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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    “The problem, Mister Vatic,” Dr. Wardic rumbled in a gravelly voice, “is that despite your years of training, you aren’t really a mage.” 
 
    Silva Vatic bit back a sharp retort and glanced to the other four University elders seated at the long table, to either side of Dr. Wardic. They were all still dressed in graduation robes. He in the plain grey ceremonial garment which signified a student was no longer an apprentice, but not yet a journeyman mage. The five of them in purple silk with wide doctorate bands of their specialty on the sleeves. Most pretended to appear relaxed, doffing the steeply sloped — almost conical — top hats they only wore for ceremonies, but they still looked like they would rather be elsewhere. Perhaps a congratulatory after-party with cordials of rum in expensive crystal glasses. 
 
    Silva kept his voice carefully even. “Would the professor care to enlighten me?” 
 
    If there was a problem, they could have at least said something at the Registrar's Office this morning, when he corrected his legal name on the admission records from four years earlier. Instead, the clerk looked over the birth certificate and other legal documents and processed the "clerical error." Then security stopped him at the entrance to the graduation ceremony. From the sidelines, they made him watch among the families as all the other apprentices receive their black robes. Between the ladies in their corseted dresses and bustles and the men in their suits and top hats, he stuck out like a grey gosling among peacocks. 
 
    Dr. Wardic glanced to the other professors at the table, but none appeared eager to jump in. He coughed into a muscled hand. His long red beard, with the cheeks and lips shaved bare, waved with his bushy red hair like a lion mane. “The problem, you see, is you are still quite young and magecraft is more than casting rote magic …” 
 
    Yes, weaving the sigils. The type of training which required mages to wear robes instead of suits and ties like other professionals. Stop pretending this is over an academic failing. You know damn well I can weave the sigils. This is about your wounded pride. 
 
    Dr. Wardic paused. Beside him, Dr. Delan frowned infinitesimally and ran a hand across his grey beard. Something of Silva's thoughts must have leaked onto his face. Silva carefully reined in his features, then nodded. 
 
    “Being a mage is self-control, and a certain … affinity for the subtleties of magic,” Dr. Wardic continued. 
 
    “My age was not a problem when I passed my entrance exams four years ago. Which requirements for graduation have I failed to satisfy?” Silva said, forcing the conversation off another ‘magic is art’ speech. He'd years of practice. 
 
    “As I said, subtlety.” Dr. Wardic leaned back as if this were the final word on the matter and a few of the professors moved to rise. 
 
    But Silva refused to acknowledge the dismissal and held his ground. He let his hands ball into fists and widened his stance, staring the five men down. 
 
    Dr. Wardic’s stance shifted to mirror Silva's own, but Dr. Delan ran a hand across his thinning scalp and settled back down in his seat. The other professors reluctantly followed Delan’s lead. “If you were to graduate, what would you do after leaving the University, Silva? I noticed no friends in the stands.” 
 
    “I would return to Winterhaven,” Silva said. “The entire village contributed to my education. I owe them.” 
 
    From the end of the row, Dr. Eston had the poor grace to laugh out loud. The other professors turned to him. “If that's what he means to do, this entire discussion is moot. I vote we let him go. In Winterhaven, the color of his robes will be meaningless.” 
 
    Not to my father, it won’t. Father needs to see me in black. 
 
    Dr. Delan caught Silva's eye while the other professors were looking at Dr. Eston. Silva saw sadness reflected. “I agree with Dr. Eston and vote we graduate him.” 
 
    Dr. Eston smoothed his expression, but Silva was certain the chubby professor had meant to kick Silva out the door in grey robes. Or muddy yellow. 
 
    Dr. Wardic turned to the remaining two department heads, but both shrugged noncommittally. “Very well, if we graduate him, what will we list as his specialty? At his own insistence, his training has been rather … eclectic. Who will put their name up for scrutiny next to his, on their department’s graduation rolls?” 
 
    Two days before, Dr. Wardic had said he would be proud to put his name next to Silva's own. Back when he thought the nineteen-year-old graduate's name had been Silva Janos instead of Silva Vatic. Now, the professor was trying to pretend that conversation never happened. 
 
    “I will,” Dr. Delan announced, ending the matter. “Let his black sleeves wear the blue stripe of an illusionist.” 
 
    Suddenly, Silva understood Dr. Delan's hesitation to malign the name Vatic over the years. Dr. Delan had known Silva's father, perhaps even been friends with him, before the disaster. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Late the next morning, dirty-faced, eager children were Silva's only audience as he stepped into the sunshine with a pack on his back, dressed in the black robes of a journeyman mage for the first time. Most of the other graduates had either left with their families or were sleeping off an evening of revelry. 
 
    This would be his last visit to the Royal Wizard University for at least a year and, after five long years in the capital, the occasion deserved a little panache. A special grease made his curly hair and beard glisten, and he had even applied a little of the stuff to his thick eyebrows to blacken them. It made good boot polish too. He paused for effect and the children appeared suitably impressed. 
 
    Silva grinned at his audience, straightened his brand-new black robes with his right hand, and palmed a few copper coins out of a hidden pouch with his left. Illusion magic had severe limitations — it couldn't get him home any faster, for example — and Dr. Delan had stressed the importance of legerdemain to all the apprentices. Pulling coins from ears might not be “real” magic, but delighted children didn't care about such distinctions. 
 
    Leaving the children to their newly discovered wealth, he followed the winding cobblestone side street past an apprentice ley bender, working alongside a bricklayer. The bricklayer placed a brick, mortared a spot on a wall, held out a hand for another brick, and the white-robed apprentice’s job was to give him one from a stack thirty feet away. The apprentice levitated the bricks three at a time in a slow line, picking up a new one from the pile as the bricklayer grasped one at the other end. The bricklayer’s eyes knitted together in an annoyed scowl each time he waited, but the corners of his mouth were smirking. The apprentice was sweating so profusely his clothes were dripping and he swayed where he stood, arms outstretched as if his hands were directing the line of slowly flying bricks instead of his mind. 
 
    “You know, if you tapped into a ley line that would be a lot easier,” Silva advised. The student’s white sleeves were trimmed in ley bender red, after all. 
 
    “Screw you,” the apprentice yelled over his shoulder, dropping his bricks when he turned. His eyes flew wide when his gaze landed on Silva's black robes. “Oh! I’m sorry, Sir, I didn't …” 
 
    Silva held up a restraining hand, trying to look benevolent. “Moving objects requires a lot of power. That power doesn't have to come from you.” 
 
    “Perhaps the journeyman would like to show me how to tap into a local line, here?” The university professors would have punished Silva if he used that much sarcasm. 
 
    Silva called to mind the rote sigil which allowed him to see ley energy, and traced it in the air with his finger to strengthen the mental image. With the ease of years of practice, he fed power into it, opening his senses to the local landscape. Buildings, streets and even common people were replaced in his vision by blackness.  
 
    He expected to see a wavy pattern of glowing blue overlaid on the scene, like a network of rivers or limbs on a tree. He saw nothing but black, the apprentice’s dwindling personal energy and his own blue glow. There were no ley lines here. Not even a tiny capillary line anywhere near the job site. That wasn't normal. 
 
    When Silva released the spell the apprentice waited, and the bricklayer parted his beard to take a drink of water. It was likely his pay for putting up with an apprentice was greater than the price of the wall. He held out a cup to the apprentice while Silva walked around, trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
    A block away, he found the problem. A strong ley artery went up the center of a main street and every branch for a block on either side had been bent back into the main artery to thicken it. Silva returned to the jobsite. 
 
    “I know where the artery is,” the apprentice said caustically before Silva could speak. No verbal restraint at all. “And actual bending of ley lines is a third year skill.” 
 
    “My apologies. I should not have interrupted your lesson in humility.” 
 
    The apprentice looked properly stung. 
 
    “Actually, the lesson was on how to use that.” Smirking, the bricklayer pointed to an unused wheelbarrow sitting off to the side. 
 
    “That’s allowed?” The apprentice swayed like he'd been punched. 
 
    The smirk became a grin. “I just need those bricks over there moved to over here where I can use them. I don’t care how. Dr. Wardic said to let you try and figure it out on your own, but I feared you were going to keel over first.” 
 
    It appeared ley benders had their own form of non-magical legerdemain. Silva always wondered why most dedicated ley benders had strong muscles. 
 
    “Where are you heading?” The bricklayer gestured toward Silva's pack. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “Winterhaven.” 
 
    After five years, Silva still grew annoyed by the shocked expression on people’s faces when he said that word. “I was born there.” 
 
    “Well, good luck to you then.” Both men quickly returned to their work. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Away from the city on the first leg of his journey home, it was nearly sundown when Silva reached an inn with a stone distance marker in front. He stepped through the door. 
 
    “Welcome to the Twenty Mile Inn, Sir,” a squat man with a full brown beard said. “Looking for a room or just a drink?” 
 
    “Both.” Silva clacked a silver coin on the counter, but kept a finger on it. “Could I interest you in some magic in trade?” 
 
    The beard split into a slow smile. “Show me a trick I haven't seen before and your room is half price.” 
 
    Silva waved a hand over the coin and it disappeared. 
 
    The innkeeper grabbed Silva's wrist and turned over the palmed coin. “Real magic.” 
 
    It was Silva's turn to smile as he put the coin back on the counter. He was supposed to be an illusionist. Pulling the proper sigils to mind, Silva wove them together and the coin slowly began to fade from view until it was nearly invisible. 
 
    The innkeeper put a finger on the coin, shifted it a bit to the left, and the illusion shattered. “Better luck next time. Thanks for the show.” 
 
    Okay asshole. You asked for it. Time to pull off the kid gloves and do some real magic. 
 
    Silva traced the rote to adjust his vision. In the blackness, he noticed all the glow lamps in the building ran off a single elementary circuit, bent up through the inside of the walls with no anti-tampering sigils woven in. It would be simplicity itself to unweave the power regulator sigil from the spell. The little blue string of power would thicken and every lamp in the building would glow like the sun … right before they all burst into magically-fueled flame. The fire would crawl inside the walls first, setting fire to window frames, door frames and wooden lath first. The wall plaster on top of the lath would contain the fire only long enough for the inn's occupants to see their deaths coming. 
 
    He shuddered, took a deep breath and laid a second coin on the counter, signaling defeat, then forced a self-deprecating smile. 
 
    “Moving illusions are always the hardest,” Silva admitted. “Original name for an inn, by the way. Is there a Forty Mile Inn?” 
 
    A quick nod. “And a sixty. My brothers run them. Are you headed that far?” 
 
    “My destination is my own.” 
 
    “Just asking. I won’t bother you. Here’s your ale.” 
 
      
 
    Safe in his room after an ale to clear the trail dust, Silva reviewed the contents of his pack. 
 
    On top was trail food from the university kitchens. It was a tradition the kitchens prepare a package to assist graduates on the road ahead, but most students threw the stuff away. It was nutritious and imperishable, but tasted only slightly better than dirt. Anyone with two coins to spare would eat something else. Silva didn't have coins to spare, and no clue what he would find at home, so had scrounged a few unopened packets out of the trash.  
 
    He set aside the food packets, the grooming kit for his hair and beard, and pulled out the hardbound book which filled the majority of the pack. He smiled at the title written in his own eleven-year-old hand: When I Become a Mage. The blank book had been a birthday gift from his mother, right before she died.  
 
    Three years later, when Father abruptly sent him away to prepare for admission to University, his clothing and this book had been his only possessions. When he burned his shirt and pants in the ceremony which gave him his apprentice robes, some older students told him the book was supposed to burn, too. 
 
    Silva smiled as he leafed past several singed pages full of crossed out items, born of Magical Fiction Magazine stories and late night conversations with Kate, his first crush: ‘send my voice to another person hundreds of miles away’, ‘create an intelligent golem’, ‘create a winged carriage’ … 
 
    Leafing through the book, his eyes fell on a page that wasn’t crossed out: ‘graduate University’, ‘get my master's degree’, ‘become the most powerful mage in Winterhaven’, ‘get at least three doctorate degrees’ then, written in an older hand, ‘ask Kate to marry me’.  
 
    Silva smiled thinly, started to cross out that last line then left it alone. There was nothing wrong with a little vain hope. He placed a check mark next to ‘graduate University’, blew the ink dry, and closed the book.  
 
    Last, Silva pulled Dr. Delan’s final gift from the pack, his master exam scroll. 
 
    When Dr. Delan presented it to him after his meeting with the University elders, Silva knew he could learn to cast the single spell transcribed upon it with very little effort. The master level ribbon attached to the outside of this scroll was a joke. A year or more for an undergraduate journeyman to learn his first master spell? A skilled fourth-year apprentice could figure out this spell, and wouldn't need a year to do it. He accidentally let doubt slip onto his features. 
 
    “Professors are supposed to be impartial,” Dr. Delan said in a hushed whisper, even though the pair were alone in the windowless stone room. “Swear to me you will never tell anyone you were assigned this spell, what this spell does or that it even exists. And not only this year, but even after your master test.” 
 
    “The other department heads will notice. I mean, certainly somebody knows …” 
 
    “This is a legitimate spell for your master test. The ribbon is not a forgery and the sigils are all new to you. It will be accepted when you present the scroll.” 
 
    “But, isn't that cheating?” 
 
    “All master scrolls have a hidden danger or difficulty the journeyman discovers when trying to unlock it. Dr. Wardic was correct regarding your lack of subtlety, so I am giving you a scroll with subtle danger, befitting an illusionist.” 
 
    Silva thought about unlocking the sigils in the inn, but reconsidered. Appearances could be deceiving, and magic was never something to treat lightly. Serving in the Home for the Misshapen was the first task assigned to any apprentice mage. Unlocking the spell would wait until he was home in Winterhaven. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Silva woke to a furious pounding at his door, and flung it open. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Mister Wizard sir,” the innkeeper said, wringing his hands. “But there’s a problem out on the street.” 
 
    Silva rubbed tired eyes as he stepped away from the door to find his robe. “I’m an illusionist, not an enforcer.” He found the robe, scratched the hairs on his naked belly, realized the servant was staring at his fuzzy butt, and pulled his robe on over his head. 
 
    “That’s the problem, sir. Please, you need to see for yourself.” 
 
    Silva nudged aside the curtain and peered down at the street below. A dome-shaped absorption shield was erected on the path between the inn and the road. An injured woman lay inside. 
 
    Just like Kate, back in Winterhaven. 
 
    The unconscious woman wore the heavy green jacket and slacks of an enforcer, with a grey stripe down the seam of her pants and multiple stripes on her epaulets. A knife protruded from her back and her black tricornio hat laid in a growing pool of blood. A junior enforcer, in darker green without the stripes, swung a sledgehammer at the transparent blue shield encasing her, while a crowd gathered, uncertain how to help. 
 
    Commoners would likely assume the enforcer was still alive, but a properly cast shield could outlive its caster as long as it had power. Still, people would want to do something, even if it was too late. Rob the absorption shield of power and it would eventually go down. “Fetch a healer, if you have one, and tell the crowd to get those two some shade. Get that whole area as black as possible. I’ll be down in a moment.” 
 
    Silva’s hands shook when he closed the door. What if she wasn’t dead? He’d only left University the day before. Was he actually ready for lives to depend on him? Being a mage is about control. He pulled a hair brush and grease out of his grooming kit, calming his breathing and his nerves by doing something mundane. Even if he couldn’t do anything, he didn’t need to appear unprepared. 
 
    The extra half a minute Silva put into his appearance was rewarded when he exited the inn and the crowd parted for him. He paused, meaningfully stared at the blazing bright morning sun, then adjusted his vision, with a little extra flourish to his gestures. As his spell took hold, commoners scrambled to finish their improvised sun shelter: blankets thrown in layers on the dome itself. 
 
    When the world turned black and glowing blue, a new problem presented itself. The caster of the shield had anchored herself on a ley capillary and was pulling energy from both upstream and downstream. A corpse couldn’t do that. The senior enforcer’s life did depend on Silva. Damn. 
 
    A ley bender would simply move the ley line away from the shield, robbing the caster of power, but Silva didn't have that kind of training. He needed to drain the ley line feeding the shield, if he could. And — from the way the power was flowing inside the shield from both directions — he needed to drain not only the upstream side of the line, but downstream too. At least the shield didn't intersect the main artery running down the center of the main road, or they'd never get her out. 
 
    All university mages could cast absorption shields, it was one of the most powerful spells in a mage's arsenal and a mandatory part of defense training. Another absorption shield anchored on the same line would drain it of power, but not from both directions.  
 
    No one nearby was storing any significant ley energy in their bodies, and he needed a trained assistant right now. He returned his vision to normal and considered the junior enforcer. 
 
    The lad was likely little more than a trainee, although he appeared too young for even that. His sweating, freckled, red face matched his hair, and his ill-fitting uniform looked borrowed and too well-worn for his tender years. But still, he was an enforcer not a powerless drudge. Why didn't he have any magic reserves? 
 
    A well-muscled commoner took the sledge hammer from the enforcer and another drudge handed the lad water. While he drank, the lad moved to stand on the downstream capillary and started walking up the line toward the artery, his path too exact to be accidental. 
 
    “Enforcer!” Silva yelled. “What spells have you tried to save your partner?” 
 
    The lad turned, only then noticing Silva in his fatigue. “I tried to overwhelm the shield with lightning and stun bolts. She’d keyed her shield to absorb both.” 
 
    Lightning and stun bolts? The lad's specialist training was better than Silva could have hoped for, but he’d made novice mistakes, acting before properly analysing the situation and drawing power from his own reserves instead of tapping into a nearby ley line. He wasn’t a powerless drudge, just drained.  
 
    Lightning — against a shield created to absorb the power — would also explain why an absorption shield powered by only a capillary was strong enough to withstand multiple hammer blows. 
 
    Another mage arrived but the sleeves of her black robes bore the green stripes of a beast speaker, not the white of the surgeon he had hoped for when he requested a healer. But she was still a black-robed journeyman mage, like him, and moved with the practiced confidence Silva only pretended to have. Silva breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed enough to notice she was pretty in a rural way, with deep brown skin and long, sun-bleached dun hair. 
 
    He would take what help he could get, while he could get it. In Winterhaven, he wouldn't have that. 
 
    “The shield is being reinforced from the inside from her own health. She still thinks she's in danger." The beast speaker rudely looked toward the injured enforcer instead of Silva as she spoke. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Silva asked. “She's inside a shield.” 
 
    The beast speaker gave Silva a withering stare. “I pay attention.” 
 
    Silva studied the bleeding senior enforcer. She was moving a little. He couldn't hear her moans through the shield, but she winced at each hammer-blow. Semi-conscious, not unconscious. Minutes into the rescue and he’d already been wrong twice. 
 
    “We need to drain that shield,” Silva said, hoping to sound confident. “I think the junior enforcer and I can drain the lines feeding it, but how do we drain the shield itself without panicking her into reinforcing it with her life? I don't think we have the time needed for it to come down naturally. She can’t wait that long.” 
 
    The beast speaker nodded in agreement and ran a nervous, brown hand across her long hair. “Steady pressure on her shield might tax it without increasing her fear. Do what you need to do to the ley line under her and I’ll get some sandbags or something heavy to lay atop her shield.” 
 
    At Silva's instruction, the junior enforcer anchored a shield around himself on the upstream side of his partner, snapping it in place with practiced ease. Silva checked and the ley line between the two shields was considerably thinner. 
 
    “Don't use your personal energy,” Silva scolded. “The point is to burn up as much energy from the ley line as possible, to drain the line as quickly as possible. Block everything you can: concussive force, lightning, sound … everything. The more things you try to block at once the more energy the shield will require. Except air. Don’t block air. This might take a while and I don't want you passing out.” 
 
    The junior enforcer's shield shifted from transparent blue to opaque black, absorbing even light. Silva wasn't sure how much light absorbtion would accomplish in full sunlight, but every little bit helped. He glanced at the commoners as he moved to his own position downstream. They were unpacking some type of heavy canvas festival tent. Every little bit helped. 
 
    Settling into a wide, kneeling meditation position on the downstream line, he erected his own shield and anchored it on the ley line. A shift in vision verified it wasn't perfect, but he was able to correct the little cracks until only a solid wall met his vision. Now all he could do was wait. 
 
    Abruptly, Silva's shield shattered and he opened normal eyes.  
 
    “She told me to.” The muscled commoner with a hammer in his hands looked sheepish. He pointed at the beast speaker who was assembling some type of battering ram near the junior enforcer's shield. 
 
    Understanding dawned. At its core, magic was a mental process and the human mind could respond to real emotional need with feats of hysterical strength. “You just surprised me. Count to ten after I put the shield back up and do it again.” 
 
    Silva's second shield wasn't pretty. It wasn’t keyed to block light or sound. It didn't need to be. It only needed to be strong enough to withstand a non-magical sledge hammer. Silva reinforced the shield as much as he could, but the first blow still nearly cracked the shield, sending a wave of panic down his spine. He felt himself start to grow tired. Pull from the line. The point of this is to drain the line. 
 
    After the fifth blow, Silva's fear subsided and his power draw normalized. He breathed a little easier and returned his vision to normal. Being from Winterhaven, drawing power from a ley line always gave Silva a twinge of irrational fear, but he calmed down. I’m getting the hang of this. 
 
    “Get some people over here!” The beast speaker yelled over the boom of a battering ram as she walked toward Silva's transparent shield. “We need more hammers!” 
 
    He was starting to loathe that woman. 
 
    The scene grew dark as the festival tent covered them and the sides were pulled closed. Silva felt another twinge of panic. The muscled guy was pretty tall and was swinging full force, his muscles vibrating with every absorbed impact. Silva had allowed light though his own shield to keep an eye on him. If Silva's shield cracked now, he’d never see the hammer blow which killed him. 
 
    Silva felt a pop. Energy whooshed into his shield as the senior enforcer's shield went down. A moment later, the blows stopped. 
 
    “Don’t stop until I get her moved!” The beast speaker yelled. 
 
    Silva winced when the blows resumed and fought — in his fear — to pull from the line instead of his personal power. 
 
    Silva was relieved when the blows stopped for a second time and he was able to lower his shield. One of the advantages of the kneeling meditation position was it was very hard to fall over, and he was definitely feeling strained. Silva's eyes burned and he raised a hand to his face to find out why. His fingers came back black from hair grease. The stuff was running down his back too, all the way to his butt. 
 
    The junior enforcer, damn him, had followed Silva's instructions exactly and doubly taxed the line by recharging himself while maintaining the shield. He looked fresh as a daisy.  
 
    The junior enforcer inspected the place where his partner had fallen with what little light crept in through the tent sides. 
 
    The beast speaker gave Silva a hand up. Once he wobbled to his feet, Silva summoned mage light to his hand to assist. As a journeyman illusionist, there was no way he would admit to being too tired to summon the first spell he had ever cast. 
 
    The crowd who had erected the festival tent were all outside with the injured senior enforcer. 
 
    “Thank you for sending the riff raff away,” Silva said, “I'm Silva Vatic. I must look quite a fright.” 
 
    “Adeline Presley." She acknowledged the introduction with a nod, but frowned as if Silva had said something unpleasant. He was certain his tone of voice had been perfect. “The bulk of my job involves staring at the back end of a horse. I’m only still in here to make sure I have one patient, not three. Your vanity is wasted.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Silva walked over to where the senior enforcer had fallen. The ginger enforcer was studying a disturbance in the grass carefully. Drawing close, Silva's mage light illuminated, very clearly, a black circle of withered grass inside the area where the senior enforcer’s shield had cut into the sod. 
 
    Silva's heart froze. Magic required power, but power should never be stolen from life. Pulling power from life was necromancy, and the only crime for which an enforcer was allowed to act as judge, jury, and executioner.  
 
    “You know what you need to do,” he said to the youth beside him. 
 
    The lad said nothing. He stared at the blackened circle of grass, while biting on his lower lip. 
 
    “She didn't know what she was doing,” Adeline objected, a certain high-pitched childlike quality to her voice. 
 
    “The law is very clear,” Silva said. “There are no exceptions, and no excuses.” 
 
    The beast speaker traced the shape of a rote in the air with her finger and a blue ley stone, on a brooch at her throat, shattered to powder. The withered grass restored to health and the places where the grass was too damaged to recover grew new grass in its place. In moments, it was impossible to tell anything unusual had occurred in the spot. 
 
    “To justify a charge of necromancy,” she said, “an enforcer is required to submit proof after executing sentence. Now the only proof is your word against ours.” 
 
    “Is that how it is?” Silva asked, turning to the junior enforcer. 
 
    The boy shook his head. “If you could only talk to her, you would see she's really not a bad person. You'd see this was just a mistake.” 
 
    Silva glanced back and forth between the pair and sighed. “Fine, I'll talk to her when she wakes. Alone.” 
 
    As the festival tent was torn back down, Mage Presley glanced toward the inn and back to Silva. “You’re traveling, are you sure we aren't keeping you?” 
 
    “My problems aren't going anywhere. I can wait another day.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Gazing at the sunrise the next morning with adjusted vision, Silva smiled. In the sunlight, thin glowing blue lines formed where only blackness had been moments before and flowed toward thicker lines to form rivers. The main ley line at the road, thin from use during the night, swelled as more and more of the sun’s energy flowed into it. This is how the world was supposed to be and Silva never tired of seeing it.  
 
    For most of his fellow students, this was normal. The way the world always looked when the sun shone. Except, of course, back home in Winterhaven. Still smiling, he stepped to a spot near the shadow of a small hill, well away from the new ley capillaries where his spell would not disturb them.  
 
    Kneeling, he called up sigils to his mind, wove them together to form a rote and powered it from his personal energy. To his altered vision, a faint blue disk appeared. It was five-feet in diameter, centered in front of his forehead, and perpendicular to the angle of the sun. He had practiced the solar collection spell hundreds of times before, but never in black robes. The sun was uncomfortably hot. Closing his eyes, Silva promised he'd endure the discomfort for at least an hour today. 
 
    Magic nourished Life. From sunlight to plants, to the animals who ate those plants, magic was a part of life. Water flowed downhill, life grew upward, and magic nourished life. Life didn’t nourish magic. That reversal, painfully easy for a trained mage and — in theory, impossible for anyone else — was necromancy. 
 
    The enforcer wasn't Kate. Yes, like Kate she had been injured through no fault of her own, but — by sucking the life out of the grass to power her shield — the enforcer had done what followed to herself. He would do what needed to be done, leave as soon as possible, and not think about this again. 
 
    “You know,” a bass voice interrupted, “there’s a major ley artery nearby. There are easier ways to recharge.” 
 
    Silva didn’t snap the first words in his mind and simply opened his eyes. The man before him wore the red-sleeved purple robes of a master ley bender with gold buttons. A large ley stone rested in a circlet on his forehead, with eight more on his rings. The neigh of a horse drew Silva’s gaze toward the inn, where two more ley benders dealt with a horse-drawn wagon full of supplies. 
 
    “Thank you for your advice, sir.” Silva rose to his feet. “I’ll do that. Are you on an expedition to Winterhaven?” 
 
    “Yes!” The ley bender beamed. “We're an advance team for a full research expedition. How did you know?” 
 
    Silva gestured to the other two mages. “Not many ley benders still use horses.” 
 
    The master sighed. “Yes, I hear the guild is working on a tradesman version of our carriages. Something with wheels pulling big boxes on metal rails. Heaven save us from engineers.” 
 
    The junior enforcer stepped on the porch of the inn, looking around. 
 
    Silva nodded to the purple-robed master. “Excuse me, sir. I believe I’m wanted.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Inside the inn, Mage Adeline Presley stepped out of a room and glared at Silva as he and the junior enforcer left the stair onto the second floor. This needs to be done. He started to say something — explain somehow — but she stared past him and rushed past. 
 
    Propped up on her bed, the senior enforcer appeared weak, but — freshly healed by several magical treatments over the last day and night — showed no other signs she'd received a knife in the back only the day before. Her eyes took in Silva's black robes as he entered behind the junior enforcer. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Officer Neran,” she said, “and I see you've already met Junior-officer Enthus. What can …” She frowned. “His name is new to you. When did you meet?” 
 
    Silva shrugged. “Yesterday, right after you were stabbed. We were busy saving you and never got around to proper introductions.” 
 
    Her gaze flicked to Enthus and his back snapped to attention like a soldier. “It was Murteck's wife, Teega. I didn't see the knife until she already had it in you. I got her with a stun bolt and you summoned a shield as you fell on a ley line.” 
 
    Silva smiled. “The part he’s leaving out is he did an admirable job saving you. A credit to the enforcers.” 
 
    She scowled. Officer Neran was too perceptive to miss the way the junior enf… Enthus fidgeted at attention. “Enthus, could you give …” 
 
    “Silva Vatic.” 
 
    “Could you give Mage Vatic and I a moment?” 
 
    While they waited for Enthus to leave the room, Silva picked up a rope he had placed on the room’s only chair the day before, set it under the chair, and sat down. 
 
    The officer fixed Silva with her gaze. “What is he leaving out?” 
 
    Silva still hadn't figured out how she had been capable of casting the necromancy spell. “How much do you know about magic?” 
 
    “I've found people explaining things to me tells me more about them than what they are trying to explain.” Neran smiled and leaned back. “Plus, I’m a bit too tired to be long-winded.” 
 
    Silva nodded and collected his thoughts. “There are two kinds of magic: rote magic and weaving the sigils. Rote magic is ‘cast the spell and get the effect’. The effect never varies. It is fast, easy, and very hard to screw up. I wear the robes of a spell weaver, what most people call a mage or a wizard. Tradesmen, like enforcers, don’t have that kind of training. If someone sees a spell going awry, it’s likely a mage who screwed up. Powered rotes either work or they don’t. My robes are a symbol and a warning, and I’m required to wear them.” 
 
    “You seem abnormally concerned with people screwing up.” 
 
    “I’m from Winterhaven.” 
 
    The enforcer nodded. “That explains it.” 
 
