
It was a homecoming eight years in the making.

Sitting in the saddle of a large dun mare, Ren regarded the city of Evette, the largest city in the kingdom of Tethia, which sat along the banks of the River Evem on a flat, gentle wooded plain whose trees had been cleared well away from the city to support the farms that fed the city.  Ren hadn’t seen Evette for eight years, having spent them in the last place that anyone would have expected a Nyx to be; the Lestriath, the most prestigious school of magic in the Western Kingdoms.

Nyx were not known for magical aptitude. Nyx were known for the exact opposite, they were a race of people who had a very weak connection to magic, and thus made very poor mages.  The strongest Nyx mages could barely cast spells taught to first year apprentices of other races.  The Nyx compensated for that lack of magical capability with their physical gifts, however, making Nyx formidable warriors.  They were stronger and faster than every other race in the world, and were among the most dangerous warriors that anyone could ever face.

And there was no doubt to anyone that looked upon Ren that he was Nyx.  Nyx looked almost completely human, except for two small differences…the ears and the tail.  The humans called his people beastmen, because Nyx had the ears and the tail of seven different varieties of animal.  There were seven tribes of Nyx, and each one had the ears and tail of the animal they resembled.  The seven tribes were the cat tribe, the dog tribe (which included the wolf sub-tribe, though the wolf tribe considered themselves separate from the dog tribe), the fox tribe, the rabbit tribe, the rat tribe, the weasel tribe, and the badger tribe.  Ren was a cat Nyx, so he had a pair of triangular ears above where human ears would have been, near the top of his head, and a fairly long tail snaking out from the back of his trousers.  Ren was a very rare and unusual Nyx in his appearance, because he was a calico Nyx.  His hair was an irregular jumble of black, red, brown, orange, and white, with his left ear being brown and his right ear black, and his tail was primarily a dusky brownish red with a yellow band halfway up the length black tip.  His face was youthful, but it was also rugged and handsome, the face of a man who had just recently grown into his full height, with his face dominated by the feature that marked him as a mage.


The Mage’s Eye.


Every mage in the entire world all shared one common feature, and that was that their right eyes were blue, and that eye glowed with a very faint azure radiance that was hard to see in the daytime, but strikingly apparent in dim light.  The left eye was whatever colors were common for that race, but the right eye was always a brilliant, cerulean blue, the color of magic.  Ren’s left eye was amber, so in him, the difference was quite striking.  Only one in ten carried the Eye, and among them, only one in ten had enough magical potential to formally train.  But it made it very easy for anyone to know if they faced someone capable of using magic, because of the Eye.  The eye glowed whenever the mage was actively using magic, which also made it abundantly clear to anyone looking in their direction exactly what they were doing.  So, even those mages who were lucky enough to have a blue left eye still couldn’t hide their ability when they were using it.  Their only advantage was that in the daytime, no one would know they were mage unless they were actively using magic.  In dim light or at night, the soft, gentle glow of the Mage’s Eye would give them away no matter what.

That was why one of the first things that anyone who carried the Eye learned was how to hide it.  There was a very simple spell that virtually anyone who carried the Eye could cast called a glamour, which was a minor illusion spell.  Using a glamour, someone capable of using magic could conceal the Eye under an illusion that both changed the eye’s color and concealed its soft glow, but that illusion was disrupted if any other spell was cast, so it had limited usefulness.  However, Ren’s blue eye was not hidden under that illusion.  Ren was forbidden by law to conceal the fact that he was a mage, because he was a member of the Guild of Magisters, and the nobles always wanted to know exactly who among them was a strong enough mage to belong to the guild.  Because of that, his blue right eye and the symbol of the guild, of magic itself, the Mage’s Pentagram that he wore around his neck, were prominent. 

Ren’s mother carried the Eye, and for a Nyx, she was a fairly strong magician.  But that was only compared to her own people.  The reality was, she could only cast the most basic of spells, and she needed a manastone to use any magic that might actually make an impact.  She was primarily a healer, that was where her talents lay, able to close cuts and scrapes and set bones, but not able to heal any major injuries quickly. She could mend a broken bone, but without her manastone, it took her days to do it.  An elven mage using the same spells could mend the bone in a matter of minutes, even without a manastone.


