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APPRENTICE

BOOK 1: A WIZARD’S LIFE




ERIC GUINDON











CHAPTER 1: VILLAGER




Benen knew something was wrong when he heard the hard edge in his sister’s voice. She was ordering all the little ones back to their own houses.

“Run home now,” she urged them. She tried to sound calm, but he knew her too well; her voice was tense and high-pitched from the near-panic she was holding back.

Benen and the other young children were in his sister’s charge during the day while their parents worked. They knew and trusted Esren and responded to her orders as swiftly as children under ten could, but each of them needed to find their things before leaving. Esren had to help them to get this done as quickly as possible. When the last of the other kids was gone, she turned to Benen. His worry must have shown on his face because she paused and knelt down in front of him.

“It’s all right, little Benny,” she said as she hugged him, “you just have to go hide for a bit, like hide and seek.”

It was obvious to Benen that things weren’t all right at all, but he could also tell Esren was trying to seem calm for his benefit. He smiled and nodded for her benefit and took her hand when she offered it. She led him to the room past the kitchen where the family stored their food. Once there, she let go of his hand and applied her slight frame to the task of pushing the barrel of water kept there. She managed, with no small amount of grunting, to shift it enough to expose a wooden trap door set in the floor below it. Benen had never known the thing was there. The house’s floor was built directly onto the ground with no foundation; he hadn’t known it possessed a cellar. Esren opened the trap and motioned for him to go into the hole beneath it. He peered dubiously at the unlit darkness the trap’s opening had revealed and took a step back.

“You have to go in, Benny,” Esren insisted. She took two strides toward him and grabbed Benen by the hand. She pulled to get him to come with her back to the hole in the floor. Benen didn’t want to go into the hole and resisted, but she was bigger and stronger than he was and won the contest. Having no other recourse left to him, Benen started crying. Esren shushed him and hugged him again until he quieted a bit. He relaxed in her embrace. He felt maybe she had changed her mind, but then she suddenly put him bodily into the hole. He reached out to grab hold of Esren, but all he managed to grab was a rung of the ladder in front of him in the hole. She had let go of him and Benen tried to scramble back up the ladder, afraid of the darkness below him. But then he felt Esren’s hand pushing down on his head.

“Stop it!” he yelled at her.

She shoved one more time and her strength overcame his white-knuckled grip on the rung. As he fell, he saw the square of light above disappear; Esren had closed the trap.

Benen landed on his back, the impact knocking the wind out of him. Next, his head hit the ground, causing his vision to fill with stars for a few moments. He struggled to get his breath back, sobbing uncontrollably. He knew he was panicking and needed to get himself under control. He focused on his anger at Esren for shoving him down in this cellar and managed to stop crying.

He took a few very deep breaths and found that although his back hurt, it didn’t seem like anything was broken. If something had been, he’d have expected agony in his back. He tried to move his various parts and everything seemed to respond. He tried sitting up, but his back was stiff and painful. Instead, he rolled onto his belly and from that position onto all fours. This stretched his back out and helped to dispel some of the pain there. He finally managed to get to his feet.

Benen decided he mustn’t have fallen far. The fall didn’t seem to have lasted long. His lack of injuries also confirmed this assumption. He looked around and saw that the cellar was not in total darkness; some light came through cracks between the planks that made up the kitchen floor above. It wasn’t much illumination, but with his eyes now accustomed to the dark, he could make out some of the room’s features; not that there was much to see. The entire place was one large room, perhaps ten meters on its longest side, four meters on its shortest. Its main feature was the ladder up to the trap door in the ceiling. Benen had heard his sister put the water barrel back over the trap, so he didn’t bother climbing the ladder to check it. Instead he moved to the far end of the room and examined a patch of extra-deep darkness he had noticed there.

Upon closer inspection, he found the cause of this deeper darkness was a hole. It looked to have been deliberately dug as a sort of tunnel. It wasn’t very big but neither was Benen. An adult could probably have fit into it if they crawled on their belly. Benen was able to walk in it so long as he bent nearly double. He had no certainty the tunnel led anywhere interesting and he hesitated to leave the supposed safety of the cellar. Esren had seemed very concerned for him and desperate to get him to hide there. If he followed the tunnel and got outside, would he be in danger? He didn’t know. He did know that staying in the cellar was boring though.

His hesitation only lasted a few minutes as Benen was quickly bored of the cellar room and the allure of the unknown tunnel grew to overcome what doubts he had about leaving the cellar.

If the tunnel leads outside, I’ll just make sure to hide out there, he told himself as he bent down and entered the tunnel.

The tunnel, it turned out, was longer than Benen had expected. This was unfortunate, for the darkness combined with the closeness of the tunnel walls and the earthy smell that pervaded the whole made him feel like he was buried alive. He’d never suffered from claustrophobia before, but he had never been trapped in a small underground space before either. He took deep breaths to keep himself from panicking, but found that this accentuated the smell of earth and made him even more panicked. He instead hustled along the corridor faster, taking less and less care with what lay ahead, moving recklessly down the passage. He found the end of the tunnel quite suddenly when he ran into the wooden barrier that lay at its end. He hadn’t been moving terribly fast in the dark, but fast enough that when he hit the wall, his nose bled. He cursed with words his sister would have spanked his bottom raw for if she had heard him and fumbled for a handkerchief he knew should be in his back pocket; it wasn’t. He remembered that it was dirty and he’d put it into the laundry. He used his shirt to sop up the flow from his nose. He knew his father would beat him for ruining it, but that was a concern for later. His nose taken care of, he reached out and touched the barrier that had stopped him. It felt like a wooden plank wall wedged into the dirt of the tunnel on all sides. No light came through it.

Benen tried pushing with all his measly might, but the wall didn’t budge. He wondered if this was simply the end of the tunnel, leading nowhere at all. He beat his fists against the wall in frustration to no avail other than to perhaps vent some of his frustration. He didn’t want to just go back to the cellar and wait to be let out. He’d have ruined his shirt for nothing!

He worked at removing dirt from around one edge of the wooden barrier and found that it wasn’t in the wall of the tunnel very much further than two or three centimetres. He cleared the dirt from the right side of the barrier and then from the top and bottom. This done, he grabbed at the right edge and pulled the barrier. It moved!

Not a lot, but it moved. He could see some light now, coming through the gap he had created. He cleared some of the dirt the movement had piled up along the bottom edge and then pulled again. Again, the barrier moved. Benen felt a mad grin form on his face. The light and fresh air coming through the gap were intoxicating. By this point he was able to position himself with his feet against the tunnel wall and pull with all his strength to widen the gap enough to make his exit. He moved past the barrier and found himself on the side of a gentle slope. He knew this place; it was not far behind the family home. He looked back at the tunnel and saw the barrier was buried under dirt on this side. No wonder he hadn’t been able to push it out!

Benen guessed the cellar and tunnel were precautions taken years ago by his great-grand-father, who had built the house. The cellar could be used as a place to hide and the tunnel prevented the hiding place from becoming a trap. The exit was probably deliberately buried by the builder. His sister had likely not expected him to find the tunnel and use it, or possibly did not even know of it. Still, he knew there must be some danger if she had sent all the kids home and hidden him in the cellar, so he resolved to be careful in his investigation. He had no intention of just hiding; his curiosity was just too great.

The small village of Oster’s Gift was rarely preyed upon by raiders or bandits, so this disturbance was very unusual. Nothing like it had ever happened in Benen’s admittedly short life. He started to make his way back toward the village, being sure to hide himself from view as he went.

It won’t be bandits, he thought to himself, there wouldn’t have been any warning if it had been bandits. There would be noise too if we were under attack. Screams of panic at least!

He crept along, moving from hiding space to hiding space as stealthily as he could, finally making his way to the back of the grain storage building. Benen knew it lay near the village square and that standing on top of it he could see and hear what happened in the square below. Even better, it commanded a view like no other building so centrally located. He had been to the roof of the building before, while playing hide and seek with other kids from the village. No one had found him. He had been rather proud of himself for finding such a good hiding place until he had come down and been scolded for using such a dangerous place to reach. His mother yelled at him not to climb buildings, ever. His father told Benen to mind his mother and took Benen over his knee. His father dealt him the five slaps commonly doled out to the boys who misbehaved in a minor way. This memory did cause Benen a tiny bit of hesitation as he stood ready to climb.

How will Dada punish me for this, he wondered, if I get caught?

Benen decided he’d best not get caught. When Benen was caught having eaten a whole pie his mother made and left to cool while she went to the neighbour’s to visit, he had received ten blows from his father’s belt. He had scars from the deep cuts in his bum cheeks he received. He pushed thoughts of getting caught out of his mind and started his climb.

The building had a sturdy drainage pipe that made the climb quite easy for someone his age and size, and in minutes he found himself standing on the roof of the grain storage building. He went onto his belly and crawled to the edge of the roof overlooking the square.

From this vantage point, he could see a large crowd of the grown and nearly-grown men standing in a group together. Each of them held some sort of implement that could be used as a weapon. They were facing off against a single figure. The person was unfamiliar to Benen but he immediately recognized what he was; the village was being visited by a Wizard!

The stranger had many of the traits Benen had learnt about wizards from the stories Mama and Esren told him before bedtime. In the stories, the wizards were always bad people who schemed endlessly to get what they wanted from the poor hard-working folk. The wizards were parasites who would come and steal virgins when they came of age and take them back to their towers, never to be seen again. They were larger-than-life figures, with long white beards, large bulbous noses, tall pointed hats, and elaborate robes decorated with arcane symbols. Although the man below had some of those recognizable traits, he did not live up to the image of a storybook wizard Benen had in his mind.

For one thing, his robes were a drab olive colour, devoid of ornamentation and covered in what looked to Benen to be old food and grease stains. Further, he was hatless, leaving his bald head exposed to the sun. His beard, although long and white, was ratty and matted, and also seemed to contain traces of previous meals. He was almost a pathetic figure; almost, but not quite. There was an aura of confidence around this elderly man that radiated from him and implied a surety in his power. Also, the way the crowd of armed men from the village kept their distance from him and treated him with fear and distrustful respect spoke of the man’s dangerous potential; or at least, of the men’s belief in the stranger’s power.

Benen strained to listen to their discussion.

“You will give me what is mine without further delay,” the wizard said, his voice filled with menace. Benen found his accent strange. He spoke with harsh intonations foreign to his ear. He’d heard strange accents before from travelling peddlers, but nothing like what the wizard sounded like.

“Wizard, you own nothing here and are due nothing. Depart and visit us no more,” this bravado from the village’s leader, Alden Smith. Smith was the only man in the village to own a real weapon, a sword, and he held it before him, pointing it at the wizard across the ten feet separating them.

Old Urgest, the village’s oldest man, moved to put his hand on Smith’s arm. “Now, Alden, don’t be saying anything rash,” he counselled.

“This leech lives off our labour and has the nerve to come here and demand to see our children?” Smith retorted.

“I ask for what is mine to take! If you think me a leech, perhaps I should see to it you experience what being an actual leech is like,” the wizard spoke the words with anger.

“Apologize,” Old Urgest implored Smith. Smith’s face was stubborn, but his out-held sword-arm wavered and lowered.

“Now, stop this foolishness and bring out your children aged six to nine summers old,” the wizard demanded.

“No!” it was almost a chorus; the men said it automatically and spontaneously.

Benen saw the wizard’s fingers move and from his mouth came sounds almost inhuman. The crowd of men noticed this also and recoiled in fear. Benen saw on his father’s face a look of terror so naked it chilled him like nothing ever had before. For the first time, he understood there was real danger in this situation.

The tension built as the wizard continued to intone the strange syllables. The men were rooted where they stood by their fear, not moving, as though this might spare them from whatever the wizard intended. The wizard’s incantation built to a crescendo and then suddenly stopped with a harshly intoned word that sounded like Gildrum to Benen’s ear. The men had cringed at the completion of the spell and remained this way for moments afterwards.

Nothing happened.

Benen heard a horrible cackling laughter coming from the wizard. The men below Benen resumed more normal stances, their anger at being made fools of overcoming their fear. Some of them made warding signs against evil. Benen knew such signs were useless; he had tried them repeatedly against the annoying Smith girl, who insisted on holding his hand and kissing his cheek, without effect.

“Now, fools, before I truly lose patience with you, bring the children I demanded,” the wizard said with menace.

There was still hesitation and murmured discussion among the gathered men. As this dragged on, the wizard spoke again:

“If you do not disperse to bring me the children immediately, the next spell I cast will be real and will rob each of you of your manhood. Now move!”

This threat sunk into even the slowest of the men and the crowd dispersed in different directions, each heading toward one of the village’s households. They all seemed resigned to bend before this interloping greater power, like one bends before the power of a tornado or earthquake.

It took a few moments for Benen to realize that he was part of the group of children the wizard demanded. Benen had completed his seventh summer two weeks ago. He was his father’s only child within the requested age range. He wondered where his father had gone. Would he be mad when he found out Benen had left the cellar? He resolved to show himself and take his lumps when his father returned. Benen moved away from the building’s edge and made his way back to the ground. Careful to be quiet, he snuck around the building and looked out to the square from his new location. It was less hidden, but it allowed him to reveal himself more easily.

Soon the men returned with children in tow. It took some time for all of them to return, but they eventually all did so. Those who did not have children of the appropriate age had helped those that did. The moment the children saw the wizard they reacted badly. Many of them screamed in fear and most cried. Some tried to run away, but were held fast by their fathers or other men of the village.

“Please don’t feed me to the wizard, Dada!” screamed the Smith girl. Immediately, the other children began to echo her pleas to their own parents. The square was filled with shrill cacophony.

Benen saw the wizard move his hands subtly and precisely. He could hear nothing other than the screaming, but he saw the wizard’s lips were moving. No one else seemed to notice his actions until they bore fruit. Within moments, the first of the children suffered the effects of his wizardry.

Before the eyes of their parents, the children’s lips melded together, their mouths disappearing behind featureless smooth flesh. Benen decided he wouldn’t reveal himself after all; no matter what, he would stay hidden. This wizard was an awful creature! A terrible fear now gripped Benen’s heart.

“That’s better,” said the wizard into the new silence.

The gathered adults turned from their children to face the wizard again, anger writ plain on their faces. Some of them brandished their weapons aggressively once more. Seeing this, the wizard held out his hands theatrically at his sides, fingers crooked for spell-casting. His expression changed from that of mild amusement it had been wearing to one filled with menace.

“You saw what I just did. Don’t let your stupidity drive you to do something I’ll make you regret,” he said coldly.

They set their weapons aside, but the eyes of the men held simmering anger that only waited for a viable avenue through which to express itself. For the moment, the men turned their attentions to their distressed children, comforting their crying and confused charges. The wizard lowered his arms and visibly relaxed.

“Bring the children to me one at a time,” he commanded. No one moved to bring their child forward.

“Now!” the wizard said with such force many of the men startled. Benen watched as Joreg, a farmer who had helped Benen’s family at harvest time in particularly good years, brought forward his son Firil. Firil resisted his father, but the bigger man had no trouble hauling him to stand before the wizard. The wizard looked Firil up and down, as though appraising a horse offered at discount.

“He is the right age,” the wizard said. He moved to grasp the child’s hand, but Firil flinched away. The wizard looked him in the eyes and held out his hand, keeping it there in front of the boy. The wizard’s glare held his eyes and, after some moments, the boy, trembling, reached out to grasp the wizard’s out-held hand. The wizard made a dismissive gesture with his other hand and Firil’s lips reformed in their usual place. He let out a small scream of surprise until his father shook him slightly.

“Now, boy, look up to the sky above. What do you see? Anything unusual?” the wizard asked of Firil.

“N-n-n-no. Na-na-nothing unusual,” Firil said after a moment of looking at the cloudy sky. “Please don’t eat me.” Firil shrank from the wizard as much as he could without reclaiming his hand.

“No points of light?” the wizard prompted further.

“N-no, y-your wizardness, nothing but clouds and sky.” The wizard let go the boy’s hand and motioned for the father and son to move to the side.

“See?” he addressed the crowd of distressed children and parents. “This is all I ask to do. Now, bring them forth swiftly and we can get this over with.” The process went more smoothly thereafter. The parents and children, comforted that no harm was coming to anyone, complied with the wizard’s directions.

Benen watched as the wizard repeated the same steps with each child. Each time, the child reported seeing nothing extraordinary in the sky and each time the wizard motioned the father and child aside.

The last child brought forward was the Smith’s girl. With her, the wizard persisted in asking over and over if she saw anything above. He grew more intense with each denial. After a time, his patience exhausted, the wizard motioned her aside like the others.

“Useless!” he screamed at them. “Why do you waste my time?” he demanded of the crowd.

The men and children were confused. Smith stepped forward.

“We’ve done what you asked, Wizard. Now go!”

The wizard’s face darkened with even more anger.

“Do not forget your place, simpleton!”

“Have we not done everything you asked?” the smith retorted.

The wizard stared into the smith’s eyes for a moment and then a smile appeared on his lips.

“Have you?” the wizard asked, speaking to himself. “Let’s see . . . .”

He began casting again.

The wizard’s chanting echoed oddly to Benen’s ears. The incantations had thus far been incomprehensible to him but this time, the echoes made sounds that were intelligible; they said come to me. The moment the words made sense to him, he needed to obey them. The need was not overpowering at first, but the longer he resisted the call, the stronger his need became until, inevitably, his legs started walking him away from the building he had been hiding behind and out into the open. He tried to stop himself with all his will, but the magic was stronger than he was. His face reddened from his efforts. Eventually, he found himself standing in front of the wizard and still the call to come to me echoed in his head. The wizard was still chanting.

Benen was now able to control his own body again, so long as he did not try to move away from the wizard. He turned and looked around. His father, the other adults, and even the other children watched him with sympathy. He saw some turn to look toward the southern part of the village. Benen followed their gaze and saw little Edvir Cooper coming toward the wizard from that direction. Edvir moved like a puppet from the shows the travelling folk put on when they come to the village. His entire posture was at odds with the movements he was making. The effect was repellent.

I must have looked like that too, thought Benen uncomfortably.

Soon, Edvir stood beside him in front of the wizard. The chanting stopped suddenly and the wizard snatched a hand from each of the boys, holding them there before him.

“You thought you could hide from me?” the wizard asked. He seemed to be asking the crowd as much as the two boys themselves. “If you like tricks, you’ll love my reward for you.”

“Please don’t hurt my boy,” pleaded Adgur the cooper, Edvir’s father.

“We’ll see if I hurt your boy, the other boy, or both boys soon enough,” the wizard said ominously. “Boys, look to the sky above and tell me what you see.”

The two looked up. Benen was surprised that he could see the stars. Well, not quite the stars. What he saw were points of light in the same arrangements as the nighttime constellations.

Wait, that’s not right either, he thought. Those are the wrong constellations for this time of year. It was daytime though, and he did not know what constellations should be present in the sky. 

Benen focused on the point of light that served to show north. It was always in the sky.

“Well, what did you see?” demanded the wizard.

Edvir looked puzzled. “I saw the usual m’lord: sky and clouds.”

“Useless,” spat the wizard. “You?” he looked to Benen.

Benen didn’t know what he should say. Should he lie? He didn’t want to anger the wizard further, but perhaps the wizard had been looking for a child to see exactly what Benen had seen. Maybe he only liked to eat the children who saw stars. Benen didn’t remember anything like that from the stories, but who knew the true motives of wizards?

“I see, er, stars, I guess . . .” he said at last. He’d resolved to tell the truth. He feared that if he lied, the wizard would know and take it out on the village folk.

“Oh?” the wizard looked at him with excitement dancing in his eyes. “Do you see constellations? Which ones?”

“Umm, well, a lot of them. I’m looking at Feldin’s Cock right now,” this was the name given to the constellation that was tipped by the north-pointing star.

“What?!” the wizard’s face contorted in confusion. “That’s not a constellation, stop playing games, boy.”

“Is too!” Benen retorted. “It’s the one with the north star at its tip!”

Realization dawned on the wizard’s face.

“Do you see the one that is eight stars in a circle?” he asked Benen.

“The whore’s girdle? No,” Benen spoke before thinking. He was suddenly afraid that the wizard would be angry that he didn’t see the expected constellation. He needn’t have worried though, the wizard smiled the broadest smile Benen had ever seen; it showed the his rotten and crooked teeth quite plainly.

“Perfect. It’s not in the sky at all right now,” said the wizard. He turned to the others gathered in the square. “I have found what I was looking for. I’m taking this boy, he will be my apprentice.”

“No!” screamed Benen’s father. He was restrained from rushing to grab his son, or worse, hitting the wizard, by his fellow villagers.

“This is an honour for the boy,” said the wizard.

“He’s my son! You can’t just take him.”

“In fact, I can,” corrected the wizard. “It is my right.”

“It’s your right because we can’t stop you,” muttered Smith, just low enough the wizard might not have heard.

If he did hear, he let it pass. Benen didn’t know what to do or say. He didn’t want to be apprentice to this wizard, but he feared if he tried to refuse, others would be hurt. Worse, he himself might be hurt.

“It is settled then,” said the wizard as though an agreement had been reached. “I will take the boy with me now. He will not need to take any of his previous possessions. I am so pleased to have found a suitable candidate that you can be assured I will not seek further retribution against your village for having defied me today.”

The wizard smiled magnanimously at the crowd of angry men. He kept the smile on his face for a second or two then let it fall when he saw the stony looks on the faces of his audience. After letting go of the squirming Cooper’s boy, the wizard turned about, still holding Benen’s hand, and started walking out of the village.

Behind him, Benen could hear the whispered conference between the men of the village as they discussed what to do about his abduction. He felt the wizard tense through his grasp on his hand, when Benen’s father demanded the others let him go run the wizard through and get his son back. Unfortunately, Benen then heard the other villagers argue that it was no use. The wizard would not be harmed so easily and his anger would surely doom the village.

“Better to consider the boy dead, Vellen,” counselled Urgest. “He died in service to the village.”

Benen sobbed when he heard his father grudgingly agree.

When this decision had been made, the wizard increased the pace of his walking.

“You were listening to them, weren’t you?” Benen asked the wizard. The bearded face turned toward him.

“Master,” the wizard said to him.

“I’m sorry?”

“You will address me as Master and you shall not talk to me unless I have first spoken to you. This is your first lesson.”

“Is that really the first thing you teach about wizardry?”

The wizard’s brows came together and a wicked smile came upon his face. By this time, they had walked far enough to be out of any villager’s line of sight. The wizard stopped walking and turned upon Benen, looming over him menacingly.

“No. You’re right. This will be the true beginning of your education in wizardry, boy.”

Using only one hand to make arcane gestures, the wizard intoned more of the syllables Benen was beginning to recognize as parts of magical incantations. The wizard’s other hand was holding onto Benen’s arm, preventing him from running away. Benen could feel a strange sort of tingling through this contact; it made his hair stand on end.

When the wizard had done with his casting, he smiled again, quite broadly.

“Lesson one, my apprentice, is that a wizard can use a single hand to perform magic if there is need. It is more difficult, but manageable to experienced wizards. Even more difficult is casting with no hands, but it is still possible to do.”

“What was the spell you cast?” Benen asked. Immediately after the words were out of his mouth, Benen started hearing them echo again and again, rising in pitch and intensity until he felt his ears would burst and his head explode. He screamed involuntarily at the pain. When it reached its peak, a minute later, it began to recede. Benen was left panting, his head aching.

“I think that answered your question,” said the wizard smugly. “Remember: address me as Master and no talking unless I have given you leave.”

Benen almost said Yes, Master but stopped himself in time. The wizard smiled again.

“Maybe you can learn. Come along now, my home is some distance away.” The wizard let go of Benen’s hand then and instructed him to follow until told otherwise. Benen did as the wizard asked. He suspected the spell did more than just punish him when he spoke out of turn. He feared what it would do to him if he disobeyed a direct order like this one.











CHAPTER  2: SCULLION




The walk to the wizard’s abode was long enough they had to camp overnight. When it came time to stop, the wizard looked up to the sky and stared at it for a few seconds before nodding with satisfaction.

“Boy, find some wood and bring it back here. Enough for a fire to last the night. Do not stray and come back here without delay. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master,” Benen replied, as he must. He left the meadow and searched for dead fall in the brush and light forest nearby. He gathered his findings in a big pile central to his search area. As he was carrying his latest armful back to his pile, he heard a howl in the distance. It startled him so that he dropped the load and stood frozen in place.

I have no weapon to protect myself, he thought. Then he realized that even with a weapon, he wasn’t trained to fight and he was a small seven year old; what could he do against a wolf or worse?

Having worked this logic out in his head, Benen decided he needed to get back to the wizard. He loaded his arms with wood from his pile and made his way back to the meadow as fast as he could. 

Looking back to make sure nothing was following him proved to be a mistake: there was something behind him!

From the darkness in the near distance he saw the faint glimmer of moonlight reflecting on animal eyes — eyes looking at him.

He hurried and his rushing made him lose, bit by bit, his load of kindling and branches. He didn’t care though, he didn’t want to be eaten. As the last of his load fell from his arms and he broke into a full out run, he heard a deep growl much closer behind him than he cared to think about. His panic made him reckless and he tripped on a root, falling face first into the soft carpet of dead leaves on the ground.

Benen stayed down, putting his hands over his head and hoping whatever it was that was coming for him would overlook him there if he kept quiet and still. He heard soft padding footfalls nearby, barely causing the leaves to crinkle. The sounds came closer until they were coming from directly beside Benen. He heard breathing, like the panting of an animal having exerted itself.

O Mysterious Creator, I wish I’d paid more attention at church so I could pray to you properly, Benen prayed in his head. I meant to, I swear! I was just always distracted and church is so boring . . . .

He might have continued praying in this vein, heading deeper into blasphemy, if a voice hadn’t spoken from directly beside and above him.

“Boy? Would you please explain to me what you’re doing?”

It was the wizard! Benen looked up and saw no sign of the beast. What he did see was the wizard. More of the wizard than he could possibly have ever wanted to see. The wizard was naked!

The old man’s naked body was not a pleasant sight. The skin that was usually hidden under robes was slug-white, except in the many places where the wizard had red blemishes and pimples. His penis was a tiny shrunken thing, all wrinkles and dirt, sitting in the middle of his large unruly mat of pubic hair. Benen averted his eyes after that, feeling he’d overstepped by even gazing upon the wizard’s naked form.

“You think I look poorly don’t you, Boy? That I look old and withered and unwell. See if you look half so good when you’re over eight centuries old.”

More than 800 years old?! Benen’s first thought was that the wizard was lying, but having seen what wizards can do, he was uncertain where the truth lay.

“Get up Boy!” the wizard said. “Go and get the wood where you dropped it in your foolishness and let’s return to the camp. I’m famished.”

“But, the . . . .” Benen wasn’t sure what to call the beast. What he had seen was most like a wolf, but over-sized. He settled for pointing back the way he had come.

“What?!” The wizard demanded.

“There’s a wolf, Master, but not a normal wolf,” the spell over Benen brought out the words.

The wizard rolled his eyes. He muttered an incantation he had evidently practised many times; he said it much faster and more fluently than any of the other spells Benen had seen him perform. The wizard finished the incantation and then stood as if expecting an attack, tense and ready to react to anything.

Benen jumped back from the wizard suddenly, when he saw, moving under the skin of the wizard’s belly, what he thought was the shape of large wolf’s head. The shape moved within the soft skin of the belly and made its way up the wizard’s body, deforming it as it went, bending it out of shape. When the head moved past ribs, the ribs broke and the wizard screamed in agony. He fell to the ground and began convulsing. The wolf’s head made it to his neck and came out beside his real head. The howl of the wizard’s pain mingled with that of the released wolf’s head.

Benen scrambled to find a branch he could use to defend himself, all the while keeping an eye on his master’s death-throes. 

Did he try to summon it? Did the spell backfire? Benen wondered. He thought he’d probably never find out.

As he watched, the wolf head crushed the wizard’s in its jaws and began ripping and tearing at the wizard’s remaining human form. Where flesh was removed, wolf was revealed until only wolf remained. There was gore everywhere around the wolfish shape.

It looked like a wolf, only too large. It stood three feet at the shoulders. The head had grown once freed from the constraints of the wizard’s body, and the wolf that came out of the wizard similarly also became much larger as it shed its human prison. It looked at Benen, standing over him. He felt silly with his little branch held before him menacingly.

The wolf did not attack him though; the next thing Benen saw it do was something he’d never imagined a wolf could do: it laughed at him. It was half-way between whining and spastic barking, but Benen was sure it was laughter. He did not understand what was going on.

The wolf continued laughing for a few more seconds, then used one of its paws to write characters on the ground. They were human characters!

Unfortunately Benen didn’t know how to read. He’d seen writing and recognized this as exactly that, but he didn’t know what the wolf was writing. When he looked at the writing uncomprehendingly, the wolf rolled its eyes. Just like his master had. The body language was the same.

“Master?” Benen asked uncertainly.

The wolf nodded.

Benen stared at the wolf who was his master. His jaw dropped.

I might be a wizard like him someday. This could be me, he thought. Then he shuddered as he thought of the transformation he had just seen.

The wolf tossed its head toward Benen’s abandoned firewood pile and growled impatiently at him. Benen hurried to gather the pieces of wood and run back to the meadow they had chosen as their camp site. The wolf hounded his steps, discouraging him from any dallying.

When Benen reached the campsite, he was surprised by the presence of a small wooden cottage, complete with thatched roof, filling the meadow. It had glass in its windows — more than many of the poor back in Oster’s Gift could say — and a front door painted bright red. He stopped dead and dropped the wood when he saw it, causing the wolf behind him to bowl him over. When Benen got back up, the wizard was standing near him, the wolf gone once more.

“Damn you, Boy,” the wizard said. “Can’t you be amazed and continue doing things at the same time? Useless!” The wizard walked away from Benen without waiting for a response and entered the cottage. Benen followed a minute later, firewood in hand.

The inside of the cottage contained a small wood stove — doing double duty as heating and cooking stove — a bed, a chest, and a desk. The floor was wooden planks, largely covered with a rug made from the pelt of some sort of giant white bear, or so Benen assumed. At a motion from the wizard, Benen put the firewood beside the stove and began to build a fire. He was rather inept at this and the wizard lost patience with him quickly.

“Step aside, Boy,” he commanded. The wizard piled some wood into the stove willy-nilly, then muttered a very short incantation, punctuating it with a flick of his index finger toward the stove. The wood burst into flames instantly. “There,” he said with satisfaction. Noticing that Benen was still disturbed by his nakedness, the wizard went to the chest and retrieved his clothing. He also brought out some jerky and a jar of water. “Make a soup of this, will you?” he said to the boy as he handed the items to him. He handed Benen a pot and kettle next, “boil some of the water for my tea too.”

Benen was dying to ask the wizard where the cottage had come from. How could magic create all this from nothing? He was beginning to think it might not be so bad to be an apprentice to someone so powerful, but stopped when he realized that he would never be able to understand all this, he was too simple. 

The wizard should have gone looking for his apprentice in a city, he thought. City folk go to school and know how to read. This will all be wasted on me.

At length, Benen managed to prepare the food and tea as best he could and they sat on the bed to eat, each at his own end of the bed, facing the other. After having had a few swallows of his tea, the wizard’s mood changed, becoming more mellow than Benen had yet seen.

“This tea is the first thing you’ve done right that I’ve seen, boy,” he said. Benen almost said Thank you, Master but stopped himself. He would have suffered from the magic’s retribution if he had and he didn’t want to feel its power again.

The wizard nodded, as though he had seen these thoughts writ on Benen’s face.

“You have many questions, I am sure,” the wizard said. “Until we go to bed tonight, you can consider yourself to have the right to speak freely. I warn you though, do not waste my time with frivolous questions. This is your opportunity to prove to me you are smarter than my current appraisal of you says you are.”

Afraid to ask a stupid question, Benen didn’t know what to ask at all and simply said nothing for a time. The wizard sighed, rolling his eyes in what Benen was starting to understand was a signature sign of impatience in him.

“All right, you can ask even stupid questions, but after three of those I’ll stop this experiment in information exchange and don’t expect another opportunity like this again,” the wizard said.

This loosened the boy’s tongue.

“Why did you take me?” he asked.

“I needed an apprentice, not a stupid question, I guess, but a bit obvious,” the wizard replied.

“I mean, why me?”

“Oh, well that’s better,” the wizard allowed. “You saw the stars, is why.”

“But only because you were touching me, that wasn’t my doing . . . .”

“It was you who saw. None of the other urchins saw anything up there. You have the gift, boy, that’s all there is to it. If there had been two of you with the gift, I’d have flipped a coin and you might still be heading to a life of cow farming.” Benen didn’t think that would have been so bad a thing. He had looked forward to working on the farm with his family. The magic scared him. In is head he equated it with fire. He’d been told off by his sister for poking sticks into the bonfire last time they had burned brush in the far field. She’d warned him that he might collapse the pile and the fire could hurt him. Magic looked even more dangerous than that.

“Do I have a choice? Can I go back to my family?”

“No. You’re mine now. They will consider you dead if they have any sense.”

Benen’s heart was a battleground then between anger at the wizard and self-pity at the loss of his family. Anger won.

“Why? What right do you have?!” he demanded of the wizard, forgetting his fear.

The Wizard smiled indulgently.

“I own this land. Your village and the others within two day’s ride are all on my land. I am your landlord and your settlement agreement specifies I get to pick an apprentice from the young once every two decades. You villagers should be thankful I’ve not claimed an apprentice before.”

“That can’t be. The village is older than you!”

The wizard shook his head.

“Think again, boy. I am over eight hundred years old.”

“Lies! You’re fifty at most.”

The wizard backhanded Benen soundly and he found himself on the ground seeing stars before he knew what had happened.

“You go too far, boy,” the wizard said mildly. “If I can promise you one thing, it is that I will never lie to you. I have no interest in doing so, and gain nothing from deceiving you.”

Picking himself up from the ground, Benen used his shirt to staunch the bleeding from his nose. It didn’t make the already blood-stained garment any dirtier. 

He opened his mouth to ask another question but the wizard raised his hand and spoke first.

“No. We are done, boy. Eat and go to bed and bother me no more tonight. We leave at first light.”

True to his word, the wizard made sure they were on their way again at first light. After waking Benen, he ordered him to pack up the cooking items back into the chest. While he did as ordered, Benen kept an eye on the wizard. He saw the old man look above the western horizon and nod to himself. Once Benen left the cottage, the wizard got him to close the door and step away from the building. This accomplished, he began casting a spell.

As the wizard chanted, Benen began to see a mist rise from the ground near the cottage and eventually from its roof and surfaces as well. This mist had an eerie green light dancing within it, making the whole a sickly green. Soon, all Benen could see was the mist and the light; the cottage had been swallowed up entirely. The moment the building was no longer visible, the wizard reached the end of his incantation and made a dismissing gesture with his right hand, moving it in a broad arc from his far left toward the right in one swift movement. The mist obeyed the motion and dissipated, revealing the empty meadow once more: the cottage was gone. Benen was dying to ask how it was done and where the building had gone, but knew he couldn’t.

Will I, one day, be able to do all these things? he wondered.

The walk to their final destination did not take the whole of the day. Saying they were close to his tower, the wizard kept them walking through lunch. They arrived a few hours after noon. Of course, Benen could not tell they had arrived. The wizard stopped walking and straightened, a smile playing on his lips.

“Your new home, boy,” he said, motioning to the empty grasslands before the two of them. Benen looked around for a residence of some sort. “Can you not see it?”

“No, master, I’m sorry,” Benen looked for an entrance hidden in the grass, thinking perhaps the place was below ground.

The wizard reached out one of his hands and touched Benen lightly on the shoulder. With his other hand he pointed upward. Benen looked up and, where before there had been only empty air there was a translucent structure hovering thirty metres above the ground. The wizard removed his hand and the flying tower vanished from Benen’s sight.

“You have the gift all right,” the wizard said. “I heard your gasp of surprise when you saw my home. Only one with the gift can pierce the veil I placed over it.” Benen’s face contorted as he held back his questions. The wizard, seeing this, smiled indulgently, “What do you want to ask? One question only, mind.”

“Why do I only see it when you touch me?” Benen asked. “It’s like the constellations back at the village. I only see these things when you’re touching me.”

“You have no power of your own, boy. You have the gift but no fuel for it. When I touch you, I push some of mine into you, a very small amount, but it is enough to grant you the sight.” The wizard motioned toward the place that would be directly under the flying building. Once in position under it, he said, “Shrovnark!”

A second later, Benen felt a thump through the ground nearby, like a giant’s footfall. The wizard walked toward the origin of the noise and soon disappeared from Benen’s sight.

Carefully, the boy walked to where the wizard had last been and ran into something hard and unyielding. The moment he made contact with it, the entire structure became visible, along with the wizard himself.

From the bottom of the tower, a spiral staircase of marble reached the ground. Benen had walked into the side of its railing. The wizard stood on the first step.

“We are within the veil now. You can see my home once you have crossed into its protective envelope; you and I are hidden too, while within.” Benen was too impressed to speak, not that he would, given the repercussions.

“Come,” the wizard commanded as he began to ascend the steps to the tower proper.

Ascending thirty meters using a spiral staircase was not for the weak of heart.

For the seven year old Benen. the climb was exhausting. Surprisingly, the wizard did not even sweat or breathe hard from the exertion.

For an old man, he’s remarkably fit. He probably cheats with magic, Benen thought.

“I do. You will find that few play by the rules unless they are fools, boy,” the wizard replied to his thoughts.

Benen stopped dead in his tracks and looked at the wizard with wide round eyes, fear filling his heart.

What else has the wizard heard from my mind? he wondered as he frantically tried to remember if he had formed any insults in his thoughts in the past two days. He couldn’t find any, but he didn’t trust his memory.

“I only listen when I care to, boy. Trust me when I say, your thoughts hold very little interest to me. Now keep moving.”

Resuming his climb, Benen carefully thought of nothing. He soon found this too hard and instead thought of elephants. Of course, he had never seen an elephant, he’d only heard of them from stories and travelling peddlers, but he had a mental image of what one looked like. The wizard burst into laughter in front of him and could not stop chuckling for some minutes. So much so, that Benen caught up to him again on the stairway.

“When your studies begin, boy, I will make sure you see what an elephant really looks like,” the wizard said with a mocking smile.

I guess I really know nothing, Benen thought, sadly disillusioned.

“That’s a very good lesson for you to take to heart,” commented the wizard as he continued moving smoothly up the staircase.

After having climbed the staircase, all seventy steps, the pair reached the landing at the bottom of the tower. Benen noticed the landing was open to the air, as if to make it accessible to flying visitors. He guessed the wizard could just as easily become a bird as a wolf. Not that his transformation to wolf had looked easy.

There was a heavy, metal-reinforced, oak door leading into the building here and the wizard stepped up to it. He placed a hand on the door.

“I am home,” he said and a flash of light rippled from his hand over the entirety of the parts of the building Benen could see, including the staircase. As he looked, the staircase’s steps began merging one into the other, starting from the bottom and moving upward. Within seconds, the staircase was no more. Benen had a moment of panic that the tower would no longer have sufficient support, but then realized this was silly. The staircase could never have supported this structure.

“Wards, recognize Benen, my apprentice,” continued the wizard.

He knows my name, Benen hadn’t thought he did.

The wizard pushed open the door and walked into the base of the building.

“Come, boy,” he called to Benen.

Not that he ever uses it.

The inside of the tower was just as wondrous as the outside had been. Many of the outer walls of the building were translucent, offering majestic views of the lands over which the tower hovered. As he watched, Benen saw something disturbing. He reached out and grabbed hold of a wall in panic. The tower was drifting! Would they fall?

The wizard looked at Benen levelly until he felt silly and got over his feeling that the tower was somehow out of control and possibly headed for a crash. The wizard must have willed it to move.

The tower flies! he thought in wonder. It doesn’t simply hover.

“Yes, yes, but it also needs cleaning,” said the wizard, dismissal in his voice. “Follow this ball of light and do the work it directs you to do. It will prioritize tasks and report to me if there are any problems with your work. Now go.”

The wizard cast a very short spell and a small hovering blue light sprang into existence before him. It moved to Benen and spoke, pulsing with each word.

“This. Way. Ben. En. Ap. Pren. Tice,” it paused with each word and each syllable was like an individual word to it.

It hovered before Benen impatiently, moving up and down rapidly while waiting for him. Benen turned back to where the master had been standing to say an obligatory Yes, Master to him but the master had already gone and was nowhere to be seen. Shaking his head, Benen resigned himself to getting used to such things. He walked toward the blue light and it began to move ahead of him, leading the way.

“Are you intelligent? Can you talk?” he asked it. He felt lonely and hoped the light would be more friendly than the wizard had been. He missed his friends from the village.

“I. Can. Speak,” it replied. “I. Will. Speak. To. Give. You. Di. Rec. Tions. And. Cor. Rec. Tion. On. Your. Work. For. Our. Mas. Ter.”

So, it can talk but it won’t be my friend, Benen concluded.

For the rest of his first day in the wizard’s tower, Benen was directed by the blue light to clean various areas. The light was merciless and prompted him to return to work if he took any time to rest.

For supper, it brought him to the kitchen and directed him on how to prepare the dead chicken he found there. He made roast chicken for the first time in his life. He salivated as the smells from its cooking filled the kitchen. The light also directed him to boil some oats for oatmeal and to cook some root vegetables.

When all was ready, Benen was told to place a cut of the chicken on one of the metal plates along with some of the vegetables.

“What about the oatmeal?” he asked the light.

“That. Is. Your. Sup. Per. Ben. En.” it said in its stilted manner. Benen wanted to cry, or at least to strangle the light. 

Doing his best to control himself, he served the master his plate and poured his wine when directed. Finally, he was dismissed and he was able to return to the kitchen and eat his oatmeal. It was bland and tasteless, but by then he was so hungry he was just happy to be eating. He eyed the chicken, not far from where he sat eating and wondered if he could sneak some of it for himself. The blue light still hovered nearby and he decided not to risk it.

Once he had finished, the light prompted him to put the remaining chicken and cooked vegetables in a cold room adjacent to the kitchen. 

This room must be cooled by magic, Benen thought; it was unnaturally cold.

After supper, which was finished long after sunset, Benen was told by the light that he was free until sunrise but was not permitted to leave the apprentice’s floor. He was shown this floor and saw how limited his evening options were.

The apprentice’s floor was in one of the upper tower levels and was a rather small floor. It had two bedrooms — did the wizard once have two apprentices at the same time? — and a study. A small closet turned out to be a loo. The study had a table and three uncomfortable chairs, its walls lined with bookcases. Unfortunately, the bookcases were rather sparsely populated. There was a cupboard with candles and matches he could use to light his evenings at least. The light also showed him that some of the few books present on the bookcase were blank, for his use in taking notes; there was also an inkwell and quill.

Too tired to do anything else that night, Benen went to bed and slept the sleep of the overworked. When morning came, he did not want to wake, but the light insisted. It shocked him with what looked like a miniature bolt of lightning when he refused to get up for the third time. It hurt and burnt where the bolt had hit him, but worse, it had made him jerk and twitch. This sudden jerking had made him bite his tongue. He wanted to curl up and stay there in his bed, but he knew he would just get jolted again if he did. He got up and faced his second day as the wizard’s scullion.

His days followed the pattern of the first day for his first year with the wizard, without much variance. The food changed; the wizard’s did, anyway. Other than that, the cleaning persisted. There was always a new place to clean and when those ran out, Overseer — Benen began calling it that, for that was what it was — got him to clean anew the first places he had worked on. All told, a cycle of cleaning took Benen two and a half weeks. Near the end of the cycle was one of the wizard’s laboratories and on the floor of that room there was a blackened stain.

No matter how hard he scrubbed at the stain, it would not come out. It seemed the spot was ingrained into the stone of the floor. Benen told Overseer this and went to move on to clean the rest of the room, but Overseer insisted he clean the spot. Benen tried again, scrubbing as hard as he could, but it did not affect the spot at all. Overseer did not accept that this was a stain. It jolted Benen with its lightning three separate times to motivate him to greater effort. He did all he could, but could not get the spot cleaned. The third time he was struck by the lightning, he lost consciousness. He woke the next morning in his bed, feeling wretched. Overseer was telling him to get up. He did not wait to be shocked, he got up promptly.

The Overseer did not bring him back to that laboratory the next day but they did return to it on the next cycle and the same experience was repeated. This happened every cleaning cycle and Benen learnt to dread the coming of that day each time.

He had tried to speak to the wizard about it while serving him a meal, but the wizard did not speak to him and the spell he was under forbade him to address the wizard without being first called upon.

Benen was miserable for these months and he grew to despise Overseer and, by association, the wizard.

Things changed, if only marginally, on the anniversary of his first year at the tower. Overseer brought him to the wizard’s study near the top of the highest tower.











CHAPTER  3: NEOPHYTE




The wizard was sitting behind a large slab of marble used as a workspace when he arrived. The apprentice delivered, Overseer withdrew, Benen knew not where it went.

He stood where Overseer had left him, unsure if he should approach closer or speak. He decided to wait for the wizard to direct him. The wizard, for his part, looked back at Benen and made no move to speak or give him any direction. The boy was determined to wait as long as needed and worked hard to seem impassive as he stayed still and silent.

Eventually, the wizard smiled, seemingly pleased at Benen’s performance.

“Step closer, boy,” he told him.

Without hesitation, Benen stepped forward, approaching his side of the marble slab. From this new vantage, he could see there were three items laid out on the slab, positioned within his easy reach, now that he was closer to it. 

“You have endured one year of scullion duty well, boy,” the wizard said. “You have earned the beginning of your tuition. Your time here will not get easier, but it will get more rewarding as the years of your apprenticeship continue. Expect things to be harder, in fact. I aim to either break you or make of you a wizard I will be worthy to claim was once my apprentice. Do you understand?”

Benen nodded and said, “Yes, Master.” He did not say anything more, knowing better than to speak excessively.

“Good. Then, let us begin,” the wizard said, all business now. “You will see before you three instruments. Choose one of them to be your own.”

Benen looked at the items on the slab. The first, he saw, was a metal spike of some sort, it had one end flattened, like a nail, the other was very sharp. The whole had the look of fine steel. The second item looked like a wood-carver’s chisel. Benen had seen tools very similar to it in his home village, used by the men for carving details into wood. The final item looked like a simple knife. Not trusting anything, Benen made motions to pick up one of the items, looking at the wizard while miming the action. The wizard nodded and the boy picked up each item to examine it more closely. This scrutiny revealed nothing he had not noted with sight alone. He wasn’t sure what criteria he should apply in picking one of these tools. He wanted to ask the wizard if there was any more information he should be given before making his choice, but could not ask questions without permission.

“You can ask questions related to this choice at this time, if you wish,” the wizard granted, evidently still reading his mind.

“What criteria am I choosing by, Master? What am I to use these tools for?” he asked.

“I will not answer those particular questions. I will say that the order of the tools is not incidental. They are laid out from hardest to use to easiest. Furthermore, they are laid out from least costly to most costly,” the wizard said this while motioning from the metal spike to the knife each time.

“But Master, they are all tools to work different mediums. The spike would likely be used on stone, the chisel on wood, and the knife on meat.”

“Exactly,” the wizard responded laconically.

“If I make the choice and do not like the outcome, is there any recourse to change my mind?”

“Because you asked, I will grant you the right to change your mind about the tool you choose one year from now,” the wizard said with a smile. This was better than Benen had really expected, but not what he had hoped for.

“Can I think on this choice overnight, Master?” he asked, trying to buy himself more time.

“No. I don’t believe that more thought will yield you better results given how little information has been given to you. Choose before I lose patience with this process or I will choose your instrument for you.” Benen did not like the sound of that. 

He looked over the items again. He knew this choice had great significance, but the information he had with which to make it was so scant. Perhaps, this was exactly what the wizard wanted. He was asking Benen to make a decision based on very limited information and judging him on his reasoning. It seemed to Benen that the best choice would be the chisel, being the middle ground of the three options, no matter if he ranked them by difficulty or cost. He made his choice.

“Master, I choose the chisel,” he told the wizard with confidence. The wizard smiled.

“The middle of the road then?” the wizard correctly assessed his thoughts. “You are hedging your bets, my boy. That was well chosen. Unfortunately, that isn’t the tool I’d rather you use. Instead you will use the knife.”

Benen wanted to object that this was not fair, that the knife was not his choice, but he knew that he had been taught another lesson by the wizard: there are no choices for an apprentice. He reached for the knife and grasped it when the wizard nodded his accord. He held it, weighing it and checking its balance. It was a good eating knife, if a bit too long for the purpose. It had a sharp point and a keen edge.

“Now that you have your instrument, we can begin your first lesson,” the wizard said. Benen corrected him mentally:

My second, if not third of the day so far. If the wizard heard his thought, he did not care to comment or react to it, he simply continued the lesson, coming around the stone table to stand beside Benen. He placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Look up, boy,” he told him, “and see the constellations.” Benen did as he was bid and, as expected, saw the points of light above him, seemingly through the ceiling of the room. “Do you see this collection of stars?” the wizard pointed out the constellation Benen knew as The Furrow in polite company, and as The Maiden’s Fold among the men. He nodded.

“That constellation you will learn to call The Parallels,” the wizard said. “Now, carve the star pattern into your flesh.”

Benen was not sure if the wizard was serious.

“Do it, boy. The stars and their patterns must become a part of your very being. Carve them into your flesh and make them yours.”

Benen couldn’t do it. It wasn’t that he feared the pain, although he did fear it. It wasn’t that he feared the scars the cuts would make; those he could live with. It was the callousness of the wizard. It was the confirmation of something he had long thought over the past year: the wizard doesn’t care about him or about teaching him. To the wizard, he was just a toy to torment and use. He was something the wizard could feel powerful over.

The past year of Benen’s apprenticeship had not been easy. He had been lonely from the start, missing his family and friends. He had been disappointed that all he was doing was cleaning the wizard’s house and cooking his dinners, getting no further along in any magical studies for so long. The only thing keeping Benen from breaking down altogether had been his expectation of an eventual magical education. This last thing was just the most recent of many things breaking the boy down, wearing away at what remained of his will to continue through these difficulties. He saw the wizard for what he really was: a cruel and evil man. So cruel that even his lessons were meant to hurt Benen.

He never intends to teach me, not really, he thought. Was he forced to take on an apprentice? He obviously doesn’t want one. He doesn’t want me . . .

Benen dropped the knife. He couldn’t do any of this anymore. He so desperately wanted to go home, but that wasn’t an option; they had given him up for dead. All he had was the wizard and the wizard didn’t want him. The wizard just wanted someone to be cruel to, someone to break.

“You win,” he said, having not been first spoken to by the wizard, he heard his own words over and over at increasing volume. It was maddeningly loud and, despite this, Benen kept repeating the words, making it worse and worse. He lost his balance and fell, not caring what happened to him. He heard himself screaming, but it was like someone else was doing it. He knew tears were running down his face, but he also knew he wasn’t sad. He didn’t feel emotion just then, just a desire for numbness. Soon, he got what he wanted: oblivion.

He woke in his bed, what seemed to be the next day, alive and unharmed other than a very bad headache. But inside, in his mind, he was still not well. He did not want to do anything and did not care what the consequence were. He thought of death as a relief from this past year’s nightmare.

It was Overseer that had woken him, and it had no regard for his wishes. It strobed angrily above him. He turned over and tried to go back to sleep, ignoring it. The light shocked him, but he refused to get up. It kept shocking him until he lost consciousness.

He came back to himself, he knew not how long later, and found he was alone in his room. He was thirsty and needed to use the loo. He decided to commit himself enough to living to fulfil both of those needs, but he resisted the need to eat. For that, he would have to go to the kitchens and he did not want to encounter Overseer, or worse: the wizard.

Having taken care of his needs as much as he intended, Benen returned to his bed and lay down again. He pulled the covers over his head and cried, feeling worthless and sorry for his lot. He expected the blue light would be back to shock him to unconsciousness soon. If this happened with enough repetition, Benen believed it would kill him, which was what he wanted.

He was disturbed out of his thoughts and self-pity by a feeling creeping up his foot and then his leg. It felt like a small creature, walking up his body. A primal sort of fear of the unknown drove Benen to shake himself and get up. As he got out of bed, he took the covers and shook them. A small brown shape was thrown by his efforts, to roll along the floor until it came to a rest. It was a rat. A large, brown rat. Something was not quite right with it. It had many patches of fur missing, as well as the eye and ear on its right side. It looked like a rat that had gone through a war and barely survived.

“What did you do that for!?” squeaked out the rat.

Benen was startled to hear it speak.

Am I losing my mind? I’ve not been on my hunger strike long enough to be hallucinating, have I?

The rat righted itself and looked accusingly at Benen with its one good eye.

“I come here to help you and that’s how you treat me?” it accused him.

“Uh, what?” was all Benen managed to say back.

The rat padded closer and stood before Benen, within easier speaking range. It stood up onto its two back legs and stayed that way, becoming a biped and making it seem the most natural thing in the world.

Definitely hallucinating, thought Benen.

“Oh, you’re not hallucinating, my fine young friend,” the rat contradicted Benen’s thought. “I am here to help you.”

“You read my mind!” Benen accused it.

“Yes, that’s an easy trick for someone who knows magic, you know,” it said back.

“But you’re a rat!”

“I wasn’t always a rat, that’s for sure.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Benen was still not convinced of the rat’s reality, but he was so lonely that anyone who wanted to be friendly was all right with him. He sat on the bed to calm himself, then remembered what the rat had said.

“You came to help me? How?”

“I’ll teach you magic. And later, I’ll help you kill the wizard.”

“Kill the wizard?” Benen thought this impossible.

“Yes, but not for a long time. You have to be trained first. We’ll do it together. You’ll see, my little friend.”

“Wait. You said you weren’t always a rat. If that’s true, what were you before?” Benen asked.

“I was the wizard’s apprentice before you.” it told him.

Is this my fate too? Benen thought with horror.

“No,” the rat answered his thought, “you, he’ll kill. That’s what he tried to do to me. I barely survived.”

“By becoming a rat?” Benen said, confused.

“Yes. He had summoned a horde of rats to eat me alive, near the end of the duel. That’s how I lost my eye and ear. I thought fast and transformed into a rat and lost myself in the rat horde.”

“That’s quick thinking for someone being eaten by rats,” commented Benen.

“I’m quick on my feet. Doubly so now that I have four of them.”

The rat’s success was evident by his being still alive in front of Benen, but he found it difficult to believe that anyone could think while being eaten alive.

“That’s exactly the sort of thing you have to learn, my friend. And exactly what I can teach you,” the rat continued to surprise Benen by responding to his thoughts.

“But the wizard is killing me now!” Benen protested.

“No. You’re killing yourself by refusing to play his sick games,” the rat insisted.

“I can’t do what he asked,” Benen thought of the knife and cutting himself with it. Worse, he knew he would have to learn each constellation the same way.

“The wizard doesn’t brook disobedience, but he does admire initiative. If you don’t like the option he’s chosen for you, show some spunk and initiative instead of letting him kill you.”

“But how?” Benen had no idea what he could do that would garner any respect from the wizard.

“Well, the wizard offered you two other choices. Go and do one of them the hard way. Maybe he’ll respect you for it.”

Benen thought back to the three items on the marble slab back in the wizard’s study. He had chosen the wood chisel, but the wizard had told him his choice didn’t matter and given him the knife.

“Do you know what I would have had to do if I was allowed to use the wood chisel? Would I carve the star patterns on wooden planks?” he asked the rat.

“Yes, exactly.”

“But it’s hopeless, I don’t have the chisel or any wood,” Benen complained. He slumped and his face fell.

“I can teach you a charm to solve this problem,” the rat told him. “You’ll find that with me as your ally, problems are just opportunities for a new lesson in magic.”

Benen began to feel hope again. He got up and went to his knees before the rat, bending down to put his face near it.

“What’s your name? I’m Benen,” he said to the rat from this more intimate distance.

“Hello Benen, I’m Orafin,” the rat replied. Benen and the rat shook paw and hand as best they could.

“Partners?” asked Benen.

“Partners. I’ll get you through this, teach you the magic the wizard would be too stingy to teach you and, when the time is right, we’ll kill the old bastard,” there was much venom in the tone used by the rat.

He really hates the wizard, Benen thought.

“Indeed I do,” replied the rat. “There is nothing I want more than to see him killed, preferably in as slow and painful a way as possible.”

It was understandable. Benen reasoned he’d also want to kill someone who had tried to kill him.

Their agreement settled, the two worked at getting Benen ready to face the Overseer and then the wizard. 

The rat, Orafin, taught Benen his first true lesson on magic and the use of it.

“The first thing you should know is that magic is governed by the celestial bodies. They shine down their power upon the field of magic down here, below them. The field, without their light, has no use of its own. Flavoured, so to speak, by the celestial light, the field can be used for the specific magic governed by the different constellations and other bodies. This means that only magic of the right type for the currently shining stars, sun, moon and planets, can be used. We’re in luck that the constellation governing the magic we need tonight is in the sky.”

Benen had to agree with Orafin. He shuddered at the thought that it might well have been otherwise.

“The constellation wizards call the Trickster is the one we’ll be using.”

With the rat touching him, Benen was able to see the stars above, right through the intervening materials. When Orafin pointed out which stars formed the Trickster, Benen saw that it was composed from parts of two constellations he knew separately: the Stool and the Weather-vane. He could see the man’s form the constellation was supposed to describe.

“The Trickster is used for a lot of changing magic. Shape-shifting is what it’s used for the most, but it can also be used to mold and shape other things, which is what we’ll be using it for. If you were more powerful, you could change something to wood and change its form directly as you wished. But right now you don’t even have any capacity to take in or store power on your own.”

“How do I get that though?” Benen interrupted before the rat could continue.

“You get capacity by doing more and more magic. The less capacity you have, the easier it is to built it up. Each magical effect you cast will bring up your capacity by a tiny bit. There is a very simple spell to light a candle that can be performed with the tiny sliver of potential you currently have. It would be extremely difficult for you to successfully do it and would take months of practise and work to manage, but you would eventually be able to hold enough magic for our purposes tonight.”

“But we don’t have that sort of time!” cried Benen in alarm.

“Exactly, so we’ll use a short cut,” said the rat with a very human-seeming smile on its ratty face.

“What sort of short cut?” asked Benen, unsure what this could mean.

“I’ll provide the power and you will do the magic. This way, you’ll grow your reservoir faster and more reliably,” Orafin told him.

“Oh, that sounds okay.”

The rat said nothing further on the subject, instead it started looking about the room for something.

“We need a piece of wood, one that is large enough to hold the pattern of the stars and is not attached to anything you can’t pry it off of,” the rat said.

Benen immediately knew what he could use, “There are cutting boards in the kitchen, I could use one of those, right?”

“That should work, but the wizard will likely be angry you used one of his cutting boards. Is there anything here, something the wizard has placed here for your own use that you could use?”

Benen thought for a few minutes then worked at the back of the chair that went with his work desk. The planks there were too securely attached. He kept looking around, casting about for anything that might do the trick. He’d almost given up until a trip to make water revealed the solution to him. The loo had a wooden plank that served as cover for the hole. He came back proudly displaying his find.

“But what will cover the loo? Won’t it get smelly in here for you?” asked Orafin.

“I’ll find something else to cover it,” said Benen vaguely.

“It’s your problem, I guess. That is a good piece of wood for our purposes, though.”

“Okay, what do we do with it?”

“You will begin by putting it down and sitting on the ground cross-legged in front of it.”

Benen did as asked and the rat came to stand in front of him. The boy leaned in closer to the rat, the better to hear it.

“You will need to learn the pattern of the stars for the Trickster first.”

“But I already know it, you showed it to me earlier,” Benen protested.

“You saw it earlier and you remember the pattern, but you don’t know it.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Well, tell me, how far apart are each of the stars? Which is the brightest of the stars? Are any of them binary stars?”

“Bi-what?”

“I think my point is now evident.”

Benen spent the next few hours learning and memorizing the properties and disposition of all the stars in the Trickster constellation. He was surprised to find out that the Trickster’s belt, which had two stars, really consisted of a star and a nebula. Of course, Orafin had to teach him what a nebula was first.

“This is a lot of information to keep straight,” Benen complained.

“Oh, this is just scratching the surface, my young friend,” the rat explained. “You will want to know much more about the Trickster constellation and its components before you ever attempt more magic using it. Only desperation drives us to use it now, without proper knowledge in your head first.”

“Why is this so important?” Benen asked.

“Without proper knowledge of the celestial bodies used in your spell, you’ll kill yourself in the casting,” the rat told him. “As it is, you will likely be quite hurt from doing this. This is appropriate though, given that you are supposed to have managed this on your own out of desperation to avoid the knife.”

“I’m afraid,” Benen admitted. His hands were shaking and he felt faint.

“Don’t worry, it won’t be so bad,” the rat reassured him. “It will burn in your head and nerves, you will probably have a bit of a seizure and vomit. After that you’ll be all right.”

Benen did not feel reassured, but he was desperate.

It probably won’t be worse than being shocked into unconsciousness by Overseer, he told himself.

“Okay, I guess I know what I can for now about the Trickster, what about the rest of the spell?”

“That’s almost all of it; the rest is will, intention and mitigation,” said the rat.

“Miti-what?” asked Benen.

“Reducing the damages. When you see a wizard speak an incantation or make movements with his hands, he’s trying to reduce the pain and damage to himself from the spell. The movements that work for different constellations are very specific and you won’t be able to learn that now. I’ll give you an incantation for the spell, but you will almost certainly mispronounce it, so it will be of only minor value. Feel free to flail about with your arms and fingers when you do cast, there’s no harm in trying for luck a bit.”

Wizardry seemed awfully complicated, now that Benen was actually learning some. He wished the wizard was a better teacher so he didn’t have to do this spell now, so unprepared.

Next, Orafin taught Benen the short incantation and had him commit it to memory by repeating it over and over. This accomplished, they were ready to try the spell.

“Remember your intention too,” the rat cautioned. “you only want your fingers to be able to mold the wood and that only for a short time.” Benen nodded. Asking for too much would kill him, so the rat had told him.

Benen put out his hand for the rat. Orafin climbed into it and Benen deposited the rat onto his shoulder. They needed to be in contact for Orafin to provide the power Benen would be using for the spell.

Finally ready, Benen hesitated. He was afraid of the pain that would surely come and, worse, afraid he would fail somehow and the magic would kill him. He trembled where he stood, unable to continue.

“The first time will be the worst, but remember, this is all to one day be great and to strike down the wizard who took your family and life away from you,” the rat whispered in his ear.

Determination filled Benen at the thought of one day being as powerful as the wizard and making him pay for what he had done to him — and to Orafin too. He brought to mind the Trickster stars and the facts he had memorized about them while remembering his intention for the spell and saying the incantation Orafin had taught him. This alone was quite a bit of mental gymnastics and hurt his brain, but the real hurt began when Orafin started letting his power flow into Benen, to fuel the spell. Only then did Benen burn.

It felt like every nerve in his body was on fire. He screamed and flailed. His breath scorched his lungs, throat, and mouth on its way out of him. Inhaling felt worse. He collapsed and lay there, feeling himself reduced to cinders over the course of minutes. Gratefully, he relinquished consciousness.

He was woken, only seconds later, by a new, sharp, pain on his arm. Opening his eyes immediately felt like a mistake. Light stabbed at him through these new openings and pierced his brain. He screamed anew. The pain in his arm was repeated; Benen flailed that arm and felt it connect with something.

“Wake up!” it was Orafin.

Some part of Benen remembered life before the pain and tried to assert itself over the being he had become, a being totally consumed by the need to cope with an existence consisting only of pain.

Orafin didn’t warn me it would be like this, Benen thought. So much pain!

Forcing his eyes open again, Benen kept them open through the pain and tried to see. His head wanted to burst with the new agonizing sensations coming through his eyes.

Everything is pain! 

He moved to the piece of wood from the loo, crawling every painful inch. Extending his arm, he tried to mold the wood, to mark it with the star pattern of the Parallels, but he couldn’t think. He couldn’t remember what it looked like through the agony he was feeling.

Orafin helped.

The rat guided his fingers to the right places and Benen hollowed out the spots he was directed to. The wood acted like soft clay under his fingers, some part of Benen was amazed by this, but it was drowned out by the animal part of him that was wanting the pain to stop, wanting to just sleep and hide from this agony.

Eventually, the rat nodded and stopped giving Benen new places to mark on the piece of wood and the boy simply let go of consciousness then. 

The last thing he heard before oblivion claimed him was the rat saying, “Well done, boy.”

He awoke, still on the floor, but no longer in burning agony, when Overseer came for him in the morning. Although the fire in his nerves was gone, Benen still felt like he had been beaten black and blue. He managed to stand.

“I want to talk to the wizard,” he told Overseer. It pulsed brightly and zapped him. He took this to mean he should go with it. He brought the piece of wood with him to show the wizard. But Overseer did not bring Benen to the wizard. It took him on his usual cleaning rounds. Resigned, Benen did what he had to, he cleaned the places that needed cleaning as directed, thankful that the impossible stain was not on today’s schedule. Late in the day, he prepared the food for the wizard’s supper and his own — he was famished, he found — and resolved to accost the wizard during his meal.

He brought out the roast chicken to the wizard, carrying the plate on his engraved loo plank. Benen served the plate, revealing the Parallels when he removed the plate from the plank. The wizard either did not notice or did not care. He ignored Benen altogether.

Undeterred, Benen held out the plank for the wizard, but he did not look at him or the plank, pointedly ignoring Benen.

Overseer pulsed threateningly.

Orafin said the wizard might respect spunk. Now is the time to see if that’s true, he thought.

Extending his arms, Benen interposed the plank between the wizard and his plate of food. The wizard could not ignore this and turned to look at Benen, their eyes meeting. Benen wondered what the wizard saw; he knew he must look a mess from the previous night’s hardships.

“If you want to chisel wood so badly, so be it,” the wizard said mildly. “Leave this piece of wood with me.” Benen put the wood down where indicated. “Hold out your right arm.” Benen did. The wizard took his hand and held Benen’s arm out steady. With his other hand, using his index finger, the wizard traced the Parallels onto Benen’s forearm. “There,” he said. “Never forget that, although I might choose to have my will defied in small amounts, there is always a price to pay for disobedience.”

The pattern of the Parallels burned later that night, etching Benen’s skin where it had been traced. He had difficulty sleeping, despite his exhaustion, and in the morning, found that his arm bore a brand, as though burned by a branding iron into his skin, in the shape of the Parallels.

It had been painful, but worth it. Now he would be able to continue his studies with the wizard without having to carve future star patterns into his skin.

Benen’s life from that time took on a new character as he spent his days cleaning and the time after supper being tutored by the wizard. The wizard had Benen use the wood chisel on a seemingly inexhaustible supply of wooden plates, requiring him to carve out the patterns of constellation after constellation. Some nights, he would carve many copies of a new pattern, other nights, he would learn new patterns all night. Later, once he had learnt all the constellations, the wizard demanded he carve each one again in one night. He succeeded in this and the wizard, for the first time, seemed pleased with him.

Orafin had not been absent during this time. After the sessions with the wizard, Benen returned to his room and learnt from Orafin details of the stars he had been carving. Things like their visual magnitude and what that meant. His magical education was proceeding, slowly, it seemed, but proceeding. It was obvious to Benen and confirmed by Orafin, that it would take up to a decade for him to become a proper wizard; but Benen was encouraged by his progress and persevered.











CHAPTER  4: ADOLESCENT




Everything was going well enough for a few years, with Benen losing himself in his studies instead of dwelling on the things he missed from his village and his previous life. Unfortunately, this could not last. When Benen turned thirteen, the loneliness that had plagued him, but which he had managed to suppress became too much for him. He wanted contact with others, with people other than the vengeful rodent Orafin or the unfriendly uncaring wizard. 

One night, while Orafin was trying to teach Benen about the planets, explaining how some were made of gas more than solid matter, Benen found his mind wandering to a different subject.

“. . . and what’s more, they are highly flammable, these gas planets. Do not throw a torch up into the air in their direction while they are in the sky lest you cause a catastrophe . . . you really are not listening, are you Benen?” the rat said.

“I heard. No torch tossing on gas nights, or something . . . okay, you’re right, my mind wandered,” he admitted. “I’m sorry, Orafin.”

“What’s the matter? Is it something the wizard has done?”

“No. I’m just . . . bored with this. I want to go somewhere other than here,” Benen waved his arms about indicating the tower. “I want to meet people, do normal things. I’m tired of planets and stars and the moon and the sun and all their relative masses and luminosity.”

“You’re restless?” asked the rat.

“I guess so.”

“It will just be a few more years, maybe three at the most, before we can take on the wizard together. Can’t you just focus for that much longer? After that you will be free!”

“Okay, let’s just get through this,” Benen said with new determination.

But it was for nought, he could not concentrate on his work. It was bad enough when he couldn’t follow Orafin’s teachings, but it became dire when he had trouble paying attention to the wizard’s.

“These are basic star patterns! How can you get them wrong, boy?” the wizard threw the wooden plank at Benen, hitting him on the shoulder. Where it hit, his arm went numb with pain. He cried out. “Cease your whining at once! Make such an error again and it will be back to the knife for you,” the wizard threatened.

That night, when Benen recounted this to Orafin, the rat paced the room, thinking.

“You have to get your focus back or you will not live long enough for us to rise up against the wizard together; he will kill you if you fail to learn.”

“I know, I am trying,” Benen assured the rat.

“I believe you and I understand, but the wizard won’t and wouldn’t care even if he did.”

“Then I’m doomed,” the boy said tragically and threw himself down onto his bed.

“Maybe there is a way for you to leave this place and come back. If you’re lucky you might even meet some people,” the rat suggested this with some hesitation. “It might be dangerous and if the wizard discovers you missing, it will go badly for you.”

“If I don’t leave here, it will definitely go badly for me!” complained Benen.

“Then we’ll have to take the risk. Have you noticed a pattern to the landing and taking off of the tower, my young friend?”

“Not particularly,” Benen said.

“The spell the wizard uses to levitate the tower relies on The Pinnacle constellation,” said the rat. He was interrupted by Benen’s giggles. The Pinnacle was the constellation common folk from Benen’s village called Feldin’s Cock. This was the constellation Benen had identified for the wizard back in the village so long ago.

“Sorry. Old memory,” he apologized to Orafin.

“The point is, that constellation never sets, so the magic supporting the tower in the air can be maintained without cease — in theory.”

“But not in practise?” asked Benen.

“No. The moon or the sun sometimes obscures one or more of the stars as seen from here and at those times the flight spell becomes potentially erratic. The wizard knows full well when those times occur and lands the tower for the duration. Sometimes he will even keep it on the ground for an extended period in order to gather more power to himself and do something he hadn’t been able to do while maintaining the flight spell. This might allow you more time.”

“Why not just teach me how to fly? Then I can come and go without bothering with any timing other than my off-times,” asked Benen. His two instructors had not taught him much in the way of spells so far. As far as Benen could tell, magic was all astronomy.

“Do you remember when you and I did that spell to inscribe the star pattern into wood that time, years ago? It will be like that,” the rat told him.

“Really? Haven’t I learnt enough by now to be able to cast a spell like flying without any trouble?”

“No. I think you underestimate how difficult of a spell flight is, and overestimate your ability to hold constellation information in your mind.”

Chastised, Benen dropped that subject. The two instead worked out when the tower would land next. This information allowed them to plan and make sure Benen was ready to leave when the time came. Orafin insisted that he be taken along in order to keep Benen out of trouble.

“What trouble would I possibly get in?” asked Benen.

“Knowing you, any sort of trouble,” replied Orafin. “You’re a boy who’s been very sheltered for the past few years. You need to be escorted.”

“Well, you’ve been a rat for at least that long and living here for longer than me, what do you know of the outside world?” countered Benen.

“I left here for a time after my defeat at the hands of the wizard. I know plenty about the world that is out there Benen, believe me.”

Benen did believe him then, the rat spoke with such intensity, it was difficult to doubt him.

Benen put on his best clothes, which weren’t very good considering they were made by Benen himself. The wizard had let him have some cloth over the years and the means to stitch clothing together for himself, but Benen had never gotten very good at it and his efforts weren’t stellar. Still, the clothing was functional. What he considered his best clothes were really the cleanest, newest pair of pants and tunic he had made for himself. His shoes were made of the same cloth and shaped as a sort of bag. For a belt he wore a rope. In this case, the nicest bit of rope he could find. Orafin disappeared for a time while Benen was getting ready. When the rat returned, he was laboriously carrying a silver coin.