    “Weaving is dangerous and we spend years learning how to do it. I was too busy to notice at the time, but when we were taxing the ley line to reduce power to your shield, your partner, who doesn't wear the robes, modified the shield he had cast to block light as well as magic and physical blows.” 
 
    Officer Neran shook her head and relaxed, from her expression believing the junior enforcer's 'modification' was the source of Silva's unease. “We enforcers call that a kata: rote maneuvers which can be performed smoothly in series. He actually knows six shield rotes and can quickly transition between any of them and several attack spells.” 
 
    Silva scoffed. “How would you know what real spell weaving looks like?” 
 
    Neran’s eyebrows drew together at the intentional derision in Silva's tone. “I did four years in the Royal Academy before dropping out and becoming an enforcer.” 
 
    “Healing?” 
 
    “How did you know?" Neran asked. "My father is a doctoral surgeon. He was disappointed when I didn't follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “One last question. Was anyone inside your shield with you?” 
 
    Suspicion flew back onto the enforcer’s face. “Why?” 
 
    “Someone pulled life energy out of all the grass inside the shield, a directional modification of a healing spell …” Silva paused while Neran absorbed the information. “… and very, very illegal.” 
 
    “Necromancy.” 
 
    Silva couldn’t meet the enforcer’s accusing stare. It was as if she blamed him for casting a necromancy spell, instead of herself. 
 
    “And you are certain the spell was cast inside my shield?” 
 
    Silva nodded. “It affected all the grass inside the shield and none of it outside.” 
 
    “What did Enthus do?” 
 
    “Nothing. He’s willing to bend the rules because he admires you.” 
 
    Neran’s eyes sparkled with unshed tears, but her jaw was set in a hard line. “And you?” 
 
    “I’m from Winterhaven. ‘I didn't know this would happen’ is really no excuse.” 
 
    The tears finally flowed, but she nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    Silva reached under his chair, pulled out the rope and threw it over the rafter above. Leaving the rope dangling, he walked to Neran’s bedside. “Would you like me to help you stand?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Would you prefer I sent for Enthus to help?” 
 
    Silva preferred her hateful glares to self-pity, but she let him help her to the chair. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do?” 
 
    Neran tied one end of the rope into a noose. The tears had stopped, but her eyes still glistened. “Go away.” 
 
    “I can …” 
 
    She interrupted him with another glare and Silva headed for the door. Closing it behind him quietly, he decided he needed a drink. 
 
    In the bar below, Silva found Junior-enforcer Enthus at the end of the bar and grabbed the stool immediately left of him. 
 
    The ginger headed lad continued staring at his cup when Silva sat down. He sighed, took a long pull from his cup, and started to rise. Silva laid a hand on the young man’s wrist. 
 
    “Give her some time. I gave her a lot to think about.” 
 
    Quicker than expected, dust fell from the rafters as if a weight had been thrown against them followed by the sound of a falling chair.   
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Silva still held the enforcer’s wrist when Enthus's other hand punched him in the nose. 
 
    Once he tracked her down, Adeline Presley refused to expend any ley energy toward healing Silva's broken nose, blaming him — he was certain — for Officer Neran’s suicide. She grabbed his nose between both palms, made a eye-wateringly painful motion which also emitted a loud crack, and sent Silva on his way. 
 
    He passed the ley benders well before noon. Horses are faster for short distances, but city people tended to forget humans were built for endurance. At a steady three miles an hour, he reached the Sixty Mile Inn well after dark, confident the inexperienced city mages covered half that distance. 
 
    At the inn, he gave up on the hair grease and switched to a plain hair ribbon to keep the bulk of his thick brunette curls out of his face. The grease attracted dust like a magnet and he had to use a wire brush — borrowed from a farrier — to get it off his boots. Washing his robe in his bathwater, he regretted not spending the last of his money on a change of clothing while he was still in the city. This would be his last bath for several days. 
 
    Near sunset, three days east of the main road, Silva paused by three rusting metal rods in a line along the roadside. The first rod was twenty feet from its neighbor, the third rod ten feet further away. He walked back the way he had come fifty feet and adjusted his vision. 
 
    To his altered vision, the ley line running up the center of the road was clear, but five feet away a greasy yellowish film rested atop the glowing line like oil on water, turning the blue stream green. Winterhaven multiplaner yellow diatoms. A creature which couldn't be seen with the naked eye no matter how powerful the microscope. A creature immune to every poison known.  
 
    He noted the edge of the film with his eyes, returned his vision to normal and embedded a fourth metal rod at the side of the road, marking the new border. Forty-five feet this year. More than double the spread of the year before. This would be the place where the ley benders would stop and conduct whatever experiments they planned. This was the place where, year after year, while other students were visiting their families, he would stop and go no further. 
 
    Legend had it Silva’s mother, Muriel Vatic, had studied the yellow before her death, a few days after the Winterhaven disaster, and knew more than mages who had studied the phenomenon for years. The rote she had invented to see the yellow was, for Silva, proof the legend was true. 
 
    Silva pulled a tiny ley stone out of his pocket, the fingernail sized blue oval so drained of energy it was almost white, and tossed it onto the yellowed line. Larger stones took longer to recharge, but this stone was tiny. The stone quickly turned a deep royal blue with no hint of green or yellow. 
 
    The stone appeared harmless. For that matter, to his normal vision the entire road looked harmless. Every study said simply touching a polluted ley stone was harmless and only harmed the caster when he pulled power from it. But because the yellow buried itself in the center, no one had yet figured out a way to tell a polluted stone from a pure one, other than ruining the delicate crystal structure by cracking the stone in half and waiting a few days for the yellow to appear.  
 
    The lower edge of the sun was more than a finger-width above the horizon. The last several days he had walked past sunset until full darkness forced him to stop. Leaving the stone in the dirt, he decided to set up camp early. He was almost to Winterhaven. After five years away, it would be better to arrive home well rested. 
 
    As he set up camp, his gaze kept drifting toward the bright blue stone in the middle of the road, as if his eyes had a will of their own. 
 
    Picking up the stone doesn’t prove you aren't afraid. Neither does leaving it there. The sun is still up. I’m letting it recharge fully. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Silva dreamed of the University. 
 
    “The key to healing,” Dr. Eston said in Silva's dream, “is to enhance and encourage systems which already exist in every living being.” Outside of the dream, Silva remembered wondering how a man whose specialty was healing could be portly. Not at all like Adeline,0 the beast speaker at the Twenty Mile Inn. In response to Silva's wandering thoughts, bald head, bristly muttonchops, and aged chubbiness were replaced by long hair and sun-touched, lithesome, feminine muscles. The words spoken in the dream were unchanged. 
 
    While Dr. Eston’s voice droned on from Adeline’s body, Silva noted the beast speaker’s robes were rather shapeless and unflattering. His mind wandered again and the robe was replaced by an indecently short, corseted dress which showed off her figure and exposed her shapely calves.  
 
    “You are a Vatic," Adeline scolded in her own voice. “Have you forgotten your family legacy?” 
 
    Prophetic dreams. With an audible snap, Silva lost control of the dream and Dr. Eston waddled back to his blackboard. 
 
    “Many of you, particularly those who grew up near ley lines, may have already experienced intermittent dream healing. It is one of the main signs the uninitiated use to recognize potential University candidates and commonly accompanies other changes induced by puberty.” 
 
    Silva remembered this class. Dr. Eston wrote the sigils on the board and Silva had covered his ears and stared at his desk until the Master of Surgery confronted him. Words were exchanged. Silva had lost his temper and stormed from the room. 
 
    “Don't draw from the line.” Father’s voice echoed in the dream. “Never draw from the line.”  
 
    Silva moved to cover his ears. To force the dream to match history and never learn the one basic healing spell every other first-year student in the University was eager to learn. But he couldn't move his hands from their resting place on the wooden table before him. With growing horror, he realized he couldn’t turn his head. Couldn't close his eyes. He vainly tried to seize back control of the dream, but control was lost. 
 
    As clearly as if they’d been awake, Dr. Eston drew the first sigil, his chalk striking the board with a muffled clop clop sound. The sigil for permanency. He erased the first sigil and touched the chalk to the board for the second. Silva thrashed and fought and, with a loud cry, sat up … awake and gasping for breath at his campsite. 
 
    The sun was starting to peek over the horizon and a passing farmer with a horse-drawn wagon pulled up short. “You okay, son?” 
 
    “Yes. Sorry, just a bad dream.” Silva pulled down his robe — left to air in the night on a bush — and threw it on under his blanket. From the back of the wagon, perched atop a ten foot tall mound of amber hay, two boys stared down at him owlishly. 
 
    “Would you like a ride?” The farmer pointed back the way Silva had come. “I can take you as far as the next town.” 
 
    Dressed in his black robes, Silva stood and pulled back his hair to tie it. “Thank you for the kindness, but I’m headed the other way, toward Winterhaven.” 
 
    The stranger hesitated as if uncertain what to say.  
 
    Silva pulled on his socks and boots and considered his nightmare. Prophetic dreams weren't new, but they'd been minor things like advance warning of a surprise exam. He’d never had a dream actually tell him it was a prophetic dream. His last prophetic dream had been before graduation. He received an official copy of his birth certificate and several other papers in the mail, along with a note from his father to stop using the fake family name by which he'd been admitted to the university. Silva feared he would be expelled when the ruse was exposed. The night before the commencement ceremony, he received a dream telling him he would still graduate. He was glad he didn't ignore that dream. He couldn't afford to ignore today’s dream either. 
 
    The farmer coughed politely, recapturing Silva's attention. “Begging your pardon, sir. But we don’t get your type out this way very often and my two boys are almost to the age of testing …” His voice trailed off uncertainly. 
 
    Silva dusted off his hands. “Of course. Bring then down so I can see them.” 
 
    Dressed to blend in with the dirt from which their parents earned their living, instead of the bright colors his mother preferred for her son, the boys looked like most of the children Silva played with as a child. Dusty brown from the tops of their bare feet to their unbleached homespun flax trousers to dusty brown hair and dusty brown eyes. They only differed by a handspan of height.  
 
    Silva gestured and his vision altered. Every living thing from people to grass contained small amounts of ley energy and the spell Silva usually cast was designed to filter out that low level background energy. Detection spells varied; many people far from Winterhaven didn't know the modern rote to see yellow energy. But this time Silva left the usual filter off. He wanted to see if the boys contained any speck of power. 
 
    Instead of a field of black interspersed with rivers of blue, each blade of grass sparkled with its own light. Dust mites turned the air to a lightly sparkling fog and a beetle glowed bright blue as it crawled across the relative blackness of the dirt road.  
 
    To Silva's altered vision, the boys couldn't be more different. One contained a steady blue glow, bright enough — with intensive training — to possibly earn him a position as a low level technician. The other boy, the smaller of the two, blazed in a glowing swirl of yellow and green.  
 
    Squinting in the bright light, Silva wove a filter sigil back into his spell. The blue light from the grass and insects faded to black. The taller brother’s light disappeared almost entirely from view, but enough remained to verify Silva’s original assessment. A commoner, but not a drudge.  
 
    The younger’s bright light dimmed and the bits of green were replaced entirely by yellow. Any blue ley energy left after the yellow's pollution was needed for the act of simply staying alive. 
 
    Silva pulled a coin from his pocket and rolled it across the back of his fingers as he released the spell, restoring unaltered sight. Dream healing: the unconscious drawing of ley energy from the surrounding environment in order to heal wounds. This was what the vision had tried to warn him about.  
 
    “Have you ever noticed,” Silva asked the father slowly, still trying to find a way to say what needed to be said diplomatically, “when the boys got scraped up or sick, one recovered faster than the other?” 
 
    The farmer’s face brightened. “I have! The boys like to wrestle and one time they both fell into a briar. They were both pretty scratched up. Next morning, Eman was still hurtin’, but Farley didn’t have a mark on him. Was that dream healing? So my Farley’s a mage?” 
 
    Silva shook his head and stared east, toward the ley stone and Winterhaven. How was he supposed to bring magic back to Winterhaven when he was afraid to get within fifteen miles of the place?  
 
    The farmer followed the direction of Silva's gaze. “We live east of the Capstock Pass, but not in Winterhaven. Our place is back a ways, on this side of the county line.” 
 
    “Do you live in a valley?” From the farmer’s expression Silva could tell he did. “The yellow doesn’t respect lines drawn by men.” 
 
    Silva rolled up his blanket and shoved it in his pack, refusing to meet the farmer’s eyes. 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    Silva strode away, fighting to betray no fear as he walked past the boundary marker he erected only the day before. “Pack up and move.” 
 
    Silva was almost out of earshot when the farmer said, “Get in the wagon boys.” 
 
    He stopped, turned, and called out. “Wait.” 
 
    The farmer paused, but directed his boys to continue climbing up the haystack while Silva jogged back over to him. 
 
    “A day or two behind me are a team of ley benders, headed here to study the yellow. Have them take a look at your boys and tell them about the briar. I’m not saying they can do anything, but one of them is a master …” Silva let the sentence trail off when he saw false hope on the farmer’s face. “Anyway, if you or your boys could show them those iron stakes in the side of the road, I’d appreciate it. Tell them they’re annual markers.” 
 
    “Markers.” The farmer nodded. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Annual markers. The time frame is important.” 
 
    The farmer nodded again and held out his hand. “I’ll pass along the message. And thank you. I’m Caleb Henshaw.” 
 
    Silva didn’t return the handshake. “Silva Vatic. I didn't do anything.” It was true. The thread of hope he handed the farmer was false, and he felt a little ill accepting thanks for it. 
 
    Caleb pulled back his hand and shoved it in a pocket. “Vatic? The Delusionist?” 
 
    “No. That's my father.“ That was a title he hadn't heard in a few years. Silva turned and walked away before the conversation got even more uncomfortable. 
 
    ***** 
 
    East of the Capstock mountains, most of the land around Winterhaven Lake saw little rain and lots of sunshine: ideal conditions for the accumulation of ley energy. Seventy-five years ago, these conditions were further enhanced by a ring of dams surrounding the long valley. The dams provided plenty of water for irrigation and reduced Winterhaven lake to little more than a pond. People flooded into the area for the plentiful energy and the fertile farmland uncovered by the receding lake. On either side of the lake at the center of the valley, a large estate and a thriving town blossomed.  
 
    Silva left the road well before it curved south to town and walked northeast, cross-country, around the lake to the estate on the far side. 
 
    When it was built, the owner of Vatic Estate was the sponsor and leader of the dam project, Thomas Vatic. It was said anything Tom Vatic touched made money. In Silva's youth, the wall surrounding his great grandfather’s thirty-acre estate had stood twenty feet tall with impressive decorative ironwork topping its entire length. A ten foot wide path of white crushed marble led from the gate over a low hill to the palatial house at the center of the property.  
 
    The explosion which destroyed the bulk of the house, three years before Silva was sent away, had knocked large holes in the estate’s outer wall, but had left the bulk of the white marble drive intact. Five years after his sudden departure, wild mulberries and briars grew in the gaps of the wall. The bulk of the white gravel drive was hidden by weeds.  
 
    The scrollwork of the black iron eastern gate was pitted by rust and hung half open. Silva stepped through and pulled the gate closed with both hands. The unoiled metal protested loudly. 
 
    The front grounds was a meadow, overgrown and waist high. The scent of over-ripe apples drifted on the wind from the untended orchard to the north of the drive. Clearing the hill, Silva spied his childhood home and the lake beyond.  
 
    To the left sparkled the light blue dome which encased what had once been the family vegetable gardens and the southern portion of the house. The largest and longest lasting absorption shield known.  
 
    Eight years after the disaster, the three-acre semicircular transparent dome appeared as solid as ever, with great piles of collapsed stone littering the northern portion of the area inside it. Outside of the translucent dome, only the remnants of the northeastern tower still stood. The other three towers which gave the estate house its distinctive fairytale castle appearance were long gone. 
 
    Silva called but received no answer. Climbing the stair, he found his father on the tower’s crenelated flat roof, reclining on a chaise lounge with his closed eyes turned toward the sun. Naked except for worn leather sandals. 
 
    When his father was knocked unconscious in the initial blast, Silva’s mother and the other mages who had caused the disaster had ignored their own wounds and thrown away their lives in a failed attempt to contain the otherworldly pollution released. The stripes carved through the muscles on his father’s left side and melted muscle from bone were no surprise. Neither was the missing left arm. 
 
    The smell, like rotten eggs and unwashed socks, was new. As was the wrinkled texture of skin which had turned walnut brown in the sun. Hair and beard were a long matted mess and his once impressive muscles were emaciated and thin.  
 
    Have I come home to a corpse? 
 
    Father opened his eyes when Silva's shadow fell on him. “Welcome home. I didn't expect you until noon.” 
 
    “You knew I was coming?” 
 
    “Your mother told me.” 
 
    “Mother died eight years ago.” 
 
    “Of course she did,” Father snapped and stood up. “But here you are.” 
 
    “Why didn't you answer when I called for you?” 
 
    “I didn't hear you over my music.” Father walked over to an empty spot on the roof, and made a motion like lifting the arm of a phonograph from a record. “Ah, that's better.” 
 
    “Do you know you're naked?” 
 
    “Am I?” Father gestured and nothing changed. “Better?” 
 
    Silva shook his head. “Still naked.” 
 
    Father sighed and trundled down the stair. “Fine, I'll grab something downstairs.” 
 
    “Let’s get you a bath first.” 
 
    “As I told Ms. Meadowbrook, I bathed in rainbows this morning.” 
 
    “How is Ms. Meadowbrook? I want to talk to her about how she’s been taking care of you.” 
 
    “She died last winter. She’s been much more agreeable since then. Even your mother noticed it.” 
 
      
 
    Unopened wax paper packages of soap were where they had always been. Silva dragged a tub to the shore and filled it directly from the lake. If the townspeople across the lake had seen his father naked long enough for his skin to resemble tanned leather, a little longer wouldn't make any difference. Washing the matted tangled hair was nearly impossible and Silva eventually took a straight razor to the whole mess. He changed the water three times before he was satisfied, his father complaining about the fuss the whole time. 
 
    Back in his father’s bedroom on the tower’s third floor, an overflowing chamberpot went out the window while Father picked out a clean robe. 
 
    “It’ll be good to have a fresh male perspective around here,” Father said as he dug through a small wardrobe. He pulled out two empty hangers and held them up. “Which do you think would fit me better?”  
 
    Silva yanked the wardrobe door fully open and paused. Four purple robes hung, pushed to one side, in a closet full of empty hangers. Three of the robes bore muddy-mustard colored stripes on the sleeve. The fourth was in better condition and exhibited wide doctoral bands in different colors: red, orange, and sunshine yellow. He pulled it out. 
 
    “You can look, but I don't wear that one any more.” 
 
    “I know, Father.” Silva touched the yellow band. His mother had also worn bright yellow. All eight of them had. “Do you miss them?” 
 
    “Would you like to talk to them? We're getting together tonight to talk about the portal's aftereffects.” 
 
    Silva hung up the unused robe and grabbed another one. He couldn't bear to sit with his father in the dark, talking to people who were eight years dead and gone. Of all the people lost to the disaster, he missed his father the most.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Silva spent the remainder of the day cleaning from the top of the tower down. Father sputtered over what all the flowing water was doing to his phonograph and other imaginary magical constructs, but Silva ignored him. He again regretted not buying more clothes. This robe would be ruined before the week was out. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dark when he reached the room his father had dubbed the new library on the first floor. The room was in better condition than most of those above, but thick dust and cobwebs infected all the corners. He paused cleaning to retrieve his master scroll and compare the sigils within it to those in the few reference books. The spell, as a whole, was simple with few sigils, but Dr. Delan had been right. Almost all of them were unknown to Silva and the books in his father’s library were insufficient. The only books added during the last few years were about herbs and agriculture. He added a copy of Unabridged Encyclopedia of Signs and Sigils to his growing wish list. A list which was already discouragingly long. He had no money and no concrete plans on how to get more. 
 
    Father strolled into the tower as Silva put back the last book. His pace quickened as he walked toward the scroll and Silva hurriedly rolled it up and stuck it in a pocket. 
 
    “That was uncalled for,” Father said, scowling. “I could help. I have three doctorates in magic, after all.” 
 
    “No thank you, Father.” Why did he owe a crazy man an excuse? Because, no matter what he had become, this was his father. “I'm supposed to figure this out myself.” 
 
    Father nodded and turned toward the staircase up to the bedrooms. “Don’t stay up too late.” 
 
    That’s it? He knew his father was delusional, but he’d still expected some comment about his mage robes. Even for a crazy man, was “I’m proud of you, Son,” too much to ask? 
 
      
 
    When Silva woke the next morning, his father was not in bed. He dressed and shuffled blearily around the tower, only the scuffing noise of his boots breaking the silence inside the tower's thick stone walls. For a moment, it was as if the last five years in the bustling student dormitories had not occurred and he was thirteen again, escaping the tower's oppressive silence to hear a birdsong or babbling brook. 
 
    After a slow walk through the tower, he climbed to the roof and instantly felt the light morning breeze blowing gently off the lake. The sun was shining, as it often did in the arid lands east of the mountains, and his father was on his threadbare chaise lounge, eyes closed, facing the sun. Naked again. 
 
    “Candles cost money and ley lamps don’t work here,” Father said by way of greeting when Silva's shadow fell across him. He didn't bother to open his eyes. “You need to get in the habit of going to bed earlier.” 
 
    “Father, you need to get dressed.” 
 
    He sighed, opened his eyes, and got up. “Fine. Don’t listen to your father. But at least don’t be rude to Kate. I talked to her yesterday and she said you haven’t visited. If nothing else, she might be able to help you retrieve something from the old library for your master scroll.” 
 
    “When did Kate die?” 
 
    Father scoffed and pulled on his robe. “That woman is unkillable.” 
 
      
 
    Inside the great absorption shield dome, nothing moved. Past the transparent blue wall of energy, great stone slabs still rested where they'd fallen, years before. Too many had used their life force as fuel for the spell which erected it. People didn’t know, back then, the damage had already been done. The portal to another world, at the dome's center, had been closed, but the pollution released during the disaster covered more than three acres. The dome was too small. 
 
    When a woman nobody knew was discovered inside the dome, bleeding and injured, there was nothing anyone could do. Kate Janos spoke an unknown language and wore a sturdy men's shirt and poorly-tailored trousers, like a field hand. A field hand wearing brighter colors than anything in Sparro or anywhere else on the planet. Although she didn’t speak Sparian, it was obvious from her demeanor and gestures she thought she had been captured intentionally. The few remaining adults tried to communicate with her, then focused on father. 
 
    What happened. What did you do wrong. Father was in no condition to answer them. 
 
    Silva leaned a hand against the dome, the wall of energy as unyielding as it had been eight years earlier. When Silva had finally cried over his mother’s death, it had been against this wall. His mother didn't have a proper grave. Kate had buried her corpse under a pile of rocks inside the dome. 
 
    Over the months following the disaster, Kate had been amazingly resilient, raiding the pantry of the remaining canned goods then cobbling the glass canning jars together into a tube to make a contraption which was sufficient to start a cooking fire. Burned holes in fallen timbers allowed her to lash together a lean-to with branches inserted in the holes. 
 
    The remnants of the lean-to had been pushed over while Silva was gone, forming a vertical screen. Yanked out of her own world by forces beyond her control, and trapped in a bubble no one could break, Kate had died with only a crazy man for company. 
 
    Silva beat on the dome with his fist and a single drop of moisture formed on the dome’s interior. He followed the drop down the side of the dome until it collected in a small depression at ground level … a depression which hadn't been there five years earlier. 
 
    What was that shallow trough made from? Pottery? With his eyes, Silva followed other droplets as they formed the smallest trickle and fell into a pipe. The entire four hundred and thirty yard circumference of the dome was lined with them. Every bit of condensation collected and stored. Slowly, he noticed additional details. The garden had been weeded. A compost pile contained fresh clippings. Piles of dirt clustered around the fallen slabs. She’d been digging. A lot of digging. 
 
    Kate appeared, rising from behind her little screen like she was walking up stairs. She was emaciated, as dirty as Silva had always remembered her, and her clothes were threadbare and no longer bright, but she was alive. She dumped a bucket of dirt and stretched backward, pressing on her lower back with her hands, before turning back toward her staircase. 
 
    “Kate!” Silva energetically waved his arms. 
 
    She set down her bucket, walked over to the edge of the dome and studied Silva critically, as if he was the one trapped like an animal in a zoo instead of her. 
 
    “I assume from the robes you are here to ask me nonsensical questions," she said, leaning a hand on her hip. "You can go tell your colleagues I’m done answering stupid questions. Release me or leave me alone. I no longer care which.” 
 
    Silva grinned like an idiot. “Your Sparian’s improved. You don't recognize me. It’s the beard, I guess.” When she still didn't seem to understand, he added. “I’m Silva.” 
 
    “I've had eight years to learn Sparian.” She spoke clearly, but still had an obvious accent. Instead of the delight Silva expected, her face still appeared closed and wary. “So, when they couldn't get to me, they brain scrubbed you?” 
 
    “It's brainwashed, and no. I'm a mage now. A real mage.” He gestured to the blue band on his sleeve. “Not crazy. Not a … a delusionist.” 
 
    “Congratulations then, I guess. Are you staying?” 
 
    Silva nodded. “I want to help. Not just you. Everybody.” 
 
    “He’s been getting worse.” 
 
    “I saw.” Silva didn't need to be told who he was. “Father said some of the old library may have survived. I need a sigil.” 
 
    Kate’s expression grew calculating. “I'll make the same arrangement I made with your father. Fair trade of information for information. But not Muriel’s Sigil, so don’t ask unless you release me first.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of Silva's mouth. He’d give Kate whatever he could, no strings attached. But he'd play along, if only to see what a person in her situation could ever want from somebody like his father. “How do I know you have what I need?” 
 
    “Tell you what, I'll give you the first one free.” 
 
    Silva gestured and smiled at Kate’s skeptical frown. She'd seen meaningless gestures for far too many years. 
 
    Silva called to mind a rote he had written for precisely this occasion. A blue glow formed on the tip of his finger and became a sparking line. Slowly, he etched a sigil in the air. The symbol shined blue and impressive, three feet wide. 
 
    Kate crossed her arms. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Was something wrong with her, some artifact of her extraplanar origins? Was she actually incapable of seeing magic? He wove in a movement sigil and the glowing symbol floated closer to the dome. 
 
    The transparent blue dome exactly the same color as the blue sigil. Idiot. 
 
    He wove a color element into the light spell. When the sigil shifted from blue to red, only a few feet from Kate’s face, her head rocked back and her mouth fell open. The light show was taking a lot of personal power, but Silva added in an auditory component and the symbol crackled like static electricity. Small probers flew in from the lake and the tiny bugs whirled around the image. 
 
    Silva felt his energy depleting and dispelled the effect before he was tempted to draw ley energy from outside. He forced himself to breathe shallowly, disguising how tired he felt, and tried to appear nonchalant. “I’d appreciate if you could discover what that sigil means.” 
 
    Kate was still standing, stunned, when Silva sauntered away and saw his father leaning against the doorframe of the tower. The secret smile on Silva's face fell as he approached the scowling man. 
 
    “You know a chalkboard would have worked as well.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Silva agreed. “But she needed to see that. To see magic is real.” 
 
    “My magic is real.” 
 
    Silva moved to push past his father and didn't reply, until Father grabbed his sleeve. “What?” 
 
    “I know what they call me, but my magic is real,” Father repeated. 
 
    Silva stared at his father, biting back years of anger and frustration. One question bubbled to the surface. “Why didn't you ever tell me you were proud of me?” 
 
    Father glanced down and ground his teeth, as if also biting back words. Finally, he held up the blue stripe on the sleeve he was clutching. “I expected more. Yellow. Or at least red. Instead I got back a street performer.” 
 
    Silva jerked his sleeve out of his father’s grip. “Who cares about a damn stripe? My robes are black and I earned them! Nobody — not even you — will ever tell me otherwise.” 
 
    Father smiled thinly. “There’s the son I raised.” He started to say more, but stopped himself. He patted Silva's arm and said, “You have more raw personal power than your mother. More than me. Try to be conscious of what you've inherited and conserve your energy, in case you need it, in the future.” 
 
    Silva took a deep calming breath. His heartbeat pounded in his temple, still ready for a fight. “I will.” 
 
    “And never pull from the line.” 
 
    “I know, Father. I remember.” 
 
    Father patted Silva's arm again. “I have work to do. I'll see you this evening. Tell Kate to look for that sigil in the identity volumes, probably entomological. I haven't seen that one before, but I'm pretty sure it's some kind of flying bug.” 
 
    Silva stopped, stunned, while his father wandered away. Had he identified an unknown sigil by category, subcategory and order by the general shape? No, that was impossible. Just his delusion talking. Nobody was that skilled. 
 
      
 
    Silva was halfway up the stairs when the trembling started. He had cast a spell in the middle of Winterhaven. Up on the roof, he adjusted his vision and inspected himself. His power levels were low, but blue. Stepping to the edge of the roof, he gazed out and down. He stood above a sea of greasy yellow, floating atop deep green. One of the greatest natural collections of ley energy in the world. Useless. 
 
    Tap into that pool and the yellow diatoms seeped into you. Expend blue ley energy and the yellow remained. The bulk of the yellow floated on top the blue, but you couldn't dig deep enough to get under it all. Use personal energy and draw in more, and a little more yellow reduced the reserves which remained until there was nothing left. Every mage who spent any significant time working in Winterhaven left as a wounded drudge. No exceptions. 
 
    Something moved in the yellow pool and Silva saw a humanoid shape writing with his finger on the wall of the dome. No traces of power followed the lines his father drew, although the wounded man glowed bright in the green depths. Tears blurred Silva's vision and he returned his vision to normal. 
 
    He tried to calm his mind as he lowered himself into a kneeling meditation position. Above the pool of polluted energy, he pulled up the solar collector he had last used at the Twenty Mile Inn. No exceptions only meant it hadn't been done, yet. 
 