It had been a long eight years.  Ren had not enjoyed his time in the Lestriath, because the other students there, as well as the teachers, had shown bias against him.  It was unheard of for a Nyx to be in the Lestriath, to have enough magical potential to be accepted to the most elite school of magical education in the West.  But, he couldn’t argue with the result.  He had been trained well by his Master, the Taruk mage Rikia, who understood that Ren’s unique Nyx attributes were as much a weapon as the magic he could wield.  Nyx were stronger than the other races, but what made them truly stand out was their speed.  A Nyx was far, far faster than any other race, even the elves, which made them exceptionally deadly warriors.  Ren’s gifts were further compounded by the fact that he was a Hunter, who was a Nyx who had strength and speed considerably greater than even other Nyx, who were the primary warriors and soldiers in Nyx society.  Any Nyx was strong and fast enough to be a deadly warrior, but the Hunters were the elite among the Nyx.  The Hunter gift was a bloodline, it ran through a family, and it was his father that possessed it.  That made him the most unique mage in all of Strimia,  a Nyx Hunter with considerable magical potential, and his master Rikia had tailored his magical education in the combat arts so his magic complemented his Nyx physical gifts.

The Nyx were used to being treated like outcasts, outsiders, because they were.  The Nyx were a people without a homeland, they were a race of refugees.  The Nyx homeland, Nyxia,  had been systematically conquered by the human kingdoms that bordered it over the last hundred years, until the last bastion of Nyx autonomy, the city of Nyxis, was conquered by the Skyrians some fifteen years ago.  There were Nyx in every kingdom of the West, even the elven kingdom of Strallia, and most everywhere they lived, the Nyx were primarily servants and mercenaries.  There were very few Nyx merchants, and in no kingdom were there any Nyx nobles.  They were a conquered people, a subjugated people, forced to serve those who had conquered them as laborers, maids, and mercenaries.  It was that aspect that had made the other students of the Lestriath so hostile to him, that a Nyx would be a student in their school.  The other races saw the Nyx as inferior because they had been conquered by the humans, and their weak connection to magic exacerbated that view.  Where one in ten had the Eye in every other race, only one in one hundred Nyx carried the Eye, and among them, only one in one hundred had enough magical potential to formally train.  And among them, only one in one hundred had the magical potential to join the Guild.

Ren was such a Nyx, the proverbial one in one million.  He was the only living Nyx in the Guild of Magisters.

It had been that fact that allowed the humans to conquer them.  Powerful and deadly as the Nyx were on a battlefield, they had no answer to the magic the human kingdoms used against them.  The humans had exploited the infighting between the seven Nyx tribes to take the Nyx homeland in bits and pieces, and by the time the tribes put aside their old enmities and started working together to protect what land they had left, it was too late.


And the Skyrians, in a further insult to the Nyx they conquered, drove every single Nyx out of Nyxis and forbade them, on pain of death, to even enter the gates of the city.  Nyxis was a human city now, and the Nyx could only stand on the farms outside the city where they were forced to work as serfs and look on the city where they once lived.

Ren’s family was one such family driven out of Nyxis by the Skyrians.  His parents had fought against the Skyrians, his father had stood on the walls of Nyx and his mother had tended the wounded, but they were cast out of the city when it fell to the humans.  His parents refused to settle on any land controlled by Skyria, so they were just two of a large swarm of refugees that fled the lands they once called home.  His parents had come to Tethia, traveled halfway across the kingdom and reached Evette, and there they managed to find work with a noble family who saw value in his father’s martial skills and his mother’s healing magic.  They were hired by the Alinde family, his mother as a healer and his father as a man-at-arms, a house soldier.  Ren was born on the manor of his parent’s lord, a large, impressive manor in the center of Evette, and grew up as a servant.  But he carried the Eye, so his mother had trained him in magic when he was a child.  And like his father, he was odori, a Hunter, so he was trained in the arts of the bow and the blade by his father.