“It’s more than it looks. It’s worth sixteen of the copper coins and one of those will buy you a meal and ale to go with it.”

“Where did you get it?” Benen asked.

“The wizard is sometimes careless with his purse,” Orafin replied.

“His loss is my gain, I guess,” Benen said with a smile.

“He owes you at least that much in back pay, I’d say,” the rat said agreeably.

“I’ve never even held money before,” Benen was examining the coin closely. He could read now and tried to understand what was written on it; it didn’t make any sense.

“It’s a Westren coin, they speak and write differently there,” Orafin told him when he saw Benen’s close scrutiny of the writing. Benen put the coin in his right shoe-bag and tied that one extra-tight. They were ready, all that remained was waiting for the wizard to land the tower. Their hope was that he would land it somewhere near some village or town.

It was a little bit after sunset, after all tasks were taken care of, when the wizard started landing the tower. It became more and more obvious to the rat and boy, as they looked out the windows and saw the landscape gradually come up toward them. The movement downward itself was imperceptible and there was no jar upon landing.

Orafin went to see where the wizard was to be found, to make sure they wouldn’t run into him as they were leaving. He came back in an agitated state.

“The wizard is outside, he’s taking some things left near where we landed!” Orafin said, panting.

The two made their way to a place in the tower where they could look out and see what was happening on the ground at the base. There were bundles of what looked like supplies in piles on the ground, the whole tidily stacked.

“That’s where all the stuff we eat comes from!” Benen realized, answering a question he had yet to have asked himself.

“Tribute, I guess,” said Orafin. “From the villages in his domain.”

“Why would they give him tribute? Does he hurt them if they don’t?” asked an outraged Benen. He could sympathize with bullied villagers.

“I think they have an agreement with him. He’s sort of the owner of this land.”

“Really?”

The rat nodded, “It’s named after him.”

“What? Are we still near my home village of Oster’s Gift?” asked Benen.

“In the same region. This area is Osteria, after Oster, the wizard.”

“No! Really? But, is he really eight hundred years old then?”

“I think so,” Orafin said. “Wizards extend their own lives with magic, that much I know.”

Benen was speechless. This could be him someday. Eight hundred years seemed an eternity!

“It’s like living forever,” he said, his voice full of awe.

“I guess,” the rat said, less impressed. “You know the world is much older than you probably think. Millions of years old, some say.”

Benen laughed out loud at this claim. They spoke no more of such things for the moment. They could see the wizard had finished levitating the various supplies into the tower and had returned inside. Orafin left to see what the wizard was doing, returning a few minutes later with news that he was hard at work in his laboratory.

“We probably have a few hours. It takes him so long to do these sorts of things,” the rat commented. “He’s very fussy about all the details.”

Benen didn’t think it was strange to be fussy when it came to magic; his one experience with casting a spell had nearly killed him because he didn’t know enough and couldn’t be fussy about the details.

Reassured the wizard was preoccupied, the pair left the tower as stealthily as they could manage. Benen ran while still within line of sight of the tower, but slowed to a walk once he had reached the cover of a stand of trees. Orafin, sitting on Benen’s shoulder, pointed out some smoke rising into the sky in the distance and Benen headed in that direction.

It had felt great to run from the tower. Benen missed his time as a child when he had run everywhere, playing tag and other silly games with his friends. There had been chores then, but nothing like the unrelieved work, toil, and learning of his time since coming to the tower.

Why don’t I just run away tonight? he thought. I could keep walking, leaving this wizard’s land behind.

It was no good to fantasize like this though; he knew the wizard would track him down and find him, maybe only so that he could kill him. He couldn’t risk it. 

These hours of freedom will have to do, he told himself.

The village, once they arrived, looked very much like his own. Some exceptions were obvious though. Where Oster’s Gift had a windmill, this village had a watermill, taking advantage of the river running through it. The river was another big difference, of course. Also, this village had a building that looked like a proper tavern and inn. This was where Benen headed.

The entrance to the inn led directly into a tap room filled with some of the folks from the village. Mostly it looked to be men having a drink together, all seated at one long table. There seemed to be a separate clique of younger men, really older boys, seated at their own table. Finally, there were two foreigners seated together. The foreigners looked to be a peddler and his guard.

Benen froze in the door. It was strange seeing people he didn’t know after so long. He found he was oddly afraid of what they might say or do. He considered leaving again, but not seriously so. As much as he might be afraid of the people, he was even more fascinated by them, especially the foreigners.

With hesitant steps, Benen made his way to an empty table and took a seat. He could feel everyone looking at him; no one was talking anymore. The only noises were kitchen noises. One of the younger men called to Benen.

“Don’t drink alone, come and join us.”

His fellows echoed the request. Benen reddened, but went to their table. The stranger having been welcomed and settled in with some of the locals, talk resumed around the room.

“Hey Glenda, we need some ale here!” yelled another of the youths once Benen was seated.

“What’s your story then, boy?” asked one of the boys who looked at most two years older than Benen.

“Story?” said Benen, overwhelmed by the attention he was getting. He’d hoped to blend in, but should have known it would be like this. He imagined all small places were like this; everyone knew each other, and strangers were valued for their novelty. “I’m travelling with my master. We’re camped outside of the village. He’s given me the night to myself.”

“Camped outside of the village?” said a youth, “That’s not safe, not with the wizard having just come for his bounty.”

Glenda came to their table with a pitcher of ale then, disrupting the conversation, for which Benen was grateful. The bar wench was a girl about his own age and when Benen saw her, he was smitten. She was slight and had long brown hair that defied any attempt at being tied together. Her eyes were large and brown and when he looked at them, they looked back with a brief smile as she poured ale for him and the other young men. She disappeared again as quickly as she had come and Benen was sorry to see her go.

“You like our Glenda, eh?” the other boys teased Benen. He decided he needed to get a handle on who his company were.

“I’m Benen, my master is a travelling scribe and I hope to one day be the same,” he and Orafin had worked out the cover story together, deciding it fit well.

Introductions followed from the others. The tall blonde man of twenty was Eggan; the short boy with the big ears was Tunney; the one missing the fingers was Fillen; last but not least was the outgoing boy who had originally called Benen over, his name was Ward.

The boys encouraged Benen to flirt with Glenda, telling him to grope at her when she came near to refill their glasses, but Benen couldn’t possibly be so forward and scowled when the other boys demonstrated for him how to do it. This chilled things for a while and Benen regretted it. To make things up, he offered to pay for the rounds, producing his silver coin. The boys all looked at it in awe.

“It pays well then to be an apprentice scribe,” Ward commented.

“Not so well, this is a lot of my savings,” Benen said, trying to deflect attention from the money. Glenda brought him back his change for the piece, it was more change than he had expected; it seemed ale was inexpensive in this small village.

In an attempt to change the subject Benen asked after the peddler.

“No one really knows. I don’t think he tried to sell any wares here; he doesn’t speak Estren,” Tunney said.

Benen paid for two more rounds, barely denting the change he had gotten back from the silver coin and then it was time for the inn to close to the public. By then the older men had already retired and only Benen, the younger men, and the peddler’s party remained in the tap room. The younger men ordered one more round to go and invited Benen to come with them, to have a drink in Eggan’s father’s barn. When Glenda refilled Benen’s mug for this final round, she slipped him a note discreetly. He unfolded it under the table and snuck a glance at it when he found a moment where no one was looking at him. It had four round circles on it. The circles were covered by a big X. Benen didn’t know what to make of it, he put it away. He was disappointed it wasn’t a note asking him to meet Glenda somewhere in the village for a tryst and the strange pictures just confused him.

He left the inn with his new friends and walked into the night trying to sing along to the song the other four evidently knew by heart. He was a little bit drunk and was overall happy with his evening. Orafin, in the bag slung across Benen’s middle was restive and Benen took this to mean that maybe it was time to be leaving and returning to the tower before the wizard took off again or missed him. But he was having such fun he didn’t want to go just yet. He figured a little while longer wouldn’t hurt.

The group walked a little way out of the village proper, singing the while. Once out of sight from anyone in the village, Ward pushed Benen over, making him fall to the ground. Confused, Benen didn’t have a chance to figure out what had happened before feet started pounding into his side. He covered his head with his arms and tried to curl up into a ball with Orafin in the middle.

The beating didn’t last long, for which Benen was thankful. The kicks stopped soon after they began, with Tunney saying that should be enough. Someone, Ward, Benen thought, reached down and grabbed his purse of coins.

“We’ll drink to you for a week or two, Benen, thanks,” said Ward with a laugh. Then he turned to go and Benen saw him stop cold. Standing in the way of their route back to the village was the foreigner and his guard.

The foreigner said something incomprehensible, in Westren, Benen presumed.

“Stay out of this, you cow-lover!” Ward said, the other kids laughed along. There was a nervous quality to their bravado now. The foreigners didn’t understand the insult, neither did Benen really, and the guard drew his long curved blade from its sheath.

At this, Ward and the others held out their hands in a pose unmistakable even to a foreigner. 

“Don’t you hurt us, my father and his brothers will make you eat that sword,” said Ward, although he kept his tone such that without knowing what the words meant, you might think he was begging for his life.

The guard motioned to the pouch with his sword and pointed at Benen’s fallen form.

“Come on,” Ward said. “This isn’t your business.”

The guard repeated the motion, impatiently.

“You’ll regret this in the morning, when my father hears of it,” Ward threw the pouch to Benen; it thunked against his arm and fell near him on the ground.

Using the sword again, the guard indicated the thugs should leave and this was exactly what they did, with all haste. The guard said soothing things to Benen in his language as he helped him back to his feet, handing him the pouch he retrieved from the ground as well.

“Swoldon do speak you not tongue,” said the other foreigner, the presumed peddler.

“Oh, I didn’t think either of you spoke Estren,” Benen said.

“Tongue no good speak but okay do understand.” Benen couldn’t argue with that. The man’s speech was hard to follow, but he had little accent and seemed to understand fine.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” said Benen and after a pause, “and my purse.”

“Brother Brother always help.” Benen wasn’t sure what to make of that and must have looked puzzled because the foreigner tried again.

“Brothers help Brothers always?”

“But I don’t know you,” Benen said.

“Both Benders,” the man said. “Brother Benders.”

Benen looked at him uncomprehending. Orafin, in his satchel bag came out and said, “He means you’re both magicians.”

Both foreigners jumped on seeing Orafin, speaking in their own tongue what Benen assumed to be hexes against evil. Orafin said some words to them in Westren and they calmed down and came closer. Orafin served as interpreter thereafter.

“The older man, his name is Blon, he’s a magician, what he calls a Bender of the World. The big guy is his brother Swoldon. They’re travelling, seeking a constellation that only rises in the south from here.”

“Why did they need to come east to go south?” Benen asked Orafin.

“Political reasons. I guess the direct southern route is not friendly to wizards or perhaps to anyone. Not sure. Blon recognized you as having talent. Figured you were an apprentice. He says that he would have lost much standing if he had let someone’s apprentice be so mistreated. He hopes you and your master would do the same for his own apprentice should he ever take one.”

“Tell him I thank him deeply and will endeavour to help my own ‘brothers’ as he has helped me,” Benen told Orafin.

The rat looked at him for a moment, “No mention of your master doing the same?”

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” Benen said simply. “You know Oster isn’t likely to help anyone. He’s as likely to watch and clap afterwards.”

The rat shrugged and translated.

“They offer to escort us back to our master,” Orafin said.

“Tell them we’ll be fine on our own from here. Tell them it isn’t far,” Benen said. Orafin did.

“They would like to meet our master,” the rat translated their response.

“Um, tell them he’s busy,” Benen supplied. The rat spoke with the foreigners and they nodded understanding then and smiled. They bowed to both the rat and the boy and took their leaves. Benen wished his own master was half as genial as these foreigners seemed to be.

“I tried to warn you, about the boys. You were flashing around your money too much,” the rat told Benen.

“So they robbed me?”

“You made it easy, really. It was almost your fault,” the rat asserted.

“Get back in the bag,” Benen said, angry partly because he thought the rat might be right. Orafin humphed but kept his tongue. They walked back to the tree-line where the tower was resting on the ground. Benen was relieved to see it still there. He had a brief fantasy that it might remain here for another day or two and he could get to know the bar wench Glenda better, but he knew they wouldn’t stay here that long and he had already risked too much for this one night.

They ran to the tower and snuck back in. Once safely back in his quarters, Benen lay on his bed, feeling his many bruises and bumps. Nothing seemed broken. He sighed. It had been a good night, despite the beating and robbery at the end.

The boys had been good company while they drank and he had very much enjoyed the drinking and the numb silliness it induced. Above all, he had enjoyed meeting Glenda, even just looking at her. She was a plain girl, by most standards, but to him she had been the most wonderful, most feminine creature in the universe that night and he would have given much just to have had a chance to get to know her better, to hear what her hopes and dreams were. He was pleased that she had tried to warn him of his danger, for he had finally deciphered the note she had given him, thanks to hindsight.

Exhausted and happy, if beaten, Benen went to sleep. The next morning there was a spring in his step and a renewed desire to learn so that he could leave this bondage sooner rather than later.











CHAPTER  5: ACOLYTE




It was shortly after his escapade in the small village that the wizard began to step up Benen’s education. Some of the lessons had already been covered by Orafin and Benen showed himself quite quick to learn those. The wizard seemed impressed. Unfortunately, this meant he thought Benen quicker to learn than he really was, which resulted in him teaching new concepts at a faster pace.

“On the fourteenth of Spring, in Northern Osteria, at what time does the moon rise and set?” he quizzed Benen.

Benen had a set of notes filled with astronomical information he could consult. Unfortunately, this required the use of a formula and he was not very good at math. He struggled through it and was only a bit wrong. The wizard was disappointed but not angry.

That night, Benen got Orafin to tutor him in mathematics, an area he knew less about than even magic. The rat and he were hard at work on this when the wizard was heard approaching by Orafin’s keen ears. He scuttled to a hiding place.

“Studying hard. I approve,” said the wizard when he arrived. Benen could only nod to his master, he had not been given permission to speak.

“Come boy, we’re going to do some practical work.”

Benen did not know what this meant. The wizard normally did not give lessons after supper. This was highly irregular.

Benen followed the wizard up to the highest of the towers and into the room at the very top. It turned out to be a large domed room with a roof that had a long narrow opening in it. It was designed so that the opening could be closed, like a clam closing its shell. In the centre of the room there was a large tubular device sitting on a platform connected through machinery to the contraptions controlling the roof.

The wizard directed Benen to a crank and instructed him to turn it until told otherwise. This, Benen did. As the crank turned — easier than Benen would have guessed — the roof and the tubular device turned in synchrony, pointing at different parts of the sky. When instructed by the wizard, Benen stopped cranking and flipped the lever indicated. Then he cranked again, as directed, and saw the tubular device angle upward. Eventually, the wizard was satisfied and told Benen to step away from the crank and come with him to the device at the centre of the room.

“This is a telescope, it allows you to see far away, boy,” the wizard told him. “It is a clever device built by the clever minds of the Southren; as is all this machinery — as they call it.” The foreign word sounded funny to Benen’s ears.

The wizard did some fine adjustments using dials and levers on the telescope until he was satisfied. Benen paid close attention to the use of the different parts the wizard tweaked. Then the wizard told Benen to look into what he called the eyepiece. Benen did so and saw: the moon!

He saw it like he’d never seen it before; it was so close! Close enough that he could not see it as a disk, the one area he was looking at took up the entirety of his view. And it was full of craters and holes. The moon was a black and white landscape of devastation; like a desert in the sky.

“Awful, isn’t it?” the wizard commented. Benen knew it was a rhetorical question, but he chose to interpret it as a proper question so that he could speak.

“It’s beautiful, not awful!” he told the wizard, who laughed.

“You misunderstand. Awful, as in full of awe. It is a usage of the word lost to those of your low birth,” the wizard clarified.

“Oh,” Benen said.

After the moon, the wizard showed Benen many of the stars from the most major constellations. This included the brightest star in the Parallels, which, when looked at with the telescope, was revealed to be two stars!

Benen pulled back from the telescope in surprise. The wizard laughed again, amused by Benen’s naivety.

“Yes, boy, there are two stars there,” the wizard said and nodded, indicating Benen could speak.

“But it’s one star in the constellation!” Benen objected.

“It is a binary star system,” corrected the wizard. “Two stars orbiting one another. You need to know this when you use the Parallels or you will not be holding the correct knowledge in your head while casting your spells. Such a discrepancy will harm you immensely.”

Benen would make sure to remember. He was enamoured of the telescope and was both surprised and pleased when the wizard gave him permission to use it whenever he had the free time.

“You need to get to know the heavens above if you are to be a wizard someday, boy,” the wizard provided by way of explanation. Along with the permission came the threat that should Benen break the telescope or its accompanying machinery, he would not live to regret it.

The wizard then provided the boy with a manual, written in Southren, on how to use the machinery and the telescope properly. He added to that an Estren-Southren dictionary.

“It will do you well to learn a new language. Starting tomorrow we speak Southren here,” pronounced the wizard.

Benen did not sleep that night. He went back to his rooms when the sun rose and spoke with Orafin, letting the rat know what had developed. Orafin started helping him with his Southren immediately.

“You’re in luck, Southren is related to our own Estren. Imagine if he’s said you needed to start learning Ikarish,” commented the rat.

Benen had never heard of that.

“What’s Ikarish?” he asked the rat.

“The language of the people of Ikara,” Orafin provided unhelpfully.

“Where is that? I’ve only ever heard of the four kingdoms. I thought the rest of the world was all ocean,” he said.

“Oh no,” said the rat. “The four kingdoms are just the fragments of one older kingdom and not even that big of a kingdom at that. The world is much bigger than you think, my young friend.”

The next lesson from the wizard was a blur of incomprehensible words to Benen. He had not grasped enough, in his few hours of learning Southren, to understand what was being said. He had learnt the phrase for “I do not understand” and used it extensively that day. To minimize the damage to his education, Benen wrote down as much as he could of what the wizard said, using phonetics when needed.

That night, using the dictionary, he pieced together what the wizard had been saying. He had noticed that many of the words were repeated while the wizard had talked and when he looked up the words he found that the wizard was playing with him. What the wizard had said the most was:

“Maybe tomorrow you’ll understand and it will be worth telling you something of interest.”

Benen was mostly just relieved that he hadn’t really missed a day of lessons from the wizard. Orafin and Benen worked hard that night to drive as much Southren into Benen’s brain as they could so that the next day would go better. They concentrated on the words most important to a magician, such as the words for constellations, stars, magic, spells, concentration, and the like.

The next day did go better. When the wizard asked him in Southren if he was ready for his lesson, Benen was able to answer in the affirmative in that tongue. The lesson wasn’t totally clear to Benen, but again, he wrote down problem words phonetically and looked them up that night. He also had a proper magic lesson from Orafin, in Southren as well, that night. He needed all the practise he could get.

After two weeks, Benen had mastered Southren and could operate the telescope apparatus adequately. He felt quite proud of himself and his progress. He was becoming a rather educated man, he thought.

The next day, the wizard commended him on his progress in Southren.

“You have a passable command of the tongue, boy,” the wizard said. Since this was a time where speech was allowed, Benen thanked his master.

“Seems to me you’re ready for Westren,” the wizard noted as he handed Benen a Westren-Southren dictionary. “This should help you learn both of the tongues. Tomorrow we speak Westren exclusively.”

Benen wanted to cry, but he held firm. He wouldn’t give the wizard the satisfaction of seeing the effect this was having on him. He went back to his rooms and complained — in Southren — to Orafin.

“It’s unfair!”

“That’s how he is,” said Orafin. “He’ll push you this way, distract you from learning magic and then crush you when he’s had all the pleasure and labour he needed from you.”

Benen resolved not to be crushed. He learnt Westren even faster than he had learnt Southren.

When his mastery was evident, the wizard commented on it.

“Your Westren is quite good, boy,” he said.

“Thank you, Master. Is it time for me to learn Northren then?” Benen anticipated the next logical step in the wizard’s designs.

The wizard smiled, not put off in the least.

“You already know Northren, boy, don’t be silly,” the wizard said.

“I do?” Benen was surprised. He knew he didn’t know any languages other than Estren, Southren and Westren.

“No, what’s next for you is the star encyclopedia,” said the wizard, ignoring Benen’s question and indicating one section of books in his study. He withdrew the first volume and handed it to Benen. “Memorize every datum on every star.”

That night, back with Orafin, Benen asked about Northren.

“The Northren speak Southren,” clarified Orafin.

“They do? Why? I mean, if we all used to be the same kingdom, why don’t we all speak the same language?”

“We’ve always had different dialects. When the kingdom fell apart, the dialects evolved into different languages. Northren used to exist, until the Southren conquered the Northren and forced them to use their language.”

“Oh. So Northren is Southren now?”

“Not exactly,” said the rat. “The conquest was generations ago and the Northren have regained independence since then. They still speak Southren though.”

“And this is just a small part of the world?” Benen asked.

“Oh yes. I’m not even from here,” Orafin confirmed.

“You’re not from Estren?”

“I’m not from Estren, Westren, Southren, or Northren,” clarified the rat.

“Where are you from then?”

“You’ll not have heard of it,” said the rat. “Let’s get on with your lessons.”

They focused then on Benen memorizing the stars in the first volume. Benen noticed that the rat knew them all by heart himself. He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised, given that Orafin had been the wizard’s apprentice before him, but still he was impressed he still remembered every bit of information in the first volume. The rat was a relentless quizzer and within a few weeks Benen had it by heart as well.

The wizard spent an entire lesson quizzing Benen to confirm his knowledge. Satisfied that the boy knew the information, the wizard gave him the next book of the encyclopedia of stars.

Benen and Orafin worked on that one for a few weeks. After that time, Benen thought himself ready and went before the wizard to be tested. He was quickly disabused of that notion: the wizard did not quiz solely from the newest volume, but also from the first. Although Benen remembered most of the first still, the information was not as fresh and he missed a few questions. The wizard was disappointed.

“When you fail to remember a star properly, the spells you attempt to cast will punish you worse than the punishment I will inflict upon you now. Reflect upon that.”

The wizard cast a spell on Benen and for two days, all physical touch brought pain: a jangling feeling down his nerves. It was a lot like the excruciating pain Benen had felt the only time he had cast a spell. From then on, he and Orafin studied and quizzed from all the previous volumes. Benen was surprised his head could hold all the information he was feeding it; he was only the son of a farmer, not a scholar. He developed pride in his newfound capability to learn and remember things. Orafin told him not to let it get to his head.

“There’s a lot more you’ll need to learn before we can take on the wizard.”

After all volumes on the stars were exhausted, the wizard began teaching Benen about actual spell casting.

“It has little to do with the mumbling of words or the movements of your arms, it’s all up here in your head,” the wizard said. As this was an interactive session, Benen was allowed to speak.

“But I’ve seen you incant and make arcane gestures,” he said to the wizard. He clearly remembered the wizard doing so on a few occasions; specifically, back in the village.

“Oh, I do use them when casting a spell I’m not as familiar with, but these are optional. If you know a spell well enough, you can simply focus on the stars you need, will what you want to happen, and channel power into the spell. The movements and the incantations are crutches to help you channel the power properly. Once you’re used to a spell, you can gradually let those become more and more minimal until eventually you forgo them altogether.

Spell casting requires a reservoir of power within the wizard; you do not have that yet. You will have to do the most simple spell possible over and over to acquire a small capacity for power. From there, growing your reservoir will not be so tedious.”

The wizard taught Benen a spell for making a tiny point of light on the tip of his finger. It used the sun so it was easy to visualize the stars involved and could be practised all day. Along with the specifics of the spell, the wizard taught Benen some incantation words that would help with sun casting. Similarly, he also taught him gestures for the same. This accomplished, the wizard moved to depart.

“You will practise this every moment the sun is up until you have mastered it. You will have no other duties but this. Take less than a month to do this and you will be rewarded.”

Benen practised the spell as directed, hiding in his rooms to do it. He felt silly making pompous wizardly gestures and speaking strange nonsense words and preferred to do it where the wizard was unlikely to run into him. Unfortunately for Benen, Orafin could not be so easily avoided. The rat laughed at his imprecise movements and incorrect pronunciation.

“Help me!” Benen told it, “don’t just laugh at me, you stupid useless rat!”

Orafin was more serious after this rebuke and tried to help Benen with his posture and movements. He helped with the pronunciation too, but his help there was less appreciated by Benen.

“No! No! No!” the rat would say. “It’s not Astifer like Az-tifer, it’s like ass; think Ass-tifer.”

If there was a way to make a pronunciation dirty, the rat would. He’d rhyme the sounds to female body parts, some Benen had never even heard of. In the end, it did help. After only one week, Benen could reliably create a point of light at the end of his finger. Better, he could do it without it being followed by exhaustion and excruciating pain.

“From this, you can easily make a light beam, Benen,” remarked Orafin, “or light a candle. The principles are mostly the same, as are the gestures. You will see that from small simple effects, you can extrapolate bigger spells. The wizard has finally begun to put you on the path to his own doom.”

Benen was feeling ambivalent about hurting the wizard since he had started getting proper lessons from him. He didn’t seem as bad now that he was actually teaching him. This changed when he proudly showed the wizard that he could reliably cast the point of light spell.

The wizard stood and watched Benen cast the spell over and over again, through an entire hour.

“It is a good start,” the wizard remarked. “Are you asserting that you have mastered the spell then?”

“Yes, Master,” Benen said, his chest swelling with pride.

The wizard asked to see Benen’s hand. The boy extended it and the wizard took it in his own. There followed intense pain in two of his fingers. He screamed and withdrew his hand from the wizard’s. He saw that two of his fingers were charred black husks, burned to the bone. As he lost consciousness from shock and pain he heard the wizard say:

“Now, cast the spell.”

He woke later to find his hand had been bandaged, presumably by Orafin. He could not feel the two fingers.

“They’re gone,” said the rat.

“Gone? Forever?” asked the boy with alarm.

“I’m afraid so. Unless you or another wizard learns enough of the right magic to regrow them. Don’t expect the wizard to do it for you though; this is his idea of a lesson.”

“How can I do magic without those fingers? They’re part of the spell I just learnt!”

“You will have to do without that part of the physical motion. You can do it, Benen.”

He had to work another week to get the spell working without the fingers. He waited another week beyond that, practising the spell even further, expecting the wizard to somehow prove to him he was not ready.

When he demonstrated for the wizard, Benen was forced to cast the spell over and over again for three hours without pause. Once this was completed, Benen thought he had finally succeeded, but then the wizard hit him in the face, hard.

“Cast the spell,” the wizard insisted as he hit again and again.

Benen could not do it. He returned to practising.

He had Orafin interfere with him in all possible ways they could think of together, the rat biting him on occasions, other times clawing at his face and eyes. It was only on the day before the deadline that Benen was ready. He could cast the spell silently, without motions, effortlessly. He could do so while being bitten or clawed. To further test him, Orafin even tried leaping straight at Benen’s crotch while he was casting; the boy was unfazed.

He proved all this to the wizard and, finally, the wizard had to concede that Benen had achieved mastery of the spell.

“As your reward, starting tomorrow, you will assist me in the laboratory,” pronounced the wizard.

Work in the laboratory, of course, was hardly a reward: it was more work on Benen’s plate. Worse, once Benen started being able to cast spells, the wizard reinstated his task of cleaning the tower. This meant that he would get up with the sun, clean and cook for twelve hours, then take lessons and work in the laboratory with the wizard for another six. He was exhausted by the time he returned to his quarters, but still found the energy most nights to take extra lessons from Orafin for two or three hours. This routine ran Benen ragged but he still persevered; he was motivated.

The more Benen worked in the laboratory, the more he felt used by the wizard. Every session started with instructions on how Benen was to assist, but they were always incomplete; missing a step or two. The missing parts always resulted in some discomfort or injury to Benen. It did motivate him to learn how the experiments worked, so that he could figure out the missing instruction. This was, he knew, the point. The wizard was teaching him, grudgingly, the basics of laboratory technique; he just wasn’t doing it in a nice way. Benen hardened his heart against the wizard, readying himself bit by bit for the day to come when he would be powerful enough to rise up against him.

But that day was still far away and for the moment he was becoming more of a wizard by the day. One morning, when Overseer came to take him on his rounds for the cleaning of the tower, Benen decided he had had enough of the cursed blue light. He looked up and verified the Cleaver had risen. This constellation, called the Scythe by the common folk, emanated energies wizards used to destroy things; including dispelling magical effects. Benen wasn’t sure he was powerful enough to dispel an effect the wizard had protected, but he doubted the Overseer was something the wizard had worked very hard upon; it was probably created with the least effort needed.

The blue light pulsed its impatience when he failed to rise immediately when called awake. He did rise then and looked at it.

“Are you conscious?” he asked it. “Are you a person?”

It did not seem to understand this line of enquiry and pulsed more quickly. Benen knew this as a sign that the construct was getting ready to shock him for not following orders. He concentrated on the nine stars of the Cleaver then, picturing them clearly in his mind. He knew all their masses, their visible magnitude, their distance from his own world as well as their distances from each other; he even knew their ages. Keeping this in mind, he drew upon his now slightly larger reservoir of magical energy and molded it into the spell he desired in his mind. Simultaneously, he began a circular motion with his right arm and moved his left hand up above his head, two fingers curled and two fully extended. Finally, he gave voice to incantation words that suited his magical intent: “Marbellus Inuut Kartan Vourt!”

The energies burned through him as he finished the spell; he was pushing his capabilities with this effect. A torrent of red energies flowed from him to the blue light. It emitted a piercingly high-pitched shriek for a brief second and then it was all over.

When Benen looked, the blue light was still there. His spell had failed!

The light pulsed quicker than usual, as though it were getting ready to deliver an exceptionally strong shock, but its pulsing suddenly ended. For a second, the light simply hung there, flickering intermittently, then it became blue glitter hanging in the air before falling to the ground.

I did it! Benen thought. Then he truly felt his body’s pain at channelling the magical energies and he collapsed back into his bed. He slept again and did not get up until an hour before midday.

The wizard will kill me if I do not serve up lunch, he thought immediately. He made his way to the kitchens and made the wizard’s meal. Having fulfilled this obligation, Benen then had to clean the tower with only half the time he normally had. The thought occurred to him then that perhaps he’d been doing this the wrong way.

He was a wizard’s apprentice; why was he cleaning with a brush, bucket, and broom?

Benen knew the Cleaver would still be in the sky and that he could call upon its energies to create his own equivalent of the blue light Overseer. His creation would be a scourge, travelling the entire tower, disintegrating dust, spills, and vermin, but he feared such a thing would be beyond his current capacity to cast without severely harming himself; the simple dispel from that morning had wiped him out for half the day.

What I need is something that makes the going easier and faster, he thought.

He settled on an idea and took out a rag as the target for his spell. He called once more upon the Cleaver and its energies. For this he needed different movements and incantation words, but he knew them. The spell he was casting should be even easier than the previous one from the morning. This was a good thing because he did not have the time to waste recuperating from this spell.

He concentrated on the spell, made the movements, said the words and enchanted the rag.

The surge of pain through Benen was less than one tenth that of the dispelling magic’s aftershock. He felt all right; not perfect, but functional. He also felt pride in his growing abilities.

I am becoming a wizard! he exulted.

Picking up the rag, he was surprised by a tingling sensation where he touched it. He could see the magic’s effect on his hand; it was cleaner than ever before. Using the rag, one wipe was all it took to clean a surface perfectly. Benen quickly wiped down floors and surfaces and was finished cleaning the day’s rooms in half the time he had left. With the rag, he could do his cleaning in a quarter of the time it would normally require. His heart swelled with happiness that he would have this extra time to work on his magic. Seeing such obvious benefits to his new powers motivated Benen to learn most of all.

The trick with the rag meant more to Benen than simply shortening his cleaning time, giving him more time to learn; it brought a realization that magic was something he could use for all tasks, if he had the right knowledge.

He applied this new attitude to his work in the kitchen.

When the time came to cook the wizard’s lunch, Benen thought of how magic could be used to help with the chore. The most obvious assistance it could provide was as a replacement for the hearth. He could use fire magic to heat the food and cook it in a mere fraction of the time it would normally take, but he wanted to do more with magic. Benen felt sure the wizard did everything with his magic and that this attitude was key to becoming a great magician.

Using the Pinnacle constellation, Benen knew he should be able to cast a spell to manipulate objects at a distance with his mind. He knew he didn’t need a powerful spell for this; the wizard used the Pinnacle’s magic to make the tower fly, but the heaviest object Benen needed to lift with this spell was a chicken. He had learnt all he needed about the constellation itself and knew some of the proper words and motions for spells of this sort, so he decided he would give it a try.

He cast the spell, taking his time to get it right, and felt the magic flow through him. It hurt, but he relished the pain; it meant the spell was drawing power from him. This being the first time he had cast a spell using the Pinnacle, his casting was far from perfect: the magic left him drained. He fell to his knees and stayed there while he recuperated.

Did it work? he asked himself when he felt better.

Looking at the basket of potatoes in the corner of the pantry, Benen selected one of them and willed it to move up into the air. It shot straight up and hit the ceiling with such force that it became a flat wet mess on the ceiling.

Despite this setback, Benen whooped with delight at the thing. It had moved so fast!

He concentrated on his rag and willed it in the direction of the mess on the ceiling. This time he tried to moderate the speed and maintain control over the object. It didn’t work. The rag moved with lightning speed to the spot and flopped against the ceiling.

Undeterred, Benen continued working with the rag, moving it around the kitchen with his mind. He found that it took intense concentration for him to exercise fine control over the rag. He thought this might be something to do with the spell he had envisioned. He might very well have overestimated the force he needed for lifting, having had no reference point. Still, he worked with what he had created and soon enough, managed to manipulate the rag and clean the mess on the ceiling.

Using this newfound control, he picked up a new potato and held it before him in the air. He found he was grinning like an idiot and tried to calm himself for the next part. This part might be more dangerous and a mistake there could cause much greater damage than what had happened with the Pinnacle-based spell and the potato.

For his next spell Benen chose to call upon the Cleaver constellation. He had already verified it was in the sky and shining and thankfully this was a constellation he had worked with before. The effect he wanted was one that would destroy the peel but leave the potato unharmed. Control and precision were called for.

He cast the spell and this time, his problem was not one where the effect was overly powerful. This time the effect of the spell was far too subtle. Benen’s fear of creating too great an effect had reduced the spell’s power to the point that all it had done was clean the exterior of the potato, and not even very well at that. He sighed. He was already feeling drained and he’d not even prepared one potato yet.

Taking a deep breath, he refocused and cast a greater version of the same spell he had just tried. This time he annihilated the potato! Nothing at all was left of it. 

Determined to get this right, Benen took up another potato with his mind. He pictured the exact effect he desired, concentrating on that above all. This time the spell burned and hurt him beyond any of the spells he had cast so far that day. Benen fell to the ground and lost consciousness for a few seconds. Everything hurt. When he was recovered enough he looked to where the potato had fallen: it was perfectly de-peeled.

Worth it, he told himself, forcing belief that it was into his head.

He picked himself back up from the ground, used his magic rag to clean the potato, moving both with his strained mind and placed the potato in the pot of water he had prepared for cooking the vegetables.

The problem, he knew, was that he had concentrated too much on the effect and lost his proper focus on the constellation, the motions, and the incantation.

I can do better, he thought.

He worked at it and managed to peel enough potatoes for the wizard’s meal. By this time he felt truly retched and wanted to lie down and sleep for an eternity while his body recovered, but he still needed to prepare a chicken and cook the vegetables. He abandoned the magic-only approach and prepared the rest of the meal using mundane means. He napped while the whole cooked, waking periodically to stir, baste, and check on things.

In the end, lunch was a success, but Benen felt he needed to practise the spells more. As it was, it had taken greater effort by far to do the steps using magic than to do them by mundane means. This was not as it should be. He was convinced practise was key and tried again at supper time.

Next he tackled the stain that had defied cleaning by mundane means. He ran into it as part of the normal rotation and confidently applied his magic rag to it. It surprised him that the stain resisted the power of the rag. No matter how much he rubbed it with his enchanted cloth, the stain didn’t change.

Is this even a stain? he wondered.

The Overseer had insisted he clean this, so it was definitely something the wizard wanted gone, but it didn’t get removed by the cleaning effect on his rag.

What could it be?

Benen knew there were means to try to identify something through a variety of sensory enhancements, but this all seemed like a lot of work to him just so he could clean a stain up. Instead of trying those out he decided to stick with what he knew best: The Cleaver.

The constellation wasn’t up in the sky yet, so he continued his rotation and came back to the stain some time later. When he did return, he tried the rag once more, just in case. It had no more effect than before. Determined to make this work with the Cleaver, he brought that constellation to mind and wrought a spell of destruction to clear the stain from the stone.

He reasoned this would be a more powerful, more directed effect than that on the rag and therefore stood a better chance of working. He was careful not to direct any of the effect onto the stone itself; he didn’t want to break the floor.

When he was done, and the spell completed, the stain still remained.

He did not give up on The Cleaver yet. Undeterred, Benen created a more powerful effect than the one he had just tried; as powerful of an effect as he could. He knew this would leave him drained and tired for the rest of the day, but he didn’t want to just leave this stain here.

I can do this. I am a wizard in training and no simple stain is going to defy me.

He unleashed his spell upon the stain and was gratified when he saw it vanish. He fell to his knees, exhausted.

I got it!

But then, before his eyes, the stain reappeared!

Benen beat at it with his fists in sheer frustration. “No! No! No!”

He slunk back to his quarters to study up on sensory improvements. It seemed the wizard had planned this to be more of a challenge than Benen had expected. This was a challenge the wizard had placed there for him to overcome. He decided he wouldn’t fail.

He spent the rest of his free time that day and the next reading about the constellations that governed magic of the sensory type. It seemed to Benen that too many different sorts of enchantments existed for this sort of thing. He preferred the simplicity of The Cleaver’s effects.

In the end, he decided that the stain was likely the result of a magical effect on the part of the wizard. In that case, what he needed was an enhancement that allowed him to tell what had been done so that he would know what to undo. The undoing would be performed using his old friend, The Cleaver.

Detection magic was not actually governed by a constellation, but by the moon itself. The moon was always tricky to use because there were so many features to the body that were observable and they all needed to be kept in mind. Benen refreshed himself on the subject by going to the telescope array and using it to peer at the surface of the moon and study the topography. With it firmly in mind, he returned to the stain.

Closing his eyes and concentrating on what he had just seen of the moon, Benen called to mind the other facts he knew about it: the phase it was in, its weight, its apparent size and magnitude; all this and more. Then he used the not-yet familiar motions associated with moon magic and spoke the incantation words so foreign to his tongue. The spell, minor though it was, nearly knocked him out and left him writhing with pain on the ground.

When he finally felt better, about an hour later, Benen’s spell had elapsed and he had to cast it again.

Tomorrow, he decided. I’ll do it tomorrow.

This had proven to Benen that he needed to practise more of the different sorts of magic. He had gotten quite confident in his use of The Cleaver and forgotten how punishing even minor magic was when it was unfamiliar.

When he came back the next day, he tried the same effect once more and was slightly less devastated by it. This spell was meant to reveal the weaves of magic, so he looked around to see what he could now detect.

Unfortunately, the entire tower seemed to be enchanted, in some places with a multitude of effects. The magic revealed lines of force laid down in patterns to create effects and there were lines and whorls everywhere. Worse, he didn’t understand them. He saw the patterns relating to the stain, but they had lines going from it to elsewhere. He followed those and they led to another clump of patterns near the base of the tower, many yards away. 

Benen despaired. 

He couldn’t just dispel any of these patterns, too many were interconnected. He feared some of the patterns were integral to the flying effect keeping the tower in the skies. If he cut any of these lines, would the whole unravel?

He decided he couldn’t just use brute force on this problem and would need to learn more about what it was he was seeing. He sought out Orafin and asked him about the patterns.

“Identifying magic is an entire education, my young friend,” the rat told him. “Different magicians will often cause a unique pattern for the same effect. There are rules, certainly, but there are many variables involved; enough to make casual learning of this impossible.”

“Point me to the book,” Benen said and sighed. The stain would wait for a while, it seemed.

Learning to decipher the traces of magic left behind by spells and magical effects in general was long and hard. While learning this so that he could erase the stain, Benen continued in his attempts to use magic for all things he possibly could. The exception to this was when he was in the presence of the wizard.

When with the wizard he used no magic at all. He had not been forbidden from using it, he simply was unsure if it was allowed and since the wizard had never mentioned he should use magic for any of his tasks, he did not. This ended one day in the laboratory.

The wizard had been working on a new effect and kept using animals as the targets for the spell. Unfortunately, the work had not been going well and the animals kept dying. This was not actually the intent of the wizard’s magic. He meant to combine a growth effect, which comes from the Sun, and endurance and strength, which came from the fourth planet, Mithran. The wizard could apply one effect and then the other, but he was trying to apply both at the same time, as one spell. What was happening was that the two would combine to result in an extra-strong growth spell, causing the creature to grow out of all proportions and die from heart failure. When the last of the animals was used up — there had not been very many — the wizard decided he would use his apprentice as the target of the spell.

“You will be perfectly safe, boy,” said the wizard. “You’ll first cast your own strength and endurance spell to make sure you can withstand the growth even if my own effect goes awry. It’s about time you started using magic more, by your age I was doing everything with magic.”

Benen reddened but did not correct the wizard. He was too busy fearing he would soon die from a growth spell gone wrong. He had never called upon the fourth planet and was afraid he would fail his spell, or succeed it insufficiently to survive the growth.

He tried to call facts about Mithran to mind, but he couldn’t remember enough. He knew that it appeared red in the telescope and that it was named after an ancient god of war that no one worshipped anymore. All the planets were named after old gods, some from different pantheons. Wizards, of course, did not believe in gods. They were certain the universe was the result of magical processes perfectly explainable, if one understands magic theory deeply enough.

Still, knowing the history of a constellation, or other celestial body, helped with the casting so Benen latched onto what he knew of Mithran and about the physical look of the planet and hoped it would carry him through the spell casting intact.

It wasn’t enough.

He cast the spell and it worked, but it floored him. Benen found himself face first on the ground, twitching from the magic’s flow through him, barely conscious. All of this in front of the wizard. The man harrumphed his disappointment.

“Do not ever shame me with such a display again,” the wizard said. “No apprentice of mine should ever be so poor at casting simple magic. From now on you will not use your hands at all for tasks. You will do everything with magic. That will ensure this never happens again.”

The wizard approached Benen and helped him up, grabbing him by both hands. He did not let go of Benen’s hands once he was up, instead he cast a spell. From the incantation words the wizard used, Benen was able to tell that the spell called upon The Fool. This constellation was used for curses, among other things. Benen braced himself for the worst.

The worst didn’t materialize.

The wizard let go of his hands and asked Benen if he was ready to be grown. Benen was waiting for some effect from the wizard’s spell to make itself manifest, but nothing did. He nodded and hoped that he would survive the growth. He should — probably. He did have enhanced strength and endurance, so his heart should hold out. Should. He didn’t like the sound of that at all.

His master cast his combined spell and it again did not work as intended. Instead of moderate growth and increased strength and endurance, the growth was stronger in effect. Benen saw the room shrink around him alarmingly and bent himself over to avoid knocking his head into the ceiling. Soon, he was fourteen feet tall and sitting curled up in the room. The wizard was shaking his head in disappointment.

“We’ll try again tomorrow,” he said. “Do shrink yourself back down, boy.” The wizard left.

Benen had to shrink himself, using an unfamiliar constellation, while unable to move. This resulted in a costly spell. This being the second such botched spell in short succession for Benen, he fell unconscious at its completion. He awoke a bit before dinner feeling absolutely wretched. Worse, he was still larger than he should be. He was almost ten feet tall!

Never mind that for now, he told himself and hurried to the kitchens. He had to make supper.

Not having the time or fortitude to waste on casting spells to get his work in the kitchens done, Benen decided to do things manually this once. Unfortunately, this was when he found out what the wizard had done to him. When he tried to do things with his hands, they fumbled everything. He cut himself trying to peel potatoes before giving up on the manual way of doing things.

Have to hurry! he thought. He needed to get everything ready for the wizard in time for supper.

Using his strength sparingly, he did all the steps with magic and managed it just in time. He served supper as a ten foot tall youth and drew only a mildly raised eyebrow from the wizard. After supper was served, Benen barely made it back to his room. Once there, he vomited in the loo and curled up right there to sleep. He could not have moved over to his bed even if it had occurred to him. He slept till mid morning the next day and woke up to find himself still ten feet tall.

He sighed and got on with the new day.

It turned out the wizard really was doing Benen a favour with the curse. Given no other choice but to use magic for everything his hands would normally do, Benen got more practise than ever before. Of course, before the curse, Benen had been trying to use magic for everything already. The problem was that he would let himself use his hands or other mundane means when he didn’t feel like going through the effort of casting a spell. With the curse, he had no choice, and so wound up using magic for almost everything. His progress accelerated.

Soon he was able to concentrate on other problems. First he took care of his size, returning himself to his usual height. Next he came back to the stain and his need to understand the weaves of magic. Without this knowledge, he realized, he couldn’t remove an effect from something with multiple enchantments without potentially removing the wrong effect; worse, he might remove more than just the one he wanted.

To supplement the book learning he was doing on the subject at night, Benen cast the spell that revealed the traces of magic and left it operating on him at all times. He was surprised the first time he cast a spell while his magical sight was active. He could see the strands forming before him. It was so distracting that Benen failed to continue the spell and paid heavily in pain and suffering for the lapse.

Still, this gave him the idea that he could try to create a stain and look at the resulting whorls and pattern. Comparing his stain to the other magically created one might not reveal the same exact layout of lines, but it should give a hint as to which parts of what he was seeing belonged to the effect creating the stain and which belonged to others.

Benen was therefore puzzled when he put this plan into effect and the resulting magical pattern bore no resemblance to what he was seeing when he looked at the area where the stain was. He went back to reading his book.

In the laboratory, Benen would let himself be distracted by the beautiful patterns of lines the wizard created during his experiments. The sight was so distracting that he failed to do his part in one particular experiment and the wizard punished him with a spell inflicting excruciating pain, like fire in his nerves.

“Get out of here, useless boy,” the wizard said. “You’re just leeching my power and returning nothing of worth!”

Benen retreated from the laboratory and resolved to pay better attention in the future. He was haunted by the wizard’s mention of his leeching power from him. He didn’t know what that meant. At the nearest opportunity he asked Orafin.

“Did he really say that?” the rat was alarmed.

“Yes, why?” asked Benen. “What does he mean?”

“You’ve been growing your reservoir of magical power a lot since you started casting spells all the time,” the rat answered.

“But that’s my reservoir,” Benen objected. “I’m not taking anything from him.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Orafin said. “You are taking power from him.”

“But I’m not!”

“Think of magical power as water, flowing over the surface of the world.”

“Ooookay.”

“Now, accept that the layer of water — magic — is rather shallow and the surface of the world is mostly smooth.”

“Okay.”

“Wizards, with their capacity to use magic, act as a depression in the surface. The resulting pool is their reservoir.” Benen narrowed his eyes at this. He didn’t like where this was leading. “As your reservoir grows, you become a bigger and deeper depression in the surface, acquiring a bigger pool of the water. Put two such depressions close to one another and they start splitting the available water between them, with neither pool being filled to its capacity.”

“So, now that I have a bigger reservoir, I’m hindering the wizard’s ability to fill his magical reservoir of power?”

“Yes,” the rat agreed. Benen was confused as to why the rat saw this as bad news.

“But this means that he’ll have less power when I go to fight him!” Benen was excited, this seemed like a good thing to him.

“The wizard can do more with less than you can,” Orafin pointed out. This dampened Benen’s excitement somewhat, but he still saw it as a point in his favour.

“But I can wait a while yet, and learn more before confronting him.”

“Perhaps,” the rat appeared dubious of this possibility, “but you will have difficulty matching his eight hundred years of experience. Worse, Benen, now that you are actively draining from his reservoir, he might think your usefulness has come to an end sooner rather than later.”

Benen gulped. He wasn’t ready for a confrontation with the wizard yet. Certainly, he had learnt more in the past year of his apprenticeship than all previous years combined, but he was still far from the power level of the wizard. Even with Orafin helping out, he didn’t think his odds of winning were good.

“I need to learn more and fast,” Benen declared. Orafin agreed and did what he could to tutor Benen. 

From that point on, the boy barely slept; using magic to restore wakefulness when he spent more than twenty-four hours awake. When he did sleep, he used magic to make it more productive, reducing how many hours of sleep he needed to recuperate.

He worked himself hard for eight months, a time during which the wizard grew more and more distant and hostile. He ceased wanting Benen in the lab and didn’t give him lessons in person; he sent him books to read and study. The distance suited Benen, it allowed him to set his own pace and to make his own decisions as to what he needed to learn. This also allowed him to spend more time under Orafin’s tutelage: the rat was a far kinder and better teacher than the wizard. Of course, the rat’s uprising depended on Benen being well-trained, so he was an interested party and it showed in his teaching.











CHAPTER  6: UPSTART




At the end of eight months of intensive training by Orafin, both the rat and Benen thought the day of their reckoning with the wizard was not far. Benen had not seen the wizard except at meals, which Benen still served. For their part, Benen and Orafin thought they had used the time to good effect and that Benen was as ready as he was likely to become, given the constraints. The wizard would make a move against the boy soon, Orafin was convinced and said so.

This began a tense period in Benen’s life, when he was awaiting death or liberation. Every morning, he was pleased to discover he was still alive and had the hope of another day of preparation before the dreaded moment. Orafin, based on experience, thought the wizard was likely to challenge Benen to a duel instead of striking at Benen while he slept or through some other underhanded way. They could not take that for granted though, and Benen found that the few times he slept, he slept lightly, ready to spring up and fight if needed.

These days of preparation were mostly filled with Benen casting spells on himself or his environment to help him in the coming confrontation. He had begun with spells tied to the Pinnacle and the other constellations near it that never rose or set as seen from their location. Those spells would not need to be renewed daily. He then started casting spells that were tied to the stars and celestial bodies that rose and set daily. Those he had to re-cast every day. It gave him great practise in casting these particular spells, and spells from those constellations in general.

The linchpin enchantment Benen and Orafin were counting on was a sink. This spell, provided by the Parallels, caused magical energy in an area to pool on one spot. This deprived other nearby areas of magic and would prevent a wizard from filling their reservoir, making them operate at a reduced capacity. It was a long spell to cast and took quite a bit out of a wizard, so was rarely used in conflicts between two magicians, but given that Benen had a reasonable expectation of where the fight was going to happen, he could try to rely on the sink to provide him with an edge. If he could manage to stand on it, the effect would mitigate his lack of reservoir strength in relation to the wizard.

After the sink, their next best weapon was confusion. Every day, when the constellation known as the Mask of Heaven rose, Benen would cast a spell that created a phantasmal duplicate of him. He would move the duplicate into a wall, being insubstantial, and leave it there. Then he would repeat the process, seeding duplicates into the walls around his quarters and other potential confrontation spots. Creating twenty duplicates every day was tiring, but he knew this effect would save his life if the wizard attacked him while the Mask of Heaven was in the sky.

The next bit of confusion Benen and Orafin had planned for the wizard was a spell using the Pinnacle. Since it stayed in the sky perpetually, they did not need to recast the spells over and over. The spell Benen was using allowed him to telekinetically move the enchanted object with his mind. He cast it on almost all the loose objects in his room and worked his way out from there into the rest of the tower, concentrating on the kitchens next; this being the next most likely place where the wizard would attack him.

Finally, Benen cast the spell allowing him to see the lines and patterns created by magical effects in the world around him. He had made definite strides in understanding what he saw and Orafin insisted that he have the spell on any time he possibly could, since the effect would give Benen a chance to know what the wizard was casting as he cast it, thereby gaining a chance to counter the wizard’s spells. Of course, this assumed Benen understood what he saw. He kept practising, watching the product of his own casting to learn the patterns they created.

In the spirit of perfecting his deciphering of magical patterns, Benen returned to his study of the stain that had eluded his previous attempts at eradication. He knew he could not simply destroy the stain, he had tried that; it had come back. This told Benen that some effect had to be recreating the stain whenever it was purged. He looked around and saw a pattern of magical lines he believed were the results of magic associated with the planet Oros. This seemed promising to Benen, since magic from Oros was associated with filth and decay. Using his magic dispelling effect from The Cleaver constellation, Benen broke that particular effect.

It unravelled and disappeared. The stain was still present, so Benen used a different, cleaning, effect from the Cleaver on it. The stain disappeared as well. But as he watched, it returned. Looking around, Benen saw that the effect tied to Oros had also returned.

Undeterred, Benen dispelled the Oros effect once more and waited, watching it. The effect did get properly dispelled, he saw, but was recreated a few short seconds later. With his sight, he could even see a whorl of lines twitch when the effect reappeared. He looked at the suspect lines of magic and couldn’t make heads or tails of it. He sighed and decided to take a chance.

He dispelled the Oros effect and then, quickly, before it had a chance to act, he also dispelled the unknown whorl of lines. A flash of bright red light washed over him from that spot. For a time, everything he saw was coloured red. He didn’t know why the red light had happened, but he was unharmed. Looking for the Oros effect, he was pleased to see that it had not come back. He cleaned the stain then and this time the area stayed clean.

Satisfied, Benen returned to his room. It wasn’t until his eyes stopped seeing red everywhere that he noticed his clothes and his skin had become red; bright red.

Orafin took one look at him and burst out laughing.

“The wizard must have laid a trap for you that you failed to spot, my young friend,” the rat said.

“Shut up and help me get rid of this,” said Benen. He wasn’t just irritated by the colouring, he was scared. The wizard had laid an elaborate set of enchantments just as a test for his apprentice. Benen feared that despite all their preparations, the fight with the wizard would end poorly for them.

The next day, Benen, still red — he couldn’t find a way to return to his proper colouring — and Orafin discussed what the rat would do during the fight. Their progress was hindered by Orafin’s outbursts of laughter whenever he gazed upon Benen; the rat did his best to avoid looking at him as he spoke.

“Mostly, my part is done once the fight starts. Most of what I can contribute is my knowledge, Benen. As a rat, I can’t cast magic,” Orafin said.

“What about the telepathy? You’ve done that.”

“It was a spell I had cast before my change. I can still maintain it, but not cast it anew.”

“Okay, but couldn’t I change you back into a human being?” Benen asked.

“I’m not sure that’s something you can do well, yet, Benen. No offence, but better a rat than a puddle of goo . . .” answered the rat.

“I see what you mean,” Benen said, “but this might be important. Two apprentice wizards have a much better chance than one.”

“I just think shape-shifting someone else is beyond your current abilities, and I don’t want to have to die to prove it to you,” Orafin was getting defencive.

“How about I try to change a small part of you and only that part. At worst you’ll lose a hand,” Benen said.

“That’s a pretty bad ‘at worst’, Benen!” Orafin objected. “You’re talking about my hand!”

“Okay, how about a tail?” Benen countered.

Orafin twitched his tail, looked at it as if evaluating its worth and looked back to Benen.

“All right,” he answered reluctantly and turned around to present his tail. Benen could see the rat was nervous, he shook perceptibly.

Shape-shifting, he knew, was governed by multiple constellations. Such effects were some of the hardest to correctly perform. One of the two constellations he would need would be the one that is constant for all such magic: Great Sky River, governed magic involving change. The other constellation was chosen based on the change being attempted. In this case, Benen was getting rid of the tail, so he could have used The Cleaver, since he was removing a part, but he felt this would not demonstrate his ability to shape-shift the rat back to a human form. Instead, he chose The Builder as the second constellation.

The Builder was the constellation associated with humanity and their works. Using The Builder in concert with Great Sky River, Benen could change an animal to a human being. In this case, he would change the tail to its equivalent on a human: no tail. The theory was sound and he began calling to mind the details on all the different stars of both constellations, keeping straight which stars belonged to which constellation.

Eventually, he was ready. By then, the rat was quite nervous and growing impatient. Benen got on with the spell. He cast it carefully, keeping in mind the desired result. The moment he finished the incantation and movements, he felt the magic flow through him — painful as always — and the rat’s tail began shifting and changing.

It acquired strange lumps in some places, bulging oddly. It pulsed as though containing a new heart.

“It doesn’t feel right!” Orafin proclaimed, his voice filled with panic.

Benen saw the tail gaining in size and bulk and decided Orafin was probably right. He didn’t know what to do. Should he cast The Cleaver on it?

Orafin had twisted around and was staring at the pulsating mass that used to be his tail with new horror and fainted.

As he watched, filled with indecision, Benen saw the mass become more defined. Some of the bulk extended into two pseudopods; one on each side of the tail. The tail’s tip became bulbous and soon it became clear to Benen that the tail was becoming man-shaped, with one of its legs still connected to the rat’s bottom. The tail’s head grew a mouth and began screaming a high-pitched scream that sounded like metal grinding against metal. Panicking, Benen ran for one of the knives he had taken from the kitchens for use in fighting against the wizard and picked it up. He stabbed at the ‘heart’ of the man-thing and the screams changed, but did not cease. Benen kept hacking at the thing until it quieted and stilled.

The mess was disgusting and much too man-like for Benen’s comfort. He cut the ragged tail nub cleanly off at Orafin’s bum and picked up the rest of the mess, disposing of it in the loo. Then he added to the lot his own sick. Returning to the room where the rat was bleeding, Benen bandaged the poor creature.

An hour later, the rat woke up.

“Tell me it was a nightmare,” Orafin said, his voice weak.

“I wish I could,” Benen said. The rat hesitantly curled to look at where its tail used to be. It saw the bandaged stump and sighed.

“I told you you weren’t ready,” it said and sighed, lying down again. “But I guess you had to try.”

“I’m sorry, Orafin,” Benen said, he didn’t know how to apologize enough. “I’ll drop shape-shifting you for now. After the wizard is defeated, I’ll make changing you back a priority. You shouldn’t have to be a rat . . .”

“You get used to it, after a few years . . .” Orafin said sleepily. The rat was falling asleep again. Benen left it alone, giving it as much quiet as he could so the rat could rest and recuperated. He read books on the subject of shape-shifting, trying to figure out what had gone wrong. The more he looked, the more confused he became. It looked like he had done everything correctly. 

He resolved to ask Orafin about it when the rat felt better. Benen felt he must be misunderstanding something fundamental about shape-shifting magic, something the books assumed you understood and did not bother explaining; he could think of no other reason for the spell to have gone so wrong.

When the rat did wake up, later that night, it was feverish and in no shape to answer questions. Benen tended to it and helped as best he could. He thought of trying to use healing magic on Orafin but decided to save that as a last resort measure; his faith in his ability to safely perform magic to help or change someone else was not strong. He nursed the rat through the night and by morning it felt better, if still weak.

Benen could not stop apologizing to the rat, once he had recovered enough to hear.

“Oh stop,” Orafin said. “It was worth a try, I don’t begrudge you that.”

“Still, I feel really bad about what happened.”

“You learnt the lesson that shape-shifting isn’t easy and shouldn’t be tried by the inexpert magician, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Then it was worth it.”

The matter was dropped when Benen left to go serve lunch to the wizard. Being still coloured red from head to toe, Benen worked to change that in-between tasks in the kitchen; examining what had been done to him using the lunar detection magic he had learnt. He was hoping to be Benen-coloured by the time he had to see the wizard. Unfortunately, what he discovered was that he had been shape-shifted to a red-coloured version of himself. The change was permanent and not a sustained magical effect, so he could not simply dispel it. To get back to his proper colouring he would have to shape-shift, changing his colour as part of that spell. Unfortunately, he had just seen what could happen as a result of poorly executed shape-shifting. He decided to bear being red until he could do the change safely.

He served the wizard his dinner, still red. Thankfully, the embarrassment could not make him any redder.

When the wizard was finished, he addressed Benen.

“Come up to my study at sundown, boy. We need to talk,” the wizard said.

Benen returned to his quarters at a run after that. He found Orafin was still there, resting. The rat came awake immediately at the sounds of Benen’s rapid footfalls and laboured breathing.

“Is the wizard coming?” Orafin asked.

“No, not yet. But he asked me to meet him in his study after sundown.”

“You think this is it?”

“Seems like it might be.”

“We haven’t prepared for fighting him in his study,” the rat pointed out.

“I know!” Benen was panicking. “What do we do?”

Orafin held up both front paws.

“Calm down, you can salvage this.”

“How? All our preparations were for the kitchens or here.”

“Then you have to bring the fight to those places,” Orafin said.

Benen stopped for a moment, giving this some thought.

“I could try . . . I guess.”

“It’s going to be do or die, Benen,” Orafin said very seriously.

What was left of the day, the two spent discussing tactics for the coming fight. Benen did not feel ready at all, but it wasn’t his choice to have this showdown; it was the wizard’s. He didn’t know if he was going to survive the night, but if he was going to die, he was going to die fighting.

Before going up to the wizard’s study, Orafin had a last minute question.

“Do you still have the curse on you from the wizard?”

“The fumbling hands?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, I’ve not bothered dispelling it so far. I’ve found it motivates me to do things with magic instead of my hands.”

“That’s not why he did it to you,” the rat said, his tone ominous.

“What do you mean?”

“Did the wizard ever teach you never to kill with magic?”

“No. Why?”

“Because you should never do it. It’s bad. The consequences will haunt you for the rest of your days. Just don’t do it tonight. Make sure you kill him in a mundane way. Make sure to get a knife from the kitchens.”

“Can I use the knife with my telekinesis?”

“No magic, direct or indirect. You can hurt and disable with your magic but the kill has to be mundane. Got it?”

“Got it, I guess.”

“Make sure you do. Also, make sure you get rid of the fumble curse.”

“Yeah, okay.”

He did get rid of the curse before going up then, it was not a difficult spell to identify and The Cleaver worked fine on it.

When Benen got to the study, he found that the desk had been cleared and the majority of the wizard’s things were gone from the room. The wizard was nowhere to be seen. He stepped into the room and looked around.

“Master?” he called. 

He had one of the knives from the kitchens hidden in his pants; in a special holster he had sewn for it on the inside of the waist. He kept one hand near it, ready to draw it if needed. He took another step into the room. 

“Mast—” he was interrupted by being grasped from behind. The wizard had been invisible!

Benen felt a blade at his throat and an arm across his body, trapping his own arms. The wizard was in his natural form, not shape-shifted, Benen noticed. He guessed, he had to be natural shaped to avoid killing Benen with magic indirectly. The blade at his throat kept Benen from struggling. He needed time.

“Master?” he said as pitifully as he could manage.

“Am I your master, boy?” the wizard said from near Benen’s ear. “I know about your rat! Isn’t it your true master?”

“I - I don’t know what—” Benen started to say.

“Don’t lie to me, boy!” the blade bit into Benen’s neck slightly. “I know about your lessons with my former apprentice. Do you think anything that happens in this tower escapes me?”

Benen used telekinesis to draw his own knife from his pants, doing so slowly, making sure the wizard felt and heard nothing. He was glad the knife he had grabbed was one he had enchanted previously.

“It served my purposes to let the rat teach you, it spared me from having to do it. But now, your usefulness, such as it was, has come to an end,” the wizard said. Benen felt the blade withdraw from his throat for a second as the wizard prepared to deal the deathblow with it and knew he had to act immediately.

He moved the kitchen knife through the air as quickly as he could, launching it at the wizard. The knife bit deep into his master’s thigh. The wizard howled in pain and, in his surprise, his grasp was easy for Benen to escape. The boy ran for all he was worth.

Benen went through the kitchens, using the telekinetic enchantments he had laid on the pots, pans, and knives to throw them blindly behind him in case the wizard was following him closely. He did not pause even for a second to look over his shoulder; he didn’t think he could afford the time and distraction. He needed to make it to his sink.

He made it to his quarters, and the sink, without seeing any sign of the wizard. He worried about what the wizard was doing, what he was planning.

“The wizard!” he yelled as he arrived. He went to stand on the sink and spun around to face the door.

“Where is he?” answered Orafin, coming out from under the bed.

“I don’t know!” Benen responded. He felt a rising panic and tried to breathe in and out deeply to slow down his heart. Orafin coached him from the corner of the room.

“You can do this, Benen. We’ve prepared, he won’t expect that,” he said. As the rat spoke, Benen saw the shadow of an over-large wolf.

“He’s changed to a wolf!” Benen reported as he saw his master pad into the hallway outside his quarters. The wolf licked its chops hungrily. “Our plan doesn’t matter, he doesn’t need magic to kill me as a wolf; the sink is useless!”

“He’s killable as a wolf as much as he is as a man,” Orafin said.

Benen knew he had to calm down and fight for his survival. He needed to buy himself some time to think how he could fight his former master. He used the telekinetic enchantments on the objects in his room to buffet and delay the wolf from coming at him; using the items sparingly to conserve them.

What could he do against a wolf? It was a killing machine, built of muscle and claws. He tried to use the magic of The Cleaver to break the creature’s bones, but his spell had no effect. He looked at the wolf with his magical sight and saw the lines and whorls of magical spells woven into the wolf’s form. Benen made out protections against magic from constellations known for their damaging effects.

The wizard is better prepared than I am! he thought with desperation.

The wolf advanced on him and he had run out of objects to throw at it. He saw his death coming for him. He wished he had learnt shape-shifting so that he could fight the creature on its own terms and possibly have a chance at winning. As it was, a boy of seventeen could not fight off a giant wolf.

His thoughts lingered on shape-shifting; a thought about that sort of magic was forming in his mind. He remembered his catastrophic attempt at shape-shifting Orafin and imagined doing that to the wolf. He didn’t need to know how to shape-shift properly if he intended to use it as a weapon!

The wizard had not been able to shield himself from shape-shifting, he had needed to shift himself to the wolf form. Benen started the change on the wolf as it crouched, ready to pounce on him.

Immediately, the creature was wracked with pain and started seizing. A strangled cry rose from its throat as its shape changed out of control and with no design.

Benen retrieved one of the knives he had previously thrown at the creature and walked up to the now pathetic mass of shifting flesh, bones and fur. He summoned up all his rage at the way the wizard had treated him and stabbed at the lump.

“This is for taking me away from my family!” he said as he stabbed it.

“This is for the mind games!” he stabbed again.

“This is for your cruelty!” Another stab.

“This is for Orafin!” More stabbing. The mass had stopped writhing and was now inert. Orafin cleared his throat from off to the side and Benen stopped stabbing, the knife falling out of his now limp hands.

“You’ve done it!” Orafin said. “You’ve killed the wizard. You can rest now Benen, calm down. You’re safe.”

Benen could hardly believe it: he had done it and lived. He had killed his master: the cruel bastard was dead. He felt weak and tired; the spell he had improvised to shape-shift the wizard had taken a lot out of him. Trusting to Orafin to watch over him, Benen moved to his bed and collapsed into a deep slumber.

When he awoke, he thought the fight might have been a dream. His room was tidied, all things back in their proper places. He stood and saw that even the body of the wizard was no longer there, no trace was left at all of their battle.

Confused, he called for Orafin, but the rat did not answer.

He made his way through the tower, seeing that even the kitchen was back in order, he began to truly doubt the night before had really happened. Dreading what he would find, he went to the wizard’s study directly.

The wizard was sitting at his desk. Benen froze completely and shook with terror. The wizard looked up, saw him, and for the first time Benen could remember, the wizard smiled a genuine smile of pleasure.

“Benen, I see that you’re up. Please calm down, all is well,” the wizard said.

“Is all well?” Benen said slowly, still shaking.

“Yes, you did very well,” said the wizard.

“But I killed you . . .” Benen said.

“No, you did not. You killed a creature I had conjured for your lesson, nothing more.”

“You must be angry with me.”

“Not at all. I too would have done as you did, confronted with a master such as I was.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Sit down, Benen,” the wizard said and motioned to a chair. Benen reluctantly sat.

“When I chose you and made you my apprentice, I began teaching you and treating you with the harshness my master had used on me. In my case, this hardened me and made me into a powerful wizard. In your case, it caused you to shut down and retreat into despair. I needed to teach you, but my methods were not working. That is when I devised Orafin to teach you and set myself up as something for you to overcome. It worked out in the end, as you see. You learnt the magic and passed your apprentice’s gauntlet. You are now a journeyman wizard in your own right Benen.”

This was all too much for Benen.

“But that means Orafin wasn’t real! My friend was just a puppet you used to befriend me and trick me!?”

The wizard held up his hands in a placating gesture.

“Orafin was genuinely me, both the wizard you hated and Orafin, whom you liked, were just parts of me that I sometimes express. Orafin may not have truly been a former apprentice of mine who was plotting rebellion with you, but he was the part of me that resented my own master’s cruelty toward me during my apprenticeship. In time, I hope you will understand.”

Benen did not think that he would.

“What happens now?” he asked.

“Now I deposit you somewhere convenient and you begin your life as a wizard.”

“But I don’t know what to do, where to start,” Benen objected.

“You will find your way,” the wizard said, unconcerned. “Our time together is ended. I will see you when you are ready to attempt your masterpiece.”

“What?”

“When you are ready to try for the rank of master, find me, and I will judge if you are worthy.”

“How will I find you?”

“You are a wizard, Benen, start thinking like one,” the wizard said, his tone chiding.











EPILOGUE: JOURNEYMAN-AT-LARGE




Benen stood in the middle of a field watching the flying tower disappear into the sky.

He did not know where he was, did not know where he was going, but he did know that his life going forward would bear no resemblance to the life he was now leaving behind.

For years he had been a captive of the wizard, his only companion a talking rat. He had spent so much of that time learning magic, obsessively, afraid for his life, that even leaving that behind was difficult.

Orafin had made his life with the wizard bearable; had been his only friend. Now he knew the rat for a fraud — even the wizard’s menace had been a fraud. Benen felt his whole life he had been surrounded by falsehood.

How could he go forward from here? Where would he go?

He knew he could try to find his family’s village and reunite with them, but feared they would not know him. He feared he would be reopening wounds long closed for them. Seeing them was what he wanted; it was a selfish desire. He let it go.

He had other options. The wizard had not left him devoid of resources; he had left Benen with a purse of gold coins: one for each year he had been apprenticed to the wizard. This was wealth beyond the imagination of most peasants. He had to face the reality that he was no longer the same as everyday folk; he was a wizard now and his life did not have to consist of sowing and reaping, living simply by the rhythm of the seasons. He could do great things with his power, he could see all the wonders the world offered.

Benen decided to let go of the past. He would travel far and wide and continue learning. He would find the big cities of the world he had heard stories about from travelling peddlers and see if a wizard would be received by kings.

He had a lifetime to see everything; a very, very long lifetime at that.

Benen picked a direction and began walking, pondering shape-shifting as he walked; it would not do for him to scare everyone with his red-coloured self . . . .
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CHAPTER  1: TRAVELLER




Red, alone, and now a Journeyman, Benen regretted not having spent more time working on shape-shifting while he had been pupil to his master.

As one of the most difficult forms of magic to use and understand properly, he felt woefully ill-equipped, with the little knowledge he possessed, to figure it out on his own, but he would need to do so in order to return himself to his proper colouring.

His current red colour was the result of a lesson his sadistic master had inflicted upon him. The change of colour was thorough, including even his eyes and hair. The whole had been effected through shape-shifting; the spell had changed him into a red version of himself.

Benen’s experiences with shape-shifting had not been positive thus far. One of his most recent attempts had almost transformed a rat’s tail into an independent human-shaped person — not the intended result at all!

His last use of shape-shifting had been to kill the creature he had thought was his master.

Their relationship had never been good, eventually getting so bad that Benen and the aforementioned rat had plotted his master’s death.

In the final confrontation, Benen had used his poor control of shape-shifting magic against what he had thought was his master. The creature had changed in random ways, throwing it into confusion and allowing Benen the opportunity to stab it with a knife — repeatedly.

Now, Benen needed to be able to use shape-shifting to resume a normal appearance and all his attempts thus far had failed.

During the day, he walked in the random direction he had chosen after he had left his master’s tower, hoping to find a village or other inhabitation. At night, he camped and worked on shape-shifting for hours before going to sleep, taking advantage of the times the requisite constellations were in the sky.

