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      Tal flipped through the pages of his favorite book for the forty-seventh time. He had read it once every couple of weeks since his grandfather gave it to him nearly two years ago, before the fellow magic lore enthusiast—the only father Tal had known—passed on to the Other. Tal's grandmother—Gram to him—didn't quite understand their fascination with something reserved for the people in the towers, but remained supportive of Tal's interest, nonetheless.

      Tal heard a knock on his bedroom door.

      "Yes?" He turned his black-haired head a little as he answered, but his eyes stayed on the page he'd been reading—an entry on the lost magical artifact known as the Staff of Five Pieces.

      "You have a letter." His Gram sounded excited.

      Could it be, after writing them so many times?

      One letter of application per month for two years, and he'd never gotten a reply.

      Gram got at least one letter every week, always from her sister in Crowsgate, a town sixty miles away and slightly larger than the one Gram and Tal called home, living in the house his grandfather built. Gram and her sister, Esmer, wrote each other to catch up on what was happening, to share recipes, and to talk about the weather. But this was Tal's first letter, and he knew it wasn't about the weather.

      He nearly knocked his chair over when he got up to rush to the door. Swinging it open, he saw Gram holding the letter in front of her. She smiled at him.

      He stared at the unexpected missal for a moment before taking it from her. "Thanks, Gram. Do you think it's?"

      She nodded toward the envelope. "Look on the other side."

      He turned it over. On the back side of the otherwise plain beige envelope was a gold pattern of concentric circles, each partially incomplete, all of it moving, as if the lines were continuously flowing over the paper to form the seal.

      He touched the lines and felt them move, unaltered by his fingertips.

      Gram cleared her throat. "You going to open it?"

      He glanced at her, then grinned. "Yes."

      "I tried, of course," she said. "Couldn't pry it open, though. Not a normal envelope, I suppose."

      He grinned and shook his head at her.

      Nodding toward the sealed letter, she said, "You give it a try."

      He worked his thumbnail under the small portion near the edge of the folded piece, easily peeling the paper back until the envelope was open.

      "They closed it up with magic," Gram said. "I'm sure you'll learn to do that one day."

      Tal wasn't convinced she had actually tried to open it, but he appreciated her theatrics, if that's what they were. He removed the letter, unfolded it, and read it aloud.
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        * * *

      

      Tal Truswell of the town of Pole,

      

      Your persistence has paid off. The numerous references you've made in your many letters made clear to us your enthusiasm and interest in the magical world and its history.

      However, it is also clear to us you are currently or have been in possession of an early edition of Magic Lore and Legends Down Through the Ages. Reading your past letters, we can tell the book is a rare edition which our library does not possess, and which does not belong outside the walls of the Guild.

      If you still possess or have access to this book, you will present it when you arrive at the gate to the Guild tower in Wooddale by sunset on this week's coming day of repose. At such time, you will be accepted into the Guild as an aspirant, as you have persistently requested. Whether you rise above that position or are dismissed from the Guild before the new year will depend on your conduct while you are with us to train in magic.

      Bring this letter—and the book, if you still have it—and be on time or this offer is withdrawn. This is the only letter you will receive from us on this matter.

      

      Headmaster Zardmel

      The Guild, Magical Authority and Keeper of the Realm

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As soon as Tal had read aloud the last word, the letter slipped from his hands and folded itself before flying back into the envelope, which then closed. The magical seal glowed for a few seconds until the moving pattern stopped, losing its luster at the same time.

      Tal looked at his grandmother. "Repose is in two days. The letter must've been delayed somehow."

      "You have time. If you leave in the morning, you'll make it to Wooddale well before sunset the day after tomorrow. The roads will be quiet going into the end of the week. No chance to catch a ride with the merchants. Everyone will be at home. You'll have to walk."

      He felt an urge to rush out the door and run to Wooddale that very moment. "Maybe I should leave tonight."

      "And risk the shadow dwellers outside city walls? You know they prey at night."

      Tal nodded. "Yes. You're right. First thing in the morning then."

      "You're finally getting what you've always wanted."

      He stared at his Gram's face. "You'll be alone when I go."

      She chuckled. "Don't be ridiculous, Tal. I'm hardly alone. I'm not the one who spends half of everyday shut away in my room." She paused, and the change in her expression made it clear she regretted the unintended harshness of her words. "Don't get me wrong. Your dedication to this dream and those books Grandpa gave you are why it's finally paying off for you. But don't worry about leaving me here. I'll be plenty busy enough at the bakery, and you know one of my friends is over nearly every other day." She tilted her head a little and looked kindly at Tal. "And my sister isn't too far. It'd be a shame if you backed out on your lifelong dream because of me. I don't think I could live with myself if you did."

      "Okay. Okay." Tal laughed and shook his head. "Wow. I can tell you're ready to get rid me. Alright. I'll go."

      "Tal." She looked him square in the eye. "You know I'll miss you, but this is your chance. You and Grandpa always talked about this day."

      Tal smiled and nodded. "Yes. I wish he were here to see me off."

      "He knew what I know. You'll become a great sorcerer, like Fizda."

      "Thanks, Gram. Though I don't know if Fizda would be considered a great sorcerer."

      She gently smacked his shoulder. "Don't be disrespectful."

      "Sorry, Gram. He's good, I'm sure. It's just that I've never seen him do anything. That's all." Tal looked past her toward his room, which had a view of Fizda's tower. "I also wish he would take visitors."

      "Pole hasn't had any trouble like Crowsgate? Fizda must be better than whoever watches over Crowsgate."

      "Dergal," Tal said.

      "Right."

      "I suppose we've been lucky."

      "We have been lucky to have such a dedicated sorcerer watch over our town. Just because you don't see his magic doesn't mean he isn't doing it to keep us safe. There are real dangers in the realm." She looked out the kitchen window and shook her head. "And outside the realm." Turning back to face him, she said, "I'm just thankful the Guild exists."

      "So am I."

      She smiled, reaching up and rubbing both his shoulders with her hands. "And soon you'll be one of them." She sighed. "Your Grandpa would be so proud."

      "I'll learn every ounce of magic the realm has ever known."

      "Just do your best. I hear they only take up to ten aspirants each year. Less if there aren't enough towns with an open post. They must've seen something in your letters which showed them how special you are."

      "They want one of Grandpa's books."

      "Oh." Gram tried to hide her surprise from her face by rubbing the side of her nose for a moment. "How did they-"

      "Must've been some of the things I mentioned in my letters."

      "Just one?"

      "Lore and Legends." He saw her brow furrow a little. "It's okay. I've read it so many times, it's all up here now anyway." He tapped the side of his head.

      "What about the other books?"

      Tal shrugged. "They only mentioned the one. So, I'll bring them, but keep them tucked inside my bag." His gaze drifted for a second. "I'm sure there will be many more books in the Guild tower to keep me busy, though."

      "Well," Gram said, the concern fading from her forehead, "make sure you hang on to the rest of those books. Especially that little one. Grandpa went through a lot to get it. And he wanted you to keep that one for sure, as you know."

      "I know. I promise. I will."
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        * * *

      

      Tal woke the next morning as the sun's rays shone through the woods at the edge of town, bringing a golden dappled light into his room. He got out of bed and walked to the window to take in the view of the town, which mostly sat lower than the cobblestone home he shared with Gram, which, along with a few other houses, took up one of only two hilltops in Pole.

      He leaned to his left to get a view of Fizda's tower, which stood four times higher than any other building in the valley of the town, but only slightly higher than Tal's window, due to the hill. He'd never spoken to Fizda, nor had he seen the inside of the tower. Few had. Sorcerers were known to be reclusive, assumed to be too busy with matters of extraordinary importance to spend time socializing.

      But Tal had seen a few people coming and going from the tower on several of his daily walks down the street which passed in front of its gated courtyard. He tried to speak with one of the visitors once, but the man either didn't hear him or ignored him as he walked off. He'd even once attempted to open the gate to the wall around the tower courtyard, thinking he'd knock on the door and ask to speak to Fizda, or maybe one of the people who worked with him. But the gate was locked—likely magically, as it was known the wall itself had an impenetrable magical barrier extending high above it, all the way around the tower courtyard.

      Tal smiled at catching the smell of cooked eggs wafting in from the kitchen on the other side of the cottage. He usually helped Gram make breakfast, but she evidently had awoken before her usual time to make sure he got an early start on his journey to Wooddale. He got dressed, putting on his pants, boots, and long-sleeve shirt. He donned his blue vest too, knowing the walk to Wooddale would be chilly, at least the first half of each morning. Besides, it was his favorite thing to wear, so he had to make sure he brought it to the Guild tower—unsure how long it would be before he could return to Pole for a visit. He stepped into the back room to wet the bucket of cedar shavings before topping it off with another handful, splashed some water on his face from the basin, and went to the kitchen.

      He took a seat and Gram placed a plate of eggs paired with hashed and buttered potatoes in front of him. Then she set her own plate down on the table and took her seat.

      "Thanks, Gram."

      She smiled. "I knew you'd be wanting to head out first thing, but I didn't want you to go on an empty stomach."

      He nodded and began eating. "Yes," he said as he chewed. "I want to head out soon."

      She nodded.

      Tal swallowed the bite he was working on and put his fork down. "You know I'll come back to see you as soon as I can."

      Gram smiled and reached over to pat his hand. "Don't you worry about me. Focus on your studies. Only a select group of aspirants each year. You're probably the only one of the five hundred people in Pole. Remember that. I know you'll do well. I'll see you when you have time, but I'll be fine until then." She smiled at him. "I want to give you something." She stood up. "I've been keeping this a secret for a long time. I had it made over a year ago. I knew this day would come."

      "What is it?"

      Gram held out her forefinger. "Wait here and finish your breakfast. It'll take me a minute to dig it out." She took a few steps away from the table, then turned back with a grin. "I hid it really good, so it would be a surprise when you were ready for it."

      "Well, go get it already." Tal chuckled.

      He tried to imagine what it could be as she disappeared into her room for a minute.

      More Books?

      He glanced across the table to the sitting room. He could see the two blankets draped over the couch. Gram made them both, working on them here and there in her spare time in the evenings. A blanket? They were well crafted, but patterned with flowers and birds. He had nothing against flowers or birds, but he hoped whatever she had for him wasn't a blanket.

      He finished his breakfast while glancing repeatedly toward her room, waiting for her to come out.

      As he swallowed the last bite of his potatoes, she returned to the kitchen. Approaching the table, she held up her gift for him—a thick brown leather apron with an attached belt and pouches, also leather. In one hand she held the single wide leather strap it had, meant to go over the shoulder. Tal recognized the design from one of the books on magic his Grandpa had given him. The middle portion of the magic practitioner's apron—on a large piece of well-tanned hide designed to cover the wearer's torso—had a row of seven small leather loops, which Tal knew were there to hold small vials or flasks containing potions. There were no vials, of course, and Tal guessed the several lesser pouches running the length of the belt were empty too, along with the two larger pouches hanging down from either side of the belt—though he couldn't see inside any of them, since they all had closing flaps of leather with clasps.

      It was perfect, he thought. His eyes were wide. A feeling of warmth and appreciation welled up from deep inside him.

      Gram held it before him, a huge grin on her face.

      Tal stood up. "How?"

      She tilted her head a little and shrugged. "I had to have something to spend my money from the bakery on."

      He stepped closer to the sorcerer's apron, still running his eyes over all the details. "Thank you, Gram. It's absolutely perfect."

      She handed it to him. "Put it on. Let me see if it fits."

      He did, first slipping off his blue vest, so he could put the apron's strap over his shirt directly, across his left side. He ran the belt around his waist and buckled it, then put his favorite blue vest back on. He looked down at the apron and ran his fingers over the pouches, unclasping one and lifting the cover. The pouch was empty, but he was already imagining the sort of things he'd fill it with—spell ingredients, once he knew what those should be, a jar of healing salve, maybe a few coins too. He thought he might get a small enough familiar that it could hang out in one of the pouches, always there to help him when needed.

      He nodded with satisfaction, then looked at Gram again. "It's exactly right." He knew such a garment was less common among magic users nowadays, but so many of the great ones he'd read about wore such an apron. Wearing it, he somehow already felt more capable of magic, though he had little idea how to actually do magic—a closely-guarded secret by the Guild.

      "I'm glad," Gram said. She glanced around him to the table. "Good. You had time to eat."

      "Oh!" Tal looked out the window behind him. The morning light had come over the trees to paint a golden glow across the dirt and pebbles of the road beyond the small patch of green in front of their house. "I need to get going."

      Gram sighed before stepping up to Tal and hugging him. She released him and looked him in the eye. "This is your time now. Go and do your best."

      "I will, Gram. I'll become the greatest sorcerer the realm has ever known."

      She pressed her lips and rolled them inward as she nodded. "Just be yourself and work hard. You don't need to be the greatest. Just be good. Enjoy it and do your best, and all will be fine."

      "Thanks, Gram. But I've wanted this all my life. I plan to learn and master everything about magic I can."

      "You're a good young man, Tal. Take care of yourself and look out for others. That's all I ask."

      Tal wrapped his arms around her and gave her a big squeeze. "I will." He let go and quickly went to his room to retrieve his bag, which he'd packed the night before. Returning to the kitchen, he grabbed a large hard-crusted roll from a wicker basket on the counter and a plum from beside the basket, shoving both snacks into his pack. Gram stood at the front door as he came to it with the bag slung over his back, the strap of the pack over his right shoulder—his mage-apron strap over the other.

      "Send a letter as soon as you have time," Gram said, opening the door for him.

      He stepped out. "I will, though I'm sure I'll be quite busy at first, getting used to everything. But don't worry. Wooddale isn't that far, and there probably isn't a safer place in the realm than the Guild tower. I'll be fine."

      The two of them shared a final hug, then Tal set off through the quiet streets of Pole—whose people were mostly at home finishing the last chores for the week as they prepared to enjoy the weekly day of repose. At the bottom of the hill, where his road crossed another, he stopped to scratch the basset hound named Ears, working the dog's favorite spot on the side of his head. Tal greeted him the same way every time he passed the dog to walk by Fizda's Tower. Ears wagged his tail, but didn't bother to get up from the well-worn dirt shallow from which he watched the people in the neighborhood and the squirrels, frequently arguing with the latter.

      The dog originally belonged to the first and only young woman Tal bedded—on a pile of hay in her family's barn. A month later, the family moved halfway across the realm, leaving the dog behind for the new owners of the land. Tal's few books on the history of magic became his sole focus after that, at first to get over the young woman. In time, his love of magic reclaimed preeminence in his heart.

      Within twenty minutes, after seeing a few neighbors from afar along the way, Tal reached the town's west gate and waved to the gateman—a friendly half-orc who always worked the gate for the road to Wooddale.

      The gateman knew Tal's wave was his cue to turn the crank-wheel, which lifts the lattice of thick heavy iron. He nodded and smiled, as Tal had seen him do many times before for others. His smile appeared genuine to Tal, and he figured the half-orc loved his job, as it was known that his race valued duty above all else.

      Without inquiry from the gateman, Tal waved again as he passed through the opening in the city wall and set off down the long winding road to Wooddale—a two-day walk, if he didn't dawdle.
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        * * *

      

      After traveling all morning, Tal stopped for a rest and to eat the bread and plum he'd brought. Beneath the bread's hard crust, it was soft and smelled wonderfully. He pictured Gram making the loaf, and he imagined her humming a song as she often did when she cooked. The sun had taken away the chill in the air, and he enjoyed the warmth on his face as he leaned back against a small hill beside the dirt road, taking bites in turn from the bread and the sweet plum until he'd finished both.

      By the time he was done, the sun had warmed him to the point of mild discomfort, so he moved to the shade of a nearby tree and drank from the water-skin he'd brought.

      Once refreshed, he was on his way again, and within an hour he knew by the site of a familiar rocky outcrop—having taken the journey before—he had made good time. He decided to keep the pace for several more hours, to give himself a shorter day of travel the next day going into Wooddale. Pushing himself, in time his legs ached. He wanted to stop again, but his enthusiasm at the thought of training at the Guild made the soreness tolerable enough that he kept going. Imagining what his life in the Guild would be like kept his spirits and his energy high.

      Few if any traveled on the day leading into repose, and so he wasn't surprised that he passed no one on the road to Wooddale. Watching the sun as it continued to scribe its arc overhead and downward, he walked briskly. Eventually, as he crested one of many gentle hills the road lay on, he saw three figures ahead. They stood beside the road, at a point where a small brook ran underneath a simple flat wood bridge, which spanned the ten or so feet necessary to let the water run its course from one side of the road to the other.

      The three appeared to be discussing their way, Tal thought, seeing one of them point up the hill across the road from them and another gesture the opposite way, to the woods which began about a dozen yards from where they stood.

      Tal looked both directions to see what else they might be indicating, but he saw only an ordinary hill and the trees at the edge of Cragwood, a forest so named for the town in the midst of it. He wondered if they were traveling to or from Crag, which he knew to be another two day's journey on foot, though he'd never gone so far into Cragwood.

      He realized it was much more likely the three had come from Wooddale or Pole. The elves in Cragwood rarely allowed visitors, Tal recalled. If they were from Pole, he might know them, he thought. If they had traveled from Wooddale, he'd ask them for any news from the town, thinking it a good idea to learn what recent news he could of Wooddale, where he soon would be a resident in Guild tower.

      Tal knew the three must have seen him as he walked closer to them, but they appeared unconcerned with his presence, instead continuing to talk amongst themselves. He saw no weapons on them, which eased the slight concern he had encountering strangers on the road so far from town. If it were night, he thought, he might have more cause for worry. But the sun still shone brightly and the road between Pole and Wooddale was often traveled, he reminded himself, even if less so late in the week.

      When he walked nearer to them, they stopped talking to one another and looked at him. Two men and one woman, to Tal's surprise all three were elves. They caught Tal off-guard with their comeliness, as well as their unusual features. They might have been well within the norms for elves, he thought, but he had no experience with their race. None lived in Pole, and he'd never seen any on the few trips he'd taken outside Pole's town wall. Elves were known to mostly keep to their own kind, except those who worked with the Guild.

      Tal had read about elves' natural ease with magic, though they'd long been forbidden by the Guild, when it came to magic, from acting as more than a sorcerer's assistant. Few accepted that role. Most abandoned their magical past altogether out of resentment of the restrictions they had to endure.

      Without realizing it, Tal stopped walking toward them and was just staring at them.

      The elven woman stepped closer, leaving her two companions behind as she came up to Tal. Her hair, the color of autumn straw, flowed down over her bare shoulders. Tal noticed the portion laying across her chest gently bounced when she walked up to him. Her top wasn't really a shirt, more a wrap, possibly a single piece, he thought, a sheer blue cloth. It covered the top of her stomach and the bottom of her chest, and seemed secured to her only by the part which draped around the back of her neck. Like her hair, it moved loosely and freely, playing against the motion and contours of her body. She wore form-fitting pants, made of two pieces of muted gray-blue cloth laced together with a leather thread, which extended from her ankle-high boots up along both the outside and inseam of her legs. A bit of excess leather thread dangled on either side of her waist.

      Tal felt the pace of his breathing increase as she approached. He did his best to pull his gaze from her cleavage and the full round flesh which framed it.

      "Greetings, traveler," she said with a sultry voice that stirred a feeling in his loins. "My name is Thalelen."

      Tal didn't reply. Her eyes now had his attention captive, but dumbfounded. They were a mix of light blue and silver, unlike anything he'd seen. The flecks and swirls of color in her irises appeared to move.

      She looked him over, particularly eyeing his empty magician's apron and the pack on his back. "You're in the Guild?"

      A fog seemed to lift from his mind as he heard her question. He noticed the movement in her eyes stopped, or maybe he'd imagined it, he thought. "I am. Will be, I mean."

      "I see," she said. "And you will become a great sorcerer?"

      Tal wasn't sure if she had spoken a question or a proclamation. Her tone sounded off. He realized he'd never heard an elf speak, though, and knew the common tongue wasn't her native language. "I will do my best to learn the ways of magic. It's what I've always wanted."

      "Yes. You will."

      Tal again felt she didn't quite understand how her words were coming across. Clearly she didn't know what I wanted, he thought.

      She leaned her head to the side a little and stared at the pack slung over his back. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at it.

      "Just some stuff I needed," Tal said. "Moving into the tower."

      "Books," she said.

      Tal glanced back at his pack, confirming the top was still down and tied shut. "Just a few personal belongings—clothes, a bit of food, you know." He felt uneasy about her now. How had she guessed he had books in his pack?

      Why would she assume that?

      He looked behind her to make sure the other two weren't up to anything. He had never heard of someone being ambushed in daylight on the road to Wooddale, but the encounter started to feel less random than he first thought. He felt relieved to see the two male elves hadn't moved from their spot and seemed only to be waiting for her to return to them.

      She smiled, and he noticed her beauty once more. He decided she meant him no harm. Must've been just a logical guess, he thought. After all, he realized, he had told her he was on his way to the Guild tower.

      Why did I blurt that out?

      "You're from Pole?" she asked.

      "I am. Are you heading there?" He glanced at the road behind him. "That's the way. You can make it by nightfall."

      She shook her head. "We're not going to Pole. Not now. We learned what we needed to on this journey. Our way now is back through the forest. But I wish you a safe journey and success in your studies at the Guild."

      She reached her hand toward his forehead, but Tal pulled back a little.

      "Do not be concerned," she said. "It is our way…for your protection and good fortune." She smiled.

      He stopped recoiling from her and let her place her finger against his forehead, even as he wondered at the strangeness of her, his first encounter with the elves. She gently touched him about his brow and slid her finger down in a small curve, then pulled her hand back. She smiled again and nodded to him. He smiled back at her, and as she turned around, walking back to her companions.

      Tal took the opportunity to marvel at the curves of her body. The most basic part of him wanted to go after her, but he stood in the road until she had joined her fellow travelers and the three elves began walking through the grass away from the road, toward the woods.

      He exhaled deeply, then started down the road again to Wooddale.

      A few moments later, she called out to him from the field, "I'm thankful to have met you, Tal!"

      He turned back to answer her, but she and the other two elves were gone. He scanned the edge of the forest, but still didn't see them. The woods were too far away for them to have made it into their cover so quickly, he thought. But they are elves. He knew little about elves. Perhaps they can move that quickly, he thought.

      He stared at the forest for a few more moments, then, as the daylight muted slightly from a passing cloud, he realized he needed to get on his way or else he'd be too late. Remembering the headmaster's admonition to be on time, and the thought of the Guild refusing him because he dawdled on the way, he grew a little worried. He decided to jog for a while to make up for lost time and keep the next day's journey a short one, as planned.

      After a minute of jogging he stopped. How did she know my name?

      He pondered the question much of the rest of the afternoon as he walked. Evening came, and, in time, nightfall. He eventually settled into a small clearing to the side of the road, nestled against a steeper part of a hill. Using the flint and steel he'd packed, he made a small fire from some branches and a large fallen log he carried over from the other side of the road. He ate some of the other food Gram had given him for his pack and drank from his water skin, which he'd refilled earlier with the clear water of a creek that meandered near his path. With the warmth of the fire filling the air of the hill-encircled clearing he'd chosen, Tal took a spot on the ground and rested his head against his pack and went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      "Get away, bird!" Tal swatted at the crow which seemed intent on snatching the envelope from his hand with its beak.

      He was standing in the middle of the road, the ninth or tenth one he'd been on since entering Wooddale, after his second day of brisk walking from Pole. If he hadn't been so focused on getting to the Guild tower, he would've gone into some of the many shops he'd passed, or checked out the produce in Wooddale's open-air market stalls which lined a full street around the last corner he'd taken.

      "Hey," Tal said, grasping to get it back from the crow, which had clasped onto the envelope with its beak. "Give that here." The crow apparently thought it had every right to take the letter from his hands. It pulled and flapped its wings with great intensity. Tal nearly pulled the letter free, but the crow jerked at it, ripping it out of his hand, only to lose hold of the letter as well. It dropped into a muddy patch on the dirt road. Tal swung his arm at the bird to get it to fly away, which it did, but Tal accidentally struck the shoulder of a man who had walked up beside him.

      Tal apologized even as he knelt down to get the envelope. When he stood, he realized the man he'd struck was a city guard. The man looked angry. Tal had pulled the envelope out when asking someone how much farther he had to go to get to the Guild tower. A moment ago, he had thought it was the bird's presence which had scared away the woman before she told him, but he now realized it might have been the guard which made her leave abruptly. Tal quickly held out the envelope to show the man, hoping the fact that it bore the Guild symbol would be enough to get him out of any trouble. Once the guard saw the Guild seal on the envelope, he no longer seemed concerned with Tal's business and he left him there, still wondering how much longer he had to walk. Tal wiped mud from the envelope, using the side of his pants. "That'll have to do." He put it into one of the two larger pouches he had.

      A surge of panic rose in his chest when he realized he and the road before him had become completely consumed in the dimmest of light, not quite the darkness of night, but the fade of light brought on by a sunset almost complete.

      I'll be too late.The Guild won't accept me!

      He shifted his walk into a jog, watching the last sliver of daylight he could see cutting across the top of a two-story building at the end of the street. He knew the Guild Tower must be near. He tried to remember how many streets he'd crossed on his way to the center of the Wooddale, where the tower stood—and how many more there might still be before he got there.

      'Be on time or this offer is withdrawn.'

      He ran, weaving between a few idle pedestrians, slightly bumping one accidentally.

      "Hey! Watch it!" the man said, but Tal didn't respond or even look back.

      Why didn't I leave Pole earlier? Those elves. I never should've stopped to talk to them. But the kid! It seemed like he wanted to delay me. Run, Tal!

      As he neared the end of the road, he glanced up to the top of the building still just ahead of him, hoping to see at least a thread of daylight still drawn across the roof. But it was gone. Night has come, he thought.

      I'm too late.

      A wave of anxiety, regret, sadness, and anger washed over him. But he held on to something else he felt—hunger. He knew he was too late, but he kept running. He wanted to be in the Guild more than anything else. He needed to learn of magic, to become a sorcerer. It was all he'd wanted to do with his life for as long as he could remember, and the Guild was the only way. He kept running toward the city's center, where the Guild tower—his destiny—awaited him. Somehow he'd get them to accept him still.

      As he turned the corner at the end of the street, a ray of light shone onto his eyes causing him to squint. He stopped and blinked to get his vision clear before going on. Across the road, in the middle of the large walled courtyard—like an island in the middle of the city—stood the Guild tower, rising high above everything else. And to the side of it, filtering through the houses and shops on the other side of the Guild courtyard, the final light of sunset, a diffused mix of golden and rose-colored salvation. He sighed as his anxiety drained from his body.

      A tall white-bearded man in brown robes which draped down to the ground, stood in front of the gated entrance to the Guild tower's courtyard. He appeared to be watching Tal, but remained motionless.

      Tal hurried across the road, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow and, to catch his breath, slowing to a walk a few feet before reaching the robed man, whose robe bore the same emblem which was on the envelope Tal had received.

      Tal held his forefinger up then opened the large pouch on the right side of his belt and pulled out the envelope containing the letter of invitation. He looked at it and regretted how soiled it had gotten, but, without a word, he handed it to the man.

      The man held the envelope by the corner with the tips of his thumb and forefinger. He turned it over then back around, looking disgusted at its condition. He pressed his lips more tightly together as he looked at Tal. After staring at Tal for a moment, the man sighed. "Very well." He flicked the envelope from his hand and the soiled paper vanished.

      "I am Headmaster Zardmel," the man said, peering slightly down at Tal. "Your letter checks out, Tal Truswell."
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        * * *

      

      Headmaster Fervius Zardmel was the sole descendant of the great sorcerer Palimore, who hundreds of years ago, alongside six of his contemporaries, purged the civilized lands of the last of the monstrous creatures still roaming from the ancient times. Zardmel took great pride in his bloodline and the knowledge that his ancestor made way for the birth of the Realm. As Headmaster of the Guild, he safeguarded and guided the institution to keep it strong, always able to protect the Realm, and perpetually train selected aspirants each year to join in that work.
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        * * *

      

      Tal felt relief at seeing the headmaster apparently deciding to overlook the condition of his letter of invitation.

      Zardmel glanced around, looking past Tal and out at the city streets. "The other one didn't show up at all. I suppose I can give you credit for getting here at least."

      "Thank you, Headmaster." Tal shifted his pack to get it better balanced on his back.

      Zardmel looked toward the sunset. "Though barely on time."

      Tal wanted to explain what had delayed his arrival, but knew starting out with excuses—even if they were legitimate reasons—wouldn't help anything. He decided to let Zardmel's remark on the last-minute arrival stand without a direct rebuttal. "Just nine aspirants this year, then. I'm honored to be one of them."

      Zardmel shook his head.

      Tal worried the headmaster might be changing his mind about letting him into the Guild. Zardmel certainly had the authority to do so, he thought. He felt his forehead warm and his stomach tightened into a knot.

      Should I tell him what happened?

      "Only three," Zardmel said.

      "Excuse me, sir?" Three! Why only three? Wow, I'm luckier than I thought.

      "You have the book?" Zardmel asked.

      Tal reached up and patted his pack. "Yes. It's here."

      Zardmel turned away from Tal and toward the open gate. "Three aspirants this year. That's all." Without looking back at Tal, Zardmel raised a hand and gestured with his fingers for Tal to follow him.

      Following Zardmel, Tal wondered why the Guild had deemed to only take on three aspirants this year—four, if the last person had made it on time, he guessed—instead of ten, as it had done every year as far back as the account of Guild history told in Tal's books and anything he'd ever heard over the years.

      He walked slightly behind and to the side of the headmaster as they crossed the stone-paved courtyard toward the entrance to the Guild tower.

      Could've made a better first impression. But that's behind me now.

      He glanced at the headmaster, who paid Tal no attention as they approached two massive dark wooden doors, intricately carved with images of beasts, half under a fearful storm, the other half below a calm night sky of a hundred or more stars.

      At least, I hope so. I got here, though. Too bad for the fourth aspirant. Just me and two others training in the Guild now. Why? Guess the Guild has its reasons. I know I'll do well with the magic. Wonder what's first. Maybe meet the other two before lessons. New friends, I guess. What's with the carvings?

      Zardmel stopped before the imposing pair of doors, which seemed to be made for giants—though it was known that giants vanished from the world long ago. He glanced back to Tal, then looked forward and swung both arms up, drawing his hands from his waist, across his torso until they rose higher than his head. He murmured a few words, which Tal couldn't discern, after which he flung his hands down to his sides.

      Tal felt an unnatural icy wind pass by him on both sides, as the two towering doors slowly opened inward.

      Tal peered into the tower, his first direct glimpse inside the magical world, aside from the books his grandfather gave him. Marbled stone covered the floor—faint green to darkened emerald, and several colors between, Tal squinted to adjust his eyes and see farther inside, but three feet past the doorway the air itself blurred. He blinked, thinking his eyes hadn't yet focused to the change in light, but the blur beyond the doors remained.

      "I can't see anything," he said, not so much to Zardmel as to himself.

      "You see fine, I'm sure," Zardmel said. "It's your thinking which is blurred." He stepped forward through the past the doors and pierced the wall of blurred air with his forefinger, then ran his finger diagonally downward, apparently slicing the air.

      A moment later, the view into the tower cleared. Tal stepped into the threshold. With the blurred wall of air gone, he took in the overwhelming size of the room. It must've been a hundred feet to the other side, he thought, and the ceiling was probably forty feet up. The marbled green floor cover the entire area, and there were six doors—three on the left wall, three on the right. A massive staircase took up most of the back wall, curving and narrowing at the top into obscurity behind the solid wood banister, but widening as it came near the floor. Four iron and crystal chandeliers suspended on long chains lit the room evenly. There were no chairs or other furniture, and a single large rug covered the middle of the floor. The walls were bare, except for one painting hung above the curve in the staircase—a portrait, but Tal couldn't see it clearly from across the room.

      Two feats of magic and I'm not even inside yet. I'm finally where I belong.

      A young blond man, close to Tal's age, stood to one side, just past where the wall of blur had been. He wore much finer clothes than Tal, but not a sorcerer's robe like Zardmel. The man held his hands clasped in front of him, near his waist. Tal noticed the man's peculiarly long and bony fingers, three of which on his left hand had rings.

      "Just an illusion," Zardmel said. "Keeps prying eyes out, and makes for better defense against unwanted visitors." He looked back to Tal. "Not that anyone would be stupid enough to come in uninvited, but Waltmort is a stickler for security."

      Surely that's not Waltmort. Too young to be over security for a place like this.

      Tal wanted to seem friendly, hoping to offset the negative impression he'd unintentional given the headmaster. "Fellow Guild brother." He nodded to the blond-haired man.

      The bony-fingered young man stepped forward, briefly casting an unfriendly glance at Tal before addressing Zardmel. "So, he is joining us?" He glanced through the open doorway. "Sunset. I thought that was too late to get in."

      Zardmel looked at Tal. "He made it in time…barely."

      "Had the invitation?" the man asked.

      "I did." Tal didn't like being talked about as if he wasn't standing there too, and he didn't like the fact that the man seemed to be against him for no reason.

      "He did," Zardmel said. "Though he took little care to protect it." He looked to the bony-fingered man. "Muddied it up." He shook his head. "But he's here, Resmon, and he's the final aspirant."

      "So the other one didn't make it." Resmon said before smirking and shaking his head. "Wonder what happened to him." He stared at Tal. "Probably knew he wasn't cut out for it."

      What a jerk.

      Zardmel upturned his hands in a dismissive gesture. "Who knows, but he's not in the Guild." He looked at Tal. "Come on, then. I'll introduce you to Misolra, the Guild historian. You can give her the book."

      Tal nodded, doing his best to ignore Resmon and keep from giving Zardmel any reason to doubt he belonged there.

      "Then Resmon or Brook can show you where your room is," Zardmel said.

      "Brook?" Tal asked.

      "The other aspirant," Zardmel said, walking toward the staircase.

      Yes. Brook, please. Anyone but this Resmon character.

      Zardmel raised his hand and flicked his fingers. Tal looked back as he heard the two massive doors to the courtyard close.

      Resmon walked alongside the headmaster. "I'll get him settled." His glaring at Tal went unnoticed by Zardmel, who continued leading the way to the stairs. "He probably needs my help getting squared away on everything. I have been here the longest. And he does seem to have trouble finding his way."

      "Two days longer," Zardmel said. "Hardly makes you an expert, but I appreciate your willingness to help. Brook only arrived this morning. Maybe you can show both of them around." Zardmel stopped and turned to Resmon. "Only the first and second floor. Understood?"

      "Yes, Headmaster." Resmon nodded slightly.

      I really don't like this guy. But I'm here to learn magic. I doubt he is as serious about that as I am. Still, need to keep an eye on him. So far, it looks like two people here aren't exactly rooting for me to succeed. Maybe Brook's not so bad.
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      Headmaster Zardmel led Tal and Resmon up the staircase to the next floor, Resmon rushed ahead of Tal to walk beside the headmaster. Zardmel climbed the steps slowly, causing Tal to wonder if the man would make it to the next floor or finally give up at some point and collapse onto the stairs. Despite the excruciatingly slow pace, Tal knew it wasn't his place to hurry the man.

      As they went up, Tal examined the painting hanging on the wall above where the staircase began to curve. He didn't recognize the man in the painting, who appeared to be very old, much older than Zardmel—whom Tal figured to be in his seventies. Unlike Zardmel, the man in the painting had no hair on the top of his head, but a good deal of white hair covering his temples. His sideburns fed into a full lengthy beard, all white except the bottom inch or so, which was gray. Tal wished the few books his grandfather had given him included more biographies of the great Guild sorcerers. The man didn't fit the description of the few covered in his books.

      The painting showed the man from his waist up. He wore layered robes, each with a distinct pattern and each a different color—dark green, gold, and burgundy. Tal had no idea who he was, but he knew the man obviously must be of great importance to the Guild. He hesitated to ask the headmaster, not wanting to show his ignorance. A moment later, just before Zardmel reached the final step, Tal said, "Quite a striking painting."

      Zardmel stopped after putting his foot on the final step. Without turning around, he replied, "The first. Very wise. But it may be half your lifetime before you stand in his presence." He glanced down. "There are many steps to go before then." He walked on and said nothing else as they went down a long hallway.

      Tal hoped for a little clarification, but as he was about to ask the headmaster to explain what he meant, Zardmel raised his arm and waved dismissively to him, before Tal uttered a word. He wondered how the headmaster had predicted his question, but he realized Zardmel probably had said all he would about the painting for now.

      First in the Guild? So, he founded it? Tal glanced back to the painting, still confused. But that was over a thousand years ago.

      They passed three doors as they moved down the hallway, finally stopping at the fourth. Tal knew they'd walked a greater length than his estimate of the tower's diameter he had surmised while crossing the courtyard outside. I suppose I need to get used to this sort of thing.

      "You'll find Misolra in here," Zardmel said. "I have other matters needing my attention." He looked at Resmon. "Wait out here for him. When Misolra is done with him, take him to the main library. No doubt you'll find Brook there. The library, the dining hall, his room. Then you may go about your own business."

      Resmon nodded. "Yes, Headmaster."

      Zardmel turned to Tal and stared at him with narrowed eyes for a few seconds. Tal wished he'd arrived in Wooddale earlier than he had, and he regretted having to hand Zardmel a soiled letter of invitation.

      "Welcome to the Guild, Aspirant Tal." Zardmel continued to look at him with squinted eyes, but nodded ever so slightly. Then he left them and continued down the hall to a second set of stairs.

      Both Tal and Resmon watched him walk away. Once Zardmel disappeared up the staircase, Resmon cast an unpleasant look at Tal.

      "I'll just be…well," Tal said, "I'll be as long as Misolra decides, I suppose."

      "Mm hmm." Resmon leaned against the wall beside the door, looking away from him.

      Tal knocked on the door, then it opened. His own reflection in a mirror five feet inside the room stared back at him. He noted how bare his sorcerer's apron looked, with no potion vials tucked into the loops designed to hold them. The fact that most of the pouches around his belt were empty crossed his mind too.

      "Are you going in, or are you just going to stare at yourself?" Resmon said.

      Tal glared at him, but Resmon was still looking at the wall on the other side of the hall. Tal faced the mirror again and admired his blue vest, then he pictured glass vials containing colorful potions filling the loops on the front of his leather apron. He smiled and nodded to his imagined reflection of his future self, before stepping into the room.

      The door closed behind him, again by itself. To the left of the mirror, the room's foyer opened up to the larger space. Towering stacks of books and loose papers obscured much of his view of the room. Placed seemingly randomly on the floor, some of the stacks almost touched the ceiling. The wall to his right, and the one to his left, had so many painted portraits he could barely see the walls themselves. A golden glow lit the room well, and seemed to be coming from the opposite corner from where he stood, from somewhere behind the towering stacks. He leaned to look past one of the book and paper towers, hoping to see Misolra and introduce himself, but three more book stacks stood behind that one. Positioned close together, they formed a sort of wall.

      A woman's voice spoke from behind the makeshift book wall, "Please come here, Tal. I'm rather piled in back here."
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        * * *

      

      Media Misolra, Guild Historian, only Guild member to be born inside the Guild tower in Wooddale. Her father served as Guild Librarian until passing to the Other when she was twelve years of age. Having grown up inside the tower, except for three years she spent traveling throughout the realm to catalogue the Guild's remote book holdings, Misolra is perhaps the most knowledgeable of all Guild members as to what histories and magical works the Guild possesses.
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        * * *

      

      Tal walked around and between several towers, trying to read the titles of some of the books as he went past them, but he didn't understand the language on them. He came around the side of the book wall and found Misolra sitting at her desk, most of which was covered with papers and more books, along with a few curious objects Tal had little time to look at in detail, wanting instead to pay respect to Misolra by giving her his undivided attention.

      She had thick dark brown hair, slightly curly, pulled back into a ponytail, the tail of which bushed out considerably. A pair of thin silver-framed glasses sat atop her head. She wore layers—two shirts at least. She appeared younger than the headmaster by at least a decade, maybe two.

      "You are the Guild librarian?"

      "I am," she said. "And it's historian."

      "I've been asked to deliver a book to you." He glanced to the pack on his back.

      "Have you?" she said, then she looked around. "Well, as you can see, I'm always in need of more books."

      Tal chuckled and felt a little relieved that she seemed to be good natured. He hoped that attitude continued and he welcomed the respite from the tension and judgment he'd felt from Zardmel, as well as the flat out antagonism that Resmon exuded toward him.

      "Yes, I can see, you barely have anything to read here," Tal said.

      She looked at him for a moment, without smiling or grinning.

      He wondered if he had played the moment wrong, but then she smiled.

      Nodding toward the pack on his back, she asked him, "Is it in there?"

      "Oh, yes," he said, unslinging his bag. "It is. I…" He hesitated.

      "What is it?" she asked.

      "Nothing, I suppose," he said. "I was just wondering if the Guild really needs one more book."

      Misolra tilted her head slightly and studied Tal, who only poorly concealed the expression of disappointment on his face.

      When he'd first received the letter back in Pole, the idea of giving away one of the few books his grandfather gave him troubled him slightly, but was more than offset by the joy and excitement of the prospect of joining the Guild. Now he stood before Misolra about to hand over one of the few precious books that he'd been pouring over for years, at first with his grandfather at his side, and since his grandad's passing, looking at them by himself, in part because doing so reminded him of the friendship they shared.

      "It's important to you," Misolra said. "I can see that. But from what I've heard from Headmaster Zardmel, this particular book in question really doesn't belong outside the Guild. I'm not certain how it came to be in your possession."

      Tal spoke up. "It was a gift, but it's been in my family for many years," he said.

      Misolra smiled and held out her hand. "I'm sure it has. Perhaps I can take a look at it."

      Tal looked at her hand for a moment, and the smile on her face, and realized if he wanted to remain in the Guild he had to do as they asked, particularly on all things concerning magic. And this book, the one they wanted, was concerning just that. At least she's not asking for the other ones, he thought.

      Tal undid the tie on the top of his bag and opened the flap, being careful to keep the side up so Misolra saw none of the other contents inside the bag. He reached in and pulled out the book in question and handed it to her.

      Her eyes widened as she saw the cover of the book. She turned it slowly in her hand, looking at the spine and back. Then she laid it on the table, and with her thumb carefully opened the book to the first page. She gently touched her fingers to the page and across the title, Magic Lore and Legends Down Through the Ages. Then she turned the title page, and the next page.

      Tal watched as she nodded, going through several more pages.

      "That's one of my favorites there," he said, as she opened to the section on the legendary tamer of the chimeras of the wild lands, Barnum the Unfathomable. "Though it always seemed to me he shouldn't be considered a hero for what its said he did."

      Misolra looked up at him for a moment. She seemed intrigued by his statement, but she said nothing and returned her attention to the book, continuing to flip through, but turning twenty or thirty pages at once.

      Tal watched as she spot-checked the book, then she closed it gently and placed both her palms down onto the cover. "This is a treasure," she said.

      Tal felt at the same time elated and disappointed. He too treasured the book, but to hear someone of Misolra's stature agree with the sentiment felt good. Yet, her assessment also meant that she, that the Guild, certainly would take possession of it. Until that moment, he had held on to a slight hope that they would change their mind, and perhaps say it wasn't that unique after all. But that was not the case.

      Misolra slid the book to the left side of her desk, away from him. "Thank you, Tal. The Guild appreciates you watching over this book until it found its way back to us."

      Back? Tal wore his confusion on his face.

      Misolra smiled and shook her head slightly. "You didn't know."

      "Know what?"

      "The author, Maginacious the Meticulous. He taught here for many years." She glanced around her office. "In fact, this was his room, his study."

      Tal looked around the room too. "I had no idea." He returned his gaze to the book he'd brought, now sitting out of reach on the far corner of Misolra's desk. He always thought the name was only a pseudonym. "It was a long time ago? When he was here, I mean. The book has been in my family for-"

      Misolra held up her hand to silence Tal. "We don't fault you for possession of the book. Quite the contrary, in fact. Maginacious left the Guild long ago, taking much of his private library with him. We've recovered less than half of it." She glanced at the book, then turned back to Tal. "But now we're one book closer, thanks to you…and your family." She smiled.

      Tal exhaled slightly and gave a small nod. "I see. Why did he leave?"

      Misolra stood up, and braced her hands on the top of her desk. "The Guild is grateful to you, Tal." She glanced at the book again, as if to clarify her meaning.

      Tal said nothing. He was taken aback at Misolra gliding past his question, but she'd made it clear she wasn't going to answer him. He still didn't like the fact he'd just handed over one of the few books his grandfather had given him. That book, and the few others in his pack, were all he had connecting his grandpa to him now. But he'd be proud that I'm in the Guild now.

      "You may still access the book, once it is in the library," she said. "I can see your disappointment in handing it over."

      Tal felt a slight sense of relief at the consolation she'd offered. "Thank you."

      "I will ensure it is shelved there once I have it catalogued. Have you been to the Guild library yet?"

      "No. I've only just arrived." Tal glanced toward the door. "The headmaster asked Resmon to show me the library, along with the dining hall and my room, once I'm finished here."

      Misolra's expression soured. "Yes, he would ask him, I suppose. He's been here a few days and…"

      Tal didn't know whether to take comfort in the fact that she seemed to share his negative opinion about Resmon. It was good, he felt, that, unlike the headmaster, she evidently saw Resmon for what he was—a conniving jerk. Or at least she wasn't all in for him.

      "Have you met Brook?" she asked.

      "Not yet."

      She nodded and glanced at the book he had given her before looking at him again. "The three of you have much to learn and will go through a lot in the course of your studies and training. There will be times you may need to rely on one another—times your bonded companions may not be there or be enough."

      "Bonded companions?"

      Misolra looked at Tal for a moment before answering him. "A sorcerer's life is hard at times, and often requires much isolation from the world. But the path need not be walked alone…shouldn't be walked alone." She glanced around the room before continuing. "In time, you will leave this place. The Guild, should you complete your studies, will always be here for advice…at times maybe even for assistance. But you will have closer, more intimate companions if you become a sorcerer."

      "When I become a sorcerer." Tal smiled immediately after speaking, hoping to mitigate any unintended arrogant air he'd conveyed.

      Misolra returned the smile. "I hope your power of foresight is true. In time, you will meet your new companions. They will join your company, at least while you are here—and for life if you complete your training here. It's the same for every sorcerer. Has been for generations. Even an experienced sorcerer needs…protection, assistance, and companionship. And a new sorcerer, and especially an aspirant, such as you, needs such a company all the more. I know you'll find my words true, in time."

      "What do you mean by bonded?" Tal wore his confusion on his face.

      "Only if you complete your training here—if the Guild allows you to become a sorcerer. Until then, your companions, when they join you, will be with you…on a sort of trial basis, I guess you could say. If you don't make it, they'll eventually find another sorcerer to join, if they're fortunate enough. But most often they don't get another chance. It's just the way it works out—unless a sorcerer loses one of his companions and seeks to replace them."

      "So, if an aspirant doesn't make it, his companions may be out of luck? Well, thanks for the added pressure." Tal grinned, sure he would succeed at the Guild.

      Misolra appeared to catch his lack of worry about that possible outcome. "I have no intention of trying to frighten you, Tal. But I know it's safe to say you've never experienced anything in life nearly as challenging as your time here at the Guild will be."

      He nodded to show he respected what she was saying, but he felt confident he would handle the Guild training, and even excel in it. "I plan to work hard. I've wanted nothing else for all my life." He realized it hadn't quite been all his life, but becoming a sorcerer had been his goal since he was old enough to have a goal.

      Misolra nodded. "I see. Well, in that case, Tal, I wish you well. We'll talk again." She glanced to the book he'd given her and placed her hand atop it before looking at him again. "Thank you for bringing this book to us." She tilted her head slightly and stared at him a moment. "If you ever come in possession of any others outside the Guild…"

      Tal did his best not to react to what she was saying. He didn't want to give any clue that he had more books in his pack right then, which the Guild may want to take from him.