Ten years ago, his Master, Rikia, had been contracted by Lord Debren to tutor his granddaughter Ella in magic.  Lady Ella carried the Eye, but unlike most who did, her magical potential was fairly strong, strong enough for her to be formally trained.  And for someone of Ella’s rank and ability, being trained by an unguilded mage like his mother would never do.  A lady of her rank and potential required a master mage, and so Rikia was contracted to leave the Lestriath where she was an instructor and to come and tutor her.  But, his Master had found more than just one student when she came to the manor.  She took immediate interest in Ren, and discovered that he was one of the rarest kinds of magicians, that he was Centered.  A Centered mage had the ability to tap all five schools of magic equally, where most other mages did not.  Because he was Centered, that meant that he was eligible to attend the Lestriath.  The Lestriath only accepted Centered mages as students.

They were called Centered because of the Mage’s Pentagram, which was the symbol of the Guild of Magisters and was a symbol that all mages who were members of the guild were required to wear.  It was a visual representation of the five schools of magic depicted as the five points of pentagram star.  A mage was represented as a point within that pentagram by their ability to use the magic from the five schools, and the closer to the center of the pentagram the mage was, the more versatile he was, and thus more powerful.  Ren, his Master Rikia, and every other student and instructor in the Lestriath  were right in the middle of that pentagram, and thus they were called Centered.

He had officially graduated from the Lestriath just two weeks ago, and the pentagram made of pure manastone he wore around his neck was still shiny, betraying its newness.  That talisman also marked him as a member of the guild, for only guild members could wear the talisman.  All other members of the guild wore pentagrams made of silver or gold or some other material, but a graduate of the Lestriath received a pentagram made of manastone as a graduation gift.  Not only that, graduates were automatically enrolled in the Guild, and that gave Ren the legal ability to hire out his magical talents to those who could afford them.  He was returning home in order to do that, to fulfill a promise he made to Lord Debren to return to his service.  Debren was a strict, demanding, and bombastic man, but he was a good man, a kind man, and Ren had never forgotten that Debren had taken in his parents when they were homeless and hungry and gave them not just jobs, but a home.  His parents were important members of the Count’s staff, they had authority and power within his house.  His father was captain of Debren’s guard and his mother was a mage unofficially in service to Debren; since she wasn’t a member of the guild.  She couldn’t enter into an official contract, because only a guilded mage could enter into a legal contract, but Debren had hired her in an unofficial capacity, paying her well for her healing skills when he could have simply paid her like any other maid and forced her to use her magic for the benefit of the house.  Debren had even gone to the lengths of securing a new manastone for his mother, which increased her ability to use magic. Manastones were extremely rare and valuable, so that was no small expense.

He approached the gates on the back of his mare, who was walking with visible fatigue after their long journey.  The four guards at the gate took him in with some amusement, at least until they saw the amulet around his neck.  Then the looks of amusement turned to dark looks of suspicion, because he was a Nyx wearing the amulet of a guilded mage…but they weren’t stupid enough to challenge him over it.  If he wore it, then he was either a guilded mage, or he was absolutely insane to risk drawing the wrath of the guild.  The stories of what they had done to the unguilded who had worn the amulet were the stuff of dark, horrifying legend.


He entered the city and saw that nothing had changed.  Eight years, and everything was exactly as he remembered, except for some of the trees that grew along the Trade Way were a little bigger than he remembered.  The streets were still bustling with men and women wearing traditional Tethian garb, men in leggings and doublets and women wearing stout dresses without petticoats.  It was considered unseemly in Tethian society to dress garishly, so all the colors were subdued, primarily earth tones, and even the rich ladies wore very little jewelry.  What marked someone was wealthy in Tethia was the quality of the fabric that made their clothing.  The commoners wore wool or homespun cloth, while the rich wore linen, cotton, or Eastern silk.  Tethia’s climate was too hot for them to wear heavier fabrics like satin, velvet, or brocade, and that was especially true in the summer, which was just weeks away.  Evette had a very warm climate, with the summers being brutally hot and the winters very mild.  It never snowed in Evette.


Evette’s climate was why wool was considered a commoner’s fabric, because it was a very hot cloth to wear in a Tethian summer.  It was also why no mercenary or soldier wore plate armor.  They would die of heat stroke within an hour of putting on a suit of armor, then the sun would literally cook the corpse within its metal shell.