The key to shape-shifting was the set of stars that made up the Great Sky River. This constellation lent the power of flux and change to wizards who knew how to exploit it. Combined with an appropriate partner constellation’s power, it could be used to perform shape-shifting magic.

For his needs, Benen thought he needed to partner the Great Sky River’s power with the Builder. This constellation governed humans and their works, so it made sense to him that it would be the means to return a red human to a more conventional set of colours for that species.

Unfortunately, his attempts kept failing.

Near the end of Benen’s third day of walking and searching for signs of habitation, he spotted smoke on the horizon. He reasoned there must be one or more houses not too far in that direction and became desperate to appear normal. There was no telling how villagers would react to his current appearance and Benen did not relish finding out.

He camped early and worked with renewed vigour on his shape-shifting.

It was no use.

No matter how he worked the spell, it did not change him back. In fact, it seemed to do nothing at all.

Benen screamed in frustration and cursed Oster, his former master, for having taught him the art of magic so poorly.

Eventually, he calmed himself and did something that he had previous avoided doing; he tried shape-shifting himself using a different constellation as a partner to the Great Sky River.

Benen knew this was dangerous.

If he changed successfully into something else, he might not be able to change back, given that he’d had no success with changing himself into a proper-coloured human so far.

As the second constellation for this experiment, Benen chose the Pinnacle. It governed magic of the sky so he reasoned that it would be correct to use it for shape-shifting into a bird.

He focused on the two constellations, made the appropriate gestures for shape-shifting magic and said incantations associated with the magic involved. As he did this, he pictured himself changing to a majestic eagle.

When Benen finished casting, he felt the power of the magic coursing through him, burning in his veins. This was a good sign. Then this feeling ended and he was still a human being. This was a bad sign.

Benen sighed and moved to get his bedroll, ready to give up for the night. He only had time to take two steps before violent seizures threw him to the ground. A new, sharp pain erupted in his chest and, in moments, the head of an eagle burst from it!

He experienced a strange sensation of doubled perception then: Benen was Benen, but he was also the eagle. He could see through the eagle’s eyes and control its actions. As the eagle, Benen wanted to be free from the man-shape holding him down. His human self, in the back of the eagle’s mind, reeled with pain as the eagle tore him apart. Then the human body died and Benen became solely the eagle and he felt this was right and proper. Around the eagle, the human shape was melting and evaporating, leaving behind only its clothing and possessions.

The eagle Benen took off and flew, revelling in the power and speed provided by his wings.

Although the eagle instincts and identity were strong within the shape-shifted Benen, he was still himself and, as he flew, he gradually asserted more control over his new body. When he pushed this too far, he found he forgot how to fly, so he quickly let go of some of his domination over the eagle.

When he had the perfect balance established, his eagle self was relegated to the governance of the body’s movements and actions, carrying out the will of his human self.

Benen found this relaxing once he got used to it.

Lost in this, he let the eagle follow its instincts, which led to Benen eating his first mouse. It happened so quickly he had not even been aware that he was diving for the small sign of movement he had spotted on the ground. Part of him was revolted, but the other part rejoiced at the meal.

This episode did snap the human Benen out of just enjoying the ride. He willed his eagle-self to return to where he had left his possessions. Once over that spot, he searched for signs of human habitation in the direction he had seen the smoke at the end of the day. His eagle eyes had no trouble finding the village.

He flew over to it, moving much swifter than he would have on foot, and scouted the place.

It was a small village, smaller even than Oster’s Gift — where he had lived before he was taken apprentice by Oster himself.

Satisfied, Benen returned to his possessions and landed. He wanted to be a human being again, but he was not sure how to do this. For one thing, he could not do the hand gestures required for magic, for another he could not speak the incantations.

He knew these were optional, but without them he would be ravaged by the magic. To forgo these measures was to risk his life. Still, he did not have much choice.

This time when he cast the shape-shifting spell, Benen partnered the Great Sky River with the Builder constellation. It had to be the right combination!

In his head he pictured himself as he should be: a human, Benen-coloured, as he had been before his former master’s spell had made him red. He felt the magic come into him and it burned like a fire throughout his body. The sensations overloaded his nerve endings, the pain reaching a crescendo and knocking him out.




[image: Image]




A growl woke Benen. Even with his eyes closed he could tell that it was daytime now.

 Although he feared the pain that was sure to accompany any movement, Benen feared whatever had growled more. He decided to get up and be ready to defend himself all at once; to face all the pain and just get through it without pause. Benen gritted his teeth and sprang up to his feet, eyes wide.

Every muscle ached when he did so and he almost fell over again as spasms went through his body. Worse was his sight, the light felt like spears in his eyes. He knew he had to defend himself so he held on to consciousness with all he had. Squinting, he managed to see what was in front of him; it turned out to be a dog.

Was it a wild dog? Was it going to attack? It still growled menacingly, but it sounded more wary than angry.

Then he heard a voice.

“You’d best put your clothes on first, boy, if you intend to get into a fight with my dog,” it teased.

Benen had been so focused on the threat of the dog that he’d not noticed the man standing nearby. The comment about clothing reminded Benen of the night before and he took a second to glance down at himself: he looked like all his parts were in order and in the right amounts. Best of all, they were flesh coloured. He would have been deliriously happy about this small success in shape-shifting if he was not right then in terrible pain and naked in front of a stranger and his dog.

“I apologize,” he croaked to the man. “I have had a difficult night.” Benen pulled on his trousers, every movement a new journey into previously unexplored pain.

“That much is obvious,” the man’s voice had a friendly mocking edge to it. He got his dog to calm down while Benen finished dressing.

Getting a good look at the stranger for the first time, Benen saw he was a tall, weather-beaten, blond man in his forties, dressed in hides. He looked like a hunter or a trapper. Nearby, a hand cart filled with game confirmed Benen’s assessment of the man. The dog was a brown hunting hound. It was wagging its tail now that its master had reassured him.

“I’m heading to your village, boy. If you will help me with the cart, I’ll share some breakfast with you,” the man offered.

Benen thought that sounded good and, saving his throat, nodded his assent. They settled down together and the man produced a skin of water he handed to Benen. Wasting no time, the young wizard uncapped the skin and took a few swallows of the water. It tasted brackish, but it was a wonderful balm to his poor battered body. He felt more like himself within a few minutes.

As they shared a breakfast of jerked meat and berries, the man introduced himself as Enek. Benen shook his hand and told him his name.

“Have you been drinking mogo juice, Benen?” Enek asked him seriously. “I know it’s quite a ride, but it’ll kill you, you know.”

Benen did not know what mogo juice was, but it seemed Enek felt it might explain Benen’s state, so he nodded.

“Well, you’ve probably learnt your lesson,” the hunter said. “Just remember, there are plenty of safer pleasures to be had.”

“I quite enjoy ale,” Benen declared.

“Ha! Yes, who doesn’t?” Enek smiled companionably. He got up and patted Benen on the shoulder. “Let’s get to walking and I’ll buy you a tankard when we arrive.”

They talked as they walked. Benen found out Enek had a cabin in the deeper woods nearby and made his living trading pelts and meat with the people of this village and a few others. He was a friendly man, perhaps lonely from his time spent alone while hunting. Enek did most of the talking and Benen just enjoyed listening. He found that he too had been lonely; Enek was the first stranger he had met in years. Most of his life Benen had only had his master the wizard and Orafin the rat as company. He realized suddenly that he would soon be meeting many people all the time; the thought was both exhilarating and frightening.

The closer they got to the village, the more farmers’ fields they crossed. They greeted Enek warmly from wherever they were working and ignored Benen, who did not mind. He was enjoying just hearing their talk and seeing country folk going about their everyday lives. The sights and sounds were so like those of his childhood, he revelled in the melancholy feeling rising within him.

When they arrived at the village proper, Enek steered toward the butcher’s and told Benen he would meet him at the tavern. Not wanting to say he did not know where the tavern was, Benen agreed. He figured he should be able to find his way in such a small village.

For the moment, he needed some privacy. He found a quiet place behind a building and, making sure no one was watching him, pulled out his purse.

His coins were a problem: they were too valuable.

All he had were gold coins, each of which was enough for him to live on for a year or more. Taking out his eating knife, he worked at cutting off a piece of the coin. He thought he could get change for that much gold in this village and use that for his expenses. The rest of his currency, he would keep hidden until such a time as he could find a way to trade some of it for smaller coins. He wished there was a safe place for him to store his coins, but since he was travelling, he couldn’t just bury them as he wanted.

Unfortunately for Benen, the coin was harder to cut than he had expected. He worked and worked at it until he nicked himself with the knife and started bleeding. The moon was up, so he used a minor healing spell to close the wound. Then he realized his mistake. Feeling foolish, he put away his knife and thought like a wizard.

He consulted the sky and saw that his favourite constellation, the Cleaver, was just rising. He used the cutting magic the Cleaver was so well known for, and neatly cut his gold coin into eight even pieces. Then he felt the pieces were too neatly cut and used the Cleaver again to rough up the cuts. Satisfied with his work at last, Benen went in search of the tavern and his new acquaintance.

The tavern was not difficult to find; Benen simply found the village square, from there it was in plain view. Inside, he found Enek was already there, his business with the butcher finished. At his table he had two tankards of ale. When he saw Benen enter, he waved at him to come over, motioning to the second tankard.

The only time Benen had tried ale was when he had snuck out of the wizard’s tower in his adolescence. He had loved the taste and the feeling it brought with it, but he knew he needed to stay sharp, so he drank slowly and promised himself he would only drink the one tankard.

After a toast and their first few swallows of ale, Enek got a serious look on his face.

“So who are you really, boy?” he asked. “I spoke to Gord Butcher and he says he’s never heard of a Benen.”

The hunter did not seem upset by the lie, on the contrary, he seemed excited.

“My name really is Benen, but I am not from this village,” Benen admitted.

“Oh? What are you doing here then?”

“I’m on my way to the capital.”

“Really? You’re awfully far from the capital, boy.”

Benen’s heart sank. He hadn’t known where he was or, for that matter, where the capital was, but he had hoped he would be able to get there walking.

He sighed. Seeing his disappointment, Enek ordered another round. Benen forgot to protest.

“Buck up, boy. The capital isn’t a place for a kid like you anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“That place is a cesspool of poor morals and even poorer manners. Were you hoping to find work there?”

“I guess . . . .”

“Okay, keep your secrets.” Enek smiled genially. After a moment of thinking, he said: “Maybe there is a way you can make it to the capital.”

“Really?” Benen had been planning to fly as an eagle. Surely, that way he could go long distances faster than on foot.

“Let me look into it for you.” Enek rose from the table. Benen watched him leave the tavern altogether, walking with a purpose. He found he liked the hunter.

Waiting for him to come back, Benen nursed his second ale and petted Enek’s dog. The hound was friendly to him now that he had trekked in company with his master as a friend.

Some ten minutes later Enek returned, a smile on his face.

“I have made your travelling arrangements, my friend. In three days time a caravan is scheduled to make its stop here. You will leave with it. It is slow going but steady, you will be safer travelling in company with the merchants and their guards.”

Benen thought this sounded like a good idea. He was not in a rush, so he could afford to take his time travelling with the caravan.

“Thank you, Enek. You have been too kind,” he told the hunter.

“There is no such thing,” Enek asserted. “If, in your travels, you have a chance to do for someone else what I have done for you, do it in repayment of my help to you. Someday the help will find me when I need it most.”

Benen thought about it and liked it. “A nice philosophy. I accept.”

They drank to it with a third tankard of ale and, before long, a fourth. 

The rest of the afternoon and evening were a blur to Benen, but in the morning he found that Enek had made sure they had rooms. He checked his purse and found it still full. He let out a sigh of relief.

There was a note for him on the bed side. He supposed it was from Enek.

The hunter was illiterate. His note consisted of a crude stick man drawing of himself and his dog and an arrow pointing away from drawings of a few buildings. Benen took this to mean that Enek had left town.

He felt abandoned. He had really enjoyed the jovial hunter’s company.

Benen made arrangements to stay in the room for another few days, paying with one of his eighths of a gold piece. Even this small amount of gold made the eyes of the tavern keeper go wide; He had to go to his coffers to get change for Benen.

After that, the young wizard passed his time thinking on his success in changing himself back to his proper colouring and pondering shape-shifting in general.

He had come back to his previous colour successfully only when he had changed back from the eagle form.

Perhaps I was trying too small of a change to use the Builder, he thought. Benen ran through the constellations in his head, looking for one that would fit with what he thought he would have needed for this cosmetic change. He could not think of one, which was strange since he knew all the constellations. Then he got it: he knew all the constellations visible from Estren, but not the ones visible in the opposite hemisphere. He realized then that he had a gigantic gap in his knowledge of magic and astronomy.

He cursed his former master yet again.
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The caravan, when it arrived, spent a few hours loading and off-loading cargo. While this busy activity was going on, Benen tried to approach the caravan master, but he was rebuffed; the man was too busy coordinating the work to deal with a troublesome passenger just then.

While waiting for the work to be finished, Benen figured out in his head how best he could have done the same work using magic. It would have been faster and require only one person: Benen. Of course, he knew his time and effort should not be wasted replacing labourers, a wizard would be more useful tackling problems only magic could solve. Benen imagined himself hunting down vicious criminals for the crown or solving crimes using magical spells. He intended to present these ideas to the king when he got to the capital. It was criminal that wizards spent their time studying and navel-gazing when they could make a real difference in the world. Benen would change that. He would speak to the king and make his proposals. But first he had to get to the capital.

The caravan master turned out to be named Drokken. He was a gruff man with little patience, especially not for a young man like Benen who was to accompany the caravan without contributing anything. Since Enek had made the arrangements though, he agreed to take on Benen so long as he kept out of the way of the real workers. This was fine with Benen, he just wanted company and directions to the capital. Also, if the caravan was attacked, he would be able to protect it; he liked feeling that he would be contributing, even if Drokken did not know it.

When the caravan got underway, Benen walked alongside one of the waggons, finding a spot where there wasn’t a guard stationed; he did not want to be accused of being in the way.

All told, the caravan consisted of three oxen-drawn waggons, their handlers, half-a-dozen cargo loaders, a group of ten guards, and Drokken. Seeing Benen walking beside his waggon, one of the handlers offered him a place on the seat, next to him. Benen hesitated for a second, worrying this might be construed as getting in the way by Drokken, but he didn’t want to turn down the friendly gesture, so he accepted.

“You’re new, you are,” the man stated once Benen was settled. “Never seen you with us before.”

“That’s right. I’m Benen.”

“Orst,” he replied. “What’s your story, Benen-boy?”

Benen had prepared for this. “I’m leaving my da’s house. Going to find work in the capital.”

“You’re from Eddegar?”

“Yes sir.”

“No ya ain’t. I know the folks there, y’ain’t from Eddegar.”

Caught again, Benen thought, exasperated. “How can you be so sure, there are a lot of people who live in our village,” he tried.

“Ha! I didn’t know fer sure, but now I do.” The man smiled wide, revealing a lot of gaps in his teeth. “Now tell me the truth.”

Benen decided to be bold. “I’m a wizard going to see the king.”

“Ha! That’s a good one! Awright, I’ll mind my own beeswax.”

They talked easily after that, Benen mostly letting Orst speak; he liked listening to people talk.

He learnt that Orst had three wives, all in different villages and towns along the caravan route.

“I just loves the women too much,” he said and grinned. 

A part of Benen envied the rough and friendly driver his life. It sounded like fun going from place to place along the road, meeting people and romancing women. He knew this wasn’t to be his lot, but still enjoyed hearing of it and Orst loved the telling. It made the first few days fly by.

Before he knew it, the caravan was arriving at its next stop.

“Oh? What’s the village called?” Benen asked Orst.

“Oster’s Gift, you’ll like it. Good people.”

Benen froze.

“You okay, Benen-boy?” Orst asked when he saw all the colour had drained from his companion’s face.
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Benen had left the caravan to its off-loading, almost in a daze. He had not meant to return home. In fact, he had explicitly decided not to do so. But here he was regardless. He felt certain someone would recognize him any moment.

Keeping away from the crowd that was gathering around the caravan, Benen hurried to get out of the village centre. Rushing as he was he ran headlong into Alden Smith. The two apologized, Benen fearing recognition the whole while, but the Smith did not even give him a second look before heading off on his way.

I guess it has been a long time, Benen thought. Maybe my own family wouldn’t recognize me.

Despite being unsure if he wanted to confirm this, Benen still wandered in the general direction of his childhood home. Along the way, the sights conjured a lump in his throat and a dryness in his mouth. Would he be welcome, or would his family resent his reopening of old wounds?

As he passed behind the church, he glanced at the rows of headstones and wondered if one was for him. The thought that one of the monuments to the departed bore his name and an epitaph was so disturbing that he turned his head to look anywhere but toward the graveyard.

When he finally caught sight of his family home he saw it had changed, but not substantially. The roof had been redone in new tin and an extension had been built onto the side of the house. Perhaps to house grandchildren? Benen wondered if he was an uncle now.

Still unsure if he wanted to be seen, he circled around to the back of the yard, keeping his distance and lurking behind trees. He was startled by a small voice coming from behind him.

“Are you playing too?” the voice asked.

Benen turned and did not immediately see the source of the voice. “Hello?”

“I’m hiding,” said the voice.

Benen frowned. He looked behind trees until he found a young girl of maybe seven summers. She looked so much like his sister Esren had that he could not speak for a moment. She had seen him and put a finger to her lips. Benen crouched down beside her.

“So you weren’t hiding from me, then?” he asked in a whisper.

“No, silly, I didn’t know you were here.”

“Who then?”

“Tickles.”

“Um, what?”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Tickles!”

“You’re hiding from someone who is trying to tickle you?”

She sighed, communicating with that one expression all the despair a child can experience when confronted with the ignorance of adults.

“Tickles, my cat.”

“Oh.” Benen tried not to laugh, but could not stop his smile. 

“What’s your name?” he asked the girl.

“I’m Hilda,” she declared. It was Benen’s grandmother’s name. “What’s yours?”

He couldn’t very well tell the girl his real name, could he? Still, he didn’t want to lie if he could avoid it.

“I’m Benen,” he finally chose the truth.

“Like my uncle.” She was excited by the coincidence.

“Just like him, yes,” he agreed. Tears threatened to overcome him. He spoke to distract his mind. “What do you know about him?”

“He died when he was my age,” she said. “Mummy makes a special meal on the ‘versarry. It was very tragic.”

“What did he die of?” Benen wanted to know, but feared the answer.

“He killed an evil wizard! It was very heroic.”

Benen did not think he could hold back the emotions much longer. He knelt down and surprised the girl by hugging her without warning. She gave a little squeak but then hugged him back. She must have felt his tears on her back.

“It’s okay,” she told him, patting him on the back. “Are you my uncle’s ghost? Is that why you’re sad?” she asked.

He nodded because he could not speak. They separated and he turned to leave; He could not stand any more of this.

“Thank you,” the girl said as he walked away, “for saving our village.”

By the time Benen returned to the caravan, he had regained control of his emotions. The caravan was wrapping up its business and getting ready to leave. He rejoined Orst on his waggon.

“Wassa matter, Benen-boy? You look like you seen a ghost,” the man asked.

“Maybe I am,” Benen muttered. Seeing his dark mood, Orst did not bother him with further talk.
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The way to the capital was long and the caravan crossed many villages and towns on its way. Benen eventually recovered his usual good humour. He could take comfort in the encounter with Hilda if he thought of it in the right way and he made sure to only think of it thus. If he had not gone as Oster required, there was no telling what the wizard would have done to the village. Through the years of his apprenticeship, Benen had seen what Oster was capable of and he shuddered when he imagined him unleashing his wizardly might against a village. He decided that another thing a wizard working for the crown could do was to hunt down the wizards who would victimize the weak.

As the days of travel continued through monotonous countryside and villages much too alike to each other to be memorable, Benen began to understand why Orst had been so happy to have company. Despite this, the trip was long enough that even Benen and Orst grew tiresome to one another. Benen, without rancour or ill-will, took to walking on his own elsewhere in the caravan. Orst did not seem to mind and they still talked some of the time. While he walked, Benen could let his mind wander, thinking about magic, life, and the meaning of it all.

The caravan was a day out from yet another small village when it was attacked.

There had been no warning at all. The brigands struck while the caravan was passing through one of the largest forests in Estren. They shot arrows at the guards from the trees and then rushed the caravan, swords in hand. From where he was standing, Benen could not tell how many attackers there were, but their yells and demands of surrender made them sound very numerous. There was one bandit that he could see, he was heading for Orst’s waggon, having felled the guard that had stood in his way. Benen decided to act.

He looked to the skies to see what constellations were up, taking precious moments to figure out a non-lethal means of stopping the brigand. As he worked out a spell, Benen saw his friend panic and try to run away. Orst fell and the brigand stood over him, ready to run him through.

Panic seized the boy wizard then. He went on instinct, calling forth magic from his favourite constellation: the Cleaver. He cut the brigand in two cleanly, both halves of the man immediately began spurting blood. In that moment, Benen had no thoughts to spare for what he had done, he ran to make sure Orst was all right.

Orst’s eyes and mouth were both open wide. He stammered at Benen for a second then took a breath and got control over himself.

“You really are a wizard,” he said, backing away from Benen. He seemed as afraid of the boy as he had been of the brigand.

“It’s all right Orst, it’s still me,” Benen assured him.

“What’s your game?”

“There’s no game, I really am going to the capital.”

“Get away from me,” Orst said, shaking.

“I won’t hurt you,” Benen protested, but Orst was not listening. He was making signs to ward against evil with his right hand and backing further away from Benen. 

“But I saved your life . . . .” Benen saw it was no use and gave up. He looked around to find that all the attackers had been killed or repelled. Orst was talking to others of the caravan, pointing at Benen and at the two-part corpse of the brigand.

Benen knew then that his time with the caravan had come to an end. These ignorant men feared him and what he could do. They didn’t understand he could help them.

This would change, he vowed, but not today and not here. He backed away from the caravan and lost himself in the forest.

No one followed him.
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In the woods, Benen spent some time feeling sorry for himself. In the wizard’s tower he had been isolated through a lack of other people with which to interact, now he was isolated by his power and the fear the common folk had of wizards. His aim was to change this, but right at that moment he couldn’t help but feel all alone in the world. Worse, he worried about the repercussions of having killed using his magic. He had been told never to do such a thing, but if he had hesitated any longer, Orst would have died.

He waited and waited for something bad to happen, dreading the worst, but nothing manifested. His magic did not kill him in repercussion, his heart did not stop of its own accord, and he did not go blind. Perhaps he would have nightmares for the rest of his life?

Tired and worn out, Benen decided to sleep and deal with what may come — if it came — when it did. He found a comfortable piece of ground under the protective branches of a large oak tree and curled up there to rest.

The next morning he had recovered his determination. He had a new plan for getting to the capital.

Benen undressed and arranged his things in a bundle using his shirt as a makeshift bag, tying up the sleeves and bottom. Next came the hard part. He waited for a half hour for the right constellations to both be in the sky and then cast the shape-shifting spell he had cast before to change into a eagle. This time he pictured himself a very large eagle. The spell was taxing, but he managed it, then he went through the agony of the change. It seemed it did not get any more pleasant with repetition. After that, he rested. He had to, he was too exhausted to do otherwise.

An hour later, he was letting the eagle part of himself guide the body into flight, his bundle of things grasped in one of the eagle’s talons.

He continued along the road the caravan had been using, soon overtaking the slow collection of waggons. Before the attack, Orst had told Benen they were only a few days out from the capital, that there were just two more villages on the way. Following the road, Benen swiftly passed the first village and made it to the second near sundown. He decided to stop there for the night. He wasn’t sure how much farther he could fly in one day and he was famished.

Letting the eagle hunt, it soon found a hare. The giant eagle descended on the creature and gobbled it up all at once. The hare barely put a dent into his hunger. Benen realized that as a giant bird he needed larger prey than what the eagle mind would naturally seek. He tried hunting again, and made sure to guide the eagle along to more appropriate animals. When they spotted a deer, Benen had to force it to act: it could not see the beast as prey. When it finally had the deer in its claws though, the bird part of him had no problem with eating the deer; it tore into it with gusto.

Full and content, both Benen and his eagle-self were pleased to go to sleep. He chose a nearby empty meadow and settled down for the night.

He was only disturbed once. A dog or wolf — Benen was not sure which — had approached him, but when the animal saw the size of the bird it had set its sights on, it turned tail and fled in a hurry.

When he awoke the next morning, Benen breakfasted on the leftovers of the deer and then flew again, seeking the village he had found the day before. From there he followed the only other road out of the village, reasoning that it must lead to the capital. His reasoning was sound and within a few hours of flight he saw, in the distance, the first signs of a city.

It was just as impressive and large as he had imagined it would be; larger even. What caught his eye the most was the wall around the inner portion of the city. He had never seen a walled city, although he had heard of them in stories. Seeing the wall and the castle that lay at its centre made Benen so excited he flew too low. Not only was he seen, his size was also obvious to those below. Before, he had kept far enough away from the ground that even if he was seen he would be mistaken for a normal eagle. He pulled up sharply as cries of alarm rang out from below. He saw, as he wheeled away, that the walls were now crowded with guardsmen — presumably with crossbows.

Benen chose a secluded stand of trees in the distance and headed in that direction. He hoped he had not scared too many of the people of the capital with his visit as a giant eagle.

He landed in a clearing and steeled himself for the transformation back to human form. The last time he had changed back, it had knocked him out. This time it only floored him. He was still conscious, but couldn’t move a muscle without wishing he were dead. Benen wondered if he might not have preferred being knocked out after all. He decided to rest there until he could put on clothes again without overwhelming agony.

This took several hours and he found himself napping in the end. He woke up feeling capable of facing movement once again. He got dressed, slowly, and then limped along in the direction of the capital. He reached the outskirts a short time before sun down.

I made it! I’m at the capital, he thought with triumph, feeling like he had overcome the greatest obstacle to achieving his goals. Soon, he would meet the king. Tomorrow maybe. Tonight he needed to find rooms and supper. Also, it would not do to meet the king in his shabby home-made clothing, he would need to go shopping. 

Planning his big day, Benen walked into the city.
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To Benen’s eyes, the city was full of strange novelties. The first thing he noticed was the people. Not only were they more plentiful than he had imagined, they were also more varied. He saw people with different skin colours — something he had not known existed — and fashions so colourful and exotic he felt overwhelmed. 

The second thing he noticed was all the stone buildings.

They can’t all be churches, he thought. The only buildings he had previously seen built of stone were places of worship. Here, there were stone buildings aplenty. They were still a minority, but they were common enough that he saw three as he looked for lodgings.

The third thing he noticed was the smell. The city stank worse than any stables Benen had ever smelled. The streets — which were made of cobblestone — had grooves on the sides to channel feces and urine the inhabitants dumped out of buckets from their windows.

Benen found it hard to reconcile the city’s parts together. It was exotic and beautiful, but also revolting. The whole overwhelmed his senses and his sensibilities until he felt he needed to get off the streets immediately. He entered the first building whose sign suggested lodgings to him. It depicted a bed and a woman beckoning.

When he opened the door, the smell changed from the odours of human waste to that of pungent exotic scents. He caught a glimpse of sumptuous furnishings and half-clothed women before a tall and muscled man with the blackest skin Benen had ever seen threw him out.

“No Beggars!” he yelled to Benen as he tossed him.

Thankfully, Benen did not land in the gutter. His fall was broken by some passers-by. He started apologizing to them, still confused by what had just happened, and was stopped by one of them handing him a coin.

Benen realized he looked like a beggar with his dirty home-made clothing of plain canvas. He would remedy that in the morning, but he needed lodgings for the night. Wandering the streets, he tried to ask for directions and was again handed a few coins — pennies this time. Benen gave up on the people walking down the streets and instead went to some men dressed no better than he was who were sitting by the side of the street, near the gutter where few would walk. Many had pots in front of them, some of the pots had a few coins in them.

The beggars were friendly and gave him directions to a lodging house that was affordable, but not too high class to accept him — if he had the money to pay for his stay. He gave the beggars the coins he had himself been given and added to that one of his silver pieces. The beggars immediately set to thanking him profusely and, when he walked away, immediately fell to arguing among themselves how best they could divide the coin between them.

The inn, when Benen found it, had a sign out front featuring a painting of a worn out boot. He went in anyway, hoping to have correctly followed the directions.

Inside, the building was clean and functional, but far from elegant like the one where Benen had been thrown out. A man behind a counter accepted his pennies and rented him a room.

“You’re allowed a bowl of the stew at dinner time as well,” the man told him.

“Can I have a bowl now?” Benen asked him. It was past dinner time.

“If there is any left, you are welcome to it,” the hosteler said graciously.

Benen went to the common room and saw it was filled with table and chairs, all of the people were of the lowest classes. The stew was in a large cauldron hung over a fire. He grabbed a bowl from the stack on a table beside the fireplace and used the ladle to fill it. The stew had burnt to the bottom and that was all that was left of the stuff, but Benen was hungry so he was not fussy. He found a seat for himself at a small empty table and ate his stew. He was happy to be left alone; the crowds on the streets had nearly driven him mad.

How can there be so many people living in this city? he wondered.

Once his bowl was empty, Benen did what he had seen others do before him, he took his bowl to the water pump in the corner and washed it clean. He then returned it to the stack. Afterwards, he went upstairs to find his room.

None of the rooms had locks. Everyone was supposed to go to their own room and not bother anyone else. His room was the one with a drawing of an apple on a plaque on the door. He found it and went in. He was not surprised to see that his room was barely large enough for the bed it contained. The mattress on the bed was stuffed with straw. Again, Benen had endured much worse. He lay down and was asleep almost immediately.
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In the morning, Benen left the lodgings, relinquishing his room. He had plans to stay somewhere higher scale for the rest of his time in the capital. He did, after all, intend to speak to the king today; perhaps he’d even be given quarters at the castle.

The first order of business was better clothing.

Benen found that the painted signs hung by the door of service establishments were of little help. He had gone into a shop whose sign had shown a well-dressed man and found it to be a tavern or club for the middle class. Benen was hustled out of the building by a man with a cudgel.

After that, he asked beggars for directions once more and was told of the local tailor’s shop. Since he was in a middle class quarter, the tailor specialized in nice but not too costly clothing. This suited Benen. When he entered the store, the man in the receiving room moved toward him, a frown on his face. Benen knew he was about to be thrown out again.

Not this time, he thought.

He held up one of his gold coins and the man approaching him immediately smiled at him, his demeanour completely changed. When he reached Benen, he bowed to welcome him to the establishment.

“Sir, if I may say, your state of dress is shocking. I can see that you have much need of our services.”

“Um, thank you?” Benen said. His homemade clothing had been a source of pride for him over the years. His stitches were strong and held up over time and they were straight too. It was a blow to have them disparaged.

“Will you be needing an entire outfit, sir, or are you looking for a specific piece to . . . accentuate, what you are currently wearing?”

“A whole outfit would be good. Boots too, nice leather ones.”

Together, he and the tailor’s assistant worked out what would be best for Benen. He acquired an outfit consisting of a deep blue tunic and white breeches. A belt and boots were added to this and the whole was completed by a blue hat decorated with a peacock feather. Benen felt ridiculous, but the man assured him that he was wearing the height of middle class fashion.

Remembering what he had seen the people on the streets wearing, Benen had to agree that he would fit right in. He asked to settle his account and was shocked by the price. The whole outfit cost him half a gold piece; it was a fortune! 

Satisfied that his appearance was now serviceable, Benen started heading toward the castle, where he hoped he would find the king. The streets were less crowded, as he neared his destination. The quality of the crowd also changed. There were less men and women with exotic skin tones and every one was dressed in colourful and complicated outfits. Many of the people had servants with them.

Benen also noticed there was no human waste in the gutters; he wondered what the rich did with their poop.

Eventually he came to the city wall and was asked his business in the inner city.

“I come to meet the king,” he said.

The two guards looked at one another, then one turned to Benen. “And is the king expecting you?”

“No, but I think he will want to meet with me.”

“Is that so?” The two guards were smirking at Benen. 

They aren’t taking me seriously.

Benen was pleased to find the Cleaver had risen — if barely. He used its magic to cut the belts of the two guards. Their scabbards containing their swords fell with the belts, as did their money pouches. 

The guards were not impressed, as Benen had hoped, they were horrified. Even in the city, the people were superstitious and afraid of wizards. The guards picked up their swords and used them to keep him away from them. The scene attracted the attention of many in the crowds nearby. This was not what Benen had wanted at all.

He took a step forward and the guards backed up a step. He repeated this until he was through the gate and then went on his way toward the castle.

People cleared the streets ahead of him as he came; he heard whispers of wizard and sorcerer travelling alongside his route.

When he came to the gates of the castle, Benen found them guarded not by men in armour but by one old man in robes. Around his neck he wore a seal of some sort, hung from a chain. The old man did not try to stop Benen, instead he motioned to him to accompany him. He did not seem to have any fear of the wizard.

Finally! Someone who isn’t a superstitious fool, thought Benen.

The old man escorted Benen to a sitting room and motioned toward one of the padded and cushioned armchairs. Benen figured this was a waiting room where he would stay until the king was ready to see him. He accepted the seat.

“What is your name?” asked the old man as he poured two glasses of wine from a decanter.

“Benen.” He had considered embellishing his name with a title, but no matter which title he tried, it sounded much too pompous.

The old man handed Benen one of the glasses and sat down in an armchair facing his guest’s.

“I am Mellen, an adviser to his majesty.”

“Thank you for seeing me. I guess you’ve been told I’m a wizard?”

“Yes. I have.” Mellen was very grave. “Who was your master, Benen?”

He was surprised by the question. He doubted this adviser knew of Oster, but he told him the name anyway.

“I see,” the old man said. “Did he not make it clear to you that people fear wizards?”

“Not exactly, no. He wasn’t a very good teacher,” Benen confided in Mellen.

“Has what you have experienced shown you that it would be best for you to practise the magical arts out of sight of the common people?”

“It’s shown me that the common people have stupid ideas about wizards.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes. Wizards could be of great help to them.”

“The moment anything would go wrong though, they would blame the wizard for it. If a horse goes lame, it was the wizard’s fault. If the milk sours early, it was the wizard’s fault. The common people see the power of wizards, their ability to do the impossible, and then reason that wizards would use this power to their advantage; to rule over them, or to otherwise harm them. It is what they think they themselves might do with such power and it taints their view of events.”

Benen began to suspect that Mellen was speaking from experience.

“Are you a wizard yourself?” Benen asked.

The old man nodded.

“Surely you could convince the king to let wizards help. We could be useful in so many ways!”

“Your heart is in the right place, Benen, but using wizardry will just turn the people against the king. He cannot afford this, he is already unpopular. All of this is more complicated than you realize. Please do not show yourself a wizard again; It is best to keep a low profile. Or better yet, leave the capital and do some research away from prying eyes.”

“But we can help.”

The old man shook his head. “Not the way you’re wanting to, Benen. Believe me.”

“Maybe the people can be shown that we’re not the monsters they think we are.”

“I doubt that, Benen. Please, do not be rash. Do not expose yourself to their scrutiny. You will regret it.”

Benen stood up. “I will prove you wrong. I will help people and they will see me for what I am: their friend.”

“It seems I cannot convince you otherwise, Benen. Do this away from the capital, if you please.” Mellen stood up too and extended his hand to Benen. They clasped hands. “It is a wonder you have kept such idealism despite having been under Oster’s tutelage,” the old man said.

Benen took this as a compliment.

Mellen escorted Benen back out of the castle and through the inner city gates. By then, the tumult was over and no one raised a fuss about Benen. Before they were to part, Mellen asked Benen if he would see him at the moot.

“The what?” Benen asked.

Mellen shook his head. “Every five years, the wizards of Estren meet and exchange knowledge. Will you go to it?”

Benen got from Mellen the date of the conclave and the location where it would be held. He planned to go and told the old man so.

“I will see you there and you can recount to me your many successes, I hope.” Mellen waved to Benen as he left.

Feeling foolish for having ever thought coming to the capital would be of any use, Benen walked right out of the city and was glad to leave the place behind.











CHAPTER  2: HERO




Benen made his way to the clearing where he had first landed, just two days before. His plans had changed. Having met the people of the city and the king’s adviser, he knew now that the educated upper class of the capital were no less superstitious than the peasants from his village.

He understood that the problem was the image of the wizard in everyone’s mind. They saw him as a villain from stories told them as children. This image persisted in them still in adulthood, and wizards like Oster only made things worse.

Benen knew he had to act to change this. He needed to show everyone that wizards were not the child-eating villains they were painted to be. Only actions could change this.

He stayed the night in the clearing, working out the spell he would need in the morning. Once he was satisfied he had chosen the right constellations for the effect, he bedded down for the night on the ground itself.

Benen’s sleep was disturbed late in the night.

Something cold had touched his neck and sent waves of tingles down his spine. Benen woke immediately and rolled along the ground, away from whatever had touched him. He sprang to his feet and looked about, but saw nothing other than darkness before him. The moon was not in the sky and the night was black.

“Who’s there?” he demanded of the darkness.

A voice spoke, “Please, I don’t know what is happening . . . .” It sounded like a man but there was an eerie quality to the voice, it echoed tinnily, like the man was speaking into a metal bucket.

“Stay back, whatever you are,” Benen threatened.

“Can’t you see me? I feel so strange.”

“No, I can’t see you. What are you?”

“A man, like you.”

“You’re no ordinary man,” Benen disagreed.

“I think I was in a battle . . . did I die?”

Benen did not know the answer to that question for certain, but he was beginning to suspect the man had died.

“Do you remember anything about the battle?” he asked the disembodied voice.

“I had fallen in with a bad bunch. We were desperate, low on supplies. We attacked a caravan, a stronger one than we should have. I think I was about to kill someone, one of the drivers, and then everything became blurred and confusing like it is now.”

“Oh no . . . “ Benen knew then why he had been told not to kill with magic. This must be the result. Was the man a ghost then?

“I’m sorry to bother you, mister, but since the confusion started all I can think about is finding you. When I’m near you things are clearer. Is it okay if I stay here with you?”

There was a pathetic quality to the request.

How could I stop this creature from staying here, even if I did object to its presence?

“You can stay. I’m sorry to say that I do think you died in that battle.” Benen felt guilty for what he had done to the man. Killing him was one thing, he had been defending another’s life, but this half-life he had condemned the man to was another thing altogether.

“Were you at the battle? I’m not sure why I feel drawn to you.”

Benen hesitated to reveal his role in the man’s death. He feared the ghost would become angry and harm him somehow. He did not really know magic relating to spirits and ghosts. He wondered if this was a form magic governed by the constellations visible on the other side of the world.

“I was there,” he told the man. “What’s your name? I’m Benen.” He wanted to change the subject.

“My name is Timmon. Benen, I’m cold. Can you build a fire?”

“I doubt it would warm you,” Benen told the ghost, but he gathered wood together and set it alight using magic.

“What was that!?” The ghost sounded startled.

“I’m a wizard, Timmon. I lit the fire with magic.”

“I saw a brilliant flash of light for an instant.”

“Odd. I just created a bit of fire. I guess you see things differently in your state.”

“All of this is odd. I guess this is punishment for what I did in life.”

“Timmon, I think rather that something happened to you beyond your control. There was magic being used in that fight. Perhaps your state is a result of that.” It was as close to taking responsibility for Timmon’s state as Benen was willing to come for the moment.

“I don’t know. You’re the wizard. Is that possible?”

“Yes, definitely,” he assured Timmon.

“Can you cure me?”

“If you stop being a ghost, I don’t know what would happen to you. Regardless, I don’t know how I would do that, not right now anyway.”

“Do you mind if I stay with you until you figure it out? I feel more real around you, things are clearer and make more sense.”

Benen did not feel he had any choice, this man’s torment was his responsibility. He told the ghost he could stay with him and then bedded down again. Timmon went quiet to let him sleep but was still nearby; Benen could sense his cold presence.

This is a poor start to my heroics, Benen thought before falling asleep.
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In the morning, there was no sign of Timmon.

Benen tried calling to the ghost but there was no response; the cold presence was gone. He shrugged and got on with his plans. He could not think of a way to locate Timmon and even started to wonder if he had imagined the entire encounter.

I had better not be going mad, he thought.

He cast the spell he had devised the night before; it was meant to locate any large concentrations of people feeling fear. It was a taxing spell due to how far he wanted the detection to be able to reach and after casting it he rested for an hour. He was not sure if it was working, he wasn’t detecting anything within the spell’s range.

Rested, he shape-shifted once again into giant eagle form. The change remained as unpleasant as ever, but at least the spell itself was becoming less draining to cast. He took off shortly after the change, carrying his things in one of his talons again.

Hunting as he went, he flew around the region of Estren south of the capital. He was hoping his enchantment would discover a group of scared people. He flew a search pattern, making his way south and east. By late afternoon he had confirmation that his magic had worked.

The sense the spell provided made him feel a tug in the direction fear was detected. He flew in that direction and as he got closer to the source, the tug became stronger. A village came into sight as the pull reached its highest intensity. It was the source of fear the spell had detected.

Benen landed a small distance away from the village, careful to remain out of sight. He changed shapes back to his human self and was again wiped by the effort. He had to lay in the grass for a few hours recuperating before he felt up to the task of getting back up on his feet and facing the rest of the day.

After having put on his clothes, Benen felt more able to tackle what lay ahead. He headed toward the village.

A sawmill with much industry around it made it clear to Benen that wood was the primary export of the place. Surprisingly, the village’s perimeter was guarded by men holding cudgels or clubs spiked with nails. He sensed great fear from all the villagers, but even more from these guards.

What are they afraid of? he wondered.

The guards did not tense when they spotted Benen, he noted. They did keep an eye on him as he approached though. He was dressed in his middle-class finery and seemed quite the gentleman, he was sure. He doffed his hat to them when he was closer and introduced himself.

“Hello. I am Benen, I have come to help you,” he said. The guards’ looks of surprise quickly changed to expressions of doubt.

“What do you think you can do, sir?” asked one of the guards.

“That will be between myself and your village’s elders.”

“We have a headman here,” said the guard.

“Then it will be between me and the headman.”

The guards exchanged looks and then one of them escorted Benen into the village proper. He was brought to a large wooden house, the largest in the village, and directed to wait outside while the guard went into the house.

Benen waited patiently, rehearsing in his head what he planned to say to the headman. He decided it was for the best that the village had a single leader; it made convincing them to let him help that much easier. Councils of elders were often full of political divisions and petty grudges, preventing consensus.

He did not have to wait long. The guard returned and let Benen into the house.

It was a richly appointed dwelling that seemed to be used by the headman both as his place of work and his residence. Benen was escorted to the headman’s study.

“You say you can help us, stranger?” asked the man seated behind the desk. He was tall and blond, with a full, well-groomed beard and piercing blue eyes.

“I am Benen, your honour, and I am a wizard.”

This took the man behind the desk by surprise and he leaned back and away from Benen. The guard gasped and distanced himself as well. He was making warding gestures against evil.

“Sir, I am here to help,” Benen told them.

“We do not trust you, Wizard. We already have enough troubles, we do not need you bringing more.”

“Headman, if I deal with whatever it is that has you so worried, will you consider changing your opinion of wizards?”

Benen had chosen to help the most desperate people he could find, banking on their need for help to override their fear and mistrust of wizards. 

It worked.

The headman admitted that he would be grateful for any help, even from the Adversary himself, should he offer.

He explained the problem to Benen: “The forest to the south, the source of the majority of our lumber, is no longer safe. Logging crews go into it and never return; we have lost three crews this way. I have stopped all logging until we have resolved the problem.”

“How were you going to resolve this before I came along?” Benen asked him.

He sighed and looked very grave. “We were going to comb the woods in force. I would have taken every able-bodied man, armed each with spear, club or cudgel and headed in there. Who knows what we would have found.”

Benen put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “You won’t have to do that now. I will go into the woods and find the source of this problem and take care of it for you.”

“Why would you do this? Alone?”

“You fear wizards — perhaps for good reasons — but I want to show you that we can be of help to you too. We are not the monsters you think us to be.”

“I think you’ll go into the woods and disappear like all the work crews have.”

“Then you will have lost nothing at all.”

The headman considered this and nodded.

It was agreed that Benen would stay the night at the headman’s house and go into the forest in the morning.

That night Benen ate at the headman’s table with his family.

The headman, whose name was Pol, turned out to be a widower with three daughters. The family had servants and supper was served to them, much like Benen had served the wizard during his apprenticeship. This was a level of luxury he had never experienced before and he found the food too rich, if tasty.

The dinner conversation was sparse; Pol’s daughters were shy around the young wizard. Benen hoped they were not afraid of him. He tried to engage them in conversation, but they would only answer his questions meekly. After dinner, the daughters retired to their rooms and Pol invited him for a drink in his study.

It was the first time Benen had tried any drink other than ale. His first swallow of whiskey made his eyes water and he nearly threw up. Pol laughed and relaxed. Benen gave his host a hesitant smile and sipped the rest of his glass slowly, growing accustomed to the liquor.

“It is my best,” Pol commented.

“The whiskey?” Benen asked. His host nodded. “I’m afraid its subtleties are wasted on me, sir.”

“I thought it fitting for your last night, to go with your last meal.”

“You don’t believe I’ll survive, do you?”

“I believe that you believe you will. Are you even really a wizard, Benen?”

“I am.”

“You seem awfully young.”

“I’ve only recently finished my apprenticeship, sir.”

“Oh? Is that how it works? How was that?”

“Horrible, sir, if you must know.”

There was an awkward silence then. 

Benen decided to be bold. “Headman, we’ve established that you don’t believe I will live through tomorrow’s journey into the forest.” Pol conceded this was so. “How would you feel about a wager?”

The headman raised an eyebrow at this. “Do go on.”

“I have a purse of gold coins here, I propose to leave it with you when I go. The coins are yours to keep if I do not return.”

“Let us see this purse.” Pol examined the contents, his eyes growing large as he counted the golden coins. “Very well. And what happens if you should survive?”

“I get the hand of one of your daughters. And, of course, my purse back.”

Pol considered this for a moment. 

“Which daughter?” he asked.

“I would have to decide after I return. I’ve not had a chance to get to know them yet.”

“Done.” 

They shook on it.
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The villagers escorted Benen to the edge of the forest and watched as he went in. Many were holding their hands in warding signs. He knew that to some of the villagers, sending him to be lost in the forest was for the best. This was exactly the sort of sentiment Benen was aiming to change by resolving their problem, thus gaining their trust and gratitude.

He put on a brave face going in and kept it on until he was out of sight, but inside he was terrified. He had no idea what he was about to confront in the forest, or how he was going to deal with it. He knew now he should not kill whatever he found using magic, he did not want to be responsible for another Timmon. How was he going to do this?

He delayed any planning until he had a clearer idea of exactly what he needed to deal with.

Exploring the forest, Benen kept himself alert for any sign of trouble. As time wore on and he found nothing, his wariness waned to the point that he did not notice when a creature started stalking him.

It slunk along the ground, six-footed and furred, mottled in greens and browns, like the forest around it. It was a long sleek beast, with a head like a panther and claws like a badger. It leaped onto Benen’s back, catching him completely unawares.

Benen found himself bowled over, landing face first onto the ground, the creature on his back. He knew he had to think and act quickly or he would be dead. His plan for dealing with potential injuries had been to call upon the powers of the moon to heal himself, since that body was in the sky at the time. But what he needed was something more ongoing and proactive. He cast, with no movements or incantation, a spell of regeneration on himself. It kicked in just as the creature started tearing at his back with its six sets of claws.

Casting the enchantment had turned his blood to pure pain, it was so bad that he nearly blacked out, but then the creature’s claws brought new pain as it dug into his back.

Can’t pass out. Have to get some distance.

Using the magic of the Pinnacle, he performed yet another spell. This effect he had mastered thoroughly enough not to feel much backlash from casting it without motions or incantations. He laid the enchantment of telekinesis on the creature, yanked it up and threw it away; he cared not where.

It did not go far, which surprised Benen. His spell should have had the power to throw the beast a fair distance. He got up shakily to his feet, his back already mostly healed.

That’s another thing, he thought, the regeneration should have numbed the pain completely. It hadn’t.

Confused but too busy to worry about such details just then, Benen looked around for the creature; he couldn’t see it anywhere. It had landed nearby, but it must have slunk away, he reasoned.

The next thing he knew, a large birdlike creature attacked him from above. Its talons raked him as it swooped down and then withdrew again.

Another creature? Benen was feeling outnumbered. He needed to deal with these creatures fast before a third one showed up.

He used the Cleaver, the magic he was most proficient with, and clipped the bird-creature’s wings. It plummeted from the sky. But as it did, he saw it change forms, becoming a snake-like creature and grasping a nearby branch to stop its fall.

It’s a shape shifter!? No . . . Benen realized what it was then: a wizard. That’s why my spells are weaker; we’re splitting the available magic.

“Stop! We don’t have to fight!” he yelled at the snake creature. It did not heed him. Slithering down the tree, it moved into position to attack Benen again. He bought himself some time by using magic tied to the Cleaver to bring down two trees between them. The snake climbed over these new obstacles with little difficulty, but it gave Benen enough time to cast the detection spell he needed.

This spell, like his healing magic, was tied to the moon. It allowed him to see the flows of magic. It was a visual representation and it was very confusing and complicated. He had worked hard during his apprenticeship to learn the art of reading the knots and whorls of spells and had a passing proficiency at this now. What he saw when he looked at the snake creature was a mess.

Its enchantments were sloppy, showing up as wavy lines instead of straight ones. These would have been extremely painful to cast and highly inefficient. All the spells he saw were shape-shifting effects.

Good. No wards against the Cleaver, he thought.

The monstrous snake had nearly reached Benen by then, it was moving to grab him, no doubt to constrict the life out of him. He did not know why this wizard was doing this, but he was about to be stopped in his tracks.

Using the Cleaver again, Benen cut the magical workings he had seen operating on the creature, severing every line and knot. The moment he had begun cutting, the snake creature had howled a very human sounding scream of agony. It bulged in many places, spasms running through its length. Soon, human traits emerged from the snake. Human hands burst from one side of the creature, tearing the scaly hide apart to enlarge the hole. A human head emerged from this hole and the rest of the human shape followed it out of the snake. The remains of the snake body liquefied, leaving behind only a pool of ill-smelling ooze.

The human was still screaming.

Benen got a good look at the naked boy.

He can’t be much older than nine.

He walked over to the boy, approaching him carefully. When he looked into his eyes, they had a glassy, unfocused look to them. The boy was lost to the agony within him.

The moment Benen was within reach, the boy moved toward him, reaching out with his hands to claw at him and seeking to bite him.

This startled Benen and he recoiled, almost stumbling. What is wrong with this kid?

He decided he could worry about that later and got out his knife.

When the boy next moved to come at him, Benen hit him over the head with the butt of his weapon. He had to do this three times before the boy lost consciousness.

Benen used Pinnacle magic again. He used a variant of telekinesis to make the boy nearly weightless and put him over his shoulder to carry him back to the village. 
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The villagers had been surprised and then happy that he had returned seemingly victorious, and had wanted to fete him to celebrate. But Benen had insisted the boy needed to be put into a cell and that he had to be present when the prisoner woke up. He feared the boy would change into something that could fit through the bars or bend them. The villagers relented and delayed the celebration to accommodate him; they were quite pleased and had become very friendly. Some were even calling him Lord Wizard and showing him more respect than they did to the Headman. The wives and young women of the village brought him meals while he watched over the boy; some surprised and embarrassed Benen by flirting with him. He was their hero and they wanted him to know how appreciated he was.

Benen, for his part, did not feel like a hero, not really. He didn’t know why this boy had been acting as he had and the mystery bothered him. Was he really responsible for all those deaths?

This question became important when the Headman visited the jail the night the boy was captured.

“He should be executed,” Pol told Benen. “The people will want his blood for what he has done.”

“But I’m not sure he was in control of himself.”

“Does it matter?”

“I think he’s a wizard. There’s something wrong with him.”

“You don’t want to be saying that, Benen, if you want to improve the reputation of wizards.”

“So what do we tell the people of the village he was then?”

“They’ve already decided he’s some sort of changeling from faerie.”

“Faeries don’t exist.”

“They don’t know that.”

“We can’t just kill him if it wasn’t his fault.”

“It might not be just, but to my fellow villagers it will be justice, and they need that.”

“No.”

“I’m not asking you, Benen.” Pol held the wizard’s eyes as he spoke. Benen knew he could save the boy’s life if he fought for him, here and now, but wasn’t sure if that was really the right thing to do. What if the boy woke up and was still a savage? He would have wasted all the good will of the village for nothing.

“Can you give me a chance to speak to the boy? If you must execute him, can you do it tomorrow?”

“Of course. We will execute him tomorrow. Will you be staying here overnight?”

“I must. I have to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone if he wakes.”

“I have not forgotten our wager, Benen.” The Headman handed Benen back his purse. “My daughters are anxious to have a chance to impress you.”

Benen was suddenly nervous about returning to the Headman’s house once this was all over. He had made the wager on impulse because he had thought the eldest daughter beautiful. Now he was not sure if he wanted to get married. He would worry about this later, he decided; at the moment he could could not think past this current crisis.

“After this mess is dealt with, it will be my pleasure to get properly acquainted with your daughters, sir.”

Pol departed and left Benen to his vigil.

He did not have to wait long for the captured boy to wake up. The moment he did, Benen saw him begin a new shape-shifting spell. He did it without any of the appropriate casting gestures or incantations, guaranteeing he would be severely harmed by his own spell. Worse, Benen could see that he was also not knowledgeable of the constellations involved; his magic was imprecise.

Using the same spell as he had in the forest, Benen cut the weaves apart. The boy showed no sign of noticing this, he was looking around his cell, confused.

“Where am I?” His voice was hoarse, his words hesitant.

“Stop casting spells,” Benen instructed him. He was still cutting apart continuous attempts at shape-shifting from the boy.

“Pardon?”

“You’re casting spells. Stop.”

The boy stared at him, uncomprehending.

“You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?” Benen asked him.

“No. Can I see my momma? I’ve had a bad nightmare.”

“Where do you live?”

“In the yellow house, beside the church.”

“I mean, what village or town?”

“Oh. That’s easy. Hewn.”

Benen knew of it. The boy had not strayed very far from home; Hewn was a day’s ride through the forest from this village.

“You’re not in Hewn anymore, boy. Can you tell me your nightmare?”

“Um, okay. I was sleeping, in the nightmare, and then there was all this pain and then I was a monster and then I was a different monster and I tried running from the pain, but the monster-me just wanted to break everything. I made the monster run away from where there were people. The monster still killed some people though. I couldn’t stop it.”

“I see,” Benen was still cutting the spells the boy was casting. It seemed he was completely unaware of both his own casting and Benen’s countering of it. “Do you know any wizards, boy?”

The boy’s eyes grew wide. “I do! How did you know?”

“That’s not important. Tell me about the wizard or wizards you know.”

“Well, a bad wizard came to our village and said he was taking an apprentice. He wanted to see all the kids. But while he was distracted, uncle Wert shot him with a bow! The wizard died just like anyone else and no kids were et.”

“Oh, no . . .” Benen knew then what was happening to the boy. He had the gift but had never received the training to control his power. His magic was expressing itself wildly, following his subconscious whims. 

The pain of casting like that must have driven the kid mad for a time, thought Benen. The people from his village thought they were doing a good thing in killing the wizard and protecting their kids, but they doomed this boy.

Benen wished he knew a way to burn out the ability to do magic in this kid, then it might be safe to let him loose. As it was, Benen was constantly having to cancel the boy’s spells. If he stopped, the boy would shape-shift, escape, and most likely kill again.

“What’s your name, boy?” Benen asked.

“Kit,” the boy said.

“I’m sorry, Kit.”

Benen approached the cell bars and reached through them to hug the boy. Kit hugged him back, crying against him. Benen used his knife behind the boy’s back to end Kit’s life as quickly and painlessly as he could.

When the Headman came to get the boy in the morning, he saw what Benen had done.

“So that’s that, then,” he said to the wizard, who looked haggard, sitting on the ground and leaning against the bars.

“Do what you want to the boy now, Headman. All that’s left here is a shell.”

Benen could not watch the Headman and his men take away the body.

If my own village had resisted Oster, I would have suffered a fate very much like Kit’s. It was a sobering thought.

He stayed inside while the people of the village celebrated the defeat of the threat that had taken so many of their own. Benen could not blame them, they had lost family and friends to the monster, but he could not join them. The villagers could not feel sympathy for Kit, but Benen could. He could see both sides and wept.

When he heard the celebrations winding down, Benen pulled himself together and left the building. The few celebrants still in the village square cheered for him and took up a chant: “Wizard! Wizard! Wizard!”

He was a hero to them; Benen tried to take comfort in the fact that Kit had not died for nothing.











CHAPTER  3: HUSBAND




The day after the celebrations, Benen made arrangements with the headman to meet his three daughters again, this time individually.

The first to be presented to him was the eldest daughter, the one that had so caught his eye with her beauty that first time he had met the sisters. She was as beautiful as he remembered, and now that she was not afraid of the strange wizard, she displayed poise and grace. Watching her move as she entered the room was mesmerizing.

The sitting room the headman lent Benen had been re-arranged so as to have two armchairs facing one another, to facilitate the discussion. Benen motioned for the eldest daughter to take the seat opposite him.

“Brenia, correct?” he asked.

“Yes, my Lord Wizard.” She had a rich smooth voice.

“Benen is fine. Tell me, Brenia, do you want to be my wife? Is that something that would please you?”

“Yes, Benen, it would please me very much.” She looked him in the eye when she spoke and her full lips smiled at him. Benen had never held the interest of a woman before; her attention made him feel nervous and giddy at the same time.

“How do you see our life together? What is it like?”

“I imagine we would move to a city, or the capital, and join the elite. There would be balls and dancing. I would manage your household and make sure the servants know not to bother you while you work.” She paused and then reached across the distance between them to place her hand on Benen’s knee. “I would make sure all your needs are met.”

Benen blushed. If he had not committed to meeting the other two sisters before making his decision, he would have made his choice then and there. He wanted this woman to be his. But that would not be fair to her sisters, so he smiled back at her and composed himself.

“Thank you, Brenia. I, uh, should meet your other sisters before making my decision. But I can tell you now that you have made a very favourable impression.”

Brenia leaned forward and gave Benen a kiss on his cheek before departing. Benen took a few moments by himself to regain his composure before calling for the next sister.

Pol’s middle daughter came in and took the seat Brenia had previously occupied. She was plainer than her elder sister, but still quite pretty. She smiled at Benen, but her smile did not have her sister’s intensity.

“Hello Dania.”

“Good day, Benen.”

“Are you sure you want to be my wife, Dania?”

“I am. I make no decision without thinking it through, and I think the two of us would be perfect for one another.”

“Oh? Can you tell me how you envision our marriage?”

“As a wizard, you are an educated man. Unlike my sisters, I know how to read and I am familiar with some of the rudiments of science. I would be a helpmate to you in your research and an adviser to you in other areas. Ours would be a partnership of equals.”

Benen found the idea of marriage as a partnership appealing, but he felt nothing for Dania herself. She had a business-like manner about the subject of marriage and love that did not appeal to him.

“And where would we live?” he asked her.

“We will decide this together, but I assume we will most likely move to a larger city with a well-equipped library, a centre of learning.” 

“And children?”

“If we have the time and you have the desire.”

“Thank you, Dania. I will meet your younger sister now.” The girl nodded and left the room. 

Benen knew he could not choose Dania, there was no emotional or physical connection between them; she would be a good lab assistant, but not a good wife.

The last sister entered and he motioned for her to sit across from him. She was quite young, two years younger than he was. He watched her walk to the seat and saw she was not used to the fancy dress. Where Brenia had been graceful, and Dania deliberate, the third sister was hesitant in her movements. When she smiled, it was shyly.

“Hello,” she greeted him as she sat. She had a small voice.

“Hello Sania.” She blushed and smiled when he said her name. The colour in her cheeks suited her perfectly. She was not a beauty like her eldest sister, but there was something more genuine about her appearance. “Can you tell me what our marriage would be like?”

“Oh dear, I’m not sure. I’d be there for you, I guess, and do what I can for you. And you, you’d be there for me, when I’m not well — for me and the children. We’d help each other and try to make the other happy. Isn’t that what marriage is supposed to be like?”

Benen warmed to the young girl. She had an earnestness that was endearing and disarming.

“Are you sure you want to marry me?” he asked.

“Who wouldn’t want to be your wife? You came to help us even though we mistrusted you. You’re a good man, Benen.”

“It doesn’t bother you that I’m a wizard?”

“I’d be proud to be the wizard’s wife. You can do things no one else can and, instead of using your powers to hurt people, you came to help us.”

“Thank you Sania. I’d like to take some time to consider now.” 

The girl got up and was about to go, but then, on impulse, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. She blushed after doing it and hurried from the room. It did not have the same effect Brenia’s kiss had, but it warmed him and made him smile.

He pondered the question of which daughter to marry, alone in the sitting room for long enough that his host came to look in on him.

“Is there a problem, Benen?” Pol asked. He took the seat across from Benen.

“How does one choose? Each of your daughters is a delight in her own way, Headman.”

The compliment pleased Pol. “Thank you, they take after their mother.”

“How did you choose your wife, Headman? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“She chose me, actually.” The man smiled at the memory. “In this part of Estren, the woman traditionally chooses the man she wishes to marry and proposes.”

“But you agreed to marry her. Why her above any other offers you might have had?”

“You overestimate my appeal, wizard.” He smiled. “Although there was one other offer. Why did I choose my Miria?” He thought for a moment. “I guess she seemed the most likely to make me happy in the long run. The other woman, Shella, was ambitious and smart and beautiful, but she was always thinking of the next scheme to advance herself and, presumably, her family. She moved to a big city after I turned her down.”

“Thank you for the advice then, Headman. I just need a bit more time.” Benen stood up. “ Perhaps I will take a walk to clear my head. You will have my decision when I return.”

The headman agreed to this and saw Benen to the door.

As he walked in the woods, Benen considered each of the girls in turn. 

Brenia was by far the most beautiful. More than that, she was a sensual delight. He lusted for her, but she also intimidated him. Her plans were grand and not at all what he wanted out of his own life. She was the wife his baser parts yearned for.

Dania was someone he could truly discuss intellectual subjects with. She was smart and educated, but she seemed cold and unemotional about their marriage. She wanted someone to have conversations with. She was the wife his brain yearned for.

Sania was cute and meek, friendly, if shy. She was warm and caring and wanted to build a life where she would take care of him and he of her. She was the wife his heart yearned for.

He couldn’t satisfy all his organs with any one wife and he could not marry all three; he had to choose.

First he eliminated Dania, her distance and calculation had made her unattractive to him. He would love to cultivate a friendship with her, if possible, but he did not want her as his wife.

He knew then that he should choose Sania. If he chose Brenia, he would be able to satisfy his need to be with her, sexually, but what then? She would want to move to a big city and go to balls and be part of ‘society’ which he had no interest in. Still, he wanted her and he struggled with this for most of the rest of his walk. Finally, he decided he would marry Brenia even though he knew it was the wrong decision, in the long run. His desire for her was that strong: she was magnetic.

He returned to the headman’s house and, when he entered, found himself in the presence of all three women. They had been waiting for him in the foyer. The headman was also present. All four turned to him with expectation when they saw him.

“Welcome back, Benen. How was your walk?” asked the headman.

“Good, thank you,” he said, buying some more time. Seeing all three girls again, Benen was no longer sure if Brenia was the right choice. Sania’s shy smile had caught his eye when he had entered and he remembered what the headman had said about his own choice of wives. Sania cared about him, it seemed. The other two girls saw him as a the best match around, but not as a person.

“Have you made your decision? It is not good to keep the ladies in such suspense.”

“I have,” he said with more confidence than he felt. Brenia had smiled at him and it had made his heart flutter.

“And what is the decision?”

“Uh, umm . . .” He stopped looking at Brenia and looked at Sania. She had read the look he had just given her elder sister and knew he had chosen Brenia. She looked crestfallen, her eyes already beginning to fill with tears she was holding back.

Would Brenia weep if I did not choose her? he wondered. He thought the answer was no, she would not. She would be angry. Dania? She would be disappointed, but not emotionally affected. Sania was the only one he thought would be touched emotionally by losing him.

“I choose Sania to be my wife, if she will have me.” He declared before he changed his mind again.

The girl looked at him with surprise for a moment before she smiled, excited and genuinely happy, and ran to him. She jumped into his arms and gushed: “Yes! Yes! Yes! A thousand times yes!”.

He did not know if the other sisters had reacted as he had predicted, he was too busy enjoying the affections of his soon-to-be bride.
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The wedding was wonderful, the entire village turned out for it. Even relatives living in other nearby villages came to see the wizard wed the headman’s daughter. Sania’s sisters, reluctantly at first, agreed to serve as her bride’s maids. Benen’s best man was a volunteer from the village, a young man named Eggan. He had been selected from a large pool of volunteers; everyone wanted to get a chance to get to know the hero-wizard.

The happy couple’s union was celebrated for hours, with plenty of food and drink. By evening, when the two were rather drunk, they were told they must withdraw and complete their union. Benen was not sure what they meant at first, but Eggan clarified things for him.

For the moment, the couple was to continue living in the headman’s house; there was plenty of space. A guest bedroom had been made theirs in an isolated portion of the large building and two of the other guest bedrooms in that area had been cleared for their use. This is where they retired to after the party.

When they were alone, Benen and Sania both grew shy. Neither had ever been intimate with another.

Taking the lead, Sania, blushing fetchingly, undid the four cinches that held her bodice together. The dress fell off her, revealing her naked body beneath. Seeing her thus, Benen lost his shyness and, together, they figured things out well enough, their enthusiasm taking the place of experience.

 That night, after Sania was asleep, Benen lay in the darkness thanking the Creator for his luck. He had spent some time watching his wife sleep and was now preparing to go to sleep himself when he felt a cold presence he had almost forgotten about.

“I’ve found you at last,” Timmon’s voice said. It spoke low, in consideration for the sleeping lady. “I’ve actually been nearby but I didn’t want to . . . interrupt.”

“That’s, hmm, considerate of you. So, you had trouble finding me again? I thought you said you had a sense of where I am?”

“I do, but you moved around so much and went so far I had difficulty keeping up with you. Also, it seems I’m only awake at night.”

“What happens to you during the day?”

“I dream.”

“What are your dreams like?” Benen was curious about the creature.

“Over and over, I live through the moments of my death.”

“Oh.”

“I know you killed me now.”

“Oh.”

“It’s okay. I was going to kill your friend.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“Even my emotions are cold now,” Timmon said.

“I’m not moving again, Timmon. Now that I’m married, I will settle down here. I’ll have time to look into your condition if you want. I could try to cure you.”

“You can bring me back to life?”

“. . . no. I cannot do that. I can give you peace, maybe.”

Timmon sighed.

Benen and his ghostly victim made an agreement that Timmon would only speak to him when Benen was alone. For his part, Benen would endeavour to be alone a part of each night and also, he would look into what he could do for poor Timmon. Benen almost relished the challenge.

The happy couple did not stay in the headman’s house for long. After a few weeks, Benen spent some of his gold coins to have a house built. It would be a wooden house with a tin roof. Four bedrooms were planned as well as a laboratory, a study, and an observatory. Benen would have to acquire or make a telescope himself, as no one in the area had ever heard of such a thing.

Every time a peddler came to the village, Benen asked after books — especially magical ones — and a telescope. This way he gathered a small library over the years; the peddlers knew that Benen would buy any books they brought to the village, so they made sure to keep an eye out.

During this time, the wizard became a sort of wise man or witch doctor for the villagers. He would heal the injured and cure the sick, as well as perform other tasks the people could not manage themselves. For this, he received coins, and this work kept him and his wife quite comfortable.

For ten years he lived in the house he had built, with his wife, whom he loved more each day. 

Their life together was almost perfect. He spent a lot of his time reading, working in the lab, and trying to cobble together a working telescope — when he wasn’t doing something for one of the villagers. She liked to cook and knit. This was good because Benen was not a very inventive chef and would always prepare the same dishes if left to it.

In the evenings, when possible, he read to her from a book. He’d acquired some novels specifically for reading to Sania and they cherished these times together.

The only thing that marred their relationship was their trouble having children. 

It was not for lack of trying. The couple had bad luck conceiving and, on the few occasions when Sania was pregnant, she never brought the child further than the first trimester before losing the baby.

It was hard on the couple, but they got through it, and their patience was finally rewarded with a pregnancy that lasted well into the third trimester.

It was then that Benen received a visit from the elders of a village a week’s walk from his home.

This in itself was unusual. He sometimes had requests for his services from the nearby villages, but never from this far away. These elders were truly desperate. He met with them right away.

There were three of them and he sat with them in his study. They were very respectful, calling him Lord Wizard and bowing before taking their seats.

“Welcome,” he told them. “I do not often receive visitors from so far away. We can dispense with formalities and cut directly to the matter that brought you here. It must be a dire need to drive you to come all this way. How can I help you?”

“Thank you, Lord Wizard,” said one of the elders. He was a short old man with too much hair coming out of his too large ears. “I am Elder Rook. These are Kalder and Hurd.” The elders nodded as they were named. “The problem we have is . . .” The man trailed off. He did not seem to know how to proceed. He looked embarrassed.

The elder introduced as Hurd spoke up then. “It’s a wizard, Lord Wizard. Our problem is a wizard. Begging your pardon.” All three elders now looked embarrassed.

“Are you sure the wizard is to blame for whatever problem you’re having? Wizards are often made scape-goats for ill-luck or failed crops.”

“Yes sir, we are sure. The problem is the wizard himself.”

“Start from the beginning and tell me what exactly is happening.”

“This wizard, he isn’t like you. He comes to our village every harvest and demands we pay him tribute. He takes a share of the harvest and also some of the other things we produce. If we object, he threatens us with violence or curses. One year, we resisted and he cursed a man with excessive flatulence until we relented. The stench was quite potent.” All three elders were nodding in agreement. “He is due to arrive again within the month. We’ve put together our money and have got eleven silver coins to offer you, if you will protect our village from this villain.”

“You’ll have our thanks as well, Lord Wizard,” put in the elder named Kalder.

“I will consider what you have asked, gentlemen. You may be aware that my wife is with child. I am loathe to leave her so close to the end of the pregnancy.”

The three looked disappointed as he escorted them out of his dwelling. “I will have an answer for you in the morning,” he told them.

As they walked away, he heard Kalder say to the others: “I told you he wouldn’t defend us from his own kind!”

That night at supper, Benen broached the subject with Sania. She understood that it was important to him to go and deal with this wizard.

“Go, my love, and show this village that you will stand with the common folk against unjust wizards.”

When he told the elders his decision in the morning, they were overjoyed. He made his arrangements and left with them that very afternoon.

A week later Benen and the elders arrived in the village of Gronin.




[image: Image]




Eager to complete this task and return to his wife before she gave birth, Benen spent no time in the village itself. The elders had told him the wizard always walked into the village from the north when he came, so Benen headed in that direction to intercept the bully.

Once out of sight from the village, Benen stashed his things into a bag he had brought and changed into the giant eagle that was his favourite animal form. He took off northward, flying in a search pattern, looking for signs of the wizard.

It was not long before Benen spotted something unusual.

Marching south, he saw a mansion carried on the back of a giant elephant. As he got closer though, he realized there was no elephant at all, just four elephant legs coming out of the bottom of the building. Benen would be surprised if this was not the home of the wizard he sought. He flew toward it.

The home spotted him as he approached. It stopped walking forward and hunched down defensively. Benen landed a short distance in front of it and changed shapes back to his human form.

After he was dressed, Benen waited to see if the wizard would emerge from the walking mansion, but no one came out. He flew toward the building then, using the magic of the Pinnacle to lift himself into the air. When he was within shouting distance, he called to the wizard.

“Hello! I have come to speak with you,” he yelled.

There came no verbal response, instead a metallic human form came out of the mansion and stood on one of the many balconies. It moved its arms and hands in strange ways, and Benen recognized too late that the metal being was casting magic. The air around Benen burst into flames and only his quick reactions saved him from severe burns; at the first sign of the fire, he had let himself drop, escaping the worst of it.

