been moved to the other side of the arena for this competition, putting the village closest to  the  life,  death,  and  rune  guild  towers.    As  usual,  the  empty  field was in the same spot.  Despite the few seconds taken to take out a whole tower in the competition, they still arrived before anyone from the elemental towers could get there thanks to its position and their greater speed.  The only other mages present when they arrived at the  mock  village  were  life  mages,  who  were  just  as  enhanced  as they were. 

Sure,  the  lead  amounted  to  a  few  handfuls  of  seconds,  but those seconds counted. 

They raced toward the mock inn which was one of the biggest buildings in the town.  He could feel the life mages, some of them, in the common room.  The plan wasn’t to attack them though, not yet anyway.    If  they  did  now,  both  they  and  the  life  mages  would  be ambushed mid-battle by all the elemental mages that had to be right behind them as far as arrival time. 

Instead,  he  focused  on  an  earth  magic  glyph  for  unlock  and open,  and  then  shot  it  at  the  shutters  on  the  second  floor.    The shutters opened as he crouched, tumbled, and then sprang with the

full extension of his legs.  With the enhanced strength he easily shot up  twenty  feet  into  the  air.    Almost  to  disaster,  but  he  managed  to twist  his  body  enough  to  only  brush  the  windowsill  instead  of slamming into it. 

He was laughing, his blood pumping hard with adrenaline, as he  tumbled  again,  and  got  back  to  his  feet  in  time  to  see  Lia’s  far more  graceful  entrance.    He  suspected  she’d  done  that  little  stunt before, for him it was the first time. 

They  were  trapped,  sort  of.    They  still  had  a  window  exit. 

They’re  was  also  the  bottleneck  of  the  door,  so  they  wouldn’t  be overwhelmed  with  fifteen  or  so  life  mages  at  once.    Lia’s  plan depended on what happened next, and it didn’t take long to find out what that would be.  Sure, the life mages knew they were up there, surely they had detect magic going.  They also might be confused, because  they’d  felt  Lia  and  Olin  charging  the  entrance,  only  to suddenly evade. 

Lia grinned cheekily, excitement swirling in her eyes. 

“You are so beautiful.” 

She grinned, “Concentrate on the plan.” 

“Yes, dear.” 

She mock glared. 

They  felt  a  handful  of  life  mages  move  toward  the  stairway, only to stop and hesitate, as he and Lia felt the arrival of both some earth mages and air mages in the town.  A few moments later, the fire and water mages entered the mock village as well, from different directions.  There were a lot more of those four, but not in the town. 

There  was  about  fifteen  of  each  group,  including  the  life  mages downstairs.    Another  forty  to  fifty  mix  of  those  four  groups  must’ve went to the forest. 

As Lia had hoped, the life mage team in the inn hesitated to split  up,  and  they’d  be  the  ones  that  were  attacked  on  all  sides instead. 

She smirked, “We wait, and pounce at the next opportunity.” 

He  grinned  in  agreement,  and  then  suppressed  the  urge  to kiss  her.  She  was  incredibly  attractive  and  alluring  to  him  while  so exuberant. 

The fire, water, earth, and air mages started a four-way fight in the town, sniping each other around buildings for cover.  A small group of three fire mages entered the tavern, spells blasting, but they were kind of stupid.  The inn’s common room had plenty of tables to hide  behind,  not  to  mention  the  long  bar.    As  soon  as  their  spells fizzled they were rushed by fifteen life mages.  The room was large, but not so large for enhanced speed, within a second the fire mages were hacked down. He couldn’t see it of course, but he  did  feel the arena’s  spells  mark  the  three  fire  mages,  immediately  after  casting their own spells, and not one of the life mages had mock died. 

In  his  imagination,  he  couldn’t  imagine  another  scenario  that fit. 

“Nice of them to play guard for us.” 

Lia giggled, “I told you it would work, the life mages love the inn, it forces close quarters combat which is where they excel, and the common room is big enough so they can team up.” 

Of course, plan B had been for him to hold the life mages at the door bottleneck, so they were forced to fight him one at a time, while  Lia’s  spells  disassembled  them  as  she  hid  behind  Olin.    He couldn’t take any of them in a straight swordfight except for maybe Caley, his fellow apprentice in sword class, but he was good enough that none of them could take him in the first moments of the bout. 

They  still  might  end  up  doing  that  plan  B,  but  the  life  mages successfully defending against the remainder of the mages was up in the air at the moment. 

The  sniping  continued  out  in  the  village,  and  about  half  the mages  in  the  four  elemental  towers  were  taken  out  in  just  a  few minutes.    From  what  he  could  feel  with  his  magic,  there  was  a seven-person  fire  team  to  the  north,  two  earth  teams,  three  and three, to the south and the south west.  Air was down to a single five-person team to the east, and six water mages were left in two teams of four and two that were  both  very close to the air team. 