      "I suspect you'll make the right decision."

      She doesn't know, does she? My decision. She just said it.

      Tal nodded. "Yes, of course."

      Misolra's eyes widened and she held up her forefinger, signaling for him to wait a moment. She turned sideways in her chair and ducked below her desk. Tal leaned forward slightly to see what she was doing, but he could only see her back as she bent down with her head beneath her desk. A moment later she came up with a book in her hand and held it out for him to take.

      "I keep a stack down here," she said, glancing around the room quickly. "Otherwise they'll get lost in all this."

      Tal took the book. "Thank you." He looked at the front of it, which was covered in dark brown leather. It had no title, nor any other marks or images on it. He turned it and found the spine equally blank. He shrugged to her. "I do appreciate it, but what sort of book is it?"

      Misolra reached toward him. "Give me your other hand."

      He slowly moved his free hand forward. She took hold of his thumb and guided it down to the blank cover of the book in his other hand.

      "You'll see," she said before moving his thumb over the leather on the front of the book.

      Tal felt a tingling fill his hand. Then the sensation drained into his thumb. A moment later, to his amazement, strange symbols slowly formed on the dark brown leather. Misolra continued to hold Tal's thumb against the book until his name appeared below the strange symbols.

      She let go of him. "There. You have your first book of spells." She sat back in her chair and smiled.

      Tal's eyes widened. Excited at what she had given him, he immediately opened the book to see a little of what it contained, but the page was blank. He flipped through several other pages—all blank. He tipped the book to cause it to open near the middle, then again to see toward the back—all blank. He looked at Misolra wanting her to explain.

      She laughed. "You are going to fill it up, Tal. But you must study first." She chuckled. "You didn't think it would be that simple, did you?"

      He looked at the book again, still open to one of the blank pages. "Oh, right. Yeah, that makes sense." He stared at it for a moment longer before returning his attention to her. "Thank you, though. I appreciate the gift."

      "You're welcome, Tal. You'll fill the book in time, I'm sure."

      He closed it and touched the symbols above his name on the cover. He had no idea what they said or meant.

      "Book of magic," Misolra said. "That's what it means…basically."

      He looked up at her.

      "You'll learn how to read the language here, of course."

      Tal nodded, feeling slightly uneasy about how much there must be he doesn't know.

      "It was nice meeting you, Tal," Misolra said. "Why don't you go about the rest of your tour with Resmon now." She glanced to the side as her expression soured slightly, but then appeared at ease again as she looked at him. "You're meeting Brook, right?"

      "Yes, that's what I was told, along with seeing the dining hall, library, and my room."

      "Good. Good. I will see you again soon." She glanced to the far side of the room behind him, toward the door.

      He held up the empty book of magic. "Thanks again."

      "You're welcome. And thank you for your book too."

      The exchange didn't feel fair to Tal, but he knew giving up one of the books he and his grandpa had shared was a reasonable price for entrance into the Guild. And it's not the small book, at least.

      He nodded to Misolra, then turned and made his way around the stacked towers, before passing the mirror and going out the door.

      Resmon still leaned against the wall in the hallway beside the door to Misolra's office. "Got your magic book, I see. You know they'll want it back…if you don't make it in the Guild, I mean."

      Tal glanced down at the book in his hand, realizing it was standard issue for aspirants. "Oh, I'll keep it. No question about that." Jackass. Despite knowing Misolra had given one to Resmon too, Tal didn't let his minor disappointment show. He wouldn't give Resmon the satisfaction.

      Resmon shrugged. "Maybe."

      "Why don't you introduce me to Brook now."

      "Yeah, okay." He turned and walked back the way they came. Tal walked next to him. Neither one looked at the other, and they both remained silent all the way down the hall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The door opened with a whoosh of air which carried a pleasant fragrance. At first glance, Tal's eyes had trouble adjusting to the swirl of colors coming at him from the room. The lights appeared to dance or float with a shimmer—ever-changing blends of purple, rose, and light blue hues, mixing then stretching apart again. The distraction of colored light resulted in Tal failing to hear Brook the first time she said hello.

      The colors drifted outward to clear an opening through which he could now clearly see her. She stood an inch taller than he did. Slender in build, with brown hair down to the topmost part of her chest, several lighter streaks seemed to tell of time enjoying the sun. Her soft almond skin buttressed the scenario Tal painted of her in his head. His gazed moved to her face and he felt dumbstruck at the sight of her eyes. The same colors seen in the air—which now had partially faded—moved around in her eyes. He very quickly realized he was leaning forward slightly with his head cocked to the side. He'd been staring at her eyes all too obviously.

      He heard Resmon chuckle behind him as they stood just outside her door. Tal gained his focus and introduced himself to Brook. "I'm the other aspirant," he said. "Tal."

      "Oh," she said, waving her arms out to her sides, moving them in large circles, which seemed to cause the colored lights to entirely dissipate as they did. Absent the enchantment, her eyes looked brown—dark maple, Tal thought.

      "Come in." She stepped back and gestured for Tal and Resmon to enter the library. "I didn't realize the other aspirants had arrived. I'm Brook."

      She wore a slightly oversized green top, soft, perhaps cotton, Tal guessed. Her brown leather pants appeared chosen to match the color of her eyes. Aside from the brushed metal wing-shaped clasps on her ankle-high leather boots and her fingernails—lavender—she had no visible adornment.

      "He's the only other one," Resmon said, walking past Tal—bumping his shoulder in the process.

      "I had heard there were two more." Brook looked at Tal as she spoke, giving him the impression she expected him to explain why the other aspirant hadn't made it.

      "Something happened to the other candidate," Tal said, walking up to her. "It's just us." He touched his chest as he stood before her—a slightly formal greeting, but he wanted to give her a good impression.

      She appeared surprised at his gesture, but, after a brief delay, returned it to him.

      She walked over to a large rectangular table and closed the book which rested on it.

      It was then that Tal noticed the room itself. The library rose three stories. Open in the middle, heavy wood bannisters ran the perimeter of the opening on each of the upper floors. Shelved books filled every conceivable spot throughout the room on all floors, aside from the area in the middle, which had a dozen tables with their chairs, and the aisles between them. Tal scanned the space and noticed several corners where side paths branched off from the main room. He thought of the books in the pack on his back and felt a little foolish for the amount of time he'd spent reading them again and again, when there were so many other books he had never put his eyes on before.

      "Not a bad dazzler," Resmon said to Brook, walking over to the table which held the book she closed.

      She slid the book toward her and took it under her arm. "Thanks. Been working on it all day."

      Tal noticed Resmon give Brook a look of disbelief. He wondered why Resmon would question her comment. But then he remembered, Resmon was a jerk—evidently not just to him.

      "It looked amazing," Tal said. He nodded to the book in her hand. "Maybe I can read that one when you're done with it."

      "You'll get your own, I'm guessing. Resmon did. It's Balkuthar's Cantrips. Standard issue for aspirants, I think."

      "Nice." Tal felt elated knowing he already had a book of magic coming, even if it was of lesser spells.

      "Actually," Resmon put his hand on Tal's shoulder, which Tal hated but let slide so he didn't look like a jerk in front of Brook. "The Guild doesn't have another copy of Balkuthar's. Sorry, Tal. I'd loan you mine, but…well, I don't know you that well, and I probably need to keep it to study it. Cantrips can be powerful if they're used right."

      Tal sidestepped to get Resmon's hand off his shoulder.

      "He's right," Brook said. "I was told to study the cantrips in all my spare time…at least until we're given new material."

      Tal looked around the library again, determined not to let the news get him down. There simply was too much opportunity for him in the Guild, he thought. "I suppose I'll just have to read some of these." He spoke matter-of-factly, sounding as if he really meant it. He looked at Resmon. "I'll make do with all the other magical knowledge in here. You can keep the cantrips book."

      Resmon appeared taken aback at Tal's words and the manner in which he spoke. Tal watched his face sour, and it appeared Resmon had no retort for him.

      Brook broke the face-off with her laughter. Tal turned to her and laughed as well.

      She looked around the library. "Well, you'd better get started. You have a lot to read." She chuckled and Tal did too.

      He felt good to be laughing along with her. He especially enjoyed the fact that Resmon wasn't laughing. Tally that one for me. He glanced at the book in her hand. Still doesn't solve that problem. Maybe Resmon is wrong…or he's making it up to get to me.

      "Who gave you that?" Tal asked Brook.

      "You'll get a mentor. She'll give it to you," she said.

      "Or he," Resmon said.

      Tal nodded. "Okay. Well, I suppose I'll need to ask him or her about an alternative book."

      "I'm sure the Guild has some other one for you." Brook looked around the room. "I mean, look at all these."

      Tal smiled, not just because he knew she likely was right, but because she was much more friendly to him than Resmon, or even Zardmel had been thus far. "I'm sure it'll work out." He glanced to her copy of Balkuthar's Cantrips. "Great dazzler, though."

      "Had you entranced, didn't I?" she said.

      Tal peered into the dark maple of her eyes. "Sure did."

      Resmon stepped between Tal and Brook. "I've been asked to show him a couple other places in the Guild. So, we should get going. But I can give you a private tour afterward. I'll meet you back here after I'm done with him. Sound good? Okay."

      "Zardmel said to show me and Brook around, actually." Tal knew the tour would be much more tolerable if she went along too, and Zardmel had told Resmon to bring her.

      Resmon reached out to put his hand on Tal's shoulder again, but Tal took a step backward to stay out of his reach.

      "That's okay," Brook said. "I know my way around well enough. I'm going to get some more studying in here. I don't need the tour."

      "It's not a problem," Resmon said. "I'll be back before too long. Just going to take the neophyte around and to his room first."

      She shook her head as Resmon turned and waved for Tal to follow him. "Come on. Let's get this over with."

      Tal glanced to Brook, much preferring to stay with her than go with him, but Zardmel had asked Resmon to show him around.

      "See you around, Tal," she said. "Maybe you can show me some magic next time.

      "Yeah," Tal said. "Sure."

      Hope so.
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      Tal couldn't spend another minute reclining on his bed, though it felt extremely comfortable. He had taken off his sorcerer's apron and his pack, and walked around his room for a few minutes after shutting the door on Resmon—who was leaving, but Tal made a point of shutting the door only inches from Resmon as he stepped out of Tal's room. After leaving Brook in the library, the tour of the dining hall and the walk to show him the way to his room went much faster than any reasonable orientation tour should, but Tal wouldn't have wanted it any other way. Except maybe if Resmon might have fallen down the stairs on their way from the dining hall to his room. No such luck.

      He sat up, then stood and took another look around his room—his personal space in the Guild for the remainder of his time there. However long that would be, he didn't know. He expected he might get a clue about that tomorrow morning at the talk he'd been advised to attend. The message came to him, and to Resmon, as they were leaving the dining hall. A voice spoke to them as they shut the door to the room. They saw no one else there, but the voice sounded loud and clear.

      "The two of you will attend a talk in the small meeting hall tomorrow morning after breakfast. The Headmaster will formerly start your training in the Guild then."

      That's all the voice said. Neither Resmon nor Tal had any idea whose voice spoke to them. The woman didn't identify herself, but she spoke resolutely, and Tal had no reason to question her instructions.

      He stood beside his bed and looked around his quarters, trying to imagine what his days in the Guild would be like. Two large bookshelves lined the wall opposite his bed, but the shelves sat empty.

      I suppose I'll fill them in time. "Why else would they be there?"

      A table, like the ones in the library, stood near the bookshelves—four chairs around it. He recalled what he'd been told about bonded companions, three in all. Between the table and his bed there sat a large couch and three comfortable looking chairs, arranged in a rough circle. Past the foot of his bed and the large freestanding wooden closet, around a corner, he had a squatting pot and a fair distance from it a washing tub, though he didn't know where he'd get the water for it. Magic, perhaps.

      Resmon had told him—with a chuckle—he'd missed dinner already, but Tal had pocketed an apple and some dried meat from a table in the dining hall.

      Tal didn't feel like eating. He stared at his empty bookshelves. Nothing else to do. He decided to head back to the library and take a look at some of the books. No one had said they were off limits, he thought. Might as well get started.

      He left his empty sorcerer's apron on his bed, along with his pack, which still contained the remaining books his grandpa had given him. He made his way back to the library, hoping he didn't run into Resmon. He'd had enough of him for the day. Brook, on the other hand, he thought, would be a welcome encounter. As excited as he was about being in the Guild, about being on his way to becoming a sorcerer, meeting her put new thoughts into his head. The only other recent time he'd felt the same sensation was on his way to the Guild, on the road from Pole to Wooddale. The elf woman. She would give Brook some competition. He chuckled, realizing he'd pit the two against each other, in his mind, as if they were competing for his attention. He suspected the realities in their minds were quite different.

      Getting back to the library posed no problem. Having been limited to the first two floors of the Guild tower meant Tal already knew the majority of the layout—though he had yet to explore behind a few doors on each floor.

      The halls were eerily quiet as he walked to the library, but he supposed Misolra was in her office and the headmaster, along with the other Guild members, were off elsewhere in the tower attending to whatever magical business they had before them. He tried to imagine what sort of business that might be, but he had little idea about any of it. As he approached the heavy carved wooden doors to the library, he reminded himself that he had much to learn and he needn't concern himself with the business of the Guild elders—at least not until he understood the fundamentals of magic.

      He paused for a moment to study the large symbol on the doors—half of it on the left door, half on the right. He hadn't paid much attention to it before when Resmon brought him to the library. He realized that might have been because of his excitement about seeing all the books on magic, or perhaps because of his desire to meet Brook and have someone other than Resmon to hang out with. He figured Resmon must've been blocking his view of much of the carving on the doors too.

      The large circle, which nearly reached the hinged edge of each door, contained a fascinating geometric pattern. On his second attempt, he counted nineteen identical circles within the larger circle. All of them overlapped to form a mesmerizing pattern, which also formed numerous identical bowed slivers, made of equal arcs from overlapping circles. He'd never seen something so balanced and yet confusing.

      Does it mean anything? Or did they do it just because it looks cool?

      He knew standing outside the library was the worst way to find out, so he opened the doors—splitting the pattern in two—and went inside, determined to begin his studies, though without any idea of where to start. Even having seen the library earlier, when Resmon had taken him there, a sense of awe and excitement welled up inside him as he stood a few feet past the double doors and cast his gaze over the books all around the room.

      None were on the tables. Brook had probably taken hers with her, he thought. He took a few seconds to picture her again. The magic he'd seen her do was impressive, he remembered. So was she. He felt slightly disappointed that she wasn't in the library, but relieved that Resmon wasn't either. He had the whole place to himself. Neither Misolra nor the Headmaster had said anything about restrictions on using the library, or even what books he had the right to read. But knowing it was up to him—at least until formal instruction started the next day—to choose which books he would first read made him feel a little overwhelmed.

      He remembered Resmon and Brook each had a copy of Balkuthar's Cantrips. He decided he needed to find something similar. He recalled the two of them had the only two copies of the book in the Guild, but he thought there must be a similar book among the thousands of volumes before him. He just had to find it.

      Walking around, he looked over the spines of books shelved around nearly every bit of wall space. Many of the books had visible titles, some didn't. There were no signs or markings on the shelves or on the few open wall spaces. Finding a particular book evidently meant either knowing exactly where it was shelved or reading through hundreds of titles until one found the right one.

      Tal stopped after walking past nearly forty books. "Seriously!" He hadn't been able to read any of the titles so far. They all were in a language he'd never seen. He took a deep breath and decided to keep scanning shelves. Must just be that section.

      After walking past a few hundred more books, he stopped and shook his head. He still hadn't found a single title he could read. He stared at the books in front of him. They filled every space from the floor to the ceiling high above, and then the same on each of the two upper levels. He glanced around the room and realized there weren't any ladders to reach the highest ones on the bottom level. He stepped back to better see past the upper-floor banisters which ran around the large opening in the middle of the room. No ladders up there either. He could see that both the other levels also had books shelved far higher than he or even someone a foot or two taller than him could possible reach unaided.

      This library is frustrating.

      He looked down the wall to a corner where the shelved books wrapped around into what he thought must be an alcove. Maybe over there.

      He walked down to the corner to see if a ladder or a step stool stood in the alcove. Turning the corner—still unable to read any of titles on the spines of the books he passed—he found no ladder nor step stool, but the small alcove terminated at a door. Curious, he stepped up to it and tried the handle, but the door was locked.

      He stared at it for a moment, wondering what might be behind it. He leaned in and placed his ear against the door. Holding his breath to quiet himself as much as possible, he listened, hoping to hear something or someone which might give him an idea of what was on the other side. Once he'd exhausted his ability to hold his breath, he leaned back. Glancing behind him to make sure no one had entered the library, he saw he was still alone. He tried the door's handle once more, but the curved protruding metal bar wouldn't budge.

      He spent the next few minutes walking around the first floor of the library to each of the other alcoves and found all but three of the twelve—counting the first one he explored—had a door at the back of the small off-shooting space. Every one of the doors wouldn't open and he heard no sounds behind them. After checking the last one, he walked back into the center of the library and looked around at all the books. It dawned on him that he'd become quite distracted from what he should have been doing. Once again looking at all the books surrounding him, he set his mind again to finding something he could read.

      Halfway down the back wall he still hadn't discovered a single title he could decipher. Increasingly frustrated, he pulled one with faded silver lettering—or whatever the strange symbols were called—from the shelf in front of him.

      Maybe there'll be some drawings, or something I can understand.

      The spine of the book made a faint crackling sound as he turned to the first page. The smell of aged paper and the dust of time drifted out of the book and into his nose. The first page was blank. He turned it. Indecipherable markings, like those on the cover and its spine, filled most of the next page. He stared at them in vain, hoping to make some sense of them, or at least detect a pattern in them. But he knew he was kidding himself. They were gibberish to him.

      He flipped through the book, stopping several times only to be confounded on every page. So far as he could tell, the entire tome was text, whatever language it was. He didn't see a single drawing or diagram, or anything which made any sense to him. He sighed, then returned the book to its place on the shelf.

      He looked to the double doors with the circle carving on the other side and wondered if Brook might come through them soon. It'd be nice if she could explain how I'm supposed to find something I can actually read. He gave his wishful thinking a few more seconds, but the doors remained closed.

      Determined to make something of his visit to the library, he went around repeating the same investigation, randomly pulling volumes from shelves, flipping through them, and returning them to their spots, each time with a little more frustration and disappointment. It took him nearly thirty minutes going through enough books on the first floor before he'd had enough.

      He went to one of the tables in the middle of the room and sat in one of its chairs. All around him were books which most certainly contained mysterious and extraordinary knowledge, but he thought he might as well still be back in Pole in his room. At least there, he thought, he had a few books he could read. And now, he realized, he had one fewer of those gifts from his grandpa which meant so much to him. He sighed and put his head down over his arms atop the table. A minute passed, but he did nothing except rest his forehead against his arms.

      "Are you alright?"

      Tal sat up and turned in his chair to look above and behind him in the direction of the woman's voice. On the third floor, leaning against the banister which surrounded the large opening in the center of the room on all the floors, a woman with exceedingly long blond hair waved down to him. He could see only a glimpse of the green outfit she wore. It was barely visible just at the bottom of where her large breasts pressed against the wood railing. The angle, the light, and the vertical spindles of the banister made it hard for him to see the rest of her—though he desperately wanted to do so.

      "I'm fine," he said. "Just having a little trouble finding a book." He tried not to sound too hopeless.

      She giggled. "Really? In here?"

      He raised his hands, palms upward, and shrugged.

      "Have you looked up here?" She tipped her head back slightly for a second.

      Tal thought he heard something in her voice which might have been flirtatious, but he couldn't be sure. The possibility was enough to get him to forget about his frustration for the moment. He stood and spotted the stairs at the back of the room. Craning his head back again, he spoke cheerfully to offset any notion she might have had about how pathetic he had looked a moment ago when moping with his head down at the table, "Be right up!"

      "I'll be waiting," she said before moving back out of sight.

      Tal walked swiftly past the other tables in the middle of the room, accidentally bumping into the corner of the last one, shoving it aside at least a foot. The wood jabbing into his thigh felt bad enough that he knew he'd have a bruise there, but he didn't care. Two seconds later, his right foot landed on the bottom stair step. He rushed up to the second floor haphazardly, but slowed his pace on the climb to the third floor in an attempt to appear more suave when she saw him reach the top.

      It almost worked.

      She stood, leaning against the edge of a table, waiting for him, but he got so focused on how hot she looked that he accidentally hooked the last step with his boot and stumbled toward her. His arms swung wildly and his legs scrambled to stay under him.

      She didn't move in the slightest, but watched him with her emerald eyes as he careened toward her.

      He managed to gain control of his body a few feet short of hitting her. With no way to erase the last couple of seconds, he simply nodded to her and introduced himself. He felt his face warm and he briefly considered whether to continue past her and launch himself over the railing down to the first floor.

      Without so much as a smirk, she said, "I am Lethana Lorran. It's good to meet you, Tal."

      At hearing the sound of her voice, he abandoned the idea of throwing himself over the balcony. The tones slipping across her glistening lips enchanted him. He didn't want her to stop talking and he struggled a little to keep from reaching out to feel her ivory skin—of which she presented much more than he was accustomed to seeing. The green cloth of her upper garment—tunic or brassiere, he couldn't decide—might have made use of some custom enchantment just to keep from sliding down that last inch, which was all the distance left before her breasts would've been fully exposed. He decided if he was already more magically trained, he would cast a disenchantment spell—if he thought he could get away with it.

      Whether it was on purpose or not, she stood with one leg slightly forward and slightly bent, so that her long draping high-split skirt—or was it the bottom of her dress, perhaps—fell between her legs enough to part the split all the way from her lower thigh up to the threshold of what Tal knew must be a glorious interior termination to both legs. She wore boots which rose to the middle of her calves and her green clothes had a few golden accents—a tied strip of cloth just below her cleavage and a decorative portion of similarly-colored cloth running in a shallow dip across the lower part of her stomach.

      Tal felt certain she couldn't be one of the teachers in the Guild. She looked far too young. If he had to guess, he would say she must be his age or very near it.

      Rolled into her visual and aural seduction, a sweet, almost herbal fragrance seemed to fill the air around her.

      Tal ran his hand once over the top of his head in an almost unconscious effort to make himself somehow more presentable, despite his poorly executed approach.

      Lethana gently pushed herself from the edge of the table she'd been leaning against. She looked Tal up and down for a second, then nodded.

      "Let me start over again," Tal said. "I'm new to the Guild. So, I'm still learning my way around and whatnot."

      "Yes, I know. You're one of the aspirants. I heard you'd all arrived. I've been waiting to meet you."

      Oh, yeah? Nice.

      "Well," she said, "not just you. All of the aspirants, I mean."

      Oh. "Have you met the others too?"

      "Yes. Well, two of them, so far."

      "That's it."

      "What?"

      Tal drew on a little more will power to keep from staring at her breasts. He liked talking to her, but her body wasn't making it easy for him to stay focused on the conversation. "There's only going to be three sorcerers trained this year." He liked how it felt to let her know he was one of such an elite group of people. He hoped it might impress her. The fact that she didn't know confirmed his belief that she wasn't a Guild teacher. Who is she, then? "One didn't show up. Not sure why."

      "Why so few? I thought the Guild usually trained more each year. After all, with all the new villages springing up throughout the realm, there's always a need for more sorcerers to protect the people."

      "Yeah. Well, for some reason they're cutting back this year…and we may be the last new sorcerers for quite some time too. I heard they're taking a break from training new sorcerers for a while after this year."

      Lethana looked surprised and deeply concerned at Tal's last words. He didn't know why she should be so concerned. The Guild surely knew what they were doing, Tal thought. They've always kept a watchful eye over the realm and provided the magical protection it needed.

      "I see. This we did not know." She glanced down, as if more was running through her head.

      "We?"

      She looked up at Tal. "Oh, I meant I." She smiled. "I didn't know the Guild was doing that. That's all."

      Tal shrugged. He didn't have an explanation for the Guild's decision, beyond what he'd given her, though he would've liked to have said something more on the matter. "What do you do here, in the Guild?"

      "I'm here to be an assistant."

      "I see," Tal said. "So, you're helping one of the Guild elders?"

      "No. I'm here to become an assistant to one of the Guild's new sorcerers. If it works out. It's too early to tell. But that's why I wanted to meet you."

      Tal felt excited at the prospect of her becoming his assistant, though he had no idea how that sort of thing came about or was arranged. Is it up to me to choose her? Maybe she decides, he thought. Or the Guild. I guess all this is going to be covered in the orientation meeting.

      "I suppose I will be needing an assistant," he said.

      She demurred for a second. "It's too soon to bond with anyone."

      Bond? Oh, right. Does that mean…I have no idea what that means.

      "Do you want to bond with me, Tal? Is that what you want?"

      He wondered whether she'd actually said the words. As he heard them, he started to lose focus, as if drifting to sleep.

      He stared at her eyes and then, taking the lead from her smile, which seemed to invite him to explore her body, his gaze lowered, settling on her breasts. He'd never seen any so large. He thought he should look away from them, look up at her face again, but he couldn't. He imagined what it would be like to touch them, to rub his hands over them and slip her green top down, to see the rest of them.

      "Did you hear me?" she said sharply.

      Her tone jarred him from the daydream he'd slipped into. He opened his eyes to find he was still standing in front of her. His hands were raised and he was pinching nothing but the air. He quickly put his arms down. A rush of heat filled his face.

      "I…don't…know…what just happened," he said.

      She smiled, but pretended she had no idea what he was talking about.

      Glancing around momentarily before returning her gaze to him, she said, "What sort of book are you trying to find?"

      How can she not say anything about that? Did she do that, or was that all me? The reverie had seemed so real, and something like that had never happened to him before. He wondered whether she used some magic on him. There's no good way to explain what happened if it was all me. She's ignoring it, for whatever reason. Do the same and move on.

      He wished he could say some really impressive sounding title to her, but all he knew was he needed an alternate book on cantrips. As he was about to explain what sort of book he needed, she flipped her long blond hair back behind one of her shoulders. That's when he saw her ears.

      She's an elf. Of course.

      He remembered what his grandpa had told him long ago about elves proficiency with magic, even though they were forbidden to practice it themselves. Assistant. Makes sense.

      "The Guild only had two copies of Balkuthar's Cantrips. So, I was hoping to find a reasonable replacement."

      "Lucky you," she said. "I don't know why they use that book anyway." She looked around the room for a second, then held up her forefinger. "Right. It would be over there. A far superior treatise on what they call inconsequential magic." She chuckled. "It's all in how you use it, though. Right?"

      "What?" Tal was surprised at the fact that she seemed to know so much about the library's holdings. He'd thought of her in terms of her body, but she evidently had a mind to match.

      "Follow me," she said, heading toward the stairs. "I know a much better book than Balkuthar's. I remember seeing a copy somewhere over here." She stopped and turned back to Tal for a moment. "I was browsing the shelves earlier. Just reading titles, you know."

      Tal wished he knew. Somehow, he thought, she's able to read the odd characters on the books. Maybe it's an elven language. Wait. That wouldn't make any sense. Why would the Guild have a library full of elven books. Elves aren't even allowed to use magic.

      She didn't wait for him to answer, instead turning away from him and continuing toward the stairs. When she reached them, instead of taking them, she veered to the left and walked beside the shelf on the back wall.

      Tal followed and quickly dropped any thoughts of the strange language on the library's books when he noticed her curvy ass continuing to peek out through the long high slit in the back of her skirt…or dress. Who cares what it's called. Look at that!

      "I think it's up here," she said as she took the first step up the stairs of a small alcove near the corner of the room. The space was only five steps higher than the rest of the third floor, which made little sense to Tal, but he quickly dismissed the thought, instead admiring the slight jostle of her rear as she went up.

      "Watch your step," she said. Tal was thankful she didn't turn around to see his eyes fixed on her backside.

      "Yeah. Thanks." He was actually glad she'd said that because he almost missed the first step. He blamed her enchanted elf ass for nearly causing another embarrassing stumble.

      Inside the small alcove, he stood beside her and watched her scan the shelves. Her lips moved as she silently mouthed the titles, but he couldn't discern what she was saying.

      After half a minute, she stopped and pulled a book. "Yes. This is it," she said, turning to him. "You should take this one. It's much better than that nonsense by Balkuthar."

      Tal thought to question why she was so sure of the book and why she had such a low opinion of Balkuthar's Cantrips. After all, he thought, the Guild had assigned the Balkuthar book. But he could tell by the expression on her face there was no doubt in her mind. And she was grinning ear-to-ear. Tal felt he had to give in to her enthusiasm. Elves are supposed to have a special affinity for all things magical.

      She handed the book to him. "Here. Take it."

      He took it from her and stared at the cover. The writing still looked like gibberish, but he was too embarrassed to admit it to her. He continued to stare at the squiggly lines, hoping they might miraculously make sense if he did.

      "You have no idea what it says, do you?" She leaned in beside him and positioned her face close to his, looking at the cover of the book too.

      Tal sighed. "No. I don't even know what language this is." He looked at her. "Never saw such a language back in Pole."

      Lethana chuckled.

      "That's not very nice," Tal said. "I'm sure I'll be able to read it soon enough. That's the sort of thing they teach here…in the Guild. Right?"

      She chuckled again.

      His expression soured. "Seriously?"

      She smiled and curled her finger in the air between their faces, gesturing for him to come closer to her. "I want to tell you something."

      He wondered what she could possibly have to say that would make him feel better about the situation. She'd been laughing at him and he was in a library full of books he has no ida how to read.

      He leaned closer to her, and she positioned her lips near his ear—which stirred an entirely different preoccupation in him. He glanced down at her full breasts, one of which now pressed against his upper arm.

      "I'm going to tell you a secret," she whispered.

      Her breath felt warm against his skin and the soft tone of her voice caused a tingling in his spine. He had a notion that he should answer her, but all he wanted to do was stand there and let her continue whispering whatever she wanted into his ear.

      "They'd do this for you soon enough, I'm sure," she said, still speaking softly, maybe even blowing into his ear gently too. He couldn't tell.

      He gulped.

      "But what would take them all day and some drawn out ceremony, I can do for you in a moment."

      Still mostly looking forward, so she could stay beside his ear, he managed, "I appreciate that." He had no idea what she meant, or what it was she was proposing to do—or about to do for him…though he had a few ideas he would've liked her to try out.

      She began whispering strange things into his ear, all of which sounded like gibberish to him. He felt more tingling in his spine, and other places.

      "What are you—"

      "Quiet," she said, pushing her lips directly against his earlobe. He felt the wetness on them and whatever he was about to say he immediately forgot.

      She continued whispering the enchanting gibberish into his ear. His head began to dizzy and the tingling sensation broadened to the rest of his body.

      Eventually, she stopped and leaned back.

      He didn't know exactly how long it had been. He looked at her and she said nothing, but smiled back at him.

      "There," she said.

      "There?" He didn't know what that was supposed to have done for him, but what it did do was tremendously turn him on. Even more than before, he felt struck by her beauty. Did she enchant me? Is that why I'm so into her? No. That happened even before she went for my ear.

      She glanced down at the book he still held. "See?"

      "See what?"

      She nodded toward the book in his hands.

      He looked at it and read the title on it—Tanner's Prestidigitations. "Wow! What the…how?"

      She chuckled, but this time he didn't mind. "I thought I'd save you the trouble of sitting through the Guild's veil-lifting ceremony." She rolled her eyes. "It really is pretty boring."

      Tal ran his fingers over the words on the cover of the book, then he flipped it open and glanced at the first few pages. He could read what it said. "But how?"

      Lethana drew her hand up and ran her fingers through her long blond hair, moving part of it back and over her left ear to reveal once again the characteristic elven point at the top of it. She shrugged. "It's one of the ways our people are allowed to use our talents."

      "I see," Tal said. "That's…amazing. Thanks." He wondered what other magic she knew. He wanted to ask her, but he wasn't sure if it was appropriate given the long-standing restrictions on elves using magic—beyond what the Guild allows, evidently. Wait. That was allowed, wasn't it? He suddenly began to worry if she'd done something outside the Guild's rules. Why would they have a ceremony to do what she could do so easily? Great. I'll be kicked out before I even get started.

      "You look concerned," she said. "Is everything alright?"

      "Huh. Oh, yes. I think. I hope so. What you did is truly amazing. Thank you. I'm just wondering why the Guild would have what you say is a long ceremony to do that when…"

      "When I can do it so easily?"

      "Yes."

      "Don't worry. You won't get in trouble. At least not for that." She grinned. "The Guild does it their way because we—elves, I mean—don't usually share this sort of magic with…non-elves."

      "I thought elves weren't allowed to practice magic."

      Lethana looked down, and for the first time Tal saw her frown.

      "I didn't mean to upset you," he said.

      She raised her eyes to meet his. "No. I know you didn't. I'm fine." She smiled again, but Tal thought it looked less genuine. "The Guild makes certain allowances, especially when we take on the role of a sorcerer's assistant."

      "Is that what you're doing, then?"

      She appeared to study him for a moment before answering. "I just thought there's no reason for you to wait until tomorrow to find your book." She smirked—maybe it was forced—then nodded toward the book. "That one really is much better."

      "Thanks." Whether she was right or not, Tal felt pleased to have his first book of magic. And astonishingly, he now could read the strange writing—though it no longer appeared as the foreign markings he'd earlier seen. Somehow his perception had changed, thanks to her. He wondered if he could now read the other books in the library.

      For someone who isn't allowed to even become a sorcerer, she sure seems to know a lot about magic. Tal thought about what he knew about elves, which was very little. The books his grandpa had given him said little of their kind.

      Lethana turned her head slightly and it seemed to Tal something had just come to her mind. "I must go," she said. "Enjoy your book. Perhaps you will demonstrate something from it when next we meet."

      He wanted her to stay, both because of her apparent arcane knowledge and because of the way she made him feel deep down—well, mainly downward. "If you must, though I'd like to talk with you more…about magic and…elves. Or whatever."

      "I'd like that too," she said. "But I had agreed to meet with someone else soon." She looked past Tal's shoulder and toward the library entrance on the first floor—though it wasn't visible from within the alcove. "He's coming here now. Probably figured when I didn't meet him already I'd be here." She looked at Tal again and smiled. "Safe bet, I suppose. This is one of my favorite places in the tower."

      She descended from the alcove and walked toward the railing overlooking the lower floors.

      Tal heard the doors downstairs open. He made his way to catch up with Lethana. As he approached, she waved to someone downstairs. Tal got to the railing and looked down to see who had entered.

      "There you are," Resmon said. "You weren't kidding about this being your favorite place. Oh, and you, Late Arrival, you know you're not supposed to be on the third floor, right?"

      Tal's stomach knotted and the elation and warm feelings he'd had a moment before disappeared in an instant. I really don't like him.

      Lethana touched Tal's shoulder. "Enjoy the book. I'll talk to you later, I'm sure." Before he could muster a response, she left him standing there looking down at Resmon, who was smiling back at him with what Tal was sure was smug satisfaction at having stolen away Lethana's attention.

      Tal turned just in time to see her start down the stairs. He watched her long blond hair disappear, and he wished he'd said something more to her before Resmon had come. He didn't know what, but it felt like a missed opportunity.

      He turned around and took a few steps to get back to the railing, so he could get a better view of Lethana leaving…with Resmon. Why? He hoped they had some insignificant reason for meeting, maybe the headmaster had asked her to meet all the new aspirants. He hoped she found Resmon as repulsive as he did.

      The double doors closed with a thud which echoed throughout the library. Tal looked down at the cover of Tanner's Prestidigitations. He knew he should still be happy that he could now read the text—and probably that of other books in the library—but the change in perception Lethana had given him didn't thrill him quite as much now.

      He stared at the front of the book, trying to decide whether to begin reading it now despite his soured mood. It is what I'm here for. Besides, Resmon's had a head start with his studies. Last thing I want is for him to get his jollies at my expense.

      He walked over to the nearest table and sat down. Opening the book, he started reading the first page. Wonder if there's anything in here that might be useful in dealing with him.
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      Tal woke after only a few hours sleep. He'd stayed up most of the night pouring over Tanner's Prestidigitations, marveling at the descriptions of odd seemingly small feats of magic. He had read how to create a noxious smell, how to produce the tiniest of flames at the tips of his fingers, and many other strange small magical accomplishments. The book described the effect of each cantrip, along with the method of producing it. Method was a little too clear a word though. In almost every instance, the instructions involved particular hand gestures, often a brief utterance related to the desired effect, and in more than a few cantrips, a physical component—a bit of cloth or a pinch of dust, for example.

      With the exception of some of the actual bits and pieces needed, such as a feather required to tickle someone at a distance, Tal thought most of them would be easy enough to cast. He eventually discovered that going through the motions and speaking the few necessary words didn't do the trick. As many times as he tried—well into what he guessed were the early still-dark morning hours—he couldn't make a slight breeze or nudge a pebble at a distance or fix the small tear he made in his shirt just to have something as the target of the mend cantrip. He tried many other ones too.

      He opened his eyes and saw the blurred words on one of the book's pages. He'd drifted off at some point, sleeping with his head against the open book. Blinking a few times first, he lifted his head and he yawned, then stretched his arms. Rubbing his eyes before twisting in the library chair, he turned back to the open book and read the page—Summon An Insect. He didn't remember trying that one, but he couldn't be sure. He also didn't remember actually dozing off. He scanned the words below the heading.

      "Whoa."

      A few words into the first sentence, covering some of the letters, a blue bug stood, looking up at him. He didn't recognize the insect, but that meant little to him. He'd never paid much attention to bugs, much to the dismay of Gram, who occasionally complained to him about certain ones eating the lettuce in the garden. He didn't know if this was that sort or not. It had large pinchers, he noticed. Could be a lettuce-eater, I guess.

      "Did I conjure that?" He glanced around the library, to see if anyone was around. Must've been me.

      He stared at the insect and it stared back at him.

      "Or you just happened to crawl up here."

      He sighed with frustration. He knew there was no way of knowing for sure whether he finally performed magic or if the blue beetle happened upon him because he was the most interesting thing in the quiet library all night.

      "So," he said to the beetle, pretending it could understand him. "Here to bite me or what?"

      The bug scurried over to his arm and, before Tal could move, it snapped its pinchers into his skin.

      "Ouch!" Tal jerked his arm off the table, sending the bug toppling beside the book. He rubbed where the beetle had pinched him. It hadn't broken the skin, but the spot quickly reddened.

      He looked at the insect, seeing it wiggle and kick until it flipped off its side and back onto all six of its legs. The bug scampered its tiny legs to turn toward Tal, then it looked up at him again.

      "Nice," Tal said. "If you're a cantrip, that's some annoying magic."

      His tiny assailant didn't move. Tal glanced at the book and silently read the name of the cantrip again. It's quite a coincidence, he thought.

      "Did my magic bring you here?" He asked the beetle, not expecting an answer, but still wondering whether it was possible.

      To his amazement, the blue-backed bug quickly crawled onto the book and made its way to the words of the cantrip, finally walking across the name of the cantrip itself. When it got to the end, it turned around and walked back exactly over the name again. Then it stopped and looked up at Tal for a moment.

      He couldn't believe what he had seen. He'd magically summoned the creature and, on top of that, it had responded to his question.

      While he stared at the tiny embodiment of his budding magical abilities, the blue bug crawled off the page and went to the edge of the table. Tal slowly raised his hand and waved as the beetle walked over the edge at of the table, disappearing to go back, no doubt, to wherever it called home.

      Tal felt exceedingly pleased. He glanced at the spot on his arm where the bug pinched him. The skin still looked red, but the mild pain had subsided.

      "I did it."

      He scanned the page, going across the words of explanation with his finger as he read. "Why did this one work and not all the others? And while I was asleep. Or maybe it was as I went to sleep. Maybe I've been trying too hard. Is that the secret?"

      Tal heard the sound of the double doors downstairs swinging open and hitting the walls. He turned halfway around in his chair, but then stood up and took a few steps toward the railing to see who had entered. Disappointment set into his stomach as he spotted Resmon just inside the library, looking up at him.

      "I have no idea why I have to be the one to come find you," Resmon said with a heavy tone of disgust in his voice. "But at least I can tell the headmaster you were hanging out on the third floor of the library instead of showing up to the orientation meeting, which was supposed to start twenty minutes ago."

      "What?" Tal instinctively looked up, as if he would be able to see daylight like he could from his bedroom in Pole, and tell how late in the morning it really was, but of course all he saw was the ceiling of the library.

      Resmon laughed. "I tried to tell the headmaster you didn't deserve to be here, when you were late the first time."

      Tal's heart started racing. He rushed back to the table and grabbed his book. Tucking it under his arm, he bolted toward the stairs.

      By the time he made it down to the first floor, Resmon was gone. Tal knew he must already be on his way back to tell the headmaster he'd found him on the third floor. Which isn't even allowed! Oh, this is a disaster!

      He pushed open one of the doors and looked into the hallway. Resmon was at the end of the hall, turning the corner. As expected, he appeared to be in a hurry to share the news with the headmaster.

      Tal ran after him, hoping at least to reach the orientation room at the same time as Resmon. At least he would be able to say something on his behalf before Resmon did his worst.

      Finally reaching the room in question, his stomach knotted as seeing the door closed. Resmon had already gone inside.

      "What?" Tal heard the voice through the door as he reached for the handle. The voice didn't sound like the headmaster. It was a woman, but he knew it wasn't Brook. Must be one of the other Guild elders, he thought. She sounded upset, or at least unpleasantly surprised.

      Blue bug will be my first and last bit of magic.

      He took a deep breath and opened the door.

      Everyone in the room looked at him. He estimated the group to be about half men and half women—though it was hard to tell for some of them. The staring faces were a mixed crowd, to say the least. A majority of them were human, but the rest were a collection of several races—a half-orc, a few of the hairy-toed short hill people, several fur-covered creatures who stood like humans but otherwise resembled wild animals, and the most beautiful elf he'd seen, Lethana.

      An older woman, auburn-haired and in dark violet robes stood at the head of the room. He figured it was her voice that he had heard through the door. He noticed a small gray bird perched on a brass rod just behind her, and off to the side a shallow wooden cabinet against the wall. The bird wasn't caged, evidently trained not to fly away.

      Or clipped wings, maybe.

      Tal took in the rest of the room. Resmon stood just inside to his left, a smug look on his face. The headmaster wasn't there. Brook, who was just in front of the robed woman, nearer to Tal, nodded to him. She looked beautiful and concerned, not relishing his dilemma like Resmon clearly was. Several other people stood along either side of the room, eyeing him—some judgmentally, some perhaps only out of curiosity. A few seemed as unsure about the situation as he felt. Some of the others had an air of calm, or even disinterest.

      Who are all of these people? Guild members, I suppose, but most of them don't look like teachers…or sorcerers.

      Tal watched all of them, except Brook, clear the center area. The robed woman had a direct line of sight to him now. To give a verbal lashing, no doubt, he thought.

      He felt a little better when he saw Lethana off to his right. Remembering she had left the library to go with Resmon, he felt glad she wasn't standing next to his smug face. She's even more beautiful than Brook, he thought. And that's saying something. He impulsively flashed Lethana a smile, and she smiled back at him. It eased the stress he felt, but only momentarily. He couldn't help but return to the thought that he'd again gotten into a position to endanger his one chance in the Guild.

      He quickly returned his eyes to the auburn-haired woman at the front of the room, knowing he shouldn't do anything more to upset her. Brook whispered the woman's name to him.
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        * * *

      

      Saffra Zamdeon, Elder of Divination, spent most of each year at the Guild tower, but she regularly went away to her remote lakeside home fifty miles north of Crowsgate. She managed to keep up with her Guild duties by making extensive use of scrying and the magical delivery of messages, when needed.
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        * * *

      

      "I didn't mean to be late," Tal said apologetically. "I…overslept." He glanced down at the book in his hand. He wanted to tell her—and everyone in the room—that he finally did some magic, after studying all night. But he knew it wasn't the right time, and it probably didn't matter now, he thought.

      The violet-robed Zamdeon nodded slowly.

      "Same reason he arrived late to the tower," Resmon said.

      Tal hated him for offering the detail, which wasn't even accurate. He half expected Zamdeon to agree and dismiss him from the Guild right then, but she didn't. Instead, she cast a glare at Resmon.

      "That's not true," Tal said. "And I did make it to the Guild on time." Barely.

      Zamdeon raised her hand. "Yes, I know. Now, Tal Truswell, tell me what book you have in your hand."

      What?

      Tal was confused as to why she asked him about the book he had, instead of condemning him for being late, and for being on the third floor of the library, when he had been told all but the first two floors of the Guild were forbidden—a restriction he had completely forgotten in the presence of Lethana's charms. Maybe that's coming, he thought.

      He held up the book. "It's…" He glanced at Lethana and saw her nod at him, which he took as a signal for him to go ahead. "It's a copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations. There weren't any more of Balkuthar's Cantrips, so I…" He glanced at Lethana again and this time she was discreetly shaking her head. He could see from her widened eyes that she probably didn't want him to bring her into the conversation. "So, I borrowed this from the library, thinking it may be a decent replacement."

      "Oh, it is," the robed Zamdeon said. "That's the book I first studied when I began my magical training at the Guild…long ago."

      Tal was still unsure as to why she hadn't yet chastised him and told him he'd be leaving the Guild in the morning, if not that day. The Guild was known for its strictness.

      "It's a wonderful book," Tal said. "I am glad I had a chance to read it before…" He sighed as he again thought about how short-lived his time in the Guild would now be. "Before leaving the Guild."

      Resmon chuckled, but then cleared his throat as the robed woman glared at him again.

      "Mm," she said, cocking her head slightly as she looked at Tal. "If I remember correctly, that book is kept on the library's third floor."

      Here it comes.

      Resmon stepped forward. "As I said, Elder Zamdeon, that's where I found him."

      "Yes, Riasga, I heard you the first time."

      Tal felt slightly hopeful now. Zamdeon had not only declined to shoot a fireball into his chest for his missteps, but she also didn't seem to care much for Resmon—Resmon Riasga, Tal noted.

      But the third floor. Tal shook his head.

      "What is it?" Zamdeon asked him.

      "Oh. I just wish I hadn't gotten so preoccupied in the library that I went to the third floor. I knew it was off limits, but…"

      "But?" Zamdeon said.

      He shrugged. "I meant no disrespect." He glanced at the book, and for a moment he once again felt pleased that he'd actually done some magic. At least he had that experience, he thought. Realizing he might be in his last hour in the Guild, he decided there was no more reason to hold back what he was thinking. "Being able to do some magic, even something as small as summoning an insect, was the thrill of my life. I wish I could stay in the Guild, but…" His gaze drifted downward as he recalled what he done, then he chuckled. "It really was amazing…" He looked up at Zamdeon. "Even something so little."

      He walked through the parted crowd, trying to ignore the judging eyes from one of the earthy-smelling hairy-toed little people, as he made his way up to Zamdeon. He held out the book for the elder to take. "I meant no disrespect to the Guild." He felt the urge to argue why he should be allowed to stay in the Guild, but he knew he had overstepped and his respect for the Guild kept him from making light of it.

      She approached him, but didn't take the book from his hand. "You've been here just a few days?"

      "Only since yesterday, actually." He inched the book in his hand a little closer to her.

      "And you read that book?" She glanced at it.

      "Yes. Last night. Well, I guess last night through until sometime this morning. I fell asleep in the library, but I'm not sure when really."

      Zamdeon glanced at Resmon, then to Brook before looking at Tal again. "I performed the ceremony of understanding with them, but you…who did this with you?"