    Silva would be that exception, the first mage to live in Winterhaven without permanently losing his power. Hopefully. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The sun shone in the east when Silva woke on bare stone. The blanket from his backpack was draped across his body. He sat up and saw his father, naked and eyes closed, on the chaise lounge. “Thank you for the blanket.” 
 
    “You're welcome. You were exhausted and comfortable so I thought it best not to disturb you.” 
 
    Silva stretched and his joints protested audibly. The early summer nights were warm enough, but a blanket on top of his body did not make bare stone under him “comfortable.” 
 
    “When I was your age, I used to fall asleep when meditating. All the time.” Father sat up and pulled on his purple robe before Silva could comment. “What are your plans, once you finish acting like a maid and pouring water all over my constructs?” 
 
    “After I finish cleaning this place up, I thought I'd clean up Winterhaven’s ley lake, rescue Kate, decipher my master scroll …” Silva finished stretching and grinned. “… then have lunch.” 
 
    Father smiled back. “Care to accept a suggestion?” He waited for Silva's nod before he continued. “Visit the town and see what you can do for them. They stopped accepting help from me, but they pooled their money to pay for your training. You owe them.” 
 
    “I have enough to do here I thought I would wait for them to come to me.” 
 
    Father shook his head. “They have too much pride. You need to go to them. Today. You're a mage now, the cleaning will wait.” 
 
    Silva blinked. Father had said, as casually as if he’d noted the sun was shining, You’re a mage now. 
 
    “I'll wash up, then head over there immediately.” 
 
    Father blinked watery eyes, as if Silva had said something important, then nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    Silva was almost to the staircase when his father called out, “Silva?” He turned. “What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    “My father. What should I see?” 
 
    “I'm serious. What do you see? After you came back, your mother’s been haranguing me. She says … It doesn't matter what she says. What do you see when you look at me?” 
 
    Mother said… 
 
    Silva considered simply walking away, as he had tried to do the day before, when his father grabbed his sleeve. No. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and answered. “I see a man who should be forty-four years old but appears double that because, when the world fell to shit, he wouldn't admit the people who died standing next to him had passed. A man who, instead of being a father to a thirteen-year-old boy who lost his mother, retreated inside his own head to a fantasy world where the house is filled with music instead of silence, Mother is alive and we aren't living in squalor. Too consumed with his own wounds to admit other people are suffering too. A man who spends every day writing on a three acre prison he helped construct — with his finger — rather than admit he’s no longer a doctorate wizard or even a mage.” 
 
    Father drew himself up straight, his eyes glistening. “Not very tactful, but you answered me honestly.” Silva was certain he was about to add a ‘thank you’, but had choked on the words. 
 
    “How would you like me to sugarcoat it?” 
 
    The two men locked eyes for a long moment, then Father's gaze fell away and he slumped a bit. “I thought you were a mage, but you don't see me.” 
 
    “I see just fine.” Silva turned back toward the stair. “I'm needed in town.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The Town of Winterhaven had been built to last forever. Most of the buildings were stone instead of wood, with high quality glass windows instead of — or in most cases in addition to — wooden shutters. Those windows were boarded up now, or shattered with pieces of glass jutting up into open holes like fanged mouths locked in an eternal scream of agony. 
 
    Greased up and presentable as possible — his robes still damp from their washing in the lake — Silva walked down an empty street. More than half of the businesses had closed immediately after the disaster robbed people's ability to use magic, but quite a few had remained when Silva left five years earlier. 
 
    Nonmagical drudgework was drudge work no matter where it occurred. The butcher’s shop was unable to make use of the latest in refrigeration, but people still needed butchers and farriers and greengrocers. A dressmaker’s shop had stood on the corner, importing fabrics from outside the area. The owner sewed with needle and thread long after she lost the ability to power her sewing machine. All had been here five years ago. All were gone, now. 
 
    Sunlight glinted off intact glass. The post office had permanent iron bars over the windows, but the glass beneath appeared whole. A bell tinkled when he opened the door, a little surprised to find the bolt unlocked, and a man glanced up from a book, wearing a blue and white shirt with rolled up sleeves and a faded blue cap.  
 
    The man slid the book under the counter, buttoned up his blue vest and rolled down the sleeves of his shirt. “Good morning! How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I wasn't sure I’d find you open. The place looks like a ghost town.” 
 
    The postmaster smiled. “There’s still a few of us left. The mayor’s up at the capital arguing with the bureaucrats about the proposed changes to the county lines and the county clerk’s doing double duty while he’s away. The library closed last week and Miss Enthus left the doors unlocked when she left, if you want something to read. The wagons were overloaded to bursting, but she still had to leave a few things behind. Penny dreadfuls mostly, but a few real books too.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” This didn't sound like people fleeing an urgent disaster, but something was certainly going on. 
 
    “The usual holdouts, of course. I expect some folks will wait until water’s lapping at their door sills before they pack up and leave. Plus the scrappers, of course, but metal scrappers and rag men aren’t usually interested in books. I’m only awaiting word from the postmaster general on my new assignment before I pack up this place.” 
 
    “What’s happening to the water?” 
 
    “Where you been hiding?” He gestured to Silva's robes. “I figured you knew all about it. They're tearing down the dams. This time next year, this building will be under fifty feet of water.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The library had been mostly cleaned out. Somebody had even ripped up the copper fountain in the front lawn and removed the brass plate off the front door. Vandals had toppled several empty bookshelves but a few books still littered the floor. Digging through the debris, Silva found a mostly intact laymen’s edition of Signs and Sigils in the reference section. He grabbed the book, even though the printing was twenty years out of date, along with several trashy romance novels as a peace offering for his father. It would require everything he had to get the old man to move. 
 
    If he could get the old man to move. An old memory trickled to the surface. Stubbornness aside, there might be a legal problem. He headed toward the courthouse. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Abernathy was enjoying lunch with his wife when Silva arrived at the Clerk's Office. A white linen tablecloth covered a counter, along with blue and white delftware plates, red linen napkins and silver dinnerware. A bottle of wine sat next to two thick square tumblers and a picnic basket. The thin man rose as Silva entered the room, wiped his bushy mustache, and buttoned the top button of his jacket over his waistcoat, his only concession to comfort despite the heat.  
 
    Mrs. Abernathy remained seated, corseted and buxom in yards of fluffy pink, a matching pink parasol folded on her ample lap. 
 
    The Clerk of Court smiled with close-lipped professionalism. “Good day. How may I help you?”  
 
    As Mrs. Abernathy’s gaze roamed over Silva's robes and well-groomed hair, her smile was both more natural and more predatory. 
 
    “I’m Silva Vatic. I have some questions about the details of my father’s incarceration.” Both smiles fled. “Would you have the details of his conviction on file?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Most of our records have already been moved. If you would like to inquire at–” 
 
    “I only need to know what will happen to him when he leaves due to the flood.” 
 
    “As I just said, those files–” 
 
    “Posh, Vinton. Tell the boy.” Mrs. Abernathy laid a hand on Silva's arm and gave him a saccharine smile, full of venomed honey. “When your father crosses the county line, he will find trained enforcers and maybe even inquisitors waiting for him, ready to escort him to prison for the rest of his natural life. He only escaped that punishment eight years ago due to his infirmity. Nobody expected him to live this long.” 
 
    “These are special circumstances,” Silva thought out loud. “Perhaps a letter to the magistrate explaining …” 
 
    “I suggest you hurry and compose your letter, then,” Mr. Abernathy said. “Before the post office closes.” 
 
      
 
    The barest sliver of moonlight reflected off the water as Silva sculled over the stern on his way back home. He had discovered the rowboat with a missing oar at an abandoned beach house. He pulled the craft well uphill from the water, stubbed his toe on something in the dark, then chastised himself for a fool and lit a mage light. There were no lights in the tower, his father likely already asleep.  
 
    “I've been waiting for you,” Kate called out from the dome. “Your father told me you'd gone to town. How was the trip?” 
 
    “A flood is coming. Most people have left town.” He leaned a hand against the glassy dome and stared toward the top, invisible in the dark far above. “You should be fine, but father and I may have to leave.” 
 
    “When will you be back?” 
 
    Silva turned and leaned his back against the surface. “We won't. I know what they're trying. Ley energy erodes under flowing water, but opening the dams won't work. The water won't rise fast enough to scrub away the damage here. At best they'll simply bury the problem. At worst they'll spread it.” Silva slid down the wall until he sat on the cool dirt. 
 
    “That symbol you showed me. It burned its way into my brain. I dreamed about it.” 
 
    “Sigils can do that. Don’t worry. A foundation sigil like that can’t do anything alone. The afterimage will fade in a few days.” 
 
    “For eight years I thought magic was a superstition. Like predicting the future from the stars. I asked your father to explain magic to me, today. But I think his explanation was too advanced. I didn't understand. He gestured a lot, but I didn't see what he was trying to show me.” 
 
    “Father’s a … special case. He used to be an exceptional wizard. Elite. But the experiment which brought you to this world damaged him. In the head. He isn't what he thinks he is anymore.” A twinge in his power reminded Silva to douse the mage light before he felt the drain. The light was starting to attract probers. The little parasites had long ago learned to associate light at night with human blood. 
 
    Kate didn't seem to mind the darkness. “So you explain. The books in the old library are advanced. They assume people understand the basics. How does magic work?” 
 
    Silva considered a while, glad to be discussing something other than disasters. “Can you read in your world?” 
 
    “Multiple languages. At home I’m considered … elite, too. I can also read your language.” 
 
    Silva nodded, even though he doubted Kate could see him. “In our written language, we use symbols to represent sounds. One symbol makes a ‘buh’ sound while another symbol makes a ‘ruh’ sound. With me so far?” 
 
    “I already told you I can read. You're talking down to me.” 
 
    “Humor me. Okay, so with written words, the order of symbols matters. ‘Rub’ and ‘burr’ use the same letters. Now, with magic, foundation sigils represent a concept." 
 
    "Like kanji." 
 
    "I don't know that word," Silva admitted. "Is that a word from your world?" As soon as he asked, he realized the answer didn't matter and continued. "If sigils are words, then spells are sentences: overlapping sigils which form a greater meaning than the individual words. Common sentences, the kind found in most reference books, are called rotes. Because of the way sigils overlap, without a mage scroll for a guide, you can't study a rote and figure out the foundation sigils which compose it." 
 
    "So the telepathy rote," Kate said, "should contain the sigils for 'Enhance. My. Natural empathy.' … to something about understanding expressions."   
 
    Silva smiled. "You have been reading my parents' reference books. Anyway, Father guessed the sigil I showed you was an identification sigil for a bug. If that’s right, then — in theory — I could weave together the sigils for the bug and, say, detection, light and a specified radius and produce a spell which caused all bugs of that type to glow. But, like your telepathy example, when I combined the sigils the resulting rote could do nothing or produce a totally different effect if I put them together incorrectly.” 
 
    “If that’s true, why doesn't a sigil for fire set a book on fire?” 
 
    “That’s the second requirement. Sigils are powerless outside the human mind. We envision the completed rote — not as individual sigils but as a completed whole — and perhaps trace the symbol we imagine with a finger. Our bodies become the conduit to empower the rote and create an effect. We've tried making machines to draw on ley energy but they always require an operator to activate and power them.” He tapped his temple. “The magic happens inside the technician’s mind, not on the page. We can even store the energy, but ley stones — again — can't do anything without a technician.” 
 
    “Any other requirements?” 
 
    “Lots of them, but the most important one is power. The energy has to come from somewhere. People can hold varying amounts of power and — anywhere but here — draw more from streams of energy called ley lines. But ley power is not infinite. That’s why we can’t simply summon a rainstorm. The power requirements are too huge for even an army of mages working together.” 
 
    Silva swatted at a prober which had landed on his hand while Kate considered all this. He was comfortable with Kate like he had been with nobody else. He had been since he was eleven. “Kate?” 
 
    A cloud passed in front of the thin crescent of the moon, turning them both from shadows to invisible voices in the darkness. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If we get out of this, would you marry me?” 
 
    More silence. Silva sat up and turned around. There was barely enough light to see a humanoid shape sitting inside the dome, cross-legged. He couldn't see her face. “I’m serious.” 
 
    Kate stood up. “Ask me again after we both get out of here.” 
 
    Silva stood, suddenly self-conscious. He shoved his hands in his sleeves so she wouldn't see him fidget. 
 
    “Good night, Mr. Vatic.” 
 
    “Good night, Miss Janos.”  
 
    As Silva turned away, the cloud moved and a tiny beetle, its back shiny in the slim moonlight, pushed a ball of dirt across the courtyard. Feeling suddenly daring, Silva wove together the sigils he had described, in his mind, and they seemed to fit. Visualizing the combined sigils, he traced the result with a finger and breathed power into it. Nothing happened to the beetle, but every single prober within fifty feet glowed like a candle.  
 
    Kate gasped behind him and Silva hurriedly dispelled the effect. Shivers overcame his body, and he clenched his fists to try to force them to stop. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “That was reckless. Horribly reckless.” That wasn't it. Not really. Probers were an invasive bug, found mainly near the creeks and canals which fed into, and out of, Winterhaven Lake. A minor side effect of the portal disaster, they were rare anywhere else. The prober sigil had come from Silva's master scroll. The completed spell had been written specifically to be used near Winterhaven. 
 
    Dr. Delan had warned the scroll contained a subtle danger. Could that subtle danger have been specifically designed to harm him or his father? What would the completed spell make the insects of Winterhaven do? 
 
    “Silva, does your world have … I don’t know the word. Do you have people who can't power magic themselves, but understand well enough to teach?” 
 
    “You mean like educated drudges?" Silva scoffed. "Commoners tend to be poor, and uneducated. Why bother to educate somebody incapable of using what they are taught?” 
 
    “To figure out how things work. For example, in my world people can make guesses, using math, about planets around other stars and what the planets would do to the light of that star. Other people have used those equations to examine starlight and estimate what is actually out there. A magical version of that.” 
 
    “A theoretical wizard. That field is highly regulated and requires a doctorate in another field first. Theoretical mages wear purple robes with yellow bands on the sleeves.” 
 
    “Like your father.” 
 
    “No. Bright yellow, not a muddy mustard color. He used to wear bright yellow, but they stripped his certifications from him when …” Silva gestured toward the dome in the dark. “… this happened.” 
 
    Kate leaned against the inside of the dome with her hands, gave it an experimental shove, then stepped back and brushed the moisture off her hands. “When I get out of here, if I can’t get home, I think I’ll become a theoretical wizard.” 
 
    Silva grinned toward Kate. “Really?”  
 
    “What? I didn't believe, but I've had nothing else to read besides reference books for eight years. I think I might surprise you. Does your world have female wizards?”  
 
    “My mother had multiple doctorates and also wore sunshine yellow on her robes.” Silva scratched his chin, then drew another three-foot wide flaming sigil. “You want to help? Fine. See if you can find this sigil in your books.” 
 
    “Ooh, I know that one! It’s a duration sigil. The literal interpretation is ‘until death’. The entry had a lot of big red warnings attached. The standard configuration causes the spell to continue past unconsciousness and is a standard element in spells designed to continue working while the caster is asleep. Inverted like you have it means the spell is supposed to continue until the target is dead.” 
 
    Probers were blood suckers. More a nuisance than anything. But there were thousands of them in the miles around Winterhaven. With a large enough effect radius drawing them in, how much damage could they do to a person? Enough to kill? No, that couldn’t be right. The power output for such a spell would be huge. 
 
    “Am I right?” Kate asked. 
 
    Silva faked a smile. “I have no way of knowing. Identifying that sigil is one of the preliminary steps to understanding my master level examination.” 
 
    A soft feminine chuckle. “So all this was so you could cheat on studying for a test? Your father was right, you are a scandrel.” 
 
    “Scoundrel,” Silva corrected. “And looking up something in a book — which I could easily have found myself if I stayed at the university — is not cheating.” 
 
    “Good night, Silva.” She still sounded like she was smiling. 
 
    “Good night, Kate.”


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Silva was dreaming he was in class again when something pushed his shoulder. He turned and saw no one there or even glancing his direction. Some prankster was about to get in trouble. Dr. Eston had no tolerance for jokes. His shoulder was shaken, harder. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Mr. Janos?” Dr. Eston asked, his jowly frown reminiscent of a chubby hound dog.  
 
    Before Silva could answer, he was violently flipped sideways and landed on the hard wooden floor, blinking up blearily at his father as he struggled awake. His cot was upside-down beside him. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” Father yelled, shoving Silva’s master level scroll under his nose. “Who gave it to you?” 
 
    “Huh?” Silva pushed his hair out of his face and caught his breath. “Dr. Delan. It’s my master exam scroll.” 
 
    Father strode over to the fire and Silva threw an absorption shield over him. Instead of fighting the shield, he let out an exasperated sigh and dropped the scroll on the floor. “I was only going to poke up the embers so we can see properly, not burn it.”  
 
    The cool air felt like predawn. Silva kept the shield up as he turned his cot right side up, poked the fire himself, and added a log.  
 
    After Silva dropped the shield, Father picked up the scroll slowly and held it out to him. “Is that what you think of me?” 
 
    Silva rubbed his eyes with one hand and waved away the question and the scroll with the other. “What’s wrong with the scroll?” 
 
    Father unrolled the scroll. Rote spells generally showed a single rote sigil along with an explanation of what the spell did. This was a mage spell, so didn't contain any explanations, but did show the element components which made up the completed rote symbol, allowing the mage who understood to modify the spell in ways the designer never intended. 
 
    “The heart of the spell is the identifier you showed me earlier,” Father explained, pointing to the prober bug sigil. He pointed to the other sigils in turn. “It identifies the animal, and infuses him with a charge which kills him. This connection here supports my guess this sigil is a flying bug — the limits on this type of connection would break on something as big as a mouse.” 
 
    “A prober.” Silva supplied. “What Kate calls a ‘mosquito’.” 
 
    Father nodded. “So, when the nearest prober dies, the spell seeks out the next closest one and kills him too. And then the next, until it runs out of energy.” 
 
    Silva rubbed his eyes again. His elbow and his head hurt from dropping to the hard floor, and his power levels were painfully low. He needed something — anything — warm to drink. Preferably caffeinated. “So it's an insecticide. I don’t see what you’re so mad about.” 
 
    “After the initial bug, where does the power come from?” Father held out the scroll. 
 
    Silva took it from him, eyes going back and forth between the element sigils and the completed rote, puzzling out the connections and relationships.  
 
    “You've got to be wrong about some of these elements.” Silva finally said. “If that’s a power sigil, then this loops in on itself when it hits this bit. It shouldn't do anything. I guess that’s what I’m supposed to do - repair the flawed spell.” 
 
    “The spell works fine, as-is. It draws the power to kill the second two bugs from the first one. And the released energy from those two — if they are reasonably close — should kill four more.” 
 
    “A cascade,” Silva said, the word not sounding quite correct despite his half-awake state. 
 
    “Necromancy.” The damp log in the fireplace was smoking but not yet alight. Father jabbed the coals with a poker until it caught and flickering flames illuminated his face from below, throwing light on his gaunt cheekbones and burying his eyes in shadow. A beetle crawled out of the log’s bark and flew away from a burning death. “Your professor asked you to learn a necromancy spell.” 
 
      
 
    Father had to be wrong. Dr. Delan was Silva’s friend. He'd spoken up for him in front of the other professors. Silva rubbed the blue band on his sleeve. After his late night conversation with Kate, the cool evening air took him to bed in everything except boots and socks. He set aside the scroll on his bed and pulled those on. What should I do?  
 
    “Lock it away,” Father answered, although the thought had not been voiced. “I have another scroll which should serve for your exam and Delan would be forced to incriminate himself if he pointed out the switch.” He shook his head, the confusion on his face mirroring Silva’s own. “It’s been years, but I thought he was my friend.” 
 
    Silva finished buttoning his boots and picked up the scroll again.  
 
    Father gestured but nothing happened. “Best we hide what that scroll really says, in case somebody else finds it.” 
 
    Just when they were communicating like two sane adults, Silva was reminded who he was talking to. “Nothing changed, Father.” 
 
    “It didn’t? I must be lower on power than I thought. Let’s go up to the roof. The sun should be up soon.” 
 
    Silva rolled up his scroll, placed it on a shelf, and followed his father up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Father had already stripped and laid down, naked on the dew-wet chaise lounge, by the time Silva arrived on the roof. Silva grabbed the robe where it had been dropped, heard a noise, and walked to the edge of the parapet to look down. 
 
    Several workmen were digging a long trench through the low hill in the front yard while others fit together long lengths of threaded metal pipe behind them. A man in a summer-weight gabardine suit supervised the jacketless workmen and made measurements with a surveyor’s theodolite on a tripod. 
 
    “No,” Father said from behind Silva’s shoulder. “No, no, no, no,” he repeated as he sprinted for the stairs, ignoring the robe Silva held out for him. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Silva yelled, running to follow. 
 
    “That damn intruder is tearing down the dome!” 
 
    Silva almost stumbled on the stair. Tearing down the dome? A crew of people were trying to free Kate and his naked father was running to stop them? It didn't make sense. Father had lost it completely. 
 
    When Silva cleared the door at the base of the tower, the man in the suit slapped a horse's rump, sending horse and rider galloping beside the pipe, out the estate gate and up the gentle slope beyond. Soon, he was a dust cloud in the distance. How long was the pipe? A half mile? A mile? 
 
    The man in the suit turned. “Come now, Mister Vatic,” he yelled loud enough to be heard over the intervening distance. “We discussed this two weeks ago.” 
 
    Three large men moved to block Father’s path. He stopped and gestured at them. Nothing happened. Father made a swiping gesture in front of his face and gestured again. A white beam of crackling energy leapt from his hand and knocked the center man back five feet. The two other men dove out of the way. 
 
    A stun bolt. The unconscious man lay twitching on the ground, the victim of real magic. From his father, the Delusionist. 
 
    Father swayed as if the stun bolt had used some of his life force for power, allowing Silva to catch up and throw the purple robe over his head. 
 
    Father clawed at the robe blocking his vision and Silva held on with both hands, falling backward in the loose soil, but maintaining his bear hug on his father’s head. He tried to wrap his legs around Father’s waist, but they were tangled in his own robes.  
 
    The two large men jumped on Father, holding him down with their bodies. Father cried out and for a moment Silva feared he was choking him, then realized the men were pummeling his father with fists and knees. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him!” Silva yelled, but didn’t release his own grip on the frail wizard on top of him. Father slumped, but blows continued to rain down on him. “Stop! He’s my father! You’re killing him!” 
 
    Silva rolled and threw his own body on top of his father. The men continued to attack, but most of their blows landed on Silva.  
 
    “Father cast a stun bolt," Silva yelled. "Your friend’s fine.” The blows slowed down, then other workmen pulled the attackers away. 
 
    In the center of a circle of workmen, Silva untangled his father’s head and confirmed he was breathing. He, himself, felt like he’d been kicked by a horse. Multiple times. 
 
    “I know what to do,” the man in the suit said. “Your father’s not a bad man, just sick. He’ll get the care he needs at a hospital trained to deal with people like him.” 
 
    Silva sat up on his knees and wiped his wet and muddy face. “No hospitals. He hates hospitals.” 
 
    “What other choice do we have?” 
 
    The question hung in the air. What other choice did he have? Dr. Tobias Vatic, the villain in stories told to children about irresponsible magic use, had attacked someone with magic. For a lot of people, like the Abernathys back in Winterhaven, this incident would be all the proof they needed. Father was now, officially, a danger to society. As bad as they were, a hospital would be a mercy. He nodded. 
 
    The stranger pulled a flask out of the inner pocket of his jacket and poured out a capful of dark amber liquid. “After our last meeting, I thought I might need this. Make him drink it. It’s a tranquilizer which will calm him and impair his ability to concentrate.” 
 
    Father stirred and Silva shifted him until he was mostly upright, and the back of his head was in the crook of Silva’s arm. When his eyes fluttered open, Silva held up the flask cap. 
 
    “Here, Father. Drink this. The medicine will help with the pain.” 
 
    Father glanced at the cap, then up at his son. A smile twitched the corner of his mouth. “One of my doctorates is in medicine. And you are a poor liar.” 
 
    “Your doctorates are in ley bending, telecommunications, and theoretical magic. Drink anyway.” 
 
    “When I’m gone,” Father whispered, “you need to go to your mother and get her sigil. You need to finish my work.” 
 
    “Muriel’s Sigil is a legend,” Silva said, refusing to whisper. 
 
    Father shook his head. “Kate refused to give it to me, but it exists. It’s the last sigil I need to fix this. I even left you notes.” 
 
    “Drink the medicine.” 
 
    Father’s hand shot up, grabbed Silva’s forehead and a spike of pain lanced into him. As Silva rolled away, clutching his head, the onlookers leapt onto his father and hit him, then forced the tranquilizer down his throat — gagging and spitting — straight from the flask.  
 
    Just then, the pipe made several loud thumping noises and stiffened straight, before shooting out a stream of water with such force five men had to hold the pipe down. The water tossed aside a boulder in its way and impacted the absorption field. The force of the blow pounded the dome, while at the same time the water eroded it away. 
 
    Silva wobbled to his feet and clutched his head. Something was wrong with his vision. Everything appeared … clean. 
 
    Not only clean, but well-cared for and new. The meadow was mowed and trimmed. The holes in the outer wall were repaired. A breeze from the apple orchard smelled like spring instead of midsummer. In the center of this complicated illusion, the absorption field appeared the same, but was covered with glowing writing in a multitude of colors. And over the roar of water, he heard a phonograph. It was like some kind of surreal dream. 
 
    Following the sound, Silva climbed the tower stairs and admired the artwork on the walls. Inside the stone building, the yelling workmen were muted and the phonograph, somewhere above, was clearer. Stepping on the roof, he saw the chaise lounge his father favored — new and comfortable instead of threadbare — surrounded by a bower of sweet smelling flowers. Off to the side, a phonograph played his mother’s favorite record. 
 
    Gently, he reached out to lift the needle off the record, but — although he could feel the record arm as clearly as if it were solid — he couldn’t interact with the illusion. He was an observer in his father’s delusion, not a participant. 
 
    A cheer erupted below and Silva moved to the edge of the parapet slowly, uncertain if any stone below his feet was real or not. Silva knew the dome covered in sigils, which he now saw, was only the illusion Father had planted in his head. The powerful jet of water passed though the illusion and arced all the way to the lake. Absorption shields didn't get holes: when they broke, they shattered like glass under a sledge hammer. 
 
    Kate dashed through the wall of the prison like it was no longer there. She hugged the man in the suit passionately, and he responded to her kisses with equal ardor. Workmen slapped each other on the back in congratulations for the feat of tearing down the world's greatest absorption shield with only a pipe full of water. A feat which — thanks to his father — Silva couldn't see.  
 
    Silva stepped back and kicked at the phonograph. The blow hurt his shin as if the furniture was solid, but the music continued to play. It was too much. The flowers, the music, the expensive furniture and gorgeous tapestries … it was all too much. For eight years he had thought of his father as a victim: trapped in a silent prison from which he could not escape. Suffering. Instead, he lived in a palace — a creation of his own making — living a life of luxury. And the worst of it was Silva couldn't tell anybody. 
 
    What father had done to him was a crime. A crime nearly as serious as necromancy. And if Silva told anyone, what remained of his father would be killed. 
 
      
 
    Back at ground level, Silva walked around a topiary shaped like a unicorn and approached Kate. Someone had given her a blanket to cover her scraps of clothing and she was grinning. The grin faded when Silva approached. 
 
    “You walked around the unicorn,” she said as Silva drew close. 
 
    “You can see it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, your father said he planted something for me and walked around that spot every time he approached the dome. Before today, you walked through that spot without noticing. What changed?” 
 
    Silva shook his head and glanced around to see who might be within earshot. “Not now. And nobody can know, so don’t ask me again. I'll explain when we're alone.” 
 
    She laid a hand on his arm and Silva’s gaze dropped to stare at it. She was here. Touching him.  
 
    Out of the corner of his vision, Silva could still see the illusionary dome. His ears could still hear the phonograph playing his mother's favorite record. “You’re real, aren't you?” 
 
    Kate's hand squeezed him. “I’m real.” 
 
    “Kate!” the leader of the workmen yelled as he stepped out of Kate’s underground hovel. He waved a white kerchief as he approached.  
 
    Kate’s hand dropped away from Silva’s arm as she turned away from him and smiled. “Drudge, may I introduce you to Silva Vatic. Silva, this is Drudge Delan.” 
 
    “Drudge?” Silva asked, rubbing his other hand on the tingling spot on his forearm. 
 
    Drudge grinned sheepishly. “A nickname. The rest of my family are all mages.” 
 
    “I knew a Dr. Delan at university,” Silva admitted. 
 
    “My father, but my brothers all have doctorates too.” 
 
    Silva carefully schooled his expression. He hated this man already, but he’d be damned if he let it show. “What have you found?” 
 
    Drudge held up his kerchief, which had a sigil written clearly on it in black charcoal. “Muriel’s Sigil.” 
 
    Kate smiled thinly. “When I was trapped, thinking I was a prisoner instead of … what’s the word?” 
 
    “Collateral damage,” Silva supplied. He’d been called collateral damage too, usually by people more interested in what had happened to him and his family than in treating the victims like actual people. 
 
    Kate nodded. “When I thought I was a prisoner, people asked me about this and I always refused. I thought once they had the sigil, they would abandon me entirely.” 
 
    Drudge laid a comforting hand on Kate’s shoulder. “Knowing or not knowing the sigil wouldn't have helped release you.” Kate leaned into Drudge’s touch. 
 
    Drudge was right. Muriel's sigil was a foundation sigil, not a rote. More specifically, it was supposed to be an identifier sigil for the yellow diatoms, like the the identifier sigil for 'mosquito' within his master scroll. Silva shivered. Think about something other than lies and necromancy. He shoved his hands into the robe’s pockets and turned away from the couple to contemplate the stream of water which was shooting through the shield only he could see. “I've never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “I call it a Janos drill,” Drudge said. “After the woman who invented it.” 
 