He wondered if they were really a six-person team hunting the air team, that had just split up to hit them from multiple fronts.  That theory  was  born  out  a  moment  later  when  he  felt  spells  from  both groups  simultaneously,  and  air  mages  started  to  die.    No  doubt drowning spells. 

He really hated those, he knew he couldn’t die in the arena, but they hurt, and his hind brain wasn’t that smart, all it knew was it was cut off from air. 

The  air  mages  didn’t  go  down  without  a  fight  though,  and  in the  end  there  were  only  three  water  mages  walking  away  from  the site of the attack... only to be ambushed and killed by a team of three earth mages which had shifted east during the fight.  It was why he usually avoided the mock village, a successful attack almost always led  to  death  in  an  ambush,  but  they  were  relatively  safe  for  the moment.    Or  at  least,  they’d  have  enough  warning  to  prepare  if someone came for them. 

One of the earth mages died in the brief battle, so there were only five of those left. 

The  seven  fire  mages  arrived  at  the  front  of  the  inn,  five  of them looked ready to get off a very fast one second spell if anyone tried to leave the inn, while the other two fire mages standing behind those  five  started  to  joint  cast  a  war  spell.    He  imagined  in  a  few moments  the  common  room  would  be  filled  with  a  very  nasty  spell that completely engulfed the room in fire. 

The fifteen life mages weren’t stupid, and had seen that tactic before,  usually  from  a  single  fire  master,  but  they  also  knew  two younger mages could pull off a really nasty spell working together.  It was up in the air for a split second, attack or retreat?  They chose to attack.  War spells with runes were very fast, but casting time for war spells in the other towers took at least seven to ten seconds.  With magical speed, seven to ten seconds was an eternity. 

The  life  mages  filed  out  of  the  front  door  in  a  blur,  while  the five fire mages in front managed to get off one quick and dirty spell. 

Two of them completely missed.  The fire moved too fast for even a mage  with  enhanced  speed,  but  they  did  move  fast  enough  that  it could foul the fire mage’s aim. 

Three of the fifteen life mages were marked as dead, but then they  were  in  melee  range.    As  he  knew,  fire  shields  were  crap against physical hits, and the fire mages were outnumbered almost two to one at that point, they didn’t even have a chance. 

Of course, Lia was not one to miss an opportunity.  While that slaughter  was  ongoing,  with  a  wicked  grin  and  a  hard  glint  in  her

eyes,  his  terrifying  Lia  opened  the  window  shutter  and  activated  a war spell of her own.  Which was  much  faster for a rune mage. 

The street in front of the inn exploded in swirling angry fire, as air  both  supported  the  fire  and  swirled  it  around  engulfing  all  the mages down there.  The other twelve life mages died a split second after  hacking  down  the  fire  mages.    Of  course,  the  firestorm  only lasted a split second, before the arena safeties kicked in, snuffed the magic, and marked everyone in the effective area as dead. 

“So, what next, all powerful and terrifying senior rune mage?” 

he asked with a smirk. 

She grinned, “You say the sweetest things.” 

One of the life mages in the street barked a laugh, “Damnit, I knew we should’ve come for you, Lia.” 

That  was  pretty  normal,  no  one  got  mad  at  their  killer  in  the competition,  as  a  rule.    Sure,  people  got  upset,  but  usually  at themselves.  It was only the fire and death mages that had become so vindictive the last few competitions. 

She  replied  loudly,  “Next  time!”  then  responded  to  his question, “My magic is okay, but I can’t afford anymore war spells, or I won’t last the rest of the competition, assuming we live that long. 

There are five earth mages left in the village, but probably twice that of  all  four  spheres  in  the  forest.    Let’s  give  it  a  few  more  minutes, then we’ll move to the forest.  Hopefully they’ve whittled themselves down by then, like they did in the village.” 

He noted, “The earth mages might leave and join the forest, rather than face us.” 

She  tilted  her  head,  “Good  point,  but  they’d  do  much  better against your sword than the rest, so let’s see what they do.” 

As he’d suspected would happen, the earth mages moved out of  the  town  to  the  north,  to  join  the  havoc  left  in  the  forest.    They were probably terrified of Lia, and they thought their chances to last longer  were  better  in  the  forest.    It  surely  wasn’t  him  they  were scared of, though his sword would still be marginally effective with an air spell enhanced by death.  The steel would do minimum damage against their earth shields, but pure death magic and even air would put their shields down relatively fast. 

She sighed, “Fine, let’s go join the fun.  Time to play guard the damsel.” 

He snickered. 

She mock glared. 

He  shrugged,  “A  beautiful  maiden  no  doubt,  but  damsel  in distress?  Never.  You’re far too scary.” 

She blushed, but she also looked pleased. 

They took the stairs that time, and they headed north into the forest.  There were at most forty-five in there, given the numbers, but he  suspected  that  was  at  the  start,  surely  the  numbers  had  been whittled down by then.  He was also quite sure  all  the life and death mages were already out.  He estimated there were probably no more than twenty left in total, and quite possibly even less than that. 