      Tal felt the urge to look at Lethana, but remembered her shaking her head before. He realized she must not want it known what she'd done for him after all. And what she did for him wasn't the ceremony. She had said as much. Was she allowed to do what she did, he wondered. He didn't even know if her elven powers were fully known to the Guild. They should be, but…

      "The ceremony?" he said, feeling uncomfortable concealing what Lethana had done for him. He didn't want to betray her, especially after the kindness she'd showed him. Besides, he thought, he would soon be gone. Why should he cause trouble for her?

      "Yes," Zamdeon said, raising her eyebrows.

      "No one. I…" It was true no one had performed the ceremony for him, or on him, but he couldn't bring himself to entirely concoct something to explain how he was now able to read the books in the library, which obviously had been guarded with the Guild's magic. He'd keep Lethana's secret, he thought.

      His grandparents had raised him to be a man of good character. He didn't know how to answer Zamdeon, except with silence.

      Lethana walked to the middle of the room, taking a place beside him. "I gave him understanding."

      Tal heard a few gasps from some of the onlookers. Lethana had surprised him too. A minute ago she didn't seem to want to reveal what she'd done. What's she doing?

      He looked at her, then back to Zamdeon. With his palms turned up and his jaw hanging open, he shrugged.

      "I see," Zamdeon said, eyeing Lethana.

      Tal didn't know what her admission meant for her. Will she have to leave the Guild too? He felt his chest tighten at the thought of ruining her situation there.

      "So," Zamdeon said to her. "This means you…"

      "I have chosen Tal," Lethana said resolutely.

      Tal heard someone off to his side mumble, "So soon?"

      "Son of a bitch," Resmon said.

      What does she mean, she's chosen me?

      "I see," Zamdeon said. "This is unusual, so early."

      "True," Lethana said. "But it is my right, and I chose him. That's why he was on the third floor of the library. I wanted him to come up there." She looked down for a moment. "That was my fault. I forgot about that restriction they were under. It's possible I influenced him a little. It's sometimes hard for elves to keep from doing that, you know."

      "What's going on?" Tal said. "What do you mean you chose me?"

      Zamdeon chuckled. "And you didn't even let him know?"

      Lethana shrugged. "I was going to, but…" She glanced at Resmon. "He came before I could explain to Tal. And I didn't want to tell Tal what was going on in front of him." She nodded toward Resmon. "He had asked me earlier. When he showed up, I went with him to tell him in private that I wasn't going to choose him."

      "You wish," Resmon said.

      "Choose for what?" Tal said, almost yelling.

      "Well," Zamdeon said, looking at Lethana, then at him. She smiled. "That's settled then. Considering the extenuating circumstances, no Guild rules were broken. Tal Truswell, you have a sorcerer's assistant…at least until we see if you successfully complete your training here in the Guild."

      That's how that works?

      "Seriously?" Resmon said, but Tal saw when Zamdeon turned toward Resmon, he slunk back into the crowd and looked away from her.

      "You two can discuss this later," Zamdeon said to Lethana and Tal. She turned and walked back to the front of the room. "We have several matters to cover, and I do have other plans for today after this orientation."

      She closed her eyes and raised her right hand in front of her chest. With her forefinger extended, she traced something in the air. After a second, faint glimmers of light appeared, trailing the movement of her finger.

      "What's going on?" Tal asked Lethana.

      She nodded toward Zamdeon. "Just wait. You'll see."

      "No," he said. "I mean with us."

      She leaned over and whispered to him, "I'll explain it to you later. I'm surprised she's dropping the whole third floor and you being late situation. Best to leave it alone for now."

      Tal silently mouthed 'what' back to her as he slowly shook his head.

      She leaned closer once more. "You have yourself a sorcerer's assistant." She smiled.

      "But…" Tal didn't know what to say.

      Zamdeon cleared her throat as if to tell everyone to pay attention.

      He looked toward the front of the room. Zamdeon had one eye cracked open and was looking back at him. He dipped his head forward slightly to convey an apology. She closed her eye and continued drawing lines of light in the air in front of her.

      People moved in to fill the clearing in the middle of the room around him and Lethana, to get a better view of what Zamdeon was doing. Tal felt coarse fur brush against his arm and he turned to see who, or what, had moved next to him. The creature, wolf-featured with pronounced canines jutting up over its top lip, snarled at him. He realized the creature must be what he'd been smelling the last few minutes—like a wet forest floor, and moldy. Tal, remembering how wild animals don't like it when you stare, looked instead to Zamdeon.

      "I think it takes a minute for the words to materialize," Lethana whispered to him.

      He realized his inquisition was over and his place in the Guild was safe, at least for today. He turned to Lethana again and marveled at her beauty and at what she'd done for him. Why it was her decision that she was now his assistant, he didn't understand, but he felt lucky—confused, but lucky.

      As he stood watching the elder Zamdeon move her finger through the air to create glowing magical writing, which floated in front of her, he wondered how Lethana now partnered with him would speed his progress in the Guild. She clearly has extraordinary knowledge of magic, he thought. And her elven abilities…amazing. He shook his head unconsciously.

      Someone bumped his left shoulder, hard, jarring him from his thoughts of Lethana. At first he guessed it must have been the wolf creature, but he didn't feel the coarse fur. He looked to see who had done it. "Resmon."

      "Watch yourself, Late Arrival," Resmon said, looking forward to whatever Zamdeon was conjuring.

      "Me?" Tal glanced to Lethana, thinking she'd seen Resmon run into him, but she hadn't. She appeared deeply absorbed in the spectacle the elder was creating. Zamdeon had stopped tracing her hand in the air, but all the lines of energy remained and now began to move, as if they were crawling around and over one another. Tiny sparks came out at nearly every point where the different lines touched.

      He looked back to Resmon, who was ignoring him now. "Jerk." Tal mumbled it, not to keep Resmon from hearing him, but to avoid interrupting Zamdeon's presentation again.

      He watched the lines of energy and after a few more seconds, Zamdeon opened her eyes and the writing in the air morphed into words he could read. They were in the same magical language used in the book Lethana found for him.

      

      
        
        The first law. Only those upon whom the Guild has bestowed the title Sorcerer may practice magic.

      

      

      

      "You were the only one for whom I hadn't performed the ritual of understanding," Zamdeon said, looking directly at Tal. "But since your assistant has taken care of that, I'm using the Guild's cant. It makes the imprinting spell stick in your head a little better."

      She looked around the room. "All of you will abide by these rules if you want to remain in the Guild…and avoid incurring…dire consequences."

      Tal glanced at Lethana, expecting to see some sort of concern on her face, since she'd performed a sort of magic on him. She appeared calm. I guess there are exceptions. Zamdeon didn't seem to mind.

      "The rules apply to all of you." Zamdeon looked around the room. "Think upon them, so you will remember them always."

      Tal followed her gaze, and for the first time observed more closely the other people gathered. He knew the only three new aspirants were Brook, Resmon, and himself. And he knew Lethana—though not as well as he wished. Who are all these other people? Old aspirants still in training? Or maybe some of them are sorcerers now. He looked to see if any of the crowd appeared older, like Zamdeon, and Headmaster Zardmel—who wasn't in the room. Nobody stood out as a candidate for another Guild elder, as far as he could tell.

      "The first law," Zamdeon continued, stepping off to the side of the magical writing she'd placed in the air. "It is toward this end that you are here. Whether you succeed, time will tell."

      Tal noticed a bit of a scuffle at the back of the room. He turned discreetly to see what was happening, but the commotion had stopped. He noticed a female half-orc glaring at a man, who then took a few steps away from her. The half-orc's size and evident strength impressed him. He'd only ever seen the males of their race until then.

      "The Guild," Zamdeon said, "along with many other responsibilities, ensures the safety of the realm by thwarting any unauthorized attempts of magical practice in the realm—though such dangerous foolishness still goes on in the wild lands beyond the realm, as you may know."

      She waved her hand toward the writing in the air and it morphed to show the second law.

      

      
        
        The second law. Magic must not be taught to anyone outside the Guild.

      

      

      

      "This also means that magical secrets must be kept from all who are not sorcerers. There are three exceptions to this, however. I will discuss that in more detail later. Suffice it to say, those of you here who are not our three new aspirants comprise those three exceptions. Since you will eventually be bonded to a sorcerer…or an aspirant who hopefully will one day become a sorcerer, you will be privy to some magical knowledge as well." She briefly looked at Lethana. "If you don't already possess it."

      Zamdeon glanced around the room, looking to many of the faces before her. A few moments later, she waved her hand again and the writing once again changed.

      

      
        
        The third law. Sorcerer aspirants may only study or practice magic authorized for aspirants by the Guild.

      

      

      

      "While magic comes in many forms, you will progress in your studies incrementally and under the guidance of the Guild. Though you will often study on your own, know that we are watching your progress and will intercede when we deem it necessary. This is how it has been for centuries, and how it should be. Magic is an extraordinary play of powerful forces. Dabbling in any aspect without proper training and guidance can be disastrous and often deadly. As such, you will adhere to the guidance the Guild—and specifically your mentor—provides for your studies. However, when and whether you successfully delve into any particular area of magic—such as transmutation, divination, conjuring, or others—will be determined by self-discipline and your natural aptitude. These higher forms of magic will take considerable time and effort."

      Tal was confused. He had conjured the blue beetle. That only took a day to learn. He glanced down at the copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations still in his hand. She must mean more powerful conjuring. Besides, he thought, I still don't know exactly how I did it.

      

      
        
        The fourth law. A sorcerer may use magic for personal benefit, but must also use it for the common good.

      

      

      

      "As you probably know," Zamdeon said, "each village, town, and city in the realm is home to a Guild sorcerer who is there to protect the people when circumstances are beyond the means or purview of the mundane authorities. This is the role of nearly all Guild sorcerers, and it has been so for hundreds of years…and will continue for the…foreseeable future."

      Tal knew this part, as did everyone in the realm—at least as far as the working-for-the-common-good part. Hope I get assigned a place near Pole.

      

      
        
        The fifth law. Only an elder of the Guild may take on an apprentice.

      

      

      

      Must be different than an aspirant.

      "In fact," Zamdeon said, "apprenticeship outside the Guild tower no longer happens. We have found confining all magical training inside this tower is effective and…wards off certain problems."

      

      
        
        The sixth law. Magic must not be used against a Guild sorcerer.

      

      

      

      Zamdeon walked slowly along the front of the room, looking at each person she passed. "This does not preclude such during training here in the tower…as you will discover soon enough."

      That sounds ominous. He glanced at Resmon. Does that mean I can use it against jackass over here?

      Zamdeon stopped and looked at Tal as she waved her hand yet again to change the magical writing floating at the front of the room.

      

      
        
        The final law. Dark magic is forbidden.

      

      

      

      She continued to look in his direction. "Do not inquire into such practices under any circumstances."

      Why is she singling me out? I wouldn't use that sort of stuff. He had a vague familiarity with what was meant by dark magic from some brief warning passages in the books his grandpa had given him.

      "Those are the laws of magic," Zamdeon said, walking toward the door at the back of the room. She turned and faced the crowd. "You will remember them always. Now, I must leave to attend to other matters, but I leave you in good hands for the remainder of the orientation." She turned and left.

      When the door closed, Tal looked around to see who it was that was taking over the orientation. Everyone else did the same.

      "Do you know who she was talking about?" he asked Lethana. She only smiled in response, and Tal guessed she must know.

      Murmurs and whispers quickly grew louder, as people asked one another who Zamdeon meant.

      Lethana nodded toward the front of the room and Tal looked there just as the small gray bird hopped from the brass bar. As it fell toward the ground it began to change, growing larger and stretching in every direction. In a fraction of a second, the bird transformed into a man, thin and gray-haired, wearing a somewhat tattered tan shirt and loose brown pants which covered his feet entirely.

      Tal noted how aged and wrinkled his skin appeared. Is he two hundred years old, or what?

      There was a slight commotion in the room as most of the crowd was startled by his transformation, though apparently not any of the furred creatures. Tal remembered seeing many of them sniffing the air earlier and he wondered if they had ascertained the man's true nature that way.

      "Wow," he said. "Didn't see that coming."

      Lethana chuckled. "He likes doing that."

      The man smacked his lips for a second, then gingerly stepped to the place where the floating magical writing had been, but now was gone. He wobbled a bit, but quickly seemed to get his balance. "My name is Nusme."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Randle Nusme, Elder of Transmutation, had nearly been expelled from the Guild many years back after a series of mishaps stemming from a highly unusual field of magic into which he'd delved, despite warnings from several of his peers. In the end, it was decided an elder simply could not be expelled. Nonetheless, Nusme resigned his active pursuit of that which had brought him and the Guild so much trouble. Having mostly recovered, he is now back to his magical bread and butter, though perhaps slightly worse for the wear from his previous foray.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "A few of you I have met," Nusme said. "For the rest of you, welcome to the Guild. Some of you are here to become sorcerers. Some of you assistants. Protectors. Familiars. And so on." He glanced to someone in the crowd, but Tal couldn't see whom. "And for other reasons, of course. I will keep this brief, since…I don't like meetings, and this one is long already."

      He walked over to the cabinet beside the brass rod he'd been perched upon. Leaning his head close to the cabinet doors, he whispered something to it. The two cabinet doors creaked open and he reached in and retrieved three glass vials, each corked and no bigger than a man's thumb. He held them up. "Aspirants." He looked at Brook, then to Resmon and Tal. These are for you." He stood for a few moments, holding them up. "Well, come on. Let's not drag this out any more than we have to. I made the mistake of having a spicy bowl of mystery beans before I came here."

      A few snickers could be heard from within the crowd.

      Brook made it to the front of the room first, since she was closest. Nusme handed her one of the vials. Resmon and Tal went up too, each getting his from the elder.

      "What is it?" Tal asked.

      "A second chance," Nusme said, winking at him.

      Tal held the vial up and looked at the liquid inside, a milky substance with a tinge of green.

      "Don't waste it," Nusme said. "Save it until you really need it."

      Resmon shook his vial. "I don't get it."

      Brook, who was standing next to Tal, held her vial sideways and flicked the glass with her finger. "Healing. It's a potion of healing."

      Nusme smiled at her. "Right you are. And rejuvenation. Extremely potent. If you don't spill any, good for a couple of uses too."

      "Hm," Resmon said. "You sure it works?" He looked at Nusme and nodded toward him. "I mean…"

      "Thanks," Tal said. He glanced at his chest and realized he didn't have his sorcerer's apron on. He'd put it in one of the loops when he got back to his room.

      "Yeah, thanks." Resmon tucked his in his pants pocket. "Now why is this part of the orientation?"

      Nusme laughed. "Oh, you would like to know wouldn't you? Just wait. You think magic is a soft little kitten?"

      Huh?

      "Maybe a wrinkly old cat," Resmon mumbled, perhaps quiet enough that Nusme didn't hear him, but Tal did.

      Nusme turned around and crouched on the floor, tucking his arms and legs in so he was curled up like a ball.

      What's he doing? Is it the beans he had?

      Everyone in the room stood silently, seemingly in anticipation of what might happen soon. But nothing happened. Tal heard someone nearby growl. He knew it wasn't one of the humans. Nusme remained curled up like a ball, the rear of his brown pants sticking out toward the crowd.

      "Wait for it," Nusme said.

      Everyone waited several more seconds, but nothing happened. A few people could be heard snickering. Someone in the back of the room loudly cleared his throat.

      "Wait for it." Nusme shook himself for a moment, still curled up.

      Resmon turned and headed for the door. "I think we got it. Thanks for the potion."

      Suddenly, a billowing cloud of smoke engulfed Nusme. It was thick and dark, completely obfuscating him. Several people gasped. A ferocious roar sounded from the dark cloud.

      Tal and Brook stepped back just as a large creature leapt out of the smoke and flew past Tal. He turned and shuffled backward to get out of its way, accidentally bumping into Brook in the process.

      The beast looked somewhat like a deformed manticore, but with gray hair and a similarly gray mane—and extremely wrinkled skin. Tal watched as it flew into Resmon who had turned around. The beast knocked him to the ground, pinning him down with its heavy front paws. It leaned forward, pressing against Resmon's chest. Resmon screamed, but his cry was muffled by the lack of air in his lungs. Tal could see him quivering with fear as the beast leaned its head down and snapped its mouth above Resmon's face.

      A second later, Tal noticed the gray paws didn't look quite as beast-like as the rest of the creature. In fact, they were hairy hands curled into fists—with human fingers. Tal looked back to the smoke where Nusme had been, already knowing what the elder must have done. The smoke quickly dissipated and Nusme wasn't there, though a pile of rags were.

      Several people applauded, and a few growled quietly.

      "That's impressive," Tal said to Nusme, who stepped off of Resmon's chest and slowly shifted to once again appear human.

      "Oh, no," someone in the crowd said. "We don't need to see that."

      Nusme stood naked in the middle of the room with his hands on his hips, his sagging skin pushed downward under his hands. "I think I look pretty good as old as I am."

      Tal made a point of not looking downward in the elder's direction. He was glad to be spared the full frontal Resmon was enduring.

      Tal was also happy to see Resmon appearing more shocked than when Nusme tackled him in beast form. He didn't like how Resmon had been disrespecting the man. Since Tal arrived at the Guild, Resmon had been doing that to him. Tal allowed himself the guilty pleasure of seeing the table turned.

      "As you can see," Nusme said, doing nothing in honor of modesty, "magic can surprise you."

      Nearly everyone in the room continued  to avert their eyes, a few people even went so far as to turn completely around.

      "And," Nusme said, "as Resmon here discovered, magic can be dangerous, even when it doesn't appear so at first." He nodded in self-satisfaction at his lesson.

      Resmon sat up, then scooted back a few feet, turning his head to the side to change his view. "I don't appreciate being the butt of your lesson."

      Chuckles sounded around the room, then full-on laughter. Resmon, still sitting on the floor, looked around and scowled at several people.

      Tal realized Resmon apparently hadn't noticed his poor choice of words. He almost felt sorry for Resmon, but seeing him shoot dagger glances at everyone while Nusme stood naked before him proved too much for Tal to restrain his chuckles.

      Nusme turned and walked back to the front of the room and picked up his clothes. They evidently weren't torn after all. He slipped on his pants and shirt, and waited a few moments for everyone to regain their composure.

      "You new aspirants," he said. "Study your book of cantrips. Best to start small. Now, I'm going to run through a little bit of the Guild's history, but I'll make it quick. There's a demonstration you all were supposed to attend after this, but it's canceled. I was to put it on, but…" He put his hand over his stomach. "I think it might be best if we skip it." He looked around. People were still chatting amongst themselves. "That's enough. Quiet down." He tapped his foot and repeated himself, and the room started to settle.

      Resmon got up and looked around, seemingly noting who had made his enemies list. He finally settled his eyes on Tal, staring him down.

      "At least you didn't need some of that potion," Tal said, trying to diffuse Resmon's obvious anger, which inexplicably now seemed solely focused on Tal.

      Resmon stood up and dusted himself off before stepping up to Tal. He leaned forward, getting in his face. "Well, you better keep yours on you. You'll need it…because…you know. Get it? Yeah. You will. That's for sure."

      Tal said nothing while Resmon, inches from his face, stared him down. It wasn't that Tal was intimidated, but rather he was marveling at how explicitly Resmon felt he had to be. He even felt a little sorry for him. Maybe he hit his head or something. After all, Tal thought, the point was pretty clear from the first thing he said. In fact, Tal was having a hard time keeping from laughing, but he managed since he had no interest in getting into it with Resmon right then—not after such a perfect finale to Nusme's lesson. And the thought of hearing the Guild's history excited him.

      Resmon continued to glare at him, though, which increasingly annoyed Tal. After a few moments, Tal decided he'd had enough. "It'll be alright, brother. Why don't you settle down."

      Tal knew telling Resmon to settle down would have the opposite effect, but Tal couldn't help himself. Resmon had gotten on his nerves.

      Resmon's face turned red and Tal expected Resmon might try to punch him, but Resmon backed away as Nusme started his lecture.

      Lethana returned to Tal's side and gently bumped his arm with hers. He glanced at her and she smiled at him. As Nusme began, Tal finally learned the name of the man in the painting he'd asked the headmaster about. For the next thirty minutes, he stood transfixed, listening to what the gray-haired old man said, learning at least the highlights of the Guild's history—though he knew Nusme was only scratching the surface, and probably leaving out many wonderful details and tales. But hearing the Guild history, with Lethana at his side, a potion in one hand, and a book of magic in the other, Tal felt the happiest he'd ever been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking out of the room with Lethana at his side, Tal noticed Resmon scowling at the two of them—mostly at him. Tal ignored him and held the door for Lethana as they exited. Nusme's lecture had ended and, though the old man said he was supposed to cover a few more subjects, he dismissed everyone, saying it was time for him to take another dose of his herbal bowel elixir. No one protested, though at least two people let loose snide remarks, which Nusme either didn't hear or didn't care about.

      Before he returned his attention to Lethana, Tal had wondered what other things Nusme decided not to cover. He was at first, mildly disappointed. Hearing the brief Guild history, he wanted to know more—about anything Guild or magic-related. But when Lethana brushed up against his side and suggested the two of them leave, he immediately changed his focus.

      He wasn't sure what she had in mind, but she had that effect on him, especially anytime she stood near him. Her beauty and elven features would draw any man's attention, he thought. But something about being near her…She gives off some sort of energy. He couldn't quite put his finger on it. As she walked in front of him through the door, he admired her figure and told himself he was the luckiest young sorcerer-in-training the realm had ever known.

      "That was weird," he said, as he caught up with her.

      "Yes. I love it when he does that."

      "Really? So, the old man regularly turns into a wild beast and gets naked in the middle of lectures?"

      I don't know about regularly," she said as the two walked down the hall, "but I've seen him do it twice."

      Tal knew the Guild only took on new aspirants once per year, and wondered when she'd seen Nusme's theatrics before.

      "Just how long have you been in the Guild?" he asked.

      She stopped and turned to him. "Well, I've been here for a month or two each year for the last three years, though I didn't stay long those other times."

      "I don't understand. Why? What for? And where do you go the rest of the time?"

      She glanced behind the two of them. Several of the other people who had been in the orientation were walking their direction. She looked around, then, nodding toward a door up ahead in the hall, she said, "In there."

      Tal wanted to ask her why she wanted them to duck into the room. He had no idea what was behind the door, and her timing seemed odd. But before he could say anything to her, she stepped a little faster and got to the door and opened it.

      She glanced back over her shoulder as she went in. "Come on."

      She's not thinking what I'm thinking, is she?

      The way Lethana had looked at him when she beckoned for him to follow her put a particular idea in his head—probably helped along by the way the draping split green skirt she wore fanned out from her hasty movement, showing a good deal more of her ass than he had previously seen. He sped up and caught the door to go in behind her.

      As it closed, she turned around and leaned closer to him. He noticed the room they were in was a storage closet of some sort. It was small, maybe ten feet square. It was hard for him to tell exactly. Most of the space was crammed with chests and miscellaneous things, such as lanterns, books, old flasks, and a stringed instrument Tal had never seen. There was more, but it was all jumbled together, with stacks and piles spilling onto each other. He made little sense of all of it, being instead preoccupied with her standing so close to him.

      "Okay. Yes," he said. "I'm a little surprised by your timing, but I can't say I haven't had the same thought."

      "What?" she said, looking at him, and he got the sense she didn't know what he meant.

      She moved her head a little to one side and he matched her move, thinking she was going in for a kiss. Her browed furrowed, then she moved her head to the opposite side and leaned farther in toward the door, leaving his mouth pushed out in the space where hers had just been.

      Still pinned against the door by one side of her ample chest pressed into him, he contorted his upper body so he could turn and look at her eyes again, but her face was now sideways, with her right ear resting flat against the door.

      "What are you doing?" he asked.

      With the side of her head still pressed to the door, she reached over and covered his mouth.

      "Whus gowng oong?" he mumbled. Wow, she smells nice. He put his right hand against the side of her breast, because…she was pressing into him, he thought.

      In a blur, she took her hand off his mouth, slapped his offending hand, then returned hers to cover his lips again.

      She glared at him, which he'd never seen her do. She was good at it, so he decided to give her a moment to finish listening at the door. It was now obvious to him that's what she wanted to do, though he didn't know why.

      She lifted her hand from his mouth and raised her forefinger a little bit away from his face, as her eyes shifted focus toward the door. After a few moments, she slowly nodded, then withdrew her ear from the door and leaned back, off of him.

      He shrugged and waited for her to explain.

      "It's Resmon," she said.

      Tal's stomach churned at hearing her say his name. He recalled how she'd left him in the library last night to go off with Resmon for…some reason. He did his best to shake the thought. "What do you mean?"

      "I don't trust him."

      Good.

      "I trust him to be a jackass."

      She snickered, which felt like a victory to Tal.

      "I'm not saying I disagree," she said. "But that's not what I meant."

      "Yeah." He nodded toward the door. "What's this about?"

      "I wanted to make sure he had passed. I saw him coming down the hall."

      "And?" Tal hoped she didn't think she had to defend him from Resmon.

      "And he's part of the reason I've been coming to the Guild every year for the last few years."

      Tal's heart almost sank to his feet, but he reigned his feelings in and reminded himself she didn't choose to be Resmon's assistant. She chose him. He realized whatever she meant, it wasn't like that. "Okay. I'm lost."

      "The task was given to me…by my people."

      "What task?"

      "To see who would be the next threat to the realm."

      "Resmon? Seriously? I mean, he's far from my favorite person, but…a threat to the realm? He probably doesn't have any more magical ability than I do." Tal immediately regretted pointing out his beginner status, knowing it wasn't the right thing to say to a partially naked, beautiful, magical elf girl standing close to him in a secluded room.

      "It's his family," she said. She looked at the floor and shook her head. "He may not be the one, but his family…they're one of only three my people have determined are the likely source of the coming trouble about which we've been told."

      "Told by who?"

      "The trees. The rocks. The water."

      Tal did his best to make sense of what she was telling him, but he'd never heard of any particular families being a threat to the realm, much less what she was saying about talking trees and rocks that knew the future.

      She must have seen the confusion in his eyes. "It's an elven prophecy." She said it as if that would clear things up.

      Tal decided to let it be weird and take her word on it. He was more concerned about why Resmon figured into something so important. He pictured Resmon. "There's no way he's anything but an egotistical ass who thinks he's better than everyone else. I seriously think you must be mistaken."

      "I hope you're right, but I sensed something in him last night, when I had a chance to get close enough to him."

      Tal really didn't like the sound of that.

      "When we talked." Lethana appeared to be clarifying to ease Tal's mind. He evidently had shown his feelings somehow.

      "Did he say something? To make you think that, I mean."

      She shook her head. "Not really. But we elves can sense things. It's hard to explain."

      "Why now?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well," Tal said. "You didn't seem to think anything like this when we were back in the orientation room…at least it didn't seem so to me."

      "No. You're right. I didn't. But as we were leaving it hit me."

      "What?"

      "The beast Nusme transformed into."

      Tal shrugged as he shook his head slightly.

      "Nusme can change into many forms," she said.

      "You said you'd seen him do that before. And the bird."

      "Right, but I hadn't actually seen that creature before."

      Tal shrugged his shoulders again. "So? Why does that matter?"

      "You saw how frightened Resmon was."

      "He got knocked to the floor by a giant hairy animal that starting chomping its mouth at him."

      "Good point," she said. "But I don't think that's why he was so scared. I mean, he already knew Nusme could change his form. He should've known it was only him."

      Tal hoped she was going somewhere with this. It made little sense to him. If it was all in her head, that'd be a shame, he thought. But what do I know about this sort of thing?

      Lethana's eyes narrowed. "That creature is called a shadow beast."

      "Okay. That makes no sense."

      "No. You don't understand."

      "You're right about that."

      "A shadow beast takes many forms. What it looks like depends on the person it's attacking."

      Okay, that's weird. "And? Let me guess, it takes the form most terrifying to the person."

      "No. It takes the form which is closest to who…or what the person really is…inside…in a weird magical sort of way."

      "Resmon's a filthy hairy beast with a bad attitude. Yeah. I'll buy that. Probably comes from a long line of smelly hairy beasts."

      Lethana chuckled. "I'm glad you can see that too. Maybe you have some elf blood in you after all."

      Tal couldn't help but notice again how hot she looked, and how when she chuckled her boobs jiggled slightly. Whether she was on to something about Resmon's family, he didn't know, nor did he know why her people had her on the lookout for him…or somebody. All he wanted to focus on now was her, every inch of her. He might've blamed that on the magical energy aura he felt from her, but he knew it was just as plausible that it was due to the fact that he was a young man and she was…everything a young man could want.

      "I don't know if I have any elf in me," he said. "But I can see some human in you." At first he thought his line was smooth, but Lethana's expression told him she didn't get what he meant. "I don't mean that you look human…or that you are. But it'd better if you had some human in you. I mean, I could… You're perfect as an elf, just the way you are." Ugh. I'm digging a hole.

      She chuckled again. "No. I get it. You were suggesting you could be inside me. Intimately."

      Tal gulped and he felt his face heat up. "I…Tell me more about this threat to the realm situation."

      She laughed and put her hands against his chest. "No need to change back to that. I think that's a great idea. It can wait."

      "Okay," he said. "Just so we're clear, by it, you're talking about Resmon and his family. Right? Not you and me."

      "Let me clear it up for you." She leaned in and kissed him, pressing and sliding her lips over his, softly at first, then with more fervor, opening her mouth to mingle her tongue with his.

      "Mm huh," he mumbled quickly, in the brief gap between the playful movements of her tongue.

      She moved back and looked into his eyes and smiled.

      "It's becoming clear," he said. "But I want to make sure."

      He put his hands on the sides of her, several inches above her hips, and guided her until she'd turned her back toward the door. As he leaned in and kissed her again, he moved his hands inward, rubbing the sides of her breasts, softly at first, then more firmly, massaging them slowly.

      He stopped, worrying he might be going further or faster than she wanted. "Are you…"

      "I'm good," she said. "Don't worry. Keep going."

      "Your…"

      He moved closer to her, until they were nearly touching below the waist. She leaned her head back against the door as he moved down and slightly to the side of her chin to began kissing her neck. She started to breath heavier, moaning softly, as he worked up to the lobe of her ear.

      "Perfect just as you are," he whispered into her ear.

      He started back down her neck, tasting her smooth ivory skin, then he kept going, lowering his body to bring his mouth down to the top of her right breast.

      Leaning back against the door, she reach to the sides of her chest and pushed her green top down, exposing her breasts fully to him. Then she put her hands on his head and gently took hold of his hair, guiding his mouth over her.

      He suckled one of her nipples, then the other, before taking hold of the flesh around each with his hands to work them more. Sliding her top down farther, he kissed her stomach, first at the top, then lower, and lower still, until he could go no more because of the cloth gathered just above her pelvis.

      He gathered the material together into a narrow low-hanging band, only inches above her loins. Holding it in place with one hand, he knelt before her and used his other hand to pull aside the long middle piece of her slit skirt until he revealed her pale gold panties. He lifted the long green piece which had been draped between her legs, feeding the cloth into his other hand.

      Looking up at her, he saw her eyes on him. She was smiling. She nodded to him before leaning her head back onto the door again and closing her eyes.

      "Keep going," she said.

      Reaching around, he put his hand on her ass, rubbing it first, then taking hold of it to give a good squeeze. Her loins moved toward him a little and she shifted her feet closer together.

      "Take them off," she said softly.

      Still keeping her top and the middle of her skirt bunched up in one hand just below her waist, he grabbed the top of her panties and pulled them down over her ass. Leaving them just below the cheeks, he rubbed her bare skin, gliding his hand from one side to the other. He squeezed her ass again before moving his hand around to her hip to pull her panties down more.

      He slid them down slowly at first, watching the soft blond underneath them gradually revealed. She moved her hips gently, squirming to make it easier for him to get the panties all the way down. He pulled them a little more, then they fell on their own, landing around the ankles of her boots.

      She stepped out of the panties and nudged them away. Caressing the sides of his head and the tops of his ears, she moved her legs wider, placing her feet a little farther from the door so she could lean into it more.

      Tal felt the testosterone in him surging as he admired the jewel at the base of her patch of gold.

      Lethana reached down with both hands and took over the duty of holding her skirt and top in place, pulling all of it slightly higher to her waist.

      Tal moved in, gently caressing her patch with his lips. He heard her breath sharpen for a moment and she moved her hand from his head to the door.

      Turning so that his cheek put gentle pressure where his lips had been, he kissed the shallow bend where her leg met her loins. He felt her leg faintly shudder, then he moved his right hand down from her hip and took hold of the side of her thigh.

      Looking up, he marveled at the glory of her fully exposed breasts, and noticed the rise and fall of her stomach from her breathing.

      "Touch me. Please," she said. He could hear the anticipation in her voice.

      He came down to the jewel and kissed it. Feeling her shudder again, he then caressed her with the tip of his tongue. He tasted the moisture she'd built for him.

      He put his mouth onto her and moved her flesh around gently with his lips, slipping his tongue over the small critical portion of her inside his mouth.

      "Oh, yes," she said.

      Tal breathed in her sweet scent and wanted nothing more than to coax her on further.

      He ran his hand up the inside of her leg, pausing briefly to gently squeeze her inner thigh. Then he moved his head aside and slowly pushed his thumb into her, only a little at first. After pulling it out slowly he moved back in, going a little deeper.

      Her breathing grew slightly louder as he continued.

      She was hot inside and her wetness coated him, dripping each time he withdrew.

      He pulled out and slid his hand to the side of her jewel, drawing her open more. Then he moved his mouth back onto her, taking over with his lips and tongue.

      He felt her move against him as he gently pushed her flesh around, settling each time near the top. After nearly half a minute, he could hear she was ready for him to take her still closer to the end. He slid his hand over her ass and traced a couple of fingers down between the cheeks, slipping his hand out to clench one side. Exhaling his hot breath into her rather than move his face aside, he then slid his mouth up over her, settling on the place where she needed him most.

      "Oh." Her voice sounded a little higher, like she had been surprised. "Uh huh. Ohh."

      He played against her, erratically at first, then, as he sensed the feverish energy build higher and higher in her, he went into a steady rhythm. He stayed with her, watching her now glistening body undulate, increasingly bending into him from below her pelvis.

      One of her legs slipped for a split second as the strength in it evidently lapsed temporarily, but she planted her boot again and kept her loins from falling away from his mouth.

      "Uh, huh. Oh. Ooh. Nnn." She touched the top of his head with both hands, but then threw them back against the door, making a loud smack as they both hit simultaneously. "Yes!"

      Her body tensed, every movement she'd been making coming to a sudden halt.

      Tal held his lips firmly against her, flicking the tip of his tongue onto the small portion of her he'd used to bring her all the way.

      When he felt her body relax and her hands dropped to touch the sides of his head, he sucked her for a moment, then let go and slowly tilted his head back.

      She gently rubbed her fingers over his ears as they stared into each other's eyes.

      "That was…amazing," she said. "I've never." She smiled at him, taking a breath. "I've never been able to go so far." She exhaled, clearly still feeling the lingering bliss. "That was more than I've ever felt on my own."

      Tal smiled at her. He realized she must have had some experiences before him, but he decided, at least in the moment, to believe what she was implying. He loved the way she was looking at him and that was enough, he thought—that and her helping him out with the massive buildup he had now.

      After she took a few more deep breaths, she didn't disappoint. As soon as he stood up, she lowered to her knees and undid his pants. Tal put his arms out to brace himself against the door and for the next several minutes she released all the energy he felt ready to explode out of him.
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      Tal woke up and, before opening his eyes, reached over, expecting to put his arm around Lethana, but he only felt the tussled sheets beside him. He sat up and looked around the room to see what she was doing, but she was gone. He didn't know how long he'd slept, or even what time it was. Really need a window in here.

      The fact that she had left didn't worry him. He reminded himself that she'd chosen him—apparently to be more than just his magical assistant. How did I get so lucky?

      "Where did she go, though?"

      He sat in bed, looking around his room—now their room, he thought. He chuckled when he saw his one book, Tanner's Prestidigitations, on the middle shelf of the bookcase nearest him. "It's a start." He decided he'd read through it again today, at least as much as he could. He didn't know what the schedule for the day would be, but he guessed there'd be some point in the day when one of the Guild elders or some other teacher, perhaps, would meet with him, Brook, and Resmon.

      Feeling restless, he got out of bed, emptied his bladder, and got dressed—including his sorcerer's apron, in which he'd placed his healing potion. Then, with his book in hand, he headed down to the dining hall to get something to eat. He thought Lethana might be there, and either she or whomever he ran into might know what the Guild had planned for the aspirants.

      Need to ask her about Resmon, what she plans to do. And me…why did she choose me? Is there more to it…than my charm and good looks? He chuckled, then quickly looked around to make sure no one overhead him.

      A few minutes later, he made it to the dining hall. Lethana wasn't there, but plenty of food had been set out on a large buffet table. He could smell bacon from across the room, seasoned potatoes too, he thought. As the door shut behind him, an old man seated near the buffet turned around in his chair and looked at him. He had mostly gray hair, but Tal could see a little reddish brown mixed in. A black cat sat beside the man, a couple of chairs over, with its own plate of food and a knife and fork next to it, which Tal thought odd. He reminded himself that he'd likely see far odder things in the Guild in time. Already have. He recalled all the magic he'd seen thus far.

      Tal waved to the man, though he looked unfamiliar. The old man gestured for him to come and sit down on the chair between him and the cat. Tal didn't have anything against cats, but this one seemed to be giving him a dirty look. He really only wanted to talk to Lethana right now. He wondered what she could be doing. But the old man was being friendly, and Tal didn't want to come across as rude. He went to the man's table and introduced himself. "I'm Tal," he said, followed with a polite nod.

      "Good to meet you, Tal," the man said. My name is Chresdain." He looked a bit plump around the waist, but Tal thought that could've been the way his robe had bunched. It was light tan, though stained in a few places.

      Tal noticed the stain over the man's left shoulder more resembled a burn. Scrutinizing it as best he could without being obvious about, he noticed a few small holes. Whatever happened had burned straight through. He knew sorcerers could mend and clean their garments by means of a simple spell. He probably just does work here, of some sort.

      "Nice to meet you too," Tal said. "And what's your cat's name?"

      Chresdain glanced to the silky black cat. "Oh, she doesn't belong to me."

      "I see." Tal thought of the cat he occasionally saw back in Pole and how it lingered around the bakery where Gram worked, not belonging to anyone, just claiming the shop and the alley behind it as its own. "Guild cat, then?"

      The feline hopped onto the table and sauntered before Tal, stopping, then staring at him for several seconds. She glanced to Chresdain, who shrugged in answer to the cat's look.

      Tal set his book down on the table and nudged the cat near her backside, trying to get her to move.

      Without warning, she lashed out, scratching him on the back of his hand.

      "Ouch!" He jerked his hand back. A thin red line appeared on it. The cut was shallow and only an inch long, but it stung. "You little turd."

      The cat hissed at him before jumping from the table and walking out of sight beneath the chairs.

      Tal noticed Chresdain chuckling.

      "I don't think it's funny," Tal said.

      "You're lucky that's all she did." He looked down to his left, apparently checking to see if the cat was still nearby. Leaning closer to Tal, he whispered, "She has a bit of a temper. Don't take it personally. I've seen her do much worse. I've only recently been able to share a room with her. She used to keep to herself more."

      Tal rubbed the scratch. "It's fine. The cat-"

      "Ambrosine," Chresdain interrupted. "She'd rather you call her by her name. Fair warning."

      "Uh huh." Tal was beginning to see the old man might have a few cob webs up top.

      "What were you going to say?" Chresdain asked.

      "Nevermind." Tal glanced at the plate of food from which Ambrosine had presumably been eating. "Why exactly did she need a knife and fork?"

      Chresdain shrugged and smiled. "Well, you know."

      Tal shook his head. He had no idea what he was supposed to know, except maybe that the man he was talking to had a touch-and-go relationship with reality.

      "Nevermind," Chresdain said, then smiled wryly. "Her food is probably still warm." He nodded toward the plate.

      "Not really hungry," Tal said.

      "Alright." Chresdain eyed Tal's copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations. "How's that going? Haven't seen that one in a long time. Not standard issue."

      "Oh. Good, I think. Yes." Tal was surprised the man knew the book. "The Guild didn't have any more copies of Balkuthar's Cantrips."

      "You think it's good then? That one."

      "Well, I read through it last night."

      "The entire book?"

      "Yes, a quick reading, but I only managed to do one feat of magic so far. I'll have to go through it again more slowly, I suppose."

      Chresdain nodded, his brow raised. "I see. Why do you think you were able to do the one? What was it?"

      "I summoned an insect." Tal averted his gaze from Chresdain for a moment. He felt awkward telling him what he'd done. It was magic, and he felt proud of that. But since he saw Zamdeon and Nusme perform much more impressive magic, his accomplishment seemed less exciting. He looked up again and shrugged. "Not much, I know."

      "Don't underestimate how useful simple, seemingly small magic can be."

      "I suppose…though I'm not sure what a bug could accomplish."

      "You need to think creatively. Be clever." He stared ahead, apparently looking at nothing in particular. "Fireballs are effective, when the situation calls for one…but they're boring." He looked at Tal. "Not my style. No, sir. I go for clever." He chuckled and gently slapped Tal's forearm. "It's more fun."

      "Are you one of the teachers here?" Tal wasn't convinced bugs were better than fireballs, but Chresdain clearly had experience. No reason not to learn what I can from him, Tal thought.

      Chresdain shook his head. "No. I haven't taken on a pupil in nearly forty years."

      "Why not?"

      Chresdain drew his lips inward slightly, contorting them. After a moment he said, "Guild politics."

      Tal opened his mouth to ask what he meant, but Chresdain held up his hand to stop him.

      "I'm not at liberty to go into it," Chresdain said. He glanced at Tal's book. "And you have much more important things to focus on anyway."

      Tal looked at the cover of his book. "Yes. You're right. Once I master this book, I want to study everything I can in the library."

      Chresdain laughed. "Oh? Have you seen how books we have?"

      Tal nodded. "It's why I'm here. I've wanted to become a great sorcerer for a very long time."

      Chresdain appeared more serious. "Why do you want this, Tal?"

      "I…" Tal realized he didn't know precisely. He'd had the drive for so many years. Why was something he hadn't given much thought. Finally, not wanting to look foolish, he answered honestly, knowing it wasn't necessarily dealing with the question directly. "I've never been able to see myself doing anything else."

      Chresdain nodded slowly, seeming to weigh Tal's answer.

      Tal waited to hear what he had to say in response, but Chresdain changed the subject. "You know the Guild Laws?"

      "The Seven? Yes. Zamdeon gave them to us, the three of us. Aspirants."

      "Good. And what do you think of your fellow aspirants?"

      Resmon's a jackass. "Brook seems nice. Resmon…"

      "You don't like him?"

      "We haven't exactly hit it off."

      "That'll make it easier, in a way," Chresdain said.

      Tal was confused at his response. "Huh?"

      Chresdain shook his head. "No one has told you, then?"

      "Told me what?"

      "Resmon…and Brook will be your adversaries."

      "What do you mean?"

      Chresdain huffed. It was clear he felt frustrated.

      "Sorry," Tal said. "But I don't understand. We're all here for the same reason."

      "No need to apologize, Tal. I'm not upset with you. I don't like the Guild's decision on how training will be handled this year, but…those of us who disagreed on this have been overruled."

      "What do you mean?"

      "It has been decided that, after the three of you have completed the bulk of your training, you will face one another in a series of sorcery trials—a final test. Many months from now, but it'll be here before you know it."

      "So, we'll see how well each of us performs magic? That's alright by me," Tal said. "I'm not afraid of a little competition."

      "The sorcery trials were abandoned as part of the Guild's training long ago…for good reason. They're more than a test to see who can do magic best. The trials are dangerous. When the three of you are ready for the trials, each of you will be capable of magic that could do great harm to the others."

      "So, we'll be careful."

      "You don't understand," Chresdain said. "You will fight against each other in the trials in many tests, including magical combat. The trials are not meant to be to the death, but…accidents have happened in the trials. That's why the Guild abandoned them forty years ago."

      This isn't good. "I'm with you. That sounds like a bad idea. I'll admit, Resmon and I will probably never be friends, but I wouldn't want to kill him. And Brook, I couldn't try to hurt her."

      "Not even if she was trying to hurt you?"

      "No. I mean…I don't…I don't think she'd do that."

      "Maybe," Chresdain said. "But you might be surprised what a person will do if they're pushed enough…or if they want something badly enough." He gazed off into the distance. "I always thought like you did." He turned back to Tal. "People surprise you…and not always the way you would hope."

      "Resmon, on the other hand," Tal said. "He'd probably enjoy it."

      "Hmm." Chresdain furrowed his brow. "I got that impression of him too. If it wasn't for his family, I would've removed him from the Guild already."

      "His family?"

      "Yes. I suppose you wouldn't have heard about them, coming from Pole as you have."

      "How'd you?"

      "There are only three of you this year," Chresdain said. "I do keep up with what's going on in the Guild, after all."

      "Right. Of course."

      Chresdain looked behind him, evidently checking to see if anyone else had come into the dining hall. He turned back around when he saw no one else was there. He started to say something, but stopped and instead leaned down to look beneath the table, and then scanned around to see beneath the other tables in the room. Sitting up again, he said, "I guess Ambrosine has gone too. Didn't hear her leave." He shrugged.

      Why does he care if that cat hears what he has to say?

      "The Riasga family," Chresdain said, "has been tied to the Guild since the early days. Beginning long ago, at least one person from each generation of their family has trained with the Guild, each of them completing their training and joining the ranks of the Guild's sorcerers. Fortunately, their family had fallen away from the Guild for many generations."

      "Fortunately?"

      "Their influence in the Guild hasn't always been for the good of the realm…at least not in my view, and that of some others here. But we are in the minority opinion now, sadly. And now, after a long reprise, we once again have a Riasga training in the Guild."

      "If their family has been so bad, why would the Guild let Resmon in now?"

      "You really haven't traveled much beyond Pole, have you?" Chresdain asked.

      "No. Not really. Just to the neighboring towns. Why?"

      "The Riasgas own much of the land in the western part of the realm, and control many villages and towns. Even the seat of the realm's Council feels their sway. Their influence is too much to deny."

      "But the Guild doesn't answer to the Council, not on magical matters."

      "In most cases, that is true. But they've somehow convinced enough of the Guild elders that having the Riasgas once again train in the Guild is a good idea. Doing this, after so many generations outside the Guild, must mean they're up to something, something which undoubtedly doesn't bode well for the Guild…and the realm. They no doubt need a sorcerer in the family once again." Chresdain looked away, as if in thought. "But for what?"

      Tal didn't know what to say. Politics and generations-old bad blood were outside the scope of why he was at the Guild. He didn't want to worry about it, but Chresdain revealing the details of the sorcery trials and how they would be conducted meant he was destined to come face-to-face with Resmon, putting him in opposition to the Riasga family.

      Lethana. She knew about Resmon. Should I tell Chresdain? No. Not now, anyway. Not until I talk to her again.

      "Could you help me prepare for the trials?" Tal asked.

      "No." Chresdain turned away from Tal. "No. I can't. I don't do that anymore. Not since…"

      "Not since what?"

      Chresdain stood up. "I just don't. It's been too long. I've probably forgotten too much magic, anyway. You wouldn't want my help." He took a few steps toward the door, then looked back to Tal. "I have some things to do. It was nice meeting you, Tal. I…" He glanced at Tal's book on the table. "I suggest you learn everything in that book. Everything. And when you move on to learn other magic, don't forget about that book. Sometimes the small wonders are just what's needed. By the way, didn't it seem odd that the Guild supposedly only had two copies of Balkuthar's Cantrips? Standard issue, and the Guild usually has ten aspirants each year."