    Kate laughed. “I don’t know if invented is the right word. Something like this was used on my world about a hundred and fifty years ago for mining gold.” 
 
    “What kind of spells power it?” 
 
    “None,” Drudge and Kate chorused. 
 
    Kate giggled and Drudge added, “In Kate’s world, people can fly with no magic at all.” 
 
    Silva glanced back and the couple were holding hands, shoulders touching. “I can see how attractive that would be for you.” He turned and walked back to his tower. He closed his eyes when he reached the topiary unicorn and walked straight ahead into the bush. Branches scratched his face and body, but didn't impair his movement when he pressed forward. Somebody needed to pack his father’s things. 
 
      
 
    Inside his father’s room, Silva found a scroll laid out on the table. The spell was complex, easily master level, but his father had annotated every sigil, explaining the sigil's use and interrelationships in defiance of the law. With a growl of anger, Silva snatched the scroll off the table, only to discover the high quality vellum and ink was nothing but another illusion. He snatched the purple robe with the tri-colored sleeve bands out of his father's wardrobe and threw that in the fire instead. 
 
    Watching the last symbol of the man his father had been burn, he suddenly sobbed. Silva was supposed to be the hero. He was the one who was supposed to make everything right and get the girl. Now, he was the broken man: a delusionist like his father. Pitiable. Worthless. 
 
    The yellow band on his father’s sleeve caught light and the flame on the band turned bluish-green as some chemical in the dye burned. What was left for him now? How much lower could he sink? 
 
    Necromancy. He could save everybody by sinking into necromancy. He suddenly understood Dr. Delan’s plan. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Drudge's crew was large enough the wagon train out of the valley could keep moving at a slow walking pace as workmen unscrewed a length of pipe, loaded it on a wagon, and jogged ahead to retrieve the next one. Although Silva didn't like Drudge, he agreed with what the older man had said about getting his father somewhere safe and traveled with them.  
 
    Once he was away from the Winterhaven Estate, his vision largely returned to normal. The spell was still running — his father was far too healthy to his modified sight — but the bulk of the illusory alterations were restricted to within the estate’s walls.  
 
    Silva carefully schooled his facial expressions to one of thoughtful contemplation, especially when he was around Drudge Delan. In return, Drudge was gregarious and friendly, entirely unaware of Silva's loathing. 
 
    Their destination was a camp outside of the yellow area, not far from Silva's iron markers. Kate joined Silva as he took a turn driving the horse-drawn wagon which contained his unconscious father, near the tail end of the train. “You've been very thoughtful.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Silva replied, making an effort to appear relaxed. “I’ve been thinking about the ramifications of my mother’s sigil. If it is what rumor believes it to be, it can change a lot of things in my world.” 
 
    Kate frowned, sticking her lower lip out in the cutest way, before Silva yanked his attention elsewhere. “What kind of things?” 
 
    “The substance most people around here call ‘the yellow’ alters people’s ability to power magic, a bit like filling a jug with water and getting rocks mixed in. The more rocks settle to the bottom of the jug, the less water it can hold. People have been trying to find a way to ‘filter out the rocks’ but they haven’t succeeded largely because we haven't had a sigil to identify what we were trying to remove in magical terms. Now that we have Mother's identifier sigil, almost every rote we know which affects living creatures can now be used on the yellow.” 
 
    “So discovering this sigil is a good thing…” 
 
    Silva shrugged. “Good and bad. Being able to manipulate a creature which eats magic also means it could be weaponized. Remove magic from a battlefield and people are reduced to fighting with swords and bows.” 
 
    “That doesn't sound so bad. In my world, we had a power source made into an explosive which could wipe out cities. If everyone had to use swords, maybe they would fight fewer wars.” 
 
    “If one side of a battle had stun bolts and the other side didn't …” Silva let the thought trail off as he struggled to keep his face neutral, then he shrugged again. “Slavery is still legal in some countries.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative?” 
 
    “Kill the yellow. All of it. Restore magic to Winterhaven and make the sigil meaningless at the same time.” 
 
    “A wizard can do that?” 
 
    “Most can't, but I think I can…” With the spell on his master scroll. Silva shivered again. 
 
    “Because of what your father did to you?” 
 
    Silva clenched his jaw and blinked to clear blurry vision. “No.” 
 
    Kate laid a hand on his forearm. Again, his gaze was pulled down to where she touched him. Long ago, he'd dreamed of being touched like that. 
 
    “Tell me,” she whispered. 
 
    “You don’t really understand magic, and your vocabulary isn't great, so I’m not sure I can. In your world, if a man lays with a woman who is not his wife and has a child with her, is that a crime?” 
 
    Kate smiled. “That’s not a crime here either. Despite his … ‘condition’, your father was still asked to officiate more than one marriage. And more than a few had …” She made a gesture over her belly. “Let’s say you could tell the goods had been sampled.” 
 
    Silva blushed despite himself and grinned. “No, I’m not talking about that.” He regained control of his features and started again. “I mean if a man holds down a woman who is not willing and –” 
 
    “You mean rape.” Kate’s grip on Silva's arm tightened. “I know that word.” 
 
    “Father put something in me — in my mind. The rule is different in other countries, but here, rape of the mind is an executable offense. Worse than rape of the body. If anyone finds out, he'll be killed.” 
 
    Kate drew back her hand and hugged herself. Silva wanted to hold her, comfort her, but she probably wouldn't understand. Drudge certainly wouldn't. 
 
    “I’m sorry I worried you, but you can’t tell anybody.” Silva forced himself to look up and pay attention to the horses. “He’s my father. He didn't know what he was doing.” 
 
    Kate moved to hug him, but he shook his head sharply and she stopped herself.  
 
    “Let’s talk about something else,” he interrupted when she started to speak. “The sigil. Did my mother really carve it in the wall before she died?” 
 
    Kate wiped her eyes, then smiled faintly. It was beautiful and seemed to be her default expression. “I don’t know for certain. I was pretty banged up when my house exploded and I woke in another world. I found the sigil carved into the wall a few days later, but she was already dead. Were you serious about all the things that sigil could do? Change wars?” 
 
    Silva nodded. “If  I don't destroy the stuff first.” 
 
    “What if the sigil had been altered? Extra lines added?” 
 
    Silva looked sharply at Kate but couldn't read her expression. Was that guilt? Had she vandalized the sigil during her imprisonment? “Best case, the spell would simply fail. Worst case … well, that would depend on how much power was poured into the spell.” 
 
    Kate took Silva's hand and wrote a sigil with her finger on his palm. Her nails were short and ragged where she chewed them. “Could you examine the other sigil with the extra lines — the one Drudge wrote down — and figure out what would happen? I don’t want to hurt anybody.” 
 
    In Silva's imagination, Kate’s sigil burned bright. Everything he knew about the yellow in his years of study — this simpler sigil felt right. He wove it together with the detection, light and other sigils he had used with the probers, and breathed his tiny sliver of remaining power into it. A yellow shimmer spread out from the wagon into the air all around him and winked out almost as soon as it formed. Kate gasped and — asleep in the back of the wagon — his father stirred. 
 
    Drudge rode up to the wagon. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, see what?” Silva asked. Kate grinned and Father stirred again. 
 
    “Kate,” Drudge said, “I’d prefer if you rode in the lead wagon up by me, where it’s safer.” 
 
    Kate glanced toward Silva, but he nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Drudge helped Kate behind his saddle, then yelled, “Somebody get more of that tranquilizer back here!” 
 
    “Sorry, Father,” Silva muttered after the two rode away. “But you brought this on yourself.” 
 
    All these years, he thought his father's affliction was something done to him, not something he'd done to himself. He'd transformed his prison into a palace, if a palace only he could see. And Mother. Father said he spoke to her and the rest of his friends every night. Instead of grieving his dead wife, he'd made another one. 
 
    Aren't you being a little harsh with him? a familiar feminine voice whispered in his ear. He fell into addiction because of his grief over me. 
 
    Silva shook his head to try and clear away his mother's voice. He concentrated on the horses, who were following the wagon in front of them, without help. 
 
      
 
    It was dark by the time the wagon train reached Silva's iron markers. Several tents were set up well away from the border of the yellow and Drudge took Kate ahead to make introductions. While the ley benders fawned over Kate and congratulated Drudge, Silva joined the workmen unhitching and feeding the horses.  
 
    He was drained. Too drained to even alter his vision. Past the camp, he blindly tried to find the ley line which should have been in the center of the road, but somebody had moved it. He eventually gave up and lay down in the back of the wagon, next to his father. 
 
      
 
    When he woke the next morning, Father was upright with his face toward the sun. Naked, apart from the purple robe wrapped around his waist. To Silva's illusion-addled vision, he was strong and healthy. An antique sun-collection rote glowed on his chest. 
 
    “He looks like he’s meditating, but there isn't a ley line anywhere near him,” said a young female voice from nearby. Silva sat up and pulled down the hem of his own robe, which had hiked itself up during the night. The owner of the voice was a muscled woman with flaming red hair tied up in a bun, almost the same color as the red bands on her belted black robe. Several pouches and a small chalkboard hung from her belt.  
 
    "I'm not meditating," Father said without opening his eyes. "I'm dreaming about the future, but my son's still mucked it up." 
 
    Silva smiled wearily and shook his head. 
 
    She handed Silva a ley stone. “Don’t recharge too quickly. I’d like to keep that.” 
 
    Silva handed the stone back. “Thank you, but I’d rather not.” He nodded his head east, toward his iron markers. “We’re a little too close for comfort.” 
 
    She nodded. “When you are feeling presentable, Dr. Neran would like to talk to you. You both scan as remarkably wemyd free, considering where you’ve been.” 
 
    “Wem - id?”  
 
    She wrote on her chalkboard, ‘WMYD’, and said, “Winterhaven Muliplanar Yellow Diatoms.” She added a small ‘e’ between the W and M. “Wemyd. What do you call them?” 
 
    Silva shrugged, “Most people around here call it ‘the yellow’.” 
 
    “Quaint.” She pointed to a rectangular tent set well away from the others. “We set up showers over there. I’ll keep your father out of trouble. We reduced his dosage to the proper level and I’m here to keep an eye on him." She pointed to several other tents. "When you are ready, Dr. Neran should be somewhere over there. Search for a white-haired man with a lot of other people shamelessly kowtowing to him.” 
 
    Still stinging from the offhand insult, Silva grabbed his towel, soap and grooming items and headed toward the shower. If the ley bender couldn't recognize a solar collection spell when she saw one, well, she deserved what she got. She didn’t even introduce herself. Quaint — ha. She had no idea.  
 
      
 
    The shower tent contained wooden planks to stand on, a row of spigots and a circular disk with three rotes on each pipe. Silva stared at the three symbols with growing despair. He was still totally drained. He hadn't recharged, hadn't had any caffeine, and had slept in a wooden wagon next to a man which kicked in his sleep. He might as well have been a drudge.  
 
    I’m not ready for this.  
 
    One of farmer Caleb Henshaw’s boys — Silva thought it was Eman Henshaw, but he couldn’t be sure, they appeared so alike — walked into the shower room and stripped off his clothes. Eman touched the central rote, turned on the water, then used the right-side rote to raise the temperature.  
 
    He saw Silva, still fully dressed, and stepped away a few pipes to turn on a second spigot while the first one continued to run. Silva mutely stripped, stepped under the offered spray, and washed the sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I help my brother, too. He can’t seem to get the hang of it," Eman said. "There’s a spell below the slats that gathers the dirty water, filters it, and pumps it back up the pipe.” 
 
    “You don’t say.” 
 
    “They say it’s okay to pee in here, but I don’t believe it. That just sounds gross.” 
 
    Silva smiled gently. “You are kind to use your abilities to help people. A lot of people look down on drudges.” 
 
    Eman grinned. “You're not a drudge. My brother’s not either. Dad says he’s ‘yellowed’ and Doc Neran’s trying to fix him.” 
 
    Silva grabbed his robe and emptied the pockets before washing it in the shower with his body soap. “How’s that working out?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Nobody explains anything to me, or when they do, they use big words I don't understand. Are you here to help my brother too?” 
 
    Silva paused, considered a moment, then said slowly, “Yes. Yes, I guess I am.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Eman touched the central rote again and the water on his spigot shut off. “Would you like me to leave yours on?” 
 
    Silva wrung the water out of his robe. “No, I think I’m done. And thank you again.” 
 
    Silva put on his wet robe, reconsidered the hair grease he brought along, tied his hair back instead and found a quiet place to meditate with his own solar collection spell. 
 
      
 
    His robe was dry and he was starting to feel human again when he heard a polite cough and opened his eyes. The sun was still in the sky, but had progressed well toward evening. 
 
    The wizard before him wore purple robes with white and red bands on the sleeves. His build was deflated by age, but still showed hints of muscle in his stance and the breadth of his shoulders. He had once been physically powerful. He still bore a full head of hair and thick beard, but both were snowy white. He hadn’t been among the advance team Silva saw at the Twenty Mile Inn. “Good evening, Mage Vatic. I must admit I’m unaccustomed to waiting for someone when I send for them, but I see you put the time to good use. I’m Emmett Neran.” 
 
    Silva rose and stretched his legs. “Good evening, Dr. Neran. My condolences on your loss.” 
 
    “You knew my daughter?” Dr. Neran’s face grew as still as a pond on a windless day. Silva found himself imitating the doctor’s facial control.  
 
    “Only in passing. She mentioned you were a surgeon, but not a ley bender.” Was he embarrassed or simply grieving? Did he even know the circumstances of his daughter’s suicide? 
 
    “She didn't mention you at all.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. We only met briefly and I’m not terribly noteworthy.” 
 
    Dr. Neran's eyes scanned Silva up and down from curly hair to the blue band on his sleeve to well-worn shoes. “Somehow, I doubt that.”  
 
    “You wanted to see me. How may I help you?” 
 
    “First, I wanted to thank you for your self-study of the wemyd progression in the last few years. Your markers are precisely the proof we need to create some much needed urgency within the government. The flood program we are instituting in the next few weeks should have taken place years ago.” 
 
    Silva nodded. He imagined it would feel good to the people of Winterhaven to see someone doing something, even if that something wouldn't work. 
 
    Dr. Neran turned to walk back to the main camp and Silva followed. “Second, I hoped I could get you to speak to Caleb Henshaw. His son, Farley, has a rather severe wemyd infection, but he’s refusing to let us treat it.” 
 
    “What’s the current treatment?” Silva actively sought out every single rare scrap of news about his hometown and the problem there, for years, and he hadn't heard about a treatment. Maybe the necromancy spell on his master scroll wasn't the only option. 
 
    “The treatment is highly experimental, of course, but we take the subject’s inherent ley energy, and concentrate all of it into a single portion of the body, like a hand or foot. The wemyds follow their food source and the remainder of the body regains higher functional abilities over time. The procedure is highly painful, of course, but I’m confident in the eventual prognosis.” 
 
    Silva wasn't a doctor, but that sounded more than a little extreme. It would take hours — hours of excruciating pain — to do what the doctor described. And all it would accomplish is to shove the yellow around. “What do you do with the infected body part?" 
 
    “Why, excise it, of course.”  
 
    Silva's facial control broke. Hack it off? What kind of barbarism were surgeons practicing nowadays? Conducting torture? Maiming and calling it treatment? 
 
    Dr. Neran frowned. “I know this sounds a bit extreme, but we take every precaution and make every effort to perform the treatment with minimal risk to the patient’s life. We are currently showing restored mystic function in seventy-six percent of test subjects.” 
 
    “What happens to the other twenty-four percent?” 
 
    Dr. Neran’s scowl deepened. The man could keep a dispassionate face over the death of his daughter, but not when defending his work. “Thirteen percent do not have increased mystical function and eleven percent have other complications, either due to the ley bending, or infection as a result of the surgery. We are working right now to reduce that number, which is why we need Mr. Henshaw’s cooperation.” 
 
    “I need to talk to my father.”  
 
    Dr. Neran blinked. “You didn't know? He was taken away hours ago. I assumed you had been informed.” 
 
    Silva stopped. His father wasn't his responsibility any more. He expected to feel guilt. Or relief. He scanned the camp for Kate, but she was probably with Drudge doing whatever new couples did together. He was alone. 
 
    “So will you talk to Mr. Henshaw?” 
 
    Silva resumed walking so quickly Dr. Neran struggled to keep up. He was alone. If he cast the necromancy spell, it would be ironic and a little fitting if Dr. Neran was the one providing the rope for his execution. But no family would mourn Silva. Nobody would even notice. 
 
    He imagined the rote, gestured, and little lights appeared in the air all around him like microscopic fireflies. 
 
    “What am I seeing?” Dr. Neran asked as he caught up. 
 
    “Your wemyds,” Silva growled, making no effort to disguise the disdain in his voice. “You've been bending local ley lines, stirring them up like an oar stirs up sediment in a shallow pond. They’re all over you and everyone here.” In truth, there weren't that many. The greater concentration was still east, on the other side of Silva's border marker. But as he strode, he grew more certain he was about to sacrifice himself. He wasn't in the mood to also be gentle with a bunch of asshats. 
 
    The detection spell was set up in a twenty foot radius and moved when he did, unlike a traditional illusion. It easily permeated tent walls. Heads poked out of tents in Silva's wake when people saw the air around them sparkle then grow dim as he passed. 
 
    He found Farley Henshaw eating dinner with Farley's father and the other drudges. Because the spell only converted detection to visible light, he couldn't see the wemyds inside the boy, but he didn't need to. He picked out a wemyd resting on the boy’s skin and killed it with a minor variation of the necromancy spell Dr. Delan had given him. Father had been right: Mother's sigil was the key. 
 
    The power draw was so small and the creature so tiny that when the tiny light winked out, Silva wasn't sure if he had actually done anything. Then a second nearby wemyd disappeared, and a few more. The necromancy spell appeared to stall for a time, then Farley Henshaw gave a little shudder.  
 
    Silva adjusted his vision. The boy glowed a bright clear blue without a trace of yellow or green. 
 
    As one, every mage in the area ran toward Silva's border markers, trying to keep in sight the spell which was slowly gaining momentum. Technicians and drudges ran to follow. Silva detection-to-light spell was still running as he outran the slow moving spell, so a solid pool of densely packed wemyds burst into light as he reached the border, visible to everyone. 
 
    When the front edge of the spell hit the wemyd concentration, it was if a pool of naphtha had been set on fire. The dying wemyd emitted so much energy they resembled a raging forest fire which quickly gained speed until it was moving at more than double the speed of a fast horse.  
 
    Returning his vision to normal in the spell’s wake, Silva expected to see scorched trees and burned grass, but everything was untouched. The spell burned the wemyds and nothing else. 
 
    "The spell passed beyond the horizon," Dr. Neran said, blinking several times as most mages did when adjusting vision. He slapped a hand on Silva's shoulder. “You have got to teach me how you did that.” 
 
    Silva shrugged off the hand. “Never.” He paused, schooled his features, then said, “Forgive me. I’m a bit tired. I think I need to rest.” 
 
    Dr. Neran laughed loudly. “I imagine so. Use my bed. You earned it.” 
 
    Silva shook his head and headed toward the wagon where he had spent the previous night. He felt fine. He shouldn’t feel fine, but he did. He had cast — intentionally — the foulest spell known to man. Even Dr. Neran’s daughter hadn’t had that excuse. He was certain they would figure out what happened soon enough. It was useless to run. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    The wagon was gone. Stupidly, Silva tried to figure out where it was, then realized they had probably taken it when they transported his father to the hospital. He turned to find Dr. Neran’s tent. He did feel tired in a way which had nothing to do with his muscles or his magic. Maybe a nap would help.  
 
    If this was going to be his last day on earth, he might as well have a nice bed. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    When driving his horseless carriage, Dr. Neran wore a purple top hat which matched the color of his robes. It was a proper country-weight stovepipe hat, not one of the conical hats the University masters wore for ceremonies. Dr. Neran drove down the road toward the capital with one hand clutching the hat to his head and the other on the stick which allowed him to turn the front wheels. Silva used both hands to hang onto the side of the carriage, as it bumped and bounced down the road. 
 
    While none of the individual spells operating the device were particularly complex, driving a horseless carriage required making constant adjustments to several spells at one time. The driver had to adjust his vision back and forth to see the local ley lines well enough to keep the narrow stream of power underneath the contraption's right wheels, while simultaneously look out for obstacles on the road. He also had to make constant adjustments to the velocity of the vehicle, pouring more power into it every time the driver went up a hill and pulling power away — and only occasionally braking — going down a hill. 
 
    Adjusting vision and modifying three or more spells at once, it followed paying attention to pedestrians was sometimes a low priority. People wisely dove out of the way when they saw a ley bender driving. When he saw another horseless carriage approaching from the opposite direction on the same line, Silva was certain they were destined for a collision. But the approaching journeyman steered his carriage off the line at the last moment to coast around the doctor’s carriage. 
 
    Why didn't Dr. Neran also veer? He glanced at the white-haired gentlemen and the question must have leaked onto Silva's face because Dr. Neran replied, “Purple has the right of way.” 
 
    For all its faults, the carriage moved as quickly as a trotting horse and, unlike a horse, never tired. The horseless carriage was even equipped with brass ley lanterns swinging on chains, on both sides, for night driving. Leaving the camp early in the morning, Silva, Dr. Neran, Kate and Drudge reached the capital city in a single day and night.  
 
    Finally, the carriage pulled up to Drudge’s house, and Dr. Neran called out over his shoulder, “Are you two okay back there?” 
 
    Huddled under a blanket in the back seat, Kate yelled back, “I've been bounced so hard I can feel my teeth. Remind me to tell you about–” then said something in her own language. 
 
    Silva grinned, “Does it use electricity?” Before he left for University, whenever he and Kate had talked about her home world, everything seemed to be about electricity. It was a standing joke. 
 
    “No.” Kate stood unsteadily, clutched the blanket about herself and dragged it off Drudge. “Metal springs and hydraulics.” 
 
    The smile fled Silva's face. Hydraulics. That was a word Kate hadn’t known five years ago. Given her recent engineering feat, it made sense she'd learned the word while he was away. Despite their protestations the Janos drill didn’t use ley energy, Silva had expected to see some type of massive machine at the uphill end of the pipe. The mile and a half long pipe simply rested in a good sized stream. Drudge had said the hardest part had been convincing the pipe manufacturers to make a pipe sturdy enough for the pressures involved. Kate tried to explain the math, but the concepts were gibberish to everyone but Silva. 
 
    Drudge stepped off the carriage and adjusted the blanket about Kate’s shoulders. A lot had changed while Silva was away. He turned in his seat, but there were no horses to fix his attention upon. Only unyielding cobblestones, starkly illuminated by the carriage’s swinging lanterns. 
 
    “Would you like a hand down?” Kate asked. 
 
    “Huh?” Silva yanked himself out of his reverie. 
 
    “You're my guest,” Drudge added as he opened a gate set into a seven-foot-tall brick wall. The wall contained only a pair of additional gates, which butted up against the sidewalk for the entire length of the block. “There's no way you're finding a reasonable inn at this time of night and I have plenty of room. I insist.” 
 
    “Get some rest,” Dr. Neran said. “I’ll have a clothier and assistant sent over in the morning to help make you presentable for the people you'll soon be meeting. I don’t want to make any untoward predictions, but I expect you will very quickly become a popular man, Mage Vatic.” 
 
    The enormity of the changes in Silva's life hadn't really hit him until he saw the lamps on Drudge’s house. Past the gate, he followed the couple up a sidewalk, between two rows of low hedges, then he saw the lights. Ley lamps glowed brightly on either side of the door. Somewhere nearby, a commoner was wastefully expending ley energy, in the middle of the night, to keep two lights shining over an empty yard. Beyond the carefully-trimmed hedges, houses on either side also had similar lamps. He adjusted his vision and saw each pair of lamps had its own circuit. So not one servant, but three. 
 
    He stubbed his toe on a step and returned his vision to normal. Kate and Drudge were atop the short stair, smiling back at him. 
 
    Silva carefully controlled his features. “I must be more tired than I thought.” 
 
    Inside, a grand entrance-way led off to three sets of doors and a grand staircase up to a second floor. Beside the door, a rote glowed softly on an unlit lamp. 
 
    Kate inspected the lamp as closely as she had inspected the carriage and nearly every other common piece of magical technology since her release. “In my world, we have paint which glows in the dark," she said. "Is that what you used here?” 
 
    “No,” Drudge replied while Silva activated the rote, illuminating the lamp. “The glow uses a low power spell attached to the lights out front.”  
 
    The rote upon the light used more power than Silva anticipated and he started to shut it off, then realized the yellow was no longer a threat. He, also, didn't need to conserve power any more. The door under the staircase opened and a pale servant in night clothes stepped out with a cudgel. Several additional lamps illuminated the short hallway behind him. Silva adjusted his vision and confirmed his suspicion: activating the rote on the lamp inside the entranceway took more power than he expected because it also lit all the lamps in the servants’ wing. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Delan,” the servant said, shifting his grip on the thick cudgel until he held it like a cane, “I wasn't expecting you.” 
 
    “This is Liam,” Drudge said. “He runs the household when I’m away and is my personal assistant when I’m home. Anything you need, ask him. Liam, this is Mage Vatic and Miss Janos. They will be staying with us for a while. Would you please show them to their bedrooms? They will also need clothes tomorrow, their luggage won’t be here for some time.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Liam was clearly a northerner, short and stocky with naturally blond hair and skin so pale it was almost pink, but spoke Sparian without a trace of accent. While Liam showed Kate and Silva upstairs, Drudge went back toward the servant’s quarters with no explanation. 
 
    Upstairs, Liam opened a door and took down a key from a peg inside. The room inside was richly decorated in an understated feminine style and contained a huge bed. He handed the key to Kate. “This room has three doors and overlooks the rear courtyard. This key operates all the doors and I have the only duplicate. The doors to the adjoining suites are currently locked. Mage Vatic will be in the next room.” 
 
    “And the other side?” Kate asked. 
 
    “That would be Drudge’s room.” The impassiveness on Liam’s face would have done Dr. Neran proud. “You are under no obligation to unlock either door.” 
 
    But nobody would say anything if she did. “Goodnight, Miss Janos.” Silva said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Kate gently touched Silva's arm. “Goodnight, Silva.” Then she faced the room, took a deep breath and stepped inside, alone for the first time since her release. Before Silva turned away, the hall door locked with a click. 
 
    Sleep was slow coming. As much as he tried to do otherwise, Silva's ears wondered if every small sound was a turning lock. Either at his door or another. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, a bell pull near the bed produced Liam accompanied by two additional men sent by Dr. Neran, a clothier who took Silva's measurements, and Silva's new assistant, Doris Stone, a thin, clean-shaven man in his thirties without a wrinkle in his suit or a hair out of place. 
 
    “Mr. Stone, while I appreciate what Dr. Neran is trying to do,” Silva said to the effeminate man who used far too many gestures when he talked. “I simply don’t need a personal assistant and couldn't afford one if I did.” 
 
    "Call me Doris." He set aside the pitcher and basin on the wash stand and unrolled a barber kit. “How about you let me worry about how I am getting paid and sit down. If — after a few days opportunity to show you what I can do — our relationship still doesn't work out, then you will at least leave with a good haircut.” 
 
    “I don’t need a haircut,” Silva grumbled. He needed something hot to drink, preferably caffeinated. And where was his only robe? He'd last seen it on a hook by the bed. 
 
    “Ah. It’s going to be like that then. Sit.” 
 
    Silva scowled murderously, but Doris didn't take the hint. He gripped the back of the chair next to the washstand with both hands and gave it a little shake. “Sit your naked butt down.” 
 
    Silva wrapped the bedsheet around himself, hauled himself off the bed, and sat. 
 
      
 
    When Doris was done, Silva had to admit the man knew hair. He’d treated Silva's hair with some kind of oil he insisted was a cleanser, brushed it out then trimmed it so that Silva's curls fell naturally, but didn’t stick out like a combative rooster. Silva had feared Doris would imitate his own straight, short, side-parted hair, but he’d kept most of Silva's length. 
 
    "While the long hair and short beard are distinctive," Doris said before setting down his clippers, "the current fashion is shorter hair and longer beards." 
 
    “Damn the fashion,” was Silva's only reply. After the trim, a second oil which smelled a bit like burning oak and a bit like incense completed the procedure.  
 
    At that moment, Liam returned with Silva's robe. “There was some type of tar ground all the way down the back, but we got it clean and pressed for you, sir. I also took the liberty of having the color restored; the black was looking a touch gray.” The robe appeared brand new. Silva dressed without comment, rather than growl about the robe's theft.  
 
      
 
    Downstairs, Silva's dark mood lightened considerably when he joined Kate for breakfast. She was seated at a glass-topped table on a sun porch, eating with gusto, but paused and whistled when she saw him. She smiled at his expression, poured a cup of something dark and waved him toward it. “It’s not coffee, but it does the job.” 
 
    Silva had no clue what ‘coffee’ was, but grunted appreciatively, joined her and sipped the hot beverage. “You look good,” he said, after a contented sigh. 
 
    She did. Her hair had been washed and trimmed, like Silva's own but longer, and glimmered in the morning sun. She was dressed in a shapeless morning coat with a long train, but in a gentle salmon-colored silk which complimented her deeply tanned skin. She smiled and Silva's eyes were drawn to her lips, which were still thin, but now a reddish-umber shade that stood out against the tan. And had her eyelashes always been that long?  
 
    “You look beautiful,” he amended. She grinned and her teeth were white. 
 
    “She does,” Drudge said from the doorway as he stepped out onto the porch. He passed by a side table, grabbed himself a pastry and paused to kiss the top of Kate’s head before joining them.  
 
    Silva schooled his features and smiled politely. “Thank you for your hospitality. What next?” 
 