Benen did not know what the creature was, but it could cast magic. This was disturbing.

He flew back up, keeping his movements erratic so as to make himself a difficult target and, when he came into sight of the metal being, he used the magic of the Pinnacle once more to pick up the creature, aiming to fling it to the ground below. Unfortunately, his spell fell apart as he was casting it and soon, so did his flying spell. Benen found himself plummeting toward the ground.

As the moment of impact grew ever closer, Benen frantically re-cast his flying spell, succeeding with only a few seconds to spare.

Did the creature cut my spells apart? he wondered.

Benen took a moment, while out of sight, to cast his spell to reveal magic. He then went upward once more, looking at the metal wizard. It was a mess of enchantments, as was the mansion itself. One of the enchantments he saw was a ward against the Cleaver on the metal form itself, preventing Benen from dispelling the magic directly on it. But when the creature used the Cleaver to try to cut apart Benen’s own spells, he was able to break up the incoming attacks. They were in a stalemate, with both able to counter any magic the other tried to cast.

“Just talk to me for a moment,” Benen demanded of the metal being.

It extended a hand toward him and metal darts started flying at him. He dodged them. The thing had a dart launcher in its arm!

What sort of Southren machinery is this thing?

Benen gave up on being polite and simply flew toward the balcony the thing stood on, evading darts as he went. To the metal being it looked like Benen was charging at it, but when it moved to avoid being hit, Benen went past it and into the mansion.

Once inside, Benen turned around and waited for a moment. The metal being tried to come in through the door, but Benen had other plans. Once it was in the doorway, he charged at it, grabbing it and lifting it along with him. It was heavy! He barely managed to move it the three metres he needed. Once the balcony was no longer beneath them, Benen let go of the creature. He watched it fall the twenty metres to the ground below, where it flew apart in pieces as it hit.

Benen flew back to the balcony and walked into the mansion.

“Now will you talk to me?” he yelled.

There was no immediate response, but after a few minutes an older man, livid with anger, came into the room.

“How dare you!?” he screamed at Benen. “Years of research and work destroyed in minutes by your impudence!”

“It attacked me!” Benen was not about to apologize for defending himself.

“Because I do not welcome guests!”

“Well, this guest doesn’t care. I need to talk to you.”

The wizard looked Benen up and down. “I don’t know you.”

“And I don’t know you, but I know that you are harassing a village to the south of here: Gronin.”

“Gronin is mine!”

“I’m not trying to take your territory from you, I’m telling you to stop extorting from them.”

“Extorting?! Is that was they told you? What I take from them is my tribute!”

“Call it what you will, it has to stop.”

“No!”

“Yes!”

“It is lawfully mine to take,” the wizard insisted.

“You will st— er, what? Lawfully?”

“Yes.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have an agreement with this village. They pay me tribute in exchange for services I render.”

“They did not mention this to me.”

“They probably don’t remember. It was signed by their ancestors four hundred years ago.”

“Can I see this document?”

The wizard sighed his exasperation and led Benen to a study. There, framed and preserved, was a charter. It outlined that in exchange for his assistance in levelling the land for the settlement and for his continued work in ensuring moderate favourable weather, the wizard Tawn would be paid tribute every harvest. It went on to specify which goods and in what quantities. Benen could not deny the agreement’s validity.

“What if they decide they don’t want your services anymore. Would you leave them alone then?”

The wizard smirked. “If they want. But they had best know what they’re doing, this area was a desert before I helped things along. If I stop maintaining my magic, it will return to desert, eventually.”

Benen did not see this as a good solution either.

“I’ll return to the village and tell them their options. I’m sorry about your, er, servant? Guard?”

“It’s a vessel I project into,” the wizard said with pride.

“Impressive,” Benen said.

“Thank you. I will rebuild it, I just have to retrieve the pieces and see what the damage is.”

“Please, allow me. It’s the least I can do. I am sorry for the damages, but you should have just talked to me to begin with.”

“I do not like visitors and I’d never seen you before. Don’t you go to the moots?”

Benen remembered hearing about wizard moots from the king’s adviser in the capital many years before. He had intended to go to the next one but had missed it, forgotten it really, with all that had happened in his life since.

“No, I’ve not been.”

“Humph,” was all the wizard had to say to that. Benen flew to the ground below and retrieved the pieces of the vessel for Tawn. As he flew back with them he examined the pieces carefully; he thought he might have a use for such a thing himself.

Once the vessel was returned, Benen and Tawn exchanged terse farewells.

Benen flew back to the village of Gronin in eagle form, unsure how the villagers would take the news he brought.
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They did not take the news well at all.

“But, it’s extortion!” Elder Kalder was outraged. “If we stop giving him what he wants he’ll turn our land to desert!”

“No. This land was desert. It’s only through the wizard’s intervention that you can live here. Your ancestors settled here with his help. He has a lawful document.”

“Bah, we’re not taking your word for this!” Elder Hurd pointed at Benen. “Only you have seen it.”

“You can ask to see it when the wizard comes,” Benen suggested.

The three elders were not impressed. “You well know we can’t read.”

“I’m sorry. You will have to take my word for it then, the wizard Tawn has lawful right to payment from your village every harvest. If you stop paying him, he will stop keeping this land verdant and it will soon become inhospitable.”

“I told you he would side with his own kind,” said elder Kalder to the other.

“I’m not siding with anyone!” Benen was out of patience for these men. “Do what you will, but be warned of the consequences.” He stormed out. As he left, he heard mutters of wizard behind him.

It’s like they don’t want to understand . . . 

Benen flew back to his home in giant eagle form as swiftly as he could. He regretted having ever left.

When he walked into the village two days later, having changed back to his human form and dressed before approaching, he was accosted by the first villagers who saw him.

“Benen! Hurry, your wife is not well. We’re so glad you came back.”

He rushed to his home and found his wife being tended by the village’s leech doctor.

“Get away from her!”

Benen had him remove his leeches from Sania. As the doctor complied, Benen looked at his wife; she was evidently in distress. Her skin was pale and clammy and her breathing was laboured.

“When did this start?” he asked the others in the room. It was filled with family and well-wishers.

Pol told Benen Sania had begun to feel unwell two days before and took to her bed yesterday.

“Should we remove the baby from her? Surely it’s developed enough.”

The leech doctor brought out his instruments. “We can,” he said. “It’s always risky, of course.”

Benen did not like to trust his wife and baby’s lives to this man. He wanted to do it himself, but he did not have the knowledge needed. He could use the Cleaver to cut, but he needed to know where and how deeply. This thought of magic made him wonder if perhaps his wife had been cursed. Two days before was just a short time after Benen’s altercation with the wizard Tawn. Could he have somehow done this?

Using his detection spell Benen looked over Sania. He did not see any lines of magic on her, but he did see a knotted bundle of lines in her belly: the baby! Was it casting magic? 

He looked closer, trying to see the details of the tangle. It seemed almost to be part of the baby. When the lines pulsed, as they sometimes did, Sania cried out in pain.

She’ll die, he thought. The baby isn’t right. This is killing her.

Benen nodded his ascent for the leech doctor to go ahead and try to cut the baby out of Sania. He hoped he would not regret the decision.

Everyone other than Benen and the doctor was sent out of the room before the operation. Benen was to assist the man; he would have refused to leave anyway, so he may as well be of use.

The doctor began cutting into Sania with an expert hand; he had done this before.

“How many times have you performed this procedure?” Benen asked him.

“Thirty-six,” said the man.

“How many of the babies survived the operation?”

“Six.”

“And the mothers?” Benen was afraid of the answer.

“One.”

Benen told himself that those mothers and their children had not had a wizard on hand to heal them like Sania did. He hoped it would be enough.

As the doctor’s cut exposed more of the inner womb, a sour smell began to leak out, along with fluids which did not look at all like those normally found in any human body.

The doctor’s next incision showed the baby; both he and Benen recoiled at what they saw. The thing was not human in any way and the moment air touched it, it began to unravel before their eyes. Benen could see that the baby itself was the knot of magical lines he had seen. Soon, the baby was a mass of unrecognizable ooze. When Benen looked to his wife, he saw she had not survived even this far. Benen’s grief overwhelmed him then and he withdrew into himself, unable to face the world. He became catatonic for a time.

He later found out that his father-in-law had protected him from villagers who blamed him for the monstrous baby he had put in poor Sania’s belly. The doctor had spread the tale far and wide and made it clear the wizard had killed Sania, if indirectly. The people of the village screamed for his blood.

Pol had a cooler head. He did not blame Benen for the death of his daughter, and had sheltered him.

 The morning after the dreadful operation, Benen came to himself again, much as he might have preferred not to. Pol was sitting nearby, watching him.

“They blame you for what happened with Sania and the baby,” he told Benen.

“They are right to do so.” Benen wanted to let the villagers do to him whatever they pleased. “The baby was not right. It was a thing of magic.” He couldn’t continue.

“Did you know it would happen like that?”

“No.”

“Then it is not your fault, Benen. I have known you for over ten years now and I know you loved Sania as much as I did. This is not something you would have chosen to have happen. We all share the pain of Sania’s passing.”

“No! It’s my fault. I should have known. Wizard don’t have families, this is the reason. I never asked and no one told me, but this is it. We cannot have children. All those miscarriages. I should have known something was wrong!”

Benen cried and raged like this for a time and Pol let him. Sometimes Pol argued with him, other times he cried along with him.

There were visits from Dania as well. Cool, unemotional Dania had cracked a little at the death of her sister. She offered her sympathies to Benen and they shared a hug for a long time, she holding him while he cried.

Brenia never came. She blamed him for her sister’s death, Pol told him. Benen was not surprised and did not hold it against her in the least. He too blamed himself.

After a week of hiding in the headman’s house and grieving, Benen worked through his emotions until he was left numb. He hated himself. There was no doubt in his mind that he should never have tried to make wizards accepted by the common people. It was obvious to him now that they were never meant to mingle with anyone, not even each other. Wizards were solitary creatures and it was for the best.

He left in the middle of the night, sneaking out of the headman’s house and then out of the village. He took with him from his own house mementos of his time with Sania; a book and a knitted scarf. He also took some of his laboratory journals and the lenses he had been using to try to make a telescope. He told Timmon he was leaving and the cold presence came with him. He still had a promise to fulfil to the ghost.

They disappeared into the night and out of the lives of the village he had called home for a decade.











CHAPTER  4: HERMIT




When he set out, Benen had no plan. He just knew he had to get away from people. He couldn’t risk hurting someone else again, ever, even if it meant being alone. Well, as alone as a man with a ghost for a companion could be.

He walked, even though he would rather have flown, in consideration for Timmon. If he flew, he would be abandoning the ghost. For the same reason, he travelled at night; the ghost seemed to fade away during the day — dreaming, it claimed.

He headed east: he knew that if he walked east far enough he would reach the eastern desolation. This arid wasteland would suit his mood, he felt. There, he would be alone as he wished to be.

It took the pair three weeks to reach the edge of the desolation.

It had been slowly receding for centuries, Benen now knew this was the work of wizards, like Oster and Tawn. He guessed they set up their domains on the edge of the desolation and made it habitable and desirable. Then they exacted tribute from those who settled on the new land. Benen had no interest in making the wasteland habitable; he wanted somewhere no one would go.

When he arrived, he surveyed his new domain. It was a place of sand and rock, with some scrub trees struggling to survive on the meagre rainfall the area received. It was perfect.

Benen waited until day so that he would have privacy from Timmon and then unleashed his anger and frustration on his surroundings; cutting loose as he had never before.

The Cleaver was his constellation of choice for this. He found an outcropping of rock several metres tall and bisected it with one spell. He welcomed the pain and fire in his veins from channelling so much power at once. The outcropping did not fall apart as he had hoped; his cut had cleaved the rock in two, but each piece still stood up independent of the other. He wanted it destroyed!

He knew how to do this. It would require three celestial bodies working in concert for the exact effect he desired. This was no minor feat, but he did not care. He was beyond caring.

The first body he needed was the Sun, it was evidently in the sky since it was day. It would provide fire, the spark.

The second body he needed was the Cleaver. He had been using it to cut before, but its magic was more than simple cutting, it governed all destruction. It amplified the whole, turning fire into something greater.

The last body the effect would use was the Gull. This constellation’s magic was key to all spells involving air as substance. Benen wanted his fire to be well fed and the Gull portion of the effect would make sure of this.

He strained to keep all three portions in his mind at the same time, mixing their motions together, and blending their incantations. When the magic came it ravaged his body, coursing through him like a river of fire. It nearly knocked him out; nearly, but he hung on: he needed to see the effects of his spell.

The outcropping exploded in fiery molten fragments and globs with a sound like thunder. Much of the central part of the rock was sublimated directly into steam. Barely conscious, Benen revelled in the sight of his power unleashed.

But it was not enough. Even this devastation did not match the emotions raging in his soul.

Using the power of the Sun, Benen cast a new spell, a simpler spell of pure fire. This time he sent flames along the ground to scour the area, burning away all traces of plant life and whatever small lizards, bugs, and other animals called this place home.

He was now in constant agony. This was the most magic he had ever channelled in such a short span.

But he was not done.

He wanted to see more destruction. He wanted the desolation around him to match what he felt in his heart. He did not care if the magic killed him — a part of him secretly hoped it would.

Benen called on the Gull once more, this time he brought clouds filled with rain into being with his magic. He pushed himself, willing into being clouds enough to turn day into night. The power ravaged him, making his stomach heave its contents on the charred ground, but the clouds came. Soon drops of rain fell from the dark masses of cloud above and Benen was drenched. He added his tears to the rain running down his face.

“More,” he whispered to the desolation around him.

With arms extended to the side, he looked to the heavens and called upon the Gull a third time. Benen brought down lightning from the skies above, pelting the ground with bolt after bolt. The thunder was deafening. Every bolt he called down was for something he would never have or that he had lost. There were many, many bolts.

When his list finally came to an end, he let himself collapse onto the ground and curled up into a ball. He passed out and was lost to the world until late that night. He awoke cold, hungry, and still in pain from the day’s channelling.

Gritting his teeth, he stood up, pushing through his aches. He had to eat if he was going to live.

“Are you all right?” Timmon asked. “I thought you might have died, you were so still.”

Benen tried to say something, but his throat was raw and his mouth dry. He must have screamed himself hoarse in the thunderstorm, giving voice to his torment. Instead of speaking he nodded. 

Timmon left him alone then, giving Benen time to grieve in solitude.

The wizard undressed and changed to a normal-sized variant of his usual bird form and flew up and away, leaving his things where he had slept. He searched for prey on his way west, out of the desolation, but there was nothing in the desolation itself. He had to go a bit further to find game. He ate his first catch and carried a second back with him to the wasteland.

It was well into day by the time he returned. He saw clearly then, for the first time, the destruction he had wrought and was shocked at its extent.

I did all this?

The ground was charred black for hundreds of metres and large areas of sand had been turned to glass by repeated lightning strikes. The outcropping of rock was no more, its few remaining parts transformed into slag, scattered about the area.

I can destroy, this I never doubted. Building is where I fail.

Benen changed back to his human form and dressed. He put aside his second catch for later. He started that day to use his magic to create for himself a place of his own, away from all others, out in the desolation.

The work was not fast, he often had to leave the wasteland to get food, but there was progress. He started by making basins to hold water and then making clouds to rain down water to fill them. He then made a spell for himself using the Builder constellation combined with the Trickster to change sand into a moldable clay of sorts, which he used to build his initial shelter.

Building something, using mostly his hands to do the work, was rewarding to Benen. He took pride in his little circular one-room hut.

The problem of food needed his attention. He solved it first, temporarily, by using a constellation he was less familiar with: the Shepherd’s Crook. Its power over animals was exactly what he needed. For a focus he chose one of his water basins. He enchanted it with a powerful spell from the Crook. It would attract animals of all sorts to the basin, from quite far away. It was a difficult spell, but it soon bore fruit — or game, in this case.

As a more long-term plan, he worked to enrich the soil around his abode so that he could grow vegetables. He laughed at the thought that he would farm after all. This was something he had to do gradually, using many different effects from different constellations, but he had time and, in the interim, was subsisting adequately on the game his magical basin was attracting.

At night, he and Timmon would talk around a fire Benen built to warm them both. It seemed the ghost felt best around a nice hot fire; Benen liked to oblige him.

As the months passed, Benen’s area of the wasteland became verdant from his efforts and he began to keep some of the animals that he attracted, raising them as livestock. He created fencing for this purpose and, in preparation for winter, built a barn. He used wood for this construction. He had flown far and wide to gather seeds and saplings of all sorts so that he may have trees in his oasis in the desolation. He had planted these and then enchanted them for faster growth. It did not take long for him to have a small forest he could use as source of wood. He also placed trees for aesthetic purposes and as habitats for some of the animals that had come into his domain.

Making planks out of timber was easy for Benen, he simply used the magic of the Cleaver. It made perfect cuts exactly to his specifications.

For metal he had to go to the nearest town, using up the remainder of the funds from his previous life to buy pots and pans, hammer and nails, and other needful things he could not simply make for himself. He imagined he might be able to draw out metal-bearing ore from the depths of the ground with the right magic, but he did not feel it was worth the effort.

Over the winter, Benen worked mostly inside his hut, for which he created a fireplace as soon as the weather turned cold. He made the place gradually more sophisticated, adding rooms as he felt a need for them. The first room he made was a proper bedroom, the second a study, and the third, a laboratory. Tired of preparing food in the original central room, he eventually made a kitchen. Benen dearly wanted to have an observatory, but he still did not have a telescope. He did tinker with the lenses he had previously acquired, but he did not have the skill needed to arrange them into the configuration required for a telescope — if they even could be. 

By the end of his first year of hermitage, Benen had a domain he could call home that would be the envy of many villagers.

In the second year, Benen started working on magic again. He had to divide his time between taking care of the livestock and gardens, and researching, but he did not mind. He liked having this balance in his life. It kept him grounded.

One night, Timmon came into Benen’s laboratory and found him working magic on a flat, square sheet of gold. It was only a few centimetres to a side.

“What are you working on, Benen?” he asked the wizard.

“Something I’ve put off for far too long.”

“Oh?”

Benen motioned to the square golden sheet. “Timmon, can you try to touch this?”

“I don’t have arms, Benen,” Timmon stated the obvious.

“Just, um, imagine you have arms and try.”

A few seconds later, the ghost went: “Hmmm . . . .”

“Is that a good ‘hmmm’?” Benen asked it.

“It’s very strange. I feel myself drawn into the gold. I don’t think I like the feeling, though.”

“That’s a good start. You’ll see. When I’m done you’ll want to go into the gold.”

“Why would I want that?”

“Because I think I can give you a body again.”

“This sheet of gold?”

“It’s a test. We’d have to buy a human-shaped hollow golden statue for you to inhabit.”

“How do you plan on paying for that, Benen?”

“One thing at a time, Timmon. First, I get the magic right and then we’ll worry about getting the golden body.”

“Where did you even get the idea for this?”

“From a wizard called Tawn. He had made himself a statue of sorts that he called a vessel. He seemed able to inhabit the statue; he even used magic while in there. I had a chance to examine it during our . . . meeting.”

“Would it be like being alive, being in there?” Benen could hear the hope in Timmon’s disembodied voice.

“I don’t know, Timmon. I hope it feels better being in there than your current state . . . I hope it frees you from your connection to me and gives you back a semblance of life.”

“Thank you, Benen, for doing this.”

“Don’t. I’ve not done it yet. And, Timmon, it’s my fault you’re in this half-living state to begin with; your thanks are unnecessary. I’m just sorry it’s taken me so long to look into this for you.”

There were obstacles Benen had to overcome to make the gold a proper vessel for the ghost. He had to change some of the enchantments to account for his state, but even that was not enough. The gold was alway uncomfortable to Timmon. In the end, the solution came to Benen while he and Timmon were enjoying their time around the fire. The next night, Benen presented Timmon with the square sheet of gold again. This time when Timmon touched it, he reported a more positive result.

“It feels . . . cozy, now. What did you do?”

“I added an enchantment of fire to the mixture. I figured the metal was not hospitable to you because it was so cold.”

Timmon spent a lot of time fondling the square thereafter. He found that while he was partially in the sheet, he could cause it to move and deform. This pleased Benen as it affirmed he was on the right path.

Another problem Benen had to tackle was Timmon’s difficulty being separated from Benen. The ghost reported that he felt better near the wizard, more alive and clear of mind. Benen did not think that giving Timmon a body was enough, if he was still bound to him.

He experimented with many different effects from a few constellations, trying to find a means of overcoming this. In particular, he’d had high hopes that the magic of the Mask of Heaven would do the trick. He tried using the Mask to make the gold a spiritual duplicate of himself, but this too was a failure.

In the end, Benen decided to try something more primal and basic. He melted the sheet and added a quantity of his blood to the metal. When it cooled, he left it in the house and went flying for a time. When he returned, Timmon was ecstatic. The metal was acting as a replacement for Benen at last. Everything was in place, all that was missing was a more sizable amount of gold with which to craft a body for Timmon.

“I could make a small body for you out of this gold,” Benen suggested. “It would be at most two centimetres tall though.”

“I don’t think I’d fit,” Timmon objected.

“You can’t squeeze into the sheet?”

“No, I’ve just been putting my hand in it. I think I’m the same size as when I was alive.”

Benen was sure Timmon’s size was entirely determined by Timmon, but he doubted he could convince the ghost of this. Regardless, Benen did not want to give his friend anything less than the best he could do for him, and that meant a full-sized body.

Of course, Benen did not have the means of getting so much gold. He had trouble imagining how such a sum of money could be raised.

“It might take decades, maybe even centuries, to raise that sort of money, Timmon,” he told the ghost.

“I know you’re doing your best. I can wait.” If Timmon was anything, it was patient.

Trying to shorten the time Timmon would have to wait, Benen decided that his next area of study should be transmutation.

I might not be able to earn the gold, but maybe I can make it. The thought got him thinking and he spent long hours in the laboratory thereafter.

Benen’s work on creating gold from baser elements was interrupted after only a few months by unwanted visitors.
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They arrived during the day, their voices disturbing Benen’s work. He went to a window and looked out from his laboratory. He could not see them from there, so he went from room to room, looking out for the trespassers.

When Benen finally spotted them, he was struck by how weak and worn they looked. Of course, they’d had to cross a portion of the desolation to make it to his domain, so this was hardly surprising. 

Although he had at first been inclined to expel the unwanted visitors from his oasis, upon seeing them Benen had to reconsider. Turning them away would surely result in their deaths. Benen sighed and went to speak with his soon-to-be — hopefully temporary — guests.

Benen knew he would not look impressive to his guests. His clothing was old, dirty, and tattered and he had let his hair and beard grow since he had become a hermit. He felt he needed to make sure these visitors knew he was in charge and respected his authority here.

When they spotted him, the strangers hailed him.

“Hey, you there! Is this your master’s land?”

There were five of them: three men and two women. They looked parched and starving. Benen guessed they had wandered the desolation for days, perhaps even weeks.

“I am master here,” Benen declared.

“Oh. Sorry. It’s just that . . . you . . .” the stranger faltered.

“No need to explain. I am the wizard Benen, this is my domain. You remain here only at my sufferance. Is that understood?”

The visitors looked at one another. 

“You expect us to believe you’re a wizard?” This was said by one of the men. He was a tall man with a shaved head — now burned from exposure — and a muscular build. He had a few scars visible on his arms. “We’ll stay here if we want to.” He advanced on Benen, his hands balled into fists. “Now show me where the water is, I’ve got a thirst.”

Benen used the magic of the Pinnacle to lift and throw the man back some five metres. He landed hard and was winded and bruised. He got up slowly. The other four looked at Benen with large round eyes, their mouths open.

“I will show you to the water now. You will drink of it and I will let you slaughter one of my animals so that you can have a meal. You can stay overnight on the land, taking no more than what I have just granted you. Fail in any of these particulars and I will expel you. Threaten me again in any way and I will kill you.”

The visitors nodded, even the man Benen had thrown.

Benen showed his guests where the water basins were and pointed to the animal they could have. He loaned them his butchering knives and made them a fire to cook on. Then, satisfied that he had done his work as host, he retired to his home. Using the same magic he had previously used to make the structure, he molded sand into a solid substance and used it to block up the entrance.

Benen could hear the chatter of the five men and women as they ate and rested. He was trying to work, but their talk distracted him.

“Lucky we found this place, I thought we were done for,” said one, a man.

“It’s strange though, isn’t it, this place?” said a woman.

“Wonderful is what you mean,” said the other woman.

“We could take it,” said the man Benen had thrown. He recognized his voice.

“You saw what he can do, Gar” said the first woman.

“I bet you he can’t do that in his sleep . . .” said Gar. “You leave it to me and I’ll take care of the wizard.”

“Don’t, Gar.” said the other man. “Let’s be thankful for what he’s let us have and leave in peace like he wants us to.”

“I’m not going back out there,” said the second woman. “We’ll die.”

“Maybe the wizard can point us west and we can make it out of the desolation, Orah,” said the first woman.

“They’ll have told the other villages along the desolation about us, we’ll find no welcome there,” said Gar. “This place is our best hope and there’s just this one guy standing in our way.”

“No. I’ll have no part in it,” said the other man.

“I said I’ll take care of it, you don’t need no part of it,” said Gar.

Benen used the same method he had used to seal the doorway to now seal the window in the laboratory. He’d heard enough and didn’t want to hear more. He was just glad he’d be rid of these people in the morning. He wondered though, what they were doing in the desolation to begin with. They were not equipped for survival: no provisions, no water, inappropriate clothing . . . .

When he lay down to sleep, Benen had no fear of being attacked by his guests; Timmon would wake him if anyone entered his home. Morning came without any disturbance, which did surprise Benen. He created a new door out of his house and went to see his guests.

They were breakfasting on the remains of last night’s supper. The man, Gar, went pale when he saw Benen and kept his eyes down. His attitude was completely changed.

“Finish your food and be on your way,” Benen told them.

One of the women, Orah, he thought from the sound of her voice, threw herself at his feet. “Please, no. Please. We’ll do anything. We’ll die out there!” Tears ran down her face as she begged.

Benen steeled himself. He needed to be left alone. A wizard needed to be alone or people got hurt.

“No. You must go,” he said it with finality.

The other man, spoke then, “Please, we could work for you. We could take care of the gardens and the animals. We could do whatever work needs doing . . . .”

Benen shook his head and pointed west.

“Go that way. If you go straight, you will reach eastern Estren in three or four days.”

There was no more discussion. Benen withdrew to his home again, sealing himself in once more.

He was troubled the whole day as he tried to work. His thoughts kept coming back to the five faces he had sent out into the desolation. He knew it was unlikely they would travel west without veering. They would get lost and eventually die. What could Benen do? He did not want them living here with him. He wanted solitude.

They will die out there.

It will be my fault.

He sighed and undressed. Next he changed into his giant eagle form and went to search for the group he had sent west.

He found them, moving north-west. Benen swooped low over them and then moved off a short distance toward his oasis. He circled there until the group moved toward him, then he moved further. After hours of this, he had brought them to his domain once more. He went back to his home and changed back to his human form. Once dressed, he went to speak to the five he had saved.

“Tell me your crimes,” he said. The group hesitated. “You were cast out into the desolation because you are criminals, am I not correct?”

Orah and one of the men stepped forward together. “We are adulterers,” said the man. “Our love was stronger than our will. We broke our vows to our partners.”

Next, the other woman spoke up. “I killed my husband.”

Benen was surprised. “Just like that?”

“He beat me. I did what I had to.”

Benen nodded. The next person to speak was the man, Gar.

“Well, I killed someone too. It was a bar brawl and the guy was an asshole. I’d do it again.”

The last man was uncomfortable. He obviously didn’t want to say what he had done.

“You can return to the wasteland if you prefer,” Benen told the man.

This motivated the man to speak. “I, er, I assaulted a, uh, a priest.”

Benen almost laughed. “Why did you do it?”

“The church was seizing my land for non-payment. They were my landlord, you see. You’d think a church would have more sympathy for victims of a drought. I got angry, I guess.”

Benen decided he could tolerate these people. He didn’t even think their crimes worthy of the death penalty they had been handed — except maybe Gar’s.

“I can’t send you out there to die,” he told them and Benen felt a tension go out of the five upon hearing the words. “But I do not want anything to do with you either. You can live on the land and farm it. I’ll expand the fertile areas for you. The animals are yours, too. I will move my home up and into the sky. I will leave a place for you to leave your dues to me where my home currently is. It is your obligation to me to give me a share of the meat you butcher, the goods you make, the coins you earn, and the grain you grow. If this is not acceptable to you, you can go back to the wasteland.”

Benen knew what he was doing. He was setting up exactly what Tawn had set up with the village of Gronin. He was making himself the lord of these people and collecting taxes from them. It was what he needed to do in this case, he felt he had no choice. Only this way could he tolerate these people being in the oasis. This also freed him from more mundane concerns; he would now be able to do research all the time. He hoped he would not regret this arrangement.

The desperate group was more than happy to accept the terms, and Benen set to work immediately on establishing more fertile land for them to farm and creating for himself a floating tower high above his current home. That house, he turned into a storage place where his share was to be left. That night, Timmon told Benen that he had given a bit of a fright to an intruder the night before. Benen knew the ghost must have encountered Gar. He decided this might have been for the best. A man like Gar needed to be scared or he’d be aggressive.

For a time, this worked well, but more people wandered into the oasis from the desolation; other criminals who had managed to survive long enough to find Benen’s domain. Soon there were nine living under his tower, then, the year after, fourteen. This grew over the years until, when Benen checked on the area below, he found it inhabited by some sixty souls.

He formalized then the agreement between him and the now village. He drafted a document outlining their obligations toward Benen and his toward them and had their leaders sign it. He made a copy for them to keep and instructed them to show it to their descendants, lest they forget why the wizard is owed his due. It was then he found out the village had named itself Benen’s Oasis. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

To accommodate the added population, Benen expanded yet again the fertile area. He had to do so again, five years later.

All this population and expansion led to trade with Estren proper, and some prosperity for the villagers of Benen’s Oasis, which translated to wealth for the wizard himself; he was finally able to afford a complete full-sized golden body for Timmon.

He had the smith in the village order the gold and insure it, inflating the cost, and then melt it down so that Benen could add his blood to it. Once this was accomplished, he had the smith make the hollow statue he needed for Timmon. When it came to the face there were many revisions and adjustments the smith had to do since each night Benen showed it to Timmon and got feedback from him. Eventually the face was right and the body fully constructed.

Benen spent two weeks enchanting Timmon’s new body so that it could serve as his vessel. It was tiring and difficult work, but when it was completed, Benen felt as though a weight that had been on his shoulders for decades had been lifted.

He laughed with joy when he saw the golden man move for the first time.

“Are you in there Timmon?” he asked.

The statue waved and smiled. Timmon’s voice came from the man-form but not from its mouth. “It’s me!”

Timmon made a commotion when he went to the village below to run around to stretch his legs. He was a sensational and strange sight.

Despite his newfound freedom, Timmon decided to remain with the wizard.

“I’m not sure where I’d go, really,” he said. “Besides, I’d be stolen by the first bandits I would run into.”

Benen had to concede the point. He was glad his friend was staying; he found Timmon easy company, demanding very little.

When Benen reached his forty-fifth year, he realized he had best look into how to go about extending his life. He knew wizards did this, but the secret had never been shared with him. He wanted to go to a moot and meet other wizards so that he could discuss this and perhaps brag about his work with Timmon, but he did not know when or where one would be taking place next.

Benen decided he would seek out a wizard when he was fifty, if one did not happen to visit him. He knew he was easy to find, having a stable home far above a thriving village in the desolation.

As it turned out, a wizard did come to Benen’s Oasis, but she was not looking for Benen; she had come to demand a child from the villagers.











CHAPTER  5: WIZARD




Benen flew down from his tower in the sky and landed behind the woman. He had dropped down fast, slowing down only at the last minute. The other wizard knew of his arrival; there was no hiding the loss of power she would feel as he drew near and the two of them shared the local pool of magical energy, so he did not bother to land quietly.

She spun about and Benen saw her clearly. He was surprised to see that she was beautiful . . . and young. But then he took a second look and saw through her false appearance. Beneath the illusion she was a hag, an ancient woman with sparse stringy white hair and faded, wrinkled skin. Her eyes, when they met his, were a shocking contrast; they were a brilliant green and their gaze pierced him. It made him hesitate for a second.

She smiled and he saw her crooked teeth.

“Who in damnation are you?” she demanded.

“Go away, you have no business here,” he told the wizard.

“I do, and you had best not get in my way, you insignificant piece of offal.”

Benen was surprised by the aggression the wizard directed at him, but he was not about to back down.

“I am the wizard Benen and this is Benen’s Oasis, it is under my care and protection. You will leave this place now.”

“Not without the apprentice I came to fetch, I’m not.” She spat on the ground.

“I will take the apprentice myself and train them,” Benen declared.

“You’re no master!”

“Then I’ll find a master for the apprentice, but not you.” 

Benen did not know why he felt so strongly that this woman should not be allowed to train the gifted child from Benen’s Oasis. Perhaps she seemed too much like Oster, and he would not wish his own apprenticeship on anyone.

“Go away, you gnat.” She turned back toward the village and started walking away from Benen. He knew he had to show this wizard that he could not be dismissed so easily. 

If he was willing to fight to protect these people, now was the time do so.

Benen knew the wizard would have warded herself against magic she expected might be used against her, but he did not think that she would be ready for what he had in mind.

Calling upon the power of the Pinnacle, Benen cast a spell similar in purpose to telekinesis, but instead of targeting one single object, he picked up with his mind an entire dune’s worth of sand and gravel. He moved it at high speed so that the whole formed a whirlwind around the wizard, pelting her with the stones, scratching her with the grit, and blinding her with the sand.

She exclaimed in surprise, but regained her composure quickly. Ignoring the sandstorm around her, the wizard turned back to face Benen and incanted. He braced himself but nothing bad happened to him. Except that suddenly his spell had ended.

How did she do that?! He was shocked. It was as if she had used the Cleaver against his spell and cut it apart, but he knew she could not have done that, he had specifically shielded himself and his magic against such attacks. 

He tried to cast again, this time he used a fire spell to put a wall of flames around the interloper, but no matter what he did, he did not feel the power course through him and into the spell.

“Try as you might, little journeyman, you are done opposing me today.” She had an arrogant smirk on her face as she said this.

“What did you do?”

“A lady must keep her secrets.”

Left with nothing but his fists with which to oppose her, Benen leaped at the woman. She was so surprised by this physical assault that he managed to bloody her nose with his punches before she plucked him off her and into the air with her own telekinetic effect.

“I ought to kill you for that, you insufferable little prick!”

“Go ahead, I’ll haunt you, you witch, until you’ll regret having ever set foot in my domain!” Benen needed to keep her attention. He had seen a golden form approaching behind the wizard.

She laughed at the threat. It was a horrible high-pitched cackling.

“You really know nothing,” the wizard said when she finished laughing. “ If I choose to kill you with magic, you can be sure I’ll bind you and rend your soul until you’ll wish you were never born!”

Benen had never known such a thing was possible. He really needed to do more research, read more books — should he survive this. Timmon was now only a few metres behind the wizard. Benen saw him raise his arms high above his head, readying to hit her from behind. He needed to keep her attention.

“I don’t believe you, you’re a liar!” He put as much mocking and derision as he could into the statement.

The wizard’s face became a mask of rage. She started incanting, her arms moving in motions Benen recognized as Sun magic. As she cast the spell, she moved one of her arms so that it went above and behind her head where it hit the cold golden body of Timmon who had been about to bring down his own arms to hopefully stop the wizard’s casting.

“What the —!” she exclaimed and whirled around.

Timmon did bring down his arms then, smashing his fists into the wizard’s head, caving it in. The spell holding Benen up in the air ended abruptly and he fell to the ground.

“You killed her!” Benen got up and went to look to make sure, but there could be no doubt; the head was a crushed mess of brains and bone fragments.

“I didn’t mean to. She turned around at the last minute. Is it really bad?” Timmon’s golden face looked worried.

“I don’t know. I’m glad you stopped her from killing me, but I don’t know if other wizards will come looking for her now and, when they find out she was killed, if they’ll seek to avenge her.”

“But she won’t be a ghost like I was, right?”

“Oh. No. Well, I don’t think so. Although your body is a product of magic, I think her death at your hands is too indirect to be called death by magic . . . I hope.” Benen truly wasn’t sure at all and he dreaded the possibility of this hag haunting him. He had been lucky that Timmon had been so understanding, but he was sure the wizard would do all that was in her ghostly power to make his life a living torment should she come back as a ghost.

As he pondered this, the leader of the village came forward, stopping a few metres from Benen.

“Wizard?” he asked. “I would like to thank you and your . . . creature, for protecting us.”

Benen went up to the man. “I’m sorry, but this is just a small reprieve. If this wizard came here to take a child, it is because that child has the gift to do magic that all wizards possess. That child, if left untrained, will be a danger to itself and everyone around it. A master will have to come and find the gifted boy or girl and take them away to be trained. The best I can do is make sure the wizard who does this is one that is kind, one who will not torment his charge.”

“Is there no way you can train the child?”

“I am a mere journeyman, an apprentice needs a master. I would be doing the child a disservice if I tried to teach them.”

Benen reassured the man he would do his best for the child before returning to his tower in the sky; taking Timmon back with him.

He needed to contact a master wizard, someone who could tell him if there would be repercussions for the death of the hag. He had met a wizard in his first year as a journeyman who had told him of moots, the meetings where wizards gathered. He had missed that moot when events in his life had taken priority and, not knowing where or when the next ones were held, had given them no further thought. But now, this was exactly what he needed. He had to meet more wizards, learn more about their society, share their knowledge. At a moot he could do all this and more.

There were ways to send messages across long distances using magic and Benen knew the spells for this, but he needed to have met the person he was trying to communicate with. This reduced his choices down to three wizards — well, four if you counted the Westren wizard, Blon, Benen had met briefly during his apprenticeship, but being Westren he would not be of help in this case.

The first wizard was his former master, Oster. But Benen was not sure he was ready to face him. He still had nightmares of his time under that wizard’s thumb and did not relish ever meeting him again.

The second wizard was Tawn, who had used a vessel to confront Benen. From his examination of this vessel, Benen had devised the body he had built for Timmon. Tawn had been collecting goods from the people of Gronin, but they did not remember the agreement their ancestors had made with the wizard. They had asked Benen to intervene and stop him. When Benen had found out the wizard was owed the goods, their quarrel stopped and they managed to part on lukewarm terms. He didn’t think Tawn would be happy to hear from him, and doubted the wizard would be favourably inclined to help.

The third wizard was Mellen, the adviser to the king of Estren. This was the most promising choice he could think of. This wizard was the first to mention moots to him and had even suggested Benen should attend one. Unfortunately, he did not know Mellen well at all. They had met once and then only briefly. Strictly speaking, the spell to contact him should work if he could picture the meeting well enough in his mind.

Benen tried to recall Mellen’s face but he had great difficulty picturing his features. He feared his message would not make it to its destination, or worse, make it to the wrong person. Still, he had to try. He gathered all his memories of Mellen, what he had worn, the colour of his hair, his face, his height and weight, even how he had moved and how he had talked. Some of these he could recall clearly, others he had to guess at.

He kept all this in his mind as he called upon the moon and the Parallels, both of which were in the sky by the time he had finished his deliberations, and cast the communication spell.

“Mellen? This is the wizard Benen. We met, briefly, decades ago. I had come to the capital to see the king to convince him that he should make use of wizards to better the realm. Do you remember me? Can you communicate back?” Benen sent this along the channel his spell created and waited for a response. On his end, Mellen would have to cast the same spell to send his reply.

Benen maintained his spell for almost an hour before Mellen communicated back to him; he had almost given up hope of a reply when he heard the old wizard’s voice.

“Benen? I’m sorry I could not respond faster, I was in a meeting when your message reached me.”

“I am grateful you responded at all, I did not mean to interrupt anything. I am in need of advice, I was hoping you could help me.” Benen’s voice betrayed his anxiety.

“Is something wrong?”

“A wizard has died.”

“By your hand?” Mellen’s tone suggested that he hoped the answer was negative.

“Not exactly,” Benen replied. He did feel responsibility for the death and could not deny his own involvement.

“How exactly did the wizard die?” Mellen had no patience for Benen’s hedging.

“A wizard came to the village that has sprung up in the area of the eastern desolation that I have made fertile. This village is under my protection. The wizard, a woman — I never got her name — claimed she was taking an apprentice from among the locals. I objected and we fought. My friend, a . . . um . . . ghost is the one who dealt the blow that killed her.”

“A ghost killed her?”

“Well, he has a body now. I’ve made him one out of gold.”

Silence.

“Mellen?”

“You made a body that a ghost can inhabit?”

“Yes, quite a while ago.”

“Okay. Never mind that for the moment. Let us focus on the death. You are not responsible, but you should come to the next moot and explain what happened and face judgement. You will be acquitted, have no fear.”

Benen did not like the sound of ‘face judgement’ but he felt he had best follow the advice of the elder wizard.

“That’s another thing I need. Where is the next moot and when?” he asked of Mellen.

Mellen told him the details and said they could talk further at that time. 

Benen had to wait almost two years for the moot to occur. He passed those years anxiously dreading the judgement he would face there.
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Benen went to the moot alone, without Timmon; he did not think the embodied ghost would be welcome at a gathering of wizards.

He had no trouble reaching the remote location where it was being held; his giant eagle form was perfect for long distance travel and he found the flight relaxing. Being the bird and letting it take over relieved him of his anxiety over the coming judgement for a time.

When he came close to the abandoned castle hosting the moot, he took over once more and landed nearby. After Benen returned to his human form, he dressed in the fine clothes he had brought with him. He felt it was important to look his best for this event.

Benen was met by men-at-arms in the castle’s courtyard. They demanded to know who he was at spear point. When he told them his name, a sergeant checked a list.

“Journeyman Benen, student of Master Oster?” he asked.

“I am,” Benen said.

“Welcome, sir.” The sergeant bowed to Benen and stepped sharply to the side. Benen gave him a curt nod, pleased that he was recognized. He entered the keep.

Once through the entrance, Benen found himself directed by stern-faced guards to a great hall near the centre of the keep. This reception hall was filled with wizards that had arrived before Benen; he counted twelve. They were speaking to each other, some in pairs, others in groups of three or four. Benen ignored them for the moment and went to the tables laden with hors-d’oeuvres to grab a bite to eat — he was famished from the flight. As he crossed the room, he attracted the attention of many of the wizards; he could hear conversations stop as he was noticed.

As he picked up a tasty morsel of meat on bread, Benen was accosted by one of these wizards. The man, a tall, thin, blond with an overlarge nose that ruined an otherwise handsome face, touched Benen’s shoulder to gain his attention.

“Pardon me, but who are you?” the man asked.

Benen did not like the man’s tone, he seemed to be questioning his right to be at the moot.

“I will do you the honour of giving you my name, after you’ve given me yours, sir.” Benen addressed him as formally as he knew how.

“Certainly. I am Master Garund, student of Master Bellamir.” He said the names as if they had a significance Benen should understand; he did not.

“Very well then: I am Benen.”

“You give yourself no rank? Name no master?”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I’m a Journeyman, I guess. My master was Oster.”

Garund’s eyes widened at the mention of Oster. “I . . . I did not know. Welcome then, Journeyman Benen, student of Master Oster.” He bowed after this and withdrew without further bothering Benen.

What was that about? Benen wondered.

Whispers went around the room after this encounter and Benen heard what he thought to be Oster’s name many times. No one else approached him.

Seven more wizards arrived one by one over the course of the next hour. Last among them was Mellen, who came to speak with Benen the moment he spotted him.

“Benen, is all well?” he asked him the moment he came close.

“Yes, I suppose.” Benen was surprised by the question and by the worry he saw on Mellen’s face.

“I fear I may have overestimated your chances of acquittal. I did not know the identity of the wizard when I spoke with you, and this changes much.”

“It does?” Benen did not like the sound of this at all. “Who was she?”

“Elladora was the master of two of the five wizards who are to sit in judgement over cases this moot. If one or both of them is chosen by lots to judge your case, you will have a hard time of it.”

“But . . . I did not kill her!” Benen said it too loudly and wizards all around turned from their own conversations to look his way. He continued more quietly: “I didn’t.”

“I know, Benen, I know. I’ll do what I can for you.” Mellen paused and his face assumed a solemn mien. When he spoke again, it was in a louder voice that carried to the entire room. “Journeyman Benen, student of Master Oster, you are accused of the murder of your sister wizard, Master Elladora, student of Master Bera. Until your trial, you are to be confined to the dungeons.”

Men-at-arms came forward from the edges of the room to grab Benen and restrain him. Mellen looked at him seriously and said, “Don’t fight this, it’s for your own protection.”

As he was carried away, Benen heard other wizards address Mellen as Baron Estermont. The name of the abandoned castle, he knew, was Castle Estermont. 

Benen was suddenly not sure he should have ever trusted the man.
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The dungeon was rendered magic-proof by the simple expedient of a sink and a guardian wizard standing outside the cell. The sink was a magical effect that drew all the nearby magical energy to itself. The guardian wizard, at his post on the sink, was the only wizard in the area with any magical power.

The cell Benen was placed in was a small stone-walled room with no windows. The heavy wooden door resisted his efforts to open it, which he quickly abandoned as unproductive. He resigned himself to waiting, spending the time berating himself for having ever decided to come to the moot.

He did not have to wait long. Three hours after his imprisonment, Benen was brought out of the dungeons and escorted to a long hall with few furnishings. The only seats in the room were three high throne-like chairs at the far end of the room. The seats were occupied by wizards Benen had never met before. Other wizards were milling about, talking to one another on the other side of the room. 

Benen was brought forward to stand in front of the seated justices. To his left stood a wizard, glaring at him. Benen’s guards withdrew.

The wizard seated in the middle spoke then:

“Journeyman Benen, student of Master Oster, you stand accused of the murder of Master Elladora, student of Master Bera. What do you plead?”

Everyone looked to Benen. “Not guilty. I didn’t kill her,” he said simply.

The middle wizard frowned at Benen, but after a moment nodded and leaned back in his chair. “Master Edim, student of Master Elladora.” He called upon the wizard standing beside Benen. “You act in the victim’s name. As the accuser, you have the right of first arguments.”

Edim accepted this responsibility with a nod and spoke with a clear voice that carried throughout the hall. He was obviously an experienced orator.

“The statement given by Master Mellen is clear: the accused, Journeyman Benen, admitted to Master Mellen with his own voice and without ambiguity, that he killed Master Elladora when she came to the area he claims as his domain.”

“I did no such thing!” Benen was outraged. “I specifically told him I did not kill her. It was Timmon.”

The wizard seated on the centre chair pointed a censorious finger at Benen. “You may not speak! It is the accuser’s turn to state their case, not yours to defend yourself.”

The accuser, Edim, raised a hand to get the wizard’s attention. “If the justices will permit and if the accused accepts, we could switch formats to the less formal Dialogue trial format.”

The central justice looked to Benen. “Do you consent?”

“I don’t know what any of this means.” Benen was lost in these legal proceedings.

“It means that instead of formal statements from first the accuser and then the accused, followed by the calling of witnesses and then final statements, you and the accuser would discuss what happened. The accuser would ask you questions which you must answer. Any answers can be required to be proven true with evidence or testimony, as needed.”

“Okay, that sounds reasonable,” Benen allowed.

The central justice indicated to Edim that he could begin.

“Thank you for allowing this, Journeyman Benen, it will make things much simpler.” Edim smiled at Benen. “Do you admit that you confronted Master Elladora when she arrived in the village of Benen’s Oasis?”

He had, so Benen said that he so admitted.

“Do you admit that you and Master Elladora fought one another?”

Reluctantly, Benen did admit this.

“And do you admit that your creature, which you name Timmon, came to your aid in this fight, killing Master Elladora in the process?”

“I did not name him Timmon, that’s his name. And he is not my creature, he is a ghost.”

“But Benen, a ghost could not have killed Master Elladora.”

“Timmon has a body now. I made him one out of gold.”

“You claim to have made a body for a ghost to inhabit?” Edim’s voice was coloured with doubt.

“I do and I did.” Benen said it with confidence and pride. Everyone in the room seemed to think what he’d done was either impressive or impossible.

“That is a claim that will require proof, Benen. You are a mere journeyman and what you are describing is unheard of. Are you sure you wish to continue with this claim or would you rather admit that you made an animate gold creature — a golem — that you call Timmon and that it killed Master Elladora to defend you?”

Benen saw then that this was why he was accused of the murder. If Timmon was a creature he had made and could control, then the death was Benen’s fault. But if it was a free-willed individual, as Timmon was, then Benen was innocent.

“I created a body for the ghost Timmon to inhabit. Timmon killed Master Elladora. I am innocent of the crime you claim I have committed.”

“Then you will have to prove it.” Benen saw an eagerness in the accuser as he stated this. 

Is he excited because he thinks I can’t prove what I claim or is there something else going on here? Benen wondered.

“What would you accept as proof of this?” Benen asked. “I’m not going to turn Timmon over to you for examination; you might take the opportunity to harm him, or worse.”

“I understand.” The accuser smiled again. “I think it would suffice if you could show to the satisfaction of the court the method through which you created the body and explained the magic involved.”

This was what they had wanted all along, Benen realized. They weren’t looking for justice for the fallen Elladora, they wanted the secret of how he had created the ghost’s body!

“If I show you, to your satisfaction, how I made Timmon’s body, you will believe me that Timmon is an incarnate ghost and that I am not responsible for Master Elladora’s death?”

“Correct,” the accuser agreed. Benen looked to the justices, they nodded.

Benen did not care for this one bit. What sort of people were his fellow wizards that they thought this an acceptable way to extract secrets from one another? Still, he had little choice.

“Very well, I will show you how it was done.”

Before they let him proceed, they cleared the room. They evidently wanted to keep the secret to themselves. In this, at least, Benen could foil them. He intended to make sure all who wanted to know how to make bodies for ghosts had access to the information.

Maybe I’ll write a book, he thought.

It took six hours for Edim and the justices to be satisfied with his explanation of the process. Once this was accomplished, the justices declared Benen innocent and he was released. 

Mellen was waiting for him outside the hall.

“Benen, I am glad everything turned out for the best.” The wizard looked genuinely worried. 

“No thanks to you,” Benen retorted. “They had testimony from you about all the details.”

“Of course,” Mellen said. “I had to give a report on the death of Elladora or an investigation would have been launched into her disappearance once her associates noticed it.”

“Yeah, well . . .” Benen wasn’t sure he really had any cause to be angry with Mellen, but he was angry at the whole situation and Mellen was part of it. “It stunk.”

“It could have been worse,” the old wizard assured Benen. “They could have been much more obstinate. It is a good thing their greed for novel and interesting magic was stronger than any need for revenge they might have felt.”

“I guess so.”

“Come Benen, it was not so bad.”

“Why was Elladora coming into my domain to look for an apprentice to begin with?”

If someone had alerted him to the presence of a gifted child in his domain, Benen could have seen to it that a master was found for the child. A master he would have chosen.

“Benen, be reasonable. Did you even know there was a potential wizard in your domain? You are no master yet, and lack training in the things a master must know. Why have you not sought out Oster and started yourself on the way to your master piece yet? You certainly have the talent — that ghost’s body you created is proof of that — and you are more than old enough.”

“I just haven’t cared to go through that, I guess. Being a master didn’t matter to me to until not being one caused me such problems.”

“So you will speak with Oster and start on the path to becoming a master?”

“I think so. Is he here?”

Mellen laughed at this. “No. Oster rarely comes to these. For all I know he has passed on, but I doubt he has. He is old, but he is also stubborn. He will pass when he chooses and not before.”

“Passed on? You mean, you think he might be dead?”

“Wizards don’t usually die, Benen. The means we use to extend our lives simply reach a point where we have become more magic than human. When that imbalance grows too great, the human part of us unravels and is no more. Is the wizard dead then? Or has the wizard moved on to a new state of being that we do not understand? Only those who have been through the process could tell us and they are silent.”

Benen had not known any of this. He was surprised, but also excited by the mystery.

“What is the longest a wizard has ever lived before, er, passing on?” Benen asked.

Mellen considered this for a second. “I don’t think any wizard has made it to a full millennium of life. They’ve come close, though. I think the oldest on record lived to be nine-hundred and ninety-seven years old.”

“Oster claimed to be eight-hundred years old when I was his apprentice.”

“He probably claimed to be older than eight-hundred. I think he is closer to nine-hundred years old now.”

“So I have limited time to do my master piece.”

“Yes and no. It is preferable for your master to judge your master piece, but any master can do so.”

Benen accepted this answer, but he knew in his heart that he needed Oster to name him worthy of elevation. He had to show his former master that he was now his equal, that he had not turned out to be as useless as Oster might have thought.

“I will seek out Oster soon,” Benen reassured Mellen.

“Good.”

“But I need to know the magic we use to extend our lives and start using it before long.”

“Normally, it is taught to a new master by the one who elevates him to that rank, along with other magic usually restricted to masters. Of course, most do not wait so long as you have before seeking advancement.” The old wizard considered for a moment before coming to a decision. “I do not think the life-extension magic is specifically restricted to masters. I will gladly share with you the basics.”

Mellen did so then, explaining the technique to Benen in one of many small chambers near the great hall. Benen had seen wizards go into such rooms in pairs, spending an hour or two in privacy there before re-emerging, separating, and mingling in the great hall once more.

While he was alone with Mellen, Benen asked the old wizard about his title and the castle.

“Ah, yes. I am indeed Baron Estermont and this is my castle. I was given the title by the king for my years of service. I have no heir, of course, so the castle will revert to the crown unless I choose a successor. I will possibly track down the descendants of my own family and gift the title onto one of them, I do not know. For now, the castle is a convenient venue for the moots.”

The two parted soon after and Benen experienced the moot proper for a while.

It took him some time to even understand how the moot worked. For the most part it consisted of mingling with other wizards until you found one who knew a trick you wanted to learn and who wanted a trick from you in return. Then the two wizards went into one of the side chambers — like the one Benen and Mellen had used — and exchanged knowledge. In this place, nothing was free. No wizard would show another how to do any spell without some sort of compensation.

Benen joined in. He wanted to spread the knowledge he had shared with the court as widely as he could and did not mind benefiting from the exchange. 

Wizards sought him out specifically for the technique he had used to incarnate Timmon and Benen traded it for any spell the other knew that was unknown to him, no matter how trivial.

They would react in one of two ways when he agreed to trade his knowledge for less than its true worth. The most common reaction was to try to give Benen something more in exchange. This was awkward for Benen since few of the wizards knew more than one spell of interest to him.

This exchange with Master Coll was typical of this kind of reaction:

“Surely you will want more than my scrying technique in exchange for your ghost embodiment directions . . . let me teach you a brilliant spell using the Cleaver, I call it —” Benen had interrupted the man, he knew more about using the Cleaver than any two masters. 

“There is no need, Master Coll. Scrying is more valuable to me than you suspect. It is I who is getting the better deal.” Benen had found that this sort of answer was the most effective. Wizards he told such lies to thought that Benen was either a fool or that he had some special use for the spell they were trading.

The less common reaction to his underpricing of the ghost incarnation technique was suspicion. The wizard would doubt Benen was teaching him the whole procedure or that it worked at all.

Master Bolger was the worst such case.

“What do you mean you accept?” Bolger asked incredulously.

Benen had not been sure how to deal with the wizard. He tried: “I mean that the deal is acceptable to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I really want to learn your technique for magically creating fireworks.”

“But that makes no sense. It’s a lark, that effect. Surely you would want more if your technique worked.”

“I assure you it works.”

“The word of a journeyman? Worthless.”

“But the court accepted the technique as valid proof that I had managed to incarnate a ghost.”

“But is what you’ll teach me the same thing you taught them? Or will you only give me a part, reserving the rest for when I have another spell to trade to make up the difference?”

“Even if that were the case, the amount you will have learnt will be worth the trade, will it not? You have nothing to lose.”

“So you admit it! You are only teaching me a part of the technique!”

Benen had to abandon his attempts to convince Master Bolger, but others of his ilk eventually accepted the trade despite their suspicions.

These difficulties aside, Benen managed to share the technique with most who attended the conference. By the end of the first day of the moot, Benen had learnt more novel magical effects than he had in years of working under Oster.

The moot was to go on for another three days, with lectures, more trading, and more cases being tried by the justices, but after his own trial and one day of mercantile trading for magical knowledge, Benen had had enough. He bid farewell to the many new acquaintances he had made and flew back to his own territory.

One of these new acquaintances, Brooke, a former apprentice of Mellen, would be coming to his domain after the moot to find the gifted child and apprentice them. Benen had liked the easy-going Brooke and her connection to Mellen recommended her to him.

Upon his return home, Benen felt reinvigorated. He had found out so much in trading at the moot that he felt he needed to digest what he had learnt, but already he could see how he could combine some of this new knowledge with what he had known before to create other new and interesting effects.

It is a shame that we do not cooperate more, Benen thought. We could have unravelled the secrets of the universe by now if we shared everything freely with one another.











CHAPTER  6: BROTHER




Benen began testing the spells and techniques he had picked up at the moot shortly after his return home. 

One of the spells he was most eager to try out was scrying. This form of magical spying was of great interest to Benen for its potential as a means to observe his family and their descendants from time to time. He wanted to keep some modicum of a connection to that long ago world of his childhood and hoped this would serve.

The wizard who had traded the technique to Benen at the moot had explained that scrying did not work on fellow wizards without fulfilling additional requirements. Among these extras were such things as blood and hair of the wizard targeted by the scrying. This was of no interest to Benen: his intended targets would be of the mundane persuasion.

He found that scrying on an individual person was difficult. The two constellations used for the spell when the target was a human being — the Parallels and the Builder — were only in the sky together for a small window of time each day. This was the variation of the spell that had been taught to Benen and he spent some effort trying different possible combinations to find a means of scrying on a location instead of a person to remove this problem. In the end, he found that using the Parallels in combination with the moon did the trick; it was much more convenient.

 Benen wondered if this variant had been tried as a method of scrying on wizards: by targeting the location rather than the person, it might bypass the special protection wizards enjoyed. He decided he would look into this at a later time, he was too excited for the moment at the possibility of seeing his sister Esren and her children — especially the little girl he had met so many years ago: Hilda. Of course, Hilda would be a woman grown with her own children now, he realized.

The spell required a basin filled with water to serve as a sort of window that would show the person or location being scried upon. Benen bent over the basin he had prepared and performed the spell. In his mind, along with the details of the moon and the Parallels, Benen pictured the location he wanted the magic to show. When he was finished casting, he felt the familiar surge of power through his body; something had happened.

When he looked at the water, he could see through it his childhood home, as though the basin was a hole hovering far above the house. With a little mental effort, Benen could move it and he did so, displacing it into the house itself, seeking anyone familiar.

Even just seeing the home of his youth had ruined Benen’s emotional equilibrium.

What would my life have been like had I not been Gifted? he could not help but wonder as he looked at the place of his childhood.

As he moved his viewpoint through the rooms of the house, he saw many faces he was not familiar with; this came as no surprise to Benen, given that a whole generation had been born and raised since he had last been part of the family. Still, he had expected he would be able to find and recognize Esren.

He did find many young girls and women bearing a strong resemblance to his sister. Others resembled his mother and aunts in startling little details. It was eerie to see these young and vibrant women with his mother’s eyes or his father’s chin. Most disturbing of all were the occasional family members who resembled Benen himself.

Would my own children have looked like these men and women? he wondered.

His sorrow at the loss of his child with Sania had been buried deep, but dwelling on such topics was bound to unearth those feelings. Benen tore himself away from such thoughts for his own good. He moved his point of view more quickly, scanning now for Esren herself.

Why are there so many adults in the house? Surely they don’t all live there, he thought. 

The family home usually passed to the eldest son and became his family’s home until he passed it on to his own eldest son. In their case, the house would have passed to Esren in Benen’s absence. Her own eldest son would inherit it on her death, but Benen hoped this was still years away. These extra family members had to be at the family home for a special occasion of some sort. Looking at the expressions, Benen guessed it was not a celebration, but rather a solemn event.

Finally, he found Esren; she was in the master bedroom, lying on the bed.

He was shocked by how old she looked.

Of course, he himself was nearing fifty summers, so she would be in her mid-fifties. Many of the common folk were not lucky enough to make it past forty summer, but Benen’s family was wealthy and healthy enough that they rarely died before their late sixties. Despite all this, when Benen saw the state Esren was in, he was certain she was to be the exception for his family. She was so thin as to be skeletal. Her skin stretched taut over this bony frame, was dry and nearly transparent. What hair she had remaining was chalk white. Benen could not bear to look at Esren’s eyes; they were cloudy and showed none of the lively mind he had known.

Upset, Benen dispelled the scrying effect and sank into a chair, unable to reconcile the Esren he had just seen with the sister from his memories. This was how Timmon found him, late that night, having come looking for him.

“Is everything all right, Benen?” the ghost asked.

“No. Yes. I don’t know . . .” Benen wasn’t sure how he should feel.

His sister was dying.

He had known he would have to face this eventually. He simply hadn’t thought it would be so soon. He had hoped that with his new scrying magic he would be able to keep an eye on her and her descendants, that he would be able to be close to them, even if they did not know it.

But Esren was key.

These others were strangers without her to bring meaning to them for him.

“She’s all that’s left . . .”

“I’m sorry, you seem upset.” Timmon came closer to Benen and saw how haggard he looked. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No. I don’t think so.” Benen just wanted to be alone at that moment. “My sister is dying, Timmon. I’m mourning her. Can I please do this alone?”

“Dying or dead?” Timmon asked.

“ . . . dying,” Benen answered slowly.

“Is there nothing you can do for her? You are a wizard, Benen. You gave me — a ghost — a body to live in. Surely you can help a dying woman you care so much for?”

Thoughts and plans formed in Benen’s mind then. There were so many possibilities. He thanked Timmon for the reminder and returned to scrying on Esren. He verified that she was alone for many hours in the night. 

He planned a flight that would take him to Oster’s Gift and his sister, the next night.
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Benen had no difficulty entering the house unseen. He had learnt many tricks over the years, but this was not a new trick so much as a different use for a trick he had known a long time. He used shape-shifting magic to make himself into a completely black version of himself. This made sure no one saw him approach the house. Then, he entered through the master bedroom’s open window, using flight magic from the Pinnacle to fly up and through it.

Esren was asleep when he arrived and Benen made sure to be quiet so as not to wake her. Casting silently, he changed himself back to his usual colouring; he did not want to startle his sister when he did wake her.

This accomplished, he then set out to do the first of the things he planned on doing for Esren. He cast, still silently though it cost him, a healing spell on her. This was the broadest sort of healing — Benen did not know what was wrong with his sister — but he hoped it would be of help to her.

As the energies of the spell ravaged Benen, he managed to keep his attention on Esren’s sleeping form. He was not sure if any improvement had actually happened; he saw nothing visually different about her. He guessed the healing spell had been of no use and sighed.

Although it was not a loud sigh, it did cause Esren to stir and gradually wake up.

She did not notice Benen at first. She had opened her eyes, but was looking at one of her hands and flexing it in front of her face in the darkness. Benen saw that her eyes seemed clearer than when he had scried upon her the night before. Perhaps his healing spell had done something to help Esren’s condition.

His sister turned her head slightly and saw the shadowy shape standing beside her bed and gave a little cry of alarm.

“Esren, it’s me,” he whispered to her in a hurry.

“Benny?” She stared at him, squinting in the darkness. Her voice, he noted, was the reedy voice of an old woman now, not the voice he had known so well in his childhood.

“Yes.” he said simply. He came closer so she could see him. Her eyes widened as they took in his long white hair and unkempt beard. She reached for him, her arm shaking as she extended her hand toward his. He clasped her hand and she smiled.

“It’s been so long . . .” she said. “I’ve missed you so much . . .” She could not say more as emotion choked her. Benen could see tears running down her face. When she could speak again, she said, “Why didn’t you come back sooner?”

The question hurt Benen, there was accusation in it.

“I didn’t know I could . . . didn’t think I should . . . you had all moved on. I was dead to you.” The last words were difficult for Benen to get out, he too was overwhelmed by emotion. “You have no idea what a wizard’s life is like, Ezzy.”

Esren reached out with her other hand and touched his face with it. “You’re here now, that’s all that counts. Tell me of this wizard’s life of yours, I want to know my brother again.”

Benen did tell her then, starting with his abuse at the hands of Oster, detailing the gruelling, torturous years he spent under his master’s tutelage. Esren laughed when he spoke of Orafin the talking rat and cried when Benen described how betrayed he had felt when he had found the rat was really Oster all along.

He told her of his attempts to make wizards accepted and how this had landed him a wife. He spoke of Sania, describing her to Esren, telling her what she had been like. When it came time for him to speak of the end of that period of his life, he could not go on. The grief he had buried welled up and a tightness in his throat made it hard for him to breathe, let alone speak.

Esren held him then, sitting up, she said, for the first time in two years. She took a turn telling Benen of her own life after he had been taken by the wizard.

“Father and mother never truly recovered from losing you, Benny. I could see that they felt guilty, that they felt they had sold you out and that they should have fought for you.”

A part of Benen had always resented that they had not fought for him. He felt guilty now for being pleased that his parents had regretted not fighting for him.

Esren told him their mother had died in her sixties and father had followed her the next winter. After that, she moved on to happier topics. She spoke of her now deceased husband and how they had met and fallen in love. She told Benen of each of her children and then each of her grand-children.

Benen fought down jealousy; he had wanted a life like this. Instead he treasured every niece and nephew, every grand-niece and grand-nephew. Benen marvelled at the size of his family.

After this, the two sat holding each other for a time, enjoying just being with one another after so many years of separation. This serenity was broken by a racking cough from Esren. Benen saw blood on her handkerchief.

“What’s wrong with you, Ezzy?”

“Something with my lungs,” she told him. “My time is coming up soon, Benny.” She did not seem afraid when she said it.

“I healed you, with magic,” he said.

“I didn’t know for certain, but I suspected it. My eyes are better than they’ve been in years and my hands don’t hurt like they did.”

“I can do more, Esren,” he told her.

“Benen, no. Don’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m old Benen. I’ve lived my life. I’m ready to move on to what’s next.”

“But what if there isn’t anything else?” Benen argued.

“Oh Benen, there is. There has to be. This life is too cruel for this to be all there is.” After saying this, Esren was wracked by another round of coughing. Benen contemplated healing his sister against her will. He wanted to hold on to her, no matter what. He knew he could probably heal whatever was wrong with her lungs. Even better, he thought he might be able to use the life-extension magic wizards used on themselves to extend his sister’s life.

“I don’t want you to go.” As Benen said this, he felt seven summers old again, losing his sister, his parents, his village.

“You’ll be fine, Benny,” she said. “You’re a great wizard now. I know you’ll do great things: you’re my brother. Besides, Benen, you’ll join us all on the other side soon enough.”

“Not soon at all,” he told her. “Wizards live a long time Ezzy, I’ll probably live another seven hundred years or more.”

Esren stared at him. “That’s a big number.”

“I don’t want to face those years alone, Ezzy. I can heal you, I can make you live longer.”

“I’m not a wizard, Benny. My years are done. It sounds like the Creator has other plans for you, though. You have to let him guide you, Benen.”

“I’m not even sure I believe in him . . .”

“Then believe in yourself,” she told him. “When you leave here tonight, make big plans and do them. You were taken from us for a reason, Benen. Make your life as a wizard count.”

“I’ve tried, Ezzy.”

Benen told Esren of the people living in his Oasis and she approved of this.

“Do more, make us proud. If you have to be a wizard, be the best there ever was.”

Benen nodded.

They spent a few more hours telling each other stories from their lives and enjoying being with one another.

Benen left her when dawn came and the house began to stir.

That night when he scried upon the house, he saw that Esren had passed during the day.

Timmon heard his howls of grief and wisely left him alone for the night.

The next morning Benen was grim but determined. He left his tower to seek Oster.











CHAPTER  7: ASPIRANT




Benen flew, fast as he could, in the direction of Osteria. Thankfully, Oster’s domain was not far. It, like Benen’s domain, was a former part of the desolation. The main difference being that Osteria was reclaimed centuries before.

It occurred to Benen that Estren had been growing into the desolation through the centuries as a result of wizards creating domains for themselves. This positive aspect of the meddling of wizards in the affairs of the common folk was something Benen could take pride in; he was part of that with his oasis. He planned on expanding his domain, once he was a master. Esren had liked that he was taking care of people. He could do more.

First though, he needed to become a master.

Until he did so, other masters would take and train as their own apprentices any gifted children that arose from the people he nurtured. He would be just a journeyman at the moots. This would not do. He had promised Esren he would do great things with his power and he would keep this promise; the beginning of that path lay with Oster.

Benen did not employ any magic to find his former master; he was impatient to get started on his master piece and did not want to waste any time devising a means to locate Oster. Instead, he decided to find the tower through mundane reconnaissance. Benen knew Oster took his tower on a tour of Osteria. He figured that as an eagle he could cover most of that region in two or three days. His vision in that form was incredibly acute, he did not think he would miss seeing the tower.

He could possibly have asked each village when their tithes to the wizard were due, but that would have taken too long. Also, Benen did not want to have to lie in explaining why he was asking. No, this was simpler.

As it turned out, the tower was not far from Oster’s Gift — the village of his youth. It was flying westward, away from the village, when he saw it.

Sparing no effort, Benen accelerated and caught up to the tower, landing on the platform at its base.

He was now within the veil Oster had placed over the tower and could not be seen from below anymore. To anyone other than a wizard, it would have looked like the eagle had simply vanished. Wizards were not fooled by such magic; to him the tower was quite visible.

Benen shifted back to his human form and put on the clothes he had brought with him. These were his best: he wanted to present himself before his former master as an accomplished man of the world with his own impressive resources.

Once dressed, he walked to the door leading into the tower. Benen was not sure if Oster’s wards would still recognize him as someone they should not harm, so it was with trepidation that he reached out to touch the door knob.

Nothing.

Benen breathed a sigh of relief and proceeded into the tower. Oster must have wanted him to have access to it; it was not like the old wizard to overlook whom his wards would allow through. Benen took this as permission to enter without being announced or invited.

He searched the tower floor by floor, looking for any sign of Oster. By the time he had reached the stairs leading up to the old wizard’s study, Benen had still not found him. This did not surprise him, the study was where he had expected to find the wizard all along.

He was right.

When he opened the door and strode into Oster’s study, he found the wizard was sitting at his desk writing in a book. Oster looked up and nodded, exactly as if he had sent for Benen and was satisfied the younger wizards had finally arrived.

“Well? What is it, boy?” Oster asked. This question, said in the same tone the wizard had used addressing him for his decade of apprenticeship, made Benen feel ten years old again. He had a deep fear of his former master, the strength of which had not faded over the intervening years.

Benen took a deep breath to calm himself.

Oster sighed, rolled his eyes, and returned to writing in his book.

“I have come, Oster, to inform you of my desire to attempt my master piece.” Benen managed to get it all out without stumbling over his words, despite the fear gripping his heart.

“Have you, now?”

“Yes.”

“And what will your master piece be?” The old wizard had stopped writing. His full attention was now on Benen. This unsettled the younger wizard even more. Oster’s effect on him made Benen angry and his anger made him act rashly.

“My master piece is going to be whatever it is that you’ve never been able to do,” he declared impulsively.

The old wizard’s eyebrows went up at this. When they came back down, a smile appeared on his face.

“You think you will solve what I’ve spent — on and off — two centuries researching, boy? You’d best change your mind or you’ll never be a master. Do something along the lines of that body you made for your ghost. That was good work.”

“Worthy of a master piece?”

“It would have been, if you’d spoken to me about it before you made it.” 

“Well, I have a different perspective from you on things. Maybe I can solve what you can’t. Would you have thought of making a body for a ghost?” Benen was growing bolder.

Oster almost laughed. As it was he chuckled. “No, boy, I would not have thought of that, but not because it was beyond me, but because it was beneath me. Who cares about a ghost?”

“I do.” Benen was less afraid now, Oster was not so frightening when he saw him as a bitter, mean, old man. “I have decided, Oster. My master piece will be whatever it is you have been failing to solve.”