He’d never made it that long in a competition before, but then the  numbers  were  halved  for  this  one,  and  there  were  no  master mages in it at all.  They were the ones that usually ended up taking him  out,  their  absence  also  not  incidentally  making  Lia  the  most powerful  mage  on  the  field  despite  her  young  age,  which  also contributed greatly to his survival this competition.  There  were  other mages with unusually large magic pools like Lia had, gifted from birth in that way, but she was the only one in this competition. 

In  short,  given  all  that,  he  was  far  from  cocky  about  their success  up  to  that  point.    He  wouldn’t  have  been  doing  nearly  so well  without  her  teaming  with  him,  or  without  her  tactics.    They already had close to thirty kills to their credit as a team, but he’d only killed a couple of death mages as his contribution.  In that way, he’d been actually less effective than usual, save his very first competition where he’d only killed one. 

Guard  the  damsel  was  a  tactic  they’d  come  up  with  during one of their speculative conversations.  It was a rather simple tactic, but  in  the  vagaries  and  uncertainties  of  battle,  simple  was  always better.  Complicated plans tended to fall apart, quickly.  In short, his damsel was on the hunt, and his job was merely to guard her. 

One  of  the  most  common  scenarios  as  already  discussed, was  the  ambusher  being  ambushed  by  another  mage  or  group  of mages immediately after a kill, when they were most vulnerable.  He was there to watch for and instantly respond to that ambush.  Even

after  her  two  war  spells,  she  had  more  magic  left  than  he’d  had  at the start of things. 

The  earth  mages  were  back  up  to  seven,  he  could  sense them to the northeast, no doubt teaming up with the remaining two earth mages that had still been alive in the forest.  This competition was also heavily team oriented, more so than the others had been. 

Perhaps a result of all of the masters being gone to war. 

There  were  an  equal  amount  of  water  mages  to  the northwest,  three  fire  mages  farther  north,  and  six  air  mages extremely  close  to  where  they’d  entered  to  the  west.    That  was  it, unless there were more outside of his detection spell’s reach, which was  more  than  possible,  there  were  only  twenty-five  mages  left  in the competition, including him and Lia. 

Lia  immediately  went  west  toward  the  air  mages,  and  he  let her get a few yards ahead as he moved slight north, to stay out of her fight and put himself between the other groups and her. 

Predictably, the fire mages started south immediately, directly toward  him.    He  suspected  the  fire  mages  at  the  inn  were  also hunting him, they’d just stupidly decided to go through the life mages to get to him.  It was what they did in the last few competitions, the fire  and  death  mages  hunted  him.    It  was  why  Lia  had  been  so vindictive today, on his behalf. 

The  water  mages  and  earth  mages  immediately  vectored  in toward the fire mages from their two flanks, but the fire mages didn’t abort.  Apparently, they were fine with the idea of dying in earth and water attacks, if they got to kill him first.  The logical thing for the fire team to do in that situation would’ve been to rush the earth mages, then defend against water with whatever they had left. 

He  guessed  they  hated  him  that  much,  on  behalf  of  their insanely  ambitious  tower  mage  who  seemed  to  blame  him  for everything except man’s fall from grace, and perhaps even that. 

He laughed, “Seems our presence broke the stalemate, things are about to get  very  messy, my love.” 

Then Lia surprised him. 

Lia  called  out,  “Hey,  Carolynn,  this  place  is  about  to  be  very busy, want to team up, we can kill each other last.” 

Carolynn  snorted,  “Last  time  we  tried  that,  you  betrayed  me mid-battle.” 

Lia  giggled,  “And  this  time  it  was  just  a  distraction,  sorry  old friend,” she said, as she released an earth enhanced death spell, a fire enhanced air spell, and a water enhanced death spell.  Three of the six air mages died, as Lia triple casted three enhanced spells at once.” 

Carolynn’s  three  living  buddies  responded  quickly,  but  Lia leapt straight up and then off a branch twenty feet into the air, fouling the aim of their counterattack. 

Lia triple casted the same three enhanced spells, and took out the  last  three  mid-air,  just  a  moment  before  she  landed  on  a  high branch in another tree. 

He  figured  it  was  time  to  die,  so  he   charged   the  three  fire mages which had just entered visual range in the relatively small but thick  forest,  which  at  the  moment  were  being  sandwiched  by  the seven-person water and earth teams.  Normally, he’d have probably run in that situation, but his job was to pull their focus away from Lia. 

Besides, if he was those earth and water teams, he’d want to watch, then ambush the loser.  That would buy him a few seconds. 

He did a similar leapfrog into a tree, then pushed off a branch and landed in melee range of the fire mages.  They  all  blasted him with  a  fireball  at  point  blank  range,  but  his  water  and  earth  shields easily absorbed their attacks. 