Even the manor was the same.  It sat in the center of the city, right along the Evem River with the walled bank forming the border of the manor’s grounds.  The manor house sat on a gentle rise leading up from the river, the front of the house facing the riverbank.  It was a large house of light gray stone, with red clay tiles on the roof and a multitude of large windows.  Those windows helped keep the house cool in the hot Tethian summer.  The manor had covered awnings and walkways around the outside, keeping the sun off those walking to and from the house and its four outbuildings, and the rest of the manor’s grounds were dominated by grassy lawns and meticulously kept gardens.  The gates of the manor were open—they were almost never closed, a Tethian tradition—so he was able to ride onto the grounds and towards the stables that were behind the manor house, following a crushed gravel path that went up the hill and curled to the right of the main house.  He was met at the stables by a very young Nyx that he didn’t know, a dog Nyx, with fairly large, floppy ears and a fairly short bushy tail.  This had to be a new hire, because Ren had never seen him before.  “May I help you, sir?” he called, speaking Nyx because Ren was Nyx, then he gasped when he looked Ren in the face.  “You must be Ren!”


“I am.  I see my letter arrived in a timely fashion, if you were expecting me,” he replied as he dismounted.


“I wouldn’t know, sir, but I’ve heard so much about you!” he said, almost gushingly.  “Are you staying long?  Shall I keep your mount ready for you?’


“No.  I’m staying for good.  I have come home,” he replied, taking his saddlebags off the saddle.  “Please take good care of her.  We’ve traveled a very long way.”


“Yes, sir, I’ll get her rubbed down right away,” he said eagerly, taking the reins.


“Is Lord Debren here?’


“Yes, sir, he must be in the house somewhere,” the dog Nyx answered.


He barely got five steps past the stable when he was all but bowled over.  The attacker was a tall, burly cat Nyx, whom he identified quickly as his father Rowan.  He laughed and gave him a rough hug, then pushed him out to look him in the eyes.  “Father!” he said happily.  “You’re looking well!”


“Look at this!  Look at how tall you are now!” he said with a bright smile, looking him up and down.


“It has been eight years, father,” he said lightly.


“You left a scrawny little child, and you come home a man!” he said proudly clapping him on the arm.  “Now you’re big enough to train properly!”


“I’ve already been trained, father,” he said dryly.  His Master Rikia had made sure to give him instruction in the fighting arts by some of the best elven and Nyx warriors in Strallia, developing his physical abilities along with his magical talents.


“Trained, bah!  By dainty little elves swinging their toy swords!  I’ll show you how a Nyx warrior fights!” he declared.  “But that’ll come later.  Right now, let’s get you inside so you can surprise your mother, and see the Count!”


His father led him inside, leading him through the stable entrance, along a long, high-ceilinged passageway, and to a large study not far from the stable entrance.  That was a study he remembered well from his childhood, because it was Lord Debren’s personal domain.  The Count was sitting behind his desk when his father opened the door, a very tall, wide-shouldered man who still looked powerful and spry despite his advancing age.  His face was squared, with a blocky nose and wide jaw, piercing dark blue eyes—one of which being a glamour, Debren carried the Eye and had enough talent to formally train, so he knew enough magic to be dangerous—and thick dark hair cut short that was streaked with gray.  Debren was fifty years old, which was considered very advanced in age among the humans, who lived about 70 years on the average before old age claimed them.

That was very unlike Ren’s own people.  The Nyx lived for 250 years on the average, the dwarves 500 years, and elves lived for exactly one thousand years, to the day.  Every elf was born with their parents knowing exactly when they would die, provided they weren’t the victim of violence, an accident, or an illness.  The Taruk…nobody really knew how long the Taruk lived, they were a very mysterious race.

Only the savage races had shorter lifespans than humans, the bestial races like the goblins, kobolds, and the orcs


Nyx children had the best of both worlds.  Unlike elven children, who took upwards of one hundred years to mature into adults, Nyx children grew at the same speed and rate as a human child, and then settled into a long span of adulthood, where it would be well over a hundred years before a Nyx began showing any signs of his advancing age.  His father looked quite young and vigorous, but he was nearly twice the age of Lord Debren, having just turned 87 last month.  His father wouldn’t start showing any signs of age until he was over 150, and wouldn’t really slow down until he was nearly 200.  Ren had left the manor to attend the Lestriath at the age of thirteen, the minimum age of entry for non-elves, and returned at the age of twenty-one. 