The old wizard shook his head slowly in disapproval then he locked eyes with Benen. They stared each other down like this for a time. In the end it was Oster who blinked first. He shrugged.

“You are a fool, boy,” he told Benen. 

Oster stood and spoke more formally: “Very well, it will be as you wish: your master piece is teleportation.”
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Benen had left Oster’s tower in a daze. Most of his attention had been spent on not seeming shocked in front of his former master. Once outside he had flown away, his thoughts a jumble.

I’ll never be a master, he despaired. Teleportation . . . the word kept running through his head as he made his way home.

Teleportation was in good company with the likes of resurrection, as something that was conventionally thought impossible to achieve with magic. How could Benen have known this fool’s errand was what his former master had been working on? Why did Oster waste so much time in pursuit of something that was impossible?

By the time Benen arrived back at his own tower, he had decided that Oster must have found something out that lead him to think teleportation might be possible. This gave him hope: Oster was no fool, he wouldn’t have wasted all this time on it without such a hint.

Timmon was pleased to see Benen had returned, but Benen had no time for the incarnate ghost, he had a master piece to produce. Still, the golden form followed him up the steps of the tower to Benen’s observatory.

Unfortunately, Benen had never managed to acquire a telescope or to make one for himself from the lenses he had been collecting over the years. Although he did ponder making a trip to Southren to seek out some of their tinkerers to remedy the situation, Benen was self-aware enough to realize he was just making excuses to delay having to come to grips with the problem he really needed to work on: teleportation.

Most wizards did not have telescopes at all, he had found out at the moot that this was an eccentricity of Oster’s; wizards have other means to magnify their eyesight.

On the nights the moon was in the sky, Benen was able to use its magic to greatly amplify his vision, allowing him to see the stars as well, if not better, than he had using Oster’s telescope contraption. This was how he did his observations that night and many nights thereafter.

Timmon spent all those nights with him. Benen mostly ignored the ghost, but he wanted to be of use. He made meals for him and brought refreshments as needed; acting as an assistant of sorts. Benen liked having him around and would sometimes bounce ideas off him.

“I already know all the stars and constellations! What does seeing them better get me?” This after a particularly long night doing observations.

“I don’t know, Benen. Why do you do it?” the ghost asked.

Benen had just been venting but he answered the question anyway. “The more I know the stars involved in a spell, the easier that spell is to cast; it hurts less to channel. Seeing the star with my eyes and looking at it as clearly as I can is key to knowing the star better.”

“What does that have to do with your master piece though?”

“I’m going to try constellations in combinations that likely won’t work, this will cause me a lot of pain; knowing the stars better mitigates that.”

Whenever Benen finished observing all the stars in two of his candidate constellations, he tried to cast a spell combining them both. In his head, he would picture himself disappearing from his observatory and appearing in the village below. What actually happened was that Benen had seizures and fell unconscious. It was a painful and long process, made worse by the fact that Benen knew Oster had likely already tried this approach.

I can’t assume anything, he told himself and persevered.

He tried the most likely constellations first: the Great Sky River, the Parallels, the Mask of Heaven.

Benen combined them together, trying different combinations. All he got for his efforts were pain and unconsciousness.

Months passed as he tried combining the likely constellations with the Builder and each other. The results were even worse: Benen took ill for long periods of time after each failed attempt. This slowed his progress considerably, but he was not to be outdone by his former master, so he persevered.

Next he tried adding less likely constellations to the mix. The more of these Benen had in his pool of possible candidates, the more combinations and permutations there were. This process took Benen agonizing years. 

He took a break from his experiments to go to the next moot. Benen felt he needed contact with someone other than Timmon. He also had hopes — small though they may be — of finding out something useful to his research at the event.

The moot was once again held at Castle Estermont and Benen was pleased that he was received as a minor celebrity by the wizards present.

“You have to tell me why you chose something impossible as your master piece attempt, Benen!” one of them declared.

Everyone knew Oster had been looking into teleportation and many thought the old wizard had forced Benen to choose his topic of interest for his master piece. These wizards were sympathetic to poor Benen:

“Tell me if there’s anything you need in your research,” they offered.

Mellen even took Benen aside to a small private room to talk.

“Is it true? Did Oster force his will upon you? If he did, he can be censured for such an offence.” Mellen was so evidently ready to fight for him that Benen was sorry to have to disabuse him.

“No, this is a mess of my own making,” Benen admitted.

Mellen frowned. “Why would you choose teleportation?”

Benen sank into a chair and sighed. “Because I’m a fool.”

“Evidently. Did you not know teleportation is impossible?”

“Maybe it simply hasn’t been discovered yet,” Benen argued.

“Poppycock! Next you’ll tell me you intend to discover resurrection of the dead as your second trick.”

“Teleportation is far more likely to exist than the ability to raise the dead,” Benen said. “There already exists spells to move objects through telekinesis, to banish and summon otherworldly creatures, to see things at a distance . . .”

Mellen countered, “You could say the same thing about raising the dead. Astral projection exists, as do animated corpses and spells to talk to the newly departed. You even made a spell to incarnate a ghost into a body, Benen!”

“Look, I’m committed to this course now; either I discover teleportation or I stay a journeyman for the rest of my days.”

“There are ways to change your master piece attempt,” Mellen pointed out.

“No. I’m committed.”

They parted and Benen had the impression he had lost some of the respect the old wizard held for him.

Benen spent the rest of the moot listening to the lecturers. One master in particular gave a lecture on animal perception. Benen was as bored as the rest of the audience until the wizard spoke of snakes and their ability to perceive heat.

“The snake has the most uncanny sense organ in the front of its snout,” the old man expounded. “With it, the python I examined could sense the presence of heat at a relatively short distance.”

After the wizard had finished his presentation, Benen approached him to ask for clarifications.

“If the snake can see heat, can other animals see other things that we cannot?” Benen asked him.

“Well, the bat sees with sound . . .” the wizard had replied. This was so absurd to Benen that he decided the man was cracked and bothered him no further.

Still, an idea had taken root in Benen’s thoughts and, as he flew home from the moot, he began drafting concepts for spells to alter his own perceptions.

Benen found that he could shape-shift to different animal forms and test out their senses. When he tried the bat, he was surprised to find that the wizard had been right. He decided to apologize to him at the next moot.

Using the magic of the Great Sky River slightly differently than he usually did for shape-shifting, Benen managed to expand his sensory range to what he had found in the animal kingdom. He could sense walls with his eyes closed, even behind him, and he could sense heat. He had even found that some birds could see more purples than he could. He’d included that into the senses provided by his spell. 

With these new perceptions Benen re-examined the constellations, spending months doing so. In the end, although it was novel, it did not yield any useful information. He had secretly hoped that there were stars, normally invisible, that he would be able to see with his new abilities; there were not.

But then it occurred to Benen that there were plenty of stars and other celestial bodies wizards routinely ignored and never used for magic. Their greatest blind-spot was the Spill. These more distant stars and groupings of stars lay farther away than those normally used by wizards, but they were incredibly numerous; there were more of them than Benen could count. The Spill formed a sort of starry background band across part of the sky and it was so thick with stars that it sometimes looked like the Creator had spilt a glass of milk — hence its name.

Wizards argued that the stars in the Spill were too distant to provide flavouring to their magic and so they ignored them. Benen decided this might well have been a mistake on their part. He spent years charting and examining the stars in the Spill, filling book after book on his observations.

As he went he named each star. The first few he named after people he had known through the years. There were stars Benen named Sania, Esren, Mellen, and Timmon, for example — the ghost was very touched by this. But as he progressed, he began running out of even the names of people he hadn’t really known and then out of names altogether. This was when he began naming stars after things. Thus there are stars in the Spill called such names as Tree, Leaf, Sky, Night, Day, Chair, Wall, Floor, Roof, etc.

He was so obsessed with cataloguing these that he missed the next moot.

After a decade of observations, Benen had enough to work with and began trying to cast spells using the bodies from the Spill. He did not know what the different stars would bring to his magic and tried to leave his mind open to any sort of effect as he tried casting.

The result of his work: nothing.

Not even the usual pain accompanying a failed spell.

Benen’s hopes were shattered and he was inconsolable for weeks. But Timmon kept trying to get Benen to persevere.

“Maybe there’s something you’re missing, Benen,” the ghost said when he brought the wizard a meal. Benen ignored him.

He only returned to his research when it occurred to him that he had not tried all the celestial bodies wizards normally ignored: Benen began to chart comets.

When it came time to try using comets as part of his magic, he was again disappointed. The small transitory bodies yielded him nothing.

Resigned, Benen returned to trying combinations of conventional constellations and planets. Each failure was excruciating and Benen was on the verge of giving up when, one night, upon waking from a dream, he realized he had never tried to use the Spill as a whole as a constellation of its own.

Benen felt excited and revitalized by this possibility. He became certain that combining the Spill with the likely constellations was the key to teleportation. But before he could use the Spill in its entirety this way, he had to chart more of it. Incomplete knowledge of a constellation could cripple a wizard; he shuddered at what backlash he would feel if he did not know the Spill as well as he possibly could.

More books of observations of the Spill piled up as more years passed. Benen lost count of the moots he had missed.

It was at the end of these years spent charting the Spill that Benen came upon a strange anomaly.

While looking at a particularly distant star in the Spill, Benen saw that it appeared to be extending a tendril of itself seemingly toward nothing. Unfortunately, the scene was so distant that Benen — even with his enhanced and magnified senses — could not make out what was happening clearly.

It could have been because he was desperate to find something of interest, or because he wanted a break from the monotony of his observations, but regardless of the reason, Benen latched on to this find and became determined to get to the bottom of it.

To do this, he would need a telescope. With such a device, he believed his heightened senses would be magnified further by the lenses and he would then be able to see what exactly was happening to the star he had named Grass. He noted the location of Grass quite accurately in his book and made arrangements for acquiring a telescope.

Benen did not want to go to Southren to find the makers of the devices, but he would if he had to. He could have contacted Oster to ask him how he had gotten his own telescope, but he preferred to avoid contact with his old master as much as he could. Instead, he contacted Mellen with the same magical effect he had used previously to speak to the old wizard.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Master Mellen, but would you be available to answer a question for me?” he sent through his magic.

The response came an hour later: “I am available now, Benen. I’m please to hear from you, we have missed you at the moots.”

“I’ve been busy, I will try to make it to the next one.”

“How is your progress? The impossible is not so easily accomplished, is it?” The comment would have stung from someone other than Mellen.

“That’s why I am contacting you. I need a telescope in order to proceed with a particular avenue of research.”

“A telescope? Those Southren contraptions?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Why do you need one of those? Magic should serve just as well.”

“I’m trying to see something very far away, farther than magical enhancement is allowing.”

“Dear! Why are you looking at objects so far away?”

“I’m looking at what others have dismissed. How else would I solve the impossible?”

Mellen considered this for a few moments before replying. “Very well. I will contact a friend I have in Southren and ask him to acquire a telescope for you and have it sent to you.”

Benen could not believe it could be this easy. “Really?”

“Really. The cost, of course, will be exorbitant. I assume you can afford it.”

He assured Mellen that he could and then the two caught each other up on wizardly news for a short time before the old wizard had to leave for an important meeting.

“It would not do to keep the king waiting,” he said in parting.

Benen was amazed at the ease with which he had managed to make arrangements for getting himself a telescope. It dawned on him how lucky he was to have made the acquaintance of — and later cultivated the friendship of — Mellen. The royal adviser was a powerful ally for him to have and he was thankful for his good luck in that regard.

While he waited for his telescope, Benen continued his observations of the Spill.

It took eight months before the device arrived at Benen’s Oasis.




[image: Image]




Timmon was the one who noticed that the signal flag in the village had been raised by the folk below. Benen had set up this system so the villagers could request an audience with him as needed. They had never used it before.

Benen used his magic to descend to the ground, taking Timmon with him. The headman of the village was waiting near the flag, with him were two Southren men. Nearby, three waggons and their handlers waited.

“What is this?” Benen asked of the headman, though he already knew.

“These Southren folk say they have business with you, Lord Wizard.” The headman was always very formal.

Benen spoke to the Southren pair in their own tongue: “I am Journeyman Benen, my man tells me you have business with me.”

They bowed when he presented himself and introduced themselves as Pkor and Swod. They claimed to be technicians. Benen was familiar with the word from his study of Southren. A technician was a kind of tinkerer versed in the more difficult aspects of mechanical devices.

“We are to install the telescope for your greatness,” they told him.

Benen pointed at his flying tower, very high up above them all. “The installation needs to go up there.”

The technicians were quite willing to allow Benen to fly them up to the tower, but the waggons were another matter. In the end, Benen decided it would be easiest for all concerned if he simply landed the tower for the time needed to complete the installation of the telescope.

Everyone watched in awe as Benen gradually lowered the tower down from its usual position in the sky. The earth trembled when it finally made contact with the ground. When Benen looked around, he saw everyone had a mix of fear and awe on their faces — everyone but Timmon, that is. The ghost was not so easily impressed by magic anymore.

After that the installation proceeded smoothly. Benen spent a lot of time watching the technicians and their labourers work. He found the whole thing fascinating; everything they worked with was so complex and fragile. These technicians were wizards of a different kind from himself, but impressive nonetheless.

The telescope, once completed, was bigger by far than Oster’s; Benen guessed this was a much newer model than the old wizard’s. The technicians told Benen many technical specifications about the machine, but he could barely follow what they were saying. In the end, they gave him a manual, took their payment, and left, bowing as they went back to their waggons and away.

Benen returned his tower to its proper place in the sky and waited impatiently for the moon to rise so that he could begin his studies of the Grass anomaly. When the time came, he first had to spend two hours fiddling with the telescope’s alignment and settings before he had it pointed at the right place in the heavens.

At last, Benen looked into the eyepiece of the telescope and took new observations of the star he had named Grass. Again he saw the tendril of the star’s fire reaching out into space. With his heightened senses and the amplification provided by the telescope, Benen examined the point in space the tendril reached for and saw . . . nothing. 

Forcing himself to pay attention to every magnified detail, Benen persisted in his observations. This persistence paid off: he saw that the tendril did not simply extend toward nothing: it curled at its end. It looked like water in a whirlpool.

But this was a star! Why was part of it drawn there and then curled around a black emptiness? No current was involved, much less two currents meeting to create a whirlpool.

This puzzled Benen; it made no sense. In the end, he had to abandon Grass and its anomalous tendril; he had to focus on his quest for teleportation.

He resumed mapping stars in the Spill until time came for the next moot. By then he had run out of single word names for stars and had begun multiple word names. His latest star had been Tree Bark, not to be confused with Tree Leaf, Tall Tree, and Oak Tree. He decided he needed the break and went to the moot.

Benen again faced some derision about his choice of doing the impossible as his master piece, but there were also many who were impressed he had stayed with the topic for so long despite his lack of success.

“I applaud your persistence, my friend,” Mellen told him when they met at the moot.

“I’m mule-headed, that’s all.” Benen was in low spirits.

“Don’t despair, Benen. How did the telescope work out?”

Benen shrugged. “It worked fine, it simply did not yield the answers I had hoped for.”

“What did you hope for?”

“I don’t know. Something impressive, previously undiscovered, and, while I’m wishing, something key to teleportation.”

“And what did you find?”

“A star doing something odd and unexplained. Unexplainable, even.”

“Oh? What exactly?” Mellen was quite interested. Benen remembered feeling that way when he had first seen the anomaly, but that had worn away when he could not figure out what it was that he was seeing.

“It looks like the star is reaching out to nothing. The end of the tendril curls and thins out to nothing. If anything, it looks like the star’s fire is going down a whirlpool, but there’s nothing there.”

Mellen smiled broadly then. “You should speak to Master Alack. He gave a lecture — two moots ago, I think — about an unusual binary pair that he called the Lovers. Talk to him about it.”

Alack, thankfully, was present at the moot. Benen wasted no time in tracking him down. The old wizard was eating at a table alone when Benen found him. He sat across from the wizard.

“Master Alack, I am Benen, a journeyman. May I ask you some questions? It’s rather important.”

Alack looked at Benen for a second, chewing and swallowing his latest bite of bread and cheese before speaking: “I know of you, Journeyman Benen. You seek the impossible.”

Benen thought there was disapproval in the old man’s tone. He chose to ignore it.

“Please, you gave a lecture a decade ago, about the Lovers. I need to know more about what you discovered.”

Alack warmed immediately; Benen assumed few asked the old wizard to lecture them of their own free will.

“Well, that’s a fascinating topic. I’m glad you want to talk about it. The Lovers are a binary system: two stars orbiting one another. But these are unstable. I predict they will fall into each other in the next few million years.”

This was not as fascinating to Benen as it evidently was to Alack. Why did Mellen ask him to speak to this man?

“Listen, Master Alack, I’ve seen a star that is extending a tendril into space. It looks like it’s reaching for something, but there is nothing there. Master Mellen thought your Lovers lecture would shed some light on this for me, but what you’ve told me doesn’t clarify anything.”

Alack’s face had worked through many emotions as Benen had spoken. It had first shown distaste at Benen’s tone in addressing him, then changed to interest as Benen described his anomaly, and finally it settled on amazement.

“The Lovers, they reach out for one another, just like you describe! It’s what brought them to my attention: the tendrils.”

Benen got it then; it was an amazing discovery. He turned to leave, thanking Alack absentmindedly as he got up. The old wizard got up too and followed him.

“What star was this?” he asked.

“Sorry, I’m not ready to share that yet.” Benen sped up his pace and left the old man behind. 

Alack called out: “I get some of the credit for the discovery . . . right?”

Benen left the moot altogether and sped home.
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When he finally arrived at his tower, Benen raced to his observatory. Thankfully, it was night and the moon was still in the sky — for another hour at most. He did not stop for Timmon, who was surprised to see Benen returned early from the moot.

In the observatory, Benen set the telescope hastily to look at Grass once again. Timmon burst in just as he was finishing.

“What’s wrong?” Timmon asked.

Benen turned to face him, his expression manic. “Nothing! Nothing at all anymore!”

He turned back to the telescope and took a look through the eyepiece; he was not willing to waste any more time explaining things to Timmon, right then.

What he saw was still as before but now, he tried to imagine a black star in the place where the tendril from Grass reached. It did not quite fit. He kept looking at it for the hour that remained before the moon set and then withdrew his eye from the eyepiece. He saw that Timmon had brought him a few sandwiches and a tall glass of milk. He sought out the ghost and thanked him.

“I’m sorry I was short with you, Timmon. I was excited and had no time to spare.”

The golden form shrugged. “It’s all right, Benen. I understand.”

Benen watched his friend as he went about cleaning the tower and wondered for the first time if Timmon was happy. They had certainly had happy times together, but how fulfilling could being Benen’s manservant be for the former brigand? He resolved to look into this later, when he had finished his master piece — if he ever finished it.

The rest of the night and the next day, Benen pondered the anomaly. He had been so sure it had to be a black star being revealed by the tendril, but it didn’t fit. He continued his observations of the anomaly, trying to come up with an explanation for it that did fit.

One evening, he asked Timmon to stay while he ate his dinner.

“Timmon, please sit a spell with me,” he asked the ghost. The golden man took the seat opposite Benen. Benen described the anomaly and even had the ghost look at it with his sight enhanced by the wizard’s magic and the telescope.

“It’s as you described it,” Timmon agreed. “What could cause that?”

“That’s exactly the question I’m asking myself.”

The two retired together to Benen’s study.

“Do you agree it doesn’t look like a black star?” Benen asked the golden man.

“No. But I also wouldn’t know what one of those would look like.”

Benen had to agree with this, but he felt the whirlpool effect did not work with the black star explanation or with what he imagined a black star would be like.

Benen again abandoned the topic and resumed his observations of the Spill. 

The breakthrough came months later. The wizard had been looking at a star he had newly named Blue Hexagon — though the star was neither blue nor shaped like a hexagon — when he heard his name being called in alarm by Timmon. He rushed to go find the ghost, finally locating him in the kitchens.

“What is it?” Benen asked the moment he was in the room. Nothing seemed amiss.

“The sink!” Timmon pointed.

Benen approached the sink. It was a modern contrivance that took the water away when its use had come to an end. It was easier than washing dishes in a tub that then had to be carried to the loo to be emptied. The sink had a drain at the bottom through which the water went into pipes to be transported to the same room the contents of the loo went to. This room, when it became full, was emptied by Benen through his use of a spell effect that drew its power from the Cleaver.

He saw nothing unusual with the sink when he looked at it.

Timmon pointed again, at the drain this time.

“Benen, whirlpools happen when two currents meet but also happen when water goes down a drain!” Timmon poured some water from a bucket into the sink. Benen looked at it drain. When there was little water left, it did look very much like a whirlpool.

What did this say about the anomaly? Was there a hole drawing away the star’s fire?

Timmon was still excited. “It’s a hole Benen! The anomaly is a hole!”

Benen wasn’t ready to agree just yet, he needed time to think this through.

He spent the next month alternately watching water go down drains and observing the Grass anomaly. The two effects looked so similar, he had to concede that the thing Grass was reaching for had to be a hole. A black hole in space.

Having decided this, Benen wondered if it would be of use as source of flavour for magic. He knew that if he tried it without having a proper understanding of the celestial body involved, he could be hurt — perhaps badly — by the attempt. He approached this with caution, making sure to put in many more hours of observation before making his attempt.

What he tried first was using just the black hole and thinking of nothing for an effect. As with most stars, if this worked, the effect produced — if any — would be indicative of what the hole’s usefulness in magic was.

When he completed the spell, he suffered such agony as he had never before. He seized and lost consciousness, but when he awoke, the pain was still there, his limbs still twitched. There was definitely power to be derived from the black hole, but no effect had occurred — Timmon had witnessed the attempt.

A week later, when he was recovered, Benen tried again. This time he used the black hole in combination with another celestial object: the moon. The resulting effect, unguided by Benen’s mind, should be a detection or healing spell of some sort, but somehow twisted or modified by the black hole. What he got surprised him.

When he finished the spell, the agony came again, and he lost control of his body, but he managed to hold on to consciousness — just barely. When the pain ebbed enough for Benen to be able to open his eyes and try to move his body, the effect became obvious. His senses were heightened. This in itself was not unusual, but what was unusual was that the effect of the black hole on his spell seemed to be amplification; massive amplification. Thankfully, it was only his sight and hearing that had been affected, Benen could not imagine what the pain would have been like if his sense of touch had also been enhanced.

With his eyes he could see microscopic creatures crawling on the nearby walls. Their presence further startled him.

What other small things creep about us without our knowledge?!

With Timmon’s help, Benen went to the observatory; every step was a thunderclap of sound in his ears. When Timmon tried to speak, Benen covered his mouth with his hand. Even this was almost too loud to bear.

It was all made worth it when Benen looked at the anomaly through the eyepiece of the telescope. This time, with the additional amplification, Benen could see so much more clearly. It was evident then that the anomaly was indeed a hole in space, drawing the nearby star’s fire away and into it. Satisfied, Benen let himself fall unconscious.

Benen repeated this experiment over the next year, trying all the different effects he could, combining them with the black hole. Each time, the results were similar: the black hole enhanced the spell’s effect at the cost of aggravating the side effects of spell casting. Thankfully, the pain had not been as bad as the first time since Benen had taken the better observation of the black hole. This enhanced knowledge of the anomaly had helped mitigate its ravaging effects on him. It was almost bearable.

What disappointed Benen was that although he had found something new and powerful, he had not found teleportation. Still, he persevered in studying the effects of the black hole on his spells. 

There were a few surprises along the way. The first such Benen found was when he enhanced the Cleaver’s cutting using the black hole. He had used the effect to cut a piece of stone, and the stone had been cut as usual, but where the cut had been made was a rent in the very fabric of space. This sucked all the air from the room and drew many objects toward the cut until, a few seconds later, the cut healed itself and disappeared. Benen resolved not to try that again unless truly desperate.

Another surprise was the result of combining the black hole with the communication spell Benen had used to speak with Mellen from a distance. The enhanced effect created a temporary link between the two where they could exchange thoughts and mental images as well as share each other’s senses. Benen apologized for the intrusion and assured the older magician that he would explain this later before breaking the connection.

The final and best surprise of all was when Benen tried to enhance his scrying spell. At first, Benen thought there had been no enhancement at all; the scrying spell worked as usual. Confused, Benen had touched the surface of the water used as a window for the scrying and was surprised that he felt no water at all. His hand went into the image. Benen dispelled the scrying then and tried again, this time scrying on a place within his own tower. He made sure to place the scrying window close to a wall. When the window was established, Benen reached through the water and touched the wall. He felt it! Excited, Benen stepped into the pool of water and found himself falling into the place he had been scrying.

He had discovered teleportation!

At first he could not believe it, but he repeated the exploit over and over until he was convinced.

He took to using a mirror for his scrying, an allowed variation, and this let him have a vertical portal to step through; much more convenient.

Exultant in his success, Benen scried upon Oster’s tower.

He was surprised to find that the view he got of the landing balcony at the bottom of the tower gave him only a black portal. He tried again, this time putting the portal ten metres lower than the balcony. This gave him another black portal. He tried one more time, placing the portal ten metres above the balcony. 

The portal worked properly this time, but it showed Benen something unexpected: the tower had crashed! Many parts of it had crumpled from the impact; others were buried into the ground. Benen could not believe it. What had happened to Oster?

Placing the portal properly on the ground near the tower, Benen crossed over to the crash location.
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Benen looked through the wreckage of the tower, lifting brickwork using magic of the Pinnacle as needed. He excavated the entirety of the place without finding any trace of Oster. Benen tried to find indications of a struggle, but he could not tell; the tower was too damaged from its impact with the ground.

The telescope, when he found it, was ruined; there were gears everywhere from the apparatus used to turn and aim it. When Benen saw it and the extent of its destruction, he wept for the loss of this delicate work of artifice.

Once he recovered from the shock of seeing the wreck of the place, Benen tried contacting Oster using his communication spell. When that failed, he tried the black hole-enhanced version of the spell with similar results. Benen thought Oster might have shielded himself from this type of magic, but he found that unlikely. Much more likely was that his old master had passed on.

I took too long, Benen raged against himself. Now the bastard is gone and I can never show him that I have done what he never managed!

Benen smashed his fists into the nearest wall of the tower and screamed as much from anger and frustration as from the pain of breaking his knuckles.

It’s just like Oster to pass on before I have the chance to succeed! Now I can never prove to him that I’m not useless.

Benen sank to his knees and cried. Not one tear was for Oster.

Later, when he had composed himself once again, he healed his hands with lunar magic and then contacted Mellen. He used the regular spell, he did not want to intrude upon the man’s thoughts uninvited, as he had before.

“Yes, Benen?” The reply came soon after Benen’s call.

“Master Mellen, what am I to do if Master Oster cannot judge my master piece?”

“If Master Oster refuses to judge it, then you may ask another, willing, master to do so. Is Oster threatening to do this?”

“No, I think he has passed on.”

Mellen asked Benen where he was, which Benen then had to go find out by asking a local farmer some distance away. With this information, Mellen made his way to the fallen tower of Oster to verify the man’s passing.

While he waited, Benen wondered at the lack of a body. When Mellen arrived the next day, after their greeting, Benen asked him if this meant Oster was alive after all.

“No. It is still likely he has passed on.  The wizards who pass on this way leave no bodies behind.”

Mellen did his own examination of the wreckage of the tower and then tried a variety of spells, many of which Benen did not know, to try to locate Oster or to communicate with him. None of them worked. Oster was not to be found. Mellen provisionally declared him dead.

“You had best come back with me,” Mellen told Benen.

They travelled together in their preferred forms: Benen as a giant eagle and Mellen as a dragon. Once in the capital, Mellen brought Benen with him to his quarters in the royal palace. It was a truly opulent place; almost gaudy.

“You live like a king,” Benen commented.

Mellen shrugged. “I have little need for all this ornamentation. I’d give it all up for some peace and quiet some times.” 

When they were seated in comfortable chairs in Mellen’s study, he fished out a letter from a filing cabinet he kept there. He opened the letter and read it to Benen. It was Oster’s will.

“To Benen I give all that I have. His are the tithes of the villages of Osteria, his are the the books I have filled with all my knowledge, his is my tower and all that it contains. He was my only apprentice and is my only heir.”

Benen could only think of one thing and he said it aloud: “I don’t want anything from him.”

“Don’t be hasty Benen,” Mellen counselled.

Benen could not discard the old wizard’s advice easily, he respected him too much. “Very well, I refuse nothing for the moment,” he said it grudgingly. Mellen moved on to other business.

“With Oster gone, you will have to choose a new master to judge your master piece. This is also an opportunity for you to rid yourself of the hopeless task you previously had and to choose a new goal.”

Benen was surprised for a moment until he realized that he had not had the chance to tell Mellen of his success.

“Master Mellen, would you agree to judge my master piece?” Benen asked him then, a grin playing on his lips.

Mellen agreed. “I’d be honoured to do so. What do you choose as your goal for your master piece?”

“Teleportation, still.”

“But Benen . . .” Mellen had gotten up and was about to say more, but Benen had held up a hand to stop him. Benen motioned for him to follow and brought the old wizard to a large stand-up mirror he had seen as they had walked through Mellen’s quarters.

Benen cast his enhanced scrying spell using the mirror as its focus. Within seconds, an image of the interior of Benen’s own tower could be seen through the looking glass. Benen looked at Mellen and swept his hand toward the portal.

“After you,” he said.

Mellen looked at him suspiciously. “This is a scrying window Benen, I am not easily fooled.”

“Very well,” Benen agreed with a smile. “I will go first.”

Benen strode through the portal and found himself back in his own tower. He could see Mellen’s shocked expression when he looked back through the portal. Seconds later, Mellen followed him and was transported to Benen’s tower.

“This . . . this . . .” Mellen had difficulty finding words.

“I will tell you the details over supper. You will stay for supper, won’t you?”

“I will. Most definitely. But Benen, there is something else I must do first.” Mellen composed himself and became very serious.

He spoke with uncommon formality: “Journeyman Benen, I recognize your achievement of a most impressive master piece. Henceforth you are to be considered a master of the art of magic and accorded all respect due that rank. It is my pleasure to name you now.” The old man paused and looked at Benen with pride.

“I name you now: Master Benen.”











EPILOGUE




A week later, the rocky red surface of the planet Mithran was disturbed by the sudden appearance of a rectangular portal. Through it, a theoretical native of Mithran — there were none — could have seen a man with long white hair and matching beard peer at them through the open gateway. The man hesitated on his side of the portal.

It doesn’t look very welcoming, was his first thought.

Taking a deep breath and gathering his resolve, the man who looked to be in his fifties, but was really over a century old, crossed the threshold of the portal and stepped onto the surface of Mithran.

Immediately, he laboured to draw breath. Unfortunately for the man, Mithran did not have the same atmospheric composition as his native planet did. He did not know what specifically was wrong, but he knew that he could not breathe.

As he searched in his head for a spell to save his life, the man known as Benen saw his vision dim and narrow. He knew he was losing consciousness and that next he would lose his life.

He felt very foolish for not having sent an animal first or otherwise asserting that the planet’s surface was hospitable to his kind.

 I might die here, but I’m still the first man to stand on another planet, he though as his vision finally faded completely to black. Benen felt himself falling to meet the ground; he was inanely puzzled at how slowly he fell.

Next thing he knew, he was back in his laboratory, his golden friend standing over him with a worried expression on his face.

“Are you all right, Benen?” Timmon asked the man.

Benen smiled, thankful to still be alive.

“I’m alive and life is wonderful, Timmon,” he tried to say, but his lungs were still recovering, all he managed was a croak and a wheeze.
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CHAPTER  1: EXPLORER




After the trials of his apprenticeship and the difficulties of his time as a journeyman, Benen was a master at last.

He had managed the impossible — teleportation — and then, exhilarated by that success, had done what no one else had even considered: he had gone to another planet. His journey resulted in failure; the planet, he had found out — and what a discovery! — did not have the right kind of air for humans to breathe.

He had nearly died.

It was only thanks to his friend Timmon that he survived. Benen resolved to be more careful in the future, but was not deterred from continuing his exploration of the planets.

While recovering from his near death on Mithran, Benen visited Mellen, his friend and mentor, in the capital; excited to tell him about his experience.

“I felt lighter, isn’t that strange?” They were having dinner, Benen buttered another roll.

“You were suffocating, Benen. Can you trust anything you were feeling?” Mellen had already cleared his meagre plate. “For all you know, the air on Mithran was hallucinogenic.”

Benen dismissed this with a wave of his dinner roll. “Sure, I can’t be sure. That’s why I have to go back.”

“Benen, you take too many risks.”

“That’s right. That’s why I’m going to go about exploration differently from now on. I have a plan.” Benen smiled.

“And this plan is why you need to trade for gold?”

“Exactly. Timmon’s body is a variation of the vessel Tawn had used as a proxy when I met him. What I intend for exploration is something very much like the original model; something I can project myself into instead of risking my real body.”

“Will that work, across such distances? Frankly, I’m surprised your teleportation works on that sort of scale.”

“You know I don’t like to discuss the details of how the effect works, but I can assure you that distance is not a factor.”

“Are you sure it is wise for you not to share the technique of teleportation with others?” Mellen had advocated for this before. Benen had so far resisted. “What if you die and the discovery is lost to us forever?”

“There’s more to it than teleportation, Mellen. If it was just that, I think I would share it. But it’s so much more. I think it might be better for this knowledge to be lost than to risk it falling into the wrong hands.”

Mellen frowned as he had on previous occasions when this subject had come up. “Somehow, teleportation gives greater power than just teleportation itself? I wish you could explain this.”

“I know, and if I were to trust anyone with this, it would be you.”

“Say you’ll pass this on to your apprentices, at least,” Mellen pleaded.

“I will, if I trust them. Perhaps I’ll wait until they are masters in their own right.”

“I’ll not insist further. I think you must know what is best in this case. The not knowing is so maddening sometimes, but my curiosity will have to go unsated.” Mellen sighed as he took a sip of his tea, then continued: “Everyone who has heard of your discovery is calling you a new Tamlin, you know?”

“Calling me a what?”

Mellen laughed. “I forget how sparse your education under Oster was. Tamlin is the legendary first true wizard, the woman who discovered how to use the gift. Before her, those with the gift used magic without control, eventually killing others and then themselves with their power.”

“I’m no Tamlin, then,” Benen objected.

“Maybe not, but you did what everyone thought was impossible. Now wizards either envy or admire you. You will have to get used to that, if you return to a moot. Either way, you can be sure others will try to find out how your teleportation works. You left hints, you know? Many wizards are scouring the skies now, looking for a star reaching out a tendril to nothing.”

“Alack!” Benen’s hands clenched. Alack had been the wizard studying binary stars Benen had talked to during his research. He had assumed the man would keep the details of their conversation to himself, but he should have known better; wizards trade magical knowledge to each other. Alack would have gotten a lot for the small piece of Benen’s research he knew about. Benen shook his head and relaxed. “No matter. Let them look, I doubt they’ll find what they’re looking for.”

“I hope you’re right, if the knowledge is as dangerous as you claim it is.”

“Are you looking?” Benen had almost given in and told Mellen the secret a few times already, he trusted him so much. Over the years Mellen had become more a mentor to Benen than his actual master had ever been. It seemed wrong to keep this from him, but Benen simply wanted to keep the knowledge as scarce as possible.

Mellen laughed at his question. “No. I’m afraid that sort of brute force research is a game for the young. As curious as I am, I have other concerns to occupy my time.”

Benen raised an eyebrow. “Anything that might concern me?”

“Perhaps in time, but not today. I promise I will let you know before it comes to a head, should it even do so.”

They talked for a short time more before finally ending the dinner. The trade for gold was made, and Benen turned a convenient mirror into a gate to his tower.

Once back home, Benen wasted no time. He brought the gold to the smith in Benen’s Oasis, the grandson of the man who had made the body Timmon called his own. Previously, Benen’s tower floated high above the city of Benen’s Oasis, but since Oster’s death, he had inherited his former master’s lands and had begun moving the tower through the whole extent of the combined domains, visiting each village, town, or city, once each year to collect his tribute, and to deal with any problems that might have arisen. This meant Benen had to open a gateway to the smith’s place to deliver the gold.

The smith had been expecting Benen, of course. The wizard repeated his instructions to the man regarding the work he was to do and departed again.

I am impatient, he told himself. I have to take things slower. I’ve been lucky so far with the risks I’ve taken, but my luck cannot hold out forever.

To pass the time while he waited for his golden body to be crafted by the smith, and to take his mind off the exploration he desperately wanted to be doing at that moment, Benen refreshed the weather and soil enchantments on the lands of his territory.

Curious as to what effect the black hole enhancement would have on these, Benen added it to the spells he cast. He did not discern any change; this was the first time he had used the black hole and gotten no perceptible difference in the magic. He shrugged and continued using it as he went through the different acres of land, hoping the enhancement would present itself in the right conditions. After having done the whole of his territory this way, still without any hint of the black hole’s contribution, Benen decided to analyze the spellwork.

Using the magic of the moon, Benen cast the spell allowing him to see the weaving lines of power which represented the magic spells in an area. What he saw astounded him; where the lines were normally silvery-white, these were golden. He was not sure what to make of that.

Before he had a chance to study the mystery further, Benen received word that his vessel body was ready. As interesting as the mystery of the golden energy lines was, visiting other planets was far more exciting.
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The body was perfect; it even looked like Benen. He was quite pleased with it and gave the left-over gold to the smith as additional recompense. Next, Benen needed to enchant the body with spells similar to those he had used on the one Timmon inhabited. Both bodies served as vessels for a soul. In Timmon’s case, that was all he was, but Benen needed an additional component to maintain a channel from his living body to the golden vessel. Thankfully, he was basing the whole on an effect he had seen used by another wizard decades before; it took him little time to implement it on his own vessel.

This completed, he was ready to return to his exploration of the solar system.

With scrying, Benen located the planet Mithran and used the window as his portal to travel to the planet’s surface. His body was to stay safely back at home; his soul and self would travel to the red planet using the golden body.

Inhabiting the body was strange at first, but Benen grew used to it quite rapidly. It felt eerily like he was in his own body except that it was stiffer and slower in its movements. Also, it did not have very good senses. It’s eyes and ears worked well enough, but touch, smell, and taste were nearly non-existent. These mild drawbacks were a small cost to pay for the safety the golden body provided.

Once Benen was accustomed to the vessel’s peculiarities, he stepped through the portal.

The moment the body had crossed over to Mithran Benen lost all his senses.

Did I lose connection to the body? he wondered. But it did not feel like he had lost his connection, it felt like the vessel had stopped sending any information back to Benen.

Why? What’s going on? Was the vessel damaged or destroyed? Is it possible the vessel cannot safely go through my portals?

Benen was thinking through the possibilities, when, a handful of minutes after the initial blackout, he began seeing from the vessel’s eyes again.

He was seeing the Mithran surface as he crossed the portal. Immediately, his body started falling face first. Benen tried to put his hands out to catch himself but the body did not respond. He wound up face first in the red dirt. He could hear Timmon’s exclamation of surprise. No matter what he tried to do, Benen could not get the body to respond.

Timmon turned the vessel over and Benen found himself unable to see anything other than Mithran’s pink sky and his friend’s concerned face for a few minutes. Benen tried to tell Timmon that there must be something wrong with the body but that he himself was all right, but the body did not relay his words.

Then, suddenly, the body thrust out its hands, and moved erratically for a few seconds before finally lying still for a few minutes. At the end of that time, the body spoke the words Benen had tried to say five minutes before: “I’m okay, Timmon. Something’s wrong with the vessel. I’m trying to speak but the damn thing isn’t speaking.”

It’s as if there is a delay between myself and the body, Benen realized. He tested this by trying to say as much and then waiting. Benen counted seconds in his head. The body said the words almost a full five minutes later.

Timmon, worried for Benen, carried the body back through the portal. Benen was immediately back in control of the body in real time.

“Curious,” he said.

“You’re okay?” asked Timmon.

“I am now. No harm done.” Benen, controlling the vessel, made it stand up on its own and walk around the laboratory. It responded instantaneously.

Puzzled by the delay in the body’s responses while on Mithran, Benen put the vessel in a resting position and left it, returning to his own body.

“I think I will be spending some time in my library,” he told Timmon, and this was exactly what he did for a fortnight.

Benen pored over book after book, trying to find an explanation for the delay. The problem sounded familiar, like something he had heard about some time in the past but had not paid careful attention to. He eventually found a book that offered a possible answer to the riddle.

The book was a Southren work by an astronomer, not even a magician. The man claimed light travelled through space at a rate of speed that was incredibly fast but not instantaneous. This meant, he claimed, that the stars we saw at night were really an image of the stars as they were some amount of years before. He nonsensically called the distances light-years.

Using what he knew of the distance to Mithran and the Southren’s estimates of the speed of light, Benen calculated the time it would take for light from Mithran to reach him.

It turned out to be approximately 2.5 minutes.

Could it be that my connection to the vessel is limited by the speed of light? he wondered. It certainly seemed to be the case.

Substituting the distance to the moon in the equation showed Benen that it would take light from the moon slightly over one light-second to travel to him.

Determined to find out for certain if the delay really was based on the speed of light, Benen prepared for another trip with his vessel, this time to the moon.

The next day he and Timmon crossed a portal onto the rocky white and grey surface of the moon. The delay was present but, with care, Benen was able to clumsily operate the vessel.

This allowed him to explore the moon for a time. Unfortunately, the moon was rather boring. It seemed to be an airless ball of grey rock and dust, pockmarked with craters. Benen wondered what had caused them, but decided it was likely a Southren astronomer had already figured it out.

The one thing of interest Benen found on the moon was that he was lighter there. He could bound great distances easily. Landing from the jumps was always a disaster for Benen, though, because of the delay in his sense and control. He soon grew tired of the hardships caused by these delays and made to return through the portal.

He turned and called out to Timmon, who was having a great time bunny-hopping across a dusty plain. No sound came out — even allowing for the delay. The vessel had shouted to Timmon, but there was no noise.

Benen eventually managed to get his friend’s attention by waving his arms. They returned home.

“The moon is completely silent,” Benen commented.

“It makes you lighter too,” Timmon added, smiling. He‘d evidently had a good time.

“Yes. Mithran makes you lighter as well, but less so.”

Benen documented what he had found in his journal, drawing sketches of the surfaces of the moon and Mithran. As he wrote his observations, Benen was pondering an alternative to his vessel as a means of exploring the planets. He liked the safety the golden proxy afforded him, but the delay was impossible to cope with anywhere other than on the moon, and even that had been wearing.

If only the vessel’s connection used the portal for its communication with me, there would be no problem, Benen thought. He considered modifying the effect to do exactly that but he knew that doing so would require research, possibly months or years of it.

Instead, Benen adapted an existing effect normally used for surviving the depths of the ocean. The spell created a bubble of air and pressure that was constant no matter the exterior environment. Benen tested the effect on Timmon first, sending his friend to Mithran once more. This worked perfectly.

It will have to do, Benen decided. He would have preferred using the vessel, but he was not willing to spend the time needed to fix that enchantment, not while exploration beckoned.

The solar system consisted of nine planets and a belt of rocky planetoids. Many of the planets had multiple moons as well. Benen knew he would be busy charting and exploring these for years to come.

He returned to Mithran to complete his evaluation of that planet and found it to be just as boring as the moon had been. Benen was disappointed by the total absence of any form of life on the planet.

This is a barren wasteland, was his conclusion. A barren red wasteland not so different in most respects from the Desolation back home.

He did find a few incredibly tall mountains and sketched the tallest of them. He named it Mithran’s Spear.

The red planet had two moons, but Benen skipped these. He preferred to explore the planets first.

After Mithran, the fourth planet from the sun, Benen went to Valya, the second planet from the sun.

Named after an ancient goddess of beauty and love, Valya was one of the most visible planets in the night sky, shining quite brightly. Benen had great hopes for this planet.

He was disappointed.

Valya was a nightmare of heat and boiling acid seas, the whole overcast by noxious clouds. After only a few minutes on the planet, Benen’s environmental bubble was on the verge of being overwhelmed; he had to return to the safety of his home.

Disheartened but determined, Benen forged on in his exploration. His next destination was the first planet from the sun: Mertaly.

The moment Benen stepped through the portal, he and his environmental bubble sank into molten metal. He reacted quickly, grabbing Timmon’s hand and flying them both back through the portal before the bubble failed.

That night, sipping wine by the fire in Benen’s study, he and Timmon discussed their progress to date.

“Each planet is more nightmarish than the last,” Benen complained.

Timmon shrugged. “Maybe ours is the exception.”

“I refuse to believe there is not another planet with life on it in the solar system. They seem like such a waste, these planets.”

“Maybe we’ve been unlucky. Maybe Sanin will be filled with life.”

Benen shook his head. “I think it might be too far from the sun. It might be too cold for life.”

“We’ll find out tomorrow, I guess.”

“I’m beginning to think this exploration of the planets is a waste of time, Timmon. Maybe I should abandon it.”

“Let us at least see Sanin. I’d like to see the rings up close.” Benen could not deny his friend.

The next day the two explorers saw, through the scrying window, that the planet did not have a true surface. It turned out to be a giant ball of gases.

“The rings, they’re just rocks and dust,” Timmon complained when he saw them.

“Yes, we’ve known that for some time, Timmon. What did you think they were?”

Timmon looked down and hesitated before speaking. “Most people say they’re made of jewels.”

“I’m sorry Timmon. It looks like both of us are unhappy with the realities of our solar system.”

Benen did continue to survey planets using scrying and found more gaseous planets. Only Oros, the last planet, was rocky, and it turned out to be a frozen ball of dirt and ice. Benen did not bother surveying the moons at this time; he’d had enough disappointment with the planets.

Instead, he declared to Timmon, the very next day after he had looked at Oros, that they were setting out to explore their own world.

“Surely, this will prove of greater interest,” Benen asserted.











CHAPTER  2: TOURIST




For this journey Benen used his vessel; he was pleased the thing would finally be of use. He used magic of the Mask of Heaven to disguise their bodies so they looked human.

“I wish I’d known you could do this,” Timmon said.

Benen stopped in his tracks. It had not occurred to him this effect would be of use to his friend.

Did I really not think of it? Or was I being selfish, keeping Timmon with me?

“I’m sorry Timmon, I should have offered this to you before . . .” Benen hesitated, unsure how to apologize.

Timmon reached out and put a hand on Benen’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Benen. This is better; the two of us travelling the world together. I would have been lonely out there if I had gone without you.”

Benen swallowed down a lump of emotion rising in his throat.

How lucky I am to have such a friend, he thought, and from such an unlikely source. Benen would never have suspected the bandit he killed to defend a caravan driver many decades ago would become his closest friend.

“Where would you like to go first?” Benen asked Timmon, to change the subject.

“Seems to me we should start close to home,” Timmon thought for a moment. “Southren? I’d like to see what else they’ve though of, other than fancy stargazing tubes.”

“Telescopes, Timmon. They’re called telescopes.”

Timmon shook his head. “I don’t know how you can say those Southren words so easily.”

“I learnt Southren from Oster; he was not one to tolerate any mistake. But never mind that. I think Southren is a great idea.” 

Benen moved about the laboratory briskly, gathering what he needed for the scrying spell; this consisted mostly of a large mirror that would serve first as scrying window and then as portal. 

Using a map of the four kingdoms, Benen located the border between Estren, his own country, and Southren. He picked a small forested area near the border as the first place to examine. It seemed a secluded location, perfect for masking their arrival. It was a day’s walk south from there to the border and Elred, the Southren trading town sited on it.

Benen focused his thoughts on the woods he had picked, picturing their relative location from where he currently stood. He found it difficult to scry on locations he had never visited, but it was not impossible; the map helped tremendously. Benen felt the magic flow through him and his reflection in the mirror was replaced by a desolate muddy trampled expanse of land.

“Hmm.” Benen looked at the map again and then at the mirror.

“Is that the right place?” Timmon asked.

“I . . . I think so . . .” Benen was not sure, but he thought it should be. “Let’s look around. Maybe this is a spot near the woods.”

Willing the view to move, Benen walked it around the area.

The ground looked like it had been trodden on by a multitude of men and beasts. There were also waggon tracks to be found all about. A few leftover stumps suggested this was the correct spot after all, but that the woods had been completely harvested.

Benen followed waggon tracks leading away from the site; all these converged to head in the same direction: east. It was not long before the horizon showed the signs of industry in the distance. First there was smoke and then tall cranes, tents, and pavilions. Disturbingly, the pavilions, as Benen’s viewpoint came closer, flew the black and yellow flag of Southren.

“Aren’t we supposed to be north of the border?” Timmon asked. “In Estren?”

“Yes, we are.” Benen frowned and bit his lower lip. “It looks like these Southrens are building in Estren lands. Let’s go ask them why.” He smiled. “We wanted to explore, let’s explore.”

Timmon nodded and grabbed his things. Benen did the same. His pack contained coins, rope, and other needful things, as well as a journal for recording his thoughts. Attached to the journal was a fancy imported Southren pen to write with; the device was both inkwell and quill in one contraption. Benen loved it.

Benen then used the same spell of scrying once again, but this time he added to the celestial bodies it used, the black hole near the star he had called Grass. The black hole enhanced the spell, turning what would have been a scrying window into a portal to the chosen location. He and Timmon walked through the portal, their one step taking them hundreds of kilometres to the south.

Benen’s first impression of their new environment was that it stank. There was an acrid smell in the air, coming from the works ahead. Thankfully, his artificial vessel did not need to breathe, so he stopped doing so to avoid more of the foul stench. Timmon had not reacted.

“Can’t you smell that?” Benen asked him.

Timmon shook his head. “I have no sense of smell or taste, Benen. You must know that.”

Benen hadn’t known.

How can I have lived side by side with Timmon in this form for so many decades and not noticed something so basic?

“But the body you inhabit should have the same range of senses as this vessel I’m wearing.”

His friend shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I’m dead.”

Benen redoubled his resolution to pay more attention to his friend and his needs in the future.

When they came closer to the Southren work site, a lookout spotted them and called something inaudible to persons unknown further in the camp. Benen waved at the man. He only scowled in return. Soon a squad of Southren soldiers headed toward Benen and Timmon.

Seeing their hostile expressions, the master wizard stopped walking forward and motioned for Timmon to do the same. Benen cast a spell he had been wanting to see in use for some time. It used magic from the constellation of the Gull and that of the Builder to create a wall of solid air. Benen smirked as he placed it ahead of the soldiers, five metres in front of himself.

The wall was invisible to normal sight. As the men came closer, Benen called out to them.

“We come in peace and wish no conflict here.” The soldiers ignored him.

When they had almost reached his wall, Benen told them they should come no closer. In response, the soldiers drew their weapons and charged him and Timmon.

Timmon drew his own weapon, ready to fight the Westren soldiers. His jaw dropped when he saw them collide against an invisible barrier.

Many of the soldiers had bleeding noses and, likely, concussions from the impact.

“I warned you,” Benen told the first ones to regain their senses and slowly get back on their feet. “Know that I am Master Benen, student of Oster, and you would do well not to try to harm me or my friend again. This trifle of a wall is nothing compared to what I could do to you.”

The dazed expressions on the soldiers’ faces turned to fear. They backed away from Benen, retreating toward their camp. The wizard heard one of them say to the others that they had best get orders from the sergeant.

Benen and Timmon waited, curious to see what sort of envoy the work site would send next.

“Best we stay here and try to look the least threatening we can,” Benen advised. Timmon sheathed his sword.

The soldiers returned ten minutes later, escorting a short overweight man wearing spectacles. He was dressed in fineries and, when the group reached the area near the wall, he addressed Benen in a courtly manner.

“Master Benen, is it? I am sorry for the unfortunate misunderstanding; these brutes shall be punished.” The man indicated the soldiers. “But let us put the past behind us. I am Wellior, Imperial Technologist, at your service. This site is under my supervision.”

Wellior bowed as much as his short rotund frame allowed. Benen bowed in return, as did Timmon a few seconds later.

“Did you say Imperial?” Benen asked. “You seem like you all hail from Southren, when did that kingdom begin styling itself an empire?”

Wellior smiled, “Since the emperor reasserted his right of rulership over the Northren kingdom.”

Benen had not known this had occurred; he did not follow politics. This seemed a major change in the local balance of power and it worried him.

“Was there a war?” he asked, instantly feeling stupid for asking.

“Yes, rather a big one,” Wellior answered. “I guess such happenings are beneath the notice of great wizards such as yourself.” His tone made Benen want to show him exactly how far beneath him the fat little man truly was. He controlled his temper.

“And what is the empire doing here? Is this not Estren?”

Wellior shrugged. “Borders are things of maps and imagination, always changing. A mere century ago, Southren claimed this land as its own; we are simply reasserting that. Come, let us not speak standing like this, our feet in the mud.” He motioned back toward the camp. “I have wine and bread and fine Northren cheese in my pavilion. You will be my guests, will you not?”

Timmon looked to Benen — he understood none of this but he could tell a question had been asked.

The wizard nodded to Wellior, slowly. “Yes, I would like that. Thank you.” Benen looked forward to seeing exactly what the work site was for.
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As they approached the encampment, Benen saw it was filled with Southren hard at work. Most of them were doing carpentry: cutting; planing; sawing; sanding and more. Others were doing metalwork, adding to an immense pile of foot-long metal spikes. Much more interesting to Benen was the strange road that was partly built, ending a short distance shy of the work site. It seemed to consist of two parallel metal beams almost five feet apart laid on top of a series of wooden braces set crosswise to the metal beams. Wellior saw him staring and smiled broadly.

“I see you marvel at the ingenuity of the empire’s best minds,” he boasted.

“Perhaps . . . what is it?”

“It is a railroad,” Benen recognized the separate Southren words Wellior combined.

“A road for rails?”

“A road that is rails.”

“What is such a thing for?”

“You will see,” the Southren technologist looked at a small device hanging from his belt. Benen recognized it as a time-keeping device; such had been imported into Estren the past few decades. His was much more compact than those Benen had previously seen. The Southren had coined a name for such things. Benen thought it was a scatch or some such. “In an hour, if it is not late.”

Wellior led Benen and Timmon to a pavilion that served as mess hall for the upper class of the work site’s residents. Benen saw officers at some tables and technologists at others, but no labourers. Wellior indicated an empty table and left them, presumably to get the aforementioned victuals.

“You know I don’t eat, Benen,” Timmon said as he sat down at the table. “I can’t even fake it.” This was true and Benen did know it. His own vessel had a sense of taste and a hollow space to hold food it consumed, but Timmon’s did not. It was easy for Benen to forget that neither of them were present in the flesh; the illusion was quite convincing.

“I’ll be eating and engaging Wellior in conversation. With any luck he won’t notice your lack of interest in the food. If he does notice, tell him you’re not hungry.” Timmon did not seem reassured, but there was no time for further discussion as Wellior returned, his arms laden with the promised wine, bread and cheese.

The technologist filled three wine glasses, handing one to each of his guests. He spoke Estren out of consideration for Timmon, whom he had noticed did not understand Southren.

“A toast,” he said, raising his own glass. “To your health, my foreign friends.” They gently knocked glasses together.

“To yours,” Benen said before taking a sip of the wine. It was an excellent vintage, he found, its only flaw a slight acrid aftertaste.

Timmon awkwardly mimed putting the glass to his lips and sipping. Unfortunately, Wellior was looking directly at him, seemingly making sure he tasted his wine. Timmon put the glass down.

“I . . . do not drink. I’m sorry. I was simply being polite in participating in the toast.”

“Surely a little won’t hurt. It’s bad luck not to drink after a toast,” the technologist insisted.

Benen came to Timmon’s rescue. “He is allergic. Even a few drops would be as poison to him.”

Wellior frowned, then smiled. “Well, no matter. Best he not sip then. I am sorry for making you uncomfortable.”

“Think nothing of it,” Timmon said.

Benen sought to divert the technologist, keeping him from paying too much attention to Timmon: “Perhaps you could help us, Wellior. We are travelling abroad, visiting. What sights in your empire would you most recommend to us?”

Wellior considered for a moment before answering. “I would definitely recommend the Museum of Progress in New Woggen. Oh, and the Celestial Calendar in the capital.” The man warmed to his subject and carried the conversation, proposing a variety of places of interest to visitors in Southren. Eventually, when Wellior took a pause to drink, Benen changed the subject, having heard more than enough recommendations.

“Are there wizards of note I could make a point to see?” he asked.

 Wellior nearly choked on his wine and took a moment to recover from the incident. Then he shifted uncomfortably in his chair before answering.

“Well. You see. Um.” The man was about to continue in this vein, but was interrupted by a loud whistle coming from outside. “Ah!” he exclaimed, seeming relieved. “That will be your answer arriving.”

Benen did not know what he meant. After the whistle there came a metallic sound of machinery, growing gradually louder, from the south — it was not dissimilar to the noises of his telescope’s gears as they worked, but magnified a hundredfold; a thousandfold, he revised when the sound kept getting louder.

Wellior rushed them outside and, in the distance, Benen saw a plume of smoke above the tracks leading south. The source of the noise and the smoke became apparent within a few more minutes. A large metal worm-like machine was riding the railroad toward the camp. As it came closer, Benen saw that the front portion of the contraption was styled ornately to look like the head of a dragon.

“At the front, the engine pulls the rest of the cars,” Wellior supplied.

Benen had never imagined such a thing possible. This really was like magic. The technologists of Southren had made a machine that could move under its own power.

“How does it work?” he asked, certain he would not understand the answer.

Wellior shared details that involved words like furnace, steam, coal, and gears. Although Benen knew the meaning of the individual words, the technologist was using them in combinations that were confusing and complicated; as expected, Benen understood none of it.

The wizard found it awful in all the meanings of that word. Timmon seemed terrified of it.

“No need to worry; it stays on the tracks and is perfectly under the control of the engineer,” Wellior reassured them. “Once it stops, you’re welcome to take a tour.”

The thing slowed down as it came to the end of the railroad, just shy of the camp. The technologist walked toward it, urging Benen and Timmon to follow.

Closer inspection of the engine revealed that it had wheels made of metal that were grooved to match the rails. This was how the machine rode the tracks. The wheels were turned by steam, Wellior claimed. Benen found this hard to believe but the marvel stood right before him; he could not argue with the evidence.

The technologist climbed aboard the engine and Benen followed him. Timmon elected to wait outside. The engine had a sort of cabin and in there, a fireplace. This was the furnace, the engineer who controlled the metal monster explained. Benen had seen enough and disembarked.

“We call it a train,” Wellior told him once they were a few steps from the engine car.

Benen looked at the cars the engine pulled. There were four cars, three of them loaded with supplies of all sorts. The fourth carried passengers; he watched Southren soldiers disembark from it.

“How fast does it move?” Benen asked.

“A bit short of fifty kilometres per hour, but we’re improving them as time goes by. The first of these we made was no faster than a walking pace. Progress marches on, eh?”

The Southren capital was some five hundred kilometres to the south. With this train the Southren could move men and supplies from there in ten hours.

“Why are you building a track to Estren?” Benen knew the answer but was curious what Wellior would say.

“It will greatly improve the speed of trade,” was the man’s answer. The truth was obvious to Benen though, the rails would make waging a war with Estren that much easier. He had to remind himself that wizards did not play at politics.

“Well, it is certainly impressive,” is all he said. He turned to see that Wellior was looking at him strangely.

“Are you feeling all right, wizard?” he asked.

“Yes. I feel fine. A bit shaken by the sight of this thing,” he motioned to the train, “but otherwise fine. Why?”

Wellior frowned and nodded his head decisively. Arrows from a dozen crossbows hit Benen from a multitude of directions; they had no effect on his metal vessel. The technologist looked at Benen with horror, turning very pale.

Timmon made to draw his sword but Benen put a hand on his arm to stop him.

“You poisoned the wine, didn’t you?” he asked, shaking his head in disapproval.

Wellior offered no answer to the question. He closed his eyes, mastering himself.

“Fine, Wizard. Your sorcery protects you this time, but Southren innovation will overcome you in the end. Killing us here, now, doesn’t halt what is coming.”

Benen sighed.

“I’m not interested in politics, Wellior. Concerned for the people who will die in the coming wars yes, but that is all. And progress is not my enemy, much as you’ve tried to prove me wrong. My friend and I will leave now and you will not try to stop or harm us. Any further acts of aggression against us will . . . irritate me. Further.”

Benen and Timmon were not molested as they left.

They were some distance from the work site before Timmon spoke. “Are we going back to Estren, Benen? We should warn Mellen.”

“No. I meant it, Timmon. No politics.”

“Oh. Okay. So we’re going to go see the Museum of Progress and those other places that bastard Wellior recommened?” Timmon was incredulous.

“No. My interest in Southren has waned sharply.”

They found a pond sufficiently still to serve for scrying and teleportation and left.
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Timmon and Benen decided to skip Northren as a destination for the time being, given its current status as a conquered nation under Southren dominance. Instead, Benen brought the two of them to Westren.

The choice of a destination in Westren was simple. The wizards of that nation had an assembly hall in the Westren capital. Benen was curious about this building and its purpose; it seemed a good place to start.

Benen waited for the lobby of the building to be vacant for a few instants to cast his teleportation spell. They stepped through the portal quickly, closing it behind them. The lobby clerk, who had stepped away from her desk to file papers, was surprised to find visitors waiting for her.

She was a pretty woman in her thirties, wearing demure clothing and one of the hats Westren women all wore. Benen did not know the purpose of the headwear and was curious about it.

“Hello, can I help you?” The clerk looked at the two visitors askance, evidently noting their Estren dress. Benen stopped looking at the woman’s hat and focused on the reason for their visit.

“Thank you, you may. Is there a ranking wizard present in this assembly who would be willing to receive a visiting wizard from Estren?” When he asked this in Westren, the word he used for wizard was their word for bender. It was the tongue he had least kept up with since his time with Oster and he felt quite rusty.

The clerk took this in and then consulted some papers on her desk before answering. “Master Geleg will help you.” She motioned up the stairs to her right. “Room 216”.

“Thank you,” Benen said. He took a step toward the stairs, then stopped and looked at the woman once again. “I’m sorry if it is rude to ask, but can you tell me what the hat Westren women wear signifies? You all seem to wear them.”

The woman was taken aback, but after a moment answered, “It is not exactly rude, just uncommon for someone to have to ask. We wear the hats because only men go uncovered before the Creator. Don’t Estren women wear hats?”

Benen shrugged. “Some do, but it’s for fashion.”

“Well, there is no shortage of that here as well. Since we all wear the hats, they’re used for all sorts of signalling.”

“Signalling?” Timmon asked, frowning.

“Yes. See my hat’s brim? It is narrow because I want to communicate that I have a husband. The colour I chose, red, means that I’m on my way to or at work — this is a work hat. The feathers tell of my children.”

“I see . . .” Benen said. “It sounds complicated.”

“I’m not sure how your Estren women get on without hats myself.”

Benen thanked the clerk for her candour, then he and Timmon proceeded upstairs to seek room 216.

After knocking three times without response, Benen tried the door; it was unlocked so he opened it. The room beyond the door turned out to be a laboratory, the occupant was at the other end of it, his head in what looked to be an oven. His muttering was audible to Benen from across the room as it echoed from the enclosed space he had his head in.

“Stupid, good-for-nothing, rotten apple!”

“Excuse me?” Benen tried, now that he and Timmon were inside the room. The man must have finally heard he had visitors. He jumped from surprise and knocked his head against the top of the oven. He immediately unleashed a string of Westren curses. Benen understood few of these and felt this was for the best. When the man calmed down, he turned to Benen and Timmon and his face, previously scrunched up in anger, registered surprise.

“Estren? What are you doing here?”

“Master Geleg? I’m Master Benen. The clerk at the front desk said you could help me with some questions.”

“Eh? What questions?”

“Just about the assembly and about wizards in Westren.”

“Oh. Well that’s all right then. So long as you’re not here about that doomsday nonsense your Master Florin was spouting about.”

Benen looked at the wizard blankly. “What doomsday nonsense?”

“Nothing. It won’t happen, no need to worry. It’s all under control,” Geleg assured them. “Florin is wrong, that’s all.”

Benen was familiar with the name. Florin was an Estren wizard.

“What is Florin wrong about?” Benen persisted.

“It’s about my research.” Geleg made a dismissing motion. “He thinks releasing the energy of an apple will blow up the entire world. Complete poppycock, I tell you.”

It did seem far-fetched to Benen.

“Well, no. That’s not what we’re here about. To be frank, I’d not heard about your research until just now.”

“Well, then. What do you want to know about?” Geleg motioned for Timmon and Benen to take stools opposite him across a laboratory table covered with apples in varying states of decay and wholeness.

“I’m interested in the assembly itself, as a concept.”

“What about it?”

“What is it, exactly? How does it work? I didn’t think wizards worked well together.”

“We don’t! That’s why we space out the labs and why there are so few.”

“But why have an assembly at all then? What’s the point?”

Geleg was surprised for a moment, then seemed to come to a realization. “Right. In Estren, you lot have a desert you reclaim lands from. We don’t have that here. Many wizards have no income and the law forbids us making money using our magic. In exchange, the crown pays wizards a stipend and provides communal laboratory space for those of us with limited means.”

“That sounds unfair . . .” Benen was surprised the wizards let this stand.

Geleg laughed at this. “It’s not about fair. The king has the power, you know?”

“I’m not sure I do know. How does the crown enforce its will on you? You’re wizards.”

“Yes, well, there is one job that pays well for any wizard willing to do it: working directly for the state.”

Benen saw then how the crown controlled the wizards: greed. They paid some to police the rest. It was ingenious and it disgusted Benen. It did not surprise him though, this was par for wizardly behaviour as he knew it. It was disappointing; he had hoped that he had found a place where wizards cooperated with one another.

They excused themselves after some more polite conversation with Geleg. Although his heart was not in it, Benen agreed to visit the Westren capital with Timmon for a few days. Timmon quite enjoyed the site-seeing.

After visiting all the monuments and gawking at the nearby falls, Benen was ready to move on to places more exotic. So far they had remained within the four kingdoms that had resulted from the fracturing of a now forgotten empire — Benen realized he did not even know the name of that long gone nation. From here on out, they would be visiting completely foreign places.

In their room at the inn in Westren’s capital, Benen and Timmon consulted what maps they possessed of the rest of the world.

“The problem is that I’m not sure exactly how these all fit together,” Benen said. He had laid out a half dozen large pieces of parchment on the floor. Each purported to depict lands somewhere in the world, but only one of the six showed the four kingdoms Benen was familiar with. This map did give him some insight as to those nations in context with at least some portion of the lands near them.

According to this one map, the four kingdoms took up the majority of a landmass labelled Isleos. To the east of Estren, it showed the desolation all the way to the ocean. Westren extended all the way to the west coast and Northren all the way to the northern ice. Only to the south of Southren was there anything of note; the nation of Ikara was found there.

Ikara took up almost as much of the landmass of Isleos as both Westren and Estren combined. Benen was curious as to what the people there would be like. It was their next probable destination, but while they had the maps out, he wanted to figure out how they all fit together. He had taken the parchments from Oster’s library, which he had inherited from his former master after he passed from this world.

Timmon brought Benen’s attention to one of the other maps. Benen had moved it aside because it looked like it depicted a set of islands.

“That’s what I thought too, at first,” his friend said. “But look at this one here.”

The map was sketched in charcoal, which limited the fine detail to be found on it. Additionally, the islands were unlabelled; there was no text to be found on the map at all. But as he looked at the island under Timmon’s finger, Benen came to the same realization his friend had: the map was not representing islands, it was showing continents!

The continent of Isleos was one of eight land masses; the third largest one according to the map.

Using these large-scale drawings of the continents, Benen was able to place the other maps in context with one another.

“Orafin had told me the world was bigger than I thought, but this is bigger still than even my revised estimate.” Benen was overwhelmed by the scale of it all.

“I know what you mean,” Timmon agreed. “How can there be so many people, so many nations, so many . . . places?”

“I guess this makes up for the rest of the solar system. Maybe the Creator put all the life here . . .” Of course, Benen was not sure he even believed in such a being. He rather thought the universe the result of fundamental processes interacting in complex ways. Unfathomable perhaps, but entirely devoid of a true plan. As neat and wondrous as everything was, he just couldn’t accept that anyone would plan something so varied and chaotic on purpose.

Looking at the maps, he smiled. “We have a lot of exploring to do, my friend.”

And explore the two of them did over the course of two decades.

Benen restricted their travels to the northern hemisphere, lest he lose sight of the constellations he needed for his scrying and teleportation. Still, they visited two dozen nations, many of them smaller than their native Estren, some smaller than even Osteria.

Each time they came to a new place, Benen would read thoughts to facilitate his learning of the language of the locals. Thankfully, many of the countries in close proximity to each other spoke variants of the same language, making the process easier than it could have been.

Some of the places they visited were very friendly, others less so; they lingered longer in the friendlier ones, and tolerated the unfriendly ones only as long as there were things of interest they had yet to see in the region.

In a place called Escava, the natives took Benen and Timmon to see elephants! The brown folk of that country venerated them, keeping them in pens and tending to all their needs. The animals seemed happy enough in their enclosures, but Benen was sure he would not like to be gawked at as a curiosity all day. He was saddened to hear that the people to the south of Escava hunted the beasts for their ivory tusks.

When Timmon and Benen went to the far northern continent of Frellen, they met a strange people living in the frozen land. The skin of these men and women was rugged and leathery from exposure, yet they remained and survived in the hostile clime. For food, they hunted seals and whales, supplementing this with fish and what edible plants grew in the southernmost regions. The natives told the strange visitors to travel to the northernmost part of the continent; there they could see glaciers, white bears, and black and white flightless birds called penguins. Benen and Timmon followed their advice and were amazed at the sights. Timmon wanted to remain there longer, but the wizard wanted to see what other surprises the world held.

On the prairies of the continent of Carant, the two were welcomed by nomadic hunters who were more than willing to feed and entertain the strangers. These people of the prairies loved to tell tales in the evenings, gathered around campfires. To them, the visitors were a marvel: two people who had not heard any of their stories before.

Two other places they visited were of particular note: the first and the last destinations of their trip.
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When Benen looked at Ikara for the first time, scrying it to find a place where he and Timmon could inconspicuously appear, his first thought was that he was looking at Southren. Everywhere, he saw technological devices and machinery. To make sure of his location he moved his view-point north rapidly, expecting to find Southren’s border with Estren or Northren. He did not. Instead, as he went north he found forts, encamped armies and battlefields. Eventually, on the other side of the war zone, he found Southren’s southern expanse. Ikara and Southren were at war, or at least in conflict. This was news to him. Assured that he had indeed found Ikara, he returned his view-point to where he had begun and created a portal.

As Timmon and Benen walked through the streets of the Ikarish capital, they marvelled at the sights. Duplicated here were the wonders Benen had expected he would see in Southren.

“Are all nations but Estren, Westren and Northren technical miracle-workers?” Benen said aloud in wonder.

“I don’t know.” Timmon was just as impressed as Benen was.

All around them were buildings of stone and metal and streets filled with strange self-propelled contraptions. Timmon was almost run over by a man riding a sort of two-wheeled conveyance. It was for the best that neither of them knew enough Ikarish to understand the curses the rider yelled at them as he receded in the distance.

If anything, Ikara seemed more overrun with machinery than Southren!

When Timmon saw smoke plumes above a building, he and Benen rushed to help the occupants get out of the presumed fire, but when they came closer to it, they saw that the plumes were coming out of large chimneys. Looking inside the building through windows, they saw it was filled with workers. They all stood in a line along a mechanical contrivance that drove a sort of moving carpet. On the carpet sat identical device after identical device. As a device was rolled in front of a worker, he would pick it up and do one adjustment to it and set it back down on the moving carpet. It seemed that each of the workers did one job only, a single step in a complex assembly. But together, they all worked on each device in the aggregate. Benen’s first thought was that it must be mind-numbingly boring work.

“Admiring the factory?” asked a woman, speaking to them in accented Estren. “Visiting from Estren? We don’t get a lot of visitors from home.”

Benen turned and saw that she had an Estren look about her but was dressed in Ikarish fashion. “Yes to all the questions,” Benen answered. “I am Benen, this is my friend Timmon.”

“It is so strange to hear Estren after so many years. I am Nasra. I was born and raised in Estren, but my family moved to Ikara when I was twelve. My husband works in the factory you were looking at. Don’t they have them in Estren yet?”