The flat of his sword imbued with earth and water reached out and  slammed  into  the  chest  of  the  fire  mage  next  to  him,  while  he powered a rune spell of earth enhanced water at the one in front of him.    It  really  was  almost  unfair,  rune  mages  weren’t  vulnerable  to any  of  the  elements,  and  they  could  take  advantage  of  all  the elements  vulnerabilities  in  elemental  mages.    Only  the  fact  there were so few of them prevented them from dominating in the games. 

His  earth  and  water,  plus  the  sword,  cut  right  through  their shields.  It wouldn’t work on a master mage, they had enough power to  compensate  for  that  strength  of  spell  that  he  could  cast,  but  for regular  mages  despite  his  much  weaker  magic  pool  both  the  spell and his sword were quite deadly. 

In  his  opinion,  the  advantages  to  being  a  rune  mage  far outweighed  the  downside  of  needing  physical  runes  inscribed  on their  stuff,  and  the  possibility  of  being  so  easily  disarmed  of  their magic.  He was also of the solid opinion that if there were as many rune mages as the other towers, they’d dominate the competitions. 

Just him and Lia teaming up was devastating, it was a shame Sam was on a mission. 

A  split  second  later,  he  spun  his  body  and  the  edge  of  his sword  slashed  across  his  last  opponent’s  torso  mid-cast,  and  he heard the crunch of breaking ribs.  He had to admit, there was some satisfaction in it, considering how they’d been hunting him lately. 

All three fire mages glared at him. He’d be dead if looks could kill,  but  he  just  smiled  back.    Their  unreasoning  hatred  of  him  was their problem, not his. 

Lia  hadn’t  been  idle  during  his  brief  encounter.    He  felt  Lia finish circling toward the earth team of seven, so he angled his body that  most  of  his  attention  was  on  the  nearby  water  team.    It  was  a desperate  bluff,  but  he  had  to  play  protect  the  damsel  while  she wreaked her havoc on the other team. 

He  also  wasn’t  worried  about  the  Earth  team  attacking  his back, they’d be stupid not to fully place their attention onto Lia, who started her attack in that moment. 

Earth  was  a  good  sphere  against  physical  dangers,  perhaps the  best,  but  not  so  much  against  the  more  ethereal  magic,  so  Lia attacked with various combinations of life, death, and fire magic. 

He  realized  then  that  the  system  was  flawed.    This  whole keeping  the  towers  away  from  each  other  thing.    In  the  field,  the mages  would  team  up  and  cooperate,  compensating  for  their weaknesses, they  should  be doing the same in their practice.  He’d had the thought before of course, but until then it’d never seemed so ridiculously  stupid  to him. 

Earth spells flew at Lia as well, but she was fast, and dodged more  than  half  of  them,  or  rather  the  earth  mages  simply  missed. 

Her  own  shields  of  earth  were  more  than  enough  to  deflect  those spells, but he felt her getting weaker as well. 

The  water  mages  of  course,  called  his  bluff,  as  they should’ve. 

Guess it was really time to die.  Water shields weren’t the best against physical  or  ethereal attacks, but at the same time that meant their shields were at least moderately effective against everything. 

He charged again hoping to get in their midst, maybe they’d hesitate  a  moment  afraid  they’d  hit  one  of  their  own.    He  took  two spells  against  his  shields  on  the  way,  and  suddenly  changed  his mind.  He hadn’t used all that much magic yet, outside of maintaining his shields. 

And that moment seemed to very much fit the description of a desperate  situation.    He’d  had  a  chance  against  three  mages,  but seven?  Not with sword and basic spells. 

He cast one of the two war spells he had enough magic for, and his magic ran out of him in a torrent.  He actually had to struggle to maintain his channels and ensure no magic leaked into his body. 

Death  and  fire  exploded  up  from  the  earth  itself  underneath  their feet.  Earth was part of the spell, it had to be to do that, but most of the damage was from death and fire magic. 

Water magic was fairly strong against fire magic, dousing the flames so to speak, but it did weaken the shields, boil a part of them away,  and  the  death  magic  finished  the  job.  The  arena  responded before the life could be snuffed from six of the water mages, and the arena snuffed his spell and marked them dead. 

Unfortunately, the  seventh  water mage had enough magic left to power their shield through the assault, and he was literally running on fumes. 

He raced for her, his only chance was his sword, but she just smirked  at  him,  waved  her  hand  and  barked  the  three  words  of  a quick  spell.    He  didn’t  even  have  a  chance  to  dodge,  he’d instinctually  released  all  his  enhancement  spells  and  clung  to  his shield  spells,  even  if  they  were  pitifully  weak.    He  was  so  weak  he could barely channel enough magic to maintain the spell, much less block anything with it. 

Damn, he  really  hated drowning spells.  He tried to stay calm, as  he  couldn’t  breathe.    The  arena  would  kick  in  any  second,  he knew that, but he still hated the sensation. 