“By Drel’s beard, is that Ren I see?” Debren asked, standing up suddenly, speaking the human language of Ethri.  All five human kingdoms spoke it, with each kingdom having its own dialect..


“Hello, Lord Debren,” he said, stepping inside as his father beamed.  “I’m home.”


“Ren!” Debren boomed, then he rushed over and give him a rough, powerful embrace, showing that age had not weakened his bear-like arms in the slightest since Ren was gone.  “And look at this!  I knew I’d see it, but my daydreams don’t do it justice!” he said, taking hold of his amulet and tugging on it with a grin.


“I almost didn’t make it, my Lord,” he admitted with a laugh.  “I was almost eternally in trouble.”
“You’re a Nyx, of course you got in trouble!” he grinned.  “Being in that stuffy elf school must have been hell for a boy like you!”


“It was certainly a challenge,” he agreed with a laugh.


“Come in, sit, sit, you too Rowan!  Mera!  Bring wine for three!” he shouted, in a voice so loud it nearly made Ren wince.  Debren was famous across all of Tethia for his incredibly loud, booming voice, a voice that could carry over the din of a battlefield.


He sat in the deep cushioned chair in front of his desk, his father taking the seat beside him, as Debren sat back down behind his desk.  “So, you’ve come home, Ren.  Are you keeping your promise?”


“I am, my Lord.  I officially offer you my contract as a mage of the Guild of Magisters,” he said formally.


“Accepted!” he said immediately, then he laughed.  “I’ve been keeping an office open for you!  We’ll draw up the official contract later.  Right now, tell me about your trip home!  How did things go since your last letter?”


He hadn’t sat before Debren and just talked since he left eight years ago, sitting in that same chair and listening as the man had told him what he remembered of Strallia from his sole visit, and giving him all kinds of advice for handling going to a school like the Lestriath.  Very little of it turned out to be good advice, but the old bear’s heart had been in the right place.  Debren had very personal relationships with many of his servants, which was unusual for human nobles, and was one reason why it was such a surprise to see a new face in the stable when he arrived.  Servants in Tethia were not indentured, they could leave the employ of a lord at any time, but no one willingly left Count Debren Alinde’s service.  He was gruff, demanding, and strict, but he was a good, kind-hearted man that had the fierce loyalty of every man and woman that served him.  It was that loyalty that caused Ren to return to Evette to offer his services as a mage.

After the reunion with Debren, he went on to greet friends and family he hadn’t seen in years.  He dropped in on Lord Tevis and Lady Milia, Debren’s son and his wife, who had often felt like a second mother and father to him.  Tevis was very different from his father, quiet and reserved, calm and organized where his father was bombastic and gregarious.  Tevis carried the Eye, and like his father and daughter, had sufficient talent to formally train.  Milia, his wife, was a very loving, matronly woman who loved children, and Ren had often thought that she thought she was the second mother to him and Ria.  Milia was the only member of the Count’s family that did not carry the Eye, which made her a bit of an oddity among Tethian nobility.  Most Tethian nobles carried the Eye.

It did happen.  Having parents that carried the Eye was no guarantee that their children would inherit magical potential.


There were three children in the manor when he was growing up; himself, Lady Ella, and Ria.  Ria was  Nyx, the daughter of Mera, who had arrived at the manor alone, heavily pregnant, broke, and desperate.  And Lord Debren could not turn her away, even though he hadn’t really needed any more servants.  Even to this day, she did not speak of Ria’s father, and just bringing it up caused her to nearly shut down, go into a black depression that could last days.  Ria was a cat Nyx, like him, but that was about where the similarity ended.  Where Ren had been a quiet, studious, observant, cautious little boy that was sometimes too smart for his own good, Ria was as if Lord Debren had been reincarnated into a Nyx before he actually died.  She was loud, obnoxious, brash, impulsive, and rude.  Like Ren, Ria was odori, a Hunter, possessed of very nearly supernatural strength and speed, a trait that caused her to embrace warrior training almost from the moment she could walk.  The three of them had grown up together, and despite a lot of wrangling between all three of them, often at each other’s throats, they were still best friends.  Ella had written him almost weekly while he was at the Lestriath, where all he got from Ria was mentions about how she was doing her best to pretend that she was glad he was gone in the letters from just about everyone else.