      Chresdain's question surprised Tal. That is weird. He was about to inquire as to the puzzling discrepancy, but Chresdain waved his hand without looking back. Tal noticed Chresdain's plate of food he'd left on the table disappeared.

      So that's how they clean up.

      "Study your book," Chresdain said just before he walked out of the dining hall.

      The door closed and Tal looked at the cover of his book. He was confused. Was Chresdain implying the book had more significance than it seemed, Tal wondered.

      I need to get busy. He opened the book and flipped a few pages, reading the entries and thinking on which magical feat he should work to master next.

      "No." He closed the book. "I need to find Lethana. I need to tell her about this, about the Riasgas' plan—whatever it is."

      He stood and looked at the plate of food Chresdain had offered him—Ambrosine's plate…and the fork and knife. He focused on the plate and waved his hand, as Chresdain had, but the plate remained. "Worth a try." He picked it up and put the knife and fork on it, then looked around to see where he should dispose of the uneaten food and return the dishes. After a few seconds, he could see the dining hall had no such depository or station, and he didn't see any other dirty dishes. He set it back on the table. "They can't expect me to clean up if I haven't been taught that magic yet, can they."

      He grabbed his book and headed toward the door, determined to find Lethana. As he reached for the handle, out of the corner of his eye he spotted Ambrosine. She was standing at the side of the room staring at him. He looked at her for a moment. "Maybe you'll take care of that plate for me, huh." Ambrosine cocked her head to one side and continued to stare at him.

      "Right. Okay," Tal said. He glanced at the back of his hand. "Thanks for the scratch. See you around."

      Ambrosine lifted her chin up for a second, then turned and walked under a table.

      Strange cat. Tal shook his head, then went out the door to look for Lethana.
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      Resmon stared into the six-inch-wide circular pool of water he'd poured into the black bowl. He was alone in his room, the door shut and latched, only a couple of candles lit nearby. Dim light was needed to see the faint image of his father in the water, the elder Riasga's face creased and cracked, and gray as ash.

      "All is going according to plan. Nightsky even kept one from coming altogether. No reason to show up without a letter. Everyone knows the Guild doesn't give second chances." Resmon wanted to garner confidence from his father, as always. Such was their relationship from Resmon's early years.

      Resmon learned as soon as he could understand a few words that if he wanted his father's respect he needed to do what was required of him. As he grew, his understanding of what his family stood for was gradually revealed to him. He had no choice but to accept the family ways, lest he face the harsh lands of the western-most borders of the realm alone.

      His brother had taken that path at the age of fourteen, setting out beyond the realm itself to carve his own future, rather than live the way his family required. Resmon never saw his brother again, nor was any further word of his brother ever heard. "Let that be a lesson to you," his father had said to him, offering no comfort to the distraught ten-year old.

      "I had my doubts you'd be able to take your brother's place," his father said. "But you have…so far."

      Resmon's brother leaving the family many years ago took a particularly hard toll on Resmon, since his father favored his older brother and only grew colder toward Resmon after his brother left. He resented his brother, even while he missed him. The conflicting emotions in Resmon hardened him over the years and he came to think of a brother, or anyone who deemed to be so close, as a betrayer. Tal calling him a fellow Guild brother when they met made Resmon dislike him all the more. And it was Tal's face Resmon saw in his mind, along with that of his own brother's, when his father expressed his doubts about Resmon being able to rise to the task he'd been given.

      "I'm the one for this, father. Not him."

      "Very good." His father's voice emanated from the water strangely, muffled and distorted, as if he lay just beneath the surface. "And the other aspirants? Will they be any trouble?"

      "No, father," Resmon said. "They don't stand a chance."

      His father's face partially disappeared as he nodded to his son. "We'll speak again when you're further along in the training, but remember what I told you."

      "Don't worry. I'll wait until the end, to make sure the Guild training isn't postponed."

      "Postponed?" His father sounded angry. "This is our last chance. Foul this up and not only will you fail to become a sorcerer, but you'll risk ruining our family's plan for the realm."

      Resmon nodded. "I understand, father. You needn't worry."

      His father's ash-gray hand waved across the image of his stern face in the water, causing the pool to ripple. In a moment, the black bowl of water cleared and settled. His father could be seen no more.

      Resmon leaned against the pillowed back of one of the three chairs around his table. He'd used the fourth one as firewood after his companion smashed it into pieces.

      "He's right, you know." The voice was slow, deep and graveled.

      Resmon looked to his left. "Of course he is, Golem, as am I."

      "You know that's not my name." The stone golem stood a few inches from the wall, its head nearly touching the ceiling of the room. Shades of gray and brown, the creature's stone body closely matched the appearance of the wall. This was due to the fact that the golem had absorbed some of the wall specifically to achieve that effect. Golems, particularly stone golems, are known to have such an ability, though for nearly all the people of the realm, a stone golem is merely a creature in a story—never seen, real perhaps only in legend.

      Golem belonged to the Riasga family. Whether the family created the creature or acquired it is a fact lost to time. Golem had served the family for centuries, the most recent of which was spent as a column in a lesser-used chamber in the Guild tower, unbeknownst to all but a few. Entirely indistinguishable from the other columns in that chamber, and undetectable by magic—as all golems are—Golem waited the better part of a hundred years, as it was told to do. Hearing of the arrival of a Riasga, Golem abandoned the column disguise and, moving painstakingly slowly within the stone floor, eventually relocated to Resmon's assigned room.

      "There's a reason I am the first Riasga to train at the Guild after all this time," Resmon said, ignoring Golem's correction about his name.

      He picked up a bejeweled crown he'd conjured for himself and turned it to admire the gems, which were far greater than any he could have afforded in the position his father had initially wanted him to take, before deciding instead to send him to the Guild. Resmon incessantly requested his father do so, assuring him he wouldn't be disappointed. Resmon wanted to please his father and do well for his family, but he secretly thirsted for the power the magic could bring him.

      "I have been training for this even before coming here. My father knew I was to be the one to bring forth our family's triumphant return, to claim our rightful place as rulers of the realm."

      "I know I've been pretending to be a wall column for a really long time, but from what I recall, your part is important, yes, but I think there's a lot more to it."

      Resmon took a sip of wine before walking over to a stack of books he'd taken from the library, then he spun around and glared at Golem. "What do you know? You've been sitting in a room for almost a hundred years! Waiting for me."

      "Standing."

      For some odd reason, the fact that Golem didn't seem to react to Resmon's insult made Resmon feel a little guilty for the harshness of his words. He knew Golem was loyal to the family and always would be. Besides, berating a creature who reacted so little, Resmon realized, offered little enjoyment. He'd discovered this in the past two days, after Golem appeared in the room and offered Resmon the service required by the Riasga family. Resmon had been told to expect him.

      He turned back to the stack of books. "These are a good start, but I need much more."

      "From what I remember," Golem said, "the Guild's library is quite extensive. I spent a few years in there before moving to that lesser-used chamber."

      Resmon looked back over his shoulder, narrowing his eyes at the stone giant. "That's not the issue. Which books is the point."

      "Yes, you have a point, but they all look the same to me. Probably because I don't know how to read," Golem said with the same deadpan delivery the creature always had, frustrating Resmon because he couldn't tell when the golem was being sarcastic—if that was a possibility. "But, still, the more magic you learn, the better, right?"

      Resmon couldn't take issue with that. He stared at his stack of books. "Some magic is worth a hundred times others. I just need to find where the Guild keeps those books."
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      "That would've been too easy," Tal said to himself, standing in the open doorway to his room.  He'd put the prestidigitation book on his bookshelf. After leaving the dining hall, he went to the library to look for Lethana, but she wasn't there either—not even on the third floor. On his way out, he ran into Resmon and asked him if he knew where she might be. Resmon narrowed his eyes and stared at him for a minute, but didn't answer. Tal could tell by the look Resmon gave him that he'd hit a nerve. He didn't press the question and Resmon walked past him, heading further into the library to disappear around one of the alcove corners.

      Tal didn't know where else to look, and so returned to his room on the chance she'd done so also. She wasn't there, and as far as he could tell, she hadn't been back since he left. Nothing looked touched or moved, though he couldn't be sure.

      He thought of all the places he'd been in the tower, which, he realized, weren't all that many.

      I'm supposed to stay on the first two floors, but maybe she isn't.

      He decided to check out Misolra's office and the main entrance room. He told himself if he didn't find her after that, he'd venture up to the third floor.

      He closed the door to his room and headed down the hall, but after a few seconds he stopped in his tracks.

      "Wait." Why so urgent? He admitted to himself that it was important he talk to Lethana about what he'd learned of Resmon and his family's plan—whatever it was—but he questioned why he felt compelled to see her right then. He realized the need he felt seemed excessive, at least the sense of urgency.

      "Could be the bond?" He thought about how little he understood what it meant to be bonded to someone. He looked back the other way, to make sure no one saw him talking to himself. He was alone. "Or more of her elven magic? Now she's got me heading up to the third floor again." He chuckled. "What's the big deal, anyway?"

      "What big deal?" It was a young woman's voice, but not Lethana.

      Tal turned around.

      Brook smiled and nodded to him as she approached, her streaked brown hair bouncing with her stride. "What are you up to?"

      "Up to?" Tal worried she might have heard more of his monologue.

      "How's that book working out for you?" she asked as she stepped up to him, leaning her head a little for a moment to see his hand on the side facing away from her.

      "Oh," he said, relieved she evidently hadn't overheard more. "I don't have it with me, but it's fine. Thanks."

      "I really don't mean to brag," Brook said, joining the lavender-nailed tips of her fingers in front of her, "but I'm just bursting to share this with someone." She curled the side of her mouth and looked the same direction out of the corners of her eyes for a moment. "I know. Not really my way."

      If you say so. Tal felt he didn't know her well enough to know what her way was or wasn't.

      "I did it." She sounded excited, and she grabbed his shoulder.

      "Great. You did what?"

      She withdrew her hand from him and crossed her arms loosely, leaning onto her right hip a little. "Learned to do the last cantrip in the book." She smiled, ear to ear.

      "Nice job," Tal said. "Which one is that?"

      "Oh, I forgot. You don't have the Balkuthar's book. The last cantrip, in my book anyway, is used to make someone forget a word."

      "What?"

      "You know. For example, if you knew someone who always said 'wench'—which is really rude and demeaning, if you ask me—you could make them forget that word. They'd never say it again." She grinned. "Unless, of course, the magic was reversed somehow…magically, I mean. Alright, it wears off, but not until quite a long while."

      "I suppose that's useful." Tal really wasn't giving much thought to the matter, he couldn't shake from his mind what he'd learned about Resmon and his family's plot.

      "Yes. It's wonderful." Brook smiled and nodded slowly as her eyes looked upward a little, like she was thinking of someone in particular she planned to use the cantrip on.

      "Any reason why you skipped to the last one in the book?" Tal asked.

      His words pulled her abruptly from her reverie. "Oh, no. I didn't skip the others. I wouldn't do that."

      "So you…"

      "I learned to do all of them. Sure, there are a few that gave me trouble, but I basically got them to work too."

      Tal was shocked. He'd seen the size of Balkuthar's Cantrips. It had to be almost as thick as his copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations, and he knew there was no way he could learn everything in his book in just a couple of days.

      "How?" he said.

      "How do you make someone forget a word? That one isn't in your book?"

      "No. Well, I don't know if it is. I mean, how did you learn the entire book so quickly?"

      "Oh." She looked behind her, then turned back to him and leaned closer. "I got my hands on a little vial of potion of learning. Don't tell anyone. Okay?"

      Tal didn't have time to respond. He was still dealing with the fact that there was a potion which made learning easier or faster, maybe both…and that she'd already learned the entire book of cantrips, when he'd only successfully done one.

      "I know I should've waited until tomorrow, when we all get a full bottle of it," she said.

      Really. We do?

      "But my mentor left it in my room when she came to tell me about it. At first I thought she'd left it by accident, but then I realized she's way too sharp to misplace magical potions. She meant for me to go ahead and take it. So I did."

      "Wow. I had no idea," Tal said.

      "It's the juice." Brook put her hands on her hips and nodded. "That's for sure."

      "This is news to me. I didn't know such a thing existed. And you have a mentor?"

      "How else do you think we'll become competent sorcerers in less than a year? You'll get one soon, too. I'm sure."

      "That'd be good," Tal said.

      "I don't mind a little competition, but when it means all but the winner loses out on the whole point in coming here, that's a shame."

      "That's what you heard?" Tal asked.

      Brook nodded. "It's not official, but I heard only one of us will be made a sorcerer. It's different this year. I don't know why."

      "And those who don't make it will have to wait for a year or more before training starts again." Tal shook his head.

      "Try thirty years."

      "What?" Tal knew the Guild planned to take a hiatus from training after this year, but thirty years is practically a lifetime, or so it seemed to him. He felt his chest tighten.

      She nodded, then shrugged.

      Tal didn't want to show her what he was feeling. He knew he had a good chance of coming out on top, if what she was saying about only one of them being chosen was true, but the scenario heaped on a lot of stress he didn't need.

      He raised his eyebrows and curled his lips tightly inward for a second. "I guess I need to get my hands on some of that potion."

      "Like I said, they're giving it to each of us tomorrow. I'd give you some of the vial I already got if they weren't, but it was only enough for one use."

      "I wouldn't blame you for keeping it to yourself," Tal said. "Get a head start."

      "Is that what you'd do?" she asked, her brow furrowed slightly.

      Tal thought about it for a moment before answering. He realized he was wrong. "No. I'd probably share it, if that's all there was of the potion." Resmon's image came into his head and he realized he might not give any to him. "At least with you. If there is to be only one at the end of the year, I'd like to know I earned it."

      "I like you, Tal."

      "Thanks. It's mutual."

      "That's why I'll feel a little sad when the Guild chooses me." She smiled wryly and winked.

      Tal chuckled. "So, you're funny too."

      "What do you mean, too?"

      "Intelligent. Beautiful. And…funny."

      Brook blushed as she demurred.

      "Of course," Tal said, "you're crazy, thinking you're going to beat me." He grinned.

      Brook flashed her eyes wider for a split second. "Oh, you have no idea."

      As she stared at him, Tal came up short on what to say next. Something about the way she owned him calling her crazy, threw him off guard. He knew she meant it playfully, but her tone and her eyes made him wonder just how playfully.

      Once the two of them looking silently at each other became awkward, Brook giggled and Tal laughed.

      A few seconds later, he remembered he meant to be looking for Lethana. I've got to tell her about the Riasgas.

      Brook appeared confused and a little concerned. "What's the matter?"

      He realized he must've looked troubled, thinking about the Riasgas no doubt sinister plan. His new-found intimacy with Lethana also came to mind. "I'm sorry. I have to go. I…It was nice running into you, but there's something I have to do." He stepped around her and backed away, shrugging briefly before he turned and hurried down the hall.

      "That's not the least bit mysterious," he heard her say.

      "I'll see you around soon!" He waved without looking back at her.
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      Tal went back to the library, still in search of Lethana. It was his second trip there to look for her. He had decided to go back to check the alcoves again, remembering some of them led to doors and others at least would've easily hidden her from view. Perhaps she's reading there somewhere, out of sight, he thought. The last alcove he checked on the second floor, one he'd not seen the other times he'd been to the library, terminated at a set of stairs leading to the third floor.

      Tal stood at the bottom of them, about to go up when he saw her coming down. He waved and watched her descend. With every step she took, one of the two splits in her skirt opened higher than he'd seen before, helped, perhaps, by a few magical whispers he made—though he couldn't be sure since he was adapting Tanner's magic for something it was never intended. He marveled out how gracefully she moved. Her full breasts bounced slightly, seemingly in slow motion, each time nearly spilling out of the low-sitting cradles of her green top, held up only by the fortitude of the two dutiful criss-crossed straps which overlapped at the base of her neck and ran around the back.

      Tal didn't know the how and why of her magic in that moment. The world around him faded and the only sounds he could hear were that of his blood pumping and his lungs sucking in her essence from the air between them.

      At some point—he wasn't sure how many moments had passed—she stood before him, her lips inches from his.

      "Hello, lover," she said.

      He started to answer her, but she interrupted him with a kiss, causing him to forget how words worked, at least for the moment. He felt the locks of her long blond hair tickle his cheeks. Instinctively, he reached out for her and put his hands on her exposed hips, feeling her bare skin beneath his palms and fingers. She wrapped her arms around him, reaching under his. She rubbed his back through his shirt as they continued to kiss.

      Her sweet scent filled his nostrils and he heard her name in his head, as if he was saying it, but it just happened.

      As she went in with her tongue, he let his hands slide down and around from her hips, following the contours of her ass. A surge of his manly enthusiasm coursed through his arms, triggering him to squeeze the juicy flesh of her backside. She made a quick high-pitched 'mm' sound.

      With her hands against the lower part of his back, she pulled him against her, pressing her breasts firmly into his chest.

      With his right hand, he felt her toned muscle move beneath the soft covering tissue of her ass. He briefly opened his eyes. Hers were closed, but she flitted them open for a second, flaring them larger before closing them again. At the same moment, he felt her leg against his left thigh. She began slowly and rhythmically moving her body up and down against his.

      He felt himself outgrow the space in his pants, which now felt not only somewhat uncomfortable, but highly overrated.

      Lethana leaned into him more and he, holding her crotch against his with his hands gripping her ass, turned and took a couple steps back, keeping her with him. His back hit the shelved books behind him with a thud, giving him the bracing he wanted. She seemed to know why he'd done it, as she moved against him more forcefully now.

      The two of them kept grinding against one another, knocking books from the shelves behind them, but they barely noticed the volumes tumbling to the ground around their feet.

      Lethana pulled her right hand from Tal's back and rubbed against his stomach, her fingers quivering as she slid her palm against his abs with a slight staccato motion over which she seemed to have no control.

      Tal felt the warmth and sweetness of her breath as she lifted her lips from his and exhaled heavily. He could hear the building tension in her, making her accompanying moan staggered like the quivering in her fingertips.

      He kept one hand firmly squeezing the flesh of her ass, pumping it as he flexed his grip. Sweat had built up from both of them, and her sweet fragrance shared the air with the intoxicating musky scent he was making. He brought his other hand around and up to her chest, making a small movement with his thumb to free her right boob from the green cloth of her top, which had before then all but lost the battle to keep her nipple covered.

      Out from her top entirely, her breast swelled a little, giving him more than his hand could easily handle. But he took hold of it and kneaded it while slipping his thumb around her areola. Her nipple tightened and pushed out further from the rest of her ivory mound. Tal felt her hand move down into his pants. He kicked a few books out of the way, so he could widen his stance slightly to let her work on him.

      As she deftly curled around him, cupping and stroking his manhood, he buried his face between her breasts. With his mouth open, he slid his lips over her skin, letting his tongue wet her more and more, tasting a light saltiness on her in the mingled glaze now covering her. He took his other hand from her ass and rushed it up to her still-clothed breast, releasing it too from bondage. With both hands, he squeezed her flesh, pressing it against his cheeks. Then, gasping quickly to restore himself, he enveloped one of her nipples with his mouth, sucking and teasing it with his tongue. He bit it gently then moved to the other side to give it the same treatment.

      He felt a bead of sweat run down his forehead and off the tip of his nose. Just as the drop splattered onto her skin, she slipped her hand out from his pants. Lowering herself, she pushed the bottom of his shirt up, until it stayed in place, bunched between his lower back and the bookshelf. She took hold of the sides of his pants as she moved downward, touching her face against his stomach. As her chin reached the top edge of his pants, she continued, but pulled down with her hands, slipping his waistline down. She caught the lip of his undershorts with her fingers and took them down too.

      Tal leaned back against the now half-empty bookshelf and looked down at her blond hair. His pants fell to his ankles. Lethana, who had dropped to her knees, shuffled forward and spread her kneeling stance wider to form a stable base for herself. Tal felt her breasts against his legs as she leaned onto him, engulfing his manhood.

      As she worked his flesh inside her, caressing it with her tongue, he thrust his arms out to his sides and clenched one of the shelves behind him. She moved him in and out between her lips. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back, using his grip on the bookshelf to keep his balance.

      Lethana kept going, somehow coaxing his flesh to grow even beyond what it had already. Tal did his best to draw out his breathing, to stay in the moment as long as possible. She must've realized how close she had gotten him, because she backed off for a moment, letting him out completely.

      But as his breathing became a little more smooth, she blew across the front of his manhood and slid one of her hands down to the base of it. Holding him there, beneath all of his parts. She grabbed his rear with her other hand and pushed him into her mouth again. Taking him in until her forehead pressed against his pelvis, she then backed off and turned her head slightly to one side. Squeezing his asscheek, she guided him against the inside of her cheek, until her mouth could take him no farther. Then she switched and did the same for him on the other side.

      Tal looked down and watched her long blond hair dance past the sides of his legs every time she thrust him against her. Every moment she pulled back, he could see her large breasts as they partially came off his legs and her head moved clear. She continued to hold his rear, and he felt her front hand squeeze the base of him in rhythm with her bobbing movements. She kept going, but leaned her chest downward slightly so she could tilt her head back as she carried on. Tal watched her keep this position and look up at him while she diligently worked him with her mouth over and over. He felt his breathing speed and shorten, then it stopped as he held his breath. His chest, back, arms, and everything else tightened with a fierceness he'd never before experienced.

      Lethana apparently knew he'd arrived. She sunk her head down onto him and stayed there, holding her face against him as she put her front hand around him, beside her other one. Tal stared down into her beautiful emerald eyes and she looked up at him. Holding each other's gaze, she swallowed and squeezed her tongue against his hefty manhood. With explosive force, he released into her with a deep guttural moan.  She stayed with him, raising her eyebrows as she continued to look at him. The trembling which overtook his body brought his hands off the shelf he'd been grasping, taking several more books down to the floor.

      When he'd spent in her all he had, she slid off him, milking him clean with her lips. Leaning back a little, she wiped around them with her forefinger, then stuck it in her mouth and sucked it clean. Sitting back on her legs, she smiled at him.

      "I was hoping I'd run into you," she said.

      He slid down to the floor, letting his back run over the few remaining shelved books behind him as he did. He sat beside her, in the midst of the pile of toppled volumes, with his legs out straight. "I'm really glad you did."

      She laughed, then slid over closer to him, pushing the book pile out of the way so she could lean against the bookshelf like he was. She reached over and took his hand in hers.

      Gently squeezing her hand, he looked at her. "You're amazing."

      "Yes, I know."

      "Part of me wants to ask about your timing, but the rest of me says 'shut up you idiot'."

      She laughed. "Go with that."

      "Right." He took a couple of breaths, still recovering. "I came here looking for you."

      "And you came here looking at me."

      He chuckled. "Okay. You got me there."

      "Did you need me for something?" she said. "I mean, aside from that." She glanced at his manhood.

      Her glance made Tal realize he was sitting in the library without his pants on, and her boobs were on full display, not that he personally minded the latter. Still, with the rest of his mental faculties returning to him, he knew the two of them should get dressed, lest someone looking for a good book find more than they intended.

      "Yeah," he said. "But I think we should get dressed first."

      "Alright." Lethana reached down and lifted the green cloth cradles up and over her breasts—the bottom third of them, at least. "But if we were back in my people's lands, we wouldn't need the clothes."

      "You're joking?" Tal had never heard such a thing about elves. He pictured scores of beautiful elves like Lethana, running around the forest naked and laughing.

      "You're imagining a bunch of naked elf women, aren't you?"

      "No," Tal lied. "Well, maybe. That's just hard to believe."

      Lethana laughed and gently slapped his naked thigh. "Got you."

      "Oh, that's cruel."

      Lethana kept her hand on his thigh, then started to rub the inside of his leg. "You probably should get dressed. I don't know how long I can hold off if you don't." She winked at him, then looked leeringly at his exposed manhood.

      Tal, still feeling drained from what she'd done for him, stood and pulled his pants up from his ankles, putting everything back where it belonged. Standing over her once again, he eyed her and shook his head at the thought of how lucky he was to be with her.

      As they looked at each other, he remembered what he'd heard about Resmon's family. He and Lethana spoke at the same time, saying the same thing, "There's something I wanted to tell you."

      "Oh," she said. "You first."

      "Alright. It's about Resmon." She listened closely while he told her everything he'd learned about the Riasgas from Chresdain. Then he told her about the nature of the competition the Guild had ordained for him and the other two aspirants, and how dangerous it would be.

      "I see," she said when he'd finished. "This is troubling, but not entirely surprising." She appeared distressed. "I didn't know the Guild meant for the three of you to go up against each other in that way…to the…where you might be in real danger. I'd always thought, despite whatever anyone thought, that the Guild wouldn't allow it to go that far."

      "I wish you were right," Tal said. "But Chresdain sounded confident about all this. He seemed to know."

      "He would know."

      "What do you mean?"

      "About the Guild aspirants' safety being in jeopardy."

      The skin between Tal's eyes furrowed as he shook his head slightly.

      "He probably wouldn't have mentioned it," Lethana said.

      "Mentioned?"

      "I only learned this recently. That's why I've been…hard to find. I don't know most of the details. Chresdain was more involved in the training of aspirants many years ago. In fact, he was held to be the best in the Guild. It was said he had a special sense to guide an aspirant down just the right magical path. People said he brought out extraordinary abilities in each of his pupils."

      "Why did he stop? I asked him to mentor me, but he refused."

      "There was a terrible incident involving an aspirant he'd actually taken as a direct apprentice, teaching him by himself, instead of with the help of the other Guild members." Lethana looked at the floor and shook her head. "The Guild lost many people."

      "And Chresdain's apprentice was one of them?"

      She looked up and shook her head. "No. He did it. Chresdain's apprentice killed them. Accidentally or not, it wasn't clear. He'd learned some sort of wild magic. It wasn't supposed to have been taught. Chresdain faced a long inquiry. It was only his loyal friends who managed to keep him within the Guild. I think he's kept mostly to himself since then."

      Tal was shocked at what he was hearing. He'd never read anything like this in the few books he and his grandpa shared. "How did you learn this?"

      "I heard it from Thalelen, one of the wisest of the elves. She's the one who sent me here. I sent her a message to tell her about you…and about Resmon. She heard of you meeting with Chresdain, from a friend. She wanted me to know of his past, to warn you."

      Tal tried to process everything. Who'd known he and Chresdain met? Wild magic? His apprentice killed a bunch of people? He seemed so kind. "Wait. Thalelen? I know that name."

      "You remember her?"

      "Yes. I met her, on the way from Pole to Wooddale. She was with a couple other elves, men. She…"

      Lethana smiled. "She approached and spoke to you."

      "Yes."

      "She told me. Resmon isn't the only reason I'm here. I told you that."

      "So, you…"

      "I came here to find out who's the coming threat to the realm, our people and yours, and all the others. But we learned one of the aspirants coming already had some books of magic, of a sort. This is unheard of. Thalelen deemed this worthy of more attention."

      "So, before we met, you knew about the books I brought from home? Is that what this is?" Tal felt uneasy at the thought that Lethana had approached him at the direction of Thalelen, rather than the accidental meeting and subsequent attraction they shared. He shook his head. "I can't believe this."

      "I didn't mean to deceive you," she said apologetically. "My feelings for you are true. That wasn't at the direction of Thalelen. In fact, she advised against it."

      Tal reflexively pulled back from her a little.

      "But I wouldn't agree," Lethana said. "I told her how strongly I felt about you. I told her I bonded to you and wasn't willing to give you up even if it meant not returning to my people."

      Tal noticed her eyes glistening. He realized she was fighting back tears. Her words sounded heartfelt to Tal. He felt guilty for doubting her. "You weren't told to…"

      "To seduce you? Definitely not. We elves are sexual creatures, but no. She never wanted me to be with you like that. In her mind, it complicates matters. But I couldn't help myself." Lethana leaned closer to Tal, resting her head against his upper arm. "I'm drawn to you. Whatever happens, nothing's going to change that."

      He looked at her teary emerald eyes. He could see from her trepidatious smile that she was waiting for him to tell her they were alright.

      If she's playing me, I'll be the fool for her. Couldn't have it any other way.

      He reached over and cupped his hand over hers, then he nodded to her. "We're bonded. Guild or not, we're bonded. Nothing's going to change that." He smiled, then leaned over and kissed her forehead.

      "Oh, Tal." She threw her arms around him and spilled onto him, holding him tightly.

      He could feel her warmth moving into him. Her hair draped over his arm, which felt good. Her breasts pressed against his chest and pushed more firmly against him as she breathed. After a moment of holding each other, their breathing found the same rhythm. He slid his hand down the bare skin of her upper back, past the soft cloth of her shirt at her lower back, and underneath her skirt. He kept his hand against her ass, resting his fingers so they spanned the crease between both cheeks. She showed no signs of minding him there, which made her feel just right in his arms.

      Without lifting her head from his chest, she said, "There was another thing I wanted to tell you."

      "Yes?"

      "I retrieved a potion for you. It's back in our room."

      "Oh?"

      "You need to start your studies in earnest. The potion will help you learn faster…and more."

      "Oh, that. I heard about it from Brook."

      Lethana raised her head from him. "Oh, you did?"

      He chuckled. "Jealous?"

      "Elves don't get jealous." She put her head back on him. "Brook's sexy. I have no problem saying that. Invite her over for the night, you'll see. Besides, her potion is no match for mine. The one I have for you is so much more potent than hers."

      "Are we still talking about the learning potion?"

      "Maybe."
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      "Out of my way," Resmon said, stepping around a much taller and much more muscular person heading into the library in front of him. Buxom and full in the rear, the woman he passed wore the customary attire for her kind—leather vest and short skirt, cut just past the hips. Her rust-colored ponytail brushed against Resmon as he went by, much to his aggravation.

      The bare green skin of the woman's arms and legs were uncovered, except for some upper and lower leather bands she wore on them—the band on each leg holding a dagger, the two on each arm fastening a thick piece of leather across her upper arm for protection.

      Resmon couldn't stand half-orcs in general, given how so many of them had, when called upon, refused to help the Riasgas put down an encroachment into the western lands by creatures from beyond the realm, but the sight of a female of their kind particularly rubbed him the wrong way. He didn't think women of any race should fight, and, though he wouldn't admit it to anyone, half-orc women, strong as they were, made him feel like less of a man.

      "You watch it!" She glared down at him as he passed.

      Resmon ignored her and kept walking. He didn't look back until he was about ten feet away. She wouldn't do anything to him, he thought, but he still didn't want to be near her. He wished her kind weren't allowed in the library.

      What reason does she have to be here, anyway?

      He knew she was there because the Guild invited her, or maybe she works for them, he thought. But he told himself he didn't have to like it.

      Resmon stood in the middle of the library for a moment, thinking of where to look for the special books he needed. He shook his head. "Not down here," he said quietly to himself. He headed for the main staircase at the back of the room, ignoring whatever the half-orc was doing behind him.

      As he started up the stairs, Tal and Lethana began coming down. Resmon stopped a third of the way up. "What are you two doing here?"

      Tal glanced to Lethana, then addressed Resmon. "What else do people do in the library, apart from reading?"

      Resmon didn't like the way Tal spoke. He wasn't certain he was being mocked. He noticed the two of them looked sweaty. Nodding toward them, he said, "Why do you two look like that?"

      Tal again glanced to Lethana, but she said nothing. "Look like what?"

      Resmon continued up the stairs to where they stood. "You're both covered in sweat." He sniffed the air. "And there's some strange smell."

      Tal lifted his arm and sniffed near his armpit. "Really? Huh. Must be a side effect of that magic we were doing."

      Lethana smiled.

      Resmon stared at the two of them, but didn't want them to get the satisfaction of thinking they were getting to him by not telling him what they'd been up to, so he shrugged and walked around them to the top of the stairs. He heard them continue on their way down behind him.

      As he stepped onto the second floor, Resmon turned around and watched the two of them walk to the front of the room. He waited there until he heard the door close. "Going to rely on an elf to get through the trials, are you? We'll see how that works out for you."

      He looked at the stairs leading up from the second floor. After recalling the admonition for aspirants to stay below the third floor, he chuckled and went up. "All the good stuff is up here."
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      Lethana nodded toward a strange symbol written in chalk on one of the walls of their room. "I took the liberty of placing marks on all the walls. They'll keep prying eyes blind to what goes on in here." She shrugged. "Seemed prudent, given Resmon and Brook will be going up against you eventually, in the trials."

      Tal set down the stack of books he brought back from the library on his fourth such trip. Lethana had given him several recommendations, telling him where to find the books too. "They don't make much sense to me," he said. "But then, they wouldn't yet. Thanks."

      He looked at the cover of the top book on the last stack he'd brought. "Trombley's Barriers Against Bolts and Blasts." He continued to look through the stack. "Evans On Evocation. Prokic's Compendium of Benevolent Summonings. Boggarts According To Bogaert."

      "What?"

      "Just reading some of the titles." He set the books down and turned to her. "What about these trials?"

      She shook her head. "I did find out a little more. They're different every time, from what I've heard. I've never actually seen them. I think there are some rules. The elders mean to test each of you in different areas of magic, and against each other, as you know. They take place over four days, after all the aspirants have had time to study and practice what they learn. Several months away."

      "Good," he said. "I'll need at least that long."

      "This is the last bottle of the good stuff the Guild had. I found it in the very back of the old potion storage room, buried behind a pile of empty bottles and cob webs. Lucky too. You ready to get started?" she asked, walking over to the table where she'd set the potion of extraordinary learning. The blue-tinged bottle resembled a fat wine decanter, though taller and more bulbous near the bottom.

      He joined her at the table. "How does it work, exactly?"

      She reached behind the bottle and retrieved a small glass she'd gotten. Taking the glass and cork stopper out of the bottle, she said, "Once you start, your thirst to learn and your ability to focus will…"

      He leaned over and peered into the top of the bottle. The potion smelled like apricots and cinnamon. "Will what?"

      "Will increase. You'll need to trust me."

      Tal didn't know why she would say that. He shrugged slightly.

      "You're going to lose track of time, and of nearly everything except your studies," she said. "I'll make sure you still get enough to eat and drink, but you'll need to listen to me when I tell you it's time for that. Okay?"

      Tal laughed. "I think I'll know when I'm hungry. Don't worry."

      Lethana shook her head. "No. You won't. That's one of the side effects."

      "Side effects?"

      "This potion is strong, so strong you would study and practice magic until you died from exhaustion if no one stopped you, made you take breaks."

      "Sheesh." He looked at the bottle. "Someone should write a warning on the side."

      "I'll be here to look after you."

      "You said side effects, plural."

      "Yeah, the other ones don't always happen. In fact, they're rare…I think. You probably don't need to worry about them."

      "What are they?"

      She looked upward slightly, apparently recalling the other symptoms. "Let me think. Okay. So…remember these are rare, from what I've read."

      "Just give them to me," Tal said.

      "Okay." She held out her hand and counted against her fingers with her other hand. "Itchy eyes, sore throat, upset stomach, ringing in the ears, dry skin."

      "Wow. That's a lot. I didn't realize magic potions had those kind of problems."

      "I wasn't finished."

      "You're kidding."

      "Headaches, hair loss, difficulty sleeping, diarrhea, and constipation."

      "Both? How can it cause both? This stuff is going to kill me!"

      "I don't know why the book said the potion makes it hard to sleep. I mean, you want to stay up and study. So, does that one really count?"

      Tal looked over at the books he'd brought from the library.

      "You know you have hundreds more to read," Lethana said. "The next several months are going to go by before you know it, and you can be sure the others are making use of this—though I'm sure they aren't using a potion as good as this one."

      "Maybe that's what I should be doing, using the same one they have."

      "No. Trust me. Most of those side effects probably won't even happen. It'll be worth it. Really."

      Tal stared at her. He knew she meant well, but she'd gone too far.

      "Brook got a head start on us," she said. "And Resmon, you can be sure he'll do everything he can to win the trials." She put her hand on top of his. "That can't happen."

      He knew she was right. Resmon set free in the realm with magic would be bad for everyone, Tal thought. He doesn't deserve it.

      Tal exhaled audibly and put his free hand on the table, his fingers cupped, waiting to hold the glass.

      "Thank you, Tal. It's important that you are the one to come through the trials." She poured from the bottle, only filling his glass slightly.

      "Give me a double dose."

      "I'm not sure about taking so much at one time."

      "If I'm going to do this, then I'm going all the way. Make it a double." He waited while she poured more for him.

      She handed it to him. "Bottoms up."

      Yeah, mine. But which side effect?

      He shook his head. I hope I don't regret this.

      After downing the potion, he put the glass back on the table. "Okay. That wasn't so bad. Tasted good."

      She leaned in and looked at his eyes like she was expecting to see something in particular. "How do you feel?"

      "I feel fine."

      "Good."

      Tal suddenly shook from a chill going up his spine. He felt uncomfortably warm. "Oh, no."

      "What is it?"

      "I think I feel the side effects."

      "Which one?" Lethana asked.

      "All of them." He clasped his hand over his mouth and ran to the toilet. A moment later he faintly heard Lethana's voice through the cacophony of noises his body was making.

      "You need any help?" She sounded concerned, but he could tell she was still in the other room. He didn't blame her.
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      After a few minutes of agony, all of Tal's symptoms disappeared. Aside from the perspiration which had built up on him, he felt back to normal. "Okay. That's better." He waited a few more seconds to be sure everything inside him had settled.

      "Maybe you shouldn't have gone for a double dose," Lethana said from the other room.

      Tal wiped the sweat from his forehead and walked back into the main room, finding Lethana holding the potion bottle at angle. She was sniffing it.

      "I'm fine," he said as he approached her.

      She put the bottle back on its base. "Oh, good. I'm glad."

      Tal wiped a little remaining sweat from his brow. "For a moment, I thought I was done for." He grinned.

      "Maybe you should stick to a single dose next time."

      "Yeah. Let's do that." He glanced to the stacks of books from the library. "So, how long before the potion does what it does?"

      She shook her head. "Not long, I think. I've never used it. That would be a little too far for the Guild to tolerate, for an elf."

      He walked over to the books and picked up one. "Well, might as well get started."

      "What's that one about?"

      "It's called 'The Scrying Game'. Could be useful."

      "That's the sort of magic I had in mind when I put up the ward markings on the walls. We don't want Resmon or Brook trying to spy your progress."

      Tal glanced to one of the chalked symbols. "Right."

      Lethana moved to the couch and patted the spot beside her. "Why don't you come over here. I'll keep you company while you read, but I promise I won't bother you."

      He went to the couch and sat beside her with the book, opening it to the first page without looking at it. "You only bother me in a good way." He glanced to her breasts and smiled at her.

      "Now, Tal. We can't spend all of our time doing that or you'll never make any progress."

      "Well, a man has to take a break from his studies every once in a while, doesn't he?"

      She grinned at him. "The potion is supposed to care of that."

      "Oh, there's no potion strong enough for that."

      She laughed and put her arm across his stomach. "In your case, I feel the same way. I'll make a deal with you."

      Tal closed the book. "I'm listening."

      "Before you take the potion, every time." She raised her eyebrows quickly a couple of times.

      "You mean…"

      She nodded. "Mm hmm." She reached down and rubbed his crotch for a moment.

      "He set the book down on the table beside the couch. "You can keep going." He leaned over to kiss her, but she put her hand up to stop him.

      "You already took the potion today," she said, shrugging.

      "Exactly."

      "I said before you take it. Now it's time to study."

      "Oh, that's not right." He collapsed back against the couch.

      "Deal's a deal. Don't worry. Once the potion kicks in, you'll be so focused on study and trying out new magic, you'll hardly think of anything else."

      He looked overtly at her boobs. "Seriously?"

      She gave him a playful shove. "Yes, I'm serious. Now, read your book and tell me about it."

      He picked the book up and opened it again, then he looked at her. "Tomorrow, then."

      "Uh, no. You can't take this potion every day."

      "What?"

      "It's much too strong. You only take it once a week. You saw what it did to you when you took a little too much."

      "What the hell." He nodded toward her and then down at himself. "You mean none of this for a week?"

      "You won't even notice. The time will seem to fly once the potion takes hold. You'll see."

      "Ugh. This magic business is going to be harder than I thought. I think I need to renegotiate our arrangement."

      She leaned against him, resting her head against his arm.  "Go ahead. The potion will start working soon, I'm sure."

      He shook his head, frustrated at being duped into her deal without knowing what he was agreeing to, but he couldn't bring himself to be mad at her—not looking down at her beautiful face using him as a pillow. He took a breath and let it out, doing his best to shift his attention to the study of magic. He began reading and continued without stopping for the next four hours, effortlessly reading much faster than he typically did.

      When he'd finished the book, he knew he had a full grasp of its contents. Potion really does work. He looked down at Lethana and saw she was fast asleep. He hadn't noticed when she'd dozed off, the effects of the potion were that strong. In fact, he didn't remember even one instance of taking his eyes from the pages of the book.

      He set it down and thought about what he'd learned. After mentally going through the different methods and means of remotely viewing whatever the practitioner targeted with his magic, he decided he needed to give it a try. "But first." He got up and got another book. Sitting back down next to Lethana and helping her head back onto his arm, he opened his copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations. "Might as well go through this again to get it down."

      He spent another hour reading the book from front to back, catching little details he'd overlooked the first time he read it. When he was done, he put it beside the book on scrying and sat back. He nodded, satisfied at finally being on his way to becoming a great sorcerer. He knew there was much to learn still, but this was a good start, he thought. He felt excited and confident he'd do well in the Guild, and ultimately facing off against Brook and Resmon.

      He nudged Lethana gently. "Hey, sleepy."

      She moved her head a little, but her eyes remained closed. "Tal, yes. More."

      He wanted to laugh out loud, but managed to restrain himself. He nudged her again. "Lethana, I want to give this a try."

      "Do it, Tal. More." She was still asleep.

      Tal cleared his throat, then spoke louder. "Time to get up now."

      With her eyes still closed she said in a groggy voice, "No sexy time. You're supposed to study."

      He laughed. "That's not what I was saying." He patted the back of her hand. "I want you awake for this. Come on."

      She opened her eyes, blinking them at first, then looking up at him. "What?"

      "Magic time."

      She looked down and touched her top, seemingly checking to make sure it was still on.

      He laughed. "Now who can't stop thinking about sex?"

      "I wasn't." She glanced around, apparently still waking up. "I had a dream…I think." She shook her head. "Nevermind."

      "I'm sure it was good. Maybe we can continue it together sometime."

      She smiled at him. "Yes."

      "I finished the book."

      "Oh." She sat up more. "And?"

      "That potion did the trick. Made perfect sense and I poured through it without so much as a hint of distraction or fatigue."

      "That's great. So, what now?"

      "I want to give it a try. Scrying."

      "Okay. Do you need me to do anything?"

      He looked around the room. "Uh. We'll need a candle for this method. Help me get those two." He nodded toward a couple of unlit candles across the room. "I think it'll work better with a few. I'll grab those." He indicated two more.

      A few moments later, they had them all set up on a table.

      "Just need to light them and get a fair amount of smoke going," he said.

      "Do you have anything to…"

      He briefly tipped his head to the side slightly. "I've got that covered…thanks to Tanner's book. I read it again."

      "Oh, wow," Lethana said. She looked impressed at seeing him off to such a good start.

      The two of them stood in front of the table and he performed the motions and words to make a small flame appear between his thumb and forefinger. He glanced at her and she smiled at him, then he used the magical flame to light all of the candles on the table.

      "Now what?" she asked.

      "I'm going to do the incantation to build up the smoke. Once there's enough, I'll do the last bit to bring the image through."

      "What are you going to try to see?"

      Tal looked stumped. "I hadn't thought of that."

      "You could spy on Resmon."

      He considered her suggestion, but felt uncomfortable with the idea. He knew Resmon wouldn't hesitate to do such a thing to him, and that was what made the idea untenable for him. "No. I'd rather not. I'll best him straight on."

      Lethana looked pleased with his answer. "What then?"

      He thought for a moment. "The book said the target could be a place, a person, or an idea. How about I just try for something exciting?"

      "That sounds good. But make it somewhere in the tower, if you can."

      "No problem." He turned his attention to the smoke and began speaking the magic words for scrying. Soon, the candles gave off more smoke than was natural for them. It rose and collected into a thick cloud over the table, swirling, but not dissipating. He held the target idea in his mind and slowly ran his fingers through the smoke. Within a few moments, an image began to form.

      "Wait," Tal said, wafting some of the cloud away from his eyes, "I've seen her before. Oh, we passed her on our way out of the library."

      "Yes, her name is Dishgash." Lethana took a step to her left to see behind the half-orc. The scene they were watching through the smoke appeared to them in three dimensions, though the scope of it was limited by the volume smoke.

      "Appropriate," he said, admiring the half-orc's body.

      "What do you mean?"

      Tal looked at Lethana, realizing he probably shouldn't have made the comment. "Oh, she looks like she could put a gash in someone if they pissed her off."

      "Uh huh."

      And she looks good enough to eat.

      "What's she doing?" Tal said.

      Dishgash had her sword drawn, and the way she stood made Tal think there must be major trouble on the other side of her.
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      Dishgash held her ground, keeping her sword at the ready. She knew if she swung too soon, one of the monster's spiny tentacles would catch her arm, maybe even taking it off.

      "We have to drive it back into the portal!" Elder Gry, the Guild's most skilled evoker, slammed his hands together over his head, sending sparks flying. He chanted something unfamiliar to Dishgash's ears.

      She glanced to him and witnessed a growing silver blue sphere of energy, transparent enough that she could make out his hands inside it as the rapidly building sphere engulfed his arms.

      The giant pinkish blob of a head, wet skin littered with a hundred ravenous-looking eyes, lashed out one of its many tentacles.

      Dishgash flexed her hands against the grip of her sword and pulled a quick breath as she watched the hard dart-like tip of the the sinewy appendage fly toward her. The creature pushed the organic weapon at her in an erratic spiral, wildly undulating the tentacle that drove it.

      Now!

      She swung fast and clean, leaning down and to her left almost immediately. Three feet of the severed tentacle flew past her head and her right arm felt the hot spray of the creature's blood.

      A second tip shot toward Gry's chest, but Dishgash leapt across the path, chopping into the hurtling flesh of the monster's tentacle. The end of it dropped short of hitting the Guild elder.

      Still at the opening of the magic portal, holding onto the floor with the spikes of several of its tentacles, the monster roared, perhaps also in pain, but undoubtedly in anger. Two more of its tentacles raced out of the portal, but they only made it halfway to Dishgash and Gry.

      "I'll tell Eldark how you died, foul creature!" The elder's sphere began to do its intended work, sucking the air and everything else behind them past his hands and rushing against the creature. Near hurricane force winds drowned out the sounds of the monster. All of its appendages moving loose in the air twisted and folded against the fiendish head as the gale-force winds beat it back, throwing debris into it at the same time.

      Dishgash caught sight of a chair out of the corner of her eye and ducked barely in time to avoid getting clocked in the head by it as it flew past her.

      The monster was slipping farther back into the portal, but the long spikes it had driven into the stone floor served to anchor it in this world with the three tentacles straining to keep from tearing from the pull. Despite Gry's magic hoisting against it everything left in the room except himself and Dishgash, the monster wouldn't relent.

      Dishgash had until then stayed close to Gry, using the small area of calm beneath his magical blue sphere to keep clear of its effects, but now she rushed in.

      Gry called out for her to stop, but he couldn't move lest his magic cease and give the creature an opening to  clear the portal—too great a risk to not only themselves, but to the Guild tower and all in it.

      Dishgash didn't hear his warning. Her mind was too focused on what she had to do. Running at the monster, she lunged from one side to the other to avoid shredding cuts from two of its tentacles. Something struck her from behind, but she had to toss the pain from her mind. Going in as close as she could, she knew she had but one chance.