    Drudge poured himself a cup, sipped slowly and appreciatively, then replied, “Straight to business, I like that. Kate has an appointment with a healer to address some rather long-standing nutritional issues. For you, my father has requested you join him this morning … ” He gestured to a house at one end of the courtyard. “… to discuss some issue which I'm sure is just a trumped up excuse to be the first to congratulate you. For your feat at Winterhaven.” 
 
    Silva turned to contemplate the courtyard lawn behind him. How many gardeners and how much water did an expanse of greenery that large require? The rectangular lawn was surrounded by eight large houses, three on each side and two larger houses on either end. The lawn was open and curved down like a long gravy bowl, without borders or fences. Several children played across it under the eye of their nannies. The compound appeared to fill the entire block. “How many brothers did you say you had?” 
 
    Drudge grinned. ”You're perceptive. Five brothers and one sister. My oldest brother has the large house on the other end.” 
 
    Silva adjusted his vision and confirmed his suspicion. A stream of ley energy, sky blue without a hint of yellow, fed into the bowl of the courtyard lawn and filled it. In a city with ley energy in plenty, the Delans hoarded more. 
 
      
 
    When Silva was shown into Dr. Delan’s study, he found his old professor already had a guest, a stooped older gentleman with purple robes and orange bands on his sleeves. Instead of sitting on either side of Delan's dark oak desk, both men were seated side by side in comfortable chairs with a tea set and crisps between them. 
 
    “Ah! Silva,” Dr. Delan said gaily. “I didn't expect you so soon. Dr. Poincer and I were discussing a problem he’s having with a long distance communications rote he’s developing.” 
 
    “Actually,” Dr. Poincer said as he slowly pulled himself out of his chair and offered Silva his hand. “I stopped by, my boy, on the off chance I would have the opportunity to be one of the first to congratulate you on what you did in Winterhaven. Well done.” 
 
    Silva felt a little ill. He expected someone to yell for his execution at any moment. But he controlled his features and shook the withered hand. 
 
    “Was your rather remarkable feat related to your master scroll?” Poincer asked. “For a man so young, I sense the University’s hand in this.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Silva lied. “That is actually why I’m here. My scroll was accidentally damaged and I wanted to ask Dr. Delan for a replacement.” 
 
    Dr. Poincer turned to Dr. Delan. “What spell did you give him, Clarence?” 
 
    The doctoral illusionist’s facial control was perfect. He appeared calm and relaxed without the blank expression most mages favored and with none of the nervousness Silva felt rising in his own gut like acid.  
 
    ”I’m actually not certain,” Dr. Delan said, before sipping his tea. “The circumstances of Silva's graduation were a touch unusual and I must admit I grabbed a spell off the library shelf at random.” 
 
    Ah. So that’s how it is. 
 
    “Well then,” Poincer said. He shuffled over to Dr. Delan’s desk and grabbed a sheet of paper. He glanced up to Silva. “Perhaps you can sketch it for me. I’d be honored to find you another copy.” 
 
    Silva's hand shook as he grabbed a pen and leaned over the desk. He’d memorized the spell, of course, and could draw every sigil perfectly. So here is where his life would end. Necromancy. For a mage, ‘I didn't know what would happen’ was no excuse. He closed his eyes and another scroll appeared on the back of his eyelids. The illusionary scroll his father had left him at home. 
 
    Silva began to sketch quickly. The scroll had over a hundred foundation sigils but several of them had temporarily burned themselves upon his memory. He was certain he got the bulk of the spell wrong, but the general shape of the scroll was more or less right. 
 
    Dr. Poincer whistled softly and Dr. Delan left his chair to see what Silva was writing. 
 
    Silva paused when he reached the center. “I can’t reproduce the completed rote — it’s too complex — but I think I got at least a few of the foundation sigils correct. Do you recognize it?” 
 
    Poincer slapped Dr. Delan on the shoulder. “Pulled at random, my ass. I always knew there was a bit of a scoundrel in you, Clarence.” 
 
    Dr. Delan smiled conspiratorially, but from the way his eyes flicked back and forth across the foundation sigils,  this spell was unknown to him. “Why don’t you tell our young mage what I assigned to him.” 
 
    “What you attempted to draw,” Dr. Poincer said with a flourish, as he picked up the paper, “was a communications spell invented by your own father for his doctoral dissertation. That thing is devilishly complex and far too difficult for a master exam. Particularly for an illusionist, although I can see the appeal. Clarence, you should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll substitute something more appropriate,” Dr. Delan said. 
 
    “No,” Silva said. “This spell is fine.” It didn't really matter. His days were numbered anyway. Delan had only invited Silva over to make sure he wasn't joining Silva in meeting the executioner. 
 
    Dr. Poincer laughed and slapped Silva on the back. “That’s my boy. Show us old codgers how its done. It may take me a few days, but I’ll track another copy down.” 
 
      
 
    After Dr. Poincer left, Dr. Delan sat down at his desk and studied Silva's sketch. Without glancing up, he said, “Are you certain your old scroll was destroyed?” 
 
    Silva slid the scroll out of the hidden pocket in his sleeve and threw it in the fireplace. The fire wasn’t burning, but a few glowing coals remained. The parchment slowly curled and started to turn black. Dr. Delan stared at the fireplace while the ribbons smoldered and caught light.  
 
    “I understand why you did what you did,” Silva growled, “but I don’t forgive you.” 
 
    Dr. Delan was slow to answer, his eyes still locked on the fireplace. He opened his mouth to speak, but Silva slapped him first. Silva yanked his sketch off the desk and added it to the fire. “No excuses!” 
 
    Silva didn't wait to see his sketch also catch fire before striding out of the room. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Doris clambered up the steep tile roof to join Silva, who was meditating with his knees on either side of a dormer. 
 
    “You could have called out from below,” Silva said calmly while Doris caught his breath. “I was meditating, not asleep.” 
 
    Releasing his frustrations on Dr. Delan’s face earlier that morning had stirred up a lot of pent up emotions. Silva needed the meditation for reasons other than ley energy. He maintained his kneeling position, reluctant to rejoin the world. 
 
    “Yelling like a farmer calling hogs is unseemly and not in keeping with the nature of our relationship.” Doris wiped his face with a lace handkerchief before folding it carefully and returning it to his pocket. “You have a package, sir.” 
 
    “Have you opened it?” 
 
    “I would never,” Doris protested, but there was something impish in the tone. Silva turned his head and raised an eyebrow. Doris smiled back. “I bribed the delivery boy, instead. It's a cloak from Horner and Symbic, commissioned by Dr. Clarence Delan. It's been specifically designed to match a robe which Dr. Neran commissioned from the same firm for a party this evening. I’m not certain what Dr. Delan paid, but the cloak arrived prior to both the robe and the party invitation, which are due to arrive this afternoon.” 
 
    Silva allowed himself a smile. “You're remarkably well-informed about other people’s plans for my immediate future.” 
 
    Doris’s smile broadened into a grin. “I’ll take that as a compliment. You are, of course, under no obligation to accept the invitation, when it arrives.” 
 
    Silva stretched. Carefully. The drop to the lawn was four stories down. “Let’s see this package, then.” 
 
      
 
    As Silva picked up the cloth out of its paper wrapping, a card fell out. Doris quickly scooped it up. 
 
    “This says,” Doris said, reading the card, “Dr. Delan sends his compliments and advises ‘it is occasionally useful to hide one’s weakness after casting great magics’. I don’t understand.” 
 
    The ‘cloak’ in the package was more like a capelet: a black silk evening cape with a tall collar and two buttonholes which allowed Silva to attach it directly to the upper buttons on a robe. The lining was blue and blue needlework decorated the hem, vines with leaves and flowers. It hung to slightly below his elbow when he tried it on. The buttonholes didn't quite line up on his old robe. 
 
    Even with modern embroidery machines, how much had a rush job on this much embroidery cost? And why were they dumping so much money on him making a strong impression at a party? 
 
    Silva pulled off the cape and inspected the lining. An unpowered rote had been inscribed on the cloth with blue thread which matched the cloth so exactly as to be invisible from a distance. “While we're accepting gifts,” Silva told Doris, “could you broadly hint I don’t have the latest copy of Unabridged Encyclopedia of Signs and Sigils? 
 
    “Mr. Delan has an abridged copy,” Doris replied, “in the lower library. I believe you have a standing invitation to make use of it.” 
 
    Luckily, the rote from the capelet was not too obscure for Drudge’s abridged reference book. It was used by professional duelists to hide their power levels, leaving a dim smudge to altered vision instead of the swirling blue aura most saw. 
 
    As Doris had predicted, a black silk robe arrived with an invitation later the same day. The lining and embroidery on the hem identical to the viney leaf and flower pattern on the collar and hem of the cape, all sewn with blue thread. Although black, the robe rippled with reflected light as Silva ran the silky material through his hands. “Well, with this on I certainly won’t blend in.” 
 
    “Blending in is a servant’s skill,” Doris quipped, “and overrated.” 
 
    That evening, Silva contemplated the magical rote on the capelet's lining as a horse drawn carriage took him to Dr. Neran's party. The Neran estate was far enough outside of the capital he rented the University ballroom for Silva's debut. All of his professors would be there. He'd, in essence, executed a woman for using life to power a spell. Now he was headed to a party in his honor, for doing the same thing. The thought made him queasy. Maybe, if he kept his head down, he could duck out quickly without being rude.  
 
    He activated the obfuscation rote in his mind and slipped the cape over his new silk robe. As expected, the buttonholes on his custom cape lined up perfectly with his new, ostentatious robe. 
 
    “Don’t fidget,” Doris chided. “You’re the hero of the day.” 
 
    “I’m a trained monkey.” A monkey with a short lifespan. 
 
    Doris chuckled. “After the heroic bits are over and the parades start, I’ll concede there’s not much of a difference.” 
 
      
 
    Kaleb Symbic, the famous clothier, was waiting when Silva stepped out of the carriage. He gestured and everything blue on Silva's robes began to glow softly. Silva rolled his eyes and Mr. Symbic clamped down on his facial expression. He was no doubt expecting a more positive response. Silva mimicked the clothier’s forced calm face and said, “Thank you. I’m certain your design will be the hit of the party.” 
 
    Halfway up the walk to the University ballroom, Doris said, from a step behind his employer, “Well, at least I won’t have a problem blending in, tonight.” 
 
    Silva grinned back at him, and was still smiling when they stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, my boy!” Dr. Wardic’s red lion mane of hair shook vigorously as he pumped Silva's hand. He’d rushed out of the crowd almost before the doorman finished announcing Silva's name. 
 
    Silva smiled, despite himself. “Not exactly the reception I expected after our last meeting.” 
 
    The professor’s smile faltered and he leaned forward, pulling Silva close with the iron grip on his hand. “About that, I'm not going to pretend your little ruse didn't wound me, but everything worked out in the end and that’s what matters. How about we forgive each other and move on?” 
 
    Silva nodded and the grip on his hand released, to be replaced by a stout pat on the shoulder which moved Silva sideways a step. “Excellent.” Dr. Wardic kept his hand on Silva's shoulder and steered him toward a group of men in purple robes. “In that case, there are some people I would like to introduce you to.” 
 
    Silva glanced over his shoulder, but after successfully dragging Silva to his employer's party, Doris had vanished. 
 
    Everyone at the party wanted to shake Silva's hand, but as time passed he couldn't help getting the feeling they were waiting for something. The professors were all quick to point out Silva had been an excellent student, elevating his academic achievements — and by extension their own teaching — to the level of fantasy. He saw no signs on any face anything unusual was happening, but the sense of foreboding grew. The hairs on the back of Silva's neck stood up. If he had to give a name to the feeling he could sense, but not see, it was anticipation. What were they looking forward to and why was he dreading it? 
 
    The only exception to the feeling was a small group of about ten people off to one side containing Kate, Drudge, and Dr. Poincer. They were engaged in an intense and animated conversation. Some of them even wrote notes on random items: napkins, the back of invitations, sleeves and hands. Silva longed to join them, but whatever they were talking about obviously had nothing to do with him. They didn't even glance his way as they left the room together. 
 
    Right as the anticipatory feeling crested, the crowd parted and Dr. Neran led a young man up to Silva. He was dressed in a suit, but tailored for someone larger. Every voice in the room fell silent and every head turned. This is what they had been waiting for. 
 
    Silva adjusted his vision. Expecting blackness, the brightness of the crowd made him squint. Silva's own power level was above average among the students at University, but most of the people in the room had more blue ley energy than he did, and all of them were fully charged. The boy, on the other hand, was tinged with green. Wherever he had been, it was outside the effect of Silva's necromancy spell. Perhaps in a distant town. 
 
    Silva returned his vision to normal. The plan was obvious. They were going to ask him to perform his necromancy spell, in public, as a damn party trick. Dr. Neran raised a hand for attention and drew a deep breath. Silva cut him short. “No.” 
 
    Dr. Neran lowered his hand. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I said no. Muriel Vatic's sigil was discovered only days ago and its use has not been approved. I accept full responsibility for my rashness, but this is not an emergency. So, no.” 
 
    Dr. Neran forced a placating smile onto his face, but Silva's intuition told him the man was steaming. “The relevant officials are all here and have agreed to hasten the approval process. But they need a demonstration.” No doubt they had already tried to manipulate the wemyds with Drudge’s flawed sigil, without success. 
 
    What could he tell them which would make sense? Admit to necromancy? No, if they didn't have the common sense to figure it out for themselves, Silva was in no hurry to tell them. 
 
    You’re a Vatic, a feminine voice whispered in his ear. Think of your father. 
 
    Thank you, Mother. He'd worry about his sanity later. 
 
    “How many of you have seen my father?” Silva said slowly. His gut, already queasy, clenched painfully. He hadn't spoken about his father, hadn't even admitted Dr. Tobias Vatic was his father, in years. “He’s missing an arm, melted off by the effects of rushing to accomplish a goal, when I was only twelve years old.” Silva paused to wipe a sleeve across suddenly wet eyes. He wasn't saying anything new. Why did saying it out loud abruptly make him feel like weeping? “He was a good man, like you are, but he acted in haste. I will not. For better or worse, I’m his son.” 
 
    Why had he added that last sentence? Another tear flowed down his face. Being a mage is about control. Silva turned toward the door before he looked like a greater fool, forcing himself to walk instead of run. 
 
    “Silva, if you'd reconsider,” Dr. Neran said, in a voice normally reserved for crazy people and mean dogs. “The good you could accomplish would–” 
 
    Silva whirled. “I am not your trained monkey!” The words echoed in the silent ballroom. Shocked faces met Silva's gaze everywhere he looked. He fled as fast as his feet would carry him. 
 
      
 
    The glow on Silva's robes winked out once he left the range of the clothier's spell, near the edge of the University grounds. Two blocks later, the clop of hooves approached. Silva's carriage pulled up next to him. Doris sat beside the coachman in the front. 
 
    Silva kept walking. “Give your boss my thanks,” he said to Doris, without looking up. “I’ll walk home.” 
 
    Doris hopped down and sent the carriage away with a gesture. “All the way to Winterhaven? After that performance, they’ll likely continue the stalled plan to open the dams, just to spite you. And anyway, he’s no longer my employer. I've accepted another opportunity elsewhere.” 
 
    Silva gave Doris a sideways glance. “With whom?” 
 
    “Why, with you. And I want a percentage. None of that straight salary …" He waggled a hand in the air. "…stuff. You scare the hell out of me, but fortunately for you, every worthwhile thing I have ever done in my life initially scared me half to death. Right now, I’m terrified.” He shot Silva a brittle grin. “We’re going to be amazing together.” 
 
      
 
    Doris lived in an older section of the city. Large multi-roomed edifices which had been divided into smaller apartments when the original owners fell on hard times or moved to less crowded neighborhoods. His apartment appeared to have once been a two story tall sitting room or library, with old, waist-high wooden panels below burnished chair rails and lots of built-in bookshelves. In one corner, a granite counter, delft porcelain sink, and woodstove had been retrofitted, and porcelain tiles added to the wall above the chair rail, each painted with a different herb or flower. The loft at the top of an iron spiral stair appeared to be a bedroom. Lots of cushions and a pair of blankets draped haphazardly across a worn, but comfortable couch, next to a low table bearing an open, face-down book. Laundry dried on the banister. The entire effect was slightly cramped, slightly cluttered, but elegant. 
 
    As he slept on the couch, Silva dreamed of the party. Although he recognized clothing and body builds, everyone was faceless, with blank patches of skin where eyes, nose and mouth should be. Everyone, except the boy. 
 
    “Is this a prophetic dream?” Silva asked. 
 
    “The future is in flux,” the boy replied with Mother's voice. “We can only see the linchpins of change, not the destination.” 
 
    “And this boy is a linchpin?” 
 
    “Among others.” The boy gestured toward the corner and Silva saw Kate also had a face. Everyone else in her group, even Drudge, was faceless. “Tonight, she changed the world, as your father did when he showed you his work. They are changing things still.” 
 
    “My father’s in a hospital.” 
 
    “Your father turned his last prison into a palace. A man can do a lot with a son’s love.” 
 
    “That sounds like my mother, not a prophecy.” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “Sometimes I’m both.” 
 
      
 
    Silva woke with a blue-furred book wyrm on his chest, purring softly. He sneezed and tossed the animal aside. It strode away several feet, appearing offended, then industrially groomed its tail with its long, forked tongue, ignoring Silva entirely. 
 
    “Good morning,” a stranger said. Like Doris, the man was clean shaven, but the similarity ended there. He was about Silva's age, dressed in only pants and suspenders, and moved with unconscious grace. Messy black hair topped his head but his bare, muscled chest was devoid of hair and striped with several dueling scars. He handed Silva a cup of the tea mixture Kate had nicknamed coffee. “Sleep well?” 
 
    Silva pulled a blanket across his naked lap — the duelist was eying him a bit too intently — and sipped the warm drink gratefully. 
 
    Before the situation could get more awkward, Doris breezed into the door. He wore the intense, tired look of a man who hadn't slept and had no intention of succumbing any time soon. 
 
    “Oh, you’re both up. Good. Saves me making introductions. While you were resting, I've spoken to some people and–” 
 
    “I need to see Kate,” Silva interrupted. 
 
    Doris took a bleary moment to process. “Huh?” 
 
    The shirtless man relaxed and smiled. 
 
    “I need to track down Kate and I need you to find that boy which Dr. Neran dragged to the party. I had a dream about them.” 
 
    “But my business plans …" Doris said, still looking confused. 
 
    The stranger pulled on a shirt and kissed the back of Doris’s head. “You two have fun, I have to get to practice.” 
 
    “Sword practice?” Silva asked. 
 
    “Dance practice,” the man said, slipping on shoes without socks. “My name’s Layton. Make sure he gets a nap before he’s no use to anybody.” 
 
    “No promises,” Silva replied as Layton left. He turned his attention back to Doris. “Now, about that boy …” 
 
      
 
    At Drudge's house, Liam confided, with a little coaxing, neither Drudge nor Kate had returned from the party the night before. He promised to let them know Silva had stopped by, but wouldn't commit himself beyond that. Doris had more luck locating the boy. 
 
      
 
    Later that day, Silva sat, in his regular robes, in a small house on the outskirts of town. 
 
    “We’re from Winterhaven,” Mr. Fenwick, the boy’s father, explained unnecessarily. He had recognized the folks which used to run the sewing shop, even if they didn't recognize him. “When Charlie showed signs of magical ability, we moved to the capital to further his education. The University admission office says he has potential as a high level technician, but he’s yellowed enough that they won’t admit him as a mage. We heard what Dr. Neran and his team had done and contacted him. He said he could help.” 
 
    What Dr. Neran had done in Winterhaven? Silva schooled his features and nodded serenely. Beside him on the couch, Doris began to snore softly. 
 
    Mrs. Fenwick held up an envelope. “Last night he gave us our money back and said there was nothing he could do.” She held out the money to Silva. 
 
    Silva took the envelope and riffled through the contents. There was more than enough here to pay for University tuition for several years. He looked around the house. The Fenwicks weren't prosperous. Outside of Winterhaven, the tailor couple's inability to power a sewing machine had likely been a major handicap. Silva was suddenly certain he was holding their entire life savings. 
 
    This wasn't about him. Or his father. It never had been. Several thousand people had lived in Winterhaven when the disaster occurred. People who had done nothing wrong beyond being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Innocent people which now had a glimmer of hope. Doris snored again, interrupting Silva's thoughts. 
 
    “I can’t accept this,” Silva said, and saw the hope leave their eyes. He counted out the percentage he promised Doris, woke him as he shoved the money in Doris's vest pocket, and handed the rest of the envelope back to the confused parents. 
 
    A detection spell proved there were no wemyds floating around the house. The yellow was strictly confined to the bodies of the tailor family. Casting the necromancy spell to kill the wemyds, without tracing the sigil physically, took more concentration, but Silva managed it. A small shiver passed through all three of them and all three of the Fenwicks were wemyd free. 
 
    Doris eyes grew distant, then he blinked rapidly and smiled. “Now that all three of you are free of the yellow–” 
 
    “All three of us?” Mrs. Fenwick’s eyes glistened. “But, we don’t even know your name.” 
 
    Silva grinned and nodded. “All three of you. And you might not recognize me, but you know me. I’m Silva Vatic.” 
 
    The smiles fled their faces. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Doris asked. 
 
    Mrs. Fenwick placed a hand on her husband's elbow, then her gaze fell to the floor.  
 
    Mr. Fenwick cleared his throat and said, “When we left Winterhaven, we sold our shop. The money was supposed to help us get started in the city.” 
 
    What did that have to do with him? He hadn't had anything to do with that. Surely his father wouldn't … a queasy feeling filled Silva's gut. Yes, trying to help somebody when he was incapable of actually helping sounded exactly like something his father would do. 
 
    “My father bought your shop.” 
 
    Mrs. Fenwick nodded. “He owns most of the town. We hurried and signed over the deed before …" His voice caught. He blinked shiny eyes and started again. "None of us saw a farthing. The enforcers say there's nothing they can do. None of them were willing to risk themselves fetching him and the judge refused a trial without the defendant present.” 
 
    “Well then,” Doris said, rising from the couch briskly and rubbing his hands together. “It sounds to me like you were more than fairly compensated today.” 
 
    Mr. Fenwick tugged on his mustache and his eyes shifted back and forth as he considered. He nodded slowly. “More than fair.” 
 
    Silva didn't understand what Doris and Mr. Fenwick were hinting at. He hadn't really done much. “I don’t have any money,” Silva admitted as he also rose from the couch. “I recently graduated from University myself. But–” 
 
    “But let any of your Winterhaven acquaintances know,” Doris interrupted, “Mage Vatic will compensate them for his father’s debts in the same way he compensated you. Once they make an appointment, that is. I’ll get you several copies of his card with the office address.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “How are we going to get an office?” Silva asked after they left the Fenwick’s home. “We don’t have any money.” 
 
    Doris’s stride was so springy he practically bounced. “Now that I know you're a wealthy landowner, we have something more valuable than money. We have collateral.” 
 
    “Technically, my father is the landowner.” 
 
    Doris flapped aside the objection with his hand. “Technicalities. Just as important, we've established value today. The cost of one Vatic treatment is now the value of a sewing shop in downtown Winterhaven. A price which — thanks to you, you dear, sexy man — is now skyrocketing.” 
 
    Silva couldn’t help but grin in the face of Doris's enthusiasm. “Sexy?” 
 
    Doris grinned. “Don’t get your robes in a twist. I know your preferences. It’s better if our relationship is strictly professional anyway. And I saw your power levels: that spell didn't take much out of you at all.” 
 
    Silva stopped, took a deep breath and controlled his features. The rote from his party robes was still fresh in his memory. He called it to mind and activated it. “Look again.” 
 
    Doris gestured, frowned at the faint smudge where an aura had been, then studied Silva's face when his eyes refocused. “Is there something I should know?” 
 
    “Just promise you'll never discuss how much or how little power the wemyd killing rote requires. The question will get us in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Doris made a buttoning motion over his lips, but without his earlier enthusiasm. “Consider the matter forgotten.” 
 
    They walked for about a block in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Do you really think I’m sexy?” 
 
    Doris laughed. “In a sweet, bristly, cantankerous, furry teddy-bear way, but yes.” 
 
    I used to say that about your father. If he was having a nervous breakdown, hearing his mother's voice was at least a pleasant form of insanity. 
 
    “There’s a smile,” Doris said, smiling gently himself. “Let’s go find your Kate.” 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Although the workshop behind Dr. Poincer’s house was redecorated with tile floors and plaster walls to serve as a living space, square wooden spots on the wall marked the location of horse stalls in the building's past. Throughout the cavernous barn, people in black robes strode back and forth, comparing notes. 
 
    Doris and Silva found Kate off to one side, at a large desk. A section of the desktop was tilted at an angle toward her. Doris wandered toward the chalkboards while Silva headed straight to Kate. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a desk like that,” Silva said by way of greeting. “Did you design it yourself?” 
 
    Kate smiled at Silva. Her eyes appeared tired, but not totally sleep deprived. She had changed clothing into rough trousers and man’s shirt, instead of a proper dress. He would have to say something to somebody, to make sure she dressed according to her station. Silva paused. Now that Kate was a part of society, what was her station? 
 
    “Yes and no,” Kate replied. “I showed a sketch to a furniture maker and he said the design existed before the printing machine in your world’s history, back when books were handwritten. I think this follows that desk design more than my sketch.” 
 
    Silva studied Kate’s drawing. Her penmanship was precise and crisp, with none of the flowing curves common to the handwriting of people who dealt with sigils. At the center of the paper was a cross section with two long interlocking pieces. Together they formed a cylinder with a ring at each end. Inside the cylinder was a spring and several plates with holes in them. Wavy lines went through the holes like some kind of flowing liquid. “Your idea for the horseless carriage wheels?” 
 
    Kate nodded. “It will absorb the shock of bumps on the road, giving the occupant a smoother ride.” The corner of her mouth quirked. “I call it a shock absorber.” 
 
    “What spells power it?” 
 
    Kate smiled fully. “None.” She waved toward the mages at the chalk boards. “Drudge ran off with my initial sketch. I’m perfecting the design while these gentlemen decide if they need me any more.” 
 
    She set aside her drawing and pulled out another sheet of paper. It contained a mundane alphabet with a series of dots and dashes next to each letter. “They understood this pretty easily, but I mentioned the idea of a dedicated line for communication, instead of trying to communicate down a power line and … well … People have been wandering in and out ever since. And all of them want to talk to me before they wander off and ignore me.” 
 
    “Kate’s idea is potentially quite radical,” Dr. Poincer said as he wandered over. “If we can create a dedicated ley line, not only does it clear up several issues with signal loss, it also opens up the possibility of ownership.” 
 
    He smiled at the incomprehension on Silva's face and explained. “Imagine if you bought a large tank of purified water then sent that liquid down a pipe. If the pipe intersected with a publicly owned stream, the liquid in the pipe would still be yours even though the pipe was surrounded by water. If water levels in the stream dropped, tapping into the pipe to get the water inside would still be stealing. For the first time people would be able to own power, outside of ley stones.” 
 
    Silva thought to the pond of ley energy at the Delan estate. If that energy was pumped down a road like water down a drain, more energy from the surrounding ley streams would flow into it, reducing power levels in the surrounding neighborhoods. And when natural power levels were artificially reduced, people would need more … would pay for more. And where would that power come from? Now that he’d cleared the yellow, there was plenty of power in Winterhaven. And, after the flood scare and recent exodus, his father owned most of Winterhaven. 
 
    Doris appeared at Silva's side as his knees started to buckle. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “If this works. I think I’ll be rich.” Silva swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “I don’t mean well off. I mean obscenely rich.” 
 
    Dr. Poincer frowned. “I think you have the cart well in front of the horse, my boy. This is all theoretical, at this point. Other than the rock tunnel in the Capstock mountains, no one has ever made ‘power tubes’ on flat land before. There’s simply no precedent for even thinking of the idea.” 
 
    Silva glanced at Kate. She made a show of ignoring the conversation, working on her drawing. But she was smiling. 
 
    As Dr. Poincer started to pontificate, Doris discreetly slipped several coins in Silva's hand, winked, and nodded his head toward Kate. 
 
    “Kate,” Silva said, interrupting Dr. Poincer, “may I take you to lunch?” 
 
    She threw her papers in a drawer and rose. “I’d love to.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the mundane name, The Charging Bull was one of the best restaurants in the capital. Silva hesitated at the base of the stairs. He’d wanted to take Kate somewhere nice, but she was still dressed like a field hand. While he lingered, a man dressed in similar rough attire scampered up the steps. The rote on the door glowed when he activated it, and he slipped inside. Silva relaxed. He was fretting for no reason. 
 
    “What does that do?” Kate asked, gesturing toward the rote on the door as she followed Silva up the steps. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, that’s a security rote. The glowing when it was activated is only a bit of showmanship woven in. It’s designed to keep children and riff raff out.” Silva activated the rote and held the door open for Kate. 
 
    Kate froze outside the door, staring at the rote sourly. 
 
    “Your clothes look fine,” Silva said. 
 
    Kate scowled at him. “On second thought, this bit of riff raff remembered she has a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “You’re not riff raff. You’re with me.” 
 
    “Go in without me.” She turned, ran down the steps, and strode away without glancing back. 
 
    Silva stood there, holding the door. What had he done wrong? 
 
    ***** 
 
    Life settled down for the next two weeks. Doris's connections brought in sons and daughters of wealthy patrons who had — perhaps on a dare — visited Winterhaven. Patrons who didn't care if Silva's ability to kill the slight green in their auras was approved by the board. And Winterhaven refugees arrived, as well, to remind Silva some sacrifices were worth the moral price. 
 
    He sent Kate dinner invitations a few times. She always wrote back, but always politely declined.  
 
      
 
    Silva was reading one such letter when a tall muscular man shuffled into his office late in the day. Expecting it was a late patient, he was slow to look up. His gaze fell on the black robe, then the sleeve: a band of red with a grey stripe overlaid on it. An inquisitor.  
 
    Silva shivered, resisted the wild urge to jump out the window, clamped down his facial expression, then cursed himself for his laxity. What had he revealed in that first second? 
 