Ella wasn’t in the manor any longer.  She was married now, and lived in the kingdom’s capitol city, Tethir.  But, while she was married, it certainly hadn’t been for love.  Her husband was an elderly Duke that she barely saw, since he spent almost all of his time in his villa on the coast.  He had married her purely for the political alliance to her family and so he had someone to manage his manor in the capitol while he spent all his time fishing off the pier of his villa.  But, it was an arrangement that Ella found favorable, since she didn’t really like her husband all that much.  She only had to see him about once a month, and since he was too old to bed her, they slept in different rooms when he was there.

His reunion with Ria was about what he expected.  He passed her in the hallway on his way to the kitchen, and he had to admire the woman she’d become when he last saw her.  She’d been a gangly, raw-boned girl when he left for the Lethrian, but now she was a tall, imposing, muscular woman wearing a sleeveless tunic and leggings and with two swords belted at her waist, one on each side.  Her hair was still very short, to keep her foe from getting a grip on it, a light brown, nearly the color of amber, but the fur on her tail was dark red, which was unusual among the Nyx.  It was most often called ginger tail.  Her eyes were a pale green, nearly aqua, which had always been her most striking feature.  She was one of Debren’s house soldiers, under his father’s command, and his father’s letters made it clear that she was probably the most dangerous of all the Nyx Hunters that Lord Debren had in his service.  She was equal to his father in skill, but her odori gifts made her even faster than his father, and in the realm of armed combat, the faster combatant was the victor the vast majority of the time.

She stopped as he approached, her eyes fixed on his chest.  “I can’t believe you’re wearing it,” she snorted, speaking Nyx.  Ria had a towering scorn for magic, and had told him to his face that he was a coward, he was weak for going off to study it instead of staying at home and following in his father’s footsteps.


“I worked hard for it,” he replied, stopping to regard her.  They were almost exactly the same height, so he met her eye to eye.


“Weakling coward,” she said in disgust, then kept walking, leaving him behind.


And that was Ria.


The kitchens were very busy when he entered, since Debren had ordered a feast to celebrate Ren’s return, but they were happy to greet him, catch up with him, and then give him a tray of prepared food and let him take it to his new office.

That room was down the hall from Debren’s study, and it was fairly large.  Contracted mages were treated with great respect by their employers, because no one else could do what they did, and a noble could only hold the contract of one mage at a time.  Only the king was allowed to contract more than one mage, though many noble families skirted that rule by having each member of the family hold the contract of a different mage.  That was legal, and it was something that Debren’s family did.  There was one other contracted mage in the house, and she was contracted to Debren’s son, Baron Tevis.  Debren had not taken on a contract to allow him to take Ren’s contract for himself.  A contracted mage to a noble was an advisor and assistant as well as using their magic in service to their lord, since any mage in the Guild had a great deal of education, and the office he was given was an indication of that respect.  It was almost too large, which would let him easily store all his tomes and materials, and it held a large desk on a small dais just in front of a floor to ceiling window that had a commanding view of the river and the buildings on the far side of it.  All of those buildings were noble manors, as it was long a tradition for the noble families of Evette to live along both sides of the riverbank.  Past the manor on the other side of the river was the merchant district, where the streets on the other side of the manor were known as the royal district.  The keep that served as the garrison of the King’s army was just down the street from Debren’s manor.


He sat behind the desk, turned to look out the window, just enjoying a brief moment of rest and satisfaction after eight long years.  He’d endured much at the Lestriath, hostility and scorn, and even now the other members of the guild thought he was more of a joke than he was a mage.  But he honestly didn’t care what they thought of him.  He had graduated, he had earned his talisman, and now he sat behind his own desk in the manor where he was born and was preparing to serve his beloved Lord Debren in whatever capacity was needed of him.

He did have plans.  One of his duties was to increase the wealth and power of the lord he served, and he had a plan, a very long, meticulous, but somewhat risky plan that would elevate the House of Alinde over all others within the human kingdoms.  The house was what was called a landless house, Debren was a Count and had the power of that rank, but the family had no demesne.  It had once held one, but it had been conquered by Skyria some twenty years ago, turning the House of Alinde into a landless house.  The house survived off its merchant income, for the house had an extensive trading company that was quite profitable, which Lord Debren managed with a deft hand.  That lack of lands, and the lack of stable, reliable income that it represented, had long been the house’s greatest liability.