Still, behind him he felt Lia was still fighting the last two earth mages, she’d taken out five. 

That meant he’d just come in fifth in a competition, made the top ten.   Of course, that was just literal, people were moved up and down from the literal death order based on difficulties faced, and kill counts, and other variables.  Still, considering they’d killed almost a third of the mages on their own, he wasn’t worried about that at all. 

He mock died with a smile on his face…

Chapter Twenty-Six

He and Lia were in a buoyant mood during lunch and for the rest of that afternoon.  So much so they instinctively kept their distance from each  other.  The  sexual  tension  and  temptation  between  them  had never  been  higher,  while  they  rode  high  on  their  emotions  and  the adrenaline  crash,  which  all  added  up  to  revved  up  libidos  with  no outlet. 

He’d not only placed fifth, his first time in the top then, but it was  the  first  time  Lia  had  ever  won  the  competition.    She’d  taken down the last three shortly after he died.  Their joy was slightly offset by the fact there’d been no master mages to face, they’d have never achieved it in such a case, but only very slightly.  It’d been a hell of a good  time.    He  knew  real  war  wouldn’t  be  fun,  but  he’d  come  to enjoy  the  competitions,  which  were  death  free  yet  quite  a  visceral challenge in which to gain experience. 

Their  good  mood  lasted  all  the  way  to  dinner,  when Cassandra returned to the tower like a storm cloud. 

He and Lia froze as Cassandra sat down with a grim visage. 

Lia asked, “So…. no congratulations?” 

Cassandra  sighed,  “Of  course,  you  both  did  amazingly  well today, and your tactics were brilliant.” 

Lia  cleared  her  throat,  “So,  what’s  wrong,  mistress,”  she added at the end, a beat too late.  It was obvious seeing Cassandra so upset wasn’t something Lia was used to. 

He wasn’t either, but then he’d only been around seven and a half months. 

Cassandra  sighed,  “I  tried  to  fight  it,  say  he  rode  your success, but that asshole Tanner managed to talk three other tower leaders  into  voting  Olin  in  the  top  ten.    I  don’t  know  what  the  old bastard is up to, but he seemed  far  too delighted about Olin’s win.” 

Lia gasped, and  her  face turned stormy. 

He cleared his throat, “I think I’m missing something here.” 

Cassandra  looked  at  him  sharply,  then  her  eyes  unfocused slightly, as if she was going through all her memories. 

She sighed, “He doesn’t know, I never told him.  Of course, I never  imagined  he  would  place  in  the  top  ten,  not  for  another  ten years at least, when it would be a moot point.  In truth, I didn’t think you would either Lia, and you wouldn’t have without all the masters gone.” 

To say he was confused, would be an understatement. 

Lia  explained,  “To  place  in  the  top  ten  is  to  show  your prowess, power, experience, and raw ability.  Any  apprentice ranking in the top ten is immediately promoted to mage.  That’s not realistic at  all,  but  it’s  one  of  the  additional  things  added  to  the  rules  to encourage apprentices to try their hardest.” 

He shook his head, “I’m a mage?  I mean, the rank, no longer an apprentice?” 

Cassandra  hissed,  “Yes.    And  I  can’t  congratulate  you  for  it, you’re  not  ready  for  normal  missions,  much  less  the  honor  of guarding  the  royal  family  over  the  next  month,  during  a  war.    My hands are tied, I had no choice.” 

He  frowned,  “So  you  think  Tanner  might  be  happy  about  it, because…  it  would  make  the  royal  family  just  that  much  more vulnerable?” 

Cassandra goggled at him for a moment, then sighed, “I think you’re  probably  right.    You  need  to  be  very  careful.    I   was   able  to squeeze out one concession.  You’re not ready, but you and Lia  do make a great team, and work seamlessly together.  Whichever family member you’ll be guarding, Lia will be on the same team.  You will also  be  assigned  as  a  team  together  when  your  guard  mission  is completed, until your magic is fully matured.  Which I imagine will be right around the time your courting period is over, so that’s one bit of good news.  At least you’ll be together, and can protect each other as well as the queen, or one of her children. 

“Those  assignments  haven’t  been  made  yet,  and  they’re  in the hands of the queen.  You’ll be working with four water and four earth mages.  That was a fun conversation, you killed almost all the

water mages with that war spell, they died simultaneously, so we had to figure out their order at the bottom of the top ten by other means. 

The  last  few  months  since  her  husband’s  death,  of  the  ten  mage guards  she’s  been  assigning  three  to  her  and  her  son,  and  four  to the  queen  apparent,  her  daughter  who  is  queen  in  truth  even  if without authority, while she is regent. 

“In  short,  she’s  putting  her  daughter  first  as  is  right,  since Princess  Vida  is  the  future  of  the  kingdom.    If  she’s  smart,  and  I believe  she  is,  you  two  will  be  guarding  Vida,  along  with  the strongest earth and water mage in the top ten.  Their experience will offset both of your lack of it, and your power and flexibility will make that team much stronger.” 