    The inquisitor chuckled. “Don’t trouble yourself too much. I'm used to fear. It's a common reaction: a side effect of meeting too many people with guilty consciences.” The inquisitor’s voice was a grave deep bass, at odds with his faint attempt at levity. He sat down across from Silva's desk, his body language conveying practiced ease. “And thank you for not jumping out the window. I only have a few questions then I’ll let you get on with your day.” 
 
    Liar. Silva didn’t believe the facade for a second. In his own interview with Officer Neran, he’d trapped her into a confession only because she hadn't known what she’d done wrong. Silva didn't have that excuse. Every day, whether treating a Winterhaven refugee or a well-to-do patron with only a touch of green, he had to remind himself he was doing good. The ends did justify the means. He moved slowly so as not to arouse untoward suspicion, but would keep treating patients until the end. If that end was today, so be it. 
 
    The enforcer waited, his countenance one of quiet inquiry. “I am aware your operation here is only quasi-legal. Your business manager has done an excellent job of insisting every patient sign an indemnity agreement acknowledging they are aware they are undergoing an experimental procedure, not approved by the board. At the same time, he submits extensions delaying submission of that same rote for approval. Some of my co-workers have a betting pool on how long you can keep it up.” 
 
    “Isn’t gambling among enforcers discouraged?” Silva asked, attempting to parrot the inquisitor’s relaxed manner. 
 
    The inquisitor gave a smile which said, We’re all friends here. “I only have a few questions then I will let you get on with your little scam. How well do you know Drudge Delan?” 
 
    Silva blinked in surprise. “I stayed at his house one night a couple weeks ago, shortly after arriving in the capital. I haven’t seen him since. We hardly know each other.” 
 
    “Then why do I sense you hate him?” 
 
    “Hate is too strong a word,” Silva lied. “He caught the eye of a lady I fancied.” Had Drudge been injured? No, inquisitors didn’t investigate non-magical crimes. 
 
    The inquisitor nodded, apparently accepting the answer at face value. “One more question. Have you ever heard the word verbos?” 
 
    Silva furrowed his brow before he noticed his lack of control and smoothed his features. It didn’t even sound like Sparian. The inquisitor’s investigation had nothing to do with him. “I’m sorry. I haven’t ever heard that word.” 
 
    The inquisitor rose, produced a card, and set it on the desk. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    After the Inquisitor left, Silva adjusted his vision and noticed a small trickle of power feeding into the card. He didn't know what the spell did, but dispelled it anyway. Verbos, verbos … Was the word in Kate’s language? It could be, and if Drudge was involved, that could mean Kate was in trouble. 
 
    “If you go rushing out of the office,” Doris said from the doorway as Silva started to rise, “I guarantee you'll be followed. You won’t be rescuing anybody.” Doris held up a hand. “And I don’t need to know. I don’t have to lie about secrets I don’t know.” 
 
    “What would you suggest I do? I can’t just sit here.” 
 
    “How about you visit your Father? If nothing else, he needs to know what is going on outside the hospital before somebody asks him to sign over the Winterhaven deeds. Unless whatever is going on involves him.” 
 
    Silva shook his head. Father was not involved with Drudge at all. If he was followed, he wanted to lead the inquisitor as far from the capital as possible. Silva hadn't seen his father since carting him out of Winterhaven. The Home for the Misshapen would be perfect. 
 
    The next day, ten miles west of the Twenty Mile Inn, Silva crossed a bridge over a stream choked with mud. It looked like the after-effects of a flash flood. Upstream, the sky was cloudless. A dead fish floated by, on top of the thick brown liquid. 
 
    He glanced down the westward road and sighed. It wasn’t actually urgent he see his father. It wasn’t like the old man was going anywhere. Silva slid down the side of the road and followed the muddy pollution to its source. 
 
    About a mile upstream, Silva found a small dam and a tower constructed of timbers. A long hose, as thick as Silva's leg, siphoned clean water out of the stream from above the dam, to the top of the tower, where a pipe transported the water across the top of several other towers. Below the towers, a canal traveling back from the same direction sluiced hundreds of gallons of muddy waste water into the stream, downstream from the dam. 
 
    Drudge, what have you done? Silva followed the line of towers. 
 
    At the end of the water tube, several guards patrolled the edge of a large hole in a hillside. A man rode atop some type of massive metal nozzle, directing a stream of water at the side of a hill. Downhill, a crew of drudges with ropes around their waists labored with shovels to keep the muddy soil moving away from the strip-mining equipment. One of them slipped under the mud. The other members of his team pulled him up by the ropes. He struggled to his feet, muddy and sputtering. 
 
    A guard spotted Silva and headed his way, a rifled slug-thrower in his hands. Silva adjusted his vision. The large quantities of flowing water had ruined any ley streams in the area, but the gunman had enough personal energy to use his device several times. Unshielded, one slug would be enough to kill. 
 
    Silva held out his hands in what he hoped was a non-threatening gesture and met the guard half way. 
 
    “Like we told the other mage," the guard began, "we have a permit from the capital to be here. This is a legal operation.” 
 
    Silva frowned. “Legal doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    The guard shrugged. “Not my call. And not yours either. You have a complaint, go to the capital.” 
 
    A large pile of dirt fell in a slow avalanche as the water cannon cut the soil out from beneath it. The drudges rushed out of the way, then fell on the pile with their shovels, shoving the mess back toward the improvised canal leading back to the stream. Silva balled his fists and the guard moved the muzzle of his weapon in his general direction. 
 
    None of this was the guard’s fault. It wasn’t the fault of the man operating the device, either. They were both simply doing what they were told. Drudge Delan, on the other hand, had a lot to answer for. 
 
    The mud on Silva's shoes had mostly dried by the time he reached the small inn outside the Home for the Misshapen. As he approached, a woman in front of the cobblestone building dumped water into a cheesecloth to reduce the mud, before running the water through a pipe with a filtering rote, obviously stolen from someone’s shower. She was haggard in the mind-numbing way of someone who expended too much ley energy. Even with the mud filtered by the cheesecloth first, the filtering rote wasn’t designed to deal with something like this. 
 
    She saw Silva, set down her improvised equipment and dried her hands on her apron. “Welcome, sir. If you’ve come for supper, you’re in luck. We got a bit of a late start and the food is just about ready." 
 
    Silva gestured toward the buckets. “I saw the mine. Is it bad here?” 
 
    “Not as bad as Cupriton. A lot of the sludge settles out before the stream gets this far.” She shrugged. “What can ya do? Trust in Heaven and pray.” 
 
    Silva dropped two silver coins and a charged ley stone in her hand. “Supper sounds lovely.” Right now, there wasn’t much more he could do, either.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Home for the Misshapen was much as Silva remembered it from his early apprentice days. High on a hill, the rectangular blocks of plain grey stone which made up the complex appeared like nothing so much as a prison, with high walls surrounding the buildings and every trickle of ley energy carefully bent elsewhere. Inside, plain white tiles covered floors and four feet high on the walls. The wooden chair rail which bordered the tile was scratched and, in some places, chewed. 
 
    Despite the hour, Dr. Anguilla, the facility’s chief surgeon, met Silva personally. 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” The doctor shook Silva's hand. “I guess it’s true what they say about the Vatics. I was planning to send you a letter, about your father.” 
 
    Silva hadn't dreamed about his father. His few remembered dreams seemed locked in some kind of loop about school. “What seems to be the problem?”  
 
    “Well, I hate to be melodramatic, but I think your father is killing himself. When we admitted him, he was running some kind of low power spell. It didn't seem to have any effect we could see, so we let it run out of energy naturally. The drugs keep him from casting anything new, but this spell doesn't appear to dissipate when he sleeps. A portion of the spell appears to include solar collection, so we sequestered him in the basement.” 
 
    Silva's mind jumped ahead. “He’s burning through his own health.” 
 
    The doctor nodded, his face a mask of professional concern. “I know you two didn’t part on the best of terms–” 
 
    “He’s still my father,” Silva interrupted. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    The patients in the Home for the Misshapen all wore mustard yellow robes and a faint dazed expression — a side effect of the drugs which kept them restrained — and some did have the horrid burns and deformations which had given the facility its name. But, when Silva first entered the Home for the Misshapen as an apprentice, he’d been surprised at how relatively healthy many patients appeared. Some looked almost normal to the apprentice’s untrained eye. 
 
    His time serving in the hospital had been torture. He could never seem to grow the tough emotional shell the drudges and commoners working here developed. Every tortured soul staying here could have been his father. Now one of them was. 
 
    The basement hall leading to his father’s cell contained no windows. The only light came from a candle Dr. Anguilla carried in a filigreed bronze holder. He also carried a washcloth, inside a steel basin full of water. The doctor slid aside a small iron shutter on a tiny window, raised his candle to peer inside, then unlocked the door with a thick brass key. 
 
    Inside, the walls and floors were covered with thick padding. The scent of human shit slapped Silva's face as soon as the door opened and he gagged before he shoved a hand over his nose. Dr. Anguilla seemed unaffected. Father sat against the back wall, bound in a canvas jacket with long sleeves tied behind his back, several buckles in the front, and a strap which ran between his bare legs. 
 
    “Is it breakfast time already?” Given the doctor’s warning, Father's voice sounded surprisingly strong. Other than the smell, he appeared as good as he sounded. As Silva stepped into the room, the smell suddenly disappeared. Father smiled. “The errant son returns. I’m sorry I couldn’t decorate. Dr. Anguilla has been entirely unreasonable in his treatment.” 
 
    The illusion. His father was still running that damn mental illusion. And, despite the drugs in his system, he was still in control of it. 
 
    Dr. Anguilla set down the candle and basin near the door and unbuckled Father’s straitjacket. Shouldn’t he have an orderly doing that? As expected, when the soiled jacket was removed, his father looked healthy in a manner entirely inconsistent with his confinement. Illusion. 
 
    “Dr. Poincer, a telecommunications expert, identified the scroll you designed for your doctorate dissertation and acquired another copy for my master exam," Silva said. "Everyone is impressed I'm attempting something so difficult.” 
 
    “I expected nothing less of your mother’s son," Father replied. "And the other matter? I’ve heard rumors. Even here.” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla retrieved the basin and quietly began to wash Father’s body. Although Father’s body appeared clean to Silva's eyes, the washcloth left his body soiled and darkened the water in the basin. The doctor wrinkled his nose but otherwise kept his face impassive. 
 
    “The yellow diatoms in Winterhaven are destroyed. I’m making a good living cleaning up the remaining pockets of wemyd infection.” 
 
    Father slumped against the wall. “After all these years, the one idiot who undid all my work turned out to be my own son. You don’t even know what you've done.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    Father glanced at Dr. Anguilla. “That’s why he’s here. He’s a parasite, living off the work of his betters.” 
 
    “Now, now,” Dr. Anguilla said calmly. “None of that. Let’s all try to remain civil, shall we?” 
 
    Silva shoved his hands in his robe pockets and adjusted his vision. Dr. Anguilla’s aura was slightly green, but fully charged and a half-formed spell hovered at the edge of his aura. He was too close to Father for the spell to be a shield. It was likely a stun bolt. Father, on the other hand, looked totally drained. Where was he getting the power for the illusion? His health. The doctor hadn't lied. Father was killing himself over a damn illusion. 
 
    Your father’s been many things, but he’s never been a fool, a feminine voice said in Silva's ear. You need to ask yourself why he is doing this. 
 
    Father’s jaw dropped and his eyes glistened. “Oh, my dear. I’ve missed you so much. Where have you been?” 
 
    “You know she’s not real,” Silva said, grinding his teeth despite his attempts at self-control. “Mother died.” 
 
    Father blinked several times then wiped his eyes on his wrist. “My memories are real enough.” 
 
    Was Mother's voice all Father's work? That didn’t quite make sense. If Mother’s voice was only a product of Father’s memories, a programmed illusion like the phonograph, how had she advised him when he was miles away in a situation his father knew nothing about? Despite his own protestations otherwise, Silva wasn't sure any more. 
 
    “Silva,” Father said, interrupting his reverie, “did you know Dr. Anguilla once invented a spell? He invented one of the foundation sigils which make up the lightning rote the military and some enforcers use.” 
 
    “I had a very small part,” Dr. Anguilla said with a small smile. “Many people contributed to the final rote.” 
 
    Father took the washcloth from Dr. Anguilla and vigorously washed himself. “Don’t be modest. The sigil you supplied was a stroke of genius. After you left Winterhaven, you made electricity act in ways no one had ever seen before.” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla had visited Winterhaven? That explained the green in his aura. And the doctor understood electricity in a manner totally out of keeping with his medical training. Kate.  
 
    Dr. Anguilla had learned about electricity from Kate while she was trapped, adapted the knowledge to this world, then took all the credit for the discovery. Even locked in a shield, Kate influenced the world. Silva refocused and saw both Father and Dr. Anguilla studying him. Reading faces was well within the doctor’s specialty. He was likely excellent at it. Father was right, he was a parasite. 
 
    Give him an excuse and he’ll have you stunned and admitted before morning, Father said. 
 
    Silva swore he hadn't seen Father's lips move. 
 
    Ask Kate about the yellow. She didn’t believe me, but she listened. 
 
    Dr. Anguilla’s eyes flicked back and forth. From Silva's incomplete facial control, he could tell Father was communicating, but not how. 
 
    “A truce,” Silva said aloud. “Let my father out in the sun and I’ll give you the sigil used to control the yellow, a full week before the board approves its use.” 
 
    “That hardly seems safe,” Dr. Anguilla replied. “We still don’t know what spell he’s running.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Anguilla,” Father snapped. “Contact Dr. Poincer in the capital and he’ll give you a copy. It’s harmless.” 
 
    Master spells were never harmless. But Dr. Anguilla was studying Father, not Silva, and Father’s facial control was excellent. 
 
    ***** 
 
    After a night at the inn and a hard walk, Silva arrived back at the capital shortly before noon. He wanted to track down Kate, but needed to visit the judicial building first to report what Drudge was doing to the countryside.  
 
    The capitol building was tall and imposing with wide steps which led up to thick columns over three stories tall. A clock above the front entrance, itself fifteen feet tall, chimed the hour as Silva approached. 
 
    “It may be best to wait,” a bass voice said behind him. “Most of the clerks take lunch right now.” 
 
    Silva schooled his features and turned to face the inquisitor. “Have you been following me?” 
 
    “Should I?” The inquisitor smiled at his own joke.  
 
    Silva wasn't amused and glanced away. His gaze landed on Adeline Presley leaving the building. As Silva watched, she held out her arm and whistled. Several grey doves swooped down onto her arm. He waved and saw her gaze shift, but she made a point of ignoring him. She spoke softly to the birds and handed each of them some seeds and a small tube. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” Silva said to the inquisitor, “I see a friend I need to speak to.” 
 
    Ignoring the hint, the inquisitor stepped toward Adeline. “She doesn't appear very friendly. Let’s say hello anyway.” When Silva moved to follow, the inquisitor added. “You don’t seem to be a terribly popular person, Mage Vatic. I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    Adeline sent the birds away with their packages, scowled at Silva, then smoothed her expression, but Silva could still sence the scowl. “Good day, officer. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to see what I could do for you. We haven’t been introduced.” The inquisitor held out his hand, palm up. “I’m Brenin Dwufin.” 
 
    Adeline gave Inquisitor Dwufin her hand. Behind him, Silva rolled his eyes as the inquisitor bent forward and kissed a knuckle. She let her hand linger in his when he straightened and even smiled a bit, instead of yanking it back and wiping it on her robe, as expected. 
 
    Silva held out his own hand, but she didn’t take it. “I’ve met Mage Vatic.” She took a deep breath, forced a smile and said to Inquisitor Dwufin, “Perhaps you can help. I’m trying to lodge a complaint, but the clerks inside aren’t being very helpful. A coal mine in my county is ripping up the countryside and choking the creek which provides several towns with water.” 
 
    Dwufin pulled a small book and a stubby coal pencil out of his pocket. “Do you know the mage responsible?” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Silva said, inserting himself into the conversation. “The contraption used isn’t magical at all. I don’t think the laws which govern responsible magic use apply.” 
 
    “Ah.” Dwufin put away his book. “Which makes it a local problem.” 
 
    “The judge who signed the permit doesn't even live in the area. He has a second house here in the capital and insists the ‘digging permit’ is legal.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s only a little digging …” Dwufin fell silent as his eyes shifted back and forth between the other mages. 
 
    “You need to see it,” Adeline insisted. 
 
    “Drudge Delan is involved.” 
 
    Inquisitor Dwufin locked eyes with Silva and both mages took a physical step away from the intensity of his gaze. Silva could swear he felt fingers riffling around inside his brain. “Are you mentioning that name due to our conversation the other day? I warn you, lying to an Inquisitor is–” 
 
    “Silva is a stiff-backed ass,” Adeline interrupted. “But an honest one.” 
 
    Silva knew his facial control slipped at those painful words, but Inquisitor Dwufin smiled, his own congenial persona slipping back into place. “That may be, but–” 
 
    “Don’t believe me. Look for yourself,” Silva insisted. “It’s upstream from the Home for the Misshapen, which technically puts it in your jurisdiction.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know an enforcer in that area with some influence. I’ll contact her–” 
 
    “Officer Neran recently died,” Adeline said. “… and junior enforcer Enthus took a leave of absence.” 
 
    “Suicide,” Silva said, perhaps too hastily. “I think it needs to be you. The machine being used is a large-scale version of the cannon Drudge used to take down the absorption shield at Winterhaven.” 
 
    “I can’t promise anything,” Dwufin said noncommittally, “but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Both mages nodded and said polite farewells. After the inquisitor left, Adeline gave Silva a firm hug. He stiffened and she released him immediately. Silva wasn't used to hugs, even as a child. 
 
    “You don’t know how much I appreciate this,” Adeline said.  
 
    Why hadn't he noticed how pretty her smile was? The dream image of Adeline in a short corseted dress flashed across Silva’s imagination, but he made an effort to not let it show on his face. “While you’re in town, could I interest you in lunch?” 
 
    The smile disappeared. 
 
    “What did I do?” Silva asked. “That was a perfectly reasonable request.” 
 
    “There’s more to hiding your thoughts than controlling your face, Mister Vatic,” she said, rudely emphasizing her reduction of Silva's proper title. “I’m a beast speaker, and your average bird has better facial control than any human. How about controlling your thoughts instead of only your face, next time you ask a woman to dine with you?” 
 
    Silva grinned. “So a next time is a possibility?” 
 
    She whirled and stomped away. 
 
    Silva watched her leave the square. Anger gave her a long stride which pulled her robe taut across her legs with each step. After she departed, he took a cleansing, meditative breath. He still needed to find Kate. He didn’t have time for this. 


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    In the weeks since Silva had seen Kate, she had somehow acquired an office in a building staffed with surveyors, engineers and other technician crafts, despite her lack of formal accreditation or steady income.  
 
    The lift was missing its power line and the directory said Kate’s office was on the fourth floor. He considered powering the lift with his own energy, but reconsidered. He’d spent years training himself to conserve power and — despite his change in circumstances — couldn't justify the exception to spare leg muscles. 
 
    “She’s a drudge,” a voice growled as Silva caught his breath outside the office door. “You can’t expect me to pay to schedule an appointment. And don’t you dare read that prepared speech again.” 
 
    The office contained a small waiting area with a wooden bench, a woman seated at a small desk and a chalkboard behind her with a math puzzle upon the board. Several charcoal pencils and a stack of paper rested on the bench. A red-sleeved journeyman mage leaned over the secretary, trying to intimidate her physically. The secretary had a glazed expression Silva suspected was self-induced, through some type of mind rote.  
 
    “I’m not saying you have to pay,” the secretary said, while making the sign porters used to remind people to tip. She gestured to the board. “That’s what the riddle is for.” 
 
    Silva studied the chalkboard. It contained three math equations, but had meaningless symbols where numbers should be. 
 
      
 
    (♠ x ♠) + (♣ x ♣) = (♦ x ♦) 
 
    ♠ + ♣ + ♦ = 70 
 
    ♠ + ♣ - ♦ = 12 
 
      
 
    ♠ = ? 
 
      
 
    While the ley bender tried to browbeat the secretary over the silliness of riddles as business practices, Silva took a seat and contemplated the board. The riddle was actually a puzzle: a specific type of puzzle from Kate’s homeworld called álgebra. Mother would have loved puzzles like this. She loved solving them and loved inventing them for her son. 
 
    Just as the exasperated ley bender paid the secretary her “bribe” and received his appointment for the following week, Silva wrote on a piece of paper:  
 
      
 
    ♦ = 29 
 
      
 
    Using only the bottom two equations, he had gotten that far then was stumped. The secretary turned to him and asked, “May I help you?” 
 
    “I’d like to see Miss Janos,” Silva said. “I’m a personal friend.” There was something familiar about that top equation. Something about triangles. Kate liked triangles. When Kate and Silva had done puzzles together, there had been many triangles. The secretary was saying something about friends having to make appointments, but Silva largely ignored her.  
 
    The secretary stepped out from behind her desk into Silva’s line of vision, blocking the view of the chalkboard. “If you don’t want to pay me, there’s a surveyor down the hall who will gladly solve the riddle, but he charges more than my little tip.” 
 
    Right triangles! That’s what Kate called them. Silva drew a right triangle on the paper next to the partial answer, stood, and handed it to the secretary. “Show Miss Janos this.” 
 
    The secretary frowned at the paper. “That isn’t the answer on my sheet.” 
 
    Silva grinned and sat back down. “Show it to her anyway.” 
 
      
 
    The secretary knocked and stepped into the back room. A moment later, Kate rushed out. The hopeful expression on her face transformed into an amused smirk when she saw Silva. “I should have known the ‘math prodigy’ sitting in my waiting room was you. Come on back.” 
 
      
 
    Kate’s office contained a desk, piled with papers, and a table off to the side with a mad collection of tubes in various states of assembly. More papers filled all the corners. In the center of the side table was a bell jar with some kind of pump attached to it.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m missing the right Sparian word, so, for now, I’m calling it a vácuo pump. It pulls all the air out of the jar.” 
 
    “What does it put in the air’s place?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Was this another language problem? You couldn't have a jar full of nothing. That was impossible. When Silva dreamed Kate would change the world, he’d imagined more items like the Janos cannon and the shock absorber.  
 
    But it was more than that. Kate didn't think like other people in Sparro. He considered asking her what the sigil was for this nothing … this vácuo, but he knew the answer before he asked. Kate didn't need sigils. 
 
    Among the papers in the corners, a ribbon stuck out of a scroll. “You shouldn't have that.” 
 
    Kate picked up the mage scroll. "I was told simply owning a mage scroll isn't illegal." 
 
    "Well …" Silva drawled, "simply having one isn't illegal. But, since you don't wear the robes, let's say possession of a mage scroll is frowned upon. Socially."  
 
    Kate ignored Silva's hints about her questionable social status and unrolled the scroll on her desk. It wasn’t master level, but it was a mage scroll: a series of sigils around a central completed rote with no notes or explanations. “It doesn’t matter," she said. "The person who sold this to me lied. The foundation sigils are wrong.” 
 
    Silva looked over the scroll. “No, everything is right.” 
 
    Kate tapped the action sigil. “This one is wrong.” 
 
    A cold shiver went down Silva's spine. This was exactly why Kate shouldn't have the scroll: the temptation to learn it. No matter how brilliant, Kate was a drudge. He shouldn't even be discussing this with her. He schooled his features. 
 
    “I hate it when mages shut down like that! Always, right before they tell me I can’t learn something. I thought you were different, but I guess you are a mage.” 
 
    “You make it sound like mages versus others. Our society isn't like that. Let’s talk about something else,” Silva said, trying to be diplomatic. “Father asked me to talk to you about the yellow.” 
 
    Kate scowled at the poor attempt at misdirection. “What about it?” 
 
    “He wasn't free to talk, but he said he once told you something about the yellow. You didn't believe him, but you listened. He said to ask what he told you.” 
 
    Kate sat down behind her desk and gestured to the scroll. “Sounds like barter to me.” 
 
    “I’m serious. Understanding the yellow is important.” 
 
    She tapped the scroll with a finger. “So is this. Secrecy is wrong, Silva.” 
 
    “Secrecy is necessary,” Silva said, quoting the University maxim automatically. “A mage is responsible for what he creates. Remember Mother’s sigil? I haven’t told anyone about it, because I am responsible for what they do with it. Thousands of rotes exist with the foundation sigils unknown by even journeymen mages like me.”  
 
    Why did he have to justify himself? This was basic information every child knew. Why was she treating him like he was in the wrong here? 
 
    “And you don’t think I can handle the responsibility? I know Muriel's Sigil. I'm the one who taught it to you. And I've told no one else, not even Drudge.” 
 
    “I know you can’t handle the responsibility,” Silva snarled. “I've seen the damage inflicted by one of your inventions.” When Silva saw the shock on Kate’s face, he knew he had gone too far. He started to school his features, then stopped himself. She needed to see his scowl, needed to see how she had hurt him by making him say such hateful things. He wasn't supposed to be hateful with Kate. This was her fault. 
 
    Oh honey, that’s not how relationships work. 
 
    I’m a little busy to be talking to a hallucination right now, Mother. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kate didn't look chastised. She looked … hurt. She didn't understand.  
 
    “A little over twenty miles southwest of here is a mine using a gigantic Janos drill to rip apart a hillside for mining. The mud from the contraption is fouling the water in the stream which feeds the entire county.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “It’s called a Janos drill, Kate. The only reason you haven’t already been arrested is because no one has invented a law against non-magical disasters, yet.” Silva took a deep calming breath. His heart was thumping like a racehorse. Kate scowled as if the meditative breath had been a derisive sigh, but let him continue without interrupting. “Every graduating student at University has a signature next to his name. That signature says, ‘I accept responsibility for this person.’ It has never been legally enforced, but when the Winterhaven disaster happened, the University headmaster and head of the doctoral program committed suicide.” 
 
    Kate scowled down at the open scroll. “Do you think one of Drudge’s companies–” 
 
    “It’s called a Janos drill, Kate. I’m certain the Delan family will remind the court of that when somebody gets around to creating a law. They employ excellent barristers.” 
 
    “Drudge helped me get this office. Hired my secretary–” 
 
    “Is his name on any of the paperwork?” Silva asked, rhetorically. “Drudge isn’t your friend.” 
 
    Kate glanced up. Her eyes glistened, but the corner of her mouth quirked. “And you are?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Kate pushed the scroll forward. “Prove it.” 
 
    Silva rubbed a hand across his beard. Yes, this was wrong, but this was also Kate. She didn't have anyone else. “Since it is illegal for me to simply tell you, how about we try this from the other end and you teach me? Why do you think this sigil is incorrect?” 
 
    Kate gestured to the scroll. “If the rote is a sentence, then these sigils are words. Words have a role.” She pointed to the various foundation sigils and slipped into her own language. “Sentença equals substantivo plus conjunção plus adjetivo plus …” Then she pointed at the action sigil. “Verbo.” 
 
    “You used álgebra on rotes.” Silva leaned back and ran his hands through his hair. How could he explain? 
 
    Kate turned in her chair and grabbed a bound notebook. “I’ve puzzled together a collection of them in the last few weeks. Reverse engineering the foundation sigils is basic stuff. A school child on my world could figure these out.” 
 
    “You taught me álgebra, Kate. Symbols that mean something, but don’t mean something, or can mean several different things. For me as a twelve or thirteen year old, it was only a game, but we don’t have anything like that here. Here, mage training is — always — learn the sigils and learn how to put them together. How many other mages, no matter what their education level, have actually figured one of your equations out instead of bribing the secretary? We aren't trained to start with the solution and go backwards. We don't 'reverse' anything. That’s why placeholders for action sigils work as a code.” 
 
    “Placeholders,” Kate said, trying out the new word. 
 
    Silva tapped the ♦ symbol on his equation ♦ = 29 , then the 'action' placeholder on the scroll. “Placeholders.”  
 
    Kate had taught him figuring out a problem in álgebra with multiple variables required multiple equations. And Kate had encyclopedias full of rotes to pull from. Given time, and a library card, she could figure out any sigil. Wait. “Did you say you had collections of action sigils?” 
 
    She opened the notebook filled with foundation sigils, including dozens of action sigils. “Don’t tell me nobody has written these down before?” 
 
    “On chalkboards only. Teachers always write sigils on chalkboards and erase them as soon as they are written. You can get arrested for writing action sigils down in permanent form.” He'd worried about Kate committing a crime, but — in her ignorance — she had already broken the law. This notebook would be all the proof an inquisitor needed. 
 
    There was a brittle edge to Kate's smile. “What will they do? Kill me? It’s not like they can make me unlearn something I know.” 
 
    No, instant death was reserved for necromancy. “It’s called a mind wipe.” 
 
    Fear. Finally, she was starting to understand. “How much would they force me to forget? I thought mind rape was illegal.” 
 
    “Not when a judge orders it as part of a conviction. Mind wipes are not subtle. How much of your life would you like to forget?  How old were you when you learned álgebra? Twelve or thirteen, like me?” Silva closed Kate’s notebook. “Find a fireplace and burn that. Today.” 
 
    Kate raised her hand to her mouth as her gaze considered all the piles of papers cluttered in the corner of her shop. 
 
    “And, for me, it would probably be good idea if you didn’t use the term ‘action sigils’ either. I tried to be circumspect, but I still said more than a mage should to a commoner.” 
 
    Kate’s eyes focused on Silva's robes and her jaw clenched. “This is wrong. I get what you’re trying to say, but the criteria for who learns and who doesn’t is based on birth.” 
 
    “And money,” Silva agreed. “But that’s the way things are. Did my question get you thinking in the right way?” 
 
    Kate slowly nodded. Her gaze shifted back to her notes. 
 
    “And my question? What did Father say about the yellow?” 
 
    “They’re alive.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “And something about what they eat.” 
 
    “They eat ley energy. Everybody knows that.” 
 