Benen and Timmon shook their heads. “No, nothing of the sort,” Benen said.

“And none of those, either.” Timmon indicated the self-propelled waggons and carriages.

“No cars? Well, those are new, even here, and dreadfully expensive.”

Nasra and her husband Janus were very welcoming to the two visitors; they helped Benen and Timmon get used to the Ikarish and their ways. Janus in particular made clear the political situation between Ikara and Southren.

“They are thieves!” Janus exclaimed when asked about the conflict. It was over supper and the Ikarish factory worker was suddenly livid with passion about the subject. “No Southren has had an original idea since the first one thought up the idea of just copying what a more intelligent Ikarish thinker already worked hard to figure out!” This was followed by swearing in Ikarish, which Janus’ guests could not understand. Nasra laid a hand on his husband’s arm and he calmed down.

“I am sorry. I did not mean to slip my gears,” Janus apologized. He often used strange expressions when speaking Estren, as though he were translating an Ikarish expression word for word. “I just get very angry about those —” Janus used an Ikarish name for the Southren. Nasra shook her head at him in disapproval. “I apologize, we should talk of something else,” Janus said.

From Janus and Nasra, Benen found out about the university.

It became an obsession for Benen. The university was a place of learning for all the areas of knowledge the Ikarish took to be important. It even had a section for magic, although few wizards were to be found in Ikara. Curious about this, Benen consulted books on history at the university. These turned out to be woefully scant on mentions of magic or wizards, so he wound up asking a professor of history at the university about the subject. Using his few words of Ikarish, Benen managed to convince the professor to let him use his telepathy spell on him. Communication went more smoothly thereafter.

“Why are there so few wizards here in Ikara, Professor Hilik? There is no mention in the histories about what happened, if anything. Yet you have a section on magic in your university. The whole is rather puzzling.” The professor took some time to ponder the question. As he did, Benen could read his surface thoughts; these indicated the subject was an uncomfortable one, perhaps even shameful.

“Something did happen,” Hilik finally said. “It isn’t something we like to remind ourselves about, but I guess I owe it to you, as a wizard, to tell you the truth. What was done was an abomination.”

Benen nodded for Hilik to go on and the old man did.

“You know that we do not have a king here in Ikara, correct?”

“I was told you have a revolutionary system of government with a council of some sort and a high seat; all of them elected for short durations.” Benen had been taught the basics about Ikarish society by his hosts, Nasra and Janus.

“But what I am sure you don’t know about is how such a system came to be. You see, we used to have a king. But then, two centuries ago — give or take fifty years — a charismatic figure by the name of Samahail became quite popular among the people. This man had a lot of good ideas, but he also had a few radical views. One in particular was that the people had a right to vote for their government, that rulers should represent the people and serve them; not the other way around. Another of his ideas was that all people were equal. The first idea led to the overthrow of our king and the establishment of our current model of government. This turned out to be for the best; Ikara has flourished under this system. The second idea though . . .” Hilik hesitated.

“It seems like a good idea as well. You’d think there would be less oppression if everyone was seen as equal. Maybe even less war,” Benen quite liked the thought.

“Unfortunately, there is an application of the idea that you’re not thinking about. The majority of Samahail’s followers did not think of this either, until after he was in power and started enacting laws persecuting wizards. You see, a wizard is a man or woman who is placed above others by the power he or she possesses. You cannot have equality with a wizard, unless you yourself are a wizard.”

“So the wizards were exiled?” Benen asked. Hilik avoided meeting his eyes.

“They were killed, those that were caught. There was a lot of zealotry at the time. Everyone involved thought they were bringing down those who would be lords over them.”

“But most wizards aren’t like that!” Benen objected.

“I know. I am sorry, Benen, but these were different times, and the new ideas were infectious — almost religious — in their strength.”

“But I’m a wizard. No one’s done anything but treat me with friendly respect since I’ve come here.”

“We have come to regret the actions of our ancestors. Punishing wizards for possessing the gift, even though they never asked for it, was immoral. The few who still espouse such beliefs have become ostracized here in Ikara. Unfortunately they found fertile ground for their teachings in Southren.”

“Surely the wizards defend themselves . . .”

“They did and they do, but most were caught by surprise. In Southren, the wizards were asked to an audience with the emperor. Once all they had arrived, the Southren used a bomb to destroy the building the wizards had been directed to wait in. There were no survivors.”

Benen couldn’t believe it. He remembered the Southren technologist at the train tracks and his reaction to Benen’s questions about wizards in Southren. He shook his head in denial of it all. “But surely there are wizards here in Ikara now, it’s been two hundred years,” he pleaded.

“The new gifted children are often sent away to Estren or Westren for their own good, so they can be taught by a wizard. They rarely return to live in Ikara after their apprenticeships. Those who are not sent away are put down once they lose control of their magic. It is a bad business.”

This conversation tainted the university for Benen, but he persevered in learning what he could from it. Their books on magic were nothing extraordinary, but the idea of a place of learning was exceptional. He intended to found something like it in Estren when he returned there to stay.

What he had learnt about the fate of wizards in Southren and Ikara disturbed Benen profoundly, but he did not feel there was anything he could do, short of assaulting the entire nation of Southren — an unfeasible plan at best.

All told, Benen and Timmon found Ikara and the Ikarish to be quite friendly and accommodating; they stayed in that country for almost five years. Over that time they had made many friends and learnt much of how technical devices worked; they did not seem so impossible any longer — simply complicated.

Of course, Benen himself was not in Ikara. His body remained in his tower and, every night, he returned to it and made sure to feed himself and take regular exercise to keep himself fit. He also checked the state of his holdings, his own Benen’s Oasis as well as Osteria, which he had inherited from his master. In particular, he had a responsibility to keep up the weather and soil magic which kept the places lush and fertile, preventing them from returning to desert. The spells had to be re-cast every year.

When he came to re-establish the enchantment on one particular part of his holdings, he found that it was still there. This was the place where, before leaving, Benen had cast the spells using the black hole to enhance the magic. To his examinations, the spell weaves had been golden instead of the usual silver. The golden weaves were still present and vibrant as ever.

Permanence? Benen wondered. He kept an eye on that particular spell during his stay in Ikara; it remained strong throughout the five years. He upgraded all his soil and weather enchantments to such golden versions. Even if the spells were not permanent, they were much longer lasting. This was yet another wonder brought to him by his mastery of the black hole. He was fascinated by how it altered and enhanced spells. This reconfirmed for Benen that he needed to keep such knowledge from other wizards who might misuse the additional power.

After Ikara, Timmon and Benen saw a multitude of nations across many continents. They saw all sorts of people, some possessing surprising skin colours. But nowhere other than Ikara and Southren was there any amount of impressive technological innovation. Many of the places they visited were even more primitive than their native Estren, often not even understanding how to work metals. All told, two decades passed for the two as they went from nation to nation, sometimes lingering in the more pleasant or interesting ones.

The last of their stops was of especial interest.











CHAPTER  3: INVESTIGATOR




Timmon and Benen set out for the island of Rassalain with no previous hint that it would turn out to be their last stop on the trip.

The island had been recommended to them by a friendly tribal shaman — a wizard trained according to the tribe’s word of mouth traditions for magic. Their way of interpreting why the stars were important to the magic was different, but the end result of their spellwork was the same. Benen even learnt a new trick from the Eshnel, the shaman: a spell of calling, which made a person come to you as a compulsion. It was Eshnel who had spoken to them of the island. He said it could be found to the south and that magic did not work there. Worse, the natives of the island could not leave its shores without suffering a gruesome death. This piqued Benen’s curiosity and, when it came time to choose where next to go, it was natural to choose Rassalain; a mystery was afoot there. A magical one at that.

Before teleporting to the island, Benen examined it with his scrying spell; it looked like a normal island to his eyes. 

“The natives don’t seem so different from Eshnel’s own people,” Timmon remarked. He was right: the natives had the same chocolate skin and dark eyes. They lived in crude wooden huts thatched with palm fronds. Their island was only slightly bigger than the area claimed by Benen’s childhood village of Oster’s Gift. Unlike that village, this island was not a farming community. They hunted what prey was to be found on the wooded island and picked the many naturally growing fruits born by the local trees and bushes. They seemed to have a simple life, just like Eshnel’s own people; unlike them, they had no shaman.

Because magic does not work there, Benen told himself. Or so Eshnel believes. Benen could not comprehend how an island could be devoid of magic, especially when such a situation seemed unique to this one place.

Since the island did not appear threatening, Benen opened a portal, siting it on a beach south of a small cluster of huts. He and Timmon crossed over onto the beach. Benen was expecting to feel his power leave him or to have the portal shut down behind him. Neither of those things happened. A small part of him was even surprised he’d been able to open a portal to the island at all. He felt his heart sink at the disappointment; there was no mystery to be found in this place after all, it seemed.

But when some of the natives approached, intrigued by the strange pink-skinned men and their odd portal, Benen found he could not cast his telepathy spell. It was as though he had no magic in his reservoir; which, upon inspection, he found to be the case.

“There really is no magic here,” he said in wonder.

“But Benen, our illusions still work,” Timmon pointed out. He referred to the illusions Benen had cast on them to make them seem like normal fleshly beings instead of moving golden statues.

“Because I cast them before. They have already been cast, already been powered. But I cannot muster any magic from this island itself. It’s not that magic does not work here, it is that no wizard can draw power while on the island. It is . . . fascinating.”

The natives were asking questions by this time, but Timmon and Benen did not understand them. Even though their language seemed similar to the one used by the other dark-skinned tribes of this region, their dialect was different enough to make them incomprehensible to the two explorers.

Using miming and words from that dialect, Timmon managed to explain that they were friendly and simply visiting. The natives smiled wide and Benen was struck by how white their teeth were, dazzlingly so. He guessed it was only the contrast with their skin, but he was always surprised by it. The natives welcomed them into their small group and offered them fruit and a bit of smoked meat.

The two friends spent a few days on the island, Benen testing the exact parameters of the magical enigma while Timmon spoke with the natives, learning their tongue.

Benen was puzzled that the mysterious zone devoid of magic was not always the same size. He had walked out and away from land, trying to cast magic as he went and marked the spot where he had first been able to do so. The next day, magic did not work at that spot, instead it worked slightly further out.

“Could it have to do with the tide?” he wondered aloud as he spoke of this discovery with Timmon.

“Maybe,” Timmon shrugged, “or maybe some other obscure thing . . . maybe there’s a monster under the island and it’s the source of the deadening of the magic. When it shifts around in its cave, you see a change to the area where magic doesn’t work.”

Timmon had been joking, of course, but Benen did not laugh. Something about his friend’s jest had rung true, somehow. He felt he was on the verge of an answer to the problem, but he could not quite grasp it. Benen put his head in his hands and groaned in frustration.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have made light of the riddle,” Timmon apologized, misreading the situation.

“It’s all right, I’m not angry at the joke. In fact, I think it might have helped . . . I’m just not sure how.”

The next few days Benen rechecked the boundaries he had previously staked out and found them again wrong. He stomped about in the shallow water, venting his frustration; it made no sense!

A small group of children who had been watching him work laughed at his display and a realization struck Benen.

The children. I was alone when I did the previous measurements, he thought.

Ten minutes later, with Timmon’s help, Benen got the inhabitants of this part of the island to walk to the other side of it. Timmon used his rudimentary mastery of their dialect to explain this would be a temporary displacement, lasting no more than an hour or two.

With everyone gone, Benen tried using magic again at the very edge of where he had previously measured the magic-void ended: it worked.

Moving closer to the island, he kept trying to cast, finding success as far inland as the huts of the southern inhabitants.

“It’s the people, Timmon!”

“Eh?” Timmon looked at Benen blankly.

“Each one of them has an incredibly deep reservoir for magic. They are all spreading the magic so thinly that no one has any noticeable amount of it. It’s like an island filled with very powerful wizards.”

“But they’re not wizards, Benen . . .”

His friend was right there. Benen was stumped as to why these people possessed the reservoirs they did, but he was certain this was the case.

“Timmon, that’s also why they die when they leave the island! They’re wizards with no control. The moment they leave the island, they begin to cast spells unknowingly, killing themselves.”

Benen felt it all fit. All except for the reason these people were all gifted. More than gifted, really, it was as if they had incredible magical potential, waiting to be used. And even their small children seemed . . . was afflicted even the right word?

Later that night, after everyone was settled back where they normally dwelt, Benen and Timmon did their best to explain what they had discovered about the magical enigma to the villagers of the south shore. Unfortunately, their best was not good enough: all they got were looks of confusion from their hosts.

They persisted for weeks, learning more of the dialect spoken by the islanders as they went. Eventually, there was understanding between the natives and the visitors. When told of the situation at last, their hosts seemed disappointed.

“We are the magic people,” the eldest of the village told Benen and Timmon. “This we already knew. We cannot leave the island because of the curse our ancestors received for their forbidden acts.”

This was news to Benen. He was still not sure the elder understood him completely, but he wanted to hear more of this history the man was sharing, so he did not try to correct him. Instead, he encouraged him to tell them more on the subject of their ancestors.

“They did a bad thing, the ancestors. They spat in the eye of the gods. All shaman from all the villages left and founded this new tribe. Shaman was not meant to lie with shaman, but they did. The price was magic. All the shaman lost their magic and, when they die — when we die— the gods roast our souls over their campfires for all eternity.” The elder reached out and touched his fingers to the flames of the campfire they all sat around. “Bah, it is not so hot,” he said.

Benen was in shock. The story, if even part of it was true, hinted at what might really have happened. He saw how a people could become as these people were. When the villagers went to sleep, before he returned to his own body for his nightly meal and exercise, Benen took Timmon aside.

“I think I know why these people are as they are,” he told his friend.

“Well, they did just tell us . . .” Timmon joked.

“No. Well, yes. But I understand what really happened or, at least, I have a reasonable idea of what happened.”

“I keep joking at the wrong time, don’t I?” Timmon said glumly.

“No. It’s all right. Your last joke got me thinking on the right track, so forget about it. Anyway, here’s what I think happened: some shaman from different tribes were in love, but they knew, like I and other wizards know, that the gifted cannot have children. Any offspring we have is warped by the magic they are born possessing. They must have reasoned though, that if there were enough wizards in one place, the offspring would survive, its gift inert without any magic to draw from. Over time, I guess the story got twisted and changed. I think all these people have the gift, that they are all descended from the children of wizards.” Benen was truly excited now. “This is completely unheard of, Timmon. But it all fits.”

“But what does it mean for these people? I mean, what does your knowing this do to help them? Assuming they even want help.”

“I don’t know, really. I guess, it means they can leave the island, if they want. All they need is help from a wizard to guide and teach them how to deal with their magic; they need masters.” Benen knew it would be hard for the adults to submit to a master, but he thought the children might be freed from the island, if they wished.

That night, when Benen returned to his own body, he found that the signal flag in the former Benen’s Oasis, now a city, was raised. Benen had arranged this generations ago as a means for those of the then-village to tell him they had a need to meet with him. It had not been used in many decades, even before his trip abroad. If he had not positioned his flying tower over the city, he would not have known the flag was up. Still, he had seen it and felt bound to find out why his presence was requested.

After eating and stretching, he flew down to the base of the flag pole and waited. He was not there long before the city watch noticed him and roused the mayor.

The mayor, it turned out, was a burly bald man with a ridiculous brown moustache that extended beyond his face on both sides. It was as though a dead and stuffed ferret had been attached to his upper lips.

“Husken, if you please, Lord Wizard,” the mayor presented himself.

“Master Benen, student of Master Oster, but I presume you already knew that.” Benen accepted the man’s handshake. “Why have you raised the signal flag?”

“It’s to do with this.” The mayor reddened and looked down as he handed Benen a pair of rolled up scrolls. Benen looked at them. One was addressed to the mayor, the other had no addressee.

“This scroll is addressed to you, mayor.” He tried to hand it back to Husken, but the man refused to take it back.

“You should read it, so’s you know I am just doing what was ordered.”

Benen frowned at this. He unrolled and read the scroll addressed to Mayor Husken Kvaldis. The more of the message he read, the less he liked it. The ornate scroll was from the king of Estren himself, and demanded the mayor pass on the accompanying scroll, or a copy thereof, to any wizard he may have knowledge of. As unsavoury as that scroll was, the one accompanying it was even more so. It addressed the reader as Wizard and demanded that, as a citizen of Estren and subject of the king, he present himself to the royal palace with all haste. Benen disliked the tone. As far as he was concerned, he was no king’s subject; he was a master wizard and a power onto his own self.

Still, he felt he should find out why the king was summoning all Estren wizards to his presence. After assuring the mayor that he held none of this against him, he returned to his tower and once again projected himself into his vessel, halfway across the world. He had the unhappy task of telling Timmon that their trip was over.











CHAPTER  4: TRAITOR




The next day, his vessel and friend retrieved, Benen created a portal to the capital of Estren. In particular, his destination was a small guest room in his friend Mellen’s quarters. The room had been given to Benen for his use. It had now been over twenty years since he had seen the older wizard; Benen was determined that if he was going to visit the king, he would first greet his friend.

For this trip, Benen projected himself into his vessel once more; he felt it was simple good sense to protect himself thus, even when visiting friendly locations. The illusion making him appear to have a human body still persisted and he did not think he would offend anyone with such a precaution, even if they did notice he was present only by proxy.

The room in Mellen’s quarters had different furnishings than the last time Benen had visited, but this did not concern him; he expected the world around him to change as the decades went by. When he went looking for Mellen, he was surprised to find a stranger in the hallway. This man was no servant; he did not wear the livery of Baron Estermont — Mellen’s noble title — instead, he wore an embroidered red doublet and matching hat fit for a noble. Benen assumed him a guest of Mellen’s and greeted him.

“I am sorry if I gave you a start, emerging as I did,” he continued. Benen was about to introduce himself but was interrupted by the man.

“Damned right you should apologize, old man!” His face reddened with indignation, matching his outfit. “What do you think you are doing in my quarters? This is the royal palace, you doddering fool.”

Taken aback by the man’s anger and his claims, Benen was at a loss for words. The noble took his silence as guilt and moved to shove Benen down the corridor, opening his mouth to call for his guards.

Benen assumed the man took him for a vagrant. He certainly was not dressed well and his appearance was unkempt; his illusion was a mirror image of his own real body, which he seldom bothered to bathe or groom.

Before the man had a chance to yell, Benen used a spell he had learnt from Oster’s library. The effect sealed the lips of the target. Thankfully, it worked; Benen had not taken the time to make sure the constellations the spell relied upon were in the sky.

The man’s eyes widened in surprise when the magic took effect, and then he looked at Benen again, surprise becoming terror; he had realized the intruder in his home was a wizard.

“I am not here to cause any trouble,” Benen told him. “I am a friend of Mellen, Baron Estermont. These were his quarters, last I knew.”

The noble could not reply with his lips sealed. Benen judged him to have calmed down enough and let the effect end.

“You . . . you used magic on me!” the man was outraged.

“Well, yes. You did rather overreact to my presence.”

“You will not do such a thing again or I’ll have you in chains in the dungeons, like your friend.”

“My friend? Mellen?” Benen was stunned.

“He is a traitor to the crown, you had best prove yourself otherwise.”

Benen did not like this at all and definitely did not like this nobleman. “Who exactly are you, sir?” he demanded.

“I am Eligan, Baron Estermont. Now leave my home before I have you arrested.”

Benen took a step toward the man, his face hardening into a mask of anger. “Since you like threats so much, ‘Baron’, allow me to leave you with one of my own. If you or the king have harmed my friend, you will see what it means to have the most powerful magician in Estren as your enemy.”

Eligan sputtered with indignation, making more threats. Benen turned and left, anxious to know what happened to Mellen and why. When he asked to see the dungeons, he was refused access. Benen decided he needed to go and see the king.

He left the palace and sought the nearest tailor’s shop. The Golden Needle catered to the nobility; when Benen entered the shop, the clerk immediately moved to eject him back into the street. The wizard lifted one hard and called upon his usual telekinetic spell; the woman was picked up and pinned, ever so gently, against the far wall. Benen saw what he had hoped to find in such a place and walked up to it.

He used the full length mirror to scry upon the palace, looking for the king. When the clerk meekly asked to be let down, Benen released her. She timidly sat back at her desk and bothered the wizard no more.

The king, Benen saw, was practising sword-work in a training courtyard within the palace. He was using a foil, an invention of the Southren, useful for piercing through the armour of foes. There were eight guards positioned in a perimeter around the courtyard and two more near the king himself. Additionally, the king’s fencing master stood opposite the king, parrying his thrusts. Benen was ready for his entrance.

He changed the mirror into a portal, positioned it directly behind the fencing master, and stepped through it.
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The king reacted to Benen’s apparition first. He did a double-take as he saw the portal and the wizard emerging from it and barely managed to avoid the fencing master’s foil, stumbling backward to do so.

The two guards near the king and those on the perimeter were next. Shocked out of their complacence, they were slow to draw their weapons and act.

The fencing master was thus far oblivious to the man standing behind him.

Benen used his telekinetic magic to fling the two guards away to the edge of the courtyard. He handled them roughly but did not throw them with deadly force. Seeing this, the fencing master turned around, foil in hand, his pose one of ready alertness. When he saw the wizard, he gave him a sheepish smile and dropped the foil, raising his hands in surrender.

“What is the meaning of this attack?” demanded the king, his footing recovered.

Benen created a barrier of telekinetic force, shaped as a dome enclosing the king, his fencing master and Benen himself. This stopped the guards from bothering them and also ensured their privacy; the barrier was soundproof.

“My king, I have only come as you have commanded,” Benen said. His tone was not that of a man obeying his king, there was too much mocking in it.

Benen had to admit that the king had nerves of steel. He narrowed his eyes at the wizard.

“You know very well that this is not the proper way to answer my summons. Your actions are calculated to intimidate. I will have none of this. You wizards need to know your place. This is exactly why you were summoned into my presence.”

“And what is my place, your Majesty? The dungeons, like Master Mellen?” Benen took a step toward the king. The man defiantly met the wizard’s eyes and stood his ground.

“If you refuse to obey your king, you are a traitor — like Master Mellen.”

“In what way did Mellen disobey you?”

“He refused to give me the names and locations of all the wizards within his knowledge. I asked him three times and three times was I refused. He has been stripped of titles, lands, and liberty.”

“And what exactly would you ask of me and the rest of my brethren and sistren, your Majesty?”

The king raised a hand and held out two fingers. He tapped the first.

“You wizards who control lands within Estren must allow my tax collectors to tax my subjects in those lands. You are not lords of this realm and have no right to tribute.” He tapped the second finger. “You will be at my disposal to protect the realm, like any other subject. This kingdom is threatened by its neighbours!”

Benen shook his head. “The lands wizards claim were reclaimed from the eastern desolation, they were nothing before the wizards came and made them into something worth taxing. Those lands are our lands, I refuse your first demand. As for your second demand, I will not fight your wars for you. I will defend the lands I claim from all forces that might move against them.”

The king raised a fist and shook it at Benen. “Have you no loyalty to your homeland? Are you not Estren like everyone else in the realm? And am I not king of the Estren?”

“I know not if I am Estren anymore, in the way you mean it, king. I am a wizard and beyond your rule. Fealty flows two ways; the nobility protects the people they hold fealty over and in exchange they collect taxes and gain respect and obedience. You cannot provide me with protection; you are far weaker than I am. You cannot even enforce your will upon me.” Benen motioned to the guards attempting to breach his privacy dome. “I am not your enemy. I desire nothing from you. Leave me and other wizards alone and I will do the same for you.”

“You will obey! You are my subject!” The king’s countenance reddened as he grew even more angry.

“No. I am not. Further, I will free Master Mellen from your dungeons.” Benen was resolute. The two stared at each other. Benen stone-faced and determined, the king livid.

The king looked away first. “Then you are a traitor.”

“I cannot be a traitor to an allegiance I do not recognize,” Benen got the last word by stepping back through his portal, returning to the Golden Needle.

Benen took a quick look at the clerk to make sure she was still cooperative. Reassured, he used the mirror to scry the dungeons below the palace. He found Mellen in a cell in the depths. It was a bleak place with no light. Benen had to shine a light into this and other cells like it to see into them. When he saw Mellen, he was a curled form in a corner. Benen at first was not even sure it was his friend. He stepped through the portal into the fetid smelling room. His friend did not react in any way. As Benen got closer, it became more obvious that this was indeed Master Mellen, but the man was dead, seemingly of thirst; the corpse was emaciated, the skin dry as leather, the lips cracked. Benen fell to his knees in front of the body, his head close to Mellen’s.

“I did not know . . .” Within Benen’s heart was a storm of emotions, anger and sadness fighting for his attention. “You could have left, I am sure no dungeon could have held you against your will . . .” Benen’s vessel could not cry, but there were tears running down his true body’s face back at the tower.

You were making a point, I’m sure, Benen thought.

He stood, anger roiling within him. He breathed in the stench of the dungeons, focusing his mind on the needed constellation: his old friend the Cleaver.

I will bring this palace down on their heads, I will grind their bones to dust, I will show this king who has the power in this kingdom. Then Benen stopped himself; he was shocked by the venom in his own thoughts.

Where is gone the boy who wanted to be a hero, to make the world a better place? He shook his head. No. No vengeance, no violence. If there will be bloodshed, they will be the ones to cause it, not me.

Benen picked up his friend’s corpse from the ground, sadness once again overcoming the anger within him. He took Mellen back with him to the tailor’s shop and from there to his tower.

When Timmon saw him carrying the body, he silently joined Benen in his mourning and, later that night, helped dig a grave for the man who had been a better mentor to Benen than his own master.
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The next morning, to distract himself from his grief at Mellen’s death, Benen considered the problem of keeping his lands safe from the Estren king. He had every reason to expect the king would try to enforce his will upon him and claim dominance over his lands. Benen’s holdings, unfortunately, were divided in two parts: Osteria and Benen’s Oasis. The first of these were inherited from his now-departed master Oster. The lands of Osteria were extensive and would be impossible for one man and his friend to protect. Worse, Benen’s Oasis, although smaller, was a separate holding from Osteria; the two were some sixty kilometres apart at the nearest points.

Benen knew he could not watch every village and city that was under his protection at all times. What he needed was a means for the people in those settlements to summon him instantly when they were threatened. With his ability to teleport across distances instantly, he would then be able to protect the places the king chose to strike at.

“Can you maybe make it so you can hear what is happening in all the villages?” asked Timmon, who had no real understanding of magic and its limits.

“Unfortunately not. Even if I could, the noises would be maddening,” Benen replied.

“Oh. What about tripwires around the edges of your lands. You know, connected to you magically. When the wire is tripped, you somehow feel it . . . magically.”

Benen considered this and felt the beginnings of an idea. “Maybe not that, but I think we’re on the right track, Timmon.” He smiled at his friend and left in search of a bell. Of course, such was not to be found in his tower; he’d never needed of a small bell before. Benen usually went to the smith in Benen’s Oasis for such needs, so he went there now.

The smith he found there was the son of the previous man he had known. This took him aback for a second, until he realized his last visit was over two decades past. Benen was finding it difficult to keep up with the changes around him. Time simply did not have the same meaning to him as it did to ordinary folk.

The ordering of the bells posed no difficulty, the smith assured Benen they would be completed in a week. Benen, not knowing exactly how many he would need, ordered a hundred, thinking it likely such an amount would be sufficient. The smith did have a few suitable bells for sale, and Benen purchased those immediately; he wanted to get working on the spell as soon as possible.

Back in his tower, Benen retired to his laboratory to tinker with the bells. They were small, no more than four centimetres, and made of brass. They made a pleasant high tinkling sound when they were rung. Benen felt they would be perfect for his needs, once enchanted.

The spell he had in mind would use two constellations: the Cleaver and the Parallels. Although he would be using the Cleaver in an unusual way, he was so familiar with that constellation’s magic that he had no worries about that portion of the spell. The part that worried him was the use of the Parallels.

That constellation, although he had used it in the past, was almost a stranger to him and its uses were so varied and unusual that he feared getting an unexpected result. The Parallels governed any magic with an abstract facet to it. They were used in such disparate spells as mind-reading, the sink effect, and shadow manipulation. What Benen was trying to do was to cut a bell such that it became two seemingly complete bells but remained one bell on another level. It was a metaphysical separation of sorts. This was why Benen felt the Parallels would be needed.

The first few bells were cut in the most literal sense. The spell was so unfamiliar that, for the first time in a long time, Benen felt pain from spell-casting. When he had recovered, he tried again, but this time, he added the black hole to the constellations he was using. The results were spectacular, but not what he desired.

The bell became separated from its various facets. The image of the bell was present in a static location, it’s ringing would be heard coming from a point two metres to the south of wherever the actual bell was located. The physical bell, not technically invisible, could be moved independently of its image. It was a confusing thing that made one’s senses rebel. Benen destroyed it completely using black-hole-enhanced Cleaver magic.

As disastrous as that attempt had been, it was actually very close to Benen’s desired result. It gave him hope that what he was trying to achieve was in fact possible. Unfortunately, he had to wait the rest of the week for additional bells; he had used all those he currently had on hand.

While he waited, he used his communication spell to send messages to each and every Estren wizard he had ever met. To each one he told the same thing:

“Fellow free wizard, I send you a warning: the king of Estren is seeking to place all of us under his command. You must do as you see fit, but I, Master Benen, student of Master Oster, intend to resist. I advise against answering the king’s summons. If you need help, call upon me and I shall endeavour to do what I can for you. We must stand together in this.”

He had met well over a hundred wizards at various wizardly Moots, so this process took some time. It was not completed when the week ended, but Benen forced himself to continue working through the warnings before focusing on the bells once again. His fellow magicians needed to know they might be in danger.

All the warnings sent, and the bells retrieved, Benen returned to work on his alarm system. He wasted three more bells and another week trying to perfect the effect before deciding to add the Mask of Heaven to the magic he was using. That constellation was used for duplication and, although what he was trying to do was not true duplication, he felt perhaps it was called for.

His first attempt with this new configuration proved successful.

The result, as intended, was that the one bell now had two physical presences. The two could be separated any distance and if one was rung, the other rung in synchrony.

The effect, even when successful, was draining; Benen could only manage two of the bells each day. He worked as fast as he could to finish the project before Estren could have a chance to strike.

After each one was created, Timmon would engrave the name of a settlement on one of the pair. The other gained the engraving magically, as a side-effect of the spell linking the two. 

Timmon, who had consulted the maps of Estren Benen had inherited from Oster, concluded there were sixty-one settlements under Benen’s protection. After the first ten bells were created, Benen took a day to deliver them to the appropriate settlements. One of each pair of bells remained in Benen’s laboratory, the other was given to the settlement’s leader with the instruction to ring it if they had need of the wizard — especially if the king’s men came to the village. In this way he managed to give an alarm bell to each of his holdings in only a bit over a month’s time. 

Two weeks after the last one was delivered, the bell labelled Juwan rang.

Timmon, who was on alarm duty at the time, ran to find Benen. Five minutes later, the two of them appeared in the small village on the western edge of Osteria.

Juwan was nothing to look at, an unremarkable farming settlement with a population of no more than a few hundred souls. As they walked to the western edge of the village, cutting through the empty market square, Benen and Timmon became certain most of the population was part of the mob confronting the Estren soldiers they found there.

The force the king had sent consisted of a mere twenty men escorting a tax collector. This was no surprise to Benen. This was not meant to be a true invasion, it was meant as a sign of things to come. The king could not have expected that Benen would be able to oppose all of the parties he sent, so he had likely sent many smaller ones to different parts of Benen’s holdings, hoping to show him that he could not protect them all. But the king was wrong, the wizard could and would. He had his own message to send to the king.

When the villagers saw him, they parted to let him pass, giving him and Timmon a wide berth. As a line of sight opened up between the soldiers and Benen, their archers fired on the wizard. The arrows shattered against the metallic form of his vessel.

Benen addressed the tax collector and his escort:

“I have no quarrel with you. You are obeying the lawful orders of your liege-lord. But you must understand that you have opened fire upon my person, that you have threatened those I protect. Turn around now and let your king know that I will destroy the next party he sends to my lands. There will be no further warnings.”

One of the soldiers, an officer Benen thought, spoke up. “You can’t kill us, wizards can’t kill with magic. The king told us.” He smiled confidently after saying this, drawing his sword and taking a step forward, toward Benen and his charges.

“Even if that were true, which it is not, I could do things to you that would make you wish I had killed you. Do not force me to prove the truth of my words. Turn around, return to your king with my message and trouble these people no more.”

The officer’s smile did not waver. “You bluff, Wizard. The king has told me that your powers have been greatly exaggerated.” He took another step forward. Benen despaired of ending this without bloodshed. He decided that if there must be an example made, it would be swift and brutal so that others would know what he could and would do.

Calling upon the black hole and the constellation of the Cleaver, Benen delivered twelve different cutting strokes, all of them bisecting the officer from a different direction. He was dead without any pain or presentiment. Enhanced as they were by the black hole, the strokes did not cut only the man, but the fabric of reality itself, an awesome sight for all to behold. The pieces were sucked into the rifts this created and no part of him remained only three seconds after his death.

There was a dreadful silence after the rifts closed, ending the sounds of rushing air.

“Spread the word of this to all; I shall brook no interference with my holding or the people under my protection. I shall do what I have done here and worse to those who next come to harass or question my sovereignty over these lands.”

The soldiers and tax collector, shaking with fear, armour and robes soiled with their own urine, withdrew slowly, not turning their backs to the wizard.

The people of the village cheered when the men passed from sight. Benen accepted their accolades grimly and departed as soon as he could. He felt sick from the taking of the man’s life, no matter how he tried to justify it in his head. When they were back at the tower, Timmon, concern writ all over his face, voiced what had been on his mind since Benen had killed the soldier:

“What about the man’s ghost? Won’t he be like I was? Won’t he seek you out, possibly vengeful?”

“No. What I did is worse than killing a man,” Benen said, his posture sagging from the weight of what he had done. “The man is destroyed utterly, soul and all, Timmon. I doubt his ghost will trouble us except in my nightmares.”

The king was a slow learner; Benen had to destroy twelve more parties over the next eight years. Each one weighed heavily upon him, but he persisted. Not all of the fighting was over his own holdings, Benen also helped other wizards who asked for his assistance; few wizards could kill with magic. All the deaths took their toll on Benen, he spent most nights working and stargazing, avoiding sleep. Nightmares were always waiting for him when he closed his eyes.

Benen might have had to kill even more of the king’s men if outright war had not broken out between Estren and the Southren Empire.











CHAPTER  5: SOVEREIGN




The war had been brewing for some time, border disputes were common between Southren and its neighbours, and Estren was no exception. Benen had seen first hand a work crew of Southren technologists building one of their railroads well into Estren-claimed lands, decades ago. The declaration of war surprised no one.

What did surprise Benen was an emissary of the Estren king asking to meet with him a few months after the war began. The man came under flag of truce and without escort. Benen agreed to meet him.

The wizard created a portal to where the man waited near the border into Osteria. He hoped the display of teleportation would impress the emissary; it worked too well. The man was terrified of Benen.

“I promise I will not harm you while you are my guest within my lands,” Benen told the emissary, hoping to reassure him.

The man took a few moments to compose himself then said, “Lord Wizard, I am Asam, Baron Kettlelin. I have been made special emissary to your person by His Majesty, the king.” Benen noted the use of the title Lord Wizard. “I have messages and entreaties of great importance to present to you in His Majesty’s name.”

“I thought I had made it clear to your king that we would have no further dealings . . .”

“The king has authorized me to offer you new terms that you may find more to your taste.”

Benen smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Well, you have intrigued me. Please come with me to my tower where we may discuss this in comfort and privacy.” He motioned toward the open portal behind him. Baron Kettlelin blanched.

“Must we travel by magical means?” The man’s stare was fixed on the opening in space.

Benen nodded. “Yes, we must. My tower is over Benen’s Oasis, many weeks of travel from here by traditional means. I assure you it is quite safe.” The wizard extended a hand to the emissary, who shook his head. Asam took a deep breath and then nodded to the wizard and the portal.

“Do I go before or after you?” he asked.

“It does not matter to me, you choose.” Benen could not help but be amused by the man’s discomfort. His skirmishes with the king must have created a fearsome reputation for him within Estren.

After some hesitation, the man elected to go after Benen. When he crossed the portal and found the step had taken him to the wizard’s tower, he looked down at himself as if to make sure all his parts had made it across; they had.

“Tea?” Benen asked him. Baron Kettlelin nodded. Soon they were in the wizard’s study, the emissary seeming much more at ease, his cup of tea half-finished. Benen judged it a good time to begin the discussion.

“I would be happy to hear the messages you bear for me from your king now, if it suits you, Baron.”

The man put the cup of tea down and brought scrolls out from his satchel. They looked quite ornate to Benen, who had only ever seen functional scrolls before. These appeared designed to look important and official. The emissary handed one of them to Benen.

“You may break the seal, my lord, and read the scroll for yourself, but I have memorized my own copy and will endeavour to break down the legal jargon to a plain speech summary if you wish it.” Baron Kettlelin waited patiently as Benen cracked the wax seal on the scroll. The seal had born both the official sigil of the king of Estren — a stag rampant — and the personal arms of the king’s royal house — sword and miner’s pick crossed.

Unrolling the scroll proved to be difficult as it was exceptionally long. When Benen had finally managed it, he found that the bottom of the scroll bore more seals royal and kingly. He tried to read the scroll, but even though it seemed to be written in the tongue of Estren, it was nearly incomprehensible to him; it used familiar words in combinations that made no sense.

“Please do explain it,” Benen said to the emissary as he rolled up the scroll once more, defeated by its unusual wording.

“As you wish, my lord. The king of Estren extends his greetings to you and proposes the following deal. In exchange for your assistance as an ally against the Southren and Estren’s other enemies, the crown of Estren will recognize the independence of Osteria and Benen’s Oasis and yourself as ruler of those lands.”

“The king wants me to fight his war for him,” Benen further summarized.

“The king seeks you as an ally, my lord.”

“I guess he has seen first hand what I can do to my enemies and wishes that power to be at his side.”

“The king has nothing but respect for you, my lord.”

“You have a very good way of rephrasing things in a more palatable light, Baron.” Benen was impressed.

“I simply offer alternate ways to interpret that which is, so that all parties can see the benefits of cooperation.”

“Just so,” Benen agreed. “Unfortunately, your creative restating of what is will be of no use here. I will not fight Estren’s war with Southren for the king. What I will do is protect my holdings from all who seek to claim them, Southren included.”

“That is good news, my lord. The king will be pleased to hear that you will oppose the Southren.”

“That is not exactly what I said,” Benen corrected the emissary.

“I understand exactly, my lord.”

Benen gave up on correcting the man. He wrote a letter in his own words for Baron Kettlelin to deliver to the Estren king. In it he made clear his intention to defend his lands from all who would seek to conquer them. He sealed the scroll with wax: using his magic, he imprinted onto it a seal depicting a tower.

After a few more pleasantries, Asam, Baron Kettlelin took his leave. Benen returned him directly to the Estren capital, which surprised the Baron.

“Thank you, my lord,” the emissary said without any hint of guile.

“It was the least of courtesies. Be well Baron,” Benen said in parting.

“And you, my lord.” Benen heard the man say as he closed the portal.

On the whole, Benen decided he liked Asam. His diplomatic rephrasings could be wearing, but they showed a certain positivism that he approved of.
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Benen watched the war from afar. His scrying was ideal for such observations; he was perfectly safe at home, but he could see any part of the battles from any point of view he chose. His interest was two-fold. He wanted to study the capabilities of the Southren in case their armies reached his own lands. The second reason was more visceral: he did not want the Estren to lose. No matter what he had said to the king, he still considered himself Estren at heart and did not like to see his countrymen die. But he had to watch, he had to see what it cost his homeland to fight this war without his help.

He did not waver in his belief that he should not fight in the war; he believed that if wizards became involved in such political squabbles, war could very well become far grimmer. So he stayed out of it and watched as his people died.

And die they did, by the scores, in the first years of the war. The Southren soldiers were armed with strange long-range weapons that resembled a crossbow in some ways. These rifles, as the Southren called them, had a long metal tube where the bow portion of a crossbow would normally be located. The weapon could fire a small piece of metal fantastically fast. Fast enough to penetrate any armour and kill the man wearing it. Worse, the weapons could be fired accurately at ranges in excess of two-hundred metres. The Estren did not stand a chance against such deadly weaponry.

The rifles were not the only advantage the Southren had. They brought cannons to the battlefield. These large-bore tubes were not an infantry weapon, rather they were wheeled and brought to the battle pulled by horses. In many ways, cannons were an evolution of the trebuchet and the catapult, but to compare these new pieces of artillery to the ancient siege weapons was to understate the power of cannons. They fired large metal balls with such speed that they would smash through stone walls. Even more horrific, they could be loaded with a projectile made of smaller metal balls packed together into a canvas bag. When these were fired at infantry, the balls separated, each impacting somewhere in the middle of the formation, ripping men apart.

The Southren have turned the wonders of the inventive genius with which they conceived of the telescope to the art of war, and the results are devastating, Benen thought as he watched. With a rifle any man can kill many men, with ease and with little training. They have perfected the art of killing.

Benen did not look forward to the day he would have to fight against the armies of Southren, for this was going to come to pass; the Estren could not hold back the Southren forces and lost ground to them with each passing month. At this rate the Southren would be at Benen’s borders by the middle of the next year, he calculated.

He was wrong.

The Estren had more fight in them than was evident. They salvaged weapons from fallen soldiers and sent small squads to attack the enemy supply lines. Soon, the Southren felt the bite of their own weapons and the war changed; they had to fight for every inch of ground they gained. Benen thought it poetic that the very weapons which made the Southren so effective in battle were turned against them.

It took nearly twelve years for the Southren to push the Estren forces back far enough that they threatened Benen’s people. Benen was as ready for the upcoming fight as he could be. 

The night before what would come to be known as the massacre at Selen, Benen stood on a balcony studying the campfires of the army encamped just beyond the southernmost border of Osteria, a short distance south of the village of Selen. He had been watching the enemy army since they had begun to arrive two days before, taking only occasional rest. He could not believe how many men the Southren were able to bring to the field against him.

Benen had evacuated Selen and the nearby villages and told their militias to go with their families; if he could not win this fight himself, there was little they could add to it. He saw the dark area where the village stood and was pleased that there was not a lamp or torch lit within it.

Timmon joined him on the balcony. “Watching them is not going to make them go away, Benen.”

“I know. I just want to see what I’ll be going up against.”

“You’re obsessing,” Timmon corrected him. “Go and get some rest, I am sure they’ll make enough of a racket to wake you when they do begin to march into your lands.”

“No. The sleeping is worse than the waking,” Benen said.

Timmon had heard the screams from Benen’s rooms in the middle of the night and gave up on convincing his friend to sleep. “Why not attack them? You could rain down lightning on their forces and destroy them where they camp . . .”

“They must be the aggressors. I will not be remembered as having started these hostilities.”

“People will remember whatever the survivors report, no matter what really happened,” countered Timmon.

“I’ll remember that I did not attack them until they attacked me. This is important to me, Timmon.” Benen’s tone was growing irritated. Timmon gave up on that avenue of conversation and came to the real reason he had come up to talk to Benen.

“Benen, would you think me a coward if I wanted to leave?” he asked the wizard.

Benen was taken aback. “What do you mean? You want to leave? I’m sorry I was short with you, Timmon. All of this . . . it weighs on me.”

Timmon shook his head. “No, it’s not that. It’s . . . complicated.”

Benen put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Is something wrong?”

The animated statue’s eyes met Benen’s. “I’m thinking I want to see the world before I leave it, and it looks like you’ll be busy here for a while so I thought I’d go alone. I wanted to wait for you, but I think I have to go do this now. All this war and death, I can’t stand it and now it’s at our doorstep.”

“What do you mean ‘before you leave it’?” Benen was alarmed.

Timmon looked down. “I don’t know how much longer I can do this, Benen. I’ve lived a long time and I’m growing tired. Not a physical tiredness but something in me just wants to see and hear and feel no more.”

“I think I understand,” Benen said. It made him think of words he’d had with his sister before her death, decades before. “It breaks my heart to see you leave, but I understand. I’ll take you wherever you want to go and leave you with a bell; call me if you need my help.”

The golden face smiled and the two friends hugged fiercely.

“I will make sure the illusion on your vessel is permanent, you will look like a living being.”

Timmon had expected as much, Benen suspected. He placed the enchantments on his friend, using the black hole to enhance the effect. He had gained more control over the nature of these enhancements. In particular, he could choose the effect to be composed of golden weaves. These did not decay over time and seemed permanent. This was what he did for Timmon’s illusion now.

They parted soon after, Benen having taken Timmon to the shores near the island of Rassalain.

“It seems right to start again from where we left off,” Timmon had said.

When Benen returned to his now empty tower, he went to bed and collapsed. He had not realized how much he had relied on Timmon’s friendship. With him gone, he felt he could not face what was to come in the morning. His friend had provided support in trying times, giving him the strength to deal with the difficulties he had to face. With him gone, Benen was overwhelmed with self-pity; he wept for himself until he could cry no more. When he was spent, he thought of the morning and what he would have to do. The army had to be stopped and he knew that, once again, he must be brutal and decisive in his response to this intrusion of his lands. A strong response now might spare more deaths in the long run. He cried anew for the men who would die, obliterated, in the morning.
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The morning came too soon, bringing with it more reminders of Timmon’s absence. Benen fixed his own breakfast and ate it without his friend’s usual easygoing company. After eating half of a piece of toast, Benen decided he wasn’t hungry and steeled himself for what was to come.

As had become his custom when journeying outside his tower, Benen projected his consciousness into his vessel before going to contemplate the army. He had moved the tower to hover near Selen, wanting to be close to the action. He had feared a battle occurring while the black hole was not in the sky, but thankfully, this was not the case. Inhabiting his vessel, Benen flew out of his tower.

A kilometer south of Selen, he saw the armies arrayed at opposite ends of the field of battle. To his untrained eye the Southren army seemed to be some ten thousand men strong. His own militia, those few who had chosen to remain despite Benen having dismissed and evacuated them, stood less than one hundred men strong. The comparison was ludicrous. Benen considered removing the militia by force, for their own safety, but he decided to leave them as they were; they had a right to make their own choices.

Careful to stay out of range of the rifles and other armaments of the Southren army, Benen hovered high above the battleground.

Please let this work, he prayed to a creator he did not believe in.

Using the Mask of Heaven and the Trickster, Benen cast a spell. To the eyes of those below the tiny form of the wizard was replaced with a hundred-meter tall version of him. The Southren, in their ordered formations, gaped at the illusion. Some of the men might have run then, scared as they were of the giant apparition, but the officers managed to keep discipline within their units.

Let’s see if I can change that.

Benen spoke, his voice amplified manifold, echoing throughout the field of battle, causing the ground to shake. “I am Master Benen, student of Master Oster. These lands are under my protection. Turn around now and leave this place and I shall not harm you. Dare to take even one step forward and I will destroy you utterly; not even your soul will remain to regret your foolishness.”

Men did break then, their courage overwhelmed by the display of magic and power Benen presented with his illusion. The Southren officers worked hard to maintain order and did manage to keep most of the units in place with at least two-thirds of their original numbers.

Break, damn you! Benen raged inside.

“Run! Run you fools!” he yelled at the Southren army, despairing that they would see sense.

This caused even more of a stir within the Southren ranks but those who would run had already done so. The men were shaken, but they stood their ground. Benen shook his head and closed his eyes, waiting for what would come next.

I tried, I really tried.

He heard the tiny voices of the officers far below, telling their troops that the wizard was all bark and no bite, that this form before them was just a parlour trick and not real.

Maybe I could kill just the officers, Benen tried to convince himself; but he knew better. The men would run then, but they would return or another army would be sent from the Empire. Benen wanted to make sure there would be no further challenge to his sovereignty over these lands. To do that he had to demonstrate his power in the most awe-provoking way possible.

He had prepared for months for this to come and everything was already in motion. Benen had made the final adjustments the night before. The doom of the men below was set to arrive within minutes. If the army had begun marching too early, he would have had to make further changes, but he needn’t worry about that; the officers were just then calling for the men to march.

The formations took their first steps forward and Benen, who had been ready to halt what was to come if the soldier saw sense, felt his heart sink.

Already, men below were pointing up at the sky behind Benen’s illusory form.

The nugget of rock and ice Benen had found was not very big, but he calculated that it would impact the ground with devastating force. A second before it arrived, the wizard put up a telekinetic barrier protecting three men, one of which was an officer. He needed survivors for this to be worth the deaths of so many soldiers.

Benen closed his eyes as the meteor, glowing brightly, impacted the ground in the middle of the Southren army.

The force of the impact was far greater than what Benen had predicted. His vessel was knocked back by the concussive wave that followed the impact and its sense of hearing was overwhelmed. When he righted himself and saw the devastation before him, he knew there could not be any Southren survivors other than those he had protected. His own militia had been hit by the concussion and sound as well and were hurt. He landed among them and set to healing those he could. None of them were so badly wounded that they would die, but he preferred to make sure.

I’ll not have more blood on my hands than necessary.

Once he had done what he could for his own men, he flew toward the impact site. Benen could not see any parts of any of the men or their equipment; all had been obliterated. Those he had protected hovered in a sphere of telekinetic force above one edge of a large crater; they looked shocked and frightened but they were alive and unharmed. One of them was on his knees, praying fervently to the Creator.

“What I have done here I can do to the Southren capital. Tell your emperor what you have seen and heard here.” Benen lowered the sphere well south of the crater and released the men. He left the three witnesses without any further word, flying away from the devastation he had caused. Back in his tower, Benen returned to his body and threw up at the thought of so many left dead by the impact.

Should any man have this much power? Benen asked himself. He shuddered at what a man like the Southren Emperor would do with such destructive might.
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The next two nights, Benen spent waiting, sitting in his study and contemplating what he had done. It was on the third night that the first confused voice arrived.

“Hello? I’ve been looking for you, who are you? I think I’m called Flender. I didn’t know that a second ago. Things are coming clearer now that I’m near you. Did I, did I die?”

“Yes, you did die and it was by my hand. I beg your forgiveness for what I did to you,” Benen said. Then he used the power of the Cleaver in combination with the black hole to destroy the soul. Benen did the same for each soul which presented itself. For a time, at the beginning of the night, he wept for the dead soldiers, but his tears ran out long before the parade of souls did.

At sunrise, the voices stopped. Benen had a respite for the day. He tried to sleep, but found he could not. He had destroyed the ghosts, but still he was haunted by images of the meteor’s fall upon the helpless soldiers and the sounds of confused disembodied voices.

It took Benen forty nights to destroy each and every soul. There were five thousand six hundred and seventeen of them; he counted. He had overestimated the amount of men present on the battlefield; he was grateful for this. Benen prayed the Southren emperor would not force him to commit more atrocities to prove his point. 

As he had been destroying the souls, Benen’s tower was returning to its usual place above Benen’s Oasis. After all had been dispatched, Benen finally managed to get a proper night’s rest. It was the next morning that he noticed the signal flag had been raised in the city below. For all he knew, it had been raised for weeks. Benen decided to go and find out what the mayor needed from him; anything was better than sitting alone with his thoughts.

When the mayor saw Benen he started. “Lord Wizard? You look a fright.” Benen was surprised to hear concern in the man’s voice.

Benen did not address the mayor’s comment, instead he asked, “Why is the signal flag raised?”

“Oh, yes. We raised it when we received this, my lord.” The mayor had to leave to get the items, returning from the city’s treasury some ten minutes later with an ornate scroll. It was sealed with the imperial sigil — two gears, one smaller than the other, working together.

Benen broke the seal and unrolled the scroll.

He almost cried as he read it.

“Is everything all right, my lord?” the mayor asked.

“Everything is better than all right, your honour,” Benen told the man, smiling and feeling a heavy weight lift from his heart.

The scroll was an official document stating in very flowery language that the Southren Empire recognized Osteria and Oasis as a sovereign state ruled by the wizard Benen, student of Oster. The papers included a declaration of friendship, a peace treaty, and a neutrality agreement.

It was what Benen had hoped for. While the countries fought their wars, the wizards could go about their business freely now, thanks to this victory. Benen hoped it would be worth all the deaths it had cost; he planned to do all he could to make sure it was.











CHAPTER  6: INNOVATOR




For other Estren wizards, the situation was not as favourable. Many of them did not have lands and few of them had the power and knowledge necessary to defend themselves from the Southren forces. Benen did help Tawn and other wizards by extending his protection to them, but many were still ousted from their holdings; Benen could not protect them all.

The wizards without holdings hid among the mundane population as best they could, but the Southren soldiers and later the Southren occupation forces were known to round-up any wizards they could find and take them away. Those taken were never seen again.

Because of this, many magicians sought sanctuary in the new nation of Osteria and Oasis. Benen found himself king over many wizards; fortunately, he knew exactly how he wanted to exploit this situation.

Benen had been making plans for decades, plans that wizards would have been likely to balk at previously, but which they were more likely to accept in their current situation. In his mind, he envisioned wizards learning from one another more freely. He knew this was almost an impossibility, but he also knew that wizards were accustomed to trading knowledge, bartering one spell for another. Therefore, when he set his project into motion, he chose to use a trading model to ensure as much participation as possible. Benen wished he could have discussed his plans with Mellen or Timmon, but neither of them was available; he felt rather friendless as he realized he did not have anyone he could turn to. He might have fallen into a dark mood if he had not kept busy planning; he threw himself into the project, barely leaving enough time for sleep.

Benen had a new building constructed in Benen’s Oasis (which was being called simply Oasis more and more) according to his specifications. This building was based partly on the university Benen had visited in Ikara, but his was smaller; he did not intend a university and did not need space for classrooms.

Once the edifice was complete, Benen stocked it with his own collection of books, which had been meagre before Oster’s death, but was now quite impressive thanks to his inheritance. 

A clerk was hired: a woman of letters whose main qualifications were her love of books and her stern demeanour — stern enough to keep wizards in line; her name was Elsbeth. She took care of all the paperwork and made sure the rules were followed.

Finally, the day arrived when Benen was ready to invite wizards to the grand opening. He contacted all the wizard he knew, using the same magic he had once used to contact Mellen, and invited them to Oasis for a meeting of great importance. Many came at his request; his authority in magical circles was almost paramount. As Benen had asked, the wizards he had contacted extended the invitation to all the other wizards they knew. When the day came, some two hundred wizards gathered in Oasis.

Benen led them from their accommodations to the building. The wizards muttered among themselves and were quite impatient for Benen to reveal why it had been so important for them all to gather. Once they arrived, the wizards stopped their grumbling and instead started commenting on what stood before them.

“Well, that’s a fine building,” one said to a friend. “I wonder if Benen intends this to be the location of our future moots”

“No. Look, there’s a big book statue at the top of the steps, next to the door,” another countered. “This is a scriptorium. A place for scribes.”

“I think you’re right,” yet another wizard agreed. “See, opposite the book statue, a matching quill and inkwell.”

Benen enjoyed the buzz of speculation for a minute before beginning. He used an amplification spell to make his voice loud enough to reach even the wizards at the very back of the crowd; his first words ended all discussion. He had their full attention.

“Brothers and sisters; fellow wizards. I wish to formally welcome you to Oasis and to thank you for answering my call.” There were answering cries of “You’re welcome,” before Benen could continue.

“Too long has it been since we have held a moot and gathered together. It is good to see you all and heart-warming that so many of us still remain.” There were scattered cheers for this.

“But I wish to emphasize this is not a moot. I have asked you here to show you a project I have been working on since the end of my war with Southren. It is something for all wizards to participate in.” The assembled wizards wore sceptical looks; wizards rarely cooperated together.

“This building behind me is a library, but not like the libraries you are used to.” The word library meant one’s collection of books, often stored on shelves, usually in one’s study. Benen was using the word in a different way. “Think of this as a library for all wizards to share. Think of it as a public library.”

Sounds of outrage came from the crowd. Benen did not stop talking, he needed to communicate the whole idea or the wizards would reject it.

“I have endowed this public library with my own private collection of books. None of you are forced to contribute your own knowledge to the public library, but if you wish to read a book, you will have to contribute a book. This is the library’s first and most important rule. You can make a copy of the book you read and the book you contribute can be a copy of one of your books. This will ensure that everyone contributes and that everyone benefits.”

The wizards quieted down and Benen even heard some of them speaking to one another in tones that sounded excited. Benen explained that the library building included private rooms for reading as well as a section where wizards could work at copying books on site — since they were not allowed to leave the building with library books.

As the proposal sank in, the wizards grew more excited. Benen gave small group tours of the facility while others adjourned back to their lodgings to give the idea more thought. All told, Benen felt it had gone as well as he could have hoped, and was quite pleased with the reactions thus far. The library was just the first step of his plans, but it was an important one. He would have to wait and see how successful it became before starting to implement the rest of his agenda.

He watched the library’s collection and popularity grow, inch by inch over the course of five years. On the five year anniversary, he asked the wizards to gather once more. There was a large assembly hall in the library and Benen used that as the location for the meeting.

Benen, standing at a podium on a dais at one end of the hall, started things off by asking the crowd for feedback about the library. There was a general round of applause, which warmed Benen’s heart. One wizard in the crowd did have a complaint and voiced it loudly once the applause died down:

“Why are there non-wizards in the library?” he demanded.

“That is a very good question,” Benen said. “It’s because this library is not just for wizards and wizardly knowledge. Over the past five years, I’ve been approached by wizards who had books on knowledge other than magic asking if they could contribute copies of those. I agreed that they could. Now non-wizards are interested in those books and come to the library for them, leaving more non-magical tomes behind in exchange.”

There was grumbling from the crowd. Benen knew he needed to make things clear to the assembly.

“This library belongs to Osteria and Oasis and not just to the wizards who live here. I appreciate that you mistrust non-wizards, but these are your fellow citizens and my subjects. As Lord Wizard of this nation, I feel it is in all our best interests for the sharing of knowledge — all knowledge — to continue. If you strongly object, I will consider separating magical knowledge from non-magical, creating two sections within the library, but I would rather not do so. It would be against the spirit of what we are trying to create here.”

This reminder that Benen was in fact ruler of the land they all inhabited, and therefore their lord, quelled the complainers. He did not like using his title to get his way, but sometimes it did make things easier.

“If that is settled, I’d like to move on to the reason I called this meeting: I think it is time for us to restore the tradition of wizardly moots.” Benen saw many in the crowd smile knowingly, as though they had predicted his agenda ahead of time. I still have surprises in store for you, he mentally reassured them. “But the world around us is changing and we must adapt,” he continued. “No longer are we Estren wizards, we are wizards of Osteria and Oasis. But must our moots be exclusive to those in this arbitrary sub-section of the world? I say no. I propose we extend attendance to our meetings to any wizard with the will and desire to come to them.” This was a controversial proposal and Benen had expected resistance. Wizards from other nations had slightly different social conventions than those of Estren and different was rarely seen as good to the crowd Benen was addressing.

“But those wizards are not Estren,” a wizard objected. Many in the crowd nodded support for this non-point.

“Estren? Who is Estren now? There is no such place and no such people. Outside of Osteria and Oasis, all that once was Estren is now Southren. The empire took the Estren capital and executed the king two years ago. There is no Estren; why cling to something that no longer even exists? Given enough time, I fear the whole of what once was Estren, Southren, Westren, and Northren will simply become Southren. Already Northren and Estren are gone, only aggression from Ikara is slowing Southren’s expansion into Westren. Why concern ourselves with divisions that are so quickly disappearing?” There was grudging agreement in the crowd, Benen felt he nearly had them convinced.

“We know Southren is not friendly to wizards, would you deny our fellowship to our brothers and sisters who have fallen under Southren?” This was the final point and it won over the few remaining holdouts. The Southren espoused the teachings of a long dead philosopher called Samahain who had preached equality for all as a reason to exterminate those who possessed the gift of magic, calling them privileged by birth. None of the wizards assembled could deny the hostile attitude the Southren had toward wizards.

There remained but one thing Benen wanted to achieve this day. He expected little opposition to this proposal. “Finally, I feel it is time for me to step down as de facto leader of the wizards in Osteria and Oasis. Although I am lord of these lands, this should not extend to wizardly society. I, of course, will remain involved — especially where wizardly matters intersect with national concerns. But from now on, I propose policy, justice, and administration be handled by a rotating council of three master wizards, as they did before the chaos of our modern times.”

 Although the crowd’s reaction was mixed, none of them were in disagreement. There were many who agreed with Benen wholeheartedly, the rest were confused as to why Benen would relinquish the power he wielded over wizardly policy. Benen, of course, knew he was not relinquishing anything. Without a three-wizard council, Benen had to convince the majority of the assembled wizards in order to push through items of his agenda; with a council, all he needed to do was to convince two of the three masters currently in power; a much easier task by far, he felt. Benen was certain that his authority as ruler of the hosting nation would still net him the influence he needed to convince the council of wizards to do his will when he needed them to do so.

The assembly then got on with the business of choosing the first three wizards to hold the council seats; Benen withdrew into the background for this, pleased with what he had achieved this day. When the new council was finally selected, the question of where they should hold their moots was brought up and Benen once again stepped into the foreground.

“It would be my pleasure to offer you use of the library and its meeting rooms for holding moots, if that pleases the council,” he said. It did please the council and, with this matter settled, the council adjourned the meeting until the first moot five years hence.
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With these initial innovations in place and his agenda mostly complete, Benen concerned himself with other matters that needed his time and attention. The most immediate of these was extending his own life. He had neglected doing this for the past decade and was feeling his age more and more with every passing year. He could not delay any longer.

Benen wanted to cast the life extension spell using the black hole, but he felt trepidations at doing so. He did not know what effect it would have on the magic and on himself. All the spells he had tried to add the black hole to so far had been enhanced with a positive additional effect, but he could not be sure that this trend was universal.

What if I am rejuvenated to infancy? he considered, thinking of the most extreme result the spell could cause. Benen realized that too much of a positive enhancement could be just as bad as a negative effect. He almost convinced himself not to add the black hole to the effect. Only his natural curiosity and need to experiment made him keep it as part of the composition of the spell.

Given the possible negative outcomes, Benen felt a need to plan for the worst. He drafted a long letter outlining the rest of his agenda for wizards in Osteria and Oasis, and a shorter letter proclaiming that in the event of his death his position as Lord Wizard should be replaced with a system of elected representatives, similar to that of Ikara. These two letters done, Benen added a third, more personal, letter addressed to Timmon. In it he said farewell to his friend, explaining how much Timmon had meant to him over the years. He also named Timmon the heir of his material wealth in an official document. This accomplished, Benen slept, intending to cast the spell the next morning.

Unfortunately for Benen, someone else had other plans. 

After finishing his breakfast, Benen went to his laboratory and prepared it. This mostly consisted of arranging a full length mirror so that he could see himself as the effect took hold. But when he saw himself in the mirror, Benen reconsidered his previous conclusion that the feeling in his stomach was just butterflies caused by anxiety about the effect. His skin had a sickly green cast to it and his eyes were bloodshot.

Have. I. Been. Poisoned? His thoughts were disjointed. He was finding it hard to focus. He tried to make himself vomit and eventually succeeded, but he still continued to feel worse and worse. He sluggishly realized that the poison must already be in his bloodstream. He tried to concentrate, tried to cast magic to purge his body but he could not even think of which constellations such a spell would use, much less focus his thoughts on them. Soon he lost consciousness. How could I have been so stupid? were his last thoughts.

He woke up feeling wretched; every part of his body ached and his nerves felt like they were on fire. Benen realized that he was in his own bed in his own bedroom. A concerned wizard was standing over him; Benen recognized him as Master Enamin, one of the current council members.

“I’m sorry if I’ve buggered things up for you, Lord Wizard,” Enamin said, wringing his hands.

“Buggered things up?” Benen managed to get the words out, though he mumbled them.

“Yes. I wasn’t sure you wanted help.” Enemin pressed his lips together into a line and leaned in close. “I found the last will and testament before finding you, it looked like you wanted to kill yourself.”

Benen realized that was exactly what it would look like. He shook his head. “No intention of dying. Planning for the worst. Was experimenting.” Every word was difficult, Benen economized as much as he could.

Enamin smiled and nodded, quickly agreeing with Benen. “That’s exactly right. You were just experimenting,” the man said.

“Really, I was,” Benen insisted.

Enamin kept nodding. Benen gave up and simply asked him why he had come to his tower — fortuitous though his arrival had been.

“Oh. I had a question about the library. But it can wait now until you feel better.” With that, Enamin left.

Benen, left on his own, spent the time of his recovery making plans. He was determined that nothing like this would ever happen to him again.
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A week after the poisoned breakfast, Benen was well enough that he could walk and lift small things with his true body without being tired out in minutes. During his convalescence, Benen had inhabited his vessel as much as he could. Using it and his ability to teleport, he had travelled to markets and farms all over Osteria and Oasis. He bought food from a different place each day, making sure not to follow any sort of pattern. He destroyed the old food that was previously in his pantry; he could trust none of it.

Benen’s first new rule was that he would only eat food acquired this way. Further, he would cast detection spells to make sure it was not poisoned. He wanted to be doubly sure that his meals were safe to eat.

His second new rule was that he would use his vessel at all times for all activities except when his real body needed exercise, rest, or nourishment. Even then, the real body would not leave its hiding place. That was his third rule: his body would be hidden somewhere no one would think to look for it. 

Preparing this hiding place and creating the spells to make it possible consumed much of the time before the next moot. The only thing Benen allowed to distract him from this project was his life extension spell. It simply could not wait any longer.

Benen was more certain than ever that he wanted to use the black hole for casting the spell. If there was any chance that it would make his body younger, it was worth the small risk. A younger body would survive poisoning and other attempts on his life much better than his current ancient one. Focusing on this desired result and on the needed constellations and black hole, Benen cast the spell. Immediately, he felt the effects on his body; aches and pains he had been tolerating for years faded away. This was normal for the life extension effect and therefore unsurprising. What was surprising was what he saw in the mirror.

Before his eyes, Benen saw his hair darken, his posture straighten, his skin smoothen, his eyes clear; he was getting younger. He began to worry when he started losing beard hair; his body was too young to grow a beard now. With horror, he saw himself shrink little by little, losing the height he had acquired in his later adolescence. This was when Benen began thinking of how he could cast an opposite spell to stop or reverse the rejuvenation.

Just as he worked out the right constellations and how he should cast such a spell, Benen noticed that he seemed to have stopped becoming younger. The Benen in the mirror, looking back at him, was twelve years old. Benen heaved a deep sigh of relief: he was not an infant.

I can work with this, he thought. It was strange to see himself so young again. Even stranger were his eyes, his expression, they looked much too world-weary and old for someone of his new apparent age.

Benen resolved not to let anyone see him this way. He modified the illusion on his vessel to look as it had before the rejuvenation. Before this, the illusion had mirrored his body’s actual appearance, but no one need know he had become younger; he feared there would be jealousy if he allowed other wizards to find out what he had done, not to mention that it would be difficult to be intimidating and commanding while looking like a twelve year old.

This accomplished, Benen could continue making sure his real body was safely hidden away. He had a general idea of the sort of place he would use for hiding it, but needed to find and prepare the specific spot. He scried for days, scouring the ocean bottom until he found what he was looking for: a substantial coral reef that had died. Using his environment bubble to survive the depths, Benen teleported to the location. The Cleaver was the perfect tool for hollowing the structure, it took Benen very little time to make a few rooms within the reef. Next he sealed the walls of those rooms with an enchantment of the Builder. Finally, he cast a permanent environment bubble using the black hole; shaping it to fit the rooms. To verify the permanence had worked, Benen used Moon magic to examine the threads of his spells: they were golden, as he had hoped.

The rest was details. He brought furnishings to the location, making it a comfortable living space; books to entertain himself; food to eat; spare clothes to change into as needed. His new home completed, Benen went to the place with his real body, there to remain at all times. 

Although he doubted anyone could find him by conventional means while he hid in his new home — from the outside it looked just like a dead coral reef — he still had yet to make sure he was hidden from magical means. Enchantments of the Trickster and the Mask of Heaven allowed him to make other locations resonate magically in the same way as his real presence did. Benen created dozens of such decoys, making some resonate stronger of himself than even his real body did. He further enchanted these so that if detection magic was used to located them, a mental alarm would reach him. He had done all he could to protect himself, and was at last mostly satisfied his body was safe.

By then, the next moot was upon him and he felt he had no choice but to attend; he had one last thing he needed to change in wizardly circles, and this last item was the one closest to his heart.

Unlike the two previous meetings at the library, this time Benen was not officially the host. He preferred being able to attend as a more or less normal member of the community. Of course, he was still Lord Wizard of Osteria and Oasis, which earned him respect and a place of honour, but he did not have any official functions to perform and could mingle with his fellow wizards as he wished. And mingling was part of his agenda.

Benen sought out, individually, the three wizards who currently held the seats of the ruling council. The first wizard he managed to approach for a one-on-one conversation was Master Elendara, student of Master Usthen. Benen had always thought she did not like him, though he did not know why; they had never spoken.

“Master Elendara, it is a pleasure to see you,” he began when a group of Elendara’s hanger’s on left her and he could be alone with her for a moment. “I have been meaning to speak with you on a subject of some importance to me.”

The wizard stared at him, seemingly shocked. Benen was bewildered by this reaction. “Is something the matter?” he asked.

The woman’s shocked expression disappeared as anger replaced it. “You don’t even know, do you?” she asked, unbelieving.

Benen blinked at Elendara for a moment. What was he supposed to know? “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he told her.

“Well, Lord Wizard, I have not forgotten what you did, even if others have let you get away with it.” There was such acid in the woman’s tone that Benen was convinced he must have done something truly horrible to her.

“Whatever it is that I’ve done to wrong you, I apologize, Master Elendara. I intended nothing of the sort.”

She rewarded him with a withering look and a scornful bark of a laugh, then she shook her head. “No apology will bring the dead back to life, Lord Wizard,” she said. Every time she used his title, her tone was grudging, as though it hurt her to have to call him by any honorific.

“Did you have relatives in the Southren army I destroyed?” he asked, trying in vain to find out what he had done to offend the woman.

“Nothing you can do will undo what you have done. Now excuse me, Lord Wizard.” She moved past him, heading to join a group of wizards across the room. Benen stared at her back as she left; he was completely baffled by her anger at him.

No margin for error now, he told himself. I have to convince the other two to accept my proposal or wait another five years for a different set of wizards to hold the seats.

Benen did not want to wait five years; the change he wanted was too long overdue.

The second wizard he needed to speak to agreed to meet with him in a private room.

“Master Yrtha, I am grateful you agreed to meet with me,” he opened the conversation.

The wizard smiled and inclined her head at him. “I was curious of your purpose in this meeting, agreeing to it seemed the easiest way to find out what you wanted.”

Benen found her manner strange, but eccentricities were not uncommon among wizards. He forged on, “Ah, yes. Just so. I have a proposal I wish the council to consider.”

A quizzical look crossed Yrtha’s face. “Then you should propose it to the council.”

“Well, you are sitting on the council,” Benen clarified.

“That is correct, but I would rather hear of your proposal for the council in the appropriate fashion. Why not approach the council when we are in session later today?”

“I was hoping to discuss the issue with you beforehand, so that we can perhaps come to an agreement as to the direction of your vote.” Benen felt it was possible this would offend the wizard, but trading favours was common enough in wizardly politics that he should be on safe ground.

Yrtha frowned. “You wish to buy my vote?” 

Benen wasn’t sure from her tone whether she was confused or offended. “Not exactly. I was hoping that you would agree to my proposal on its merits. Although I am willing to do what is necessary to help you see those merits . . .”

The wizard shook her head. “No, I will not discuss your proposal like this, though I will gladly consider it when you bring it before the council.” She moved to leave, but turned at the last moment, a mischievous smile on her face. “It’s too bad. When you invited me to the private room I’d hoped you wanted to propose a tryst.” She winked at him and left.

The woman had finally managed to completely confuse Benen. He had definitely not expected the old woman to have a sexual interest in him. Never mind that they were both quite old — well, she was old, he seemed old — it was unusual for wizards to have romantic interest in anyone; there was no hope of children and their sex drive was dampened by the potential repercussions of a pregnancy. Benen shook himself out of his baffled thoughts about Yrtha and went back to the general meeting room.