She measured his reaction to all this news, and then nodded, 

“You did well, and it’s not your fault you were caught up in politics. 

Save experience and raw magic power, you are ready, so depend on Lia and the others for those two lacks and follow their lead.  At the same  time,  you  have  good  instincts,  don’t  hesitate  to  share  those sneaky ideas you come up with, but leave it up to them on if they’re implemented. 

“Rules for guarding the royal family.  Same rules you already know for royalty, talk only if spoken to directly, and asked a question. 

If you do that, I believe things will work out just fine.  You eat when your charges eat.  You’ll also get short breaks in the evening, when the family is together in the royal wing.  In those times, half the team guards the royal family, the other half gets a short break, then they switch. 

“At  night,  you’re  back  to  guarding  your  specified  charge,  but the royal wing is more secure than most vaults.  The royal suites are layered  bedrooms.    You’ll  both  sleep  when  your  charge  does,  any attacker  will  have  to  get  through  you  to  get  to  their  bedroom.    The royal  guard  of  course,  is  numerous  enough  that  they’re  stationed outside the suite, and in the receiving room, which is the room next to the first bedroom, so you can expect an alarm if something goes wrong. 

“However, most assassination attempts happen during meals, or in the public parts of the castle.  Still, no assumptions.” 

He  nodded,  “I  have  my  wards  on  all  the  time  now.    They’ll wake me, if the guard fails to give an outcry.” 

She nodded, “Good.  Lastly, your channeling practice.  While on  duty  you  won’t  let  your  magic  go  below  eleven  twelfths,  and you’re   always   on  duty  when  on  a  mission  and  out  of  the  towers. 

Instead of channeling for one full hour at night, I’d suggest practicing five  minutes  every  hour  during  the  day.    You’ll  get  in  a  full  hour’s practice  after  twelve  hours,  and  your  magic  will  never  get  below eleven  twelfths  of  your  power  at  any  one  time.    The  other  fifty-five minutes will be more than enough time to recoup what you lost. 

“This  is  critical,  when  your  power  stops  developing  so  fast, channeling once a week will be enough to ensure the minimal growth of doubling every year, and to maintain your levels, but in your first apprentice year you can’t afford to take days off, or you could cripple your magic capacity and short circuit your initial fast growth period.” 

He smiled, “You did tell me that before.” 

She  nodded,  “It  bared  repeating,  with  the  change  to  how you’re  going  to  do  it.    It  will  be  far  too  easy,  if  things  get  busy  or hectic,  to  skip  an  hour.    An  hour  before  bed  is  easier  to  remember and stick with.” 

Lia  said,  “I  won’t  let  him  forget.    I  don’t  like  this,  but  we   do make a good team.  There’s also a selfish part of me that’s glad we won’t be separated so much for the next six months,” she turned to him, “Was that your first war spell?” 

He  nodded,  “I  have  just  enough  magic  for  the  two  weakest ones in the library.  I didn’t plan on ever using it, at least not until my magic was strong enough to cast it two or three times, but I knew I was dead at that point and had nothing to lose.” 

Lia sighed, “In real life, you should’ve called a retreat, and I’d have disengaged.  None of them would’ve been able to keep up with our enhanced speed.” 

“Good  point,”  he  grinned  unapologetically,  “I’ll  have  to remember that.” 

She  added  slyly,  “On  the  other  hand,  I’m  glad  you  sacrificed yourself for me, but only because it wasn’t real.” 

He  laughed,  “Why’s  that?”  he  asked,  already  knowing  the answer. 

She giggled, “So I didn’t have to turn on you, and kill you at the end.” 

Cassandra  set  off  into  peals  of  laughter,  and  even  he  was caught up in it. 

That’s what he’d figured she’d say. 

He asked Cassandra, “So when does the mission start?” 

She  said,  “You’ll  relieve  last  month’s  team  in  the  morning, right after breakfast.” 

Oh, holy crap.  Time to sink or swim. 

He really wasn’t ready for that, but he couldn’t deny he wasn’t glad about the same thing Lia mentioned, they wouldn’t have to be apart anymore.  He supposed if they didn’t get tired of each other in six  months  of  almost  constantly  being  together,  it’d  be  a  good indication they could go the full distance. 

Still,  given  Tanner’s  apparent  gloating  about  ending  Olin’s apprenticeship  early   and  assigning  him  to  guard  royalty,  he  had  to admit that made him nervous. 

The  bastard  was  no  doubt  up  to  something,  but  he  couldn’t imagine what.  He didn’t think it would be a direct attack against the royal  family,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  what  else  his  promotion  effected politically speaking. 

Sun of the death guild and Kaitlyn of the air guild was on his side  as  far  as  the  mages  gaining  freedom  and  self-determination, instead  of  having  jobs  forced  on  them,  paid  or  not,  but  even  they were  firmly  against  any  plans  of  regicide  and  taking  over  the kingdom completely. 