    Kate frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. Do the math. If the yellow ate ley energy, why aren't there any here?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Kate let Silva take her vácuo pump home. She said she had a much simpler demonstration in mind, involving thirty-five foot long glass tubes full of water. She sketched it out, the concept seemed simple enough, but she also said she could use it to predict weather. He didn’t understand that part. Kate called it pressão barométrica. The glassblowers had already completed construction. 
 
    Back at his office, he set the vácuo pump on a table by itself, out of the way, while he worked on the riddle of the wemyds. He leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers and considered the pump. Instinctively, he knew something must be inside that jar after the air was pumped out, but he couldn't see it. It was like one of Kate’s equations: a placeholder were a number belonged. 
 
    As so often happened when he thought about the wemyds, his mind shifted onto the necromantic scroll. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that the yellow was the original target of the spell. Although bloodsuckers, prober insects were not a great enough threat someone would risk being executed for necromancy to kill them. The prober sigil on the scroll Dr. Delan had given to Silva had been a placeholder, when the foundation sigil for wemyds — Muriel's sigil — was unknown.  
 
    But the scroll had not been written in Dr. Delan's hand. Why had somebody incriminated themselves that way then turned the scroll over to the professor, before they had the one piece the scroll required? Would he ever know? 
 
    Silva set aside any useless conjecture about the motivations of the unknown author of that scroll, and considered the other parallels between probers and the little diatoms which made up the yellow. 
 
    Probers spawned in water and lived on blood. Anyplace near Winterhaven which had both: they spread. Only the dryness of the lands east of the Capstock mountains prevented them from spreading across all of Sparro. What did wemyds need to live? Unlike the prober bugs, wemyds did exist in the capital, if only in the bodies of his patients. If they ate ley energy directly, why weren't they spreading? 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Doris leaning against the doorframe. There had to be a trick to simply appearing like that. 
 
    “Has Miss Janos snared you with her little toy, too?” Doris asked, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “She gave one to the University and almost every professor has suspended their own research while they fiddle with it. As I understand it, it’s as much a philosophical question as a magical one. How do you find out what is in a box without opening it?” 
 
    “Her world has a special kind of math based around that question,” Silva said. “And I think that’s why her world has invented so much without ley energy. They don’t need to see something to understand it. But no, that toy isn’t what I’m worried about. My father hinted my thinking about the yellow might be all wrong.” 
 
    Doris frowned. “Isn't your father supposed to be insane?” 
 
    Silva nodded. “That doesn’t make him automatically incorrect.” 
 
    “Then, from what I’ve heard, you’re the only one to think that.” 
 
    Silva swiveled his chair to look at Doris directly and sat fully upright. Doris was right about what people thought, of course, but that didn’t make hearing it pleasant. “I assume you didn’t come in here just to hear me mutter. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Would you talk to Charlie Fenwick tomorrow? I’ve checked him and his parents over and their auras are still blue, but he insists he needs to talk to you. He stops by every morning before his classes.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    “The problem with prophetic dreams,” Dr. Delan said in Silva's dream that night, “is they are only useful when the future is already known.” A classroom dream? Again? Silva was supposed to be a graduate. Why was his subconscious so fixated on bringing him back? 
 
    Dr. Delan coughed and Silva caught him staring at him. “Sorry, professor.” 
 
    The professor returned to his chalkboard and drew a scroll on it. In the way of dreams, he then reached up, sank his fingers into the blackboard and pulled out a solid, real scroll. “When presented with a real problem, you can’t rely on dreams to fix it for you. This is why the best seers are useless in a crisis.” He shook the scroll like a baton, emphasizing his words. The master level ribbons waggled in Silva's face. “You need to pay attention to your surroundings and think.” 
 
      
 
    Silva was still thinking about his dream the next morning, when his first patient was shown into the room. The dream hadn’t been clearly prophetic, but it worried him that the scroll waggled in his face looked a bit too much like the necromancy scroll he had burned. And the dream told him nothing about wemyds, what they ate or why they weren’t spreading out of the bodies they inhabited.  
 
    Doris coughed and Silva glanced up to see his first ‘patient’ was Charlie Fenwick. After showing him in, Doris remained in the room. 
 
    “Sorry,” Silva said. “I was distracted by a puzzle. What can I do for you, Charlie?” 
 
    Charlie started fidgeting as soon as Silva fixed his gaze on the boy. He tried smiling gently, which only seemed to make the intimidation worse.  
 
    Silva thought he was going to bolt out of the room, but Charlie swallowed a couple times and found his voice. “It’s my parents. I know Mr. Stone said to expect some atrophy, since they haven’t used magic in years, but they still can’t operate a sewing machine. Or anything.” 
 
    Silva glanced at Doris who nodded. “I tried to explain that recovery isn’t instantaneous, but they are clear of infection. I’ve looked. I’m starting to wonder if the problem isn’t psychological. I offered to refer them to someone for remedial magic training, but Charlie insisted he needed to speak to you.” 
 
    “They can’t afford it,” Charlie said. “Not unless I drop out of school.” Charlie took a deep breath and stood up straighter, as if summoning his courage. “But I don’t think that’s it. I don’t care what you see. There’s something wrong with the treatment.” 
 
    Silva leaned back in his chair and started to think, then yanked his attention back to Charlie. Pay attention, the dream had said. Slowly, a mad idea formed. He looked to Doris. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Charlie nodded and relaxed, as if Silva was speaking to him, but Doris’s face went blank with suppressed emotions. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to do an experiment with the two of you and it won’t work if either of you run away screaming.” 
 
    Charlie’s awed face fell and Doris's expression, impossibly, grew even more still. “You aren’t filling me with confidence.” 
 
    Silva smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes. Charlie, please sit there off to the side. Doris, please show in the next patient then join Charlie. Don’t leave until I ask you to.” 
 
    “That’s not an explanation. I’m still not confident about this,” Doris muttered as he left to get the next patient. 
 
      
 
    While Doris fetched the next patient, Silva cast the rote which caused the wemyds to glow. Not a single one shone in the room. He left that rote running and adjusted his vision. As Doris had said, Charlie was clear of infection and his aura was a clear blue, unlike the green aura of the new patient Doris ushered in. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing–” a feminine voice began, before Silva cut the new patient short with an abrupt gesture. 
 
    Weaving together sigils into a new rote, Silva pulled on the wemyds, tugging on them like an apprentice ley bender moving bricks. He smiled at the memory and the patient made a choked, gurgling noise.  
 
    Silva saw Doris’s aura start to rise and waved him back to his seat. “Sit. She’s fine.” 
 
    All three of the other people in the room gasped as several of the glowing wemyds left the patient’s body, but Silva didn’t see the room’s light change with his adjusted vision. He divided the wemyds into two bundles and shoved them inside Doris and Charlie. 
 
    The patient screamed, dove out of her chair and ran out of the room clutching her chest as Silva returned his vision to normal. 
 
    Doris leapt up from his own chair and rushed at Silva. “Are you insane!” 
 
    Silva resisted the urge to throw an absorption shield up. Would Doris punch him? He probably deserved it. But, although Doris was breathing as hard as if he had already been in a fight and his hands were balled into fists, he didn’t take his emotions out on Silva.  
 
    Silva was having a remarkably easy time keeping his expression calm. If his guess was right, he hadn’t done either of then any harm. “Please don’t leave the office for the next hour. Both of you. I’ll send my apologies to your professor, Charlie.”  
 
    He considered whether he should have said anything in advance. No. One or the other might have trusted him, but both would never have agreed to the procedure if they’d known. It was better this way. 
 
    Doris was still breathing like he might hyperventilate any moment. Perhaps he would calm down if Silva gave him something to do. “Would you mind cancelling the rest of my appointments today? I need to focus on you two.” 
 
    “You abused my trust.” Doris said. “How am I supposed to forgive that?” 
 
    Forgive? Silva's guess about the wemyds was right. He was certain of it. And if he was wrong, he would kill the wemyds and there would still be no harm done. “There’s nothing to forgive.” 
 
    Doris stalked toward the waiting area. “That’s what’s worst out of all this,” he called out over his shoulder. “I’m certain you believe that.” 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the wemyds in Charlie’s body had multiplied, but those in Doris had not. After several more hours, the wemyds in Doris all died, while Charlie’s aura was developing a green tinge even Doris could see. Silva killed the remaining wemyds and sent Charlie home with a promise to look in on Charlie’s parents in a few weeks. 
 
    “So what did you do to kill the yellow in me?” Doris asked after Charlie left. 
 
    “Nothing,” Silva replied. “They starved to death.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means …” Silva coughed to cover his nervousness. It was one thing to have a mad idea and quite another to wave that madness about. What if he was wrong? Doris was already angry at him, was he ready to sacrifice his respect too? Say, ‘I think, instead of curing the pollution in Winterhaven, we’re killing a creature which feeds on that pollution. Instead of fixing the problem, we’ve only made it invisible.’ 
 
    Instead, Silva shook his head and said, “I think this means I need to talk to my father again.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The next day, the nurse at the front desk of the Home for the Misshapen asked Silva to come back another day. “He has bad days sometimes. Today is one of them.” 
 
    “I'm his son. I've seen his bad days. Either let me see him or fetch Dr. Anguilla and let the doctor tell you to let me in.” 
 
    After leaving the desk to consult with someone, she returned and led Silva to an open courtyard in the center of the facility. Stepping into the sunlight, his eyes were immediately drawn to a group of purple-robed mages standing in a circle around a steel and wood park bench and yelling at a man huddled between them: Father. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Silva yelled as he sprinted toward the group. Father had his head bowed and his hands over his ears, rocking back and forth as the mages continued to yell at him. He wildly considered throwing stun bolts, but it was six against one. He grabbed the nearest mage by the arm and pulled him away from his father. The arm felt solid to the touch, then turned soft as smoke. Silva's hands passed harmlessly through the mage. 
 
    Silva took a step back and cast about for help. All of the patients were staring, but at him. Muddy yellow robed patients, white garbed nurses, and apprentice mages were gathering, but their attention was on Silva instead of the commotion right next to him. Only then did Silva glance at the purple-robed mages’ faces. None of them were healthy and some moved as if large pieces of their bodies were missing. Every one bore a sunny yellow band — plus several other colors — on his or her sleeve. Illusions.  
 
    And not any illusions. Father’s closest friends. The world knew them as Doctors Smyth, Penscott, Oscar, Bannister, Fielding and Ralston; but before their deaths, they had been as close as family. Silva had been raised calling them Uncle Gallmon, Aunt Sibbiah, Uncle Oscar, Aunt Peonea, Uncle Herbert and Uncle Zadok. 
 
    “I gave my life erecting that shield!” Uncle Gallmon yelled clearly, even though half his jaw was missing. “How dare you abandon me.” 
 
    “You failed us, Tobias,” Uncle Zadok said in a steely tone. He pointed at Father with a skeletal hand. “You're a failure.” 
 
    “Why are you bothering to stay alive? Your son?” Aunt Peonea asked. Her plump face was dessicated like a dried prune. “You failed your son.” 
 
    Father’s eyes were still closed and he continued rocking back and forth.  
 
    “Hey! I’m right here, you know.” Silva said to the illusionary ghosts in what he hoped was a light tone of voice. He dropped to one knee in front of where Father sat and crouched down in front of his line of sight. “Father. I’m here.” 
 
    Father shook his head and kept rocking, Silva put a hand on his shoulder and Father immediately flailed, knocking aside the hand. Silva lunged and grabbed his father in a fierce hug. Father struggled a moment, then sobbed into his son’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Silva maintained the hug and ran a hand across the back of Father’s head. The hair had grown out from the shaving only weeks before, but was still short. “Shh. It’s okay. I’m really here.”  
 
    The mages gathered around them froze unnaturally and, beyond the illusionary crowd, the nurses relaxed. Patients returned to whatever they were doing. 
 
    After weeping, Father lifted his head and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. “Whenever I imagine you, I still picture a thirteen-year-old boy. You became a man when I wasn’t looking.” He turned to the illusions and they started to move again. “Would you please excuse me? I need to talk to my son.” 
 
    “This isn’t over,” one of them warned. Silva thought it was Uncle Oscar, but couldn’t be sure. His body appeared almost hollowed out. They didn’t disappear, but wandered away to other places in the courtyard. 
 
    “What was that?” Silva asked as they both sat on the bench..  
 
    “Guilt. Self doubt. Maybe a bit of grief.” Father waved an arm toward Aunt Sibbiah, who was pretending to look busy, but kept glaring toward father and son. Father noticed, even if he pretended otherwise. His eyes darted around as if he expected an attack at any moment. “As you can see, recognizing the problem doesn’t always make it better.”  
 
    “Can they hurt you?” 
 
    Father clenched his jaw and his eyes glistened. He shook his head. “Not too often.” 
 
    “If it has these kinds of side effects, why do you keep the spell running?” 
 
    Father blinked in surprise. “Why, my work. All my notes are tied up in that spell. If I lose it, I lose everything. I thought my work was obvious to anybody with half a brain.” 
 
    Silva laughed bitterly. “Then I have half a brain. Nobody understood what you eight did. For most people, it was the stuff of magic-fiction, along with space men and submarines which outrun clipper ships. But that was all years ago. Your specialty was communications, not theoretical trans-dimensional–” 
 
    “I wasn’t just the leader of the team. I was the chalkboard which didn't need to be erased,” Father interrupted. “Didn’t you understand? I gave you my scroll so you could understand. All your mother’s notes, and your Uncle Gallmon’s and Aunt Sibbiah’s …” He tapped his temple with a finger. “They’re quite literally written on the walls.” 
 
    “And all these years …” 
 
    “All these years I’ve been studying those notes, trying to understand the breach so we can finally close it.” 
 
    Silva frowned. “The breach was closed years ago. While you were injured and unconscious, the rest of them gave their lives powering the spells which closed it.” 
 
    Father shook his head. “They failed. Or, at least, they only partially succeeded. Kate didn’t believe in magic, but she did tests for me: the pressure of air and such. You can’t see it, but a hole is still there.” 
 
    And measuring things you couldn’t see was one of the things Kate was good at. Now that she was free and knew for certain magic was real, why didn’t she tell him about the experiments she had done for Father? Did she still hope to return to her world, damn the consequences? 
 
    Father smiled thinly. “When she learned enough Sparian for me to explain the problem, she hated my suggestion she plug the hole physically. Not that I blame her.” 
 
    Uncle Gallmon’s illusion appeared behind Silva and said caustically, “Yes, suggesting a woman willingly plug her only source of breathable air went over very well.”  
 
    “The dome was air tight?”  
 
    “Of course it wasn’t,” Father snapped. “It leaked. Through the soil. If it had been airtight, the problem wouldn’t have gotten worse year after year. And all Kate’s digging wasn’t helping either.” 
 
    “She was trying to escape her jailer,” Gallmon’s ghost said. “She tolerated you because she had no one else to talk to, but she never liked you.” 
 
    “And if you could have closed the portal and plugged all the holes …” Silva asked slowly. He didn’t like where this conversation was going. “Would you have?” 
 
    “Of course,” Father replied instantly. “Haven’t you been listening? I’ve been working to do exactly that for eight years.” 
 
    And Kate would have, slowly, suffocated. 
 
    “It was for the greater good,” Father added, when he saw his son’s expression. “People looked up to me, expected me to take care of them. I officiated their marriages. Spoke at funerals. Even after the disaster. Everybody else left and I stayed behind to make things right.” 
 
    Silva stood up and marched away, but Father grabbed his sleeve. “Before you go, I have a question. What do you want? Overall. From life.” 
 
    Seriously? He talks about working methodically for eight years to kill someone then shifts to talk about … about … career goals? 
 
    “Respect,” Silva replied, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “Okay, validation then. To be judged for what I do instead of who my father is.” 
 
    “Is what you've done admirable?” Uncle Gallmon asked. 
 
    Silva Vatic the Necromancer, son of Tobias Vatic the Delusionist. The Murderer. Like father, like son. Silva hung his head. “No.” 
 
    Father let go of Silva's sleeve. “Sounds to me like you need a different goal.”


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    During the entire walk back to the capital, Silva stewed over everything he had learned. Everyone knew the wemyds were the infection that robbed people of magic and turned them into drudges. Whether they were called wemyds or the yellow, the existence and nature of the little diatoms was a known fact by anyone with any amount of education. Except the “facts” everybody knew didn’t stand up when tested.  
 
    Before him, no one had been capable of affecting a wemyd without also moving the energy the wemyd was attached to. Now that Silva could do so, the Fenwick’s ability to control magic had not returned. The problem wasn’t the wemyds, but the energy itself. Had any of his patients seen any improvement in their power reserves? Silva doubted it. 
 
    And the one man who had known this, all along, was considered insane. He needed to find a way to tell people what was happening in a way they would believe. But first, a more personal issue. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after sunset, Silva walked directly to Kate’s office. The secretary was gone, but he saw movement in the back and let himself in. 
 
    “Good evening, Silva,” Kate said with a tired smile. “I was just leaving. What brings you by?” 
 
    “I came here to apologize. For my father. I found out, today, what he planned to do to you … with the air in the dome.” 
 
    Kate studied Silva for a long moment then laid a hand on his arm. “I know it wasn’t anything personal. He had a goal he needed to accomplish to protect his kind of people and I was in the way. Killing me would have only been a side effect. ‘Poor Kate, too bad she had to die for our greater good’.” 
 
    “His kind of people?” 
 
    Kate fixed Silva with a stare. “Mages.” 
 
    Silva couldn’t meet that stare and glanced at the floor. “He doesn’t hate you. I think he likes you.” 
 
    “I know he’s your father and you want to think the best of him, but he doesn’t care about me enough to hate me. Men like him don’t go out of their way to step on ants, but they don’t make an effort to walk around one either.” Kate shrugged. “Given a choice, everyone wants to be the one wearing the boots instead of the ant. I understand you've been doing your fair share of tromping about since you graduated mage school.” 
 
    “University,” Silva corrected automatically. 
 
    Kate pursed her lips, but only shrugged again. 
 
    Silva sat in the chair in front of Kate’s desk, and rested his chin in his hand. What could he do to apologize for his father which would be meaningful? Kate was a drudge, so — of course — couldn’t turn on a shower or open a locked cabinet without someone’s help. Couldn’t rise in society, without someone’s help. Someone like Drudge Delan. 
 
    But Drudge wasn't really helping her. He was using her, exploiting her talents and intelligence. And when things went wrong, she would be the one blamed. She needed a different path. 
 
    “May I be dismissed?” Kate asked, in the silence. 
 
    “Huh? Oh.” Silva sat up in the chair and gave Kate his attention. “I wasn’t ignoring you. I was trying to figure out how best to help.” 
 
    Epiphany struck. Silva slid off the chair onto one knee.  
 
    Kate stood and backed up a step. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Kate Janos, would you marry me?” As Silva rose in society, so would she. Everybody would get what they wanted. A perfect plan. 
 
    Instead of honored, Kate appeared  uncomfortable and a little mortified. “I’m too old for you.” 
 
    “That doesn't matter. We've known each other for years. Nobody will object. I love you.” There. He said it. Out loud. “I told you I loved you, years ago. I do, still.” 
 
    But Kate shook her head. “I was a teenager’s first crush. Nothing more. If it wasn’t me, it would have been a school teacher or a babysitter. You were eleven or twelve, Silva, and I was new and exotic.” 
 
    Silva remained on his knee. “Well, would you marry me anyway? I can give you a comfortable home, and a place in society, and … and I’ve got a strong lineage. Our children won't be drudges.” 
 
    Kate’s expression hardened. “I'm proud of who I am and what I've accomplished. Why would I give that up to … pra ser a esposa trófeu de um babica?” 
 
    “I didn't get that last part.” 
 
    “Out!” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “Get out!” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Slumped at his desk, back at his own office, Silva saw a mage light enter the office before Doris found him. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Silva growled. 
 
    “I could ask you the same question,” Doris replied. “I’m not the one sitting in his office in the middle of the night in the dark.” 
 
    “She hates me. Hates all mages.” Silva crossed his arms and slumped even further down in his seat. 
 
    “She does not. You aren't Mrs. Wardic’s favorite person right now, but the little pin-holes you carved in her chest when you pulled the wemyds out of her healed almost immediately. When I checked on her, her husband was of the opinion a little pain is character building.” 
 
    “Not my last patient. Kate. Kate hates me.” 
 
    “So, multiple women don’t like you right now.” Doris chuckled. “What did you do to Kate?” 
 
    Silva glanced up at Doris. “What makes you so sure this is my fault?” 
 
    Doris stepped around the desk, laid a hand on Silva's shoulder and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Silva grumbled and stared back down at the desk. “I asked her to marry me.” 
 
    Doris threw back his head and laughed. “Oh the horror. Is that all?” 
 
    “When I started talking about kids, she got so mad she started speaking in that Portugues language of hers. I don’t know what she said, but it wasn’t complimentary and probably not repeatable in polite society.” 
 
    “Poor boy.” Doris patted Silva on the shoulder. “Does she want children?” 
 
    “And it's not like marrying me is a bad thing. I’m a mage. Respected. Marrying me would be good for her.” 
 
    “And you, being you, told her that.” Doris sighed, but couldn’t quite wipe the smirk off his face. “When an ox starts blundering about delftware, few people care if the ox has good intentions. Have you considered asking people what they want instead of telling them what’s good for them?” 
 
    “Do you think that would work with Kate?” 
 
    “How about you practice the idea a bit on somebody who likes you, first? You can work yourself up to using it romantically. Which brings me back to why I am sneaking into your office in the middle of the night. I seem to have a business partner who doesn’t tell me important information …” Doris held up a restraining hand when Silva sat up to object. “… like why you couldn’t share the results of the experiment which got the entire office in an uproar.” 
 
    Silva glowered. “I’m the grieving party here. How did you make this about you?” 
 
    Doris shook his head. “That’s called deflecting. Try again. I like you, Silva, but I need to know what is going on if I'm going to help you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do to help.” 
 
    “No, let me decide that. Try again.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t panic?” 
 
    Doris left Silva’s side and sat at the chair across the desk, still smiling faintly. “I promise no such thing, but I will do my best. Tell me anyway.” 
 
    Silva took a deep breath and leaned forward with his hands on the desk. Fine. He asked for it. “The treatments we are performing are useless. I don’t think the yellow is actually hurting anybody. We are killing a microorganism which feeds on the pollution blocking people’s magical abilities instead of clearing the blockage. Our treatments are cosmetic. Instead of removing the pollution draining people’s ability to power magic, we are only hiding it from view.” 
 
    Doris didn’t panic. Didn’t jump up and run out of the office in an effort to distance himself from the fraud sitting across from him, like people used to when they heard the name Vatic. He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “I see. Thank you for telling me. I received a visit from an inquisitor while you were away. What does this have to do with Drudge Delan?” 
 
    Silva sighed and leaned back, happy to change the subject. “That is a different kind of pollution. Drudge is using a non-magical water cannon Kate invented for strip mining coal, out near Cupriton. He’s fouled the drinking water for miles. I introduced a journeyman beast speaker who lives in the area to an inquisitor, and helped convince the inquisitor to look into it.” 
 
    Doris nodded and stood. “Sounds like you’ve already done what you can, regarding the Delan family. In that case, how about we both head home and get some sleep? Tomorrow, we’ll start bright and early to figure out how to help our patients, as well.” 
 
    “And if you can’t make it back in the morning?” Silva wouldn’t blame Doris for packing a bag and leaving town during the cover of night. He had said, ‘our treatments,’ but he alone was really to blame. 
 
    “I’ll be here. Bright and early,” Doris said as he retrieved his top coat and hat from the coat stand. “We’ll tackle this together.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning, Silva slept a little later than he’d planned, but found Kate waiting for him at the door instead of Doris. She was dressed in her field-hand-style shirt and trousers instead of a proper corseted dress, and leaning beside the outside door with her arms crossed. 
 
    “Vagrancy is frowned on in this neighborhood,” he jested as he found the door locked and pulled out his key. “Care to step inside?” 
 
    Kate glowered at him but held her tongue until they were through the waiting room and into his office. 
 
    “What do you have against Drudge Delan?” she asked as soon as he closed the office door. “Your name is on an injunction shutting down all of his businesses. I had enforcers waiting for me. They confiscated everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” Silva asked. 
 
    Some of the indignation bled out of her. “No. I took your advice, day before yesterday. The notes with the action sigils on them were all destroyed. Thank you for that.” 
 
    “And I’m sorry I … surprised you, yesterday. I should have consulted you before making ill received grand gestures.” 
 
    “Is that why you contacted the enforcers? Jealousy?” 
 
    “No. Another mage spoke to an inquisitor. I only corroborated her story. An inquisitor, I might add, who was already investigating Drudge before I got involved,  well before I saw you, two days ago.” 
 
    “Well, don’t get any more involved, okay? Drudge assured me the mines were using the water drill as a short term thing … generating some quick capital for a much bigger project we are working on. A locomotive that uses steam for power. It will change your world.” 
 
    “I don’t trust Drudge.” 
 
    “That’s my problem, not yours. His lawyers have partially removed the injunction, on things which don’t use a water drill, but I need you to stay out of his other projects, for my sake if not yours.” 
 
    For all of his distrust of Drudge Delan, Silva didn't have anything against drudges as a group. Before the disaster, the family gardener had been an actual drudge, instead of a low-power commoner. “In Winterhaven, the ley energy–” 
 
    “Don’t you dare get involved in the Capstock Tunnel,” Kate interrupted. 
 
    "Huh?" What’s a Capstock Tunnel? As in the Capstock Mountains, near Winterhaven? 
 
    The office door flew open and Doris stepped in. “Oh, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kate started, then shouldered her way past Doris, out the door. “Just stay away from Drudge and Winterhaven.” 
 
    After Kate left, Silva stood stunned. “What just happened?” 
 
    “It appears,” Doris said, “that your Kate is a trifle less innocent than you believe. I overslept, but arrived in time to hear enough. I barged in before she committed you to anything.” 
 
    “She said Drudge is in Winterhaven. I need to find out what he’s doing there.” 
 
    Doris hung his head. “Obviously, I was too late.” He took a long, drawn-out breath, then nodded. “Go. Do what you have to do. I’ll hold down the fort, until you return.” He pulled a money pouch out of his pocket and handed the entire thing to Silva. “Return as quickly as you can. We have other problems to deal with.” 
 
    Silva nodded. “Together.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Silva arrived at the Sixty Mile Inn while the sun was still high in the sky. He hadn’t received any prophetic dreams, but a vague sense of dread pushed him to cover forty miles the first day and only hunger made him stop midway through the second day of his trip home. 
 
    He thanked the innkeeper for his stew, tasted a few bites, then asked, “Excuse me, have you heard of something called the Capstock Tunnel?” 
 
    “Sure I have. That was big news a few years back,” the innkeeper replied. “Some engineers had the idea of digging a tunnel through the Capstock mountains with a dry reservoir at the end. Ley energy ran downhill out of the mountains into the reservoir, but the reservoir was built high enough it could feed into the ley line on the road, from here all the way to the capitol.  
 
    “Some say the plan to extend the tunnel made Vatic’s mages in Winterhaven rush whatever they were doing. They cut corners and caused the disaster, eight years back, because of the tunnel.” 
 
    The first few bites of stew turned to stones in Silva's gut. “The tunnel was supposed to reach all the way through the Capstocks into Winterhaven?” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded. “Yep. You don’t notice it going up and down through the pass, but the land in Winterhaven is higher than here.” 
 
    Silva burned his mouth bolting down the remainder of the stew, threw some silver coins on the table and strode out the door without waiting for change.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    The greatest obstacle to the collection of ley energy is flowing water. It was one of the reasons the most prosperous nations, like Sparro, were also among the driest. But even in Sparro the rain occasionally fell, eroding ley lines and reducing available energy the same way it eroded dirt. 
 
    Ley bending changed that relationship. Streams of ley energy could be bent away from the ditches on either side of the road and coaxed into traveling down the high center. But ley bending required hundreds of people to regularly maintain all the roads in Sparro, and only blunted the damaging effects of rainfall. To meet the needs of the populace after the rain, roofed reservoirs had been constructed.  
 
    With his ability to see ley lines, finding and following the thickest branch of energy upstream to the reservoir should have been simplicity itself. Silva had to stop multiple times to ask for directions. 
 
    Although familiar with the design, when he eventually found it, the Capstock Reservoir was the largest Silva had ever seen. Rectangular and surrounded by a grassy berm over twenty feet high, it easily occupied a dozen acres with the entire expanse covered in multiple red tile roofs, held up by thick stone columns. The gates on the uphill side — closed during rainfall — were wide open, but the airtight exit gates were fully closed with no energy trickling out. Despite its grandeur to his physical eyes, as he stood on the top of the berm, the amount of energy in the dry reservoir to Silva's adjusted vision was still quite low, well below its capacity.  
 
    Just uphill from the reservoir’s entrance gates, Silva found the single trickle of energy feeding into the reservoir. It emerged from a tunnel in the hillside. A cool breeze blew out of the hole from somewhere. Despite the direction, the ley line was too small to have originated in Winterhaven.  
 
    Taking a chance on the purity of the ley stream, Silva lit a mage light and followed the line into the tunnel. He passed the remnants of side branches, filled with rubble, confirming the tunnel had originally been a mine. He expected to see wheeled carts passing by, but the tunnel was silent. 
 
    How much rock pressed down over his head? Although the tomb-like hole sloped gently upward, the Capstock mountains rose much faster. There could be thousands of tons of rock above him. Silva tried to concentrate on his breathing and continuing to move forward. 
 
    Several hours later, he saw light at the end of the tunnel and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    He stepped out into a valley and paused a moment to let the sunlight hit his face. The valley was small and surrounded on all sides by steep slopes. Rocks the size of his head littered the entire area: debris from the mine. A wall had been constructed to keep the rocks from falling back across the tunnel and, in several places, formed arches. Doorways remained in the wall for miners to add more debris, but Silva could tell they sealed like the reservoir gates. 
 