The third wizard on the council was an old friend of Mellen’s; although Benen had never really spoken with the man, he readily agreed to a private meeting.

“Master Loomis, I asked to speak with you because I intend to bring a proposal before the council later today and I was hoping you would vote in favour of it,” Benen stated it directly. He had no intention of dancing around the issue this time.

The older wizard scratched his chin before answering. “You were Mellen’s protege, Benen, and I respect that, but I will not vote in favour of something I disagree with, simply on the strength of that bond.”

“I think you might agree with the proposal, Master Loomis. I will outline it for you now, if you are willing to listen.”

Loomis was willing and, twenty minutes later, Benen was assured of one positive vote from the council. It was one vote shy of what he had hoped for, but it was better than what he had previously: one negative and one uncertain. It seemed to Benen that all would hinge on convincing Yrtha to vote in his favour.

While waiting for the council to convene, Benen spoke to some other acquaintances about Elandara’s reaction to him. It was a younger wizard, Journeyman Leaf, who shed light on the situation for him.

“You killed her aunt, Lord Wizard.” The Journeyman looked down as he said it. “Sorry.”

“But I didn’t. Did I? When?” Benen was at a loss. Other than the Southren army that had attacked his lands, the only others he had killed were Timmon and a young boy who could not control his magic.

“Master Elladora, decades ago,” Leaf said. “There was even a trial.”

Benen was stunned. “But I didn’t kill Elladora, Timmon did.”

“Most consider you responsible, Lord Wizard. Sorry.”

Benen was surprised two wizards had even been born to the same family within each other’s lifetime; the gifted were too rare, such an occurrence was incredibly unlikely. Still, it had happened.

Such a mind-bogglingly improbable thing; the Creator must hate me. 

It reminded Benen of one of the few sermons he had paid attention to in church. The priest had said: “Humans plan and the Creator laughs.” He doubted the Creator even existed, but if it did, it seemed to find Benen an unending source of humour.

Two hours later, he stood before the three wizards, addressing them. It was a private audience his title and prominence had garnered him.

“Wizards of the council, I would like to propose a change in policy for all wizards who call Osteria and Oasis home. We have all at one time or another been apprentices, but despite having shared the title, we did not necessarily share similar experiences; our masters differed on what to teach and how. Worse, some of us have had masters who deliberately tortured and mistreated them.” Benen felt emotion rise as a lump in his throat as he said the last few words. He swallowed and persevered.

“I seek to eliminate such inequities. My proposal is that all masters who take on apprentices be held to a standard in regards not only to subject matter that is taught, but also in regards to the treatment of the apprentice. Further, I propose that the apprentice be tested and granted journeyman status by this council and not by the young wizard’s master. In this way we can ensure that all apprentices are taught the basics of wizardry equally, and that they are treated with the most basic respect owed all human beings.”

Only Loomis of the three council members was unsurprised, having been warned beforehand of the proposal’s nature. The other two, Yrtha and Elandara were stunned.

“This is quite a sweeping change you are proposing, Lord Wizard,” Yrtha managed after a few tense moments.

“Yes, and overdue,” Benen agreed.

Yrtha shook her head. “This flies in the face of the independence of master wizards. An apprentice is the individual wizard’s responsibility and not this council’s.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I seek to change with this proposal. Individual wizards abuse their apprentices and leave them inadequately prepared for the world at large!”

“You are letting your own experience colour your views on this, Master Benen,” Yrtha countered. 

“I have talked to enough wizards to know that the problem is rather pervasive and not exclusive to my own apprenticeship to Master Oster,” Benen retorted.

Benen noticed that Elandara was oddly silent. He had expected her to oppose him staunchly and Yrtha to be undecided, but it seemed that Yrtha was against the proposal altogether and he had no idea how Elandara felt.

“I have seen many abuses of power over apprentices, myself,” Loomis put in. Benen was surprised to see Elandara nod.

“It is expected that an apprentice be guided with a firm hand, Loomis. In these troubled and changing times, we need the stability of tradition to stand upon, and it is traditional for a master to have a free hand with his apprentice,” Yrtha responded.

“Tradition? The world around us is changing and we must change with it. People are afraid that their children will be gifted the whole world over and, even though they fear it for the wrong reasons, they are right to do so. An apprentice’s lot is miserable until he manages to graduate to the rank of journeyman. Unfortunately, their troubles don’t necessarily end there. Few journeymen are given all the needed skills to be an independent wizard by their masters. Some are even denied simple information about moots and the dangers of killing with magic.”

Yrtha’s mouth was set in a stubborn line. She said no more but it was obvious that she was opposed to Benen’s proposal. He feared this moot was lost, he would have to wait until the next one when a new set of three wizards sat in council to have his proposal pass.

“Very well, I guess we should formally vote on the issue if no one has anything further to add,” Loomis said when the silence had stretched to a minute. No one spoke up so the vote was carried out.

When Loomis called for all in opposition to raise their hand and say “nay”, only Yrtha raised her hand. Benen looked to Elandara, she was looking at him with hatred burning in her eyes, but she remained silent, her hand down. Yrtha looked at her council-mates with surprise then put down her own hand.

Next Loomis called for all in favour of Benen’s proposal to say “yay” and raise their hand. Both he and Elandara raised their hands and spoke. Benen’s proposal was carried and, after being drafted by a clerk, the rules would be ushered into law. Benen could not believe it; he had given it up as lost.

On her way out of the private chamber, Elandara walked close to Benen. “Damn you to the Adversary for making me agree with you,” she shot as she passed.

Benen, who had never thought of himself as having many enemies, suddenly wondered how many others there were out there who burned with hatred for him without his knowledge. This led to thoughts of Timmon.

It had really been too long without any word from him. He resolved to find Timmon, to make sure his truest friend was all right.











CHAPTER  7: FRIEND




Finding his friend should have been easy for Benen. He was, after all, the most powerful wizard he knew of. Surely a simple location spell should pose no great difficulty for him. Unfortunately for Benen, the task was not so easily accomplished.

When he cast the spell that should indicate to him where Timmon was, it seemed to work but gave him no answer, no result; it left him none the wiser. He feared what this might mean. Was his friend destroyed?

Not ready to come to that conclusion yet, Benen tried a few variations of the spell. He finally had success with the version of the effect that did not give a concrete location, but rather indicated the direction to the target. The pendant he used as part of the spell was definitely pointing to a fixed point some distance to the south.

South? he thought with confusion. What’s Timmon doing back on this continent? Surely there were plenty of other places he would rather have been exploring instead of Ikara or Southren; he’s already been to the one and he’s got no love for the other.

Puzzled, Benen — inhabiting his vessel as always — left his tower and flew in the indicated direction. When he realized from the pull on the pendant that the destination was very far, he landed at the nearest calm pool and used it to teleport himself two hundred kilometres in the direction indicated by the spell. When he consulted the pendant once more, Benen saw that the destination was farther still.

Eventually he arrived at the southernmost point of Isleos. There the Ikarish had built a port that Benen later learnt was called Kanesh. According to the spell, Timmon was within. Benen landed outside and walked into the city as any traveller would.

He found it to be a quite small, built mostly on the shipping of goods to and from Isleos. The place was all docks, warehouses, and habitations. The only exception was the city’s only stone building: a church. Benen’s spell was pulling him toward the large stone edifice.

What is Timmon doing in a church? As far as Benen knew, his friend was not particularly religious; he’d certainly never spent any time praying or going to church in his time with the wizard.

Benen went to the church, curious and bemused.

“Hello Stranger,” called a man in Ikarish. Benen had gotten somewhat fluent during his previous visit to Ikara and returned the greeting. When the man reached him, Benen saw he wore the vestments of a priest of the church of the Creator.

“Father Asnael,” the man held out his hand. Benen shook it and introduced himself. “What brings you to the bosom of the Creator, my friend?”

“I’m looking for a friend of mine. He was last seen entering this church.” Benen looked around but saw no sign of anyone else in the open space of the church. He could tell there were other rooms beside the nave; he saw doors leading to other parts of the building.

Father Asnael frowned. “I’m sorry but it is just me in here today, my son. Are you sure your friend was here?”

Am I sure? Benen shook his head. “It’s what I was . . . told,” he said to the priest. “Do you mind if I take a look around?”

“For your friend? I assure you there is no one else here.” Asnael shrugged. “But if you insist, please be my guest and satisfy yourself that he is not here.”

“Thank you, Father.”

The priest showed Benen around the church, even bringing him to the refectory and his own private room. “I have nothing to hide,” the man said.

After the search was over, Benen found himself back in the pews. He collapsed in one. The priest took the seat beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.

“My son, perhaps the Creator sent you here for guidance, you seem troubled.”

“I’m worried about my friend,” Benen said, his head in his hands.

“The Creator has all the answers, my son. Prayer is how you hear the ones you need. The trick is understanding them.”

“Prayer has never done anything for me, father. The Creator’s never helped me. If there is a Creator, I’m its whipping boy.” Benen looked at the priest and was surprised to see compassion in the man’s eyes.

“Perhaps the Creator has tried you sorely, my son, but do not let that discourage you or make you turn your back on its wisdom. It has guided you here, to one of the few churches of the faith to possess a holy relic.” The priest stood and extended a hand to Benen. “Come and pray before the relic, my son.”

The wizard blinked at Asnael. He had never heard of any relics. He took the man’s hand and let himself be led to the sanctuary, confused but curious. The priest opened a cabinet, withdrew a shallow glass case, and brought it to the altar, where he deposited it standing upright. Benen’s jaw dropped when he saw what was within the case.

“Impressive is it not?” Father Asnael said.

“What . . . is it?” Benen bought himself time. How did Timmon’s hand come to be here? he wondered. For it was Timmon’s hand within the case, Benen could see the illusion of a normal hand over the true underlying golden one.

Thinking him fascinated by the relic, Asnael grew eloquent. “It is the hand of Christobel, from the story of Christobel and the Unbelievers. Are you familiar with it?”

Benen was not and he told the priest so.

“In the story, Christobel is captured by unbelievers who torture him, telling him that he need only renounce his faith to stay their hands. The young man clings to his faith to the point of death, but the reaping angel refuses to take his soul. The reaper returns Christobel to life, rewarding his virtue. When the angel moves to fly away, the young man seizes the hem of the angel’s robes and hangs on, asking the reaper to take him to the Creator. The angel uses it’s scythe, neatly cutting off Christobel’s hand. The man falls to the ground below. He told this story for the rest of his days.”

“You think this is Christobel’s hand?” Benen asked.

“It is Christobel’s hand. See how it is perfectly preserved and neatly severed. You will see no sign of putrefaction, though we have had the hand for almost a decade.” The priest was quite proud of the relic and certain of its authenticity. Benen did not have the heart to disabuse him of his mistaken conclusion.

“Thank you for letting me pray here, Father. I should continue looking for my friend now,” he told Asnael.

Benen left the city and found a still pond. He passed the hours until midnight deep in thought, pondering what had happened to Timmon. Where is the rest of him?

When the time was right, Benen teleported into the empty sanctuary of the church and retrieved Timmon’s hand. He left behind an appropriately sized piece of wood he had enchanted to look like the relic.
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Benen altered his detection spell to exclude the hand from its searching. Casting the spell now revealed another piece of Timmon. The pendant pulled him across the waves of the ocean until, beneath the surface, it led him to Timmon’s foot lying at the bottom. Most of the remainder of his friend’s golden body littered the nearby ocean bottom. The majority of the pieces were mingled among the wreckage of a sunken sailing ship. When he could not find Timmon’s head, Benen grew anxious. Back on shore, having retrieved all the undersea parts, Benen tallied up what he had and found that he was missing two pieces of his friend: his head and his torso.

Examining the pieces, Benen became increasingly certain his friend had been hacked apart by one or more axes. He did not want to know what this had felt like for Timmon. Worse, if the priest was to be believed, this had happened a decade or more ago.

Determined to find his friend and restore him to health, Benen cast the location spell again. This time the pull was further still, away from Isleos. Flying in the direction indicated, Benen eventually came upon a small landmass. Thinking back to the map of the continents he and Timmon had puzzled over, he identified the place as Juost, the smallest one.

Approaching the source of the pull on foot now, Benen crossed thick forest with strange animals before he found a small primitive village. He was spotted the instant he saw the first signs of habitation: a voice rang out threateningly in a language Benen was not familiar with. He held up both his hands in a gesture he hoped was universally recognized as one of surrender.

Small, black-skinned men and women with sharpened sticks came out of the forest toward him, looking fierce. They yelled at him in their language. He tried to smile and look inoffensive.

Prodding him with their sticks, they made him walk into the village. There, one of their number who wore a wooden mask decorated with strange designs, received him. Benen was surprised when he heard an intelligible voice in his head.

“Stranger, are you a demon? If you are, know that I am Inog, shaman of this tribe, and that I have defeated more fearsome foes than you.” It was the masked man! Benen was sure. Casting telepathy himself, Benen replied:

“I am no more a demon than you are, Inog. I am a shaman from a far away tribe. My name is Benen.”

“What has happened to your skin? How long did you soak in the ocean before you became so pale?”

“This is the skin I was born with,” Benen sent back. “Things are different in the far away place I come from, even the people.”

The shaman made a sign to his people and they relaxed. Benen was thankful. They posed no threat to his vessel-body, but he had feared having to harm the natives.

“I suppose you have come for the white chest,” the shaman sent.

“The white chest?”

The shaman led Benen to a place his people evidently considered holy; decorations of coloured wood and braided leather were hung throughout the grove. In the centre of this place, suspended from a wooden frame by cords that had once been animal guts, was Timmon’s torso.

“Yes. I have come for the white chest,” he sent to Inog.

“It is too bad. The chest was good luck.” The telepathy conveyed regret at having to let the torso go, but no rancour. Benen was grateful and said so to the shaman.

“It is obviously your chest, so it belongs to you, but you should be sure to take better care of your talismans in the future,” Inog admonished him. Benen assured the shaman that he would and flew away from the small village with his prize under his arm. Like the other pieces, he brought this one back to his tower. All he was missing was Timmon’s head. Benen was certain he would soon have answers.
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When Benen tracked the head, he found that it was even further overseas than the torso. The location the pendant pulled him to this time was a small encampment near the shore of an island, off the coast of the continent his map labelled as Kiernin. The place itself did not appear on any of his maps and had the look of a shantytown that was not planned, but rather grew on the island, much as a fungus spreads.

The buildings were shabby, unstable structures, barely functional. The climate in the region had to be mild for such to provide adequate shelter to the inhabitants. And inhabitants there were aplenty. Benen saw a variety of human beings unequalled anywhere else he had visited. The skin colours ranged through all the shades of pink and brown, he even saw some yellow-tinged men and women.

As he looked more closely, he saw that the majority of the island’s denizens were kept in pens, or walked about with fetters at their feet. Only a small minority were free and armed, but they were a rough company to be sure. If Benen had seen these men on a ship, he would have thought them pirates, and the more he watched the encampment from afar with his scrying, the more convinced he became that this was exactly what they were. Although there was no ship in evidence, there was a ship’s boat moored to a dock on the ocean side of the island; Benen deduced these might be extra men belonging to a ship currently absent, perhaps left here to take care of the slaves and to guard the booty.

What he did not see was any sign of Timmon’s head.

Benen had to wait until the early hours of the morning before most of the armed men fell asleep or passed out drunk. He used an illusion to make himself camouflaged in shades of grey and black, then teleported to the pirate island itself, making sure to appear somewhere he would not be seen.

Using the pendant, he found the direction to his friend’s remaining piece and walked carefully toward it, making sure to keep to the shadows as much as he could. He was surprised to find the spell leading him to an outhouse. The place stank so much as he approached it that he chose to stop breathing for the time being.

What he found within was what you would expect from a poorly built but functional outhouse. The only thing out of the ordinary within was a rope leading down the loo hole into the muck below. Benen consulted his pendant, fearing what he would find but already preparing himself for the worst: it pointed down.

Hauling up the rope, the wizard pulled up the shit-covered golden head from below. Rage boiled within him.

“Timmon?” he asked. The head did not answer, it did not seem animate at all. “Timmon?” he asked again with the same result. Benen left the outhouse, his filth-covered friend’s head dangling from the rope. He brought Timmon to the shore and washed him, carefully. He thought he saw his friend’s eyes flutter once, but there was no further sign of activity after that. Benen untied the rope and held the head directly in his hands. His real body cried the tears his vessel could not as he looked at the still face.

Who would do such a thing? What monsters are these men? he thought as he looked from Timmon to the slave pens.

It was bad luck for the pirates’ watchman to stumble upon Benen then. He saw the wizard, not recognizing him as such, he said something in a cocksure tone that Benen did not understand. The man drew a cutlass and approached him, now addressing him in a threatening voice.

Benen cast telepathy as the man reached him. The pirate pointed the cutlass at Benen’s neck and then to the ground. The wizard understood what was being asked of him but had no intention of complying. He seized the pirate with telekinesis and lifted him up. The cutlass fell from the man’s surprised hands. He began to scream and cry, panicking; the camp was roused.

Good. Let them come, Benen thought.

The pirates approached carefully as they arrived in small groups to investigate the disturbance. What they saw gave them pause. Some brandished crossbows and small hand-sized versions of the Southren rifles Benen had seen during his conflict with that nation. He used his telepathy spell to broadcast to all those on the island.

“I am the wizard Benen. You have wronged my friend Timmon,” he indicated his friend’s head. “Worse, you treat your fellow human beings as cattle and possessions. You deserve torment for what you have done, but I do not have the heart for it. Tell me, why should I let any of you live?”

Some of the pirates thought that Benen could be killed, he read from their surface thoughts, and they shot him with the pistols and crossbows in their hands. This had little effect on his vessel-body.

Others calculated how much gold they could give him, some even picturing having the wizard at their side in future raids.

A small fraction begged for mercy, repenting what they had done. Reading their minds Benen was certain of their sincerity, even if it was only brought on by fear.

Although the black hole was in the sky, the Cleaver was not. Benen had to resort to other magics to destroy these men. He decided to burn them, seeing it as the most fitting thing; he wanted all trace of monsters such as these to be gone from the world.

He called upon the power of the rising sun, adding the black hole to enhance his spell; he wanted the fire that burnt these men to blaze as strongly as his hate for them. One by one, he set them afire. First the ones who had thought to kill him with their pistols and crossbows, then the ones who had thought to bribe him into cooperation. He spared the ones begging for mercy this fate, instead leaving them to watch their former comrades burn with a bright white fire that consumed them utterly, body and soul. Although there would be no ghosts resulting from these deaths to haunt Benen, their screams would surely haunt his dreams.

Benen’s thirst for vengeance died down along with the blazes consuming the men. He turned to the slaves and sent to their minds, indicating the pirates he had spared:

“You’re free, all of you. These remaining few beg for your mercy. It is your decision what you do with them.”

Benen used his telekinesis to disarm the pirates he had not burnt, moving their weapons into the slave pens. He turned his back on the scene as he broke the locks on the pens, releasing the men and women within.

Flying away, Benen did not look back.




[image: Image]




The lack of animation or awareness in Timmon’s face worried Benen as he returned to his tower. He hoped his friend’s frozen face would come back to life when reattached to the rest of his golden body. Although Benen himself could have melted the edges of each part and reattached them to each other, the result would not have been smooth or even, possibly hindering Timmon’s movements. Instead, he took the pieces to the smith in Oasis. The ownership had changed once again. Benen realized it had been decades since his last visit. The shop in general was not as it had been; gone were many of the implements formerly found in the smithy. Instead these were replaced by contraptions of Southren-seeming design.

“No, my lord, those are not Southren-made,” the man had answered when Benen asked about the new devices. “Made right here in Osteria and Oasis.” The smith said this with pride.

The man set to work reassembling Timmon’s body. To melt the metal, the smith used a device he called a torch. It bore no resemblance to any torch Benen had ever seen. It shot fire from a spout at the top of a cylinder the smith handled. Benen took a few steps outside the shop while the work was underway and looked around at Oasis.

How little attention we wizards pay to the world around us, he thought as he saw the city was very changed from when he had last really looked at it. Most striking of these changes was how bright it was at night. There were glowing glass globes lining some of the streets, lighting the way for pedestrians and drivers.

Drivers? Here?

They rode contraptions much like those Benen had last seen in Ikara, but these were faster and more compact, with different casings. Benen felt old for a moment. Changes begun in Ikara and Southren had spread even to his little nation. These ideas of technology and science were contagious, it seemed, and they changed the world so quickly. In all of Oster’s lifespan the world changed less than in the three hundred years of Benen’s.

Less than in the past few decades even, Benen corrected himself.

Before he had time to dwell on this too much, the smith declared the work done. Benen was surprised to see no seams or blemishes on his friend in the locations where he had been dismembered. He paid the smith handsomely in gold coins. The man looked at these with surprise but accepted them gladly. He tried to offer Benen colourful pieces of paper, calling them ‘change’ but Benen told him to keep them.

Later, Benen sat in his tower staring at the inanimate body of his friend. Timmon had still not moved from where the wizard had placed him, standing in a corner of his study, facing the room.

“Come on, my friend, give me a sign you’re in there,” Benen pleaded with the statue.

Every day he spoke to Timmon as though he were there, telling him of new theories he was thinking about, new spells he was working on and new stars he was investigating. Nothing registered on the statue’s face.

This continued for weeks, ending only when Benen hosted the grand general of the Osteria and Oasis military for dinner.

General Erzem had dressed for the occasion in all his ceremonial grandeur, complete with four-feathered cap, long grey coat emblazoned with medals and decorations, and tall black leather boots. But the crowning piece of it all was his ceremonial weapon: an eight-foot halberd.

After dinner, the wizard invited the general back to his study. When Erzem sought to make himself comfortable by sitting in the chair opposite Benen, he looked for somewhere to lean his halberd. He leaned it against a wall, not far from the golden statue that was Timmon.

As the general excitedly explained the new armament his soldiers were to receive within the next five to ten years, he waved his arms and knocked the halberd toward Timmon. The statue came to life with an ear-splitting scream of pure terror. Timmon’s flailing arms knocked the slowly falling pole-arm away from him, causing it to crash to the floor. 

“No more,” he whimpered, finally going quiet and curling his body into a ball in the corner.

After returning the general to his home, making apologies for the disturbance and promising another dinner very soon, Benen sat on the floor near the foetal form of his friend.

“Timmon?” he said, reaching out and touching the statue’s shoulder. Timmon shuddered. “I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t look for you earlier; sorry I didn’t go with you to begin with.”

“It’s not your fault.” Timmon’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Did you kill the pirates?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Timmon picked himself off the floor slowly, not looking at Benen, and walked out of the room. Benen let him have his space, at a loss what to do for his friend.

Over the next few months Benen saw Timmon only occasionally: sometimes he was gazing at the stars, other times he read in the study. The wizard tried to engage him in conversation but Timmon kept begging off, saying he needed more time.

Six months after Benen had found Timmon’s head and reassembled him, his friend came to find him in the study.

“I’m ready to talk, Benen,” he said with great solemnity. Benen motioned for him to take a seat, but Timmon shook his head. “Let’s go to the observatory. I want to do this under the open sky.”

When Benen arrived at the top of the tower, he found that Timmon had used the Southren-engineered machinery to open the domed roof of the observatory as wide as possible. The golden form of his friend was standing at the far end of the circular room, gazing up at the constellations above. Benen joined him. Looking up, he thought Timmon was looking at the Cleaver.

“I want out, Benen.”

Benen turned to look at Timmon. “Out? You’re free to leave, Timmon. I don’t want you to, but you’re not my prisoner. I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to give you that impression.”

“No. You don’t understand. I am a prisoner and you do hold the key to my prison.” Timmon met Benen’s eyes and the wizard saw in them such weariness that it broke his heart. He had an idea what his friend was asking, but he did not want to face it.

“You can leave the body and be disembodied again if you want, you know you can do that. I could even build you a better body, I think. I’ve learnt a lot in the past decades.”

“A better body won’t fix what’s broken, Benen.”

Benen hesitated before asking what was on his mind, unsure if he wanted to broach this subject. “Why didn’t you leave the pieces, when you were dismembered?”

“I couldn’t.” Timmon shook his head, he seemed lost in a memory for a few moments then came back to the present. “The moment any part of the body was separated from the rest, even my soul was in two parts. I couldn’t leave any of the parts, I was stuck.”

“How did all this happen?” The question slipped out, Benen had not meant to ask it and regretted it the moment the words were out of his mouth.

“Life is cruel, Benen. Misery is its natural state. We fool ourselves into thinking otherwise because sometimes we’re happy or distracted from the truth. But in the end it all comes back to misery. The world is full of human beings and we’re all monsters under the surface.” Benen was about to argue but Timmon held up a hand to silence him. “You and I met because I was trying to kill your friend. You killed me before we ever exchanged words. We’ve shared a lot together over the years, Benen; we’ve distracted each other from the worst life has to offer. But I can’t do that anymore. I’m finished with all this. I tried, Benen, I really tried to put what happened behind me, but I can’t.” Timmon put his head in his hands. He made sobbing noises, unable to continue. His body could not cry, but his mind needed the release of tears. Benen had never thought to include the ability to cry in these bodies, but for Timmon this was his one and only form; he could not go back to his real flesh body and find release there.

Benen touched Timmon on the shoulder. “It’s better than all that Timmon. You’ve just had a rough time, you’ll see. Things aren’t so bad.”

The golden form straightened and looked at Benen again. “You can say that because you’re not broken, like me. I’m free from that delusion, Benen. You want to know what happened to me? I’ll tell you.”

Timmon told his tale. After a few years of travelling around the continent he had been deposited upon, he tired of always being the outsider. He grew to find the long weeks of walking from one interesting place to the next tedious.

Wanting to return home to the continent of Isleos, Timmon made his way to the west coast, to the trading port of Aramos. This city, an Ikaran colonial outpost, often trafficked with Isleos and it was simply a question of time before passage to that continent could be obtained. Of course, Timmon had little in the way of currency, so he earned his passage as a hand on the ship. When the ship was attacked at sea by pirates, he was expected to help defend against the boarders. This he did superbly; too much so, even.

His body was largely immune to the blows and arrows of the pirates, but the enemy still overwhelmed the defenders. Soon, Timmon stood alone against a group of boarders and was taken prisoner when they at last thought to simply grapple him.

“They were fascinated by my immunity to their attacks. The pirate captain tried weapon after weapon on me while I was held down. Eventually he tried a nasty looking heavy double-axe. When he cut at my arm with it, he managed to sever my hand. I can’t describe how painful that was Benen. It was like losing a part of my very basic self. The pain from it was a burning agony that did not go away until you reassembled me.”

Timmon took a break, taking deep breaths his body did not need but which his mind evidently did.

“They took me apart, enjoying my screams as they hacked off parts of my body. Eventually they were ready to go. The crew had emptied the cargo holds of the ship and were returning to theirs before scuttling their prize. The captain, fascinated by my survival of the dismemberment, severed my head and took it with him. The rest of me they left on the sinking ship. I don’t know how you found all the parts, but I thank you for making me whole, even if it is only for a time.”

Benen did not like the sound of that, but held his peace, not wanting to interrupt Timmon.

“They did things to me, Benen, humiliating things.” Timmon shuddered. “By the time you found me in the latrine hole, they had tired of playing with me and probably forgotten about the head in the loo. But I lived through every moment of it. I was in that shit for decades. You have no idea what happened to my mind during that isolation. I was mad, Benen, completely mad for a time. When you rescued me, I couldn’t even believe that what I was seeing was real; I’d played that scene in my mind so many times over the years . . .”

“It’s okay, Timmon. It’s over now,” Benen said, reaching out to his friend. 

Timmon exploded.

“No! It’s not okay now! That’s what you don’t get! I’m broken, Benen!” He stepped back from the wizard, holding up his arms, his expression changing from anger to sorrow so fast it disturbed Benen to see it. “I’m broken,” he whispered.

“I’m sorry.” It was all Benen could say. He desperately wanted to fix his friend but he did not know how.

“I want you to end this for me, Benen. I’ve lived enough and suffered more than anyone should. I just want it all to end.” Timmon put his back against a wall and let himself slide down, sitting against it.

“Maybe I could . . . erase the memories of it all . . . somehow,” Benen said. He wasn’t sure if he could do what he was proposing, but he’d find a way if it removed those horrors from his friend’s mind.

“No. No more magic solutions. No more tricks. Just an ending, Benen. Please. Surely you owe me that much,” Timmon begged. The desperation in his friend’s voice hurt Benen. He felt responsible for Timmon’s suffering.

“I can’t do it, Timmon. I can’t end your existence,” he said at last. “It’s within my power, I just can’t . . .”

Timmon was on his feet at once, grabbing the front of Benen’s shirt, their faces centimetres apart. “You owe me this, Benen! Damn you to the Adversary! You owe it to me!” Benen did not struggle to free himself from Timmon’s grasp; this snapped his friend out of his anger. “I’m sorry, but you do owe me. I can’t end myself.” Timmon let him go. “You owe me,” he said in a low voice.

But Benen could not destroy his friend. He had hope that, with time, Timmon would get better, that he would recover.

“I will give you the means to do it, Timmon. I will. But not for a year. Is that fair? Give me a chance to change your mind, to convince you that you can be fixed.” It was Benen’s turn to beg.

“You want me to live with this for another year?” Timmon asked unbelieving. “I don’t want or need another year of this, Benen.”

“Please, Timmon. Do it for me. I can’t end your life like this, not just like this.”

“I can’t face another year of this, Benen. Don’t make me go through that. If you can’t bring yourself to end me, then at least give me the means to end myself.”

“That’s no different from me doing it,” Benen argued.

“Please Benen, please . . .”

Benen turned his back on Timmon. “In the morning. If you still want to do it then, I’ll give you the means.”

The wizard returned to his true body, already mourning the loss of his friend. He knew Timmon would choose death, his tone, the begging, they spoke of someone who had already made his choice.

The next morning, they met in the same place, but above them the sky was the blue of daytime instead of night’s black. The two clasped one another spontaneously. Close this way, each whispered to the other.

“I pray you have not changed your mind, Benen,” said Timmon.

“No, but I hope you have changed yours.”

They separated, both would have had tears running down their faces if they could cry.

“There is nothing I can do to convince you not to do this?” Benen asked.

“No. Please, do this last thing, in the name of our friendship,” Timmon answered, grim.

Benen nodded. Using the magic of the sun as he had done with the pirates, Benen created a pillar of white fire in the observatory. It was enhanced with the power of the black hole. It would utterly destroy whatever entered it, Benen was certain.

The wizard nodded to the pillar. “I will keep this here every day for you; you do not have to use it now. It will be here any time the sun is in the sky. I just ask that you say goodbye to me before you go.”

Timmon looked at the pillar with an expression of such relief it shocked Benen. Every time he thought he understood the depths of his friend’s despair, he was shown how wrong he was.

“Thank you, Benen.” Timmon clasped the wizard to him one final time. When they were close, he whispered “Goodbye, my friend.” Before Benen could react, Timmon let go of him and crossed the three paces to the pillar. Benen reached out to him, as though the motion had the power to stop the golden statue. Timmon turned back, smiling as he had in the past, a smile free of pain and suffering. Then he turned again, walked into the pillar of fire and was no more.

Benen collapsed, unsure how he would carry on, eyeing the pillar for himself. But he picked himself back up again. For the first time in his life, Benen felt truly old.

Somehow he managed to continue on without his friend. He became very reclusive, so much so that some speculated he might have died. Although he had often considered death, he had resisted that temptation.

After mourning Timmon for weeks, Benen turned to his research to distract him from his feelings of loss and abandonment. He managed to lose himself this way for years. He might have remained thus, reclusive and unseen, if not for Elyana.











CHAPTER  8: MENTOR




Elyana was a six year old girl born with the gift. She was the first gifted child found within Osteria and Oasis since that nation’s inception. When the wizards of the council discovered her they sought out Benen, hoping he would take her as his apprentice. It was obvious to them that the Lord Wizard was not himself since the loss of his friend; it was thought an apprentice would be just the thing to snap him out of his current gloomy disposition. The moment he was told of the girl, Benen channelled all his attentions on her. 

Prior to even approaching Elyana, he scried on her and her family, hoping to learn what she was like before starting her apprenticeship. He saw she was a girl with few friends. At play they teased her for her red hair. Her parents left her to her own activities and she spent a lot of time in the nearby woods, making up stories with an imaginary friend she called Mister Blubbers.

When Benen felt he had seen enough, he started the process of claiming the girl. He waited until she was at play and scried on her parents, who were preparing supper. Certain they were at home, he moved the scrying window to the front door and used it to teleport directly in front of it. He knocked on the door and smiled at the man who answered. To Elyana’s father, Benen looked like a man in his fifties with an untidy grey beard and wild white hair, dressed in a simple but clean brown robe and sandals.

“Eh? Who’s this now?” he said to his liege lord. “We’ve no food or money for vagabonds here, we can barely feed ourselves.”

“Dear sir, I am no vagabond and I have come neither for your food nor for your money. In truth, I wish to speak to you about your daughter.”

The man glowered at Benen.

“What do you want with our Elyana?” He reached for something out of Benen’s sight, presumably a weapon of some sort.

Benen held up his hands to show he had no ill-intentions. “Sir, perhaps I had best introduce myself. I am Master Benen, student of Oster.”

The man frowned at him. “Is that supposed to impress me?” He showed Benen the cudgel he had picked up. “Now you be on your way, Master Whatever.”

Benen had not expected difficulty once he had introduced himself. Did this man not know the name of his own ruler?

“Please, there is no need for violence, Sir. Do you not recognize my name? I rule these lands.”

Elyana’s father shook his head. “No. Argyla rules here. Do you think me a fool?” He thumped his cudgel against the palm of his hand threateningly. “Now go away before I lose patience with you.” But Benen had already lost patience.

He stood up straight and menacing, meeting the man’s gaze with his own intimidating glare. “Argyla rules this region in my name. I am Lord Wizard Benen, your ruler. I will tolerate no more threats from you.” Benen put action to his words, using his telekinesis to yank the cudgel from the man’s hand, throwing it away into the woods.

Startled by the magic, Elyana’s father took a step back and shouted toward the kitchen: “Wizard! Run Myra!”

Benen sighed. Surely his own people should be acclimatized to wizards. But then he realized his defence of these lands against the Southren had been generations before. This man and his wife had probably never really known who ruled above Argyla, much less that their ruler was a wizard.

Giving up on friendly discourse altogether, Benen used his telekinesis spell to lift the man off the ground. He walked into the house and sought out Elyana’s mother; she had run out the back door. He sighed again, feeling frustration rise within him. He could still see her as she ran, having not yet made it to the safety of the woods. He lifted her off the ground as well, gagging her with telekinetic force when her screaming became too shrill to bear.

He brought both of Elyana’s parents into their own kitchen and lowered them into chairs at the dinner table. He kept his hold firm, preventing them from bolting once again.

“I am telling you the truth. I am Benen, Lord Wizard of Osteria and Oasis and I rule these lands. Argyla rules this area in my name. Please be calm and listen to the reason for my visit here today.”

The fight seemed to go out of the two; they had to acknowledge they were helpless before Benen’s ability to catch and restrain them. They nodded, which Benen took to mean that they would be cooperative. He let go of them and was pleased that they both remained seated.

 “Wh— What do you want from us, er, Lord Wizard?” asked Elyana’s father.

“I want to give you an opportunity my family and I never had.” The couple looked at Benen as if he weren’t speaking a language they understood. He forged on, “Your daughter, Elyana, possesses the gift of magic. Do you know what that means?”

The mother nodded. “She’s going to be taken by wizards to bear your children.”

Benen was amazed at the sorts of stories that spread among the ignorant masses. “No. We’re going to train her to be a wizard herself.”

“What if she doesn’t want to be a wizard?” demanded Elyana’s father.

“She doesn’t have a choice. The gift will manifest anyway, but if she is not trained, she will hurt herself and others with it. By becoming my apprentice, she will learn how to control her talent; she will have a life filled with wonders.” 

“You’re going to take her away?” The woman’s eyes filled with tears. “My baby?”

“That’s what I’m here to talk to you about. It does not have to be a final separation. I propose that she visit you two days every month. It isn’t much, but it is more than was ever offered to me. I also will provide all she needs in the way of food, clothing, shelter and education. And, although it is no fair compensation for your loss, I will give you a gold crown every year of her apprenticeship.”

Elyana’s parents resisted, saying they could not possibly let him take their child away. Benen told them again what would happen if Elyana was not trained, made it clear to them they had no choice.

“I’ve heard that in civilized lands there’s a cure for the gift!” the woman protested.

This was shocking news to Benen. “What do you mean?”

“In Southren, they have a procedure that removes it, or so I’ve heard,” said the man.

“Well, that is not going to happen to Elyana. I am taking her to apprentice,” Benen declared.

Although they continued to protest, Benen could tell Elyana’s parents had accepted the inevitable. Their protests had died down by the time Elyana came home. She did not seem surprised to see a strange old man in her house.

“Who’s the man, Papa?” she asked.

“He’s a wizard come to take you away, my love.” Even her father had succumbed to tears by then.

“Oh. Okay.” Elyana was undisturbed. She kissed both her parents goodbye then walked to the wizard, extending her little hand for him to take.

Before leaving, Benen reminded Elyana’s parents that he would give them two days with her each month. “This need not be a complete separation,” he told them. They did not seem reassured.

Outside, Benen took Elyana into the woods to find a clear pool to use for teleportation. When he created the portal, Elyana exclaimed, “But it’s much too small!”

When the wizard looked at the portal it looked more than big enough for him and definitely large enough for the young girl.

“You’ll fit, you’ll see,” he told her.

“Not me! Mister Blubbers. He’s much too big to fit in there.”

“Oh. Um. Well, I’m a wizard, so I can shrink him . . . no problem.”

The girl looked at him with suspicion as he cast a mock spell to shrink Mister Blubbers. When he was finished, Elyana was looking at an empty space with astonishment. “You shrunk him all tiny!”

“Um, yes . . . that was the plan, right?”

The girl gingerly picked up her imaginary friend and put him in a pocket. “Okay. Ready to go!”

Benen led Elyana through the portal and into her new home.
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When he began Elyana’s education, Benen was determined that hers should bear as little resemblance as possible to the training he received from Oster. One of his earliest divergences from the methods Oster used was that he was actually kind and caring to the girl. She had two training sessions of four hours each with him every day, but the rest of her time was hers to use as she wished. He even landed the tower those first years so that she could make friends with local children her own age. She never had to be his scullion servant; he continued to use his magic to keep the tower clean and tidy.

Some of these changes worked better than others.

The first problems arose while Elyana was at play with kids from the neighbourhood near the tower. One of the kids asked her if she was the wizard’s daughter.

“No. I’m his ‘prentice,” she declared proudly.

“So you’re a wizard too then?” another kid asked, frowning with disapproval.

“Yes,” she smiled mischievously at the boy. “Be nice to me or I’ll turn you into a frog.”

The boy ran home without looking back. The other kids, one by one, decided it was time for them to do their chores shortly after that. The next day, Elyana found the place where the kids usually played deserted, the fort they had been building out of branches and blankets abandoned. She returned to the tower distraught, running straight to Benen’s study where he was reading. She wet the front of his robes with her tears as she sought comfort from him.

“Why?” she cried out. Unclear as to what the problem was, Benen asked her what had happened. Elyana was unable to articulate anything intelligible through her crying. He resorted to hugging the little girl until she calmed down, which seemed to be what she wanted anyway. The feelings in his heart as he calmed Elyana down were complex. Benen cared for his apprentice and wanted her to be happy, but it seemed wrong that he be both master and father to her. Once Elyana calmed down, he got her to tell him of the incident.

“Unfortunately, we wizards aren’t like other people, we’re different and that scares them,” he told her.

“But I’m not scary. Mister Blubbers is scary, but they can’t see him.”

“I know we’re not scary, and you know we’re not scary, but they don’t understand that.”

Benen tried to find other kids in other places for Elyana to play with, but everywhere they went she was the girl from the wizard’s tower. Even when he hid the tower’s presence, Elyana would still get into trouble. In one instance, a kid told her red hair meant her father was a demon; she hit the kid in the face, making her nose bleed, starting a fight with the girl’s friends. She came back to the tower bruised and triumphant, but also friendless.

Benen decided it might be best if Elyana played on her own instead. It turned out she did not mind this.

“I’ve been neglecting Mister Blubbers anyway,” she told him. “He gets mean when I don’t play with him enough.”

Benen did not subject Elyana to choosing a material and an instrument for learning her constellations. Instead he gave her classes on each of the stars in each of the constellations himself, then asked her to fill book after book about what she had learnt. He quizzed her regularly and was pleased that she picked up the knowledge so well. As a reward he showed her the stars she got right using his telescope, which she loved.

He found that as time wore on he treated the girl more like his daughter and less like his apprentice. He feared he might not be objective in judging her readiness to become a journeyman when the time came. As it turned out, problems stemming from their relationship occurred long before her testing.

When the girl was ten, Benen began teaching her practical magic.

He had her practise with simple spells such as an effect that lit a candle and another that created a point of light. The problems came later when he gave her access to books on the craft, allowing her to read whatever struck her fancy. Since he thought she would do best learning things that interested her, he felt giving her access to the books would help her to figure out what that might be.

She loved reading, spending hours in her quarters, reading aloud to Mister Blubbers. She became interested enough in some of the spells that she began trying them out on her own, something Benen had expressly forbidden. The first accident resulting from this caused her to grow out of control, which was not the intended effect of the spell. Luckily, Benen was in the tower and came running when he heard her cries of alarm and panic. He shrunk her back down and spoke sternly to her about the rules regarding unsupervised magic.

The next accident happened when she tried to use the Cleaver to cut a piece of stone to make a present for Benen. Her effect did slice a portion of the stone as she desired, but the magic did more than that. Instead of operating only on the target of her spell, the effect cut everything along her line of sight, starting from a point near her eyes and ending a short distance after the stone. Unfortunately, her hand was one of the things in that cutting path, since she was pointing dramatically at the target of the spell, something she liked doing when she did magic. When half her hand fell to the ground, she gave a cry, then fainted as she hemorrhaged all over the room. Benen, again, was on site to help. He rushed to her quarters, finding her in a pool of blood, half her hand cut off. He healed the hand, but did not restore it, he only made it stop bleeding, closing the stump where the other half of her hand used to be.

“May this remind you what it cost you to disobey my directive not to do magic when I am not present,” he told her.

She did not listen.

A year later, lonely, Elyana tried to use scrying to look at what other kids her age were doing. The spell she managed to cast bore only a passing resemblance to scrying. Instead of giving Elyana a window to look at distant locations through, it gave her a mirror that looked upon her innermost thoughts and fears. Even with her eyes closed, she still saw the mirror in front of her, playing out her nightmares. Benen found her the next day, unsure what was wrong. He eventually managed to sever the effect, but the girl was forever scarred. It took two weeks before she was even able to speak coherently. Two months after the incident, she was as recovered as she ever would be. She was mostly as before, except for a haunted look in her eyes and her inability to sleep.

“I don’t need to, not anymore,” she told Benen. And indeed, she seemed to get on without any sleep. The wizard did notice that she would spend an hour or two each day staring at a fixed point, unmoving. He supposed this trance took the place of sleep for Elyana now.

This last incident convinced Benen that his apprentice did not fear him enough for her own good. He could think what he wanted about Oster and his teachings, but his old master had made sure that when he forbade something, Benen did not go out and do it, especially not three times over.

The problem was that his authority over her was almost too paternal. It did not help that Elyana’s own parents had stopped wanting to see her a mere three months after Benen had taken her away. They had claimed the wizard had changed her, that she was no longer their daughter. Benen was the only family the girl had.

As much as he liked his role as her father-figure, he needed to be more than that. He needed to be her master: an absolute authority she could not defy.

He called Elyana to his study after he felt she was well enough recovered from her scrying incident. The girl looked at him uncertainly from the doorway when she arrived; his mien was severe in a way she had never seen before. Hesitantly, she moved to take the seat opposite Benen. He waved his hand and sent the chair away from her with telekinesis.

“No. You shall not sit in my presence, Apprentice,” he told her, his tone flat. Tears began filling Elyana’s eyes and Benen had to steel his heart. What he wanted to do was to hug the eleven year old girl and tell her he would protect her from all dangers, but in this case, her own disregard of his authority was the greatest danger she faced. “Starting now, Oversight shall monitor your actions. If you stray out of bounds or disobey any rule that has been outlined for you, Oversight shall shock you. If you persist, it will shock you to unconsciousness.” Benen motioned to the pulsing blue light hovering near him. This was a construct much like the one Oster had used on him during his training to make him clean the tower. “Do you understand?”

“But Benen —”

“Master. You shall call me master and only master. Further, except where discipline has been expressly lifted, you shall not speak without first having been spoken to.”

“But —” she began, but since she had not been spoken to, this was a violation of the rules and Oversight shocked her. He dismissed Elyana after she recovered from the shock and she slunk out of the study, looking dejected. That night Benen heard her crying in her room and had to harden his heart to her. Without discipline the girl would kill herself with her own power long before she reached the end of her apprenticeship. It was his duty to act as he was acting. He hated that he had turned into Oster and he cursed the long-departed wizard every night until Elyana became a journeyman.
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By the time Elyana was fourteen, Benen found he had put off his life-extension spell too long once again. He didn’t know why, but he felt trepidations each time he considered casting the spell. Something about it did not feel right. He had not had to cast it often yet — his black hole enhanced version of it was much more potent than the usual — but after each time, he had felt . . . different. He could not quite define what the change was, but as the years had passed he had begun to notice it in others as they used the spell over and over. Those wizards had grown more distant, less caring, over time. It was hard to attribute this definitively to the life-extension magic though; it could simply be the result of long life itself. Since the only way to attain the ages these wizards reached was through this spell, it was impossible to discern which was the cause: age or magic?

But he could only put off casting the spell for so long before he was forced to face it once more; if he wanted to keep living he needed to use the magic. There was no other alternative.

By this time, Benen was well into his fourth century of life, his body almost at a physical age of seventy again. He decided to determine, as best he could, if there was a psychological effect from the magic. His plan was to record some of his views and thoughts on different subjects before casting the spell and then to review them afterwards to see if he still identified with what he had written. He intended to repeat this every time he extended his life, reviewing the notes from oldest to newest, trying to detect any change in his outlook.

Having recorded his feelings on many topics and toward some persons — Elyana, Timmon, Mellen, Sania, wizards he had met — he was ready to cast the spell. As it had last time, the black hole enhancement caused the spell to rejuvenate Benen’s body to an age close to twelve years old. When he re-read what he had written, he thought he still felt the same as when he had recorded his feelings. Benen sighed and put away the notebook until the next time he needed to extend his life.

His education of Elyana had reached the crucial point where her power exceeded her wisdom. With each spell she had cast over the years, her reservoir for magical power had grown until it reached the same size as any mature wizard. But she was still just a fourteen year old apprentice. She needed more practical experience in controlling her power and Benen sought to provide it.

The wizard drilled Elyana on each of the spells that all apprentices had to learn under the new rules he had helped establish. Once she could cast one of the spells reliably, Benen would start distracting the girl in a variety of ways. He began by throwing pepper in her face in the middle of her incantation. Once Elyana was able to cast despite this, he would follow it up with telekinetically thrown books; she had to dodge them or continue casting through the pain and impact. After that he had her cast the spells while restrained, while underwater, and while under pressure. To make his apprentice really perform, he had to make the pressure she was under a real threat to her, so he had created a constantly shrinking circle of fire around her. She had to cast the spell successfully in time or she would burn. But when she attempted this test, Elyana fumbled the spell when the heat from the flames grew too hot.

“Stop it!” she yelled. “I can’t do it!”

“Do it, girl, or you’ll burn,” Benen told her calmly.

Flames licked at Elyana’s feet, the circle was less than three feet across. “No, I can’t! Stop the fire!”

Benen thought for a moment and decided a burn would be educational to the girl. He let the fire continue. When it had constricted enough that she had no safe place to stand that wasn’t on fire, Elyana ran through the fire and out of the circle. She noticed fire had caught at the hem of her dress and rolled on the ground to put out the flames, crying and screaming all the while. Benen watched her deal with the situation and was proud that she had managed to minimize the harm her failure had caused her.

She got to her feet and ran to him, fists raised. She hit him in the chest over and over, her blows too weak to be a concern to the wizard.

“I could have died, you bastard!” she yelled at him through her tears. “I could have died!”

“Apprentice, control yourself,” he told her.

“What is wrong with you? You’re not supposed to kill me!”

“I didn’t kill you, Elyana. That was never a risk in this test. At worst you would have suffered some burns, the better for you to learn,” he hoped his firm tone would calm the girl.

It did not.

“Fuck you!” she spat at him before turning around. She took two steps toward the room’s exit before Benen seized one of her arms, grabbing it hard enough to make her cry out in pain.

“You think I’m being unfair? Too harsh? You have no idea what’s out there. You have no idea what you’ll face when you leave my tutelage. This is nothing compared to my own apprenticeship. Count yourself lucky!” Elyana struggled in his grasp.

“Let me go,” she begged between sobs. “You’re hurting me.”

“I’ll show you how Oster would have trained you to perform under pressure, you’ll see,” Benen dragged Elyana to a nearby balcony and jumped out of the tower, taking her with him. As they fell he let go of his apprentice. “Fly!” he commanded.

Elyana fell. She screamed. She flailed her limbs in panic and was finally silent as the ground approached, making her peace, Benen guessed, with the Creator before her death. What she did not do was fly. Benen slowed her so that she landed gently on the ground, doing the same for himself.

The girl collapsed, panting and crying. Benen looked at her, waiting for her to stand again to continue the lesson. It was only when she looked at him, a few minutes later, standing shakily that he realized with horror what he had done. Her eyes held such raw fear that it had shocked him back to himself.

“I’m sorry, Master,” Elyana said in a small frightened voice.

What am I doing? What have I done? Benen reeled in his mind. He was horrified by how far he had gone, by how little he had felt when he had looked at the girl while she had been in pain, while he had been torturing her. Seeing her beaten as she was now, he saw himself in her. But not his current self, rather the person he had been while under Oster’s thumb. If she is to be me, then I am Oster . . . he faced the thought despite how much it troubled him.

“No, Elyana. It is I who is sorry,” he said to the girl. He flew his vessel and apprentice back to the tower. “Forget this lesson, I didn’t mean . . . please forgive me.” Before the girl had a chance to reply, Benen abandoned his vessel and returned to his own body. There he could wallow in his self-loathing.

How many more rejuvenations will it take before I’m not even capable of seeing the changes in myself; how many before I can’t understand what I’ve lost?

In his heart, Benen, feeling kinship with his old master at last, forgave Oster some of his excesses of cruelty.
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Benen and Elyana never spoke again of that lesson or that day. The next time the wizard tested his apprentice’s ability to perform spell-work under pressure, he did it with a shrinking circle of slime that would dye his apprentice bright pink — her most hated colour — wherever it touched her. Benen resolved to plan all tests and interactions with Elyana in advance for the remainder of her apprenticeship. This way, he hoped, he could review what he had prepared, looking through his plans for excessive cruelty. He hated that he could not trust himself, but he had to face the truth of the matter and try to mitigate the side-effects of his life-extension. And it will only get worse, he thought darkly.

This episode, and Benen’s restraint thereafter, chilled the relationship between the wizard and his apprentice. The two years remaining in the girl’s time with Benen went smoothly by, except for a notable incident when Elyana was almost sixteen.

The girl, being a teenager, had been sneaking out of the tower for months to meet with a boy she had met on a previous, approved, outing. Benen would have given her leave to do this, but she had never asked, probably too afraid he would say no. He understood this. He had snuck out of his own master’s tower when he had been a teen himself. He made sure to be inattentive to the girl’s movements on nights she was making to leave, giving her plenty of opportunities to sneak out. By then she could fly under her own power. Leaving the tower was rather easy: for her, any window was an exit.

The incident occurred one night while Elyana was out to meet her beau in the city below the tower. Benen saw the explosion himself: a bright flash of blue-green light in the industrial quarter of the city. He went to investigate, never dreaming that his own apprentice was involved; what would she have been doing in that quarter?

When he arrived, the building where the explosion had occurred was still on fire. He cast a spell to destroy the fire using the Cleaver, but it had no effect. Then Benen noticed a lack of damage to the structure; it seemed intact. He landed and approached it. There was a crowd gathering, nearby residents woken by the explosion and fire, Benen guessed. They were marvelling at the heatless fire. At the front of the crowd, he could see officers from the city’s fire department arguing with a young man. Standing beside this young man, Benen saw his apprentice. At the same time, Elyana spotted her master in the crowd and turned beet red with embarrassment. Benen made his way to her and pulled her aside.

“Elyana? Do you care to explain this?” he asked her, his tone more severe than he meant it to be.

“I’m sorry Master, I’ve been, um, sneaking —“ Benen cut her off.

“I know about the sneaking out, it’s okay. I mean this.” He waved his arms to indicate the phantom conflagration.

“Oh. Um. That’s an accident.”

“Good. I’d hate to think you did this on purpose . . .” Benen smirked.

“Yeah, I guess that was obvious.” Elyana looked at her feet. “I was working with Ionas on his project. His engine malfunctioned and . . .” It was her turn to wave her arms at the fire.

“His engine?”

The apprentice smiled broadly. “Ionas is a genius. He’s trying to make a machine powered by magic.” She looked at the man with such admiration Benen almost felt jealous.

“And you’re involved in this?” The wizard asked.

Elyana nodded. “I’m sorry Master, it’s just that no one else would help him.”

“He never asked me.”

The girl looked furtively from side to side before answering. “Master, no one would think of disturbing you, except maybe the wizard’s council. People kind of see you as a demi-god.” She indicated the crowd. Benen looked around and noticed the clear area around the two of them. The crowd was now alternately gaping at the fire and the wizard.

“Okay, but surely other wizards could have helped him.”

“No,” Elyana shook her head. “The ones he asked told him that even thinking of mixing magic and technology was a bad idea. This setback is just going to reinforce their point.”

“Well, from now on I’ll help your . . . friend, and you’ll assist me in this project. I’m sure there is much for you to learn here.”

The girl was so happy she almost hugged Benen before she caught herself. She looked down, keeping her face serious despite a smile trying to fight free. “Yes Master, thank you Master.”

“Now tell me about this fire . . .”

Elyana explained that, for safety’s sake, Ionas was having her use only illusory magic to power the engine. It meant that the engine would produce no results, but Ionas had set up instruments that would tell him if the fundamental principles were working. When the engine malfunctioned, the illusory power was unleashed, creating an illusory explosion and accompanying fire. Ionas had calculated that, given the amount of magical energy unleashed, the fire would run out of power and disappear in a few hours. Instead of waiting, Benen, now clear on what it was he was dealing with, dispelled the illusion. He went to speak to Ionas, but when he reached the young man, he was being arrested by the police.

“Surely this isn’t necessary,” Benen said to the officer making the arrest. The woman turned to see who was addressing her and did a double-take when she realized the legendary Lord Wizard was standing two feet from her.

“Sorry, um, my Lord,” she said. “But I’m taking this young man in for disturbing the peace and causing mischief.” She did not meet his eyes when she said this.

“Officer, surely you can release him on my authority,” Benen told her.

Looking ever more uncomfortable, the policewoman shook her head. “Negative. I’m afraid you’ve got no real authority over my department, my Lord. Begging your pardon for disagreeing with you.”

“But, I’m Lord Wizard of this country . . .”

“Yes, my Lord,” she agreed. “But that title has no official power, my Lord. To be truthful, I wasn’t even sure you really existed, my Lord.”

Benen fumed, feeling frustration and anger rising within him like a fire being blown upon. He wanted to crush this insignificant woman and have his will be done without question. Instead, he controlled himself. He knew the thoughts were not right, that they were irrational. The woman had done nothing wrong. If he had a problem, he needed to take up the matter with the person to whom he had delegated his authority.

He apologized to the woman and let her get on with her duty. Later he went to the police station to retrieve Ionas from jail. He was told he needed to pay the man’s bail. Benen produced a few gold coins.

“What am I supposed to do with this?” the man at the duty desk asked when presented with the currency.

“You don’t know what to do with gold coins?” Benen looked at the man with surprise: he did not seem an idiot.

“I know what to do with gold, but we don’t deal with it here. Take that to a bank and have it changed.”

“No. You will take this as payment. I am Lord Wizard Benen, your liege-lord. Do as you are bid.” Benen had been denied one time too many. He was considering what curse would best suit the man.

“But I don’t have a scale to weigh it. I don’t even know how much an ounce of gold goes for . . . these coins, it’s too much. I wouldn’t know what change to give you.” Finally understanding, Benen told the man to keep all of it and not to worry about the change. Reluctantly, the officer accepted the coins and Ionas was freed.
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Taking Ionas under his care, Benen moved him into his tower. He made it clear to both the young man and his apprentice that they were forbidden romantic activities under his roof, but that they could leave together and do what they will when their duties permitted. He did have a private talk with Elyana about her relationship with the man.

“Apprentice, it is not my place to interfere in your private affairs, but I wanted to talk to you about Ionas and the relationship you two have.” He knew this to be a clumsy way to approach the subject, but try as he might, he could think of no better way than being direct. The girl flushed, evidently uncomfortable with the topic.

“As you wish, Master,” she said reluctantly.

“You have not forgotten what I told you about wizards and our difficulties . . . procreating.” Even Benen found he was uncomfortable with the subject.

“I remember, Master.”

“Then why the relationship?” he asked her.

The apprentice reddened even more. She did not answer for a few seconds, long enough that Benen thought she was not going to do so at all.

“Because it’s, um . . . fun?” she said at last.

“Oh. Well. But . . .” Benen struggled with this for a moment. He had never thought of sex as something to be enjoyed for its own sake, outside of the context of a husband and wife relationship. “But, you might become pregnant, Elyana,” he finally managed to articulate his worry.

The girl brightened. “I have that figured out, Master. I prevent any risk of pregnancy with magic.”

Benen was surprised. He’d never been very good at biological living magic and would not have known where to begin for such a spell. Elyana, he had found, had a talent for such things. She spent a lot of time playing with animals, changing them mostly in subtle ways, but sometimes she transformed them drastically. In particular he remembered a strange and intriguing creature she had made, endowing a bear with deer characteristics.

One concern still remained for Benen despite the girl’s assurance of her ability to prevent any pregnancy. “Does Ionas know?”

“That I won’t get pregnant?”

“That this is all just for fun. The boy might have greater aspirations; he might be thinking of marriage and a life together.”

Elyana hesitated. “I think so. I mean, I don’t think it’s come up. I guess I should make it clear that I can’t have a family with him.”

This settled, Benen felt his duty done in this regard and dismissed his apprentice to return to her studies. He had never seen her so eager to go back to work. For Benen, there were more unpleasant conversations he had yet to face that day. He left the tower and sought out the place where his delegate held court. Embarrassingly, he could not find the building. Of course, he had last spoken to his delegate decades before — it had been back when Timmon had still been with him — and the city had changed substantially since then. It irritated him that buildings had changed so much, in form and function. In Oster’s centuries, Oster’s Gift had not substantially changed; why was the world always in flux now? He let go of such thoughts to focus on his predicament. Although a location spell should be able to find the delegate, he thought it likely the woman had died of old age by now and would have been replaced by her hand-picked successor — whomever it was.

Giving up on maintaining his pride, Benen landed and asked a pedestrian for directions to the delegate’s court. The man frowned and asked Benen if he meant parliament?

Do I mean the Parliament? Benen wondered. The name Parliament sounded familiar but he could not place it. He thought it had to do with government, so he agreed to take directions to that place.

When he arrived, he found that Parliament was a collection of buildings, each one looking quite official. The place had guards at many of its entrances, but they let people in and out without stopping anyone. They wore no armour that Benen recognized. In their hands they held rifles, pistols were holstered at their hips. Benen approached the most central and prominent of the buildings and stopped at the entrance to speak with the guards.

“I am here to speak with the delegate,” he told the first guard to glance in his direction. The woman looked away immediately, returning to her forward stare. “Hello?” he tried again, but the two guards ignored him, staring straight ahead, their expressions fixed in neutral miens. Benen gave up on the guards and strode inside, hoping to find a clerk.

The entrance hall, a sort of lobby, surprised him. At the far end of the room, dominating that portion of it, was a very large statue of what he presumed was himself. It was not terribly accurate, resembling any wizard with a long beard and unkempt hair wearing robes. He knew it was meant to be him because of the pose and accompanying art on the ceiling. The sculpted wizard was standing such that he seemed to be calling forth destruction on someone or some thing. Above him, the ceiling was painted as a stormy sky, all in shades of grey, except for the fiery red of a meteor and its tail answering the statue’s call. Benen was impressed. When he approached it, he saw that the sculpted wizard was standing on a pedestal bearing a plaque of shining bronze. It read:

“Behold the Lord Wizard Benen defending our land and people from Southren invasion.”

It ended with dates and the name of the place: Selen.

At least they don’t call it the Selen Massacre as the Southren do, he thought. Benen had heard the battle referenced as such. I did not massacre those men and women, I defended my lands from their invading forces.

“You look a little like him, you know?” said another visitor who had also come close to read the plaque.

Benen shook his head and walked away. He did not think a visitor would know where to find his delegate any better than he did. Walking through the hall to another, smaller room, Benen found a desk manned by a clerk. 

At last, he thought with exasperation.

“Hello. Can you please direct me to the Delegate? I am here to meet with her . . . or him.” He was brisk, expecting a simple answer, but the clerk frowned up at him from her seat at the desk.

“Um. Delegate, Sir?” she asked.

“Yes. The person who rules here in my name,” he said pointedly.

Her frown turned to a smile and a laugh. “You really had me for a moment there, well done,” she said. It was Benen’s turn to frown with incomprehension.

“Had you? I’m not sure I follow. Please, just direct me to the Delegate. I have business with him . . . or her.”

The woman’s smile disappeared. “Look, I don’t want to have to call security, but I will if I have to. You’ve got a great get-up and your delivery is perfect, but enough is enough . . .” She made shooing motions with her hands. When he did not leave, standing in front of her trying to understand what she had said, the clerk stood up. “Go! The joke was funny, now it’s over.”

Her words clarified the situation for Benen. “You think I am not who I claim to be. Allow me to convince you.” He grasped the woman with a telekinesis effect and raised her to the ceiling.

She screamed, panicking: “Help! Help! Security!”

Benen sighed and dealt similarly with the security officers who came running.

“Please. I just want to see my Delegate,” he said, trying to remain calm.

The clerk, terrified of him, pointed to a door leading further into the building. Benen took her along with him, releasing the disarmed officers as he left the room. He kept an eye behind him to make sure there was no renewed pursuit. The security force kept their distance the rest of the way, treating him quite gently. They pleaded with Benen to release his hostage as they surrounded him from a discreet distance.

“All will be fine once the Delegate clarifies my identity for you,” he told them. Security agents looked to one another, mouthing delegate and frowning.

At last Benen arrived at the door to an office which the clerk indicated as his destination. “Thank you,” he told her and opened the door. Within was a reception desk, a sort of antechamber for the office itself. The man at the desk, obviously forewarned of Benen’s coming, waved him through to the office proper. There Benen found the Delegate at last. Seated behind a large mahogany desk was a woman dressed very severely in shades of grey. At her lapel she wore a pin depicting the flag of Osteria and Oasis. She rose when he came into the room.

“Please set Kataira down, now,” she demanded. Benen surmised this was a woman used to her authority. He put the clerk on the ground once again, placing her in the antechamber. He nodded to the Delegate and she returned the gesture.

“What do you want? I hope you are not here for money. This situation can only end badly for you, Sir.”

“You also don’t believe me to be your Lord Wizard?” Benen said with exasperation.

“No. I do not. He was declared dead some decades ago.”

“Well, I am not dead. What can I do to prove my identity to you?” he asked. Benen was shocked that he’d been considered deceased, but he showed none of that to the Delegate.

“I think we can all agree that only Benen had the means to magically teleport. Show me that and I would be convinced that I am not just dealing with a charlatan, prankster, or madman.” There was challenge in the Delegate’s eyes.

“As you wish,” Benen told her with a little bow. “I will require a large mirror or still pool.” The former was provided to him. “Madam Delegate, I invite you to my tower,” he said, extending a hand to the woman as he cast the teleportation spell. She hesitated for a moment before grasping his hand. He led her through the portal to his tower’s main hall, closing it behind the Delegate.

“Creator preserve me! It is you,” she exclaimed the moment she realized she had truly been transported. She turned and was surprised to see the way back was gone. She turned back to Benen, who was smirking.

“Now, let us talk about my authority,” he said, leading her to his study.

“I’m sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, my Lord, but you have none.”

Benen stopped in his tracks. “I’m sorry?”

“None. It is all gone, my Lord. As per your request, we formed a government upon your death.”

“But I was not dead . . .” he stated the obvious.

“Regardless, your Delegate declared you dead after ten years without a word or sign from you. You failed to answer all summons at our disposal. Everyone thought you were dead.”

Benen knew this had been while he was mourning Timmon. He shook his head, feeling a headache forming in his real head. “So you made a mistake. Return me to life, officially.”

“I can do that, my Lord, but you have no place in our government. When you ruled, you had absolute authority over the people and the land. Now, the government, as per your wishes, is a government of the people, for the people. We are a democracy, not dissimilar to the Ikarish system of government. You cannot simply return and remove elected officials. The people would not accept it.”

A part within Benen, the part of him that had been growing with every rejuvenation, wanted to throttle the woman and damn the people to the Adversary. He was their Lord Wizard! But he did not let loose this ball of emotions. Instead, he took a deep breath and asked what power could possibly be returned to him.

A long discussion later, Benen and the woman — he found out she was actually the Prime Minister of Osteria and Oasis and not his Delegate at all — hammered out an agreement that clarified the Lord Wizard’s role in the current government. It was largely ceremonial, but it did give him wide immunity to the laws of the land and the ability to pardon criminals at his whim, along with some other minor privileges and a share of the taxation of the people. This settled, Benen returned the Prime Minister to her office and officially pardoned Ionas. He felt better immediately, having successfully exercised his power. Before he left again, the Prime Minister asked Benen to leave impressions of his fingerprints, so that they might be filed and used for later identification. Benen was fascinated to learn that the whorls on his fingers were unique and acquiesced at once.
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Benen spent the next year working closely with Ionas on his magical engine, assisted by Elyana, of course. The young man was a wonder to talk to. He thought he knew so much about the universe and how it worked. This seemed like hubris to Benen, but he politely kept that opinion to himself.

According to Ionas and his fellow technologists — Benen found out there were many different sorts and that Ionas’ type of technologist was called an engineer — the universe was filled with different energies and a lot of what happened in the world had to do with rules governing those forces.

“Even magic,” Ionas asserted boldly. Elyana immediately glanced at Benen to see his reaction and only relaxed when he smiled.

“Do tell,” the wizard said mildly.

Ionas immediately warmed to the subject. “I know that you wizards don’t need to understand it to make it work, all you do is wish for things to happen and they happen.” Benen raised an eyebrow and smirked.

“There is a little bit more to it than that . . .”

“Yes, I know. You have to have in-depth knowledge of the stars involved. But have you ever wondered why that is?”

Benen had to admit that he never had; it was just the way things were.

“That’s the difference between a technologist and the average man on the street. The technologist wonders why things work the way they do. I bet you’ve never wondered why down is down and why things fall down, have you?”

“No, down is down because it is down . . . what is there to wonder about?” Benen asked, bewildered anyone would waste their time on such a question.

“Because it might give you insight as to how things work, behind the scenes — so to speak. We technologists think the reason things fall down is because of a force called gravity. This force, we think, is created by any matter and it pulls matter to other matter. The reason we’re pulled down is because that’s where there is a whole lot of matter nearby. If we were in space, there would be little pull in any direction because we’d be far enough away from any large bodies. We can use this theory to calculate the movement of the planets based on their mass and the mass of the sun they orbit and it works, which tends to validate the theory . . . at least, until we find a flaw and revise the theory to account for it.” Ionas was running out of breath, having rushed through the explanation with such enthusiasm.

Benen was surprised how much this sounded like his own research process in regards to new spells. “All right, seems like sound thinking,” he said. “What’s the technologists’ theory for magic, then?”

Ionas smiled his pleasure at being asked. “We call the energy you use Thaumic energy. All stars send out lots of it. It’s the only energy we’ve seen that moves faster than light; it’s almost instantaneous, in fact. It also doesn’t attenuate except at extreme distances — like over multiple hundreds of light years.”

“Attenuate? I’ve heard of Light years before but I never got what was meant by the term.” Benen was lost.

“Oh, right. Um . . . Attenuation is reduction of something over distance. Light years is a way to describe incredibly large distances. A light year is the distance light travels in a year, or just a bit under ten trillion kilometres.”

“Trillion?”

“Hmmm, a whole lot . . .”

Benen was getting the impression he was standing on the edge of a deep rabbit hole filled with jargon and theories standing on the shoulders of other, more fundamental, concepts. He chose to step back from this abyss: “Okay. Go on.”

“So, the thaumic energy travels to us from all the stars in the sky, including our sun. When it gets here, it has a certain flavour — I’ll spare you the details on flavours of thaumic energy — but it loses that quickly, becoming flavourless. Most of your reservoir fills with flavourless thaumic energy, but it also gets some of the other flavours in there. When you cast a spell you are weaving strands of thaumic energy to create the effect. Depending on what you are casting, you use different flavours to create the different strands. The knowledge you have of the stars guides your subconscious to the right flavour or flavours of thaumic energy. Incomplete knowledge means that you draw flavourless energy along with some of the correct type, and since it can’t be used in the spell, it unleashes itself without a pattern on your mind and body — thus the agony you feel casting unfamiliar magic or using unfamiliar stars.”

“How do the moon and planets fit in all this? They’re not stars.”

“Yes! That’s right.” Ionas was happy this was brought up. “But those bodies reflect the light and thaumic energy from our sun. They do so imperfectly though, resulting in different flavours being created. Isn’t that awesome?”

“It sounds like an impressive set of concepts, I guess.” Benen had to admit the theory seemed to be consistent. “But what’s the practical application of this theory?”

“My project, the engine that runs on magic. If it works it will be because of thaumic energy and flavours of it, because I’m designing it based on the theory. It should fail to work if our theory is wrong.”

“Let’s see, then. What do you need me to do?”

For the most part, all Ionas needed was for someone able to manipulate thaums — which is what he called units of thaumic energy — to send some of the correct flavour into the engine. This turned out to be quite easy for Benen and Elyana to do. They called upon the proper stars and imagined a thread of power reaching out to touch a part of the engine. After a time, Benen declared the project safe enough for Elyana to participate unsupervised and left the young couple to their work. Instead, Benen spent his time trying to determine how the black hole fit into the theory of magic proposed by Ionas. He came to no conclusion and, during the time Ionas spent in the tower working on his engine, he also came to no success. But the young man was undeterred.

“I think it has to do with my thaumic converter. It doesn’t seem to be receiving the thaums. I’ll need to think of a different receptor.” Ionas was almost apologetic. Benen told the man that he was sure he would work it out some day, which was not entirely true.

Of course, the main reason Ionas’ time at the tower was done was because Elyana’s time as an apprentice was coming to an end. All that remained for her was to pass the tests put forth by the current wizard’s council and she would be made a journeyman. Benen was torn as to how he felt about this. He was proud of Elyana, he knew she was ready and that she would do well on the tests. But he would miss her company, she made the tower feel more like home just by being there. Still, it was time for her to progress and he would never dream of holding her back; she had to go out in the world and find her own way.

Benen met with Elyana the day of her testing. He wanted a final word with her as her master.

When she arrived, she hesitated in the doorway. Benen was not sure why until she wiped her eyes and came in.

“Elyana, please make yourself comfortable,” he told her, making his tone as warm as possible to match how he felt. His apprentice took the seat opposite him and fidgeted. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked her, thinking she might need something for her nerves. Elyana shook her head. “Very well. As you know, your apprenticeship will very likely end today. I wanted to meet with you one last time before that happened.”

Elyana looked at him with worry in her eyes. “I won’t bring shame to you, Master.”

Benen blinked at her in surprise for a moment. “I never thought you would. I am certain you are more skilled by far than the tests require. I have made sure of it and you have risen to the challenge. I wanted to meet with you to tell you how proud I am of you and what you have achieved. I want you to know that you will always be as a daughter to me, Elyana. I am sorry if I could not always show that to you.”