The house’s weakened position was why Lady Ella ended up a wife to a crusty old man.  Debren had been desperate for the political alliance to the Duke.


But, there was time to discuss those plans with Debren later.  He bent to the task of settling in, causing him to start unpacking his saddlebags.  Within those saddlebags was well over a roomful of books, furniture, and personal possessions, all shrunk down to a tiny size to make them easy to carry.  He unshrunk his stuff and set it up in the room, from his astronomer’s globe to his scrying portal, bookshelves to hold his many, many books, and the books themselves.  Those books were as varied in subject as they were in size, for a mage of the Lestriath was trained in far more than just magic.  History, politics, science, alchemy, a Lestriath mage was highly educated in a variety of subjects so as to be better mages as well as be excellent sources of information and advice to those they contracted to serve.  Ren had actually enjoyed the schooling, he liked to learn and was fascinated particularly in the sciences, of study of the earth and the weather, study of the movements of the stars, and the study of the physical forces that could affect magic, or be affected by magic.  Master Rikia had always been quite surprised and amused by the idea that a Nyx was so enthralled by learning, since the Nyx as a people had never held much water for books and formal schooling.


That wasn’t to say that the Nyx were not a clever people.  Their culture and society had simply always put more emphasis on the practical skills of living over what could be learned in a book, and thus had little use or purpose in their daily tasks.  Ren had always thought that if the Nyx had more of a connection to magic, then their view of schooling would be very different, since a good mage had to be well educated in many subjects that had little to do with magic itself.


Even Master Rikia had her biases against him, but he’d never held it against her.  She had always been a kindly and highly capable Master, and she’d taught him well.  She had always been very serious about training him so he could achieve his full potential, which was something that virtually no other Master at the Lestriath would have done.  They would have taken one look at the Nyx and decided that he wasn’t worth their time.  But Master Rikia hadn’t.  She had been the one to find him and bring him with her when she returned to the Lestriath after fulfilling her contract to train Lady Ella, and she had always been a serious and engaged teacher to him.

Once he was done unpacking and sorting out his things, getting everything where he wanted it, he sat behind his desk and used the scrying mirror.  That kind of spell required a serious investiture of mana, which caused the Magic Pentagram to form in magical blue light around his chair in addition to the pentagram that formed in front of his hands as he cast the spell, an indication to anyone familiar with magic that the mage was casting a powerful spell.  Lesser spells didn’t cause the pentagram on the ground to form, and the simplest spells didn’t cause the pentagram to form in front of the hand, able to be cast with only the Eye to glow as an indication that magic was being used.  An image formed in the mirror, an image of a large but packed office holding so many books that many were stacked in piles on the floor, leaving only room for one to move from the door to the desk.  Sitting behind that desk was his Master Rikia, who was a Taruk.  Taruk were called the demon folk by humans, because while they looked very human-like, all Taruk had slender horns rising up from just over and behind their temples.  Each Taruk seemed to have a unique style of horn, and for Master Rikia, her horns grew backwards from her face, then turned sharply and extended almost horizontally forward, curving slightly upwards to end in very sharp points.  The length of a Taruk’s horns was an indication of their age, and Master Rikia’s horns betrayed her years, even though her face was very youthful.  She had very thick light lavender hair, a very un-human color, which she wore straight, pulled back away from her face with her bangs hooked over and behind the base of her horns to keep it out of her face, and long enough to reach her thighs when she stood.  The image didn’t show it, but Master Rikia was quite a petite woman.  The top of her horns only reached Ren’s collarbones when they stood side by side.  However, anyone who confused her size with her being weak was making a fatal mistake, for Master Rikia was a powerful mage.

“Master Rikia, I’ve reached Evette, and I’ve unpacked my things and settled in,” he reported, speaking taruki.  She had taught him the language while she was at the manor tutoring Ella when he showed interest in it, one of two learned while there; taruki and elvish.  Since teaching him, they spoke almost exclusively taruki to each other, much to the annoyance of others when he was at the Lestriath.


Elvish was the language used by most mages when speaking to one another, since the Guild of Magisters conducted all official business in elvish.  That ingrained mages into the habit of using elvish.