Still,  what  else  did  it  leave?    Unless  Tanner  was  just  hoping the enemy kingdoms would take care of that minor detail, and having him there added a weak link to their protection?  He’d have to be on his toes, and at his best. 

On  the  good  side,  he  had  a  strikingly  beautiful,  alluring,  and terrifyingly  powerful  rune  mage  at  his  side.  Plus,  if  Cassandra  was right, they’d have the best of the earth and water mages, outside of their master mages that is. 

The  only  other  obvious  consequence  of  his  promotion,  that occurred to him anyway, wasn’t about him at all.  It would completely isolate Cassandra.  She’d be ruling over an empty tower, when the

seven  other  rune  mages  were  embroiled  in  the  war  or  on  constant support missions.  Still, it wasn’t like he was a great ally for her. She was his mistress, his mentor, and his protector, she’d hardly be more vulnerable with him gone. 

Maybe  they  were  reading  into  it  too  much,  and  Tanner  was just  that  petty,  and  he  simply  took  enjoyment  in  the  prospect  of Cassandra standing alone and living in solitude most of the time. 

Besides,  he  was  still  a  baby  mage.  He’d  have  to  trust Cassandra  to  deal  with  Tanner,  because  he  certainly  had  no authority  to  do  so  himself,  nor  the  power.    Tanner  was  a  very powerful master mage after all. 

He wasn’t sure what would happen next, but he damned well better be ready for anything.  Things just got real, and he had a lot of things to get done before tomorrow morning.  Fortunately, his mage equipment wasn’t one of those things, he was all set there. 

Afterword:

I  hope  you  enjoyed  this  story,  if  you  did  please  leave  a review.    Reviews  are  the   lifeblood  of  independent  authors,  and  I would greatly appreciate any constructive feedback or opinions. 

There are two more books in this series. 

About  the  Author:    If  you  have  any  comments  or suggestions 

you 

can 

send 

me 

an 

email 

at

dlharrisonauthor@gmail.com    If  you  like  my  work,  or  even  if  you don’t, please consider leaving a review of this book.  I can also be found 

at

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7456808.D_L_Harrison

Other books by D. L. Harrison:

http://www.amazon.com/author/dlharrison

The  Formerly  Dark  Mage,  by  D.  L.  Harrison  –  This  stand-alone  fantasy  book  follows  the  life  of  Silvia  and  takes  place  in  a world unique and separate to our own. 

Silvia is a dark mage. Unfortunately, she finds herself about to be  sacrificed.  Someone  must  have  told  her  evil  master  about  her plans  to  kill  him  and  take  over.    After  that,  things  just  seem  to  go downhill.  She  has  no  choice  but  to  escape  the  kingdom  of  Zual, something that to her knowledge has never been done before. She will need to deal with many issues she never had to face before. 

Among those issues, the white mages, and her conscience. 

The  Rise  of  a  Dark  Mage  -  This  stand-alone  fantasy  book follows the life of Cassandra, it takes place in the same world as The Formerly  Dark  Mage,  but  happens  three  hundred  years  later,  long after Silvia is gone and some shocking changes have taken place in the world. 

Cassandra is a dark mage in the kingdom of Zual, she’s also a mage prodigy. 

She hates both her kingdom, and her master.  She wants him dead,  not  to  take  his  place,  but  so  she  can  leave  and  explore  the world.    Her  ambition  will  drive  her  to  rediscover  the  secrets  of  the strongest of magic. 

She is determined to succeed, or she’ll die trying. 

Celia Winters Novel Series

Witch’s Moon: A Celia Winters Novel Book 1

Celia  Winters  was  raised  by  her  single  mother,  and  her earliest memories are of the store her mother owns and the nearby coven, who have always been her family’s close allies and friends. 

She  grew  up  believing  her  magic  was  weak,  but  she  was satisfied  with  her  life,  and  happy.    She  was  a  midwife,  healer,  and supplier of surrounding covens. 

Then  her  mother  died,  and  she’s  about  to  discover  she  isn’t who,  or  what,  she  believes  herself  to  be,  not  completely.    She  will learn that her entire life up until now was a lie.  She’ll need to figure out  her  place,  who  she  is  when  she  no  longer  recognizes  herself, and try to hold on to her closest friends as she gathers enemies for the simple crime of her existence. 

She’s stronger than she believes, but will it be enough? 

Power of Air Series:

Just a Psychic: The Power of Air Book One starts off this series. 

Ben  has  grown  up  with  missing  memories  of  his  early childhood. 

He has known he was a psychic since his earliest memories, seeing the future and gaining knowledge with his gifts. 

Is it possible he isn't just a psychic? 

Ben's  world  is  about  to  be  turned  upside  down  as  he  turns twenty-one, all is not as it seems. 