    This was the source of the tiny ley stream. Sunlight hit the walls of the mountains and the energy flowed down to this point, then down the tunnel. Cold air from the mountains fell, encouraging air movement. It was a bit like one of Kate’s water pipes. 
 
    Across the small valley in a straight line, another hole continued at the same even slope. No air moved in that tunnel and no ley energy passed through it. As he watched, a commoner exited and dropped several rocks on the debris pile, out of a large framed backpack. He stretched, waved to Silva and headed back. Silva lit a mage light and followed. 
 
    “You might want to put that out,” the miner said. “Not a lot of ley energy in here. You’ll run out before you get to the end. Rest a hand on the side wall. You won’t lose your way in the dark.” 
 
    “You aren’t surprised to see me?” Silva asked. He wasn’t in a hurry to douse his light and plunge himself into darkness with a stranger. 
 
    The miner shrugged. “Most of the big names are waiting in the short tunnel, on the Winterhaven side, but that crew’s been having lots of troubles. I figured somebody would eventually come around to this side.” 
 
    As they hiked up the slope, additional miners passed with full backpacks down the other side. Most grinned at Silva when they stepped into his light, as if aware of his fear. He gritted his teeth and doused his mage light. 
 
    With the loss of light, the miner’s voice also fell silent. Silva world became darkness, the soft scrapes of booted feet and his own labored breathing. 
 
    He was certain he had traveled for miles when he heard a boom like falling rock followed by a loud cheer. Moments later, a strong breeze rushed past him and slowly built in intensity. Adjusted vision showed the breeze was full of ley energy. The tunnel had reached Winterhaven. 
 
    The amount of energy was huge. He could easily imagine it filling the reservoir to overflowing, spilling invisible pollution over the downhill wall and onto the line which ran down to the Sixty Mile Inn. From there, it would flow down the main line all the way to the capital. 
 
    Pushing off from the wall, Silva stepped into the center of the tunnel and threw up an absorption shield around himself, keyed to block air. When the soft glow of his magic filled the tunnel, miners on both sides ran away, yelling. 
 
    Now what? He couldn’t tap into the ley energy around him. It was certainly polluted. Use his remaining personal energy to pull down the rock above him? No, the miners would simply dig it out again. With a sinking feeling Silva realized he hadn't thought things through. He’d been in such a hurry to get here he hadn't thought out what he would do when he arrived. He needed to think of something before he suffocated. 
 
    A light slowly approached. Candle light instead of a ley lamp. Drudge Delan. 
 
    “Why did I know it was you?” Drudge said, as he set down a candle in a shuttered metal holder next to Silva's shield. “You can’t let me succeed at anything, can you?” 
 
    “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. The ley energy in Winterhaven is still polluted. This tunnel will flood the whole countryside.” 
 
    “Bull.” Drudge pulled off his jacket, folded it neatly, and set it aside, then rolled up his shirt sleeves. “You’re a thief and a liar. First you convince Kate to vandalize Muriel’s Sigil so no one else can use it. Then you steal my scroll away from my father and use the sigil to cast it yourself. Now you’re trying to steal this from me too. What’s the plan? Use the ley energy in the pipe to bolster your shield, then delay the project until an overpriced barrister finds a trumped up excuse to shut us down? I heard how much land your family purchased in Winterhaven. Was that the plan? Claim since the land was yours so is the energy in my reservoir?” 
 
    “You bought a whole reservoir? Wait, did you say your scroll?” It made a weird kind of sense. Drudge’s entire family was powerful and highly educated. He could have schooled himself and received enough education to craft the scroll, but … “You’re a drudge. How would you use it?” 
 
    Drudge laid his hands on Silva's shield. Energy flowed out of it, like air out of a popped balloon. Drudge knew necromancy? 
 
    “That’s the funny thing about nicknames,” Drudge said conversationally. “They often aren’t literally true.” 
 
    Drudge wasn’t pulling energy from the polluted line. He didn’t need to. He was pulling all the power he needed from Silva directly.  
 
    Silva dropped his shield and rolled to the side. Air once again rushed through the tunnel, extinguishing Drudge’s candle. A stun bolt lit the tunnel briefly, scoring the stones where Silva had been a moment before. The wind built, gaining in intensity until it howled like a gale.  
 
    When the stun bolt’s light faded, Silva dodged again, right before another stun bolt hit his second location. He threw a stun bolt of his own. Drudge blocked with a glowing blue shield, then expanded it to fill the tunnel. 
 
    “You’re really bad at this.” Drudge’s voice was still maddeningly calm as the wind died again. “All of the energy from Winterhaven is at my back. You should have tried to get uphill.” 
 
    Silva adjusted his vision. Most of the river of energy traveling down the tunnel was being stopped by Drudge’s shield. As Silva watched, Drudge adjusted and the small trickle of energy leaking past the shield trickled down to nothing. 
 
    Why had he never actually looked at Drudge to gauge his power levels? Drudge’s personal power was likely very low, compared to Silva, but he’d been absorbing power beyond his capacity. To Silva's vision, blue pulses of stolen energy leaked off Drudge, impacted the shield and were absorbed. 
 
    Silva put his hand near Drudge’s shield and felt it pull at him. Drudge had woven a necromantic sigil into the shield. 
 
    Returning his vision to normal, Silva spotted a miner’s backpack nearby. He grabbed a sharp rock in both hands. 
 
    The shield around Drudge disappeared and Silva dodged, but too slow. A new necromantic shield sprung up around him, then shrank in size. “Really? A rock?” Drudge yelled over the wind which once again began to build in force. “Don’t swing that too hard or you’ll burn up all your air.” As the life-stealing wall contracted, more air rushed down the tunnel. 
 
    He only had one choice left: create a necromancy spell of his own, starting a tug of war, and trick Drudge into pulling from the line until his healthy energy was replaced by pollution. Then keep pulling until Drudge was dead. 
 
    He couldn’t do it, couldn’t even try to imagine the sigils in his mind. Killing a man wasn’t the same as killing a microscopic bug. Silva was dying. His life literally depended on crossing that line and he couldn’t. He wasn’t that kind of man. 
 
    Against his will, Silva's vision returned to normal as the energy needed to power the spell left him. While he’d hesitated, Drudge had drained the last of his reserve energy. All he had left was his life, and that was slipping away. He fell to the ground and Drudge’s dome contracted tighter around him. As consciousness slipped away, he heard the crack of a firearm and the light of Drudge’s shield disappeared, plunging the tunnel in darkness. 
 
      
 
    When Silva woke, he was in a white room with tile walls. Sunlight filtered through high windows below the ceiling, and his mother waited on a chair beside the bed. 
 
    “Am I dead?” he asked hoarsely. His throat was dry as if he hadn’t drank anything for days. 
 
    “No, you’re on a wagon headed away from Winterhaven toward the Home for the Misshapen.” Mother smiled and gestured to the tile walls. “You’re also dreaming you’re already there. They tried to heal you at Winterhaven, but all the mages visiting the groundbreaking had a ‘mysterious’ problem drawing energy from the ley lake.” 
 
    “And Drudge? What happened to him?” 
 
    “The story, as told to your father by Kate, is Drudge ran into the tunnel when the wind entering it died down. The miners ran out, said a mage was in there and Dr. Delan grabbed a rifle to follow. He insists he was justified shooting his own son, but refuses to explain further until he can consult with a barrister. Drudge is alive, for now, but is unconscious with a brain injury, next to your body on the cart.  
 
    "Dr. Delan is also here. After healing his son, he claimed he lost the ability to cast magic, but the inquisitor visiting the site after the incident knocked him out anyway." She smiled secretly again. “His aura looks fine. His lost magic may be psychosomatic.” 
 
    Silva struggled to rise, but he still felt impossibly weak. “Drudge was using necromancy. I need to wake up and tell somebody.” 
 
    Mother laid a hand on Silva and gently pushed him down to the bed. “You need to rest. Drudge Delan isn’t going anywhere.” Her face appeared calm. Serene. Just as he remembered. She never looked worried. He’d always admired her facial control. 
 
    Silva rested in his dream, laying back down on his bed and falling asleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “The problem with prophetic dreams,” Kate said in Dr. Delan’s voice, “is they are only useful when the future is already known.” 
 
    Kate and Silva followed Father and Dr. Anguilla across the front lawn of the Winterhaven Estate. The grounds were the same as when Silva had first arrived back home: run down and derelict. A breeze brought the scent of rotten apples drifting from the orchard. 
 
    “It was very kind of you to let Dr. Vatic visit his old home after treating Drudge and his father at the inn,” Kate said in her own voice to the pair in front of her. “I’m certain he can figure out the problem with the tunnel.” 
 
    As the foursome cleared the hill, they saw a wooden tower erected in the lake with a thirty-five foot long tube descending from it, like a giant inverted test tube, down into the water. 
 
    “What’s that?” Dr. Anguilla asked. 
 
    “You know how, when you swim deep underwater the water presses harder on you the deeper you go?” Kate explained. “The air above the water exerts pressure too. The height of the water in the tube measures that pressure. I have another device like that in the capital. The air pressure is lower there. That’s why the wind coming out the tunnel is so strong.” 
 
    Father stepped around a unicorn topiary, which no one else could see, and paused at the edge of the shield that was no longer there. “I wish Silva was here. No offense, doctor, but his power levels are considerably higher than yours.” 
 
    “Silva was hurt,” Kate said. “And I’ve double-checked your calculations. Dr. Anguilla’s power levels are fine.” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla stepped over the line of pottery tiles that had marked the edge of the shield. “If my power is needed. I’m still not convinced breaking protocol to bring you along, Tobias, was as necessary as you claim.” 
 
    “You will be,” Kate said. She turned and headed toward the remaining tower, all that remained of the house. “While you two do mage things, I need to check on something over there.” 
 
    “I’m right here, you know,” Silva said in the dream. But the other three ignored him. The dream didn’t seem to be pushing him one direction or another, so he followed the mages. 
 
    Father closed his eyes, pushed, and stepped across the line of tiles inside the circle. 
 
    At the very center of the circle of pottery, Silva heard a faint hissing noise above him. Below the source of the noise, the remnants of the house’s stone floor was shoved down nearly ten feet. This was the exact center of the explosion eight years ago. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” Dr. Anguilla asked. 
 
    “Air from another world,” Father replied as he climbed down into the hole below the noise. “The portal hole is far too small for Kate to return home. It is smaller than her finger, but it’s there.” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla gestured several times. “I don’t see anything with any spell I know.” 
 
    Father held up his hand and the downward breeze fluttered the sleeve of his robe. “The portal is easier to detect now that the shield is gone. Now that Kate has given me the final piece for the spell I have been refining for eight years, we’re going to, finally, close it.” 
 
    “The yellow is still here? I thought all the diatoms were killed.” Fear flew across Dr. Anguilla’s face as he glanced up toward the invisible source of the breeze, but he squelched it. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “When I cast the spell, I need every scrap of power you have. Don’t pull power from around you, but give me life energy, if you have to. If you fall unconscious, Kate is here to look after your welfare.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Father’s jaw unclenched and the scowl on his features smoothed. “I’m giving everything to this spell. I won’t be leaving Winterhaven.” 
 
    No. 
 
    Silva ran to find Kate. On the far side of the tower he found her. Workmen had constructed some type of semicircular berm and embedded huge stones into the dirt. She put on a helmet, buckled a harness around herself and attached the harness to a chain at the center of the bunker. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Silva yelled. 
 
    In the dream, Kate glanced up and smiled at Silva. “I’m cleaning up.” 
 
      
 
    Silva yelled and jumped upright. Something tangled in his legs and he tripped, falling face down on a dirt road. The wagon he was riding on stopped and a black-robed mage helped him up. 
 
    “I need to get to my father!” he yelled. “Where’s Mother? She can warn him.” 
 
    Inquisitor Dwufin’s voice was calm and reassuring. “It was only a dream. Your mother died years ago.” The grip on Silva's arms was gentle, but strong. 
 
    Silva shook his head. “I have prophetic dreams. I think Kate Janos just killed my father. Or will kill him after Dr. Anguilla meets the Delans at the inn. She knew what was happening in Winterhaven even though she’s days away. To Drudge and she’s headed here. Or there.” 
 
    “You’re injured and you’re not making sense.” Dwufin frowned, then added, “Kate Janos is up near the capital, working on some kind of message relay system invented by Dr. Poincer. He calls it a ‘tele-graph’.” 
 
    Silva wasn’t convinced. Dr. Anguilla had already benefitted from a trip to Winterhaven. The potential for a second discovery would be all it would take to entice him to release Father from the hospital into his own care. 
 
    “I’ll have someone look into it,” Inquisitor Dwufin said, studying Silva’s face. “But I can’t detain somebody over what they might do. Plus, if you really did have a prophetic dream, rushing around won’t change anything. I remember that much from school. Something about shifting probabilities? If it was a prophetic dream, you can’t change it.” 
 
    “I woke up before he actually died, so the dream could be telling me she’ll try to kill him.” 
 
    The inquisitor sighed and nodded. “Fine. Get back in the wagon and I’ll check on it. Where did you see them?” 
 
    “Winterhaven Estate. I don’t know what method they used to travel this way from the hospital, so I don’t know where they are now. But that’s where they were headed in the dream.” 
 
    Silva was so tired he needed to be helped back into the wagon. As he lay down, he saw Inquisitor Dwufin gesturing before sleep claimed him.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    It was days before the explosion and eleven-year-old Silva was having trouble with one of his lessons and he went to town to see if someone could help him since his mother was busy with her experiments. The other children were no help and the lessons were even too advanced for their parents. One of the other children had called him and his lessons stupid and a fight broke out on the library steps. 
 
    Father berated Silva the entire way home. “You’re a Vatic. You’re better than that, brawling in the dirt like a drudge.” From time to time, he punctuated his remarks with kicks to his son’s backside, more humiliating than painful. 
 
    Mother was waiting when they arrived at the estate. She sent Father back to his work and walked her red-faced son through the gardens. She talked about flowers and vegetables and consulted with Mr. Pickerell, the gardener, about her plans for next season. Then she asked Silva what happened. 
 
    “I know I’ve said it before,” she said after Silva explained, “but you don’t realize how special you are. Your lessons are far too advanced for anyone in town.” 
 
    “But you were busy.” 
 
    “That’s why you need to learn to trust yourself. To look out for yourself when I can’t be there. You got in a fight on the library steps instead of walking inside and using the books. I’m certain that if you had tried long enough, you could found the answer. In my work on alien microbes, your father and I found people like your Uncle Gallmon and Aunt Sibbiah after we accumulated the knowledge and degrees to impress people like them.” 
 
    Mother paused to sniff a flower. “This garden is the same. I could easily have flowers and vegetables delivered from town, but I have a garden to show we don’t need the townspeople. We can do it ourselves.” 
 
    Silva looked past Mother and saw Mr. Pickerell on his knees, working compost into the soil between the plants. He wasn’t looking their way, but he was smirking like Mother had said something funny. 
 
      
 
    Silva woke and stars shone above him. He ached. Every muscle felt torn and abused. He was thirsty, but so nauseous he doubted he would keep water down. The wagon was still moving and every rut and bump was agony. 
 
    Silva grew up around commoners, but before the explosion, Mr. Pickerell was the first actual drudge he had ever known. He had been with Silva near the estate’s outer wall when the explosion happened, and threw Silva down before stone shrapnel killed him and the wall collapsed, trapping Silva for days before he dug himself out. 
 
    Shouldn't they be to Winterhaven by now? 
 
    His muscles protesting from as slight an action as turning his head, Silva saw two bodies in the darkness beside him. Dwufin, driving the wagon and singing softly to himself, was little more than a deeper shadow in the darkness. Behind the open rear of the wagon, the moon slowly rose over the Capstocks. Dwufin had lied. They were going the wrong way. 
 
    Silva slowly reached out and grasped the back edge of the wagon. Pulling his body onto its side felt like lifting a two-hundred pound bag of grain. Gritting his teeth and fighting to control his breathing, he pulled with his arm and pushed with his legs until he fell out of the wagon, as silently as possible. 
 
    His legs hit the ground first, muffling his fall, but he collapsed in the middle of the road. When Silva opened his eyes again, the wagon was little more than a noise, invisible in the dark. He needed to get to his father in Winterhaven. Silva allowed himself to breath deeply, trying to pump energy back into his body like it was air. 
 
    No, he needed power first. The sun … the sun would give him power. If he could wait long enough for the sun, then he would be able to help his father. All he needed to do was sit up into a meditation position and wait. He pushed on the ground with both arms, lifted himself an inch and collapsed back on the dirt. 
 
    No, he needed to hide first. The inquisitor would eventually notice he was missing and might come back for him. He saw a bush in the moonlight. That would do. He’d hide under the bush until the sun came. Push, push with the legs. 
 
    Silva wasn’t sure how many times he passed in and out of consciousness. Push. Pull. Drag. He forgot why he needed to get under that bush, only that it was life or death if he was to rescue his father. 
 
    Mr. Pickerell had loved that garden and loved taking care of it. The same way the nanny, Mrs. Meadowbrook, loved taking care of Silva and his parents, keeping them fed when life got hectic. When Silva’s unpolluted magical abilities had been discovered, it was Mrs. Meadowbrook who overrode Silva’s objections that his father needed him to stay in Winterhaven. 
 
    Silva didn’t realize he'd been dreaming again until morning sunlight filtered through the branches of the bush. He called to mind the rote for the solar collection spell and fed power into it. Nothing happened. He had no energy to give it. His mother had told him he was special. His professors had fawned over a prodigy so gifted at such a young age. He wasn’t feeling very gifted now. 
 
    Silva's head lolled to the side and he saw a beetle pushing a ball of dung across the dirt with its back legs. In the sunlight, the beetleback glowed with reflected light. It was only a bug. Killing it for its energy would be easy. Necromancy was just a reversal of a healing spell. Easy. 
 
    He pictured the foundation sigils on his master scroll and tried to figure out how to reconfigure them so that the life energy released flowed into him. He didn’t need to kill piles of beetles. It should be easy. Any mage with any healing training at all should be able to make the modification. 
 
    But Silva didn’t have any training in healing. His rejection of the first lesson — dream healing — cost him every lesson which followed. The foundation sigils didn't fit together properly in his mind. He wildly considered casting the lumpy mess in his imagination, but knew better. He’d kill himself if he tried. He was a failure. Dr. Wardic was right. Black robes couldn’t hide the fact that Silva wasn’t really a mage. 
 
    The beetle left its dung ball and skittered over to Silva, paused a moment, then reached out slowly to brush Silva's face with a forefoot. When it pulled back the foot to its face, a teardrop rested on it. The beetle drank the tear and scuttled forward for more. 
 
    Silva moved, more of a convulsion than purposeful, and the beetle ran away. 
 
    His life. He still had some life energy left. Maybe enough that he could start the solar collection spell without killing himself. Silva called to mind the proper rote, reached deep inside himself and pushed. 
 
      
 
    The evening sun cast long shadows in the west, in preparation for night. He didn’t feel better. If anything, he felt worse. How long had he been unconscious this time? Days? He heard footsteps on the road, approaching from the west. The inquisitor had found him. Silva struggled to quiet his labored breathing, to hold his breath. 
 
    You dug yourself good and deep this time. You can’t even save yourself, Uncle Gallmon snarled in Silva's delirium. What makes you think you can save someone else? 
 
    He had to save Father. There had to be something more he could do. Had to be some trick he hadn’t tried yet so that he …. 
 
    Had he ever saved anybody? He hadn’t stopped Drudge. Silva had a successful business, but that was Doris’s doing. Doris juggled the finances and found the wealthy clients. He had land, but that was due to the townspeople’s trust in his father. Kate had saved herself. No, Kate had obtained the help she needed, had guided her rescue, but it had taken a crew of people to mount the actual rescue. It took Adeline and Silva and the inquisitor working together to shut down Drudge’s strip mine. 
 
    Silva took a deep breath, pulled in as much air as he could, and gasped, “Help.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    When Silva woke, he was in a bed on a straw mattress. Thick quilted comforters were piled on his body. A woman sat on the edge of the bed and rested a hand on his forehead. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “Rest dear,” the woman said in a calm assured voice like his mother’s, but different at the same time. “We’ll have you sorted out by morning.” 
 
    He felt weak, but better than he had since he was pulled from the Capstock Tunnel. “I need to get to Winterhaven. My father’s in danger.” 
 
    The woman frowned and looked to someone Silva couldn’t see. 
 
    “I’ll get the boys and go see,” a male voice replied. Where had Silva heard that voice before? 
 
    “Be careful, Caleb,” the woman said without taking her hand from Silva’s forehead. 
 
    “I will. Love you,” Caleb Henshaw replied. A door closed. 
 
    Silva felt another spell grasp him and drowsiness took hold. “Why does everybody keep trying to put me to sleep?” 
 
    “Because sleep is good for you. Now stop fighting the spell and heal up. I sent a bird to fetch a healer, but it may take a while for her to get here.” 
 
    When Silva woke again, he felt good. Better than he had in a long time. Dr. Anguilla sat on the edge of the bed with a hand resting lightly on Silva's chest. He appeared wan, exhausted, like he was the one who had been attacked by a necromancer instead of Silva. “Welcome back among the living.” 
 
    “My father,” Silva croaked. 
 
    “Resting in the next room, along with the others who assisted in your recovery.” 
 
    Silva tried to say more. To explain. To ask. He couldn’t get his brain or his mouth to work. 
 
    Dr. Anguilla snapped his fingers to somebody out of Silva's field of vision. “A glass of water, please.” 
 
    After bringing the water, Caleb Henshaw helped Dr. Anguilla set Silva upright, so he could drink it. His hand trembled, but he managed to get most of the water inside him, instead of on his dirty robes. 
 
    “Your father was pretty incredible. He wove together some kind of net which allowed multiple people to pool their energy. He said it was a common spell in Alsayed, but I’ve never heard of it. I may have to schedule a trip overseas.” 
 
    “How hard of a fight did you have, getting him to come here?” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla frowned. “None. You’re his son. He dropped everything to be here.” 
 
    Although technically healed, Silva still slept more than he was awake. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed before he saw his father, emaciated and thin, with leathery skin hardened by the sun. 
 
    “Your illusion. It’s gone.” 
 
    "I needed to concentrate on other things." Father waved aside his son’s concern. “I can start over. I’ve done it before.” 
 
    “So you closed the rift?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “How much time did I cost you?” 
 
    “You let me worry about that. Sleep.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen people drained of energy, at unhealthy levels, and you tell me this is not necromancy?” Adeline Presley snarled in barely checked fury. 
 
    “As I told Dr. Anguilla,” Father replied, condescending calm dripping from his voice. “The difference between the spell I cast and necromancy is a matter of consent. The ley lines in this entire area have been contaminated and these good people gave me the energy necessary to heal my son. I have three doctorates, my dear. Don’t tell me how to do my job and I won’t tell you how to do yours.” 
 
    Adeline stomped away from Father and plopped down on the edge of the bed hard enough that Silva could no longer pretend to be asleep. 
 
    “You think he’s hard to talk to after only five minutes,” Silva said with what he hoped was a self-deprecating smile. “You should try being his son.” 
 
    Adeline smiled thinly back. “If what he said is true, a lot of people around here care about you.” 
 
    Silva shrugged. “This is my home. We look out for each other.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Kate sat in the front of a carriage beside Doris, uncomprehending, while Father closed the portal back to Kate’s Earth. Father was certain the spell would work, but Silva and Dr. Anguilla had insisted on the presence of assistants not involved in the casting, a team of fast horses, a swift carriage, and what first aid equipment would work in Winterhaven. 
 
    With Drudge dead from his wounds, enforcers tried to locate Kate for questioning. Who had taught Drudge magic? Who else knew he was a necromancer? Had she actually tried to engineer Tobias Vatic’s death? She was found in the mountains, mind-wiped with no memory of her years in Sparro. The Delan family, the remaining members of Drudge's company, and even the company's investors were questioned as thoroughly as the wealthy suspects' barristers allowed. After several weeks, a judge ordered the investigation closed for lack of evidence. 
 
    With Silva, his father, and Dr. Anguilla working together, the spell to close the portal was rather anticlimactic. Well rested and fully charged before they began, Silva and Dr. Anguilla poured all of their energy into Father. Father waved his hands in what appeared to be a massively complex spell, there was an audible pop, and then the slight breeze at the center of the circle stilled. 
 
    Dr. Anguilla blinked his eyes several times. “That was incredible. How did you do that?” 
 
    Father shook his head. “That was a specific spell, for a specific situation that should never occur again. You don’t need to know.” 
 
    Silva fished in his pocket for a piece of paper and handed it to Dr. Anguilla. “Here’s your payment, as promised. Mother’s sigil, unknown to anyone but us, and free for you to register in your name alone. Did they ever find out who mind-wiped Kate, after she left Winterhaven?” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla shook his head. “No idea. From her behavior, we estimate she’s been regressed back to age sixteen. She’s forgotten any Sparian she once knew and has to start over in a completely strange land." 
 
    “I’ve been seeing to it she’s taken care of,” Doris interjected. “She’s been teaching me math. Despite what’s happened to her, she’s quite clever.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Silva grinned. “Sixteen puts her a lot closer to my age.” 
 
    “No,” Father and Doris chorused. 
 
    “Rather,” Doris added diplomatically, “your help will be appreciated only if you can keep the relationship professional.” 
 
    Doris looked around, his mind already leaping ahead to other things. “So the disaster is finally cured?” 
 
    “No, but it will stop getting worse” Father said. “Thanks to the Capstock Tunnel, the Winterhaven problem is now spread out to become a national problem. I expect better mages than I will start putting effort into turning the wemyds into an effective cure.” 
 
    Dr. Anguilla placed a hand on Silva’s shoulder. “Are you certain I can’t convince you to share the rote you created to kill the wemyds? It's no longer useful for the purpose for which it was designed, but the way you managed the power consumption on such a wide-reaching spell is certain to have other applications. The knowledge would be a huge benefit to people everywhere.” 
 
    Silva removed the doctor’s hand from his shoulder. “I’m certain. I’m going to stay here, with my father, and ask the people who left if they would like my help rebuilding Winterhaven. Together.” 
 
   
 
  




 
 
    AFTERWARD 
 
      
 
    Engineering for Drudges was published by a small independent publisher. While superficially a collection of álgebra problems and physics experiments, the intellectual concepts raised by the book have caused it to be unsuccessfully banned at least a dozen times. The book became a bestseller after it was publically cited as the primary inspiration behind the invention of the steam-powered locomotive.  
 
      
 
    The book’s author is unknown. Doris Stone, administrator of the trust created to handle the book's profits, refuses to comment on the subject. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Two and a half years later 
 
      
 
    Silva studied his master scroll, checking over each sigil one last time. Dr. Poincer had been true to his word, acquiring a parchment copy of his father’s work and Silva remained true to his vow to master it. 
 
    Learning to mentally juggle over a hundred sigils into a cohesive whole had taken longer than a year, as had returning to University to acquire tutoring to fill the holes in his basic medical training. Father’s scroll required it. Dr. Eston had been more forgiving in allowing Silva to bypass dream healing, now that he knew the circumstances of Silva’s background. With pockets of pollution now located throughout the country, there was even some discussion among the University deacons of making that class elective. 
 
    Holding the completed rote in his mind, Silva breathed power into it. At first, nothing changed. The walls in his room at the base of the tower did not suddenly grow artwork. The worn stitching on his robe did not repair itself or turn purple. He had expected music, or something. 
 
    As soon as the thought formed clearly in his mind, Silva did hear music. He climbed the stair, past his father's room. Father had the door open and was quietly reading a trashy magazine. 
 
    “Do you hear music?” It sounded like the music was on the tower’s roof. 
 
    Father lifted his head and listened intently. “Sorry, no. Should I?” 
 
    “No.” Silva continued to climb the stair. “I think it was just my imagination.” 
 
    Father returned to his magazine. 
 
      
 
    At the top of the stair, Silva found a phonograph, playing his mother’s favorite record. Holding his breath, Silva raised the needle off the record. It moved easily and the music stopped. 
 
    “Congratulations,” a feminine voice said behind him. 
 
    “I've been wanting to talk to you.” Silva turned and faced Officer Neran. “For a very long time.” 
 
    Officer Neran was dressed in her full green and grey uniform, complete with black tricornio hat. The uniform's collar was buttoned up, hiding her neck. She crossed her arms and shifted her weight onto one foot. “I’m not really here, you know.” 
 
    “I know. But I still wanted to say I’m sorry.” Silva ran a hand nervously through his hair. “The things I said — the things I made you do — they were never about you and what you did. I couldn't forgive you because I couldn't forgive my parents. You were hurt, semi-conscious and trying not to die. You weren't hurting anyone and even the grass was fine after Adeline healed it. Yes, you broke the law, but I’ve done worse — much worse — since then and found a way to forgive myself and even make amends to the people in my life. Will you forgive me, too?” 
 
    Officer Neran pulled a rope from behind her back and tossed it at Silva’s feet. The noose was already tied in one end. “You say you’ve made amends, by helping to close the portal, forgiving your father, and giving the townspeople their land back. You’ve even been helping Kate learn Sparian and find a good place in society. But you haven’t made amends to me.” 
 
    “The rope isn't real.” 
 
    “Put it around your neck and tie the other end off somewhere solid on the roof. You’ll see it’s real enough. Use it, and I’ll forgive you.” 
 
    Silva hurriedly dispelled the illusion. The phonograph and rope disappeared. 
 
    “I see,” Officer Neran said, shoving her hands in her uniform pockets. 
 
    “Why are you still here?” Silva checked, but the spell had been correctly de-powered. He didn't see any ley energy in use, anywhere around him. 
 
    “All master scrolls have a hidden danger or difficulty. You’re an illusionist, so fate gave you a scroll with a subtle danger.” She gave Silva a broad smile, unlike any she had ever given him in life. “Me." 
 
    Officer Neran faded from view, but Silva could still hear her. "From now on, awake or asleep, you aren't going anywhere without me beside you.”
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