      Nearly within the reach of her blade, one of the three anchoring tentacles pealed from the floor and flailed at her. She jumped over it in a somersault, swinging her blade overhead as she spun. She felt the push against her arms as her blade met the creature's flesh, but she held her weapon fixed above her flinging ponytail. Landing on her back, she rolled and quickly swung into the second tentacle, cleaving it until the metal of her sword clanged against the stone beneath. She kicked the lifeless mass of pink flesh away to get her sword up to swing again.

      The last tentacle had already pulled tight and flat against the floor as the weight of the monster strained its only tether to the civilized realm.

      "A lesson for you!" She lifted her sword overhead, then screamed as she rained down the full might of a half-orc warrior. The hefty mass of monstrous flesh split without any noticeable resistance and the creature fell back through the portal, ripping into it every one of its tentacles along with its disgusting head of a hundred eyes.

      Though it fell from sight, the creature's roar sounded up into the tower's room. As Dishgash fell to her knees and glanced around to the severed pieces left behind, Gry let his magical storm fade to stillness. He hurriedly went about casting the necessary magic to close the portal, something impossible while the creature sat midway between the two worlds.

      A few moments later it was done.

      "We did it," Dishgash said, standing up and wiping the monster's blood from her shoulder, then mostly from her sword, using the side of her boot.

      "I don't know what would've happened if you hadn't stumbled upon this," Gry said. "The Guild owes you its thanks. I do." He shook his head. "I don't know if I could've driven it back on my own."

      She gave her sword one more wipe before sheathing it. "We all guard the realm in the way we can. Without your magic, the Guild might have been lost. No need to thank me."

      Gry nodded to her. "You have it, nonetheless. Perhaps I will be able to assist you in your time of need someday."

      Dishgash nodded back to him, but said nothing.

      "I can clean this up," he said. "Magically. It won't take long."

      Dishgash again nodded to him, then she left him to it.
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      Several weeks had passed since Tal and Lethana watched Dishgash and Gry in action. Tal made his way through many more books, sending Lethana to the library for him to get new ones on more than one occasion. He continued to test the knowledge he gained from the books, finding success with every feat of magic he attempted—though occasionally only after a few slightly injurious failed efforts.

      He performed many minor magical feats in the privacy of their room, including levitations, minor transmutations, and, on one occasion, the temporary disappearance of Lethana's clothes—which abruptly ended that practice session in favor of a different sort of activity.

      Potion mixing came easy to him, though he only had access to some of the ingredients he needed. So, what he made was thusly limited. He filled enough vials to make use of all of the holding straps on the front of his sorcerer's apron—a satisfying accomplishment in itself—but most of the elixirs were little more than novelties, aside from a potion he came up with to increase his stamina for the recreations between the sheets. Working on it was a distraction from what he should have been doing, but he made it to keep up with the multiple back-to-back workouts Lethana expected from him.

      He told himself he'd delve into less self-indulgent potions at some point, but the volume of spells he set out to learn took up more time than he expected. For the more dangerous magic, he had to go to an empty and much larger room, a safe place to cast spells such as a fireball and spheres of lightning without killing himself or Lethana.

      This greater magic was done, at first, under the supervision of an elderly sorcerer named Hewson Horsley, who, Tal learned, had been assigned by the headmaster to be Tal's mentor. Horsley wasn't an elder, in the sense of a Guild title, but he certainly was old. He only once tried to demonstrate one of the spells he and Tal were discussing, but Horsley's demonstration was far from impressive. Tal could see that whatever potency the man had once had, certainly had faded with time.

      Still, the old man was a cheerful, if absent-minded, conversationalist. Tal learned more about the Guild elders, including who specialized in which types of magic. He also learned from Horsley a little bit of the reasons for the discord within the upper ranks of the Guild. As Horsley told it, the leadership of the Guild had separated into factions, some wanting to continue the long and honored tradition of the Guild teaching new generations of sorcerers to carry out the perpetual calling to protect the realm from outside threats, and even internal ones. Others, spearheaded by Zardmel himself, were more interested in some sort of transformation of the realm as a whole.

      Tal could never get out of Horsley what exactly that transformation would be, if Zardmel and his cohorts had their way. Tal suspected it was his repeated inquiries into the matter which drove Horsley to have fewer and fewer meetings with him, until eventually Tal was left to study and practice without a mentor. He thought about what Horsley had said about Headmaster Zardmel wanting to change the Guild's focus and he wondered if Zardmel had a less-than-upright motive when he assigned Horsley to him in the first place.

      Eventually, Tal decided he'd better not get too caught up in behind-the-scenes politics of the Guild. He resolved to stay focused on his magical studies and make the best of it, no matter who might be rooting against him.

      With the potion of learning working, Tal found he only needed to sleep a couple of hours each night. Aside from his time in the library, and in the large empty room doing magical damage to the thick stone wall at the back of it, or having conversations with Horsley on technique up until Horsley stopped meeting with him, Tal rarely left his quarters. The only other times he ventured elsewhere in the tower were when he and Lethana would occasionally go down to the dining hall to eat, but most of the time she brought food back for him.

      He returned from a walk to the library, stretching his legs a bit before taking the potion of learning again. It was to be his third dose, and he felt comfortable at this point taking it without Lethana around. He had very few side effects the second time, and knew how much he could handle safely.

      Lethana had gone with him on his stroll, but stayed behind in the library to look for a particular book she insisted had to be there, but which eluded them both. He had suggested Resmon or Brook might have borrowed it. This troubled Lethana for a moment, but then she said they probably wouldn't have thought it much use. Insisting she'd stay to continue looking, she told Tal she'd meet him back at the room after she found it.

      Tal poured a little more than one finger's worth from the bottle, then corked the remaining potion. It had come out of the bottle quicker than he thought it would. Leave a little in the glass. Holding it up to the light, he swirled the liquid, wondering what exactly comprised the mixture. It smelled sweet, as always, and tasted so as well, but magic isn't just made from fruit and honey, he thought. And the punch it packs. He shook his head, remembering vividly the flood of side effects which overtook him when he took too much the first time.

      "Bottoms up." He drank the potion, backing off the glass while a little of the potion remained. He was tempted to take in the rest, knowing he'd get through even more magical texts that way, but decided the side effects weren't worth it. As he swirled the glass again, he tried to feel the magic working inside his body.

      Across the room, he saw a young cat-like woman. He didn't see the change, but she had just shifted into her human-like form, though she was still covered in fur, and had a tail and cat ears.

      "Wait! Stop!" She reached toward him, but was too far away to do more than gesture as she called out to him.

      Tal staggered back. He hadn't noticed her enter the room, since she slinked in looking like a normal black cat and stayed below his line of sight over the furniture. "Where did you come from? What are…"

      "You didn't drink that yet, did you?" She walked toward him, moving with grace and an alluring sway in her hips. Short, soft, dark-gray cat fur covered her entire body, though her torso from the bottom half of her breasts down to just past her loins was hidden under a burgundy-colored one-piece skirted brassiere.

      Tal stood next to the table with the potion bottle on it, holding the glass in his hand. "Who are you?"

      "Ambrosine. We've met before. You ate my food in the dining hall. Did you drink it or not?" She stepped in front of him and grabbed the glass from his hand. Holding it up to the light, she tilted her head and eyed what remained. "How much? How much was in here? Is this all of it?"

      "I…no." Why does she care? Ate your food? Oh! Wow. Why is she here? He eyed her up and down, partly to determine whether she posed a threat, and partly because she turned him on, cat fur or not. Something about her attitude excited him, as did her firm breasts and taught ass, both of which were half-exposed.

      He admired the way her chest moved as she breathed.

      "Good," she said. "I thought I might be too late."

      Tal realized he needed to pay attention to what she was saying. Even though he didn't like how she apparently felt entitled to stroll into his room uninvited, he couldn't ignore how alarmed she'd been, and how serious she was about him not drinking the potion…which he'd just drunk.

      "No means yes," he said, trying to untangle their misunderstanding. Wait. That's not right. "I mean, no, that's not all there was in the glass. Yes, I drank it. Most of it, anyway." He took the glass from her hand and examined what was left in it. "Why exactly is that a problem?"

      Before Tal knew it, she'd knocked the glass from his hand, sending it flying across the room to shatter on the floor.

      "What the hell was that for?"

      "You should be grateful."

      He glanced at the splash of potion on the wall and broken pieces of glass below it. "For that?"

      "I watched you come back to your room," she said. "And before that, someone came out."

      "You mean Lethana?"

      "No. Resmon. And before that, I saw him standing next to that bottle." She glanced to the potion on the table. "I think he-"
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        * * *

      

      Tal's head felt horrible, stinging and feverish. Everything was black. He realized he was on the couch, on his back. He moaned when the pain in his head spiked.

      He felt something moist slide over his forehead, causing the stinging sensation again. He realized it must be Lethana wiping him with a soft damp washcloth. He felt her blowing gently onto him, using her breath with the moisture to cool his head.

      He opened his eyes. "Ahh!" A startlingly beautiful fur-covered face hovered a few inches above his own, her cat-like pupils staring at him. Ambrosine.

      "I told you," she said. She put her velvety hands on his cheeks. "Hold still."

      As she moved up and licked his forehead, Tal couldn't help but notice her perky breasts, covered with fur like the rest of her. That's what that was. "Why are you?" He felt the sting again, but it wasn't too painful. Her tongue against it made the sensation more tolerable.

      She ignored him and did it again, squeezing her legs against him at the same time.

      He tilted his head and looked down past her breasts. He realized she was straddling him. "Wait. Why are you on top of me like that?"

      "I'm helping you." She licked his forehead again.

      "Get off of me." It wasn't that he didn't appreciate the feel of her body against his, but, aside from her name, he really had no idea who she was, and he didn't look forward to explaining the situation to Lethana when she returned.

      Ambrosine moved down a little and quickly licked the side of his face. "You're not very appreciative, are you."

      "What the hell? You need to climb off me." He began to push against her, not too strongly. He didn't want to hurt her, but he wanted to make sure she knew he meant what he said.

      He unintentionally grazed one of her breasts as he fumbled to get his hands against her torso to lift her off. She squirmed and repositioned herself. He got hold of her again and started to push against her a little harder with his hands. She twisted and let her body give just enough to counter his force, then she moved back in against him as he relaxed in a moment of frustration. Pushing her pelvis downward more, she rubbed against him slowly.

      "Are you purring?" He heard the sound coming from her, between a flurry of more licking on the sides of his face.

      She didn't answer him, instead moving up slightly and dancing her breasts playfully back and forth over his face.

      He could feel himself getting hard, more powerful male instincts overwhelming his common sense. In a last desperate burst of willpower he said loudly, almost yelling at her, "I said get off before I have to throw you off!"

      She dropped the seductive expression from her face and hissed at him.

      He felt her fingertips pierce the skin on his shoulders. "Ouch!"

      Lethana spoke from the doorway, "The man said get off! And not the way you're after."
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      Nightsky cawed from his perch at the back of the room, near the window, one of a handful of views to the courtyard. The crow shifted his gaze from one side to the other, watching the people of the city beyond the tower's courtyard.

      "Did you find the book you were looking for?" Golem asked Resmon.

      Resmon had just returned to his room. He looked smug as he sat in his new chair with his satchel resting under his left arm. The day before, he'd broken one of the chairs in a fit of rage over one of Golem's comments. Remembering what he'd read in a book of magic entitled Magical Riches Instantly, he formed his new much more opulent chair to be a replica—as best as he could remember—of the one he'd seen when he and his father had once met with the head of the Realm's Council.

      The book's title appealed to Resmon. When he saw it he realized he could not only become a sorcerer, but also one of the wealthiest men in the realm. No one would need to know how, he thought, understanding that while the Guild might allow magical enrichment, the Realm Council had long ago forbidden it.  He knew that sort of magic wouldn't directly help in the forthcoming trials, but he reminded himself his plans went well beyond that.

      "Better," he said, answering Golem's question.

      "Better is good." Golem stood against the wall, just inside the closed door. "So, this will help you in the trials against the other two?"

      Resmon turned his head to look at his large stone companion, though he considered the creature little more than property. "I don't need help against those two." He returned his gaze to the bookshelf across from him, which was nearly full. "They're no match for me."

      "I see," Golem said. "But you did go by Tal's room, though."

      "So?"

      "To do that thing you planned?"

      Resmon glared at Golem. He didn't like the ancient stone creature pointing out the obvious implication of what sabotaging a competitor said about his true confidence. "He deserves it!" He looked away from Golem. "I can see that." Then he mumbled, "I don't see why she can't."

      "I know I've smashed more than a few people over the years," Golem said. "Most of them for your family…probably something to be said about that. But I don't think poisoning him is-"

      "You don't think!" Resmon abruptly stood and turned to Golem. He breathed heavy as he raised his arm to point at the stone giant. "I'm the thinking one here. Remember that. My father knows I'm the only one who's leaving here a sorcerer." He looked away. "Tal wouldn't stand a chance if he faced me in the trials. I'm probably doing him a favor. He'll fall ill for a few weeks, and probably give up and go home." Resmon faced the stone creature again. "It's better for him that way."

      Golem tilted its large head to the side a little and shrugged, which made a faint grinding sound.

      Resmon picked up his satchel and walked over to one of his bookshelves. To himself, he questioned whether he'd made the right decision, rejecting the two people who had days earlier come to him, separately, asking to work with him—a little hairy-footed man hoping to be his assistant and a fairly muscular male human offering to serve as his protector, should Resmon achieve the title of sorcerer. One of them might've made better company, he thought. But, he reminded himself, they can't be trusted. And Golem's been with the Riasgas for a long time. "Sorry I was a little harsh on you," he said, as he opened his bag and reached in to pull out the books he'd borrowed from the library. "You're not the dumbest golem I've known."

      "I'm thick-skinned," Golem said, irritating Resmon who'd heard the creature use that joke twice already. "You're not the dumbest human I've met."

      Resmon would've lashed out at Golem for the back-handed compliment, but his attention had turned to the last of the books he pulled from his satchel. The others he'd placed on one of the shelves, but the last one he kept in his hands. He read the title in a whisper, "Azazel's Struggle." He ran his left hand over the leather, feeling the black stamped letters. "You didn't ask permission to do what your father required, did you?"

      "Huh?" Golem said, but Resmon ignored him.

      With the book in hand, Resmon went to a chair near the back of the room, far from Golem. He sat and, after gliding his hand across the cover once more, opened the book. "How odd that a book such as yours was to be found in the Guild's library." He quietly chuckled. "But they say you were a mischievous one…mischievous but knowledgable."

      Resmon turned the first page.
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      Ambrosine climbed off of Tal and stood beside the couch, with one hand on her hip, which she rocked outward excessively, accentuating the contours of her figure. "You're both welcome."

      Lethana stormed over, but Tal managed to get up and place himself between the two women, warding off what he guessed would've been the start of a cat fight. He chuckled at the phrase in his head. Appropriate.

      Lethana glared at him. "And why are you laughing?"

      "I'm not," he said. That wasn't just in my head? He knew better than to argue the point. He noticed Lethana was more than mad. She looked really upset, possibly fighting back tears, but she seemed determined not to let them out. He didn't like seeing her that way.

      "Which one of you is going to tell me what's going on here?" she said, evenly dividing a look of fury between Tal and Ambrosine. Nodding to Tal's forehead, Lethaa said, "What happened there?"

      He reached up and touched the cut, which made him wince. "I'm not sure." He felt the moisture on his forehead and realized it must be Ambrosine's saliva. That does't look good.

      "I know who you are." Lethana zeroed in on Ambrosine. "You're that cat I've seen slinking around."

      "Ambrosine. My name is Ambrosine." She drew her head back, clearly not liking the tone Lethana was using with her. She turned slowly, pushing her ass a little closer to Tal before walking just as slowly to the table with the potion on it. Her movements were graceful and oozed seduction. "Do I slink?" She spoke with a contrived air of innocence.

      "Ooh." Lethana's face looked awash with anger. She whipped her eyes back to Tal and flared them.

      He shrugged. "Honestly, I'm not sure what's going on." He glanced to the bottle containing the potion of learning. Ambrosine had the tip of her forefinger resting on the corked top. "One minute I was drinking some of that." He looked back at Lethana. "Just a single dose." He looked at the bottle again. "And the next minute…" His gaze rose to Ambrosine. "She was here."

      "I saw that part," Lethana said, glancing to the couch. She crossed her arms. "I know you never agreed to only be with me, but…" She averted her eyes and slightly shook her head. "I probably put the idea in your head when I talked about Brook."

      "What? No," Tal said. "That's not what this is."

      "Could have been," Ambrosine said. "If you knew how to go with the flow a little."

      Tal flash a stern look at her. "Not helping." He turned to Lethana. "You and I are good. You know that. And if I wanted to be with another woman."

      Lethana raised her eyebrows.

      Tal had to be honest with her, he thought. He never considered whether their bond meant he wasn't out there for anyone else. "I'd tell you." He shrugged. "Like you said, you wouldn't have a problem with it, if…you know. If you were involved." He had a doubt about how his words would be received, especially given the situation she found him in. "Told about it or…whatever." He thought going vague might help him back out of the hole he might be digging.

      She kept looking at him, but didn't say anything. He couldn't tell whether he was helping the situation or not. He decided to add a little more, hopefully for the better. "And it wouldn't necessarily be with her." He looked at Ambrosine.  She lifted her finger from the top of the bottle and put it the tip of it in her mouth. Slowly, she drew her finger out with her lips firmly wrapped around it.

      Tal didn't mean for his next thought to come out of his mouth, but it did…quietly, but not quiet enough. "Well, maybe it would be her."

      Lethana huffed and stormed past him. Walking by, she glared at Ambrosine, who shrugged and seemed to plead her innocence with her eyes.

      Tal sped back through his recollection, trying to make sense of what had happened before Lethana got any more upset—if that was even possible. "Wait!" He glanced at the bottle.

      Lethana stopped as she stepped on a piece of the shattered glass. She looked down, then up at the potion stain on the wall. She turned around, apparently realizing there was more to the story.

      Tal asked Ambrosine, "What were you trying to tell me before I passed out?"

      "Passed out?" Lethana asked.

      Ambrosine tipped the bottle slightly as she looked at it, then she set it upright. "I said…" She glanced over to Lethana, then turned back to him. "I think it's poisoned."

      "You see?" Tal turned his hands up, as if handing over the revelation to Lethana. He touched his head where he felt the cut.

      Lethana came back to him. "So how did that happen?" She glanced at the shattered glass on the floor. "Did you cut him with that?"

      Ambrosine chuckled. "No, silly. Why would I use that when I have these?" She raised her hands and tensed her fingers, which made her claws—inch-long and razor-sharp—come out from the tips.

      Tal shook his head at hearing her. He could still feel a little sting from the cut on his forehead.

      "Why did you do that?" Lethana asked, still upset, but seemingly less angry and more confused.

      "To save his life, of course." Ambrosine retracted her claws. "Like I said, you're welcome."

      Tal touched the skin around the cut. Only a little of the moisture remained from Ambrosine licking him.

      He and Lethana waited for Ambrosine to say more.

      "I cleaned the wound," she said. "Well, in this case, the wound inside him…or the poison, really."

      "You can do that?" Tal said, amazed at what she was claiming.

      Lethana walked over to Tal and examined the cut up close. She touched his forehead, then she looked at his cheek and touched it. "Why is he wet here too?"

      "Oh, that," Ambrosine said. "That was just for fun." Her eyes narrowed. "Which you interrupted."

      Tal, suddenly feeling the residual effects of the mostly neutralized poison, plopped down onto the couch.

      "So, you actually saved him," Lethana said.

      "Yes." Ambrosine walked over and stood in front of Tal.

      "How?" Lethana asked. "Did you have some Harrell's Solution for the poison?"

      "No."

      "Then how? By licking him?" Lethana said.

      Ambrosine shrugged. "My kind has a certain something in our," she glanced at Tal, "bodily fluids that can do that sort of thing. Poisons, toxins, upset stomach. It doesn't always work, but for most things…" She sat down beside Tal. "I've got a magical-"

      "Tongue," Tal said, still slightly in shock about being poisoned and then healed by a cat woman licking his face.

      "I was going to say, touch," Ambrosine said.

      Lethana looked at the bottle then went to sit down on Tal's other side. Without looking at Ambrosine, she said, "Thank you…for saving him." She leaned forward and looked across Tal to Ambrosine. "Not for the other."

      "So, we're still fighting over him?" Ambrosine narrowed her eyes at Lethana, but then relaxed them and grinned.

      Tal, who sat between them, watching and listening, came up with the question no one had yet asked. "Who poisoned the potion?" He realized, at least as far as the people he actually knew in the tower, his options were limited. "Wait. Let me guess. Resmon." He looked at Ambrosine and she nodded.

      "That conniving little," Lethana said.

      "You saw him?" Tal asked.

      Ambrosine put her hand on Tal's thigh. "I did."

      "You just don't stop, do you?" Lethana put her hand on Tal's other thigh as Ambrosine looked back at her with puckered lips.
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      "Aren't you worried about the hearing?" Golem asked.

      Resmon continued looking through the book in his hands. "Not in the least. They haven't acted for almost two months. They obviously found nothing. Besides, it'll be delayed further while they squabble behind the scenes. I know it."

      Golem stood on the other side of the door, in the room still, but against the wall to the left of the door, instead of the right. That morning, the creature had said it wanted to change it up for the next week, remarking how fun it was to be able to move around so frequently after nearly a hundred years masquerading as a pillar in one spot. "I told you the poison wasn't a good idea."

      Resmon, still unconcerned, glanced over his shoulder at Golem. "When did you say that?" He didn't wait for an answer before turning back to continue reading from the book.

      "I suppose I'll have to go back to being a pillar if it doesn't work out." Golem sounded somewhat deflated.

      "Isn't that basically what you're doing now?" Resmon's attention was divided, so he didn't catch the fact that Golem was implying Resmon might be dismissed from the Guild if the elders found him guilty.

      "I never liked that cat," Golem said. "You know she peed on me once. "Of course, I'm not sure she knew I wasn't a lifeless column of stone, but still."

      Resmon answered what he thought Golem had said, though he hadn't listened to his actual words. "Yes, the cat girl and that elf. They're both in on it with him."

      Resmon briefly allowed himself to picture Lethana, which stirred the same urge he'd felt when he first saw her. He quickly dismissed her image from his mind, focusing instead on the contempt he felt for Tal, and for her for having chosen Tal over him.

      "In on it?" Golem said. "It's not like they aren't telling the truth."

      "There's no proof. They can't link the poison back to me. I made sure of that. If they could, they wouldn't have let it sit for this long."

      "But she saw you."

      Resmon, having heard Golem this time, turned around. "The word of a shapeshifting mongrel against a Riasga?" He laughed and shook his head. "The Guild couldn't possibly rule against me on her word, not against my family. They wouldn't dare. Nearly a third of their sorcerers are posted in the realm's western lands. And they're not the Guild's most loyal. We own them."

      "And you have your insurance."

      "Exactly. She'll certainly have a seat at the hearing. She wouldn't let this go too far. Not when I could reveal her involvement in our activities with the Realm's Council." He set the book down and used another to hold it open where he was reading. He pushed against another stack of books until he found the one he sought to cross reference something he'd read.

      "The boy you've been contacting?" Golem asked.

      "He's not just any boy," Resmon said. "He's the son of one of the members of the Realm's Council. Nightsky is with him now, just to keep an eye on him for me. I'll know if he follows through."

      "I don't see how the boy can help sway them."

      "I've been teaching him the magic to sway the Council's mind to get them to hand over governance of more towns to our family. I need someone on the inside. I can't influence the mind of any of the Council from here, and being seen out in Wooddale trying to get to one of them is too risky. The Guild would throw me out if they caught me leaving the tower before our scheduled break, especially if they knew what I was doing. And I can't wait that long."

      He returned to the book he'd propped open. "But the boy can get to his father. And finally it looks like he's able to do the necessary magic I've been teaching him." He shook his head. "It would've gone a lot faster if I could've done it in person, instead of through that." He glanced to a mirror on the floor, leaning against the wall.

      "I can't tell you how nice it is to have somebody to talk with," Golem said. "I mean, I'm used to a lot of quiet time, but this is nice. I like your stories."

      "Stories?" Resmon cast an angry glance at Golem. "Is that what you think this is?" He looked at his books again, but sighed out of frustration at only being able to share his great work with what he considered to be little more than a dumb block of stone. "When this is all done, my family will once again rule this realm. Now, I still have much to study. Unless you want to be an underground support column for the next five hundred years, I suggest you stop aggravating me."
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      Chresdain stood at the doorway while Ambrosine went to wake Tal. Lethana was in bed with him, under the covers too.

      "Get up." Leaning over Lethana, Ambr shook Tal at his shoulder. "You need to get up."

      He cracked open his eyes. "Seriously. I get, what, two hours sleep? Can't I have that at least?" He smiled at her. "Especially after you wore me out."

      "I did, didn't I," she said.

      It had been a couple of months since Ambr and Lethana nearly scratched each other's eyes out over Tal, but after hanging around for a while, bringing snacks from the dining hall and reporting back to Tal what she heard around the tower while slinking about in her full cat form, Ambr proved herself useful and loyal. In a matter of weeks, even Lethana came to accept her being there. And, given Lethana's elven predisposition to be more open with such matters, Ambr eventually made her way into bed with the two of them.

      "But look." Ambr turned so Tal could see across the room. "Chresdain's here to see you."

      "Oh." Tal opened his mouth to stretch it and rubbed his face, finishing with a soft slap to each of his cheeks. "Yes. I need to get up."

      As he sat up and looked around for the rest of his clothes, Ambr walked back to Chresdain. "He'll be right over. Sorry for the wait. Late night studying, as I'm sure you can imagine."

      Chresdain squinted for a moment, scanning Ambr from tail to the fur on her ears. "Oh, I can imagine." Somehow, his age made what he said sound acceptable, despite the innuendo in his tone.

      Holding his pants at the side of his hip, to keep them on, Tal walked to the door. "My apologies, Chresdain. I was asleep."

      Chresdain nodded to Ambr as she left the two of them and went to the bed to relax. "Yes, I heard." He looked across the room to a large array of bottles and decanters, and many leather pouches, no doubt containing strange ingredients. "I see you've been learning to make potions."

      "Yes. Having some success at it too." He chuckled. "Though they don't always taste great."

      "Oh, that's true."

      "What can I help you with? Have you reconsidered my request to mentor me? I could really use your help, even at this stage."

      Chresdain shook his head. "No. I'm afraid not. Besides, it looks like you're doing fine without me." He leaned a little to look past Tal.

      Tal glanced back over his shoulder. "Oh, yes. I've taken advantage of the Guild's library quite a lot. It's great. I'm learning so much."

      "Well, you'll get the chance to put in a bit more time studying."

      "What do you mean?"

      Chresdain averted his eyes momentarily as he rolled his lips inward a little. "It wasn't my decision. I want you to know that."

      "Decision?" Tal worried Chresdain was referring to the Guild's deliberation on the dispute with Resmon. If you can call attempted murder a dispute.

      "Given the matter we had to address recently in a hearing, regarding the two of you," Chresdain said.

      Here it comes. He glanced back at Ambr and Lethana, wondering what would happen to the three of them if the Guild allowed Resmon's treachery to stand.

      "Resmon and yourself, I mean, of course," Chresdain said.

      "Yes?"

      "It has been decided neither of you will be granted leave before the trials."

      Tal had expected him to say the Guild had sided with Resmon. Hearing Chresdain say he wouldn't be allowed time to leave the tower before the trials was disappointing, but given what he thought Chresdain had come to say, he actually felt a little relieved.

      "Oh, I see." Tal glanced back again and saw Ambr sitting on the back of the couch now, clearly listening to the conversation. He knew she could hear everything well from there, but he didn't mind.

      "I'm sorry," Chresdain said. "I and a few others spoke up on your behalf, but it wasn't enough."

      Tal shook his head. "It's alright. Thanks. I appreciate you coming to tell me…and putting in a good word for me."

      "So, you'll have more time to…study." Chresdain glanced past him to Ambr and smiled, not too subtly.

      Tal nodded. "Yes. I suppose I will." Tal didn't catch Chresdain's double-meaning, since he didn't expect such behavior from the old man. "Probably a good thing." He paused, wondering if he should share his feelings about Resmon with Chresdain, but he realized the bad blood between them wasn't a mystery to anyone. "It's not just that I want to become a sorcerer, and I do. It's more than that now." He shook his head as he thought about what might happen if Resmon was victorious and set loose in the realm to work his misdeeds. "This Resmon, he doesn't deserve it. He wouldn't be a good sorcerer…for the people, I mean. You know I heard he refused anyone's help. An assistant, I mean. Even a familiar." Tal shook his head.

      "Yes. That's true, regarding the assistant. Highly unusual, but the Guild prefers to let each aspirant manage their personal affairs here. I think he has a familiar, though. An owl or some sort of bird. I'm not sure."

      "I have to best him in the trials."

      Chresdain nodded. "That is why I am on your side, Tal…as much as I can be. Don't let those of us in the Guild who are rooting for you down."

      "I won't."

      Chresdain reached inside his robe and pulled out a rolled scroll. "Here, hold this." He handed it to Tal, then reached in and pulled out a second one. "This one too." He gave the second one to Tal. "They're for your studies. I got them from a friend long ago. Steffen of Kochmoore. I thought you might find them interesting. You can look at them later." He smiled.

      Tal put his fist over his heart, as was customary. "Thank you."

      Chresdain bowed slightly before stepping out of the doorway and heading down the hall. Before he got too far, he turned around. "Oh, best you don't mention the scrolls to anyone." He nodded to Tal.

      "Of course. I won't."

      Chresdain smiled and continued down the hall, waving over his shoulder as he walked away.

      Tal shut the door and looked at Ambr.

      "That's too bad," she said. "I didn't want you to be gone for two weeks anyway, unless you were going to take me with you, but I'm sorry for your sake that they put you on lockdown."

      "Thanks." The loss of the two-week reprieve started to sink in for him. He realized he wouldn't be able to return to Pole and visit with Gram, and tell her first hand how everything was going with his training. He'd only written her a few times over the last several months. The training, along with Lethana and Ambr, had kept him busy nearly every waking hour, even though he had a lot more of them thanks to the potion of learning.

      "What are those?" Ambr asked, pointing to the scrolls in his hand.

      "I'm not sure. Something to help in my studies. I'll look them over in a little while." He walked over to one of the bookshelves and placed the scrolls in one of the open spots between the books.

      Lethana sat up, evidently having awoken at some point during the conversation with Chresdain. "You should write to her. She'll be expecting to see you soon." She seemed to know already what he'd said to Tal. "If you send her a letter now, it'll arrive before then. At least she won't be worried when you don't return. She already knows you were going to be coming. Remember, you wrote her about it in your last letter."

      "Yes," Tal said. "I know. You're right, of course."

      Ambr fetched a piece of parchment and a quill from the drawer in one of the tables. "Here." She set them down on the table, in front of one of the chairs.

      Tal went to the table and sat, taking the quill in hand. "At least it won't be too long until the trials. We'll be out of here after that…one way or the other."

      "We?" Ambr said.

      He looked at her, then to Lethana. "Yes. We. All three of us."

      Lethana smiled and nodded to him. "One way or the other."

      Ambr went to his side and squeezed his head, pulling his face into her breasts.

      "Alright, thanks." His voice was seriously muffled, then she released him and stepped back.

      She tapped the table beside the parchment. "Write your letter." Walking to the bed, she then crawled in beside Lethana. "When you're done, you can get back to your…studies."

      Tal laughed and shook his head. "Okay. Let me concentrate now, please."

      Both Ambr and Lethana giggled, but otherwise left him alone while he penned the letter to tell Gram he wasn't coming home for a while longer.

      Ten minutes pass and he'd finished it. He folded the parchment and pulled a wax seal from the table's drawer. With a few magic words, he lit a small flame between his thumb and forefinger to melt several drops of wax onto the folded edge of his letter, then stamped it with the metal seal.

      "I could deliver it to her," Lethana said, standing behind him as he put the seal away. "If you'll allow me."

      "What?" He was surprised to hear her saying she would leave the tower. He'd grown completely used to having her around over the past several months. He hadn't told her, but he had planned to take her, and Ambr, with him to visit Pole.

      "I have to leave here anyway." She looked a little sad. "But only for a short time," she was quick to add. "It's my sister. I need to go see her. I won't be gone more than a week."

      "Oh, I see," Tal said. "Is she alright?"

      "She is, but she's with child, and I need to be there for the birth. It's something she and I agreed to long ago…so her child will bond with me from birth too, just in case."

      The need didn't make sense to Tal, but he appreciated the relationship Lethana seemed to have with her sister, even though she'd never mentioned her before. "Just in case what?"

      Lethana cast her gaze downward. "In case something were to happen to her."

      "You mean…"

      "If she passed to the Other, I would mother her child. That's our way."

      "She's…" Tal tried to think of a plausible reason for worrying about such a thing happening. "Much older than you?"

      "No. Younger, but she's chosen a risky path in life."

      "What's that?"

      "We guard our own borders."

      "The elves? But the elves are treated well. That shouldn't be very dangerous."

      "Within the realm, yes. But our southern border marks a boundary with the wild lands. Her post is there. Well, beyond there. At least it was until she conceived a child. She might be reassigned, but knowing her she'll want to go back to scouting patrols when her child is old enough."

      Tal didn't know what to say. He'd never really thought about the wild lands, the vast regions outside the civilized world of the realm. The wild lands were the stuff of legends, of terrible monsters and savages, but he, like most, relegated those things to myth, despite being warned of them from an early age.

      "I'll be traveling near Pole," she said. "I'd love to deliver your letter to your Gram. It'd get there a lot faster and more assuredly than by normal post."

      "That…" He could see how much she wanted to do this for him, and also how much she didn't want to leave him. "That would be wonderful. I know it will get to her safely in your hands."

      She smiled. "It will."

      "And you'll only be gone a week?"

      "At the most. I promise." She glanced across the room to Ambrosine, who now was sleeping on the couch. "Ambr will keep you company until I return. She's good at that."

      Tal grinned. "Yes, she is." He laughed. "I remember when the two of you almost killed each other." He stopped, deciding not to finish the story he knew Lethana must have remembered all too well.

      "When she licked your face and straddled you back to health?" Lethana chuckled, having long since gotten over it. Peering across the room, her shared attraction for Ambr showed in her eyes. "Yes. She is good at that, isn't she? Just remember, you have more studying to do."

      Nodding toward the piles of books stacked in front of the packed bookshelves, she said, "I know the new potion isn't as strong as the other, but at least it isn't poisoned."

      "Yes. I still can't believe the Guild has sat on that as long as they have." He glanced at Ambrosine. "I mean, her word should have been good enough."

      Lethana shook her head. "Not against a Riasga, apparently. They seem to have even more influence in the Guild than I thought."

      "Yeah, I'm sure there's more to that than we know."

      "Just make sure she helps keep an eye out for any more of his plots."

      "I will. Hopefully that's it from him, though, with the extra scrutiny on him now."

      "You'll get your chance to take him down."

      "In the trials? Yes, I'm looking forward to it." He thought about how close the trials were, only a couple of months away. "I just wish I knew for sure what magic I'll need the most. He's certainly not going to hesitate to kill me, if he gets the chance."

      "You've learned so much. I know you'll do well."

      "Does do well mean not get killed?" He chuckled, but it only thinly masked his anxiety.

      She leaned over and kissed him on his cheek. "I believe in you, Tal Truswell."
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      "How did you do it?" Golem said. "She seemed like a competent aspirant, from what I've heard."

      "Oh," Resmon said. "Now you're getting all the local gossip?" He shook his head. "Sneaking out to the dining hall at night, are you?" He laughed, then turned away from Golem and walked over to his bookshelf.

      "That's not a very nice thing to say."

      Resmon pulled a book from the shelf and opened it, holding his finger up to tell Golem to wait a minute while he looked through the book. After flipping past several pages, he stopped on one, pointing to the page. "There." He turned around and carried the book over to Golem. "You like to know what's going on, so here you go."

      When he got to Golem, he held the book up, open to the page. "You see this?"

      Golem looked at the page, but said nothing. The creature shook its head.

      "Oh, right," Resmon said. "I forgot stone golems can't read." He flipped the book back around. "Well, let me tell you what it says."

      Golem shifted its stance to face away from Resmon, though the move went unnoticed.

      "To create a phantasm in the image of another, the following preparations are necessary," Resmon said. "Da duh da duh da…Okay. While the phantasm can not fully act on the world as its original would, a personal cyclone or other such spell can be tied to the phantasm. This can be particularly useful to bring trouble upon an adversary."

      Resmon shut the book. "There. You see?"

      Golem didn't say anything.

      Resmon looked over at the creature and saw its stone back to him. "Are you ignoring me because you're mad or because you don't understand what I just told you?"

      Golem still refused to look at Resmon. "Both."

      Resmon decided not to admonish Golem for its obstinance. He wanted the creature to understand what he'd done, if only to have someone appreciate his actions.

      "The phantasm I created trashed Misolra's office. Nearly destroyed it, I think."

      Golem turned its head toward Resmon, who was grinning.

      Resmon waited for some sign that Golem understood. After several seconds of silence, Resmon said, "The phantasm was of Brook." He smiled and raised his eyebrows up. "I made sure she was seen leaving Misolra's office."

      "Oh."

      "Not bad, huh?"

      "That's very bad," Golem said.

      "For her. I made sure one of the two witnesses was one of the elders loyal to our family. They'll have to dismiss her from the Guild."

      "So, it's just you and the other man now?"

      "Yes, and he'll be no trouble in the trials. I'm sure."

      "Couldn't you just do the same thing to him?" Golem asked.

      Resmon looked surprised at Golem's question, which, he thought, was a fairly decent one, for a golem.

      "It would be too obvious." Resmon looked at the floor and shook his head as he lightly clenched his hand into a fist. "There's some sort of magical protection over him. I'm not sure what, but I suspect that Chresdain might have something to do with it. I saw him give something to that aspirant pretender."

      "What was it?"

      "Scrolls. I don't know what was on them. But it doesn't matter."

      "No?"

      Resmon picked up a two-foot silver rod from the table beside him. The end he held was a smooth handle. The other two-thirds of the rod had ornate slightly raised elements made to look like vines and leaves. They spiraled around the rod, almost to the end of it. "Not with this."

      "What is it? It looks magical."

      Resmon knew golems could see the magic aura around enchanted items, but it irritated him to hear the creature state what was obvious to even non-magical senses. "I got this from the headmaster's quarters when everyone was looking at what happened to Misolra's office." He held the rod up to admire it. "Exactly where my father said it would be." He laughed. "Would you believe it was in a box, shoved under his bed. And it was covered in dust? Zardmel probably hadn't so much as looked at it in twenty years."

      Resmon whipped around, holding the rod out, pointing it at Golem. "It's called the Rod of Paralysis. Do you want to see how it works?"

      Golem shook its head.
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      Tal set the book down and waved his hands in front of him, crossing one behind the other and then doing the same, switching their position. The intricate pattern made of golden lines of sparking energy faded, then vanished. He exhaled and nodded, satisfied at the work he'd done for the day. He nudged his boots a little to better tuck them in the space between two of the bookshelves. He'd been practicing magic while barefoot, not because it was called for in the book. He just felt he could relax a little more that way, and that made it easier to put in the long hours pouring through magical texts and casting spells. The potion made it possible, being comfortable made it more enjoyable.

      He conjured a refreshing glass of juice and drank it halfway down.

      "Are you finished?" Ambr said from across the room, wearing a sheer dark plum-colored nighty.

      He turned to her and put down the glass. "What? Oh, yes. That's it for today. Time to-"

      He cut his words short when he saw Ambr racing toward him. Before he could ask her what she was doing, she jumped at him, clearing six feet of floor to land against his torso. The impact knocked him back, but she wrapped her arms and legs around him to stay on him. Just before his back hit the bookshelf behind him, she stuck her legs out to slow the two of them down. She let her legs bend with some tension in her thighs, so the blow to his back felt minimal.

      After they rebounded a little, she put her legs fully around him again and locked her ankles. Her nighty bunched up between their stomachs, making it visible to him she had nothing else on. "Since you're not busy," she said before licking his face. "I thought we could…"

      "Hmm." He pretended to be stumped as to what she wanted. "Let me guess."

      She squeezed his sides with her legs.

      "Okay," he said. "I have an idea what you might want."

      She let up enough so he could breath more easily, then kissed him as he walked across the room toward the bed.

      He worked a little magic with his fingers to begin edging one side of her top down slightly, but he lost his already-strained focus when he hit the leg of one of the tables with his toe. "Ow." That was all he could get out since she was kissing him. Feeling with his bare foot to get around the table, he carried her the rest of the way to the bed, blindly because she was still tightly wrapped around him and completely blocking his view with her face.

      Once he felt the side of the bed with his legs, he told her she could let go and she did, falling back onto the covers. She landed in dramatic fashion, flailing her arms and legs out to settle fully spread across the bed. Her nipples showed through the mostly see-through nighty, which fell slightly above her pelvis.

      Tal admired what she presented to him. "I'm still not clear," he said. "What did you want to do?"

      She flexed her hands, making her claws pop out. "Get down here now, or else."

      He laughed. "Alright. But put the claws away."

      She drew them in and tipped her head a little to the side as she shrugged.

      He took off his shirt and tossed it over the closest chair.

      She began to push her rear around in a small circular movement against the sheets. "Hurry up."

      Tal didn't need any more motivation. Watching her wiggle around on the bed in a nighty that only half covered her was more than enough to get his juices flowing. He made short work of dropping his pants, then climbed in bed on top of her.

      He kissed her on the mouth once, then slid over to brush his lips against the soft fur on her cheek before making it to her ear to nibble on her lobe.

      He felt her chest rise into his as her breathing deepened and she began to purr. Reaching down with one hand while bracing himself with his other, he pulled up her nighty, lifting it past her breasts. She took over and smoothly brought it up past her head, throwing the sheer cloth beyond the foot of the bed.

      Her bare nipples surrounded by the silky fur that covered her breasts felt amazing against him. Her calves pressed against the backs of his thighs, pushing him down against her while she rocked her pelvis in a tight loop. The rhythmic force against his manhood coaxed more girth into him.

      "Oh, yes," he said. "Keep that going."

      He buried his face between her breasts and she licked his forehead, which he enjoyed more than he was willing to admit.

      She gently took hold of his ears, massaging them then using them to guide his mouth against her, taking him up to one nipple, then toward the other. She gasped, letting him go to find his way on his own.

      He felt her loins push against his. He slipped a hand under her lower back to help her as she continued to lower and rise against him.

      He raised his head up to look at her face. Beads of perspiration had formed on her felted skin. He touched one with his finger and drew a line down past the side of her eye and over her cheek, bringing the bit of sweat to her lips. She tasted it with the tip of her tongue then took his finger in her mouth, sucking on it until he pulled it out slowly.

      "I want you in me," she whispered.

      He wanted nothing more at that moment. Pushing himself up a little with one hand, he reached down with his other and tried to work his undershorts from his body, while she ran her hands over the side of his lats and the sides of his stomach.

      After a couple of seconds of working down the undershorts one-handed, she moved her hands away from him and flexed them to bring out her claws. "Let me help you."

      His eyes widened at seeing her claws, knowing she was about to go down below his waist with them. "Easy."

      She moved her hands down to his hips, then smiled and shot up her eyebrows for a moment.

      He felt her hand brush against his. A moment later, she pushed down and he felt his undershorts rip from his body. She reached up with one foot and pushed the shredded clothing out from between his legs, kicking it off the bed.

      He felt her soft fur caress his liberated flesh.

      "That's better," she said. "Isn't it?"

      "Oh, yes. Much better. Well, almost." He lifted his hips and moved down a little then came back at her, pushing himself into her slowly.

      She let out a soft slow moan as her hands went up over her head and grabbed the headboard.

      "That's it," Tal said, inching himself in a little more as he slowly moved up and down.

      She followed his motion with her own, rocking her pelvis like gentle waves, building each time to a higher crest.

      Tal felt his male essence build in his body. He leaned down to kiss her breast, then up to meet her lips. He continued to ease her into accepting more and more of him while they played their tongues around in their joined mouths. She softly bit his lower lip, then let go of him and nodded. He looked into her eyes.

      "I'm ready," she said, still nodding. "More."

      He moved a hand down to cup the side of her hip and, with a steady motion, pushed himself all the way inside her.

      She gasped, then yelped, tipping her head back and closing her eyes.

      "You okay, Ambr?" he asked.

      Keeping her eyes closed, she quickly nodded, then flung her hands onto his back. "Oh, yes."

      He pulled back almost until he was out of her, pausing for a brief moment with the tip of him touching the edge of her. Just as her expression began to change slightly, he moved back in, this time a little more forcefully than before.

      "Ooh." Her voice was laced with a throaty tone, followed by a deep-sounding purr. She started nodding more intensely. "Yes."

      He kept going, no longer pausing on his retreat but driving long and deep, again and again. He felt her fingertips push hard against his back. His breathing grew stronger, more audible, and sweat started to cover his body.

      As he thrust into her over and over, her mouth lay open and her lips drew back, showing her teeth. Her tongue floated inward slightly as she sucked in quick breaths of air.

      Tal, wanting to hold on longer, drove into her until the base of him pushed hard against her, then backed off a hair. He remained there while he took several long slow breaths to temper, just enough, the raging fire in his loins.

      As he stayed there with her moist flesh around him, he felt a soft touch high between his legs. Ambr looked into his eyes and he felt her tail move up, tickling his loin's reserve. He pulled in his lower stomach and clenched his rear as her velvet caress brought his engorged flesh to new heights.

      "I need you to stay with me a little longer," she said.

      He nodded to her even as he felt the inside of her squeeze against him, pumping him with her moist flesh.

      His body tensed as she dug into his back with her claws. He could tell she hadn't gone too far, but the pain threw him off for a moment. He realized that might have been her intention, to keep him going until she was ready.

      She started moving her hips again and he reached around to squeeze her ass, holding onto it as he moved with her. He watched her breasts as they rocked up and down. Pushing together for several more minutes, he felt himself getting closer and closer. He could tell she was scratching her claws against his back but he didn't care enough to say anything to her about it, and certainly not enough to make him stop driving into her.

      He couldn't believe he hadn't spilled into her yet, but somehow they kept going. It felt as if their bodies were in perfect harmony with one another. He thought he could feel the sexual energy in her flowing into him and back.

      They gazed into each other's eyes, as their loins repeatedly slid against each other.

      After several more minutes, Ambr's mouth gaped and her eyes grew wide. She scrunched her nose and her brow furrowed. She made a high-pitched staccato-like noise several times.

      Without trying, Tal was coming to a finish at the same time. As Ambr's face froze, his entire body clenched in tension. He felt a surge flash through him, then both of them collapsed into a state of utter relaxation and bliss. He slid his upper body off of her slightly but stayed inside her and the two of them drifted to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Tal gingerly got out of bed, wincing as he peeled his back from the sheet. The blood from the scratches on his back had stuck to the cloth. Sitting up, he glanced back and saw the thin dark red-brown marks where he'd been. Thank the stars for the restore cantrip. But he decided he'd deal with the stain once he'd taken care of his back.

      He looked at Ambr. Her eyes were closed, and she had a smile on her face. He knew he could take credit for it, which made him happy. The blanket sat half covering her chest. He took a moment to admire her silky-furred breasts, and how they felt like velvet against him. Her tail protruded out of the side of the covers, barely dangling off the edge of the bed. He chuckled as he recollected how odd he first thought it was to be intimate with a woman who had one, only to find out how useful it could be. He slowly stood up, careful to let her continue sleeping, as he knew she loved to do.

      A few seconds later he stood before his sorcerer's apron, which hung on a hook beside one of the bookshelves. He nodded with satisfaction as he admired the full vials tucked into the loops made for them. Having so many magical potions now made him happy, but he took extra satisfaction in knowing he'd made all of them—except for the one he needed now.