Alicia Jones novels is a series that follows a bright young inventor and scientist named Alicia Jones.  It is a space opera and light science fiction. 

The first book is titled First Contact:

Alicia Jones is a genius, and a little odd.  At just twenty-three years of age, she is close to finishing her doctoral dissertation.  But when she tests her latest theory in the lab to generate a strong EM

field,  it  has  very  unanticipated  results.    Results  that  lead  to  faster than light travel, and first contact with another race. 

Her  life  just  gets  more  complicated  after  that,  when  she finds out who she really is, and that the universe may not be as nice a  place  as  she’d  been  told.    Her  determination  to  help  keep  Earth safe  takes  her  to  places  more  dangerous  and  strange  than  she’d ever envisioned. 

Spirit  Sorceress  series,  by  D.  L.  Harrison  is  a  new  urban fantasy  series.    Miku  is  a  spirit  sorceress  who  spent  the  last  one hundred  years  growing  up  and  learning  about  her  power  in  the forests near Seattle Washington.  She’s about to make her debut in the big city, but not in a way she ever expected. 

The first book is titled Spirit Sorceress: Miku  is  a  spirit  sorceress  who  spent  her  unusually  long childhood  in  the  forest  away  from  the  city  with  her  mother  and father.  After tragedy strikes, she finds herself alone and on her own. 

She  knows  that  one  day  she’ll  need  to  move  to  Seattle,  and  fully accept her birthright, and if necessary finish her training on her own. 

But before she’s ready, and still in grieving, a rogue vampire and  his  band  come  along  and  change  everything.    She’ll  need  to learn her new place in the world, and find some allies quick if she’s to survive. 

Katrina  Baker  Novels,  by  D.  L.  Harrison  is  a  new  series about a super named Katrina Baker.  Problem is, she gets caught up in  her  mother’s  plan,  who  is  a  mad  scientist  and  supervillain,  and gets herself transported to another world in the multi-verse.  A world where  mages,  witches,  clerics,  and  the  gods  are  real.    Not  to mention the monsters…

The first book is titled Banished: Katrina  baker  is  a  super.    She  has  mental  abilities  such  as telekinesis, telepathy, and others.  Her parents are supervillains, and she isn’t all that sure she’s cut out for that line of work.  Her empathy with  others  through  her  power  makes  it  hard  to  be  uncaring,  much less mean or evil to people.  Problem is, the last thing she wants to do is disappoint mom and dad. 

Katrina gets caught up in her mother’s supervillain plot to get rid the world of the indestructible hero Omega, and that’s when it all goes really wrong, and she finds herself on another world. 

Banished. 

Will  she  be  able  to  find  her  way  back  home,  or  even understand this new world of gods and magic, or will she die trying? 

Rise of the Empyrean Empire – This series is space opera /

science fiction.  Space, technology, other worlds, aggressive and far more powerful aliens, artificial intelligence, evolution, and advances to  the  point  humanity  doesn’t  have  to  work  to  maintain infrastructure. 

The first book is titled: Scout Ship

Michael Williams followed in his father’s footsteps, and joined the  UEDF,  the  United  Earth  Defense  Force,  when  he  turned eighteen.    Due  to  heroism  and  long  distinguished  service  he’s elevated to the rank of Lt. Commander when most of his peers have just attained senior lieutenant.  His career appears to be going very well. 

The year is 2263, and the EUDF is in several star systems in a  twenty-light  year  radius  from  earth,  but  are  expanding  even further.  He’s assigned to a one year exploratory mission to become accustomed  to  his  new  rank,  one  that  will  finally  culminate  in reaching a new star system, 61-Virginis is just short of twenty-eight light years away, and he’s excited to be one of the first humans in a new  solar  system  as  they  finish  the  race  across  the  void  between stars in the scout ship Columbus. 

There will be challenges he never imagined though, especially not on a simple survey mission.  Because mankind always thought

they were alone in the stars.  They’re about to find out they’re wrong, very wrong…

Book Description

Olin  was  a  journeyman  blacksmith,  just  promoted  from apprentice as the story begins.  He has everything he could want.  A good master, a wonderful young lady he planned to court as soon as he had the coin to do so, and who cared for him as well. 

Everything  changes  in  one  moment,  as  he  forges  his  first sword, places his maker’s mark for the first time, and discovers the truth  that  will  turn  all  his  life’s  plans,  hopes,  and  expectations  into ashes. 

Olin is a rune mage, and it looked like his life was going to be turned upside down again, as he once more took up apprenticeship duties.  He has very little choice in the matter, all mages served the royal family, compulsorily. 

That won’t be his last surprise either.  Join Olin on his path of discovery,  as  he  does  his  best  to  forge  his  own  destiny  under  the yolk of expectations, customs, and traditions of mage society. 

Note:  This is the first book of a trilogy.  No major cliffhangers but  expect  a  few  unresolved  plot  threads.    This  story  is  told  in  the third person limited, from Olin’s point of view. 
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