She hid her face in her hands, shaking. Benen heard her sob. “I’ve been so afraid of you since the window,” she said at last, her voice choked with emotion.

Benen rose and went to Elyana, taking her in his arms as she rose too. He hugged her close. “I’m sorry for that,” he told her. “I was not myself. I’m sorry also for all the times I have had to be hard on you. It was necessary, but I still regret the distance it created between us.”

After this, the two were able to relax together. They sat in Benen’s study reminiscing about the years they had spent together for hours, until it was nearly time for Elyana to appear before the wizards’ council. When she rose to get ready, Benen brought up one last thing from her youth.

“Do you remember Mister Blubbers?” he asked her.

She smiled broadly at him. “You’ll finally get to see him today,” she said coyly before walking out of the room.

Later, Benen watched on with pride as Elyana performed each task asked of her by the wizards’ council without any difficulty. When it came to her final task, where she was to demonstrate a spell of her own devising, she exceeded all expectations.

Elyana began with a toad she produced from a pocket in her robes. She set the animal down in front of her, where it croaked twice before settling down on the spot, looking content. Elyana began casting and, like many of the wizards present, Benen cast a moon effect to see the weaves of the magic she was creating. What he saw was astonishing. His apprentice was using power from three different celestial bodies to weave a spell much more complicated than was required by the test. The target of the effect, of course, was the toad on the ground before her.

Before the eyes of the council and the assembled wizards in the audience, Elyana caused the toad to grow to a height of two metres. But this growth was not all; it also changed the toad into something different. It gained bulk as well as height, becoming almost perfectly round. Its limbs also shrank, retreating within the bulk until only the hands and feet themselves remained. The final touch was the toad’s eyes: they were now a malevolent shade of red.

Finally, once the metamorphosis was complete, the toad spoke: “Hello,” it said in a strangely incongruous high voice.

There were gasps of shock throughout the audience. Benen himself found his mouth was agape. Had his apprentice just granted superior intelligence to an animal? This was unprecedented. How had she done it?

With a wicked grin Elyana burst this bubble for everyone. “This is Mister Blubbers, my imaginary friend. Although he seems intelligent, this is only the result of a simple mind effect. It makes him say what is most expected of him.”

“I’m sorry,” Mister Blubbers said, evidently voicing what was expected from him.

“See,” Elyana smiled. “He speaks through a mouth I created in one of his nostrils,” she pointed out. “Altering a toad’s mouth to be able to speak Estren was too difficult.”

The crowd applauded. Benen could not have been prouder of his apprentice.

She was awarded the rank of journeyman, one of the wizards on the council going so far as to say that her Mister Blubbers was worthy of a master wizard. She blushed, uncomfortable with the excessive praise, but she smiled and nodded politely.

Soon the wizards at the meeting dispersed and it was time for Benen to say farewell to his apprentice.

“I will miss you. Remember that you’re welcome back at the tower whenever you wish,” he told her. Elyana was trying hard not to cry, he saw, so he said nothing further of such a personal nature. “This is your due. I’ve added a few pieces of gold to the total to help you find your way,” Benen told her as he handed her a pouch of gold coins. They hugged one more time and then his apprentice walked out of the hall and out of his everyday life. Benen returned to his, once again lonely, tower.
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But Benen was not finished with his former apprentice. He had meant it when he had told her that he would miss her like his own daughter. Using his scrying, Benen kept an eye on Elyana, spending at least an hour each day making sure she was well and safe.

The rest of his time he spent trying to find a magical means of confirming or disproving the technologists’ model of magic. He focused primarily on detection magic, trying to find and see thaums, thaumic energy flavours, or thaumic energy emanating from a body. He did not make much progress, but he was satisfied with this as a pastime. It also gave him an excuse to visit and discuss the topic with Ionas. Since Elyana was still involved with him personally as well as with his research, such visits were also a means to see his former apprentice.

He was exceedingly pleased when Ionas’ magical engine finally managed to generate a small amount of electricity after years of research. Never mind that the engine was incredibly inefficient, requiring massive amounts of magical energy to generate very little amperage, the fact that it worked at all was cause for celebration. The device earned Ionas his doctorate of engineering, something he had long sought. It seemed to Benen a title equivalent to master for a wizard — confusingly, the title before that was a Master’s degree, which seemed to be more like a journeyman in stature.

The success of the engine indicated the thaumic theory of magic might be correct. Many technologists in Osteria and Oasis began working on a new field they called Technomancy, which involved this mixing of technology and magic. Wizards became more interested in the field as well, convinced more by Elyana than by the engine’s success. These were mostly younger wizards with minds still open and willing to accept new concepts. Technomancy became Elyana’s life and Benen was glad to see her at the forefront of this new field.

She and Ionas, along with a few other technologists and wizards, formed a company devising practical devices based on their discoveries. Foremost among their successes was a battery capable of stably storing thaums of a specific flavour. This allowed a wizard with such a battery to store magical energy from a given celestial body while it was in the sky and then to draw from the battery to cast a spell using that body while it was not in the sky. It was an impressive feat of technomancy that finally got the technologists from other nations to pay attention to the discipline. 

More popular with non-wizards was the thaum sink device the company later devised. This acted as a sponge, removing all thaumic energy in an area. Paranoid folk from all over the continent bought these to protect their homes from the threat of attack by wizards. A non-existent threat, Benen knew, but there was no helping the beliefs of the common people.

After thirty years spent on such work, Elyana was ready to become a master. She met with Benen to declare her intent.

“In the tradition you started, Master,” she said formally. “I will discover teleportation. But I will do so through technomantic means.” Benen was surprised, but he gave her his blessing. When he invited her, she was pleased to stay for dinner. She regaled him with her ideas on the subject of teleportation, all of which were not at all related to how he himself managed the feat.

Elyana spent twenty years working on the topic. Along the way, she discovered other things of interest about the thaumic theory of magic, earning accolades in technomantic circles. These discoveries included a thaumic enhancer which would boost the power of any spell cast while wearing it. It was maddening for Benen to see her so close to teleportation and yet not make the connection needed for the leap to the discovery itself. He had to keep his silence on this, he could not help her with her master work.

It was by accident that she discovered that her enhancement device could change a spell’s effect when it enhanced it. She cast an illusion as a prank for a surprise birthday party, Ionas’ seventy-fourth — Benen was constantly amazed at how old people were living now, thanks to technological innovations. Elyana had forgotten she was wearing the enhancer and was baffled that her illusions had solidity. It took her another six months of trial and error to find that enhanced scrying resulted in a portal to the location scried upon. Benen almost cried with joy and relief when she finally managed this.

She came to him with the discovery immediately, teleporting directly to his tower.

“I know. I saw you do it,” he told her, a proud smile splitting his face.

“Spying on me?” she said with suspicion.

“Watching over you, as I have always done,” he responded. She smiled and hugged him. He revealed to her the secret of the black hole, telling her how adding it to spells resulted in much the same effect as what she had achieved with her enhancer. Formally, he declared her a master.

He still watched over his former apprentice after this, but not nearly as closely. Especially not after Ionas’ death. It was too painful for him to see her in such pain.

By this time, he had to face rejuvenation once more. He knew now that the process changed him, this was a certainty, but he could not continue living without it. What surprised him this time, was that after casting the spell, he found he saw things differently. The world became more flat to him, less real. It was as though he was glimpsing the existence of another dimension, making the current three seem to lack reality. It was odd and fascinating, and exploring what he was sensing occupied much of his attention for decades.

When next he looked at the world around him, it had become even more incomprehensible than it had been the last time.

Benen felt old.











CHAPTER  9: ANACHRONISM




Trying to alleviate his feelings of alienation from the world around him, Benen sought to re-familiarize himself with life as a part of society. With his scrying spell he could follow anyone he chose, looking over the person’s shoulder during the ups and downs of the day as the subject experienced them.

He started with a woman named Elvain in the city of Oasis in Oasis and Osteria.

The home she lived in belonged to her parents, who also dwelt there. The building itself was different from what he had been familiar with in his youth, but it was not so different from those he had been seeing appear below his flying tower in recent years. The construction consisted of a frame of wood covered with some sort of smooth white boards, nailed to the frame. Their walls were filled with a pink type of fleece, an artificial man-made material, he guessed, that was used as insulation. The outer walls were then covered in tiles. The windows had clear glass panes in them, something that was unseen in Benen’s early days, except in churches and in the palaces of royalty.

The house was large enough to have individual bedrooms for each resident, or couple — an excess that impressed Benen. The land at the front and back of the building, also part of the family’s holdings, was cultivated for its appearance and not for food, except for a small garden at the far back of the property. To the side of the residence, connecting the house to the street, was a levelled and smooth black-tarred surface where the family left their vehicles when they were not in use. They had two of these, one smaller than the other, but both were wonders of technological innovation, allowing one person to travel many kilometres, unaided and without need of a beast of burden to pull it. The things were polished and refined too, unlike the early contraptions Benen had seen almost two centuries ago in Ikara on his travels with Timmon. The cars, as he heard them referred to, had all their mechanical parts hidden away under a colourful exterior of shining painted metal. As he followed Elvain for a day, Benen found out the smaller car belonged to her and that she used it daily to travel to her place of work, which turned out to be kilometres away in the city’s centre. The building where she worked was a monolith tower of incredible size, filled with floor after floor of offices and workspaces, possessing walls composed of windows. Within, on the thirty-fourth floor, was Elvain’s own place of work, which she called her cubicle. It was a tiny space walled off from other tiny spaces filled with a desk and a chair for her to work at. Her work was incomprehensible to Benen, though he observed her doing it for many days. It seemed to consist of her sitting at the desk pressing buttons on a device in front of her that had a key for every letter of the Estren language. This device seemed to allow her to write, this much he understood. The writing appeared on a glowing screen in front of her. What he did not understand was why she wrote the things she wrote or what the point of it all was.

Elvain spent a third of her day at her work, arriving in early morning and leaving in the middle of the afternoon. She broke the time in halves by taking an hour to eat lunch in a room designated for this activity. There she talked with her co-workers about movies and tv shows and sometimes books. He was pleased to find that she and her co-workers could all read and that they did so not only for education, but also for entertainment. He eventually managed to understand that movies and tv shows were another form of entertainment, essentially plays recorded and then enjoyed either on a big screen communally or on a tv set at home. It seemed to him that Elvain spent all her days in activities which kept her busy, he wondered when she had time to take it all in, to reflect and think. Her life seemed a hectic thing and she often complained of not having enough time or money.

Money was another thing he tried to understand. No longer did people trade coins that were equal in value to the things purchased. Now, they exchanged notes with a value assigned to them by a bank for goods. It involved more trust in the bank than Benen was ready to accord it. This was probably why his tribute was still paid to him in coins.

Stranger still was the manner of dress and the clothing itself. The materials used had to have been made by technological means. No conventional loom could have produced such tightly woven fabric. He saw clothes of all the colours he could think of and a few he had not previously known to exist except in rainbows. But what truly amazed and nearly scandalized Benen was how little the clothing covered some of the women. In his youth, seeing a woman’s shins was unseemly bordering on indecent. But Elvain and her friends wore skirts shorter than that to work. Her evening attire was even more revealing; so much so that Benen averted his eyes from her.

On the nights before rest days, Elvain and her friends went to taverns with strobing coloured lights to dance and drink. They went unescorted and mingled with men on the dance floor. The gyrations and movements of their dancing caused Benen to stop observing the place altogether. He was glad to be free of that tavern’s sights and rid of the chaotic noises Elvain called music.

Benen wondered if all places in his realm were like the city of Oasis. He abandoned Elvain altogether, and sought out the village of Oster’s Gift, where he had grown up. The place, he saw, was still a small farming community, but the buildings were modern and much of the work on the farm was done by machines. He was nearly sick when he saw how a cow was milked these days. He took some time to look into some homes, seeing in them televisions like those in the city, and devices they called telephones that allowed two parties to talk to one another across long distances.

This was all bewildering to Benen, he could not understand how anyone could live like his people did. The average citizen spent much of the day working and then the evening distracting himself, seeking escape from his life. So few of the people seemed industrious.

Surely, it cannot be thus everywhere, He thought.

After taking a break of some weeks, Benen returned to observing people and the modern world. This time he followed Shain, a factory worker in the Southren capital.

This man did not live with his parents, nor did he have a dwelling of his own. He lived in a sort of barracks communally with eleven other men. This unit was called a dozen and Shain’s dozen all worked at the same factory; Benen assumed this typical. They also all wore the same outfits: a sort of faded dark blue two-piece garment consisting of a plain shirt and pants. One of the dozen, his name was Ovid, wore a bright red armband. The others deferred to him and he often told them what to do. Breakfast began when Ovid arrived and ended when he stood up. Benen saw that Shain and the others tried to act friendly and respectful toward Ovid when he was around, but they made jokes about him behind his back, calling him a lick-spittle and a brown-noser.

The barracks had no television or telephone. The men entertained themselves playing at cards, reading, or talking to one another. They did not have a rest day, Benen found out from watching Shain, and did not appear to socialize outside their own dozen.

At the factory, many dozens worked in a given shift, spending half their day at work. They had a break at mid-day where gruel was served to them at their posts.

Benen realized Shain was not a typical Southren citizen when he listened to a conversation between him and his friend Jur:

“When my time is done, I won’t miss that goat-humper,” Jur said quietly to Shain one evening, referring to Ovid.

“Bah, you’ll be back in penal labour soon enough, Jur. You’re trouble, you are,” Shain mocked.

“I told you, I didn’t do anything wrong this time, Shain! I was framed,” argued Jur.

Shain laughed. “Yeah, the secret police planted Northren Girls Exposed in your flat. No one buys that, Jur.”

Jur laughed ruefully. “I wish they’d have given me a little quality time with the mag before taking me away.”

Shain spat on the ground. “Northren girls are built like bears and have moustaches.”

“Yeah, but they have huge —” Jur stopped talking suddenly; Ovid had come into the barracks. Jur’s easy smile went away immediately and the two dispersed.

Prisoners, of sorts, Benen thought. Forced labour.

Benen ceased following Shain then, looking for a more representative Southren citizen. He found that almost half the population was in penal labour arrangements like Shain’s. Most of the other half lived in small cramped apartments. These were mostly just places to be alone and sleep; they contained no televisions or other luxuries. This class of citizens ate at neighbourhood communal kitchens. It seemed no one had any money, although some of the people were given vouchers for doing extra work or other community services above and beyond their usual jobs. The vouchers were redeemable at government-run stores — the only kind of store Benen saw. 

Benen followed a woman out shopping to see what it was like. She went to one shop only, the one in her neighbourhood. The building was a brick one-storey affair with only a sign above the door to differentiate it from the habitations next to it. The first room the woman entered was a small self-contained shop taking up only a space three metres by three. The person behind the counter glanced up from the book she was reading and then immediately returned to it upon seeing the customer heading toward a door leading deeper into the building. As she crossed the room, Benen looked at the merchandise kept on shelves behind the counter. It seemed to consist mostly of candy in colourful wrappers, alcohol, and other food items. The woman reached the door and placed her hand on a glass square embedded in the wall beside it. A whirring sound could be heard from it for a few moments, then the door clicked and she opened it.

Through the door was another shop. This one was slightly larger than the previous one and carried additional merchandise. In particular, it had books and some small technological devices for sale. The woman went to the counter of this store and bought two candy bars identical to what she could have bought in the first store she passed. When she left, Benen stayed in the store. He looked throughout the building and found it was filled with stores gradually growing larger the further in you went. The last of the stores sold cars, televisions, technological devices of all sorts, which the previous store mostly did not carry. It seemed only the most privileged citizens had access to the deeper stores.

Looking at the capital, Benen found that the upper-class was sparse, consisting of less than ten percent of the population. These citizens were affluent, with houses not unlike what a family would have in Oasis and Osteria. These citizens worked in offices, doing inscrutable things with papers and on glowing screens.

At the very top of the hierarchy sat the nobility; mostly the emperor and his family. Benen had no interest in knowing anything about their lives.

If things are this bad for the average Southren citizen inhabiting the capital, how are the conquered treated? Benen wondered. He moved his point of view to Northren.

There, things were much the same as in the Southren capital, except for a lack of ethnic Northens at the higher echelons of society; those were reserved for the Southren. Benen looked at Estren next.

The country of Benen’s youth did not fare well under Southren rule. Most of the population was in penal labour arrangements like what Benen had seen in Southren. The people in general were seditious and rioting was not uncommon. Benen saw law-enforcement forces active throughout the cities, keeping the native Estren in line. They were brutal to those who did not comply with orders, yet many still opposed them. Benen felt he should help them, free them from the Southren emperor’s grasp, but he knew he could not. He did not want to set a precedent for wizards fighting wars against governments. How far would he go if he started trying to free those who were oppressed? Who could stop him?

Me. I can stop myself and I do so before I begin. It is for the best.

The wizard turned from his review of Estren and went to Westren, only to find it much the same. He saw there the subtlest rebellion: the women, banned from wearing hats of any kind, sewed miniature hats out of spare cloth, displaying them to men and each other — but never in sight of the Southren or their sympathizers.

Benen grew sick of looking at the world, sick of seeing injustices committed against people too weak to help themselves, sick of being unable to do anything for them.

He took his vessel to the great library in Oasis, wanting the company of wizards. The place had been renovated many times since he had designed it, growing larger as needed. Inside, he found exactly the person he had been hoping for. He took a chair to sit by the cubicle where the old wizard was sleeping, face down in a book.

“Master Enzek?” Benen shook the man’s shoulder gently.

“Eh? Wha—? Oh, it’s you.” The old wizard looked at Benen with bleary eyes.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, but you were asleep and I needed to talk to you.”

“So you woke me? Why would you do a thing like that? Sleep is the best part of my day.” Enzek smiled his gap-toothed smile to show Benen he was not truly angry. “Well, I’m awake now. What did you want?”

“It’s about Westren.” Benen did not know how Enzek would react to his questions about his homeland. He’d abandoned it when the Southren invaded and had never stopped complaining about how wizards did things in this part of the world.

Enzek’s face fell,”What about it? It doesn’t exist anymore, what’s there to talk about?”

“How do you do it? How do you let it go? How do you stop yourself from doing something about it?”

“For one thing, I wasn’t able to do anything about it. I didn’t have your power then, and I’m not sure I trust these newfangled amplifiers now. Besides, it’s just people killing people or making their lives miserable. There’s nothing new going on, it’s just happening at home right now.”

Enzek was older than Benen by a century. The wizard eyed Enzek with a critical eye, wondering if the old man’s extra life-extension side-effects were at the root of his callous disregard for his own people. He decided to change the subject.

“How do you do it, Enzek? How do you cope with all the changes around us? These technologists have made everything so different.”

The old wizard shrugged. “I mostly ignore it. Give it enough time and it’ll all go away. Besides, there’s not that much time left to us, is there? Why worry about things that don’t matter in the long run, Benen. We’re wizards, we manipulate the forces of creation with our will!” Enzek paused and said, “Besides, I have better things to do than to worry what the common folk are doing or thinking.”

Benen left Enzek to those things, which seemed to involve going back to sleep, his nose in a book.

Maybe Enzek is right. Maybe the world out there is not my concern. Why should I worry about their troubles? Benen second guessed himself though, worrying if his own side-effects from life-extension were making him callous. In the end, disquieted, he went back to his tower. He wished Timmon, Mellen, or Elyana were still around, but the first two were gone forever, and Elyana had her own life. Benen was about to leave his vessel to return to his own true body when he heard a sound not dissimilar to thunder roar by his tower. The whole edifice shook for a few seconds.

Looking outside, Benen saw one of the flying machines the technologists had come up with. This one had no spinning front blades like the ones he had seen decades ago and was much louder. The vehicle bore the flag of Oasis and Osteria and the pilot, seeing Benen on his balcony, flew by the tower once again, giving him a salute as he passed.

Benen shook his head. I don’t belong in these times.











CHAPTER  10: GENIUS




The only technological innovation that Benen ever truly understood and appreciated was the theory of magic and thaumic energy. He studied this topic extensively, looking for a means to leverage this understanding in his spell-work. He ignored the world around him, dedicating his time to this and this alone for almost a century. He had two contacts from the outside world during this: his former apprentice, Elyana, and The Thaumic Review.

Elyana came to visit her old master once a year for a few days, and the two of them would catch up. Benen would share with her his progress and insights, she would let him know of her own work and interests. He didn’t always understand what she told him about her life — it was all very technological — but he liked seeing her and hearing her voice. He especially liked visits in the first few years after her rejuvenation; it brought him back to the time of her apprenticeship to see her appearing the age she had been at that time.

It was always hard to let her go when her time with him ended, but once she was gone, he threw himself back into his research and the feelings faded again. This too Benen attributed to the life-extension spell: he thought it a beneficial side-effect.

The Thaumic Review was a technologist’s magazine Benen received every month. He read it cover to cover the day it arrived, underlining portions relevant to his interest in the thaumic theory itself. Benen did not always understand the articles in the colourful glossy and flimsy book. In those cases he set them aside to show Elyana the next time she visited. Invariably, such articles had elements from other technological disciplines to them. His once-apprentice always tried to use these to convince Benen that he should leave his tower and take a class or two to broaden his understanding. He always refused.

His research was not in vain.

Twenty-three years of hard work netted Benen the right combination of stars to detect and perceive things as small as atoms and their components: electrons, protons and neutrons. Using the black hole with this combination, he was able to detect things even smaller, seeing quarks within protons, individual photons, muons, leptons, gluons, and others. Another seventy-one years yielded no further results until Elyana’s visit in the seventy-second year.

Elyana had come directly to his tower after having done some work for the government of Oasis and Osteria and was still wearing on her arms a pair of thaumic amplifiers. Benen almost kicked himself for having overlooked such an obvious means to get more out of the spell he had already created.

“Hand me those,” Benen asked Elyana rudely the moment she had entered the room. She was taken aback, frowning at him. Benen pointed at her arms and she seemed to understand, taking them off.

“They won’t help you, Benen. You can’t use them at the same time as the black hole. I’ve tried.” She handed him the devices.

“That doesn’t make any sense. They should work in conjunction with one another.” Benen knew his thaumic theory and could not think of a reason the two couldn’t be used together.

“Okay. They do work together, but it nearly killed me to use them both at once: you draw too many flavourless thaums when you use both,” she said.

This made sense to the wizard. The more thaums were drawn in and channelled into the spell, the more useless flavourless thaums would be dragged along. Those flavourless thaums would expend their energy in chaotic ways within the wizard’s body, harming and possibly killing him.

“Maybe a protection spell?” Benen thought out loud.

“Protection against what? There’s no protecting yourself from the burn of channelling; you taught me that,” Elyana pointed out. “Protection spells only work against what comes from the outside, but the burn is from what you chose to allow inside.” 

“Healing? Maybe a regeneration effect put in place before using the amplifier with the black hole?” Benen considered.

Elyana shrugged. “Maybe. Risky though. If the damage is too much, you might be dead before the regeneration saves you. I think you need to let this go, Benen. I don’t want you to harm yourself.” Elyana looked at her former master with concern.

“I promise I won’t do anything rash. Can I keep these?” Benen indicated the amplifiers.

Elyana considered his question for a moment before agreeing.

When she visited Benen the next year, he was excited to see her. He approached her the moment she landed and ushered her into his laboratory without preamble.

“Um. Hi Benen. Nice to see you,” Elyana said as she was being rushed through the corridors of the tower.

“Yes. Sorry. Watch your step. Do hurry.”

In the laboratory, Benen handed Elyana the amplifiers and started to give her details on a spell he wanted her to cast, it used the Parallels.

“Slow down, Benen. What does this spell even do? The visualizations you’re asking for don’t even make any sense,” she objected.

“They do, you’re just not thinking about it right. Anyway, you’re probably right that I should tell you what the spell does, that can only help.” 

Elyana put down the amplifiers. “No,” she said. “You forget yourself, Master Benen. I am not your apprentice any longer. If you want my help, you will explain everything to me, and then I may help you if it pleases me.”

Benen wanted to hit her, to put her in her place. What was she to him but a tool? His expression was so suddenly wrathful Elyana took a step back from him. This startled Benen back to himself. He shook his head to clear it. What was I about to do? Kill her?

Since his latest rejuvenation, Benen had found the world ever more fake. He could almost see behind the curtain others called reality. Interacting with people had become difficult for him, they seemed like distractions, like poorly animated puppets. If they did not do his will, what use were they?

“I’m sorry,” he told Elyana, once he had mastered himself. His former apprentice nodded.

“I understand. I’ve been feeling it too, lately,” she commiserated. She put a hand on his shoulder and they stood like this in silence for a minute. Benen broke the moment.

“Let me get tea.” He indicated she should follow. 

Soon they were discussing his plan over tea in his study.

“What if, before I used the black hole and amplifier to cast my spell, another wizard cast a spell designed specifically to draw in the flavourless thaums? That caster would suffer, certainly, but we can make sure the spell only draws in a tolerable amount. This would reduce the undesirable flavourless thaums in the area for a few moments, allowing me to safely use the amplifier and black hole combination. Because I’d be using mostly flavoured thaums, it might make the spell even more powerful.” Benen looked at Elyana expectantly as she considered this while taking another sip of tea.

“Are you sure the spell you’ve devised will draw the right amount only? It seems a risky proposition to me, Benen,” she said at last.

The wizard had to contain his impatience. He cleared his mind and only spoke once he felt he was speaking from a place of rationality and not emotion.

“You’re right, of course. We have to be careful. Let us first experiment with the new spell. We could cast it at a very low power level first, increasing it only gradually.”

“You know, this technique of clearing flavourless thaums, it could be revolutionary itself, even if your detection spell still can’t see thaums with the augmentation. This is amazing thinking Benen.” The wizard could tell Elyana was trying to prepare him for the possible failure of his spell. He was certain augmentation with both the black hole and technomantic amplifier would give the spell the power it needed to detect the elusive thaums at last.

They got to work at once: Elyana’s time was limited and Benen needed her; his project needed two wizards. Experimenting with Benen’s flavourless thaum removal spell was difficult. After she cast the spell once, Elyana was nearly wiped by the effort, and this was with the spell set to absorb only a very little amount of the flavourless thaums. She was reluctant to try the spell with any more power.

“If I’m right, the increase in pain will not be proportional to the increase in power. I think you’ll find you can take much more of these flavourless thaums than you know,” he reassured her. She did not appear completely convinced, but she agreed to try again the next morning. Benen had to content himself with this compromise.

Elyana, with trepidation, tried the spell with more power and was surprised when it was not terribly more painful than it had been the night before, when she had used it at a lower power level. She agreed to try casting it at even higher power later in the afternoon. By the next morning, she was reassured that using the spell as Benen wanted her to would not kill her or permanently harm her, though she did expect it would put her out of commission for a few days.

“Benen, I will do this for you, but I want to be the one to write the articles we publish on these findings. We’re co-authors of this research, correct?”

Rationally, Benen had no difficulty sharing the credit on these discoveries, but his emotions fought him at every step. He had done all the conceptualization and thinking, all Elyana brought to the table was her usefulness as a second magician! 

She is offering to risk her life for this experiment. At the very least, she will suffer great pain for this, he told his outraged emotional self to soothe it.

He nodded his agreement, not trusting himself to speak for fear that his emotions would get the better of him. Elyana and he shook hands and got some rest. They would cast their respective spells in the morning, and they needed to be as fresh as possible.

Both the wizards were so excited that they woke early in the morning, getting up before the sun. They had a quick and silent breakfast, wasting little time before heading up to the laboratory.

Elyana, her voice tremulous, said, “I feel like I’m back to being your apprentice again.” She was evidently anxious about casting her spell, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides.

“We’re partners in this, Elyana,” Benen reassured her. She nodded and then nodded again a few seconds later when Benen asked her if she was ready.

“Proceed,” he told Elyana after taking a deep breath to calm himself and clear his mind.

His former apprentice and partner in this endeavour started casting. She used both motions and incantation to make the spell as efficient as possible; without the mitigations, she would be harmed even more severely by the magic she was casting. 

Benen knew Elyana had finished her spell when he saw her eyes widen in pain. He began casting his own effect as she collapsed to the ground, seemingly unconscious. He put away his concern for her welfare with such ease it disturbed him.

He focused his thoughts on the spell, banishing all other troubles from his mind. This was the same spell he had cast decades before, the only difference was that he was now drawing his power with the aid of the thaumic amplifiers. The amount of raw power he was taking in was tremendous, and he could feel that some of it was flavourless as the energy began to burn within him. It was a relief when he finished fashioning the spell.

Unlike Elyana, his spell did not so devastate him as to render him unconscious, still it hurt like casting spells had in his early days as an apprentice. He drew in a long fortifying breath and then took a look around him with his new enhanced micro-perceptions. Like the last time, he could detect particles as small as quarks, gluons, muons, leptons, and others, but he could not see any smaller particles that could be candidates for thaums. Worse, this version of the spell had made his vision foggy; he had trouble seeing anything at all through the fog.

Then it hit him.

He looked at the fogging more closely: there were his thaums, all around him. What seemed like fog was really masses of thaums floating all around him. When he looked more closely at quarks in the atoms of his hand, he could see that thaums were within all the sub-atomic particles. Thaums, it seemed, were the most fundamental of all particles.

Soon he could tell the difference between different flavours of thaums; he even guessed at which ones were flavourless based on the abundance of that type.

He had done it! He was overjoyed and was heading out of the laboratory to find a good bottle of wine to celebrate when he remembered Elyana, lying on the floor.

He rushed to her side, turning her face up and checking her vital signs. They were weak, but she still lived. Benen felt immense relief; he wasn’t sure if he could have forgiven himself her death. Using telekinesis, Benen moved Elyana gently to the room she used when she visited the tower. Once there, he did what he could with the healing spells he knew. Healing was far from one of Benen’s specialities; he was barely passable in those arts. Having done what he could, he left to let natural rest do for Elyana what he could not.

She recovered within a few days and was overjoyed that their effort had been successful.

“It’s good to know I didn’t go through that for nothing,” she said and then tried to laugh but only winced from the pain this caused her. Benen told her to continue resting.

From her bed, Elyana started composing the two papers she intended them to publish from these experiments. One for the spell which removed some of the ambient flavourless thaums from an area for a brief time, and another for their success in finding thaums and their role in the particle model. Benen kept telling her to rest and write later, but she was too excited.

“This is the biggest find in magic since . . . well since you discovered the black hole!” she said with energy she did not have to spare. Benen decided that arguing with the woman was disrupting her resting more than the writing did. He left Elyana to her own devices.

She was recovered by the time she finished her first drafts. She showed them to Benen to review. He was reading these when he received a message from the prime minister. It came in the form of a vibration in one of his pockets. He had forgotten the small device he had been given by the office of the prime minister so that he could be reached when needed. He retrieved the smooth metal rectangle and looked at its glowing screen. He saw on it the words: “PM Office Calling.” There was also a green rectangle with the word answer written on it and a red rectangle labelled decline. “Answer,” he told the device. It kept vibrating. He touched the green rectangle and the screen changed; it began to count up the seconds of the call.

“Hello?” he asked the air. He heard faint voices from the device. He brought it to his ear and could then hear the person speaking more clearly. They told him he needed to go to the airport, the Southren Emperor had unexpectedly arrived and was requesting to speak with the Lord Wizard.











CHAPTER  11: AVENGER




Benen flew to the airport immediately. The Southren Emperor was refusing to leave his plane until he could be greeted by his equal from Oasis and Osteria. To him this meant the Lord Wizard Benen and not the current prime minister.

The emperor was the last person Benen wanted anything to do with. He knew this was a different emperor from the one who had sent an army against Benen’s lands, but he could not help feeling animosity toward this new emperor for the acts of his ancient predecessor. His trip to the Southren capital had not helped this stance; the living conditions of the majority of those under Southren rule were despicable. If this emperor could not be held responsible for establishing them, he could be held responsible for not changing them.

When he approached the airport, Benen spotted the Southren flying machine on one of the runways. A red carpet had been rolled out to the bottom of the movable stairs that had been wheeled up to the plane. Standing on the carpet, waiting, was the prime minister and his assorted advisers, ministers, aides, and guards. Benen was always surprised to see guards dressed in nothing more protective than plain cloth. It seemed wrong that they did not wear armour, but then again, from what he had heard, armour was of little use against modern weaponry. Putting aside the discomfort he felt when confronted with the changing world, Benen landed near the prime minister.

“Lord Wizard! Thank you for responding to our call so swiftly,” exclaimed the elected ruler of Oasis and Osteria. This man, whom Benen had never met, was a friendly, smiling man in a dark suit.

“There has been enough strife between Southren and our people; I will gladly meet with the emperor if it will help our diplomatic relations with his regime,” Benen said, as he had practised saying in his head while on his way over.

The prime minister nodded as the two of them shook hands formally. An aide approached Benen with a small flat device six centimetres to a side.

“Please place a finger on the screen, my lord.”

The device had a glass surface on top. Benen took this to be the screen in question. He put his index finger on it. Immediately, the machine made a cheery beeping sound. This seemed to satisfy the aide. Benen saw a few of the guards nod and relax slightly.

Another aide spoke into a device Benen assumed was a communicator of some sort. He heard the man say the Lord Wizard was present and that they were ready to receive the emperor. Benen heard no response. The aide had a device in his ear; Benen assumed it allowed him to hear the other party.

Soon, mechanical noises could be heard from the emperor’s conveyance, ending with the opening of a door in its side. The emperor, alone and unaccompanied, stood in the doorway.

He was an old man, looking to be in his seventies. He was bald and beardless, his face filled with the wrinkles a man gets from too much worry.

The emperor descended the stairs at a slow stately gait. The prime minister’s aides were abuzz with confusion, asking one another why the emperor had no entourage, no guards. The prime minister shushed them and started their party moving to meet the emperor halfway. Benen walked at the prime minister’s side, the two flanked by guards.

At the halfway mark, the two parties halted two metres apart. The prime minister, urging Benen to come with him, stepped forward one metre without the rest of his entourage. The Emperor moved to meet them.

The prime minister greeted and welcomed the emperor to Oasis and Osteria, then extended his hand to clasp the emperor’s but the man kept his hands at his sides. The prime minister reddened with embarrassment, then awkwardly withdrew his hand.

The situation grew tense for a moment, but then the emperor spoke.

“I am sorry for not being able to shake your hand, Prime Minister, but it is impossible for me to do so right now.” Both Benen and the prime minister frowned at the emperor. “You see, I am not really here. I know you backward northerners are behind in the technological race, but surely you have an understanding of the concept of a hologram. What you see here is only an image.”

“For your safety?” asked the prime minister.

“Yes, but not from you and yours, Prime Minister.” The emperor’s hologram looked to Benen. “It was important that we make sure you were here, ‘Lord Wizard’ Benen, and this meeting seemed the best way to ensure your presence.”

“Well, I’m here. You have what you asked for; what do you want?” Benen was growing impatient with these games the emperor was playing.

“Very well. Over the last three months, there has been an influx of packages to our embassies in Oasis and Osteria. These packages were nothing worrisome individually but, assembled correctly, they formed something that would be quite alarming to you. Each of our embassies in each of your major cities has one of these completed devices now. I have come to say goodbye to you, Benen. I wanted you to know before you die that this is for Selen.”

The prime minister was quite agitated. “Please! If you intend harm to our citizens, let us nego—“ He was interrupted when the attack was triggered by the emperor.

At his command, waves of deadly neutron radiation erupted from devices secreted into each of the dozens of Southren embassies across Oasis and Osteria. The radiation killed all living beings they encountered, but did no substantial harm to the buildings in their way. The waves also disrupted electronics and, Benen soon found out, even his connection to his vessel. He woke back in his real body, confused and disoriented.

These emotions turned to alarm when he remembered what had just happened. 

Did Southren just attack my country? He couldn’t believe it. How could they have forgotten my threat?

He had brought a meteor down upon a Southren army to prove his point the last time. Would he have to destroy the Southren capital this time?

Benen got up quickly. His body, unused to such energetic movement, almost fainted. He took deep breaths to stave away the darkness narrowing his vision into a tunnel. Once recovered, he called upon the constellations needed to scry and opened a window to Oasis and Osteria. He saw his vessel, immobile on the ground. Beside it were the dead forms of the prime minister and his entourage. Benen, alarmed, moved the scrying window with more speed, surveying the city of Oasis. He found no living being, anywhere. Growing panicked, he looked at other cities and villages throughout Oasis and Osteria. 

Dead. All dead. Everywhere he looked, all he found were the dead. Humans, cows, dogs, the innocent and the guilty: all dead. Instead of his emotions flaring into hot rage, Benen felt a cold numbness in his heart. In his mind, all he could think of was revenge.

You have taken everything from me, I will take all from you!

He moved his sight up into space, looking for a rocky body big enough to destroy the Southren capital. He chose one slightly larger than he needed, thinking it better to overshoot the mark than to under perform. Using brute force telekinesis, Benen gave the chosen space rock a shove in the right direction for his purpose.

While the meteor-to-be travelled on its deadly trajectory, the wizard returned to looking at the dead. He looked desperately for survivors in outlying areas, away from any Southren embassies: there were none. Worse, he found casualties in adjacent parts of Southren that once were Estren.

Certain of what he would find, he looked at his tower, seeking the room where Elyana had been earlier that day. He found her. 

Dead, like all the rest. The sight provoked strong emotion in him, but he quickly put it away, using it to fuel his desire for vengeance.

He returned to looking at his space rock, accelerating it with his telekinesis, pushing it with all his power and then pushing it more. Two days of this put the rock well into position to strike Southren’s capital in two months’ time. Benen hid in his underwater home, waiting for the time to come. To occupy himself, he scried upon the Southren emperor as he celebrated the destruction he had wrought, with his generals and cronies. But, as he watched, Benen saw much more than what he had expected. He saw the reaction of Ikara to Southren’s use of banned weapons. The two began a bloody and devastating war. The conflict occupied the Southren’s attention enough that rebels in the former nations of Westren and Estren were able to rise against their oppressors, erupting into open revolt.

Impatiently, Benen waited for the blow he had already dealt to finally land. At last the day arrived. The wizard scried upon the instrument of his vengeance as it began to enter the atmosphere; he wanted to miss none of what was to come.

Benen was so intent on the meteor that he failed to notice technological devices, previously in orbit, come to electronic life and move toward the flaming rock. He saw the small satellites as they came close and unleashed all their stored energy in one burst of force, shattering the rock into a fine powder. This sand burnt up quickly in the atmosphere, causing a mass of bright flashes in the night sky, no doubt spectacular to those on the ground below.

A technological defence? Benen was truly surprised.

He changed tacks.

Benen projected himself back into his vessel, finding that he could connect with it once more. Then he set out to find a mirror, ignoring the rotting corpses all around him. Thankfully, the city of Oasis was far enough from any nearby habitation that looters had not made it there yet.

No doubt they are preoccupied with looting Osteria, Benen thought darkly.

Once he had located a mirror large enough, Benen opened a scrying window to where he had last seen the Southren Emperor. It took him no time to find the man, talking to his generals in a war room in his palace. Benen made the window into a portal and stepped through, suddenly entering the room. Everyone but the emperor was startled at the sight of the newly appeared wizard.

The emperor smiled at him. “I guess you’ve found out about our orbital defences, eh? And you’ve come for your vengeance in person, now?”

“I have,” Benen said. He was not about to bandy further words with the man before him. He concentrated on the Cleaver and the black hole, readying to put an end to the emperor. But then he noticed his reservoir was empty. His surprise must have shown on his face, for the emperor gave a little laugh then.

“I think your apprentice was the original inventor of these thaumic sinks. Ironic isn’t it that they now serve to defend me from you?”

He thinks he is clever enough to evade my vengeance, Benen thought, but he is wrong.

“Goodbye, Emperor. I render onto you punishment for your inhuman acts,” Benen said the words, meeting the man’s eyes. The emperor saw in them the cold heart of his executioner and his smile faded.

“A bluff, nothing more,” he said, waving the threat away with a dismissive gesture.

For his part, Benen left his vessel and went to a mirror in his underwater home. There he opened a scrying window upon the emperor once more, turning the window into a portal as soon as it was created. He had positioned the window behind the emperor and when Benen spoke, the old man turned to face the portal.

From his side, Benen said, “No bluff, Emperor. I may be ignorant of your technological tricks, but you know nothing of my powers.”

The wizard cast his spell of absolute destruction on the emperor through the portal’s opening, never moving his body within the emperor’s palace. The man ceased to be, suddenly and irrevocably. The generals in the room moved to leave as quickly as they could, seized with fear that they would be next. Benen turned to each one, destroying them individually, trying to savour his revenge. His heart remained cold and distant, unsatisfied even by the deaths of the Southren generals.

I tried to live in peace with them. I resisted ruling over them, as I could have. I thought there could be wizards and common men living side by side. I was wrong. Oasis and Osteria paid the price for my mistakes. This will not happen again!
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Benen created a portal to the shore across from the island of Rassalain and stepped through it, abandoning his underwater home. Behind him, the place was reclaimed by the sea. Before taking even the first step of his new plan, Benen needed the consent of the islanders. He flew to the village he had once visited, centuries before. It had changed, but only in the details and not in general, as the lands of Isleos had.

A party of armed men and women advanced menacingly toward him when he landed. From behind them, an elder yelled to the warriors. Benen could not understand their language, but he could tell by the tone that the man was admonishing the armed youths. The elder stepped forward, coming close to Benen. When he was within arm’s reach, the man knelt before Benen and spoke words in his own language, looking at the wizard’s feet the while.

Benen motioned for the man to stand and walk with him into the surf. He also made shooing motions toward the warriors. He was helped in this by the old man, who must have told them to go away, because the moment he was done yelling at them, the men and women dispersed back toward their huts.

Once they were far enough away from the island’s inhabitants that Benen could feel some of his power returning to his reservoir, he stopped walking and turned back toward the old man. A few moments of concentration and a simple incantation created a mental link between the two of them.

“You know me?” Benen asked the elder.

“I know of you and of one other. Are you the white wizard or the one who came twice?” Benen assumed the man was referring to Timmon as the one who came twice.

“I am the white wizard. Please call me Benen.”

The elder nodded.

“You have come as was foretold?” he asked Benen.

“I have come. I did not know it was foretold.” Benen said, refusing to confirm any prophecy.

“The one who came twice, he said you would come back and lead us safely off the island and that you would make us wizards like you.”

Timmon, Benen realized. I had told him about the island. I did intend to come back and help these people. Now, we will help each other.

“Yes, that is exactly what I have come to do now. It will be long and difficult, but if you work hard, I can free you from this island.”

The old man smiled wide and nodded. “You will find no shirkers or lazybones here, Lord Benen.”

“Just Benen. I am no lord any longer.”

The elder frowned but accepted this.

“What is your name, wise one?” Benen asked him.

“If you call me wise because of my age, you will be listening to the wisdom of rocks before long; they are older by far than I am. They call me No-Teeth. All those who knew the name my parents gave me are long dead.” He showed off his gums. It was not true that he had no teeth at all, but he did have very few of them.

“Well, then No-Teeth, I would like you to be my voice among your people. I will maintain this effect so we can continue speaking to one another until I have mastered your tongue.”

This arrangement seemed to please No-Teeth. Benen told him how he should prepare the tribe and left him to this task; the wizard had work of his own to do.

Benen had seen that the world was increasingly colonized by the folk of Isleos. He feared they would stumble upon Rassalain. Benen went to great lengths to prevent this.

Using an effect similar to what he had done with the warning bells centuries ago, Benen cut the island and its environs out of the world with a greatly modified Cleaver spell. It was not truly cut out of reality; the effect instead sectioned off the island and the sea into a pocket reality of its own, attached to the world but not of it. The two realities were adjacent, touching, but there was a separation between them, not unlike a window.

Standing on the island side of the separation, the ocean seemed infinite and no coast could be seen. Sailing in one direction for any amount of time would cause the sailor to find the island ahead of him as he hit the end of his pocket reality and resumed his travels seamlessly from the opposite end of it.

From the outside, the island would not be present. One could sail to where the island was, but all they would find is ocean.

The disconnection was such that even with scrying, Benen could not see out of the pocket reality. He would have to repair the break between island and world in order to one day leave this place.

Benen next raised the bottom of the sea to create a second island one hundred metres from Rassalain.Then he connected the two with a land bridge two metres wide. This second island was to house him and serve as a place where he could teach his students. It was distant enough from the islanders that he could use magic there, as could any students with him. To complete his new home, he needed a house. He took out from an inner pocket an iron flask filled with nothing but fog. He unstoppered the flask and let the fog come out. Much more fog poured out of the flask than should have fit in it. Soon the newly risen island was covered in fog. Benen had read of this effect when he inherited Oster’s library and with it the secret of the cottage he had created on the road to his tower, that first night Benen had become his apprentice. It had puzzled him later, since teleportation had not been discovered at that time. He wondered how Oster could bring the cottage into being full and complete. The answer was the fog. The spell changed the cottage into fog and trapped it in the iron flask. Now, all Benen needed to do was to turn the fog back into a cottage.

Although he knew how the magic worked, Benen was not familiar with the transmutative effect at all. He managed to cast it, but then had to seek the bed within, there to collapse for a day to recover.

The islanders were surprised to see this new island, Benen was sure, but they were also pleased by the demonstration of his power. In one day he had made the rest of the world disappear, putting Rassalain on an endless ocean, and then made a companion island for himself, complete with his own house. They cheered him when he next went to meet with No-Teeth. Benen brought the elder back with him to his cottage to speak with him over tea.

“This is excellent!” the old man commented when he took his first taste of the lavender tea. They had nothing like it on the island.

“Enjoy it, once it is gone there will be no replacing it for some time,” Benen told him.

“Bless you then, Benen, for sharing it with me.” The man seemed truly touched. Benen nodded to acknowledge the man’s sentiment, then got down to business.

“Teaching all of you will take a long time. I need to make masters out of as many of you as possible, hopefully within a century, two at most. I have thought long on this, but I do not think I should teach the elderly. I’m sorry No-Teeth. It simply would take too long to teach you enough . . . you would die before gaining enough skill to extend your own life.”

Benen’s words had a sobering effect on No-Teeth. He lost his ever-present cheer and looked long into the wizard’s eyes before speaking. “If you say it must be so, then it must be so.”

Must it be so? Benen doubted his own decision. I offered to try to extend Esren’s life. Would it have worked? With his now much better understanding of the effect used for life-extension, Benen doubted it would. The spell only worked for the caster. Cast on someone else, he thought, it would only give superficial vitality and not longer life.

“I’m sorry, No-Teeth,” he told the old man.

“I will break the news to the elders. What is the oldest you will teach?” No-Teeth was sticking to business, but Benen saw the old man stiffen his face, trying to keep disappointment from showing on his face.

“No older than thirty,” the wizard told him. “And those nearest that age will be the first I teach”

No-Teeth excused himself to make the arrangements.
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Teaching the first dozen students was long and tedious work. Benen needed to teach each one individually, making sure to cut the unconscious weaving of spells as soon as they started forming. Once he had a dozen with skill enough to control themselves, it went faster. He taught those twelve how to cut apart the spells of others using the Cleaver and how to see such weavings using the moon. Then, making additional islands, Benen gave those twelve the responsibility to teach the basics of wizardly control to their own students; twelve for each. The original twelve would teach their own twelve the basics while the moon was in the sky, and Benen would deepen their understanding of magic for hours after that.

It took Benen seventy years to train the first dozen to the equivalent of mastery. He could have raised an army of magicians faster if he had taught them only what was needed to destroy enemies with magic, but he felt this would be unfair to the islanders; they had been promised wizardry and he would teach it to them properly. Once those twelve were masters, they each helped to train a dozen students to their own level. This went slowly and there were difficulties along the way.

In particular, not all the students were good learners. It was difficult for all of the islanders to learn to read and write, and then to learn all the stars, and then to learn all the motions and incantations for each of those celestial bodies. It was easier for the young and harder for the old, who were set in their ways. Some of the thirty year olds dropped out once they had attained basic control over their casting. Others dropped out when they reached journeyman status, satisfied with what they had learnt and not dedicated enough to continue on to mastery.

Benen understood that not all who were taught would join his army or even make it to full mastery, but he had to give every man and woman a chance, and he did.

The wizard learnt the tongue of the islanders and they, the ones who studied magic, acquired his own in turn. It was difficult for him to convey all the concepts he needed to teach them using their tongue, so it was inevitable that they would learn Estren.

Along with lessons about magic, Benen taught the folk of the island about the world at large.

“This island you call home is only a small speck near a much larger expanse of land. These mega-islands are called continents and they are vast. There are eight such land masses, but the one that you need to concern yourselves with is Isleos; my own former home.

“On that continent, the people are white, like I am, and they are sometimes short-sighted and ambitious, at the cost of others. On Isleos there are no longer any wizards, they have been killed or suppressed over the centuries. The last bastion of magicians had been my own country of Oasis and Osteria. Our enemies killed everyone from that nation, failing only in killing me.

“I will make no secret of this: I am training you to fight back, to avenge the countless deaths of my own subjects. But that is not all. I want us to rule those lands, I want to take control of the power technologists have created with their science and prevent anything like the massacre of the people of Oasis and Osteria from ever happening again.

“We wizards, endowed with power by the gift of magic, earn mastery over the might we wield through years of training. The gift and curse of the technologists is that once created, the device can be used by anyone. As egalitarian as this may seem, it also puts the power to kill hundreds of thousands in the hands of anyone.

“When your training is complete, I plead with you that you accompany me back to Isleos, there to put their nations under our control, to take away their technology, reserving it for the wise among them. I will not force you to join me in this, it is not a cost for the training I am giving you. I instead put it to you this way: how long until the mad technologists find us and, likely, destroy us all with their technological might?”

There was silence in the assembly when Benen finished. He had expected comments or questions, but instead his audience seemed stunned, Benen was about to thank those assembled for hearing him out when a familiar voice spoke up from the audience.

“If we can subjugate these technologists, could we not ignore them until they come for us? If we have the power to conquer them, surely we have the power to resist them, do we not?” It was No-Teeth’s grandson, now a master. Benen was happy for the question.

“If our goal was only to protect ourselves, what you propose would be a wise course of action, but there is more at stake than simply Rassalain and its inhabitants. The majority of the people of Isleos, non-magicians, are in bondage to those in power, forced by one means or another to work like slaves in factories. Do they not deserve succour?”

There were murmurs of agreement throughout the crowd and even the man who had raised the question seemed pleased by the answer. Benen had convinced them of the right of his cause.

All told, two-hundred years of training by Benen (aided by his most successful students), resulted in a force of master wizards numbering two-hundred and sixty-three. Although there were more islanders to train, Benen could wait no longer; he needed to wreak his revenge upon the technologists. For this was his true motivation; his desire for revenge kept all his despair and loss at bay. He had dressed up this naked fact with more noble reasons, logical reasons even, to attack the technologists, but vengeance was his real aim and he ached to deal devastation on his enemies.

Training would continue on the island, There were masters trained by Benen and his assistants who wanted no part in the attack upon Isleos. Those men and women would train any who wanted to learn.

Benen assembled his force and taught them the secret of the black hole, giving them a month to get familiar with this body. He was certain they would need its power in the coming battles. Also, only with the black hole could dead souls be destroyed, and Benen knew many would die resisting their attack.

Once all were ready, Benen explained his plan for how the assault should be performed. The leaders among the islander force agreed to their individual tasks and relayed the orders to their own men and women. While they did this, Benen worked to mend the rending of dimensions he had wrought two centuries earlier.

Reversing the damage would require use of the Parallels, he was sure, and he had never excelled at spells involving this constellation. Benen knew he would suffer for this spell and braced himself before casting it.

He had been right. The spell nearly killed him and only partly worked. He was taken back to his cottage to rest. Two days later he surveyed the result of his spell: the division between the island’s pocket dimension and the real world was thinner than before, but it still existed. Now both sides could see each other as phantasmal mirages, but crossing the barrier was still impossible. Benen was about to cast the spell he had used to repair it this far, but a woman put her hand on his shoulder to stop him.

“Please, Master Benen, allow me to mend the damage,” she told him. Benen turned to find it was Ramana, one of the students with a particular talent for healing.

“This is Parallels work, Ramana,” he told her.

“Perhaps, but you could also see this as a wound in the fabric of reality. You have tried the Parallels and it worked only so well, costing you greatly. Would you allow me to test my theory?” Ramana asked.

Benen agreed to step aside.

He saw Ramana concentrate, taking her time to bring to mind the correct constellations for a greater healing. She would also use the black hole for this effect, Benen knew. Without it, the spell would never have enough power to repair the breach between dimensions.

He was surprised by how easily Ramana’s spell fixed what he had broken. Better still, the woman had suffered no more than minor harm from the casting. Benen went to Ramana and bowed to her.

“Splendidly done, Ramana. I commend you for your innovative thinking,” he said. Ramana blushed at the compliment, but nodded her acknowledgement of it before retreating back to her place in the force.

The plan called for Benen to open a portal to the skies above the Southren capital. He did this using a still pool, making the opening big enough for four to use the portal at once. The force flew through the portal in groups of that number, prepared for opposition on the other side. Benen went through last.

When he crossed over, Benen was surprised to see no fighting; no flying machines had been deployed to oppose the wizards. As unexpected as this was, he was even more surprised to see the city below was a ruin at least a century old.

Benen’s mind reeled. He had expected Southren to have endured the centuries. If it had, its capital was somewhere else now. He circled, looking for a pool suitable for scrying, but was interrupted by new flying figures rising up toward his force.

Revenge at last! he thought, forming a spell of absolute destruction in his mind to unleash upon the rising strangers. But as they got closer, he saw the figures were flying men and women, bearing no visible weapons or devices.

Wizards?

As they approached, Benen called upon the moon, casting a detection spell. He saw no signs of magic on the six strangers, though he did see energies of all sorts at play in their bodies.

What is this? Benen wondered. He signalled for his force to hold their fire until he had found out the intentions of these flying men and women.

“Greetings, Strangers,” said a voice in Benen’s head. He had still to see any magic cast by the approaching fliers.

Can technology do this? he wondered, stunned.

“This and more,” the voice answered his unasked question.

This startled Benen and his company, rattling them. Benen detected some of them forming spells of the Cleaver to attack the unsettling strangers. As he debated whether to order them to stop, they did so on their own, all of them stopping at the exact same time.

“Please. No thoughts of harming another are allowed or tolerated,” said the voice again. “We are a peaceful people and welcome you to New Oasis.”

Benen blinked unbelievingly at the flying men and women, unsure which of their group was the source of the voice.

New Oasis? Along with this thought, Benen thought of the original Oasis.

Now it was the flying strangers who were startled and confused. They frowned and seemed to focus on Benen for a second and then all of them smiled, evidently excited.

“You are the wizard Benen! You were thought dead!” said the voice in Benen’s head. “Are all of you wizards?”

Benen did not have to answer, the strangers must have gotten the answer from their minds already. They nodded and they seemed exceedingly pleased.

“You must come, others will want to see you,” the voice said.

Benen did not know if they really had a choice. These were not the enemies he had come to revenge himself upon; they seemed like friends. Further, they had demonstrated the ability to stop aggressive action. Even if he had wanted to attack these people, he could not. They seemed godlike. If they wanted his party to follow them, he did not doubt that they could force them to comply.

“We will go with you,” he agreed aloud.

“Follow us!” said the voice as the figures turned around, diving toward a destination on the ground. As they went, the voice whispered to his mind: “We would never force you to do anything, but we are pleased you decided to come with us, Master Benen. Oh how pleased everyone will be to see you and your magicians!”











CHAPTER  12: CURIOSITY




The strangers led Benen and his cohort down to the ruins of the Southren capital. As they approached it, the voice spoke to them again.

“We have left sites such as this one untouched to remind us of the cost of unbridled ambition and lust for power,” it said. “We live below.” The figures went to the edge of the ruins, stopping to hover over a large metal surface set into the ground. This looked like a newer construction, built after the devastation of the nearby city. When all were gathered above it, the plate slid sideways, revealing below it a vertical passage leading underground.

The shaft was lined in plain white featureless plating, descending a dozen metres. At the end of it, Benen glimpsed what seemed to be a room. Within seconds they flew into the chamber, entering it through a hole in its ceiling. It shared the same white plating as the previous section of the underground complex. The place seemed austere to Benen. He wondered if the rest of it shared the same lack of features.

The room was large enough to accommodate Benen’s company and more. In fact, when they arrived, it had two dozen more strangers in it; these had both feet planted on the ground. Everyone landed.

“Welcome Benen,” the voice said. “Welcome to you all. This is the common room of New Oasis. There are other rooms almost as large, but this is the one used for our larger gatherings.”

“Your whole city meets in this room?” Benen was incredulous.

There was amusement in the voice. “How many do you think there are dwelling here in New Oasis? I warn you, it will be both a smaller and a larger number than you think.”

The source of the voice must have sensed his irritation at the riddle and answered the question for him. “There are three-hundred and sixty-nine living, breathing persons who call New Oasis home. But there are also seventy-nine million intelligences encoded in its environs.” 

“Encoded intelligences?” Benen could only visualize numbers in the millions in the context of stars or grains of sand, and the term the voice had used was completely unknown to him.

“This is all a lot for you to take in. Please, allow us to provide you with lodgings. Once you are comfortably installed in your rooms, you can ask your questions aloud and they will be answered. I am sure many are dying to speak with you.”

Benen could not think of a reason to object; they were already at the mercy of these people. He could see no further threat in being made more comfortable. He did wonder if he and his force would be allowed to leave should that become their desire.

“You are our guests and not prisoners,” the voice whispered to him alone. “You can leave whenever it pleases you, though it would sadden us to lose you so soon.”
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Benen’s room was as plain and white as all the other areas he had seen thus far. It did contain a bed, but this was a raised soft portion of the floor, covered in white blankets and pillows. The only other feature of the three metre by three metre space was an alcove Benen could only guess was to be used as a latrine. It worried him that the space had no seat, no holes, no toilet. Benen already knew what he would ask about first.

“Hello?” he said to the air, feeling foolish.

“Yes, Benen? I am Dekandra. I have won the privilege to assist you today.”

“You won it?”

“Many volunteered to be your liaison, a lottery had to be used to determine who would have the honour.”

“Oh. I can’t imagine why you are all so interested.”

“Are you kidding?” Dekandra’s voice in Benen’s head grew in volume with her excitement. She noticed his mental cringing and controlled herself. “You are a figure central to modern history, a martyr who changed the world.”

“Really? This changed world is not like anything I would have chosen.”

“Did you not desire peace and learning for all? History seems to think you did.”

“Yes, I wanted those things, I still do.”

“Then your desires have been fulfilled. We are one nation, all equal and at peace now.”

Benen had doubts. “Those ruins don’t look like the result of peace.”

“No. They happened shortly after you disappeared. The Ikarish warred with Southren in the aftermath of Southren’s destruction of Oasis and Osteria. In the wake of their emperor’s death, there was chaos throughout Southren. The Ikarish devastated the southern parts of Southren, while the conquered lands of the north rebelled. Within twenty years, Southren was no more on Isleos. Its colonies on other continents were quick to declare themselves independent. The peace that followed, although not absolute, fostered a golden age of cooperation and advancement. Certain key technologies, developed early in this era, helped to keep war at bay. The most important of these was a greater understanding of genetics.”

“What is that?” Benen asked. It was a term completely new to him.

“Right,” said Dekandra. “It’s the study of genes. It was discovered that there is, within every cell of every living being, the plan that designed that creature.”

Benen could imagine such a thing, but was unsure how this helped reinforce peace. Dekandra must have read his mind.

“Genetics showed us that we are all mostly the same. Ikarish, Estren, Southren, Westren, Northren, savages from other continents; these are all genetically so close as to be mostly identical. This new way of thinking made it difficult to enslave savages or war with other countries. We are all of one people.”

“I see it,” Benen nodded, although he was alone. “What else happened?”

“With peace came cooperation and with that greater and faster advancement of technology. Eventually, nanos made telepathy and empathy with others possible. This ended all violent conflict between humans. It also helped that the nanos were able to deconstruct and reassemble matter, eliminating scarcity.”

“Slow down,” Benen said when Dekandra took a pause, allowing him a chance to get a word in. “Nanos?”

“Ah, yes. I guess that’s something else you wouldn’t know about. Tiny machines. Very, ridiculously tiny.”

“How does a tiny machine enable telepathy?” Benen pictured a small flying engine running madly between the two parties, exchanging messages. Dekandra laughed in his mind. He felt embarrassed and a little angry.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “It was a funny image. No. Nanos are directly in the speech centres of the brains of the two individuals, they communicate with each other through modulated energy waves. In this case, radio. Don’t worry about the details too much,” she counselled Benen.

A thought had occurred to Benen while Dekandra explained telepathy, and it alarmed him immensely.

“Nanos have to be on both ends?” he asked, horrified.

“Yes. Oh. I see. I guess you didn’t know. The air is filled with nanos. You breathed thousands when you first arrived above New Oasis. They colonized your brain and nervous system. They provide us with communication and enforce the no-violence edicts.”

Benen wanted to throw up. There are machines in me!

“Calm down, Benen. It is perfectly safe.”

“Leave me alone!” he demanded, unfairly angry at Dekandra for something she likely had no involvement with. He needed time to come to terms with what she had told him. He did not know if Dekandra left then, but she spoke no more.

Benen lay on his bed, trying to accept this new world, revolted by the thought of machines crawling in his brain.
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Hours later, waking from nightmares of his body being replaced with machine parts, Benen gasped and sat up. He needed to get the machines out! But he could not do that yet. There was more he wanted to know. For instance, a washroom was becoming a priority, food another.

“Dekandra?”

“It is a new day, Benen. I am Kerel, your liaison for today.” This voice in his head had a male timbre to it. Benen, it seemed, was a prize others were fighting over, instead of a person. He did not like the feeling. Worse, they treated him like he was an exhibit, an interesting distraction to be experienced.

“Hello Kerel.” Benen was disappointed he did not have a chance to apologize to Dekandra for his rudeness to her the night before. “Can you tell Dakandra I am sorry for the way we left things yesterday?”

“Do not concern yourself with her, she was glowing with pride and happiness after your exchange.”

“Oh. Um. All right. Can you tell me where I can find a washroom?”

“There is an alcove in your room,” Kerel pointed out.

“Yes. I saw it, but it doesn’t . . . Well, how does it work?” Benen felt no small amount of embarrassment at having to ask.

“Ah! I see the problem,” Kerel sounded proud of his astute grasp on the situation. “If you need to excrete liquid waste, simply, um, aim into the alcove. If it is solid waste, you should back into the alcove and sit down; a seat will be provided.”

Taking a deep breath, Benen pulled down his leggings and backed into the alcove, feeling exceedingly silly doing so. He was completely surprised when he felt a seat under him as he gingerly sat down. He did his business, never hearing anything hit the floor of the alcove. He looked for a wipe of some sort for a second before realizing that he was completely clean. It was like magic, but not any magic he understood. He felt disoriented.

“Nanos?” he hazarded a guess.

“They disassemble the waste matter, yes,” Kerel agreed.

“Where do I find food?” Benen was growing quite hungry.

“The alcove can provide whatever you need.”

“The same place I just pooped in?” Benen was aghast.

Kerel laughed. Benen wanted to throttle the being, whatever and wherever he was.

“Yes, the same place,” confirmed Kerel once he had overcome his bout of the giggles.

Benen walked back to the alcove and asked for bread and cheese. The alcove hummed for a fraction of a second before producing, seemingly from thin air, a loaf of bread and a piece of cheese, both on a plate. The food hovered at chest height in the alcove until Benen reached out and grabbed it. He took a bite, expecting it to taste foul or at least stale, but the food was excellent.

As he ate, sitting on his white bed, Benen stared at the blank white walls. Between bites he addressed Kerel again,

“How do you stand it in here? You have small rooms like these I presume. Are they all decorated this way?” he asked.

“Our rooms are the same, but no, we do not mind it. In fact, we don’t see it.”

Benen frowned as Kerel continued. “Our optic nerves are connected to machines that can manipulate what we see. Each one of us sees the corridors and rooms as we wish to see them. We can share sight with others, show memories to others, call up books and read them, whatever we choose.”

The thought of machines co-opting his sight sounded nightmarish to Benen. Uncomfortable with this topic, he changed it.

“You do not have wizards here in New Oasis, do you?” Benen enquired.

“No. When a child is shown to have the gift, we must . . .fix them. Without wizards to teach the gifted, they would harm themselves and others with their uncontrolled magic.”

“Surely there were wizards remaining after I left. I know that the majority were in Oasis and Osteria when Southren attacked it, but surely . . .” It was hard to imagine that for a time, he had been the last wizard alive.

“Yes. Some remained, but the Southren eliminated those they found. The Ikarish did what they could to preserve the handful of wizards hiding in their land, but all were eventually eliminated by Southren agents. From then on, the gifted had to be neutralized for everyone’s safety and magic was lost.” Loss accompanied Kerel’s words in Benen’s mind.

“Why do you care? You achieve marvels with your technology that magic cannot rival.”

“We care because it was lost. A gift humanity had possessed had been lost to us, and we were to blame. It is a wonder to see it restored by you and your wizards, Benen.”

The wizard thought about Kerel’s answers for a time. It was a blow to learn the extent to which the Southren had persecuted those with the gift. Regardless, Benen did not want to be a wizard in captivity for these people.

Everything about this world was foreign and strange. Benen simply wanted to leave the place, to be away from all this. The thought of the tiny machines everywhere, the thought of these people watching him, it all made him want to shiver and never stop. To the folk of New Oasis he was a curiosity. He did not like being on display for their amusement. The situation reminded him of how the Escavan kept their venerated elephants in pens. He hated it.

He needed to leave.

He had come to this place seeking vengeance, but there was no need for it. The absence of this emotion that had been in his heart for so many decades left him feeling empty. He did not know exactly what he would do once he was away from New Oasis, but he knew he could not remain there.

“I’d like to meet with my company. Is that something you will allow?” he asked.

“Of course. You are not our prisoner, Benen.” The wizard was not sure he believed that, but he intended to test the fact of that assertion very soon.

Benen was directed back to the common room where he was soon joined by the islanders he had brought with him on this mission of vengeance.

“I am leaving this place. What of you? Will you remain, go back to your people, bring them here?”

There was discussion among the islanders. It seemed to Benen they were split in their feelings about New Oasis. He reminded them they needn’t all choose the same.

“I will escort those of you wanting to return to the island, but once you are safely returned, I shall take my leave of you,” he told them.

“What are your plans, Benen? Will you truly not return to us?” a voice said in his mind.

Stay out of my mind! was all he allowed himself to think.

“Have we offended you?” The voice sounded genuinely sorrowful.

Benen ignored the voice’s question and looked to the islanders. “If you wish to leave with me then come now.” He cast his flight spell and rose through the ceiling and into the shaft leading to the surface. Benen expected opposition at any moment, but he met no resistance. As he neared it, the door to the outside opened for him and those of his cohort who had chosen to leave with him.

It was not until he reached a still pool and cast his teleportation spell that he began to feel they might truly have been allowed to go by the denizens of New Oasis. Once through the portal, he cast a spell of destruction on himself, purging his body of anything foreign to him. He hoped this would get rid of all the nanos.

Finally, this accomplished, he let out a sigh of relief.

“Are you all right, Great Benen?” asked one of the men who had gone to New Oasis with him.

“Better now,” he told him.

“They were a strange people, but no stranger than you were to us when you first came to Rassalain.”

“You are young, far younger than I. Do you know that I have been alive for nearly a millennium? I found the changes to the world before I left it to come to you overwhelming. What I saw in New Oasis felt like speaking to beings from another world.”

The man shrugged and deferred to Benen’s wisdom on this subject.

The wizard waited for the next morning before addressing the islanders of Rassalain.

“I came here with an agenda of vengeance and exchanged my knowledge for your assistance on this path of rage and destruction. I am sorry for that. Not sorry that I taught you magic, but sorry that I used you. I hope you can forgive me,” he told them. There was loud disagreement from the crowd. One spoke louder than the others:

“It was a fair exchange, Great Benen. We were not cheated or tricked. We knew the trade we were making.”

Benen bowed his head and thanked them for their understanding and forgiveness.

“But I must leave you now. I do not feel fit for any company. The world has become strange and I see no place for me in it. I wish you luck in finding your own.” He rose into the air, flying away from the village. Below him, islanders yelled reasons he should stay. None of them stirred him to remain.

What do you know of life? None of you have even passed three centuries on this earth.

The wizard created an environment bubble for himself and continued rising into the sky until it ceased being blue. In the empty blackness above the world, he looked for the moon and headed for it.











CHAPTER  13: ELDEST




Benen’s home on the moon was a simple place he hollowed out under the regolith. It had two rooms: one served as his study, the other as bedroom, kitchen, storage, and — sectioned off from the rest — loo.

Every few days, he had to leave to get food and water. His favourite place for this was Oasis — the old one. It had been preserved after its devastation and Benen felt nostalgic visiting the area. Its wells still held water and its fields and forests had wild fruits and vegetables aplenty. Benen even occasionally found animals to hunt. The area had certainly recovered from the Southren attack in the centuries since, but no one lived there; the current culture seemed to hold the place sacrosanct.

For a time, Benen observed the world below, both interested and repelled by it. He felt an empty place where his desire for vengeance against Southren had been, and the feeling was more acute when he looked at the world. For centuries it had given him a purpose, a direction, but now he was rudderless. Observing the people of New Oasis convinced Benen they were not his old enemies, leaving him with no one to revenge upon. He was surprised to find that he missed the anger.

When he abandoned these viewings, Benen decided to return to his study of the Thaumic theory; he wanted to know how the black hole fit in. He dearly wished for Ionas’ help, or Elyana’s, but those cherished friends were gone. After a few years, he grew frustrated and put aside his research in order to rejuvenate.

With every rejuvenation, Benen felt more distant from the world around him; it seemed fake, like a poorly designed counterfeit. Sometimes he got glimpses of what lay behind the curtain of the deceit, but the moment he focused on the vision, it vanished. By this time, Benen had gone through the process of life-extension well over a dozen times and he wondered how many more times he had before he vanished like all old wizards did.

“How old am I, anyway?” he said aloud, just to hear a voice.

He guessed he was now well over a thousand years old. “Such a big number . . .”

When he cast his spell of rejuvenation this time, he came through the process with an even deeper sense that everything around him was false. He touched objects and felt them to be hollow, he looked at the room around him and felt he could brush aside any of the walls and beyond he would see the real world instead of this sham. Trying to snap out of this strange mood, Benen used his scrying spell to look upon the islanders of Rassalain. He was pleased to see them still living lives he could understand, but the people seemed puppets playing out a show at a fair; they were just as unreal as everything else. He dispelled the scrying window and headed to his bed, hoping sleep would end this altered perception, but when he closed his eyes it was worse; he lost sense of who he was, what he was. The fright of losing himself made Benen leave his bed to seek his study; he had some notebooks filled with memoirs he wanted to read to remind himself of his own reality. But when he walked into that room, he caught a glimpse of what was beyond the curtain and he stopped in his steps. This time, when he focussed on the gap, it remained. He approached it cautiously until he was within arm’s reach of it and still it remained. From this close, he should have been able to see what lay beyond the curtain through the slit, but he could not. No matter how he looked at it, he was seeing it from an angle that hid what was beyond.

Taking a deep breath, Benen reached out to touch the wall beside the opening; it felt pliable, like cloth. A shiver ran through his spine.

Can I pull it aside? Is this what passing on is like? he thought, frightened and excited in equal measures.

If this is passing, then I am ready, Benen decided, excitement overruling fear.

He grasped the edge of the slit and resolutely pulled the curtain of false reality aside. Bright light poured forth from the opening, momentarily blinding him. When his eyes adjusted, the wizard began to see what lay beyond.

It was wondrous!

He took a step through the opening and let the curtain fall behind him. From this place, behind the stage of the show that was the universe, Benen could see and understand it all and it all made sense. At the same time he realized that all he had known, and all he now knew, was like a grain of sand on an inconceivably long beach. The reality he had left was but one step on a journey, and now he could see the path ahead. His entire existence up to this point had been but a prologue.

Benen felt no fear then, only excitement for what lay before him. He took the next step, leaving his previous existence behind without regret, ready to face what lay ahead.
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