      Lifting the potion of healing from the band of leather, he held it up to the light. Two uses. "Should I?"

      He felt the sting on his back from Ambr's impassioned clawing. "Yes. But I have a feeling I'm going to need to make more."

      He pulled the cork from the vial and drank a little. After checking to see how much was left, he took another sip, then replaced the cork and put the half-empty vial back on his leather apron in its slot.

      "Hold on."

      He turned around and saw Ambr standing behind him.

      "How do you do that?" he asked.

      "What?"

      "Sneak around so quietly."

      She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to the side a little. "Cat."

      "Oh, right."

      She held out her hand, palm up. "I'll need that too."

      Tal was surprised. He looked her up and down for any signs of injury, leaning to check her back as a joke. He held up his fingers. "I don't recall doing any damage."

      "Just give it to me." She scrunched her nose in mock anger and stuck her hand on her hip as she tilted it outward.

      Tal pulled the vial out again. "Not until you tell me what's wrong. Did I do something to you?"

      "Nothing I didn't enjoy."

      Tal furrowed the space above his nose. He still didn't understand why she needed the healing potion.

      She looked down between her legs, then back up at him. She shrugged. "You're a lot to handle…but I don't mind." She smiled, then quickly looked serious. "Now give me the potion and shut up."

      "Oh." Tal suddenly remembered how tight she'd been. He chuckled as he handed her the vial. "Here you go."

      She stuck her tongue out at him before opening the vial and drinking the second dose.
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      Resmon peered around the corner, watching Chresdain walk away from him. Satisfied the elder hadn't seen him follow him up the alcove stairs behind one of the doors on the third floor of the library, Resmon quietly stepped into the hall and pulled the Rod of Paralysis from a long concealing pocket in his robe.

      Aiming it at Chresdain's back, he whispered the words to bring forth its magic.

      Chresdain stopped, but Resmon hadn't finished the incantation. The elder turned around and raised his hand toward Resmon. "What are you doing?"

      Chresdain's voice echoed down the hall as the blast shot from the tip of the rod. Almost instantly, the elder was struck, his body froze and fell backward, apparently from the wand's invisible force.

      Resmon dropped the rod back into his long pocket and hurried over to his victim. He could hear him breathing, but he noticed the burn on Chresdain's neck. He'd aimed for his chest, but he didn't mind being slightly off target. The rod had done what it was meant to do.

      Resmon stood over Chresdain, noticing some blood on the floor beside the elder's head. "You shouldn't have given the scrolls to him. He'll have no use for them."

      Chresdain could still move his eyes. He looked up at his assailant, which made Resmon uncomfortable.

      "The Guild will make me sorcerer," Resmon said. He watched as more blood pooled beside the elder. He wanted Chresdain to hear him, to hear what he wanted everyone to know, but couldn't yet say freely. "And then I will help my father take control of the rest of the realm. The people will finally benefit from the strength of our family. No more catering to the non-human races. It will be like it was in the old days."

      Resmon was startled as the elder began to move his mouth.

      Chresdain, fast losing strength and barely able to speak, nonetheless managed a few words. "He'll stop you."

      Resmon surged with rage. "Stop me? Who? He'll die if he dares try!"

      "No." Chresdain's voice was faint, but he sounded certain. "Your family's plot will fail."

      Chresdain, despite near death, sounded resolutely defiant, which troubled Resmon. He wanted to tell the dying man about the elders who were working with his family, but he didn't. Deep down he feared Chresdain might somehow be able to reveal the secret before passing away.

      He wanted to help Chresdain on his way—to end him right then, but he hadn't planned to kill him and he felt afraid to do it. The wand's paralysis was permanent. He decided that would be enough. Even for him, killing an elder of the Guild was difficult to accept. His father had pushed him to the Guild, to become a sorcerer to aid his family, but he also held great appreciation for the magical tradition, including its elders. Now, seeing Chresdain bleed out in front of him, he felt conflicted. He didn't know what he should do.

      The elder smiled at seeing the shock and worry on Resmon's face. Chresdain closed his eyes and Resmon looked away, then fled.
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      Ambr looked at the door at the back of the alcove. "I think I heard something."

      Tal put the book he was holding back on the shelf in front of him. He was wearing his sorcerer's apron, all decked out because she had told him he looked powerful and sexy in it. They'd just come up to the third floor of the library to see what they might find. He didn't have any particular books in mind and that last one he'd pulled wasn't of much interest. "Are you sure?"

      She scowled at him and wiggled her tufted ears.

      He walked to the door and put his ear against it, but he heard nothing. Moving away from it he shook his head. "I don't know, but I think they keep these locked anyway."

      She reached past his hip and tried the handle, opening the door. "Not always."

      "We're not supposed to go up there," he said, placing his hand against the open door.

      "You're not." She put her finger to her lips to tell him to be quiet, then she leaned through the doorway to listen.

      Tal waited and a few moments later, she turned to him with a concerned look on her face. "We need to get up there," she said. "I think someone is in trouble."

      He didn't doubt her. He could tell by her tone, she definitely heard someone in need. He exhaled. "Rules or not. We have to check it out."

      She went up the stairs just inside the door and he followed right behind her.

      "It's moaning," she said as they climbed the stairs. "But not the good kind."

      Leave it to her.

      When they got to the top of the stairs and turned the corner, they saw Chresdain on the floor, halfway down the hall.

      "Oh, no!" Ambr pulled Tal by his wrist and they both ran to the elder's side.

      "Chresdain," Tal said, seeing the blood beside his head. "What happened?" He wanted to lift the elder's head to see how bad the wound was, but he was afraid to move him, lest he make it worse.

      "We have to do something, Tal." Ambr gently touched Chresdain's face.

      His eyes were open and tracking their movements, but he appeared only barely conscious. He moaned again, but the sound trailed off as if his energy was seeping from him.

      Tal remembered his healing potion and pulled the vial from his vest, hoping it might be enough to save Chresdain. "Stay with me." His fingers quivered as he uncorked the vial, but he was horrified when he looked into it. Only a few drops of the potion remained. He'd forgotten he'd used it for the scratches on his back that Ambr made when they were in the throws of passion. But there was some left after that, I know it.

      Chresdain gasped for air.

      "No," Tal said. "You have to stay with me."

      What happened to the- "Oh, no." He remembered Ambr drank the rest of the potion after him. "Why didn't I make more?"

      "He's dying," Ambr said tearfully. "We have to do something."

      Tal looked down the hall and saw a door at the end of it. "Go!" He nodded toward the door. "See if anyone's there who can help. We're going to need an elder's magic."

      "But you learned a healing spell," she said.

      "For bruises and little nicks," Tal said. "This is beyond that. Go!"

      Without another word, Ambr leapt into action, speeding down the hall faster than Tal, or any human, could ever run.

      "She's going to get help," he said, leaning closer to Chresdain. "Just don't die. You have to hang on." Tal decided he needed to stop the bleeding. He knew Chresdain wouldn't last until someone arrived to heal him if he kept losing blood. Being as careful as possible, he lifted the elder's head and put his palm over the place where his skin was split, applying pressure to keep the blood from coming out, as much as he could.

      His hand felt warm. Within moments, it was red, coated almost entirely. "Stay with me."

      Chresdain closed his eyes.

      "No! Don't go. You need to stay with me. You've got a lot of magic in you. You still have things to do here. Hang on! She's coming." He looked at the door at the end of the hall, hoping Ambr would burst through any second with one of the elders beside her.

      He heard Chresdain's breathing grow softer, weaker. Holding one hand against the elder's head wound still, he began to perform the healing gestures with his other hand, speaking the incantation. He poured every bit of his mind into the spell, and his voice intoned with the emotions that welled up from within.

      He closed his eyes and concentrated even more intensely, pushing everything out of his mind except the thought of healing the man in front of him. Ceaselessly, he spoke the incantation and ran his fingers through the movements to channel the magical energy into Chresdain.

      Eventually, he noticed the elder's breathing grow louder and deeper. He wanted to look at Chresdain, to see if his eyes were still closed, but he knew he mustn't stop what he was doing. He focused again and kept going, with the hope he might be able to keep the elder suspended this side of death until help arrived.

      "We're here!" Ambr yelled out as Tal heard the door burst open.

      He kept his eyes shut and continued the magic. Only when someone tapped him on his shoulder did he open his eyes. It was Elder Kadain, the Guild's most learned in all the magical healing arts.

      "Move aside, Tal Truswell," Kadain said.

      He did as she asked, joining Ambr's side as the two watched Kadain apply several drops of a brown liquid to Chresdain's forehead. Kadain nodded. "It's more than the wound on his head."

      "Will he survive?" Ambr asked.

      Kadain pulled a vial from inside her robe and looked at Tal. "Hold his head up, just a little."

      Tal knelt over Chresdain's head and lifted it gently. Kadain poured the contents of the vial into Chresdain's mouth, then leaned closer, apparently checking to see that all of it went down his throat. "Okay," she said. "Set him down, carefully."

      Tal did as she instructed.

      Kadain stood and turned to Tal and Ambr. "He'll live."

      Both of them exhaled a sigh of relief.

      "Thanks to the two of you," she said. "But he's suffered more than the wound on the back of his head. He's been paralyzed."

      "Paralyzed?" Ambr said, clearly surprised, as Tal was.

      Kadain nodded as she looked at the two of them.

      Tal shook his head. "You don't think, we-"

      "No," Kadain said. "I know it wasn't either one of you. The magic used on him was rare. Only a few things could have done this." She looked at Chresdain again, who was breathing well now, though his eyes were still closed. "But that is a matter for the elders to look into."

      "Of course," Tal said. "I'm just glad she found you in time." He glanced at Ambr.

      "So am I," Kadain said. "Chresdain is a good man. He's endured far too much over the years already." She looked at Tal again. "And thank you. Your magic kept him alive long enough for me to do something."

      Tal shrugged. "I wished I knew more than a minor healing spell."

      "Minor?" Kadain sounded surprised. "That's all that was? Really?"

      "It's the only one I've learned, so far. Though I definitely plan to focus on some of the more advanced ones now."

      "Wow." Kadain appeared a little stunned. "Yes. You should. You'll find them much more powerful…especially in your hands, it seems."

      Tal and Ambr looked at each other, but stayed quiet.

      "I'll call for a few of the other elders to come and help me get him to someplace more comfortable while we work to undo the paralysis," Kadain said. "You two should return to whatever you were doing before all of this."

      "Yes," Tal said, glancing at Chresdain again to make sure his breathing was steady and the bleeding had stopped, both of which were the case. "Of course." He nodded to Ambr, and the two of them walked behind Kadain and headed down the hall toward the library.

      "Oh," Kadain called out to them. "Don't come up here past the third floor again…until the trials begin. That's the end of the restriction. It's for your safety as much as anything."

      Tal and Ambr both had stopped and turned around when she called out to them. "Yes, of course," he said.

      Ambr nodded, then both of them went to the stairs and down to the library's third floor.

      Browsing for books was the last thing they wanted to do at that point, so they decided to return to their room. They agreed they'd try to get news of Chresdain's condition as soon as possible.

      Back in their room, Tal decided he'd begin studying some of the stronger healing magic.

      Ambr draped herself across the couch. "I can't believe what happened to him. That poor man."

      Tal stood in front of one the bookshelves reading the titles. "If you want my bet, I'd say Resmon had something to do with it."

      "You say that because he tried to poison you."

      Tal turned around. "Well, yes. That's definitely part of it."

      "Its a good point. You'd better bring everything you have to the the trials."

      "Yeah. No kidding." He read more titles, looking for one he knew he hadn't completely devoured, but then he noticed the two scrolls Chresdain had given him. They sat in a gap between the books on the shelf. He pulled them out and took them to the table.

      Looking up over her feet which dangled over the side of the couch, Ambr said, "Are those the…"

      "Scrolls Chresdain gave me? Yes." He set one aside and unrolled the other. Then he pulled the metal letter seal from the table's drawer and used it to hold one end of the scroll in place. Holding the other side down with his hand, he started reading silently."

      Ambr must have noticed him focused on the text, because she said nothing else, and he passed the next twenty minutes reading first that scroll then the other. He couldn't believe what Chresdain had given him. No wonder he told me not to mention them to anyone, he thought.

      The door opened. "I'm back," Lethana said as she walked inside.

      He let go of the scroll and stood up, meeting her halfway across the room. He gave her a big hug and she squeezed his rear.

      When they let go of each other, she said, "I missed-"

      He planted a wet kiss on her lips, keeping it going until he was sure she knew how much he missed her.

      Ambr came over and wrapped her arms around both of them as far as she could reach.

      A minute later they all settled onto the couch. Tal and Ambr told Lethana what happened to Chresdain, and how Kadain had stabilized him, and about the mysterious paralysis. Ambr added what Tal had done magically to keep Chresdain alive until she brought Kadain to them.

      Once the shock of the story had passed, and they'd said what they felt about it all, Tal asked Lethana how his Gram was doing. Lethana confirmed she'd delivered his letter to her, which prompted Gram to invite her in for tea and biscuits. They'd talked for hours before Lethana explained she had to go to take care of some family business. "But before I left, Gram gave me a message to bring back to you."

      Tal, happy at hearing how well his Gram was doing, said, "What's that?"

      Lethana leaned over and gave him a kiss on his lips, which turned into another long more juicy kiss on his lips. When she pulled back, he looked surprised.

      "That was her message?" he said, before chuckling.

      "Well," Lethana said. "I might have embellished it a little."

      Ambr laughed, then all of them did.

      "It's good to have you home," Tal said.

      "Home?" Lethana said. "I hadn't thought about it that way. I would like to have a home someday. Aside from my family's, I mean."

      Tal looked at both of them. "Home is wherever the three of us are."

      Ambr snuggled up against his side.

      "Your sister and her child," Tal said. "They're well?"

      "Yes," Lethana said. "The child is beautiful and strong, and my sister is enjoying her time with her."

      He smiled at her. "That's great."

      "One day," she said. "After we're done here…then we'll find our own place."

      He wanted to daydream of life somewhere in the realm, with her and Ambr, but the approaching trials came into his mind.

      "They're only a week away now," Tal said after a few moments of silence.

      Lethana put her hand over his. "I know."

      Ambr looked up at him from his shoulder. "You've learned so much."

      He nodded. It was true. The potion and months of study and practice had placed extraordinary magical abilities at his fingertips. But it had done the same for Resmon, he thought. And Brook. "I just hope I'm ready."

      Lethana kissed him softly, then leaned back a little and looked into his eyes. "You're ready, Tal."
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      "We will give you time to reconsider your decision, Tal Truswell," the Elder Omchres said, stroking his long salt-and-pepper beard. "It would be a shame for you to throw away your chance at becoming a Guild sorcerer simply to chase after a dishonest pussy. We found no evidence of Resmon tampering with the potion of learning."

      Beside him, the Elder Mognaz snickered, causing his long thin nose to snort, but the Elder Kadain elbowed him to get him to stop, which he did.

      Ambrosine hissed.

      Gasps and grumblings went through the crowd.

      "I told you," Tal said. "I stand by her. She told the truth. Why is this even being brought up now, after so long? The Guild should have dealt with Resmon a long time ago."

      The elders leaned in and conferred amongst themselves in whispers, a few of them looking out to Tal and Ambrosine. After nearly a minute, they sat back and Headmaster Zardmel spoke, "The Guild will allow her to stay until the completion of the trials." He glanced at Ambrosine, then looked at Tal. "We wouldn't want your performance to be hindered by your distracted…heart."

      Tal tried to tell which of the elders might have spoken in his favor, but he couldn't read any of their faces, except Misolra's, who made it easy for him by winking and showing him a smile. He wanted to nod to her, but knew better. He guessed Kadain was likely on his side too.

      Chresdain was noticeably absent. Tal had heard the elders had yet to dissolve the magical paralysis, but it was understood to be a matter of time. He wished he could speak with Chresdain before the trials, not only to see him well, but to thank him for the scrolls—though he knew the magic they contained shouldn't be used in the trials.

      "If, at the end of the next four days, you have failed to win the trials," Zardmel said, casting a stern glance over the room to quiet the crowd, "then you needn't decide anything. You will leave with your familiar."

      The sorcerer known as Eldark cleared his throat.

      Zardmel slightly turned his head for a brief moment, not quite enough to glance in Eldark's direction. "With the feline shapeshifter."

      Tal knew the clarification was because only a Guild sorcerer could have a familiar, officially. At least in their minds.

      "If you are victorious in these most unusual trials," Zardmel said, "in which only two aspirants are competing, then the Guild will grant you the right to claim your pet." He looked again at Ambrosine. "However ill-advised that may be."

      Just ignore him, Ambr.

      Tal glanced at Resmon, who was scowling at him. Then looking at Zardmel again, Tal stared directly into his eyes. He wanted to show the headmaster he wasn't about to be squashed so easily, or intimidated. "I accept."

      "Then it is settled," Zardmel said. "The aspirants will present themselves in the main hall on the fourth floor in one hour." He turned around and walked through a part in the elders gathered behind him, leaving the chamber.

      The rest of the elders took leave as well, some of them following Zardmel, others departing through a different door.

      Ambr turned to Tal. "That's it?"

      He shrugged. "I guess it is." He could see she was worried. "It's going to be alright. I'm not about to let them separate us, win or lose."

      "But you're going to win, right?"

      "Damn right, I am."

      The crowd, who'd been allowed to witness the proceeding, slowly dispersed, filtering out of the room a few at a time as they talked amongst themselves.

      Tal overheard a few of them agreeing with Zardmel's pronouncement. He hated them for their bigotry and blind allegiance.

      Lethana left her spot at the side of the hearing floor and joined Tal and Ambr. "I can't believe that." She looked at Ambr, and put her hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay?"

      "I should claw their eyes out," Ambr said. "Yeah, I'm okay." She turned back to Tal. "He'll win the trials, then we're out of here."

      "We'll be right there watching you," Lethana said. "I wish we could help, but as you know, it's only between the two of you."

      "I know." Tal clasped a hand of each of them. "You've helped me prepare and kept me going all this time. Knowing you'll both be there when it's over, either way, is worth more than I can tell you."

      Both of the women leaned over and kissed him, Ambr on his left cheek and Lethana on his right. He put his arms around them and pulled them closer. "That was really sweet, but how about we make it a little…juicier?"

      Lethana looked over her shoulder at the last of the people filing out of the room. "We only have an hour until the trial starts."

      "We can make that work," Ambr said.

      Tal laughed. "I'd love too, but that's not what I meant. I need to keep my strength up. I was asking for some more kisses." He looked around to confirm nearly everyone had gone. "Maybe a little tongue. The rest will have to wait until after."

      Ambr wiggled just enough to give her breasts a shake. "I hope the trials don't take too long."

      Tal watched her felted mounds moving back and forth. "Yeah, me too."

      Lethana put her arm around the back of his neck. "Come here, you bad man." She pulled him in and started giving him the wet kisses he'd asked for, backing off after a few moments to let Ambr get in on the action.

      By the time the three of them stopped, Tal was seriously considering taking his chances with a three-way roll in their room before the trial, but he knew better.

      "Okay," he said, backing away from their lusting mouths. "We should probably go back to the room so I can get ready."

      They agreed and started to leave.

      "Oh," Tal said at seeing Dishgash standing at the back of the room by the door. "Hello."

      Dishgash nodded.

      Tal, Lethana, and Ambr walked to the back of the room, where Dishgash stood.

      "We apologize," Lethana said to the half-orc. "We didn't realize anyone was still here."

      "I'm not sorry," Ambr said, but Tal gave her a disapproving look.

      "I'm Tal." He stepped forward and slightly bowed his head.

      "Yes. I know. My name is Dishgash."

      Tal wanted to tell her he'd seen her fight the tentacled beast with Gry, but he knew he'd best not divulge his scrying observations. "I've seen you before, in the library."

      Dishgash nodded. "And during the presentation of the Seven Laws."

      "Right," Tal said. "So…how have you been?" He didn't know if half-orcs went for small talk, but he felt he needed to say something to be polite.

      Ambr giggled.

      "Are you working?" Lethana asked. "Here at the Guild, I mean. For one of the elders?"

      "No," Dishgash said, then she stepped directly in front of Tal. "I'm looking to offer my services to a sorcerer."

      Tal was taken aback. "Oh, I see."

      Lethana whispered into Tal's ear. "She means her muscle, not…you know."

      He gave Lethana a weird look. "Really?" he whispered back to her sarcastically. He hadn't thought Dishgash was offering him sex, but he had a hunch Lethana felt he might have understood the half-orc's offer that way.

      "Not muscle like that," Lethana whispered. "I mean as a protector."

      Tal didn't bother to whisper. "I get it."

      He turned his attention back to Dishgash. "Sorry about that."

      "It's okay," Dishgash said. "I could hear both of you. She's right. I'm offering my services as a protector…if you win the trials."

      Tal felt a little embarrassed she'd heard his exchange with Lethana, but it was done, so he let it go. "And if I don't win? Have you also offered your services to Resmon."

      Dishgash looked disgusted at the question, then she made her feelings absolutely clear by spitting on the floor, turning her head to the side first.

      "Yeah," Tal said. "I feel the same way about him."

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "He has no honor. I would never."

      Ambr looked up at Tal. "I like her."

      "Me too," Lethana said.

      "We can speak after the trials," Dishgash said, immediately walking to the door.

      "Okay," Tal said, thrown off by her abrupt departure, and her odd behavior generally.

      Dishgash walked out and the door swung halfway closed.

      "So," Lethana said. "That was interesting."

      Tal nodded. "Yes. She's…"

      "Got big green muscles," Ambr said, wrapping her arm around his waist.

      He shrugged. "I guess I have a protector…if-"

      "When," Ambr interrupted him.

      "When I win the trials."
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      Zardmel, had just instructed Tal and Resmon on the rules for the first trial. They would go in turns, performing only cantrips or prestidigitations. Any of the magic which was directed at the other should not be seriously harmful. The goal was simple, to best the other. How exactly that was to be done or judged, he did not specify. He merely said the assembled elders would render their decision at the end of the trial.

      Tal and Resmon, standing a few feet from one another in the cavernous room, each stated they understood.

      Tal wore the leather sorcerer's apron his Gram had given him, along with his blue vest. Though he wouldn't be using much of what his apron held, he had it completely filled now—potion vials lining the front, spell ingredients tucked into each of the pouches running around his waist. He'd put a book of spells, after magically shrinking it down a few inches, into one of the two larger leather pouches, securing it with the pouch's folding flap of leather, as he'd done with the others. He knew he looked the part, and he was ready to prove he had the magical skills to back it up.

      Lethana and Ambr stood far off to the side, behind a clear magical barrier, as did all the other attending guests and members of the Guild, except the elders.

      Tal looked toward the spectators and nodded to his two women. He spotted Dishgash behind them. She held up her fist and nodded back at him. He was surprised at how many on-lookers had gathered behind the barrier. Many he'd never seen before. He heard Ambr cheer for him, as well as much other noise from the crowd.

      Zardmel stepped away from the edge of the floating platform from which he and the elders presided over the event. Suspended high in the air on one side of the room, the wooden platform had been on the floor when Tal entered, but Zardmel used his magic to raise it once the elders took their places. Now, just before Zardmel took his seat in the only chair, one of the elders handed him a note—Tal couldn't see who had passed it to the headmaster. Once Zardmel read it, he turned around and stepped to the edge of the platform once more. "Your attention again, if you please. I've just been reminded of a matter which will impact one of you. That is to say, whoever is victorious in these four days of trials…overall."

      Zardmel, took a long pause, and Tal and Resmon could do nothing but wait for him to share the news. The headmaster seemed to be relishing what he was about to say.

      "A new town post has recently become vacant," he said. "The winner of the trials, upon whom the Guild will confer the title of sorcerer," he turned slightly and nodded to one of the elders, "will take up the vacant post to watch over the town…" He turned for a moment to the elders standing behind him. A few seconds later, he nodded and again looked down at Tal and Resmon. "The town of Pole, as its magical protector."

      "Pole?" Tal's stomach knotted. That must mean Fizda died.

      Resmon turned to him. "You know it? Oh, that's right. Isn't that the backward little town you're from?" He chuckled. "I'll have to set it right when I get there."

      Tal glared at Resmon. "The hell you will." No way Gram is going to live in a town with you in the tower.

      "Oh, this is good," Resmon said. "I can see you're going to put up a fight, make this worth while."

      "Oh, I'm more than ready."

      The smug look on Resmon's face disgusted Tal. He had to turn away or he was going to slam his fist into Resmon's smugness. Not magic, he admitted, but he knew it would feel really satisfying.

      But Tal glanced back at Resmon and saw something which surprised him. Resmon's expression had changed, only for an instant, but Tal knew what he saw. Resmon looked worried, maybe even a little scared.

      The room grew dim, and Tal heard a few of the crowd of spectators gasp, then all of their conversations died to a whisper, then to silence.

      The elders' floating platform moved farther back from Tal and Resmon, settling against the wall, still high in the air. "The Guild aspirants will ready themselves!" Zardmel's voice echoed around the cavernous room, even as soft golden lights began to shine down from the top edge of every wall, leaving dark only the space where the platform floated. The lights made the room fully discernible but still only faintly lit. "Tal Truswell," Zardmel said. "You will begin, then Resmon, going in turn until we declare the trial is over. Remember, you may make use of your opponent to demonstrate your magic, but do not cause any severe injury."

      Tal had no idea where to start. He hadn't planned out a routine. The instructions for the trials had been so short on details that after speaking with Dishgash, he decided to spend the thirty minutes he had back in his room just scanning his copy of Tanner's Prestidigitations to remind himself of what he already knew.

      Resmon chuckled. "Are you going to do something, or is this it? Oh, this is going to be easier than I thought."

      Resmon's mockery distracted Tal, making it hard to go through all the possible prestidigitations in his head. He thought of a few, but they were too insignificant, under the circumstance.

      Resmon chuckled again, then he cleared his throat.

      Tal glared at him, then hit upon just the right magic for the moment. He whispered the short incantation, keeping Resmon from hearing what he was doing. As he spoke, he deftly formed the complex series of hand gestures required, crossing and touching his fingers together in various ways. As he whispered the last word, he pointed to Resmon.

      "Is that it?" Resmon said, but no sooner than he'd asked, Resmon's robe fell off him and his pants dropped to the floor. He stood in the middle of his piled clothes bunched around his boots. The elders and all the spectators could see Resmon's snug white underwear, which had little baby blue stars around the edges.

      The crowd behind the magical barrier erupted in laughter. Many people shouted jeering remarks and more than a few cat calls could be heard.

      Tal even heard someone up on the floating platform laughing. "Resmon, you're not chuckling any more. I thought you liked funny?"

      Resmon, red-faced and clearly seething with anger, knelt down and gathered his clothes, fumbling to put them back on as quickly as possible.

      The laughter from the crowd died down and they gave a light applause.

      Resmon looked up toward the elders, evidently expecting them to admonish Tal in some way, but they remained silent.

      Tal took a bow, then stepped back a couple of feat and faced his opponent.

      Once Resmon had finished putting on his clothes, he looked at Tal. "My turn."

      Tal had second thoughts about making Resmon the object of ridicule. He realized Resmon likely was going to return the favor. He watched Resmon whisper, as he'd done. He couldn't tell what he was saying, but he recognized most of the hand movements. Some were different, but he thought they must be variations used in Balkuthar's book. Okay. I see what you're doing. He waited, knowing as soon as Resmon finished and pointed at him, he needed to take a deep breath and hold it as long as possible. If Balkuthar's version was like Tanner's, it wouldn't last more than a minute. He could hold his breath that long, he thought.

      Finishing the casting particulars, Resmon pointed at Tal and a funnel of green vapor came out of the tip of Resmon's finger. It rushed to Tal and began encircling him from his boots up to his head. In a moment, Tal was completely engulfed by the vapor, which he knew to be a noxious cloud.

      One whiff and he'd feel sick and become dizzy, but he was okay. He'd taken a deep breath just as Resmon pointed at him. And now he was holding his breath, determined to do so until the cloud dissipated. He heard someone in the crowd comment on the feat, calling it by name.

      The cloud swirled and spun around him, but he could see through it, though it made everything and everyone look green. He stared at Resmon, who appeared perturbed that Tal wasn't gagging from the smell and collapsing to the floor. Careful to keep his mouth closed and his nose blocked by refusing any air through it, Tal smiled at Resmon. He knew his calm demeanor would infuriate him, but Resmon seemed unconcerned about him holding his breath.

      Resmon's eyes narrowed as he looked at Tal, then he began another incantation.

      What's he doing?

      Tal barely had time for the thought before Resmon snapped his fingers to make a small flame manifest between his forefinger and thumb. He grew a sinister smile then flicked the flame at Tal, igniting the cloud of noxious gas.

      The flames enveloped Tal, kept from burning him only by the increasingly thin layer of vapor which surrounded him. He could see nothing but the remaining gas and the growing fire. The heat felt overwhelming, evaporating his sweat as soon as it appeared. He felt his eyes drying and and his skin began to scorch. He stopped holding his breath, knowing he would pass out soon anyway, likely burning to death at the same time. He fell to the floor.

      A few moments later, as he regained his senses, he was surprised to discover he hadn't burned to death, and the flames were gone. He looked at his hands, then his clothes. The flames hadn't gotten to him, only the intense heat. Aside from a headache, the dryness of his eyes, a mild scorching of his skin, and fatigue, he was okay. He heard voices of concern from the crowd, including Ambr's and Lethana's. Blinking a few times to hydrate his eyes as best he could, he slowly made it to his feet.

      The spectators clapped and cheered, not for Resmon, but for him. He heard several of them exclaim their relief at his surviving the incident, along with others yelling harsh words to Resmon.

      "Are you able to continue?" Zardmel's voice echoed in the room.

      Tal took a breath and moved his jaw to stretch the dry skin of his face. The thumping in his head remained, but he felt he could go on. He had to, he thought. "Yes." He nodded, then glanced to Lethana and Ambr. He saw how worried they were, but he wasn't going to let Resmon end the trial.

      "So," he called out to the elders, "that doesn't qualify as serious harm to your opponent?"

      Zardmel stepped forward. "Had the flame not died out with the gas, perhaps. But you seem alright. Besides, the world has many dangers. If a sorcerer is unable to deal with them, what good is he? Are you saying you wish to concede after all?"

      Tal knew Zardmel had it in for him, but he'd be damned if he was going to let Resmon take control of the sorcerer tower in Pole. He looked at Resmon, then turned back to Zardmel. "Are you kidding? I'm not done here until I win this thing."

      The crowd cheered.

      Zardmel waved his hand dismissively. "Proceed."

      Tal stared at the floor for almost half a minute, thinking of what he was going to do. Resmon chided him for taking too long, but he ignored him.

      Slowly, he started to put together the pieces. It would need to be orchestrated just right, he told himself. Nothing manifested until it's all set up. Then a single trigger.

      He went to work, turning slightly away from Resmon to conceal what he was preparing for him. It took nearly a minute of incantations and gestures. With all done but the final trigger word, he turned and faced Resmon.

      Tal stared at his opponent for several seconds, giving time for Resmon to wonder what would be cast. Tal waited until he saw a hint of the worry in Resmon's eyes. When he spotted the moment of weakness, Tal spoke the word he'd chosen to trigger the magic, "Failure."

      Resmon appeared annoyed, but also confused.

      Tal needed to do nothing else but watch, at least until the last bit of magic.

      A breeze blew across the room, channelling cool air onto Resmon. He shrugged, but the cool breeze continued, then turned cold. Tal could see Resmon felt the chill, even though he tried to pretend he didn't.

      No cloud formed in the room, but a shower of rain began falling behind Resmon, steadily pouring down to the floor. Still dry, Resmon glanced back, then turned to Tal and laughed. "You missed." The now bone-chilling wind continued and Resmon crossed his arms to keep warm.

      Tal said nothing and continued to stare at Resmon, which appeared to have the desired unsettling effect he wanted. He watched as Resmon shook his head for a moment then brushed his nose with his hand. Scrunching his nose, Resmon again wiped the backs of his fingers against it. Tal knew the incessant tickle had started. He wanted to laugh, but knew he should do nothing but stare at Resmon and wait for the rest of the magic to happen.

      The cold breeze, the rain, and the tickling continued. Resmon kept rubbing his nose, clearly getting more irritated. Tal saw Resmon look at him just as the magical dazzling colors burst into view directly in front of Resmon's face. From Tal's perspective, the constantly moving and pulsing colors were subdued and easily tolerated, but he knew Resmon was facing their full disorienting effects.

      "Agh!" Resmon flailed his arms, swiping through the moving mass of colors before him, but they persisted.

      Tal allowed himself a silent chuckle at that moment, knowing Resmon couldn't see him.

      A split second after the colors vanished, an explosion of multi-colored confetti flew into Resmon's face. He sputtered and spit to eject some of it from his mouth, then wiped it from his face before going back to agitatedly rubbing his nose.

      Tal caught sight of the flying insect he'd summoned, a large red stinging four-winged something or other—he had only called it with an idea of what general characteristics it should have. Per the limitation of the magic, the insect wasn't poisonous, but Tal made sure the stinger put out quite a piercing jolt. He needed Resmon's strong reaction to it for his orchestration to move to the finale.

      The four-winged stinger flew directly at its target, Resmon's nose. The insect's wings beat loudly. Resmon heard it and, after wiping a piece of confetti from his eye, saw it coming at him. Instinctively he stepped back, but it didn't help. The creature's wings propelled it stinger-first into his nose. As Resmon most assuredly felt the intense pain from the insect's stinger, his boot slipped in the puddle of water into which he'd stepped. At that moment, the loud bang Tal prepared went off around Resmon, causing him to completely lose his balance. Tal raised his thumb and pushed it an inch forward in the air in Resmon's direction, giving Resmon a magical nudge against his forehead.

      Resmon fell backward, landing in the puddle, holding his throbbing nose—shivering as rain poured down on him.

      Tal growled as deeply as he could. The sound came not from his throat, but instead it filled the air around Resmon and, thanks to Tal's magic, sounded much more fierce. The rain over Resmon's face stopped, but when he looked up he saw a monstrous hideous creature looking down at him—the same one Nusme had turned into when he leapt on Resmon to show him some manners. Tal roared, and the sound came from the illusion's fanged mouth, sounding wild and deadly.

      Resmon screamed. He looked terrified.

      The illusion vanished and the rain stopped.

      Cheers and laughter filled the room.

      Tal laughed too, but only briefly. Despite knowing how much of a jackass Resmon had been, he couldn't help but feel a little sorry for him laying in the puddle.

      Resmon propped himself up and, with water dripping off his swollen nose, glared at Tal.

      Zardmel, perhaps knowing he had little choice, pronounced Tal the winner of the day's trial.

      Tal felt relieved, not just to have won, but for it to be over, even if only for the day.

      The magical barrier protecting the spectators vanished and Lethana and Ambr ran to him. He met them both with open arms and they showered him with kisses.

      "Tomorrow's trial," Zardmel said, his voice echoing loudly over the clamor in the room, "will consist entirely of the magic of potions. Prepare and bring the best three you can make. Nothing deadly. I trust you will not bore us."
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      A tall thin older woman Tal hadn't before seen stepped to the edge of the floating platform. He noticed the unusual style in which she wore her hair. It appeared to be two long and hefty pigtails, each flopped over the top of her head and dangling down the other side. A thin rod of some sort stuck out of the pile of hair on the top of her head, likely holding it all in place, Tal thought. "To those of you who don't know me, my name is Diedre," she said, looking at first to Tal and Resmon, then briefly to the gathered crowd, once again behind the clear magical wall, where they could stay safe as they watched the second day of the trials. She turned her attention back to Tal and Resmon "As you should know from your studies, potions can be exceedingly dangerous, even fatal. You were instructed to avoid those most deadly concoctions and, if possible, demonstrate potions which are more…interesting. Are you both ready?"

      "Yes," Tal said, looking over the three potions which Lethana had helped him place on the table provided for him. He purposefully hadn't labeled them to keep Resmon from knowing what they were, but the glass bottles were colored—one tinted red, one green, one blue.

      "I have three ready to show you," Resmon said.

      Tal noticed his bottles weren't labeled either, though they looked similar to one another. The corks, however, were of different heights.

      "Resmon," Diedre said. "You will go first today. Good luck."

      Resmon nodded then stepped up to his table. Without hesitation, he went straight for middle one and uncorked the bottle. Holding it up, he said, "This may be my most impressive one, but I can't help but demonstrate it first. I think you'll see why." He lifted it slightly, as if in a toast, then took a full swig from the bottle. After wiping his mouth with his other hand, he corked the bottle and placed it back on the table.

      Nothing happened.

      Tal watched him, trying to see any change, but Resmon looked the same.

      A few indiscernible whispers could be heard from the crowd.

      "Now," Resmon said. "I will need a volunteer." He looked at Tal, then turned to the group of spectators. "Do any of you have a weapon on you? A dagger, perhaps."

      Dishgash pushed her way to the front. "I have a sword! If I get to swing it at you, I volunteer!"

      Everyone laughed, including Resmon. "That will do," he said.

      Tal knew the potion must have worked. Resmon was no fool and a half-orc with a sword was no picnic.

      Diedre stepped forward. "Are you sure?"

      Resmon nodded.

      "Very well," she said, gesturing for the eager half-orc to come to the center of the room.

      Dishgash pushed past several people to get to the side of the magical barrier. As she came around it, she drew her sword.

      "Hey Resmon," Tal said.

      He looked over.

      "I hope your potion works like you think it does." Tal sounded a little giddy. He liked the idea of watching Dishgash hit Resmon with her sword, even if the potion protected him somehow. He hoped she might be able to give Resmon a slight cut at least.

      Resmon said nothing in reply.

      When Dishgash got to Resmon, she held her sword with both hands, looking ready to swing. "Which of your limbs do you want me to take?"

      Resmon laughed theatrically. "Hold on…woman? Nobody said anything about me losing a limb." Resmon looked around, pretending he felt fearful. His exaggerated performance made it obvious he wasn't.

      "Jackass." Tal muttered, not caring if Resmon heard him.

      Someone in the crowd shouted, "Get on with it!"

      Laughter from the rest of the spectators followed.

      Resmon turned to them and bowed, then he raised his arms over his head and glanced at his torso. "Do your worst."

      Dishgash looked surprised that she had permission to hit him with her sword and evidently wasn't going to defend himself.

      Tal knew she'd probably wanted to do this for a while. Everybody does, he thought. Right?

      Dishgash looked at Tal.

      He shrugged. "Go ahead. At least have fun trying. He wouldn't be standing there if his potion didn't work. Unless he was just being nice." Tal looked at Resmon. "Are you just doing us all a favor, or what?"

      Dishgash nodded to Tal and smiled. He hadn't noticed her smiled before. It was quite fetching, he thought.

      She yelled a blood-curdling cry at the top of her lungs and swung her sword like lightning into Resmon's side. The blade struck him, but he didn't budge. It clanged and broke in two. Dishgash spun halfway around, then stopped and looked at the half-sword in her hands.

      Resmon started laughing. The blade hadn't made a mark on him, aside from the cut into his shirt. He kept his hands up and turned slowly from side to side as he nodded. "You see? There's some magic for you."

      Tal, and it appeared everyone else in the room, was impressed—though he kept from showing it, not wanting to give Resmon the satisfaction. The crowd erupted into applause, all except Lethana and Ambr. Even two of the elders came to the front of the elevated platform and clapped—Eldark and Waltmort, the Protector of the Guild.

      Dishgash appeared deeply troubled at the loss of her sword, but moments later the broken piece lifted from the ground and joined back to the other half, mending itself as if it had never been broken. Tal looked up and saw Kadain. The elder nodded to him before moving back.

      Dishgash ran the palm of her hand across the flat side of her sword. She looked relieved to have it back in one piece. Glancing at Tal, she shook her head, as if apologizing for not being able to cut Resmon in two.

      He smiled and turned up his palms to signal it was alright.

      She started to walk back to the spectator gallery, but Tal called out for her to stop. When she looked at him, he said, "Could you leave me one of your daggers?"

      She nodded and walked over to him. Reaching down to the side of her right leg, she pulled her dagger from its sheath and flipped it around so the blade was in her hand before giving it to him.

      "Thanks," he said. "I'll give it back. I promise."

      "I trust you." She smiled at him, then walked back to the crowd.

      The room quieted and Tal knew it was his turn. He looked at Resmon, glancing at where Dish's blade had struck. "Not the result I was hoping for."

      "Want to give up now?"

      Tal laughed, not bothering to answer him. He placed the dagger on the table, on the other side of his potions, then he waited a full minute, doing nothing, but he had a reason.

      "Having second thoughts?" Resmon asked.

      Tal ignored him.

      Just as the crowd began to sound restless, he held the dagger up so everyone could clearly see it.

      Wish this wasn't going to hurt so much. But he knew it would be a poetic demonstration, in light of what Resmon did with his first potion.

      He held his other arm up and, clenching his teeth, used the dagger to slice along the back of his arm. "Mm. That's not fun." The pain from the cut was all too real. He wanted it to stop as soon as possible. He set the dagger down on the table, on the other side of the potions, so it was in full view of everyone. After letting everyone look at it, he picked it up again and threw it across the room to the side opposite the crowd.

      Many of the spectators gasped and questioned what he was doing.

      The cut bled heavily, dripping down his arm. Stupid idea, Tal. Get the potion.

      He grabbed the potion in the blue bottle, but to keep from dripping blood on it he had to uncorked it with one hand, which took longer than he would have preferred. Once it was open, he held up the bottle for effect, taking a bit of Resmon's showmanship, then drank a few sips of the potion. He set the bottle down and closed his eyes, knowing the potion's magic would be disorienting if he didn't.

      The pain in his arm disappeared, as did the tickle from the blood which had been dripping down his arm. He waited a few more seconds, then opened his eyes. The cut had completely vanished as had the blood he'd spilled. He held both arms up for everyone's eyes.

      The response from the crowd was lackluster, though several people applauded.

      "That's just a healing potion," Resmon said. "What's special about that?"

      Diedre, who had come forward, looked down at Tal, apparently with great interest. "No. It's not. Look." She pointed to the table.

      The dagger Tal had thrown across the room now sat on the table, exactly where he had placed it before cutting his arm.

      "What?" Resmon sounded shocked.

      "He's taken himself back in time," Diedre said, evidently quite surprised too.

      The spectators shouted accolades and cheered wildly for Tal. The room echoed with their applause.

      "But how does that affect the dagger?" Resmon said, but no one except Tal could hear him over the crowd.

      After a minute, with Diedre calling for everyone to settle down, quiet returned to the room. Tal took the dagger over to Dishgash and thanked her.

      "That was amazing," she said, her eyes were wide and the green skin of her cheeks stretched with her huge smile.

      He thanked her again as several people patted him on his back, then he returned to the center of the room to wait for Resmon to demonstrate his second potion.

      Resmon proceeded without the theatrics this time, apparently deflated at being outdone by Tal. He simply uncorked one of the remaining two potions on his table and held it up. "I shall become a giant before your eyes."

      Drinking several sips from the bottle, he then set it down, not bothering to cork it.

      Tal watched as Resmon leaned over, like he was about to vomit. He started making heaving sounds. A few seconds later he stood up straight, apparently feeling better. His stomach gurgled loud enough for Tal to hear it, then Resmon belched, which seemed to mildly amuse the crowd.

      "Okay," he said. "I think it's working now." Resmon held his hands in front of him in loosely-clenched fists, perhaps due to the excitement he felt.

      Tal looked at him, expecting him to grow to a gigantic size any moment—which would have been impressive—but Resmon didn't. What Tal did see was Resmon's head raise about two inches. He watched for several more seconds, but nothing else happened. That was it, Tal thought. His potion made him grow two inches. "Wow. I guess that's useful, if you really want to be a couple of inches taller. Good for you. But, of course, it doesn't last, does it?" Tal knew most transformative potion effects were temporary. All the books he'd read which had anything to say about it agreed on this point.

      Resmon grabbed the potion from the table and took another big gulp of it. He, and everyone else, waited to see if maybe he'd taken too little the first time. After another minute and some stomach noises, he grew one more inch, at most.

      "It doesn't make any sense," Resmon said. He picked up the bottle again and looked into it, then he swirled it around.

      Tal could tell from the expression on Resmon's face he was embarrassed and struggling to come up with an explanation.

      "You!" Resmon whipped around and glared at Tal. "You did something to it, didn't you?"

      "No. Tampering with potions is your thing, not mine."

      Resmon scowled at being called out for tainting Tal's learning potion with poison—the obvious implication. Resmon held the bottle up. "I demand he be disqualified for tampering with one of my potions!"

      "I did no such thing!" Tal said. The irony…and gall. What a jackass.

      The crowd grew ruckus.

      Diedre stepped forward. "Quiet everyone. Quiet." She looked to the spectators, waiting for them to heed her words. "This is a most serious accusation, Resmon, one with which you are not unfamiliar. The Guild will look into this matter, if you wish, but that, as you know, will take time. The trials, and their outcome, will not be delayed by such a…claim."

      Tal could tell Diedre didn't believe Resmon.

      Resmon jerked the bottle toward her, sloshing some of the potion out of it. "That's-"

      "That's all!" The light in the room flickered as Diedre raised her voice loud enough to demand the respect of all in the room, silencing Resmon immediately. Tal knew Resmon must have realized Diedre, like all the elders, possessed great magical abilities and an aspirant would be a fool to push her too far. Speaking softer again, she said, "That's all to be said about the matter now. Your accusation has been noted." She looked at Tal. "You may demonstrate your second potion when you are ready."

      Resmon corked the bottle and set it back on the table as Tal made his next selection.

      After drinking from his second potion, the one in the green bottle, Tal requested the elders allow his opponent be permitted to attack him with any magical means. "My version of a defense potion."

      "Are you certain?" Diedre asked.

      Tal leaned over and took a couple more sips from the bottle. "Any magical means, but just one time."

      "If the elders will allow it," Resmon said. "I have no problem with that whatsoever. So long as I will not be held responsible for…whatever happens to him."

      "I don't know," Diedre said. "You're sure you mixed the potion correctly?"

      Tal figured, being the most versed in the making of potions, she must know what he'd drunk. "I am."

      Diedre shrugged. "Alright. This is what we're here for, I suppose. You can't both win." She nodded. "I hope you're right. If you've done what I think, that's a difficult one to get right."

      Tal had a moment of doubt at hearing Diedre's words, but he knew he couldn't back out now. Quickly recalling how he'd made the potion, he restored his confidence. He knew he'd done it correctly.

      "Thank you," he said, before turning to Resmon. "No hard feelings."

      Tal had meant for his comment to irritate his rival, but Resmon looked overjoyed. He touched the front of his robe as he looked upward, apparently trying to recall the casting words to the spell he wanted to use. After a few seconds, he pulled open his robe, lifting it from his chest a few inches to peek inside where he must've had something with the words. "Right." He let go of his robe and took a deep stance, holding both hands in front of him. Beginning the incantation, he moved his hands around to form a magical ring, then pulled at it to turn it into a sphere. It was green, glowing with pulses of light shooting the path of the pattern inside it.

      Tal knew each sip of his potion lasted almost a full minute, and he made sure to drink quite a bit more than he thought he'd need, but Resmon's lengthy preparations had him a little worried.

      "Come on," he said. "Let's see it."

      "Resmon, wait," Diedre said. "That spell is too dangerous."

      Resmon ignored her and spoke the last magical word as he twisted his hands, fanning his extended fingers around the edge of the glowing sphere. A blast of fiery green magical energy shot out from the center of it toward Tal.

      Tal thought he was about to die, but the green flame didn't burn a hole through his chest as he expected it might. Instead, the blast transformed inches before touching him. All of the magical energy turned into a hundred green butterflies, which flittered around him before scattering out into the room.

      Tal felt elated to know he'd taken enough of the potion. Resmon appeared to be boiling with rage and frustration.

      Tal noted that the potion he'd made had been referred to as a potion of mundanity—'a means to change magic to the everyday' the book had said, 'guaranteed to keep safe for a full minute any who imbibed it'. He thought it needed a better name. He didn't think the spectacle of a hundred butterflies suddenly appearing and flying about was mundane in the least, especially since the sight of them made Resmon furious.

      For the second time, the room filled with cheers and applause.

      The last two potions met with mixed responses. Resmon used a polymorph potion to change himself into an orc, which Dishgash loved. But Diedre seemed unimpressed, and the crowd appeared disappointed that neither Tal nor Resmon was in peril or, at least, humiliation. Some of them said as much.

      Tal had to agree to take some of his last potion himself before Resmon would concede to drinking any. So, both of them took a sip from the bottle and everyone in the room had a few laughs while Tal and Resmon stood around, unable to remember their names or why they were the only two in the middle of the room. The effects wore off quickly, though, disappointing the amused spectators, and probably the more light-hearted among the elders.

      In the end, Tal knew he had won the day. He only had to wait for Diedre to make the pronouncement. Resmon seemed to know it too. Tal could see his sour expression as they both stood before the tables while Diedre conferred with her colleagues.

      "I'm not saying that!" Diedre sounded upset. Tal couldn't see whom she was arguing with, but he could see from her animated gestures the disagreement was stark. "Fine!" She turned around to face the center of the room. Before she spoke, she shook her head and took a deep breath. "We, all of the elders, are undecided as to the winner of today's trial."

      Tal could see this wasn't what she wanted to say. Several boos could be heard coming from behind the magical barrier. He knew he was being robbed of his victory, but he also knew the elders had little patience for protests. He decided to keep his feelings to himself and come back tomorrow to outdo Resmon again.

      "Some of us do not share this opinion," she said. "The trials will continue, in any case." She took another breath before continuing. "The two of you should ready yourselves to use any and all of your non-lethal spells tomorrow. The trial will test your wit and ingenuity, as well as your magic."

      Tal wondered what the trial would entail, but the elders withholding such details didn't surprise him, and he knew better than to ask for anything more.
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      "What do you think is on the other side?" Lethana asked, staring at the sheer black wall which rose all the way to the ceiling. Ambr and Dishgash were standing with her and Tal, just inside the door to the same cavernous room they'd been in the day before for the second trial.

      "I don't know," he said, then leaned to look at the breadth of it. "I think it runs all the way to the far wall."

      "I wish they'd let me go with you," Dishgash said, touching the hilt of her sword. "They wouldn't have put up such a massive wall if there wasn't something they wanted to keep on the other side of it."

      Ambr sniffed the air. "I don't smell anything." She glanced to the crowd of people moving in behind them to fill the same section from which they watched the two previous trials, but the clear magical barrier wasn't there yet. "Except for them."

      "Diedre said to prepare non-lethal spells," Tal said as he glanced to the floating wooden platform. The elders appeared to be talking amongst themselves. He saw Misolra, Kadain, and Zardmel. There were others, but he couldn't tell who from where he was standing. Still no sign of Chresdain.

      Ambr tugged at the arm of his shirt. "That doesn't mean there isn't anything dangerous in there."

      "She's right," Dishgash said.

      Tal looked around. "I don't see Resmon yet."

      "Maybe one of his potions exploded." Ambr's shoulders curled forward a little as she snickered at her own remark.

      "Unfortunately, no," Lethana said. "There he is." She pointed to the doorway.

      Resmon walked in looking confident and determined. He was heading a different direction, but Tal noticed he veered toward him after seeing Tal talking to the three women. Resmon walked past Tal, saying, "I hear the town of Pole is nice this time of year."

      Tal turned and reached to hit him, but Dishgash caught his arm. "You should save that for in there." She nodded to the towering black wall.

      "No," Tal said. "You're right. He just…There's no way he's going to become the sorcerer of Pole."

      Lethana stepped closer to him and put her arm around him. "Of course he's not." She glanced to Ambr and Dishgash. "None of us would let that happen."

      Ambr held her hands up. "I'll claw his eyes out."

      Tal appreciated all of them standing by his side. Lethana and Ambr knew his Gram lived there, so they understood why Resmon's comment bothered him so much. Dishgash didn't, but she had decided, for whatever reason, to remain loyal to him whatever happened, even going so far as to wait for him outside his room that morning, just so she could walk to the trial with him, Lethana, and Ambr.

      "I'd better get over there," he said, seeing one of the elders signaling him to join Resmon at the front of the room.

      Ambr kissed him on his right cheek. Lethana kissed him on his left one. Dishgash stared at him for a moment. If Tal didn't know better, he'd have thought her green skin took on a darker hue all of the sudden. She nodded to him. "Win," she said, then looked toward the gathered crowd. "I'll wait over there."

      Tal smiled at her. "Thanks. I'll do my best." He turned to Lethana and Ambr. "I'll see you both after. Don't worry. I'm ready for this." Whatever it is.

      Both of them nodded to him, then went to the spectators area, pushing their way to the front, apparently wanting to keep their eyes on him until he went behind the wall.

      He took his place beside Resmon, but not too close, and waited for the elders to address them.

      "I am Shagarthmon." She wore robes which appeared to move of their own will, flowing and swaying ceaselessly.
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        * * *

      

      Hedka Shagarthmon, master of figments, glamour, and phantasms. Sister to Elder Ciso, the liaison between the Guild and the Realm Council, Shagarthmon had on occasion accompanied her brother in meetings with the secular leaders, despite her distaste for it. Her magical abilities always proved useful in steering the Council's decisions to the favor of the Guild's long-term goals.
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        * * *

      

      "This behind you is of my making," she said. "It is a maze, crafted from my mind through magic. Though it was only created a short while ago, you shouldn't take lightly what you may find inside."

      Tal glanced at the wall behind him and for the first time noticed the faintest glow to the slick black surface.

      "In the center of the maze," the elder continued, "is a ring seated on a pedestal. It's merely a token, yes, but whichever of you first claims it will be pronounced victor of this trial. You may not leave the maze until the trial has ended, and no one outside it may enter to come to your aid. When you place the ring on your finger the walls of the maze will fall and all will see who has won."

      Tal and Resmon exchanged glances, then both turned to face the towering black wall. Tal wondered where they were going to enter.

      "You can do it, Tal!" Ambr yelled from across the room.

      "A door for each of you," Shagarthmon said, "will open…now!"

      With her final word, two identical portals opened in the black wall, one in front of Tal and the other before Resmon.

      "Well, go! Go!" Shagarthmon said, then she laughed.

      Tal ran to the wall and went through the portal. Once inside it looked as if he'd been transported to someplace else entirely. The walls on the inside were stone, still towering high, but fading into an impenetrable blackness overhead. He looked down and discovered there was dirt beneath his boots, and scraggly patches of grass on the ground around him. He noticed moss in the crevices between the stones in the walls on either side of him. The portal had vanished.

      The path ran to his left and to his right, but he didn't see Resmon. Had he already run out of sight, Tal wondered. Tal knew he had no way of knowing which way he should go, but he knew he needed to get moving. He set out to his left at a jog.

      Despite soon covering a significant distance, he couldn't see the end of the path. It seemed to fade into a blur at a place far beyond what he knew the room could contain. "Magic, of course," he said. Just keep going.

      A few seconds later he came to a bend. Looking down it, he noticed two more turns at the end of that path. He paused to consider his strategy. Run them down as fast as possible or be methodical, work a pattern?

      While he stood, thinking on what he should do, he heard a great roar from somewhere in the maze. After that, a deep and monstrous growl reverberated off the walls. Tal determined as best he could that the sounds came from the left path at the end of the offshoot he was eyeing. Thinking Resmon must have stirred the creature and that the creature, whatever it was, probably had been put in the maze to guard the ring, he went toward the noises.

      He headed down what he took to be the correct path and stayed on it as it turned and curved, stopping at every intersection he came to, until he heard the creature again each time. Remaining perfectly still and listening carefully, he was able to discern which route to take at every juncture, at least it seemed so, as the creature's growl became louder the farther he went.

      He employed this tactic for turn after turn, sometimes walking long stretches down straight paths between the walls before seeing any corners, but the creature continued to call him onward. Distressed at how long he'd been wandering, he began to question whether Resmon had gotten closer to the ring than he had. Perhaps this thing just growls a lot, he thought.

      Walking down one direction, Tal heard the creature again, somewhere in the distance. He realized he'd taken a wrong turn, so he doubled back toward the noise. But when he rounded a corner he'd previously passed, the trail ended abruptly.

      He stood, confused as he stared at the solid stone wall before him. It hadn't been there before, he thought. He knew only a few moments earlier he'd come down that very path, and it was open. He looked back to see if somehow he'd gotten turned around or mixed up, but he didn't think that was the case. He returned to the way he'd moments before taken to be the wrong one, just to have another look down it—hoping to get his bearings again. Another stone wall blocked his way. Like the other, it hadn't been there a minute earlier.

      "She's not going to make this easy, I see." He stared at the wall, frustrated at the realization that all the work he'd been doing to make sure he went the right way amounted to nothing. He wanted to use some magic to resolve the situation, but short of blasting his way out of the maze—which he knew wasn't allowed—he couldn't think of any spell to do the trick. All those powers and none of them can help me. Was that her plan?

      More concerned than ever that Resmon might be only footsteps away from obtaining the ring and claiming victory in the trial, Tal picked up his pace, taking whichever path he came across that didn't stop at a dead end. He abandoned all thought of making sense of the maze, of trying to keep track of where he'd gone and where he had yet to go.

      For several more minutes, he wound through the maze, quickly circling back out of any closed-off route and taking the next open one he discovered—some of which, like the others, had been closed the first time he passed them. The creature's growls became less frequent, and now he wasn't sure from what direction they were coming. Looking behind him, the path still hid any clues to say if he was making progress or if he was just as lost as he had felt for a good while. He stopped and thought through the many spells he knew, thinking again which might be of use. Nothing.

      "This is crazy!" He kicked the ground with the toe of his boot.

      He realized his frustration might be making the task harder than it needed to be. "Okay, Tal. Take a breath. Think it over. You can't just run around aimlessly. Clearly this maze is way bigger than the room…if there's even an end to it at all." He sat down and looked both way down the path. "What if I just wait for the ring to come to me?" He laughed at the absurdity of his remark, then leaned back to rest against the stone wall.

      "Ahh!" He had fallen backward, bumping his head against the dirt. For the first time since entering the maze, he saw the ceiling of the room. He looked toward his feet, but couldn't see them. The wall, black and slick on this side, came down through his waist. He could feel his legs, and his stomach felt fine, despite the wall seemingly cutting into it. He reached out to touch the slick black surface, but his hand went through it. "What the hell? I've been walking along imaginary paths…probably to nowhere." He mentally chastised himself for not touching one of the walls sooner. Lowering back to rest his head on the ground, he looked to his right and saw the pedestal. It stood in the middle of the room, a hidden room he realized he'd probably been circling the entire time. The same black wall encased the space on all four sides. There were no doors, as far as he could tell.

      Resmon wasn't there. "I did it," Tal said, releasing the frustration he'd been carrying.

      He quickly pulled his legs through the illusory wall and got on his feet. Stepping closer to the pedestal, he glanced around. What about the creature? He didn't want to be attacked from behind just as he was claiming victory. I appreciate irony, but that would suck lemons.

      Checking every side and corner of the room, he didn't see the monster. He moved closer to the pedestal, but stopped when a growl sounded directly behind him.

      Spinning around, Tal brought a flickering shield spell up—rushed and therefore imperfectly cast. Expecting the creature, whatever it was, to be halfway to tearing its claws into him or sinking its teeth into him, Tal felt relief when he saw nothing. He quickly glanced to his left then to his right. Nothing.

      The creature growled again, and he realized it was near his feet. Tal looked down and saw a small gray cat staring at him.

      Tal shook his head and relinquished his shield to the ether. Oh, she's having fun with us. "You're not going to eat me, are you."

      "You!" Resmon said from somewhere behind Tal.

      Tal turned around. Resmon was running toward the pedestal. Tal, already close to it, leapt forward, reaching for the glinting metal on top of it. His chest hit the side of the pedestal, knocking it over as he tumbled to the ground.

      "No!" Resmon jumped at him, but he was too far away. He landed on the ground beside the toppled pedestal.

      Tal rolled over and opened his hand. The silver ring was in it. He glanced at Resmon and saw him scrambling closer, as fast as he could.

      "That's mine!" Spit flew from Resmon's mouth as he lunged at Tal.

      The gray cat hissed and Tal felt its claws pierce the skin on his arm, but Tal closed his hand tightly around the ring and rolled away from the cat and Resmon.

      Once out of Resmon's reach, Tal opened his hand again and took the ring from his palm. As he slipped the ring onto his finger, the walls around them vanished. The maze had completely gone, along with the pedestal and the cat. The two of them were on the floor in the middle of the trial room as they'd seen it the day before.

      Tal held up his arm to display the ring and noticed the wound from the cat's claws had also disappeared. He realized the creature and even the injury he'd felt had been an illusion.

      With his hand still held high, showing the ring to the elders, Resmon cursed him, but the spectators cheered his victory.
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      Tal, Lethana, Ambr, and Dishgash came down the hallway in a 'V' formation. Tal, at the point, imagined how they must have looked to Resmon who was standing in the doorway at the end of the hall. Tal pictured the four of them walking in slow-motion, maybe some sort of dramatic music playing, he thought. That's how he felt, in any case. He wore the silver ring from yesterday's victory, and swung that hand a little higher as they came toward the doorway, making sure Resmon saw the ring's glimmer.

      He most assuredly saw it, Tal thought, as his opponent scoffed at him and went into the room just before the four of them made it to the end of the hall.

      Tal glanced at his three companions before they merged into a single-file line and entered the cavernous room for one last time.

      Striking a power stance just past the doorway, he scanned the room. Turning to the three women, he winked and said,"You ladies better wait over there. I won't be long."

      Lethana and Ambr giggled and blew him kisses as they backed toward the viewing area.

      Tal stepped closer to Dishgash, who appeared to have something to say. "What is it, Dish?"

      It took her a moment to answer him, but she finally said, "I have decided, Tal Truswell." She took a breath and let it out, as if getting the courage to tell him what she wanted to say. "I want you to be my first." She averted her eyes. "My only."

      He wanted to think she couldn't have meant what it sounded like. Not at that moment, just before he had to face Resmon in the trial. He chalked it up to miscommunication. Maybe a half-orc-to-human thing, he thought. He couldn't be sure. Her tone and delivery were very matter-of-fact. If she meant she wanted to be his protector, he thought, they'd already settled that. Why would she say first? Only? He let the reality of what she meant sink in. Oh.

      "You aren't saying anything," she said. "Does that mean yes or no?"

      The thought of being with her had crossed his mind, but a lot of things crossed his mind, he thought. He couldn't deal with her question right then, not properly.

      Taking her hand, he smiled at her. "Maybe we could talked about this later."

      He nodded and continued to smile as he let go of her hand and walked a few steps backward. "I have to do this now. We'll talk after. Okay?"

      Dishgash raised her hand as if to wave to him, but she just held it there.

      "Okay?" he said, looking back at her as he made his way to the middle of the room.

      She nodded.

      He took his usual place. He wasn't wearing his leather sorcerer's apron, since potions weren't allowed in today's trial and using the components in his pouches for any spells would be far too time consuming in the middle of a magic duel of the sort about to take place. He'd been advised of the nature of the competition the night before.

      Resmon stood several feet to his left, both of them facing the elders.

      "Big day, huh Resmon?" He didn't look at him, but he assumed Resmon was glaring at him or something like that.

      It took a minute for all the workers, assistants, visiting sorcerers, familiars, and whoever else were in the spectator crowd to settle down. Once they had, Zardmel stepped forward and looked down at Tal and Resmon.

      "For this final day of trial," he said, "we will use Diehl's Rules of Magical Dueling. Each of you will be allowed to use magic to directly assault the other. No spells of transformation are permitted, nor are either of you to levitate or turn invisible. I doubt those last two are within either of your repertoires, anyway. We have decided direct magical attacks are necessary, given the closeness of this competition. Fireballs and the like will be permitted, but I am…fairly certain, with the Elder Kadain present, it is unlikely either of you will perish." Zardmel snickered, which surprised Tal.

      "Actually," Zardmel continued, "I have been prodded to reveal to you that we have placed a magical dampening spell over the entirety of this room. So, it is highly improbable that any spell you cast will be lethal. My apologies in advance if this disappoints either of you. I sympathize."

      Zardmel waved his arm toward the gathered crowd. The magical barrier appeared in front of them. He then moved his hand out over the edge of the platform, toward Tal and Resmon. "The magical duel will begin…now!" He swung his arm down and took a step back.

      Resmon acted first, quickly forming a small red energy sphere and hurling it at Tal. It made a high-pitched whining sound as it flew through the air.

      Tal, seeing how small it was, rapidly spoke a few memorized words to bring up, with the flip of his wrist, a disc-shaped shield of golden light. It attached to the back of his hand. He lifted the magical guard just in time to deflect Resmon's energy ball. Sparks splintered out from both shield and projectile.

      Everyone gathered behind the magical protection barrier applauded.

      "You have this!" Ambr yelled.

      Seeing the red ball was a one-shot, Tal let his defense vanish so he could use both hands to guide the air around him. Moving his arms in a tight circular motion, he whispered the truncated version of a well-memorized incantation to summon wind. He'd planned to make use of it today, and so prepared it the night before for rapid execution.

      Resmon readied his next attack, but got distracted as the air around the room howled. The gasps and commentary from the spectators were quickly drowned by the noise of the rushing air.

      Tal flung his arms forward and the wind obeyed, powering across the distance between them and slamming into his opponent. Resmon was thrown nearly twenty feet and landed on the back of his robes. He looked shaken, but not too badly hurt, likely thanks to the padding of his robes.

      Tal, on the other hand, was beginning to feel a little drained from the magic he'd used. He expected it. He knew offensive spells were typically more taxing than most other kinds of magic, and casting them quickly, with abbreviated techniques, put more strain on the caster.  He noted he'd need to pace himself, but so would Resmon.

      Resmon had lost his grasp on what he was casting when the winds hit him, but he had a reprieve as Tal took a moment to gather strength for his next move. Even though Resmon turned his body a little to the side, away from the elders, Tal could still see him reaching into a long pocket on the leg of his robe. Resmon mouthed something Tal couldn't hear, then pulled his hand out. He had nothing in it, but Tal saw him grin inexplicably. Tal didn't know if it meant anything consequential, but he knew he had to act before Resmon had a chance to demonstrate what he was up to.

      Tal began to speak the words to invoke the spell known as Tracing Byrnes while Resmon also set to work on his next attack, beginning a new series of gestures and intonations. Tal realized by casting the spell he'd chosen, he was going to leave himself open to whatever Resmon sent his way, but the risk was worth, he thought. He was hoping he might be able to end the fight on this one, despite the magical dampening field Zardmel put over the room.

      Spelled in the old manner, the magic Tal sought to bring forth would be give Resmon such persistent sensations of scorching fire Tal expected his adversary would be unable to continue the duel. The actual damage the magic inflicted would be minimal, he knew, but the effects were undeniable.

      He and Resmon finished casting at precisely the same time. As a stream of purple energy shot out of Resmon's fingertips, Tal traced his own fingers in random curving and crossing motions in the air in front of him. A sizzling sound accompanied his movements, as he magically charged the lines in the air. With his last stroke he pointed his fingers at Resmon, sending the burning invisible lines at him.

      The two attacks collided midway between the duelists, each manifestation of magic fighting to overcome the other, made apparent only by the way Resmon's funnel of energy paused momentarily and seemed to build in midair before Tal's scorching invisible lines sliced the purple blast, splitting it into many smaller channels. Each magical assault was diminished by the other, but each still met its target.

      The purple energy struck Tal in multiple places, knocking back his left shoulder hard enough to dislocate it. As his body violently twisted from the force of the impact, his head also jerked forward from two currents of the energy plowing into his stomach. The violet magic didn't burn or opened any wounds in his skin, but the brute strength of the collisions against him felt like a giant throwing stones all over Tal's body. Sharp pains in his ribs and his right leg told him bones had certainly been broken.

      Falling to the floor, he groaned from the pain. He moved his hands instinctively to touch one of the spots where the blast had injured him, but he stopped short, finding even moving his arm more than a little was too much to bear. With his cheek against the floor, he turned his head to look at Resmon, knowing if the lashing of magical heat he'd given Resmon hadn't done its job, Gram, and all of Pole, would soon suffer under the machinations of Resmon's twisted mind.

      Even as Tal suffered from the damage of the purple blast of energy which had riddled his body with injury, he felt extraordinarily relieved at seeing Resmon flailing around on the floor, frantically touching and wiping his hands against his body in a futile attempt to extinguish the invisible fires which plagued him. As expected, Tal saw no damage to Resmon's robes, but he knew the pain Resmon was feeling would be enough to keep him from launching any more offensive spells, or indeed, doing any magic at all. Resmon would wrestle fruitlessly against the pain until one of the elders deemed to come to his aid.

      Tal exhaled deeply and allowed himself to rest, despite the pain he felt. He listened to Resmon practically crying from the magical burns and hoped the elders took their sweet time dispelling the magic from Resmon's body.

      Zardmel addressed the crowd, who had grown noisy at seeing both Tal and Resmon fall. Tal could hear his companions pleading to go to his side and tend to him, but Zardmel would have none of it, assuring them both aspirants would survive and recover once Kadain performed her magic on them.

      A minute later, Tal felt the pains in his body subside. He lifted his head and saw Kadain standing at the edge of the platform, which had lowered considerably and now floated only a few feet above the floor. He watched as she mouthed the magical words which, no doubt, were healing him and likely Resmon too. Soon he felt completely restored, both through cessation of pain and in the return of his energy. He stood up and looked at Resmon, who also was now standing, evidently absolved of the burning fires, but not of the humiliation of his reaction to them.

      The two of them gave their attention to the elders and waited for their pronouncement, though it was hard for Tal to ignore the cheers and general excitement coming from the spectators at the side of the room. He wanted his women to join him at his side to hear Zardmel name him the victor, which he felt he'd earned on balance over the course of the trials, but the decorum of the moment wouldn't allow that, he knew.

      As the headmaster walked forward, the room quieted.

      "Both aspirants have exhibited extreme magical competence in this, and indeed in all four of the trials." Zardmel held his hand up, then turned around. The enigmatic sorcerer Eldark approached him and leaned in, apparently whispering something into the headmaster's ear. Tal had rarely seen Eldark in all the time he'd been in the tower, and he knew little of him. The mysterious elder stepped back as Zardmel nodded.

      "There is a matter which needs to be settled," Zardmel said, "before we pronounce the winner of the trials…so that there is no lingering question left on the matter. We would not want anyone aware of the situation of which I speak to think it has influenced our decision as to the outcome of this competition."

      Tal looked over to Lethana, Ambr, and Dishgash, all of whom were standing in the front row. He smiled to them and nodded, still confident he had outperformed Resmon over the course of the trials. Lethana blew him a kiss, and Ambr and Dishgash waved.

      "We have been conducting a lengthy investigation into rumors circulating throughout these walls," Zardmel said, then he looked at Resmon. "And beyond. Accusations have been made, and actions taken in the shadows have even reached one of our own, the venerable Chresdain…who, I am told, will eventually recover."

      Oh, this will be nice. Tal couldn't believe he was about to get the icing on top of the cake. After all the delay, he thought, Resmon would finally be held accountable for poisoning his potion of learning and, Tal hoped, for paralyzing Chresdain, as Tal was sure Resmon had done.

      Zardmel paused and looked at the spectators and waited for them to quiet, which they did after a few moments.

      "Look!" Resmon shouted.

      Tal turned to see what he was indicating, but saw Resmon pointing at him.

      "In his robe!" Resmon said. "He has something. Master elder, isn't that what you described to me?"

      Tal looked down the end of a silver rod sticking out of a long pocket in his robe. He'd never seen the item before then. He instantly realized he was being set up, though he had no idea how the object had been placed into his robe. He slowly pulled it out, knowing there was no point in trying to conceal it. The rod had an intricate vine and leaf embellishment spiraling around it, except for the end in his hand.

      Eldark stepped next to Zardmel and looked at Tal. "It is!" Eldark raised his hands and they became consumed in a magical black fire. "Drop it now, traitor!"

      "Tal!" Lethana screamed.

      Tal looked over and saw Dishgash starting to rush across the room, but she suddenly stopped. He watched her beat her fists against what must've been another invisible barrier beyond the one placed to protect all the spectators. She pushed to her side, but couldn't get free. He looked to the elders' platform and saw Zardmel holding his hand out toward Dishgash.

      "Wait!" Kadain said, hurrying forward. She placed a hand on Eldark's arm. "He couldn't have. He helped me save Chresdain."

      Tal dropped the Rod of Paralysis. He must have used a spell. That smirk…after I knocked him down.

      Eldark lowered his hands, causing the black fire to disappear. He scowled at Kadain and shrugged his arm free from her hand.

      "This isn't mine," Tal said.

      "Of course it isn't." Zardmel released the invisible field entrapping Dishgash, since she'd apparently calmed down.

      Tal looked down at the rod. "I mean, I don't know how it got into my robe. This is first time I've seen it."

      "You expect us to believe that," Eldark said.

      Tal looked at Resmon. "I have a good idea how I ended up with it."

      Resmon laughed. "Oh, you're going to blame me? That's pathetic. You were probably going to use it on me in the trial, before I beat you so badly."

      "You didn't beat me," Tal said. "You were on the ground…crying."

      "That's a lie," Resmon said. "I wasn't."

      "Silence!" Zardmel said, hushing not only them, but the crowd as well. He contorted his hand and the rod flew from beside Tal, quickly at first, then slowing until it floated in front of Eldark. "Take it, if you would." He looked at Eldark and gestured for him to step back, which Eldark did after grabbing the rod. "As headmaster of the Guild, given the obvious evidence against Tal Truswell in the attack on our beloved elder Chresdain…" Zardmel glanced at Resmon, and Tal could have sworn he saw a hint of a smile on the headmaster's face. "And the extraordinary performance of Resmon Riasga in the trials…"

      "What!" Ambr shouted. "You're crazy!"

      "Silence!" Zardmel shouted, looking toward the spectators. "You will keep quiet or I will remove all of you." He stared at them, and after a few moments no one else said anything.

      Tal wanted to defend himself, but he could see this had been planned. He felt like he was about to throw up, which would have been fitting, he thought, given how disgusting the rigged competition felt. His heart sunk at seeing the dark soul of the Guild revealed. He knew Kadain was against what was happening, and probably Misolra, he thought. Certainly Chresdain would be. He probably knows Resmon is the one who attacked him. Even if it's only Zardmel and Eldark, he thought, the others don't seem capable of standing up to him. Or they don't want to risk it.

      Zardmel glanced at the elders behind him, before continuing. "In light of what has been revealed, the Guild recognizes Resmon Riasga as a sorcerer of full stature, entitled to all that entails. He will assume the recently vacated post in the town of Pole at his earliest convenience."

      "This is a sham!" Tal said. He looked at Resmon.

      "Tal Truswell," Zardmel said, "your fate will be decided this evening, after the elders convene in private…though I would expect nothing but the worst, if I were you. Until then, you…" He glanced toward the crowd. "You and your companions will remain on the first floor of the tower."

      "I thought the Guild was better than this," Tal said. "You know this was his doing." He glanced at Resmon, then looked back at Zardmel, who showed no signs of guilt. Tal did, however, see great sympathy in Kadain's eyes as he saw her looking at him. But she said nothing.

      "Resmon," Zardmel said. "You may take quarters on the fifth floor, if you so choose."

      Resmon looked at Tal, then turned to the headmaster and nodded. "Yes. Thank you. I will."

      Tal glared at him. You're full of crap, Resmon.

      "The trials are ended," Zardmel said. "You will be informed of the Guild's punishment this evening, Tal Truswell. That is all." He waved his arm toward the spectators, causing the magical barrier to dissipate. The platform lowered and he walked out of the room, followed by all of the other elders present. Kadain and Misolra each looked at Tal as they walked by, but neither approached him.

      "You didn't stand a chance against me," Resmon said as he went by Tal.

      Tal didn't even look at him. He was stunned. Everything he'd been dreaming of for so many years had just crumbled before his eyes. He remained in the middle of the room, staring at the empty wooden platform as the crowd began to leave.

      "Tal?"

      He felt Lethana touch his shoulder.

      She stepped in front of him. "I'm sorry, Tal. That was so wrong, what he did. And Zardmel, he had to have been in on it. I'm sorry."

      Ambr came around to his other side and wrapped her arms around his waist, putting her head against his chest.

      "I can't believe this is it," he said. "What am I supposed to do now?"

      Dishgash approached the three of them. "We could kill him."

      Tal nodded. "Yeah, but…"

      "You know that wouldn't be right," Lethana said.

      "I'd do it for you," Ambr said. "Scratch his eyes out."

      Tal looked down at her and chuckled. "You would, wouldn't you?"

      She nodded.

      Tal shook his head. "I wouldn't want the Guild after you. No. Thanks. I don't think there's anything we can do that will change this. Not with Zardmel running the Guild." He stared ahead again. "I didn't think it would be like this. It's not what I expected."

      "It's not all bad," Lethana said. "I don't care what they say. You've become an amazing sorcerer…even if they won't say so."

      "And you have us." Ambr squeezed him.

      "Yes," he said. "I don't know what I'd do without you."

      Dishgash looked at the floor.

      "The three of you," Tal said.

      The half-orc looked up and smiled. "It doesn't matter what they decide. We'll be by your side."

      "And if they decide to turn me into a toad or something?" he said, trying to put a little levity into the moment, even though he didn't feel it.

      "I won't let that happen," Dishgash said, touching the hilt of her sword.

      "Come on." He nodded toward the hall. "Let's go back to the room. Maybe get something to eat." He had no appetite, but it was something to say. With Lethana and Ambr on his arms, he started for the door. "You too, Dish."

      She fell in step with them, and they headed back to the room to rest…and wait.
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      "They'll be a while," Lethana said of Ambr and Dishgash, who left a moment before. She rose from the couch and looked down at Tal who had been sitting beside her. "I was hoping you might want to join me." She looked across the room to the bed. "Over there.

      Tal smiled at her. He knew she was probably trying to get his mind off what happened at the trials, but he also knew she was right. Being with her would make him forget everything, at least for a while.

      She moved back a little to give him room to get up.

      He stood and looked into her emerald eyes, thinking how they had entranced him, even from the first time he saw her.

      She widened them, making her look much more innocent than he knew her to be. "Would you show me what to do? What you need?"

      There was no question in his mind now. He needed her. In his head, he chuckled at how well executed her seduction was, in just a matter of seconds. He smiled at her. "Of course, I will."

      He took her hand as she offered it to him, and led her over to the side of the bed. She stood facing him with her back to it.

      She glanced over her shoulder. "Do you want me there?" Part of her long blond hair came across her chest as she turned her head.

      He was surprised at how excited her act continued to make him. He played along. "Yes. You should get undressed first, though." He stepped back to watch her.

      "Oh," she said, her expression a mix of surprise and innocent anticipation—still an act, Tal knew, but he was enjoying it.

      He smiled at her, then briefly raised his eyebrows and nodded to her, indicating she should begin undressing.

      She demurred for a moment, then slowly raised her hand to the side of her top. She paused as she touched it, halfway up her breast, then she turned around.

      "No," Tal said. "Face me."

      She waited a couple of seconds before complying, but as soon as she turned back to him, she pulled down the left side of her top.

      He stared at her breast for a moment, admiring her large areola surrounding her nipple, then saw her left hand move to the other side. He nodded, looking at the top on that side, waiting for it to lower.

      She tilted her head ever so slightly forward as she looked at him. Then, suddenly widening her eyes as if she was surprising herself, she pulled the top down to show her other breast.

      "Is that better?" she asked.

      "You're beautiful." He smiled at her. "Now, the rest."

      At that point, she actually looked genuinely surprised, apparently she hadn't expected him to hold out after her top was down.

      "Come on," he said. "Show me everything." He smiled to let her know it was okay.

      "Yes, sir," she said obediently, but softly.

      Tal took a deep breath and let it out. The strong desire building in him made it difficult to keep from taking her down onto the bed right then, but he held back, wanting to see her finish removing her clothes.

      She turned slightly to the side as she leaned over, pushing her ass out a little more than she needed to, and began to untie the laces on her boots.

      He admired her large breasts as they swayed gently while she worked the laces.

      With both untied, she stood and slipped the boots off. She looked down at her remaining clothes, then back up at him. "Almost there."

      He said nothing, but felt his loins pressing against the inside of his pants.

      She reached around to her back, apparently to undo a clasp or tie, then brought both her hands to her side and took hold of the cloth. Looking into Tal's eyes, she pushed her clothes down past her hips, rocking them slightly at the same time. Her outfit fell to the floor in a pile covering her bare feet. She stepped out of it and stood fully exposed to him, except the pink panties she still wore. They were sheer and Tal could make out the small fold between her legs.

      He took a step toward her, but then restrained himself. "Wait. We've come so far." He looked down at her panties. "Those too."

      She gave him doe-eyes then looked down at her pink panties. "Really?"

      He grinned at her playfulness. "I'm afraid so."

      She started to turn around again.

      "Huh uh," Tal said. "I want you to look at me."

      "Well." She sounded a little taken aback. "I guess I have no choice then."

      Tal wondered if he'd gone too far, but then she smiled at him and he knew she was fine with it.

      She looked directly into his eyes, keeping her head upward as she leaned over and pushed her panties down toward her ankles. Raising herself back up, she gracefully stepped out of them and stood naked before him. After a moment she said, "Do you like what you see?"

      He nodded. "I love what I see. All of you."

      She smiled, appearing completely comfortable now. "You make me very happy, Tal."

      "Believe me," he said. "I've never felt as good as when I'm with you." He looked her up and down, and she let him take his time.

      "What about Ambr?" She said. "Or Dishgash?"

      He was a little surprised at her bringing them up, but figured she was doing it partly to tease him and partly to hear him tell her she was his number one girl.

      "Ambr may have her charms, but she's not you. And I've never been with Dish. You know that."

      "You could, if you want to, you know. I'd understand. She likes you."

      Tal shook his head. He couldn't believe how totally amazing Lethana was. He hoped he knew how much she meant to him. He decided it was time to show her. "I don't want to talk about them. You're all I want to think about."

      "You sure? I could go."

      He laughed. He could tell she was definitely teasing him now. "Not a chance. You're not leaving that bed until we're both so exhausted it'll take a crazy-powerful spell to get us up." He saw how pleased she looked to hear him say that.

      "You promise?

      "Yes. Now turn around and get into that bed already."

      As she turned, he walked toward her. When she leaned over to climb onto the bed, he gently slapped her ass.

      "Ooh," she said, before crawling to the middle of the bed and rolling onto her back. "I'm yours, Tal. Anything you want."

      He quickly took off his clothes as she waited, sprawled out naked on the bed. Getting in with her, he climbed on top of her. "I want you, Lethana."

      "You can have me, Tal. Everything. However you want."

      He leaned down and kissed her as her arms wrapped around him.
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      Ambr and Dishgash had gone to the dining hall to get some food for everyone again, and more for the journey later. They'd gone earlier too, but waiting around in the room had them restless.

      Tal and his companions had decided they weren't going to stick around, regardless of the Guild's pronouncement for him, unless the Guild did a complete reversal, but they knew not to expect that. If the Guild exiled him, they'd be ready to go. And if they wanted to do something worse to him, a late-night exodus to safety was planned. Lethana had offered to bring all of them back to her people. Not even the Guild elders would venture into the elven lands uninvited.

      "How can the Guild name him as sorcerer?" Tal said, still having a hard time coming to grips with what happened. "And the last one for a long time. It doesn't make sense." He knew it had nothing to do with sense. It was treachery, plain and simple. But the drastic turn of events left him deeply unsettled.

      "I don't know," Lethana said. "Something more must be going on behind the scenes. I never thought the Guild would give someone like Resmon such authority. But then, Zardmel is crooked, and the Riasga family is very influential."

      "And Eldark."

      "He's wicked. I can sense it."

      Tal's shoulders slumped forward. "This was my last chance."

      Lethana put her arms around him. "The loss of last chances often leads to new ones."

      He knew she was doing her best to cheer him up, but he felt gutted.

      "I know you're sad," she said, "but we'll figure things out."

      "Yes, I'm sad…but I'm also damn angry." He looked at her. "At Resmon, of course. And Zardmel." He took a breath and let it out. "But mostly at myself for letting it happen."

      "You can't blame yourself."

      "No?"

      "No."

      "Well, I could've put up a little more fight."

      Lethana looked at him sympathetically, but didn't say anything.

      "I'm going to speak with Misolra," he said. "She seemed genuinely decent when I met her." Despite taking my book for the Guild. "Maybe she could change some of the elders' minds."

      "I wish you were right," Lethana said. "But I don't think she can. You saw what happened. They're turning on each other."

      "Exactly," Tal said. "I'm amazed they didn't start attacking one another right there on that platform. I saw their expressions when they left the room—Kadain and Misolra. They didn't like the way things went any more than I did."

      "Yeah?"

      "Well, I'm sure it was worse for me, but they're no fan of Zardmel. I'm certain of that."

      "Do you want me to go with you?"

      "Thanks, but no. I think I need to talk to her alone."

      Lethana leaned over and kissed him on his cheek. After she pulled back, he reached out and placed one hand behind her neck. Leaning toward her, he gently guided her forward to kiss him again. She happily obliged, meeting his lips with her own. They enjoyed each other for nearly half a minute, opening their mouths to let their tongues interplay as they tasted the familiar exchange.

      Finally, Tal withdrew, giving her one last kiss on her lips before getting up from the couch. "I need to go. Even if there's only a small chance she's able and willing to help. I can't give up without trying."

      Lethana smiled and nodded, letting him go.

      He left, taking comfort in the knowledge she'd be there when he returned.

      The walk to Misolra's office seemed longer than on the day he arrived at the tower. Along with Kadain and Chresdain, he trusted Misolra, at least as much as he could, given the limited time they'd spent together. She seemed kind and fair, and, perhaps just as importantly, genuinely more interested in the tradition of magic than her own power. If anyone in the Guild would help make his case to the other elders, it would be her, he thought.

      When it came to actually talking with her, he spent only five minutes in her office. She received him cordially enough, but said right from the start of their brief conversation that she wasn't at liberty to say much regarding the Guild's decision as to his fate. He wanted to know more and bluntly told her so, but she wouldn't relent in her refusal to tell him what fate the elders had decided.

      "The headmaster will be the one to tell you," she said. "I wish I could say more. I really do, but…" She stopped herself, looking across the room to a mirror on the wall. "I can't say more. I wish I could. But take heart, Tal. Magic stays with us."

      He didn't know what to make of her cryptic remark, but her expression was comforting. He hoped he was right in thinking she knew the Guild wouldn't be turning him into a toad or feeding him to whatever hellish creature they might have chained to the wall in a hidden room somewhere in the tower.

      When asked to say more, she again denied him, but then seemed to remember something. She held up her finger. "Hold on."

      Seated in front of her desk, he watched her look through the piles of books on the table behind her chair. He remembered the table hadn't been there when he'd handed over his book from home. He almost dismissed the change, but realized the room extended several feet deeper in that direction than it had before.

      He smiled, appreciating the fact that she'd obviously used magic to alter the available space in the room. She uses her magic to make room for more books…on magic.

      "Here it is." She turned around and handed a book to him. It was the one he had given her, the one called for in the letter of invitation the Guild sent to him in Pole—Magic Lore and Legends Down Through the Ages

      "I took it out of the library." She shrugged. "We have enough books after all. I don't think we'll need that one."

      He felt choked up, so he just nodded until he had a second to gain his composure. "Thank you."

      "You're welcome." She stood up. "I wish you well, Tal Truswell. And I hope to see you again."

      Taking her cue, he stood. "Thank you. I've valued my time here…in the Guild. I do appreciate being given the chance…regardless of how things turned out."

      "Tomorrow is a new day." She winked at him. "Isn't that the saying?"

      "Yes. I suppose it is." Tal didn't want to think about tomorrow. But he also wanted to know what tomorrow meant for him. "I'll be going, then. Thanks again for the book." Before he got to the door, he stopped and looked back at her. "There's one more thing. I've always wondered."

      "What's that?"

      "The Elder Nusme. Has he always been so…"

      "Weird?"

      Tal nodded.

      "No. He spent a little too much time delving into some of the more wild magic one could study. It was a long time ago, but I'm afraid he went a little too far one too many times. We overlook his…eccentricities."

      "I see. Thanks."

      She nodded, then he turned and left her office.

      He walked out and turned to head back to his room, but then heard someone walking behind him. He glanced over his shoulder. It was Zardmel.

      "What are you doing roaming about?" the headmaster said.

      Tal stopped and turned to face him. "What's the Guild's decision." He had no desire to discuss anything else with Zardmel, and whatever intimidation he felt from Zardmel before had disappeared along with his respect for the headmaster.

      Zardmel snickered. "Is it like that, then? You are going to ignore my questions and demand I tell you what we've decided to do with you?"

      "Yes. It's like that." Tal knew the headmaster might be capable of striking him down on the spot but he wasn't going to pretend to like him, not after what he'd done. Just looking at Zardmel was getting his blood boiling. "You and I know this is a facade. So, what's it going to be?"

      The headmaster clearly wanted to do something more, but for some reason he did nothing but answer Tal. "You will leave in the morning. You will leave the tower. You will leave Wooddale. If I ever see you again after that…"

      Tal could tell Zardmel was seething, but for whatever reason still kept it inside. Tal noticed someone approaching behind the headmaster, but he couldn't see past him to tell who it was.

      "I'm leaving with him," Dishgash said, walking up behind Zardmel.

      Zardmel was startled at hearing her. He quickly turned around.

      Tal got a kick out of seeing him caught off guard.

      "You'd attach yourself to a failed sorcerer?" Zardmel said to Dishgash. "No, not a sorcerer. A failed aspirant."

      She walked over to Tal's side and faced the headmaster. "He's loyal and honorable and a skilled user of magic. You're only one of those. I'd rather be ousted with him than here with you."

      "Wow, Dish," Tal said. "That was beautiful."

      "Quiet." She shot him a stern look, then went back to glaring at Zardmel.

      "Is everything alright out here?" Misolra said from behind the headmaster, evidently having just walked out of her office.

      Zardmel waved his hand dismissively. "It's fine. I was just telling the two of them how much the Guild would miss them when they both leave soon, along with that cat creature." His disgust was clear from his tone. He turned around and began to walk away as he said, "Better take your elf with you too, Tal. The Guild won't be responsible for what happens to her if she stays." He held up his forefinger as he walked down the hall away from them. "Six more days."

      "Ignore him," Misolra said. "He's just disappointed so many of the elders fought to overturn his decision about you."

      "What did he want to do?" Tal asked.

      Misolra looked behind her to make Zardmel was completely gone, then she turned back to Tal and Dishgash. "Feed you to one of the captured monsters we have chained up in the tower. We couldn't convince him and the ones under his influence to reverse their decision about Resmon, but we managed nothing worse than you leaving the Guild. I know that's still horrible for you. I'm sorry."

      Tal quietly gulped. He waited to see if she would crack a smile or say she was joking, but she didn't.

      "If that's the other option," Dishgash said, "having to leave isn't so bad."

      Tal slowly turned his head and looked at her.

      Misolra laughed. "She's right, though. But seriously, making you dinner was on the table for a little while." She shook her head. "But I know you didn't do that to Chresdain."

      "No. Of course not." He thought more about what she'd said. "Wow. That's a lot worse than the toad."

      "What?" Misolra appeared confused.

      "Nevermind," he said. "But I have a question."

      "Yes?"

      "If you can say."

      "Go ahead. He's not watching us now."

      "Brook. What happened to her? Why did she have to leave?"

      Misolra stared at Tal for a few moments. "She didn't."

      "What?" He hoped she didn't mean some worse fate had befallen Brook.

      "She never left." Misolra must've noticed Tal's concern, because she quickly said, "She's still training here."

      "Really?" Tal didn't understand. Brook didn't compete in the trials and he hadn't seen her for a long time.

      "Well," Misolra said. "She was, until Chresdain became paralyzed. He'd taken her as his apprentice. Made her stop working with any of the other elders to do it. He said he saw something in her. She's competent, I think, but I really have no idea what he meant. Now she's mostly studying on her own, until he recovers."

      Tal glanced to Dishgash, who shrugged to him. He looked at Misolra. "I had no idea?"

      "Chresdain wanted to be discreet about it. He hadn't taken on an apprentice in a long time. When he decided to teach Brook, it was under the condition she move to one of the upper floors. He wouldn't allow her to take an assistant, or bond with anyone else. He's too secretive about the magic he has to teach. He also wanted to make sure nobody was endangered. His methods, and the magic he tends to favor, are…unpredictable."

      "I see." Tal thought about Chresdain turning down his request for mentorship, then he wondered when the elder had taken on Brook as an apprentice. Doesn't matter, now, I guess.

      "Thank you," Dishgash said to Misolra before looking at Tal. "I would have slain the monster before letting it eat you." She looked to Misolra again. "But I'm glad you did what you could to help him."

      Misolra nodded to her. "Of course. The Guild has never been that way. Zardmel has…problems. But many of us are looking to establish new leadership. We just need to go about it carefully. It may take some time still."

      "I'd watch out for Eldark too," Tal said.

      Misolra nodded. "Oh, you needn't tell me. We've long had a watch on him."

      "And Resmon?" Tal said. "I'm sure he planted the rod on me somehow. And used it on Chresdain."

      Misolra glanced behind her again, then turned back to them. "I knew it wasn't you. I wish Resmon wasn't being given a post."

      "In Pole," Tal said, clearly upset.

      Misolra nodded. "Yes. I suggest you go straight home when you leave here tomorrow morning. The people of Pole may need someone to safeguard them against his…influence, whatever he does. With any luck he'll stay in the tower and forget about the town. If we can depose Zardmel at some point, I'll make sure the Guild considers removing Resmon from his post."

      "Thank you," Tal said.

      "But in the meantime, you should be there…to look after your town. No one here will know if you happen to use a little magic from time to time. I'm usually the one who tries to keep tabs on such activities in the realm." She smiled. "And I'm going to be very busy here for a while."

      Tal looked to Dishgash for a moment, then gave Misolra his thanks. "I look forward to meeting you again someday."

      "As do I," she said.

      "You'd make a fine headmaster."

      She tipped her head slightly for a second. "Safe travels tomorrow…to both of you, and your friends."

      Misolra stepped back into her office as Tal and Dishgash went on their way, heading back to their room to tell Lethana and Ambr what had been decided.
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      "Don't you mean sorcerer Resmon?"

      Golem didn't seem to know whether Resmon was being serious or not. Evidently wanting to play it safe, Golem said, "Sorcerer Resmon, is it really true that he asked you to stop? I don't remember the trials being that dangerous in years past, at least not the few years I overhead some people discussing them."

      "Of course it's true," Resmon said. "He practically begged me. You should have seen him."

      "Hmm. So you did?"

      "Stop?" Resmon laughed. "Not until I made him squirm a little."

      "That's not very nice."

      "Says the giant block of stone who used to pummel people to death for my grandfather."

      Golem shook its head. "That was a long time ago. I never wanted to do that."

      "Sure." Resmon opened a scroll onto the table and began to study it."

      "Did you finally get ahold of those scrolls Chresdain gave him?" Golem asked. "I thought you said you weren't interested in them."

      "I'm not, for now, anyway. This is something different."

      Golem took a couple of steps, which was enough to go a third of the way across the room. Standing beside Resmon, Golem said, "What is it?"

      "A present for the town of Pole."

      "Oh, that's nice. Am I going with you?"

      "You idiot." Resmon looked up at the towering behemoth. "It's not that kind of present. Yes, you're coming. I'll need someone to guard the tower's door." He shook his head, frustrated that Golem made conversations so difficult. It'd be good to have someone by my side, he thought, who could appreciate what I can do…or at my feet at least.

      Golem turned and took a step back toward a worn spot near the door.

      "Hold on," Resmon said. "I'll tell you."

      Golem stopped and turned back to him.

      Seeing Golem was paying attention, Resmon said, "It's a surprise for the people of Pole."

      "I thought it was a gift."

      Resmon shook his head, but continued just because he wanted to tell someone what he planned to do, and he knew Golem wouldn't spread it to anyone, since the creature talked to no one else. "After I assume my post at the tower in Pole, I'll let the people know I'm in charge. This…" He looked down at the scroll. "This will make sure no one there challenges my authority. Their town council and the city guards will bow to me." Resmon chuckled. "I'll crush any of them who refuse." He used his hand to flatten the scroll a little better. "Oh, I hope some of them refuse."

      "So, it's magic?" Golem asked.

      "The darkest."

      Golem stepped back to the wall beside the door, looking uneasy. "You shouldn't have that."

      "Don't be absurd." Resmon looked back at Golem. "I know what I'm doing. The Guild recognizes that. After all, I was the one named sorcerer." Turning back to the scroll he quietly said, "Father doubted me too, but you're both wrong."

      "Where did you get that?"

      "Eldark."
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      "They'll be fine, Tal," Dishgash said. "Lethana and Ambr can take care of themselves. Both of them can see in the dark and I bet they're both more at ease outside the city. It's only a two-day walk. You made it alright."

      "Two days to Pole, but they were heading to Cragwood first."

      "Where her people are," Dishgash said. "They'll be safe."

      Tal nodded, knowing Dishgash was right. They were sitting on the couch. Lethana and Ambr had gone two days ago to visit Lethana's sister. Her sister had sent word for her again, and Ambr went to keep her company on the journey—having always wanted to see the elven city. Lethana didn't know the reason her sister sent for her this time, but Lethana said it sounded urgent in the message she received in the birdsong from outside one of the Guild's few windows.

      According to Lethana, the bird had been trying to get the message to her for some time, when she finally happened to walk by the window. Tal was astonished when he heard that was one of the normal ways the elves sent messages. He'd never known elves could understand birdsong, nor the relationship the elves shared with them.

      "They'll be safe," Dishgash said again.

      "Yes. I know," he said.

      "They'll meet us in Pole in a couple of days."

      He nodded. "You're right. It's just the timing. That's all. Last night here, you know. I wish they were here with us." He looked around the room, knowing he may never see it again after he and Dishgash leave early the next morning.

      All of the books had been removed from his bookshelves and returned to the library, except for the ones he'd brought from home. He also kept the two scrolls Chresdain gave him. Remembering the elder's word of caution about revealing the scrolls were in his hands, he didn't want to hand them over to anyone else at the Guild, and Chresdain still hadn't recovered from the paralysis. Tal planned to return them to him eventually.

      After several moments, Dishgash said, "I'm glad they aren't."

      Tal looked at her. He was surprised to hear her say that. "What?"

      "I look forward to seeing them in a couple of days," she said. "But I've been wanting to have some time alone with you…ever since I saw how you stood up for Ambr at the hearing. So loyal. So brave." She scooted a little closer to him.

      "Oh." Tal realized what was on her mind.

      "Do you remember what I said to you before the last day of the trials?"

      "Good luck?" He actually remembered what she'd said, but couldn't bring himself to repeat it back to her.

      "I told you that I want you to be my first, my only."

      "I know. I remember." He felt conflicted. On the one hand, Dish was hot, even though her green muscular physique was far afield of what he pictured back in Pole—after his first moved away—on nights in which he allowed himself to entertain fantasies of being with a woman again. But on the other hand, he thought his life had already gotten about as complicated as it could get. He looked at her smiling back at him, with hope and uncertainty in her eyes. He noticed her muscles again and felt uneasy at what popped into his head—would she break me in the process?

      "What do you say?" Dishgash stood and opened her brown tunic, showing her large green breasts to him.

      He didn't know how to react, so he just sat there. He saw that her nipples were brown, mostly, which was odd, but he was happy to have solved the mystery he'd secretly contemplated for a while. They had a tinge of green to them as well, at least partly in line with what his guess had been.

      She stood, apparently waiting for him to accept or reject her, which struck him as strange. As strong and fierce as she was, he thought, she looks so vulnerable. He admitted he wanted her, though the feelings she roused in him were unlike any he'd felt for Lethana or Ambr—not greater, but different…and still strong.

      He looked at her breasts again for a moment, then back to her eyes. "Your first? Are you sure you want it to be me?"

      She nodded slowly. "And only you."

      He decided he wanted the same thing. "I'm honored."

      She smiled as he stood and stepped close to her.

      "We'll go slow," he said. "Okay?"

      "Slow?"

      "I mean, you tell me if you want me to back off at any point. The first time can…"

      "Hurt?"

      He nodded, still a little surprised at the vulnerability she could show.

      She looked at the bed, then back at him and nodded.

      He kissed her, feeling her breasts against his shirt. Despite her muscular build, they were still somewhat soft, though not as much as Lethana's or Ambr's. He watched her close her eyes as they continued to kiss. Reaching around, he felt her ponytail, then moved his hand down to her neck and caressed it.

      As his hand touched her skin she inhaled suddenly and opened her eyes. He lifted his lips from hers. "You okay?"

      She stared at him for a moment, somewhat expressionless, then she smiled bigger than he'd ever seen her smile before. She nodded. "Yes. Yes, I am."

      He was about to kiss her again, but she hugged him so tightly that he had trouble breathing. He managed a noise to let her know, since he couldn't get a word out.

      She let go of him. "I'm sorry."

      Breathing easier, he said, "It's fine. Just make sure you don't kill me. Okay?"

      She grinned, apparently more comfortable with him now. "You said it might be painful."

      "That's not what I meant."

      "I know," she said, then she glanced to the bed. "Show me. I'm ready."

      "Be patient," he said. "We'll get there." He kissed her lips once more then leaned down to do the same to her right breast."

      Her breath became rapid and shallow. "Tal, I need you to show me now. I don't want to wait."

      He raised his head and looked into her eyes again. "Okay. Let's go over to the bed."
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      Tal and Dishgash walked through the town gate on the west side of Pole. He waved to the half-orc manning the wall, but didn't get a return wave. He could see the guard eyeing Dishgash. He wondered whether the guard's attention on her came from suspicion or attraction, or both. Tal decided to do what he could to quickly dampen either. "She's with me." He put his arm around Dishgash to pull her closer to him, as a way of backing up his words, but he found her much harder to move than Lethana or Ambr. He remembered how he had the same problem last night as she climaxed riding straddled atop him. He'd gotten to the finish as well, but his loins were still sore from the strength of her spasms.

      First glancing to the guard, Dishgash then looked at Tal and smiled. Evidently realizing what he was doing, she gave him a kiss on his cheek. He could see from the change in the guard's expression that was enough to put the male half-orc's mind at ease…or cool his loins, whichever was necessary.

      Tal kept a lookout for Lethana and Ambr as he and Dishgash headed into town, winding and turning to make their way to his home. He wanted to check in with his Gram, to see that she was alright. He'd made a point of setting off with Dishgash several hours before dawn to make sure they arrived in Pole before Resmon, knowing the post had been given to the conniving sorcerer, possibly part Resmon's own plan to screw him over more, Tal thought.

      For all Tal knew, Resmon might not be coming for several more days or longer, but he didn't want to take any chances. Against reason, he even held onto a hope that Resmon might not come to Pole at all. Perhaps, Tal told himself, the decent elders in the Guild, like Misolra and Kadain, would do something to keep Resmon there longer, maybe even get him assigned to another town in the realm, if another post is in need of a sorcerer.

      He spotted Ears ahead. The dog was relaxing in his usual place down by the road. But instead of feeling happy to see his old four-legged friend, Tal suddenly felt sad and heavy with anxiety.

      "What's wrong, Tal?" Dishgash asked.

      "The dog."

      "It doesn't look like much of a threat."

      He chuckled. "No. That's not what I meant. He's an old friend. It's just…"

      "Just what?"

      "We're almost to my home, and I'll have to tell my Gram what happened at the Guild." He looked down and shook his head as they continued walking. "She'll be so disappointed."

      "She'll understand. And when she hears how well you really did, despite Resmon and the headmaster's treachery, she'll be proud of you. You're a sorcerer no matter what the Guild says. I'll make sure your Gram knows that."

      "Thanks, Dish."

      "She always did just want me to be happy." He looked at Dishgash. "And with you, and Lethana and Ambr, I am, happy. Very happy."

      Dishgash smiled and squeezed him, forcing out a little bit too much air, but he recovered quickly when she let go. "Your Gram sounds like a wise woman."

      He smiled as he pictured the woman who helped raise him. "She is. I can't wait for her to meet you."

      Dishgash stopped.

      Tal stopped too and looked at her. She appeared distraught. "What's the matter?"

      "Will she…"

      Dishgash didn't have to finish her question. Tal could tell what was worrying her. "She'll love you, Dish. How could she not?" He stepped closer to her and gave her a kiss. "Now come on. Let's go see her. She'll probably offer you biscuits or something. She always has food in the oven."

      Dishgash looked a little less concerned, and clearly happy at how much Tal obviously cared for her.

      A few minutes later, the two made it to the walk in front of the home he shared with Gram. Lethana and Ambr were sitting on the step in front of the door.

      Tal only made it a third of the way to the house before Ambr leapt into him. He caught her, but stumbled back. Dishgash braced him from behind, keeping the two of them from falling on her. Ambr licked his face repeatedly.

      "Okay," he said. "I missed you too, but it's only been a few nights."

      Lethana chuckled as she walked down to join them. She was holding a wooden staff that looked like it was plucked straight from the forest. "It's good to see you both."

      "That's new." Tal nodded toward the staff.

      "Oh, yes. It's from home. A gift from Thalelen, to celebrate my bonding with you. I told her she was right about what she saw in you."

      "Thalelen?" He recalled that was the name of the seductive elf he spoke to on his journey to the Guild tower from Pole. "Right. The leader of your people."

      His minded wandered for a second, distracted even at just the memory of the woman. Somehow, her mesmerizing allure still affected him.

      Lethana smiled. "I can see you still remember her."

      "What?" he said.

      "That's the same look all men have in her presence. Her power is the strongest among us. She's the leader of my people."

      Tal shook Thalelen's image from his mind and felt guilty for how the recollection made him slightly aroused. Lethana is more beautiful, he thought, and amazing. He meant it. "Ah. How is your sister?" he said, desperately wanting to change the subject. "And her child?"

      "I could've smacked her." Lethana smiled and shook her head. "Basically a false alarm. She blamed it on her maternal hormones. She said she really needed to see me, but when I got there, it was nothing." She shrugged. "Did the two of you have any trouble getting here?"

      "No," he said. "Why?"

      Lethana's expression changed. She appeared troubled. "It's Resmon."

      Ambr looked up at Tal, her legs still clenched around him. "He's already here, in the tower."

      "Gram?" Tal said, trying to step toward the door to his house, but unable to move easily with Ambr on him. "Is she?"

      "She's fine," Lethana said. "She's not here. I spoke with a neighbor. He said she went to Crowsgate to visit her sister."

      Tal calmed, knowing at least Gram was far enough away that Resmon posed no immediate danger to her. He turned toward the tower, which was visible from where they stood. "So, he's already here."

      Ambr slipped off of Tal's torso. "We haven't seen him, but that's what some of the townspeople said."

      "So, he hasn't caused any trouble yet." Tal stared at the tower. "It's just a matter of time."

      "Well, we can't let him," Dishgash said.

      Lethana stepped beside Tal and looked toward the tower. "He already has. He ran one family from their home, at least for a while. He had a big stone golem carry a huge chest from their house into the tower. I talked to the family when I found out. It was all their food. They're staying with neighbors for now. I think they're too afraid to go home, though Resmon hasn't come out since then, I think. He told them to make sure there was more for him next week or he'd burn their house to the ground."

      Tal looked at her, then to Ambr and Dishgash. "He's not wasting any time showing his true colors. We won't let him get away with it. Not to my town. I don't care what the Guild said. He'll do much worse if we do nothing."

      "You know that could mean they might come after you. The elders." Lethana took hold of his hand.

      "Maybe," he said. "But I think I may have some friends in the Guild. We'll see what happens. Right now, we have to deal with Resmon."
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      Tal stood at the gate of the short wall surrounding the tower in the middle of Pole. Lethana, Ambr, and Dishgash were just behind him. They'd passed several townspeople in getting there, most of whom paused from their morning routine to stare at the four of them walking down the road. Tal was recognized, and Dishgash could have passed for one of the town's guards, from a distance. But Pole hadn't been visited by an elf for generations, and Ambr seemed to defy the townspeople's understanding. Several of them followed the four, but not too closely, at least until Tal stood in front of the gate and stared up at the tower. The townspeople must have guessed something bad was about to happen. All of them quickly cleared the roads around the tower's courtyard. Only a few could be seen lingering, hiding themselves somewhat in narrow paths which ran between the shops and houses.

      "What's that?" Dishgash asked.

      Across the courtyard, in front of the tower's door, stood a large stone creature, completely blocking the entrance.

      "It's a golem," Lethana said. "They're almost indestructible. If Resmon has ordered it not to let anyone into the tower, it's going to be difficult getting past it. Most magic won't do anything to them, either."

      "Of course he has a golem." Tal looked up to a window near the top of the tower. "I could levitate to get in that way."

      "You're not leaving us out here," Ambr said. "I want a piece of him too."

      Tal turned around to make sure the area was still clear of spectators. "I wish there was a way of doing this without putting the town in danger."

      "If we don't do this," Dishgash said, "the town will be in more danger. He's already threatened to burn down one of their houses."

      He looked at her, then back to the tower. "Yes, and I'll take him down by force if it comes to it, but I want to avoid bringing more pain down on the town if possible."

      Ambr laughed. "You're going to try to reason with the man who tried to poison you, and framed you for what he did to Chresdain?"

      "Stupid, huh?" Tal said. "I just don't want anything to happen to my town. I know it's probably useless to try, but…" He looked around at all the houses, homes to people he'd lived among for years.

      Lethana took his hand. "We're with you whatever happens."

      He cupped his hands around his mouth. "Resmon Riasga! I would have a word with you!"

      He glanced to the stone creature to make sure it wasn't coming their way. Golem hadn't budged.

      They waited a moment, but Resmon didn't respond.

      "Resmon! Pole is a small town of good people. There's nothing for you here. Take your sorcery back to wherever you came from. This isn't your home."

      It's mine.

      Tal looked at his companions and shrugged. "How do you tell an evil bastard that's what they are, without making them act like it?"

      Lethana stared up at the window. "He's not coming out."

      Watching the golem to see how the creature would react, Tal touched the gate. He wanted to see whether the magical barrier Fizda kept around courtyard was still there. He couldn't tell if it remained, but decided to try the gate's latch.

      "What are you doing?" Ambr asked.

      "I'm going levitate up to the window and see if he's there, but I can only lift myself straight up. I need to get closer to the tower."

      Dishgash started to draw her sword, but Tal put his hand on hers.

      "Wait," he said to her. "Not yet." He glanced at Golem. "I don't want to give that thing any more reason to leave its post and come after us."

      "You think the golem will stay there while you walk up to the tower?" Ambr said.

      Tal pushed the iron latch up. "I have no idea, but I'm about to find out."

      Tal opened the gate and took a step inside the courtyard. Golem didn't move.

      Turning back to his companions, Tal said," I don't know how this is going to go. So, be ready for anything."

      Dishgash and Ambr nodded to him.

      "Be careful," Lethana said.

      He nodded then walked to the tower, cutting a diagonal line across the courtyard so he wasn't walking directly at Golem, but remaining in the creature's line of sight.

      Standing a few feet from the stone tower, he cast the levitation spell. He'd only used it once before, hitting his head on the ceiling of his room in the Guild tower. He looked up at the late-morning sky, noting there was no danger of a bump on the head. A magical blast to the face maybe.

      His boots lifted from the stone courtyard. Slowly—he'd learn that lesson—he moved up. Five feet. Ten feet. Twenty. Thirty. A warm wind blew his robes slightly to his left and tussled his hair. He glanced back. Lethana, Ambr, and Dishgash were still at the gate. He didn't see golem, so he guessed the creature hadn't moved from the tower's door.

      No. Don't do that. Several townspeople had come into the street to watch him.

      As his head rose toward the window, he made the necessary gesture to ease up his levitation, so he would stop after a few more seconds. Floating a few feet outside the glassless portal, he saw Resmon standing in the room, facing him.

      "Tal." Resmon scowled at him.

      "Resmon. Would you care to step outside?"

      "I'd rather not. Thanks." Resmon made a fist with his right hand and raised his arm in front of him. He wore a gold ring on his forefinger.

      A split second later, Tal heard a strange ringing noise coming from Resmon's hand. The ring suddenly took on a bright green glow. Tal gestured with his hand just in time to drop himself from in front of the window as a green blast of energy shot at him from Resmon's ring, then a second one shot out, grazing his shoulder.

      As he rushed downward—the top of his shoulder burned, but not enough to keep him from carrying on—he glanced behind him, to see if Resmon's attack had hurt any of the townspeople on the the few hills he knew were high enough to be in the line of fire.

      The green blast struck one home, which sat atop a hill overlooking the center of town and the tower. The house was his. Thankfully, Gram had gone out of town to visit her sister, he thought. He knew no one had been hurt, but the magical energy seemed to have done considerable damage to the side of the house, where his own room was situated. He noticed the roofline shift downward about a foot.

      "Tal!" Lethana called out to him. He looked down and saw her going through the gate into the courtyard. Ambr and Dishgash followed her. He wanted to stop them, but he had to concentrate on Resmon to keep him from doing more damage to the town or blasting him out of the air.

      Noting how narrow the blasts from Resmon's ring looked, Tal conjured the disc-shaped shield that fixed to the back of his hand. He would be able to deflect the attack from the ring with it, he thought, hopefully sending the energy in a direction that posed no danger to the town. He rose back to the window before Resmon came to it to strike him from above.

      Holding his magical shield in front of him, Tal looked into the window, expecting Resmon to blast him again with the ring, but that didn't happen.

      Resmon was doubled over and screaming in pain. With one arm, he was holding the other. The hand on which Resmon wore the ring looked severely injured, as if the green energy blast had surged when it came out of the ring, burning his hand and wrist. Seeing Tal, Resmon stopped screaming and let go of his arm. It dangled by his side as he breathed heavily before charging Tal. He came at him with his undamaged hand up like he meant to hit Tal with it.

      Tal noted the gap between him and the tower, at least three feet. He waited for Resmon to come to him, knowing Resmon wouldn't be able to get to him without falling out of the tower.

      Resmon evidently realized it too, and halted his charge abruptly. He scrambled to stay on his feet and managed to keep upright, but his impulsive move had given Tal enough time to ready another spell.

      Tal decided to make use of the long narrow tapestry hanging on the wall behind Resmon. Keeping the magical shield on his left hand, to deal with whatever Resmon next attempted, he spoke an incantation and began to manipulated the woven piece to his will.

      Resmon apparently didn't see it coming. The tapestry fell down from the wall and quickly wrapped itself around him, binding his arms to his body. Tal clenched his right hand and held the fist tight, forcing the material to hold Resmon. Tal knew as long as he kept his hand closed, whether in his sight or not, the animated wall decor would keep Resmon trapped.
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      Tal looked down to see if his companions were alright, but he could only partly see Lethana and Ambr. They were close to the tower's door, which had a large stone overhang. He couldn't see Dishgash, but he heard her battle cries. Lethana held her staff at the end with both hands and was swinging it toward the door, undoubtedly at the stone golem. Ambr was panting, apparently winded from what must have been a flurry of attacks with her claws. As best as Tal could tell, Lethana and Ambr didn't seem hurt, and Dishgash sounded like nothing was slowing her down.

      He wanted to keep an eye on Resmon, but felt the urge to get down to the ground to help his companions. Maybe the golem isn't fighting them. If it's as indestructible as I've heard, Tal thought, it might just be standing there. Oh, I hope so.

      Tal glanced at Resmon to make sure he hadn't freed his arms, which Tal knew Resmon needed to cast spells of any consequence. The tapestry still had Resmon bound, though the look he was giving Tal certainly would've killed if it was in Resmon's power to do so.

      Tal relinquished the magical shield from his left hand and gestured to lower himself toward the ground. He kept his right hand clenched to keep Resmon secured. "Are you three okay?"

      They didn't answer, and he could see from Lethana swinging her staff and Ambr leaping toward the door that the fight continued.

      Just as Resmon went out of view, Tal heard him whispering something. He couldn't make out what Resmon was saying. He'd never heard the language before. Tal paused the gestures of his left hand, uncertain whether he should rise to see Resmon or lower himself the rest of the way to confirm the women were indeed the only ones attacking.

      In that moment, a hideous black thing flew out the window.

      Tal looked up at it. The creature had slick leathery wings, which fanned out like those of a bat, and it was shockingly thin, bones visible through its skin. Curved black claws extended from its disproportionately long arms and legs. Tal kept his right hand closed, even though it seemed Resmon was capable of summoning such a creature with a whisper. He didn't want to risk Resmon getting his hands free and doing more magic.

      Tal prepared to cast an attack with his left hand, but he needed to get to the ground first. He accelerated his decent, then dropped the levitation spell entirely when he came within three feet of the ground. The fall jarred him a little, but he still kept his right hand closed.

      Lethana looked up at the flying creature. "What is that?"

      "A demon, I think," Tal said. "I'm not sure, but I have Resmon under control. I think." He held up his right hand to show her what he meant. "Are the three of you alright?"

      "Yes," she said. "It hasn't moved, but everything we do to it is useless. Our weapons won't scratch it, and even my elven magic has no effect on it. Watch out!"

      Tal looked up to where Lethana pointed, but a flying creature, a second one, struck him, knocking him onto his back. The unexpected blow caused his right hand to loosen. He felt the loss of control over the tapestry. The magic had ended. Resmon was free.

      Still on his back, Tal saw two more such creatures fly out the tower window. One of them headed toward the surrounding houses. The other circled overhead, apparently lining up to attack Tal and his companions.

      Tal stood up. "Ambr! Dish! If the golem isn't fighting, leave it be. We have more trouble above."

      "Right," Ambr said, doing a stretched-out back handspring, to get away from the golem. She looked up. "Oh, that's not good at all."

      Dishgash yelled once more, and Tal heard the clang of her sword against the golem's dense stone body. A moment later, she stepped over to join the others. "I can't cut it. If I hit it any harder, my sword will break again."

      Tal gestured to one of the three black creatures flying overhead. "Try it on one of those when it gets close enough. But be careful, all of you. Those claws look sharp."

      "These claws are sharp," Ambr said, holding her arms up to show them. She watched one of the flying demons for a moment, moving her head to follow its movements, then she crouched, coiled to spring. "Here it comes."

      As the demon flew down in a dive toward Dishgash, Ambr leapt onto it, wrapping her legs around it so she could hang below it. It turned upward, taking her high into the air. Her arms almost in a blur, she viciously ripped into the neck of the monster with her razor-sharp claws. She stayed with it as it fell toward the ground, hugging it with her legs and thrusting the speared tips of her fingers into it. The demon's dark blood sprayed from its mangled neck, but Ambr kept attacking, and the two of them continued to plummet. Just before the demon slammed into the ground, Ambr leapt clear of it and tumbled, flipping and then rolling, until she'd used up the momentum. The black winged creature split open in several places as it hit the stone courtyard, sending dark blood outward in all directions.

      Tal felt pulled in too many directions. He wanted to stop the errant demon from attacking the townspeople. He knew he needed to stay put to help Lethana, Ambr, and Dishgash fight the two demons flying overhead. But Resmon wouldn't let their distraction go to waste, he thought. If he didn't go after him soon, Resmon might unleash more threats to the town, or attack him and his companions when they weren't looking. Tal glanced at Ambr and knew she was okay. "Lethana, Dishgash, can you two keep them at bay while I deal with Resmon?"

      Dishgash held her sword in front of her as she looked up. "I'll do better than that. As soon as one of them comes down here, I'll split it in half."

      "Go, Tal," Lethana said. "You need to stop him before he does more."

      He nodded to her and ran to the side of the tower and began to levitate again.

      "Duck!" Tal was only a foot off the ground when he heard the familiar woman's voice from his right.
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      A crackling orange streak of energy shot by Tal and struck one of the demons as it was swooping down at Lethana. She hadn't seen the foul beast flying toward her, but the orange blast knocked the creature from its path. It continued flying, but from its erratic movement, it clearly had been badly hurt.

      Tal looked to his right and saw Brook walking toward him. "Good timing," he said as he continued to levitate. "What are you doing here?"

      "Chresdain. I'll tell you later," Brook said. "But Resmon's on his own now, as far as the Guild. Is he up there?"

      Chresdain's recovered. Good.

      "Yes. But help them." He nodded toward Lethana and Dishgash, and Ambr, who had returned to their side to face the next flying monster that came within reach.

      "I'll help them take down these two demons, then join you."

      "There's a third!" Tal had almost risen to the window, but he saw Brook look back at him and he pointed toward the houses, where he'd seen the other demon go."

      "Got it!" She raised her hand to signal she'd heard him.

      With his magical shield held in front of him again, Tal moved up to the opening at the top of the tower and looked into the room, expecting Resmon to throw a fireball or shoot a blast of energy at him. But what he saw was more troubling.

      Resmon stood to the side of the room in the midst of a complex combination of several floating semi-transparent magical circles, some vertical, others parallel to the floor but running through his torso. Tal had never seen nor read of such a spell, but the scope of it and the fact that Resmon was speaking in a deep demonic-sounding voice told him he shouldn't let Resmon complete whatever it was he was doing.

      Still floating outside the open portal, Tal hurried to ready an attack. Resmon didn't seem to be looking at him, for which Tal was thankful, but Tal knew he had to interrupt the magic encircling Resmon. If he's been casting the same spell all this time, Tal thought, it must be something terrible.

      Regaining his focus, Tal finished the incantation to form a ball of blue lightning in the palm of his hand. He couldn't believe it, but Resmon's eyes were still closed. Tal had a chance to take Resmon out while he was still in the midst of casting the demonic spell.

      Tal concentrated on the blue orb, bringing the charge as high as he could manage. When he began to feel the electricity seep from the magical containment field into his arm, he threw the charged blue ball at Resmon, aiming for his chest. Arcs of electricity shot out from the sphere to various points around the room as it sped toward Resmon.

      Tal had thrown it well. The charged orb hit dead center, exploding into a blinding flash of sparks and ripping currents that surged into several sections of wall around the room. Tal turned his head and averted his eyes to guard them from the intense light. The room flickered brightly as he continued to look away. He knew he'd stopped Resmon, and now only waited to see what the scene looked like once the crackling display of lights dissipated.

      A moment later, the energy from his magical sphere of electricity had completely subsided, and he turned to see what condition Resmon was in, or what remained of his body. Tal nearly dropped his levitation spell as the shock of what he saw shook him to the core.

      Resmon remained standing in the midst of the magic circles. He appeared entirely unscathed by Tal's attack.

      How?

      Resmon opened his eyes and laughed as he stared at Tal.

      Tal knew he had to do something else, but wasn't sure what magic packed a greater punch than the one he'd just used. If it did nothing to him, he thought, there may not be a way to stop him.

      Resmon continued laughing for a few seconds as Tal stared at him. Resmon stepped back as the vertical circle of magic blackened, obscuring everything behind it from Tal's view, including Resmon.

      The blackness deepened and Tal realized it was an opening into another realm. A foul wind blew out from the black otherworld. He heard a demonic roar, the likes of which he could never have imagined in his worst nightmares.

      What dark sorcery is this?

      Walking out from behind the disc of blackness, Resmon began laughing again. He was looking at Tal, and seemed confident the beast he'd summoned would end the fight once and for all.

      Tal glanced down to his companions and saw they had killed another one of the flying demons. He didn't see Brook and wondered if she had gone after the one he'd seen flying out over the town. Turning back to the black portal, he worried that if he couldn't stop whatever came out of the otherworldly pit, Pole would suffer catastrophic losses.
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      Tal girded himself mentally, knowing he had to face down whatever emerged from the blackness. As he heard the creature roar again, he looked at Resmon who appeared to be in the middle of casting another spell, though he could see Resmon was having trouble performing the gestures because of the severe injury to his hand from the magic ring he used earlier. For a brief moment, Tal wondered how Resmon could possibly manage to cast anyway, while keeping the dark portal open. But he realized, a magic powerful enough to protect Resmon from the lightning sphere and now hold open a door to another realm must have come from more than Resmon's own abilities. Tal knew Resmon must've drawn it from something he acquired from Eldark or Zardmel, as he was surely in league with them.

      With little time to cast anything which might possibly test the resilience of the magic circles protecting Resmon—Tal being fairly sure the dark spell had blocked his ball of electricity—he quickly took a page from Tanner's Prestidigitations. Remembering the notion that a little bit of magic can have a large effect, he inflicted the chosen prestidigitation on Resmon. It worked.

      Knowing the roaring beast might come out at any moment, Tal allowed himself only momentary amusement as Resmon began to hiccup uncontrollably.  But the small invocation of magic had done what it needed to do. Despite repeated efforts, Resmon couldn't finish his incantation, and his loss of focus made him completely lose whatever new spell he had been trying to cast.

      Tal's grin fell and he was filled with fear as the monstrous beast leapt out of the black portal toward him. The creature had the face of evil. Soot black with a hundred eyes of blood staring death at Tal, its huge mouth opened wide as it flew toward him to devour him.

      Lost in the fierce stare of its eyes, Tal had no thought to raise the magical shield he'd had a moment before. The terror the beast poured into Tal made him lose focus of everything else. Gone was the disc-shaped shield that had been affixed to his hand. But it would have proved useless to stop the creature, even if Tal had managed to keep it with him.

      As the massive black beast crashed through the stone wall of the tower toward Tal, it was the all-consuming fear it had forced on him with its demonic eyes which saved Tal at the very instant the monster would have torn into him with its powerful jaw and myriad razor-sharp jagged teeth. The creature inches from taking Tal's life, his levitation spell collapsed. The beast soared over his head past him, and Tal plummeted to the ground.

      He felt bones crack as his body slammed into the stone courtyard. The pain was excruciating. He almost lost consciousness, and certainly would have died were it not for Dishgash.

      Reeling from the pain throughout his body, he turned his head and saw her looking over him. He realized her arms were under him, with one of her hands cupping the back of his head. He knew she leapt to break his fall, as much as she could. She'd saved him, but didn't think he would be able to get up. The pain was too great.

      "Tal," Dishgash said, a tear in her eye. "Don't die."

      Her bluntness made him chuckle. He winced from the movement it caused against his ribs. "I won't. I promise."

      He tried to look behind her, but couldn't. "Are the others?"

      "They're both fine," Dishgash said. "And that other woman."

      "Brook."

      Dishgash nodded. "The three of them can take out the last demon.

      Tal shook his head, meaning to tell her that wasn't the last one.

      "Resmon?"

      He shook his head again, then tipped it slightly to see past her. He was looking for the monster which had nearly killed him. The terror in him was gone, and he knew now it had been put into him with some supernatural power, though he admitted the beast was scary as hell.

      He spotted the monster over one of the town's houses. The creature was circling back toward the courtyard. Tal was saddened to see it had already done heavy damage to the roofs of at least two houses, homes to people he knew.

      "Of course it flies too," he said quietly to himself.

      "What did you say?" Dishgash asked, leaning closer to him.

      He nodded in the monster's direction. He took a breath to gather some strength before speaking. "Resmon won't be able to cast anything for several more minutes, but that'll be the end of us all if we don't take it down first."

      Dishgash looked up and saw the monster flying toward them. It was still quite a distance from them, but appeared to be coming quickly. "That's three times the size of the one I fought with Gry." She glanced back to her sword. She'd dropped it as she dove to catch Tal. "I'm not sure if we can take it down on our own." She looked at him. "Can you stand, or cast anything at it?"

      The creature roared and the sound echoed across the valley of the town.

      For the first time, Tal saw real fear in Dish's eyes. He realized, despite the danger, he must use the magic from the scrolls Chresdain gave to him. He knew he couldn't cast with his hands. He couldn't even feel his fingers. But I can read from the scrolls, he thought, and invoke the wild magic I thought I'd never try to use.

      He looked down at the large leather pouch on his left hip. "There's a folded scroll in there. I need it."

      Dishgash looked at the cover securing the compartment, then gently slid her hand out from under his back. Reaching down, she unfastened the closure and opened the pouch.

      "Hurry," Tal said, watching the beast fly closer.

      She pulled out the scroll and unfolded it one-handed.

      "Quick," he said. "Put my head down and unroll it. I need to read it aloud."

      She did as he asked.

      "Tal!" Ambr knelt at his side. "You're hurt."

      "Yeah," he said. "I'll live, but only if that doesn't get us." He glanced up to the beast which had detoured and was now crashing through the corner of one of the shops on the street surrounding the tower courtyard.

      Townspeople were screaming in terror as they ran to get as far from the monster as possible.

      "Hold it up so I can read it," he said in a tone of urgency.

      A loud blast sounded from somewhere behind Dishgash.

      "What's that?" he asked, unable to see was happening behind her.

      Ambr looked back. "Brook. She's trying to shoot the last demon out of the sky, the last small one, that is. Lethana's helping her with her staff, but the thing is flying higher now."

      Tal wondered for a moment what Ambr meant by saying Lethana was helping with her staff, but he dropped the thought, knowing he had to read the scroll before it was too late.

      Dishgash had it open and was holding it up so he could see it.

      Tal scanned the text to make sure he got the right part to read—too little and nothing would happen, too much would mean chaos. Some of it didn't even make sense to him, but after a moment, he was satisfied he understood what he needed to use the magic without making things worse…hopefully, he thought.

      "Call the monster closer," he said.

      "What?" Ambr sounded more than uneasy with his request.

      "It needs to be closer," Tal said. "I can't use this when it's over any of the houses or people."

      "What about us?" Ambr asked.

      Tal glanced in the direction of the tower's door. "The overhang. You'll be safe there."

      "With the golem?" Ambr shook her head.

      "It'll never attacked you." Tal knew if the golem hadn't fought back against them, and hadn't come to Resmon's aid, it would leave them alone so long as they didn't try to get through the door to the tower. "Don't go into the tower. It's only there to keep people out."

      Ambr looked back toward the door.

      "Just do it," Tal said. "Get its attention. Call the beast this way, then go. I know what I'm doing."

      Ambr narrowed her eyes at him, clearly hating what he was telling her to do. He knew she wanted nothing more than to stay by her side, but he couldn't have that. He knew it was too risky.

      She walked out into the courtyard and started waving her arms, screaming at the giant creature. She jumped up and down and continued yelling at it. After several more seconds, she stopped and ran back to Tal's side. "It worked." Sounding extremely worried, she said, "It's coming."

      "Good," Tal said. "Now go. And make Lethana and Brook do it too. Please. Make sure you all are under that stone overhang. And stay there. Dish will stay to protect me."

      Ambr stared at him, but he gave her a stern look and insisted again she had to go. She quickly kissed him on his forehead then left him there with Dishgash.

      Tal looked at Dishgash. "Okay. Let's do this."

      She held the scroll up again for him to read it aloud.

      "When I finish reading," he said. "I want you to get over there with the others as fast as you can. No questions asked. Got it?"

      "No! I'm not leaving you out here for…whatever it is you're doing."

      "I'm not giving you a choice. I have to know you're safe. I'll be fine. The chances of anything coming down on-" He stopped himself. "Just do what I'm telling you and make sure you stand under that stone with them."

      Dishgash shrugged, but said nothing.

      Tal glanced to the flying creature. It roared again, whipping a long black tail which Tal hadn't seen before. He could hear its wings flapping now.

      A few more seconds and it'll be close enough, he thought. He began to read aloud from the scroll. The words sounded strange. He knew what he was saying, but the language, though legible to him on the page, was one he'd never heard spoken before. Such was the magic of the scroll, he thought. He read on, pausing near the end of the requisite passage until the monster was nearly overhead. As the beast's wings forced a warm wind down onto him and Dishgash, Tal spoke the final words from the scroll.

      He looked at Dishgash. "Go! Run!"

      A thunderous boom sounded high above them and the monster circling them from the air.

      "Tal! Dish!" Ambr and Lethana called for them both.

      "Stay there!" he yelled back to them, then he looked at Dish again and spoke softly, "But you need to go, now."

      She stared back into his eyes. "I'm staying with you."

      The sky lit up with a blinding light and then boomed again, echoing across the town. Thick clouds formed in a matter of a few seconds. The sky became black and the town faded to the darkness of midnight.

      "No. You have to go. Now. Please."

      "You're my one and only," she said, and she stayed by his side.

      Tal heard the sound of the first boulder falling, ripping through the clouds with a sound like the siren roar of a tornado.

      Dishgash leaned her body over his and continued to look into his eyes.

      The first giant rock slammed into the outer edge of the cobblestone courtyard, obliterating the smaller carefully laid pieces of smooth stone. Fragments of them, and of the massive boulder, flew out in every direction. Tal could see the huge smoldering rock half buried into the courtyard. The boulder glowed like the ambers in a long-burned fire.

      Dishgash put her arm past Tal's head to block one of the shards.

      He saw the muscles in her face twinge but she said nothing. "You should be over there with the others."

      She shook her head slowly and smiled at him.

      As they looked into each other's eyes, more fiery boulders hurtled down from the sky, each of them crashing into the courtyard. The debris showered down over Dishgash, and some over Tal where she couldn't shield him fully with her own body. The air grew thick with dust and smoke, and Tal heard the other women screaming for the two of them to get to safety.

      The barrage of giant stones lasted only a few more seconds, but Tal heard a monstrous cry of anguish from the sky as the last boulder crashed down. After several moments, the dust began to settle and he managed to turn his head enough to see the demonic beast crushed beneath a huge stone, half the creature's long tail sticking out from under it.

      "You did it," Dishgash said to him.

      He looked at her. "Are you alright?"

      "I'll be fine." She leaned over and kissed him.

      A moment later, they both heard Lethana, Ambr, and Brook running over to them.
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      After Lethana, Ambr, and Brook expressed their relief at seeing Tal and Dishgash survived the hail of fiery boulders brought down by the wild magic of the scroll, they set about tending to the two of them. The wounds on Dish's back and arm were minor, and she insisted she didn't need any help, but Brook gave her one of the three healing potions she had and told Dishgash to drink it. She did. Ambr knelt beside Tal and held his hand as Lethana touched his head with the end of her staff and began to speak in the elven tongue. He didn't know what she was saying, but he began to feel slightly better, though still not able to get up or move his injured leg or his hands.

      Brook took a second healing potion from the bag slung over her shoulder and poured it into his mouth, after Dishgash lifted his head a little. When he'd finished it, she gave him another, her last one. With the potions and Lethana's elven magic working, Tal felt his bones mending and most of the aches in his body subsided. After a few more seconds, the feeling returned to his fingers.

      He tried to stand, but was a little shaky. Dishgash helped him to his feet.

      "I'm okay now. Thanks," he said. "All of you alright?" He looked at each of the women.

      Brook and Ambr nodded, then Lethana said, "You were right about the golem. It let us stand there. It didn't even move, though I think I heard it say hello once, while the stones were falling from the sky.

      "Tal!" Resmon screamed from the top of the tower. "I'm going to kill you!"

      All of them looked up. Resmon was standing on a pile of loose rubble in the large hole the demon had smashed through the tower's wall.

      Ambr crouched like she was going to attack him, but she clearly had no immediate way of reaching the top of the tower. Lethana lifted her staff toward Resmon and spoke in the elven tongue. Dishgash stood slightly in front of Tal, evidently meaning to guard him from whatever attacked Resmon was about to unleash. Brook cast a magical barrier around herself and her companions, and in the few seconds it took all of them to act, Tal called forth a blue sphere of lightning to his right hand. It crackled and glowed as he prepared to hurl it toward the opening near the top of the tower.

      Resmon invoked his own magic. He raised his hands overhead and slammed the sides of his fists together. A loud crack echoed down into the courtyard as a bright red light grew from between his hands. He pulled them apart, and the red light coalesced in the palm of each of his hands. A split second later he was holding two fireballs. Resmon flung one down at Tal, but it struck the magical green barrier Brook had erected. The fireball flashed as it scattered into the air around Tal and the others.

      The green field collapsed, as Brook evidently couldn't maintain it long.

      Resmon screamed in rage at seeing his attack thwarted. He raised his other hand to throw the second fireball.

      Before Resmon let it loose, the blue ball of lightning Tal shot toward him exploded, filling Resmon with enough juice to cause his body to stiffen then convulse violently. The fireball he meant to throw faded as it fell harmless to the courtyard below. Resmon's body continued to spasm from the charge coursing through it. As the last portion of electricity ran out of him and into the stone around him, he stepped onto some of the loose debris from the collapsed wall. Staggering for a moment, trying to regain his balance, he reached for the broken wall. The hand he used to brace himself bore the magic ring, and the damage it had done to his hand made his grip too weak to hold onto the edge of the opening in the stone wall. Resmon's fingers slipped from the rough edge of the stone and he fell from the tower.

      Tal and the others recoiled instinctively at seeing Resmon hit the stone courtyard. He'd fallen head first, but flipped in the air by chance, so that he landed on his back, much as Tal had—though no one was there to break Resmon's fall.

      They waited to see whether Resmon had survived. His legs had struck the ground first, probably shattering every bone in them. Then his back hit, but he was slumped over when it did, and somehow one of his arms whipped around from the impact and ended up behind his head to cushion the blow to his skull.

      After several seconds, they heard Resmon moan. Tal stepped closer to him and leaned down to looked at his face.

      Resmon opened his eyes, looking at Tal with a burning hatred. Clawing at the ground, Resmon tried to push himself up to his knees. He looked over to the tower's doorway at Golem, who was watching him, but doing nothing to help him.

      "I don't like to see this," Brook said, "but he got what he deserved."

      "She's right," Ambr said. "But it's sad."

      Tal remembered what he'd read in the little book his grandpa had given to him. His grandpa had always told him it was the most important book he had. 'The strength to show mercy is a mark of true greatness', his grandpa always quoted from the book.

      Of course, grandpa never met Resmon.

      "We need to save him," Tal said. "We can't stand by and watch him die in front of us."

      "He's right," Lethana said. "As much as I hate to admit it. But we don't have to heal him completely."

      "Yeah," Ambr said. "I don't want him able to try anything else."

      "Agreed," Dishgash said.

      "Fair enough," Tal said. "Lethana, do what you can with your staff. You've been hiding that from me all this time."

      "Elves aren't allowed to do magic," she said, then added contemptuously, "according to the Guild."

      Brook shrugged. "I won't tell."

      As Lethana used her staff to restore Resmon enough to be sure he wouldn't die, or be in extreme agony, Tal knelt down and looked him in the eyes. "It's over, Resmon."

      Resmon said nothing, then Tal stood up, feeling a great tide of relief wash over him. He knew Resmon wouldn't threaten Pole, the realm, or his friends—his lovers—ever again.

      After several moments, Resmon got enough strength back to talk. "Don't just stand there, like you're a stupid column of stone."

      Tal and the others quickly turned to see whom Resmon was addressing. It was Golem. The creature had left its post at the door and walked over to them.

      "What?" Golem said, looking at Resmon. "Stone column? No. Not any more. Never again." Golem briefly looked at Tal and nodded. Tal nodded back, then Golem turned and began walking away.

      "Where do you think you're going?" Spit flew from Resmon's mouth as he yelled at Golem. "Come back here! Come back here. Golem." He collapsed, convulsing with anger and bitterness at his defeat, and the loss of his companion.

      Tal watched the creature walk away. He questioned for a moment whether he should try to stop Golem, but chose not to do anything since Golem had decided not to do anyone harm. Going back to the wild lands, aren't you? "May you find happiness. Someone to appreciate you." Tal looked at Lethana, Ambr, Dish, and Brook. "As I have."
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      Tal stared out the massive hole the great demon had made when it had smashed through the wall to get at him. He looked around the room from which the sorcerer Fizda had long watched over his home town. He'd always wondered if there might be more to the man, perhaps secrets he kept. He knew Fizda had held the post since before Gram was born, but few in Pole had even met the man. It was said he'd traveled to other worlds in his younger days, bringing back strange magic. Tal had always thought the man an average sorcerer at best. He had never seen any spectacular signs of such things coming from the tower, but now, looking around the room, he wondered if he hadn't been mistaken all these years about Fizda's abilities.

      Tal marveled at the number of books covering the circular wall which surrounded him, and the many artifacts resting throughout the room, each on its own pedestal—though were several pedestals were toppled. He didn't recognize any of the objects, but he felt an overwhelming sense that many of them, if not all of them, were magical. The large hole the demon had made—site of Resmon's literal downfall—afforded a view of the town, allowing a faint light inside the room, as the now evening sky illuminated the space.

      Resmon couldn't see the view anymore. He had been gagged and tied up in one of the rooms below, for safe keeping until tomorrow, when Tal would ask one of the trusted Guild elders what to do with him, or perhaps, let the elves handle the matter. They'd sleep on the decision and decide in the morning.

      "Be careful," Ambr said from the top of the stairs.

      Tal looked at her. "It's fine."

      She shrugged. "It looks like a lot of magic…in one place. I just don't want you to…jinx anything."

      "Honestly," he said. "Do you think we could have any more problems today…after all we've just been through?"

      "You're probably right." Ambr smiled.

      Tal walked past a couple of the pedestals, glancing at a silver chalice on one. He noticed a nick in it, around the rim. A loosely bound book sat atop the other. He read the hand-written title—My Time Down Under. It was signed, but only a few letters were still legible—'Da', then an 'e'.

      It was the object on the pedestal in front of him which most caught his attention, due to the oddity of it. He didn't quite know what it was, and stepped closer to inspect it further. Beneath a dome of glass, the artifact looked like a thick piece of petrified wood at first. But as the thin cloud cover outside passed, light from the night sky moved over the surface of the object, he could see it had a dried and withered layer. The bark maybe. He noticed a little piece of paper below it and leaned down to read the small writing on it. "Rod of Cebelius. Hmm. Never heard of it."

      Ambr stepped into the room, making way for Lethana and Dishgash to come the rest of the way up the stairs and join her and Tal.

      "What's all this?" Lethana asked.

      Tal turned around, wanting to see all three women's smiling faces—everyone being greatly relieved since Resmon's defeat. "I'm not sure. Remnants from a great many stories, I expect."

      Tal took a few steps closer to one of the pedestals to examine another of the items. Lethana, Dishgash, and Ambr came to him, each wanting his attention. He did his best to hold all of them, as they squeezed together to get closer to him. He felt pleased as he looked down at the range of smooth mountains they'd brought before his eyes, then he reached around and grabbed Ambr's ass with one hand and Dish's with the other. Lethana, in the middle, leaned in and kissed him long and hard.

      As he enjoyed her lips, Tal barely noticed a bird cawing outside the tower. He thought nothing of it and continued kissing Lethana until he had to stop to take a breath. Withdrawing his lips from her mouth, he looked again at Ambr and Dishgash, noting each appeared eager for her turn.

      While leaning over to kiss Ambr, he saw Brook at the top of the stairs, apparently in a panic.

      "Resmon," Brook said. "He's gone!"
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