The only language used by the races of the West that Ren did not speak was dwarven.  But then again, very few outsiders did.  The dwarves were very reclusive and nearly paranoid, and they didn’t teach their language to non-dwarves as a matter of policy.

“I’m glad.  Was it an easy journey?” she asked in reply.


“Thankfully.  It was a little rainy when I passed through Helvia, but outside of that it was a comfortable journey.  I’ve entered into contract with my Lord Debren, as I promised him.  We’ll be drawing up the official contract later today.  I’ll make sure to send it to the guild as soon as it’s signed.”


She nodded.  “Make sure to set aside a little time outside of those duties.  The Lestriath has some business they’d like you to conduct for them in Evette, and also in Tethir.”


Me?  Why can’t they get another graduate to do it?”


“Because you are a new graduate,” she told him.  “They force the busy work on the recently graduated, Ren.  The Lestriath doesn’t easily let go of its students, even after they leave,” she smiled.


“It seems so,” he noted dryly.  “That’s going to work out.  Lord Debren is going to Tethir early next month.  If the school can let those errands wait a bit, I can handle it when we’re there.”


“That will be fine,” she nodded.  “Have you set up your telestrator?”  A telestrator was a magical device that allowed written messages to be sent over vast distances.  The device in his office would write out the message that was sent to it by another telestrator.  The school had issued him one, for all members of the guild had to have a telestrator so the guild, and the school could make contact with them if necessary.

“Yes,” he nodded.  “So they can send me the letters and missives.”


“Send a message to the guild in Evette and let them know you’re in residence,” she replied.


“I will.  Have you been assigned a new student yet?”


She shook her head.  “I was on staff for more than twenty years, so that means I’ve earned a sabbatical.  I’m going to spend it researching for Summoning.”


“Be careful.”


“You just graduated.  You don’t get to tell me to be careful,” she teased.


“I’m saying it anyway.  Be careful,” he replied.  Summoning was, by far, the most dangerous magic a mage could use, because of the very real risk that the summoned entity would attack the mage if they made the tiniest mistake.  But, many mages deemed it an acceptable risk, because a Summoned entity could perform services that were impossible for mortals, and mortal magic.


As a Centered mage, Ren was capable of Summoning, but he only summoned one otherworldly entity.  It was the entity that had been his school training, one whose true name he had divined and then used to summon it.  The entity he could summon was the weakest of the assorted otherworldly entities, a being known as an imp, but even an imp had uses for a mage that understood how their powers worked.  If Master Rikia was going to research for Summoning, that meant that she was going to try to divine the true name of an entity so she could summon it.  And given Master Rikia’s training and experience, that would be an entity that Ren wouldn’t dare even consider trying to summon.


Ren had a rather weird relationship with the imp that he could summon.  He didn’t trust it, that would be monumentally stupid, but the imp seemed to rather like him, and had a bit of quirky personality that made it actually rather funny.  And since it liked being summoned into the mortal world for the opportunity to sample human cuisine, it never fussed too much about it when it was summoned.  It loved mortal food, so one of its demands for performing a service without trying to subvert the intent of the mage was food.  Lots of food.  And gods, could that little imp eat.  It only came up to his knee when they stood side by side, but it could put away twice as much food as Ren could eat.

“Alright, I’ll be careful, if only to keep you from nagging me,” Master Rikia smiled.


They drifted to mundane topics, for they were friends in addition to being master and former apprentice, and then Master Rikia’s duties took precedence, necessitating their farewells.  He finished settling in, sending a message to the Guild of Magisters there in Evette, telling them that he was officially in residence, and also that he’d contracted to a local lord and that a copy of the contract would be sent to them later that day.  The guild demanded a copy of every contract its members entered, mainly to make sure that the stipulations of the contract were followed to the letter, by both the mage and his contracted employer.  Ren and Debren would bargain over their contract, defining exactly what would be expected of Ren over and above the usual services a contracted mage rendered, and what recompense Debren would offer in return for that service.  That recompense wasn’t always money.  Things like sabbaticals were part of the bargained contract, giving the mage time to study and advance their skills.  Since Ren returned to Evette to serve the man he’d called lord since before he could walk, Ren would be far less hawkish over the contract, and would demand little in extra recompense for his services.   That was because Debren had Ren’s loyalty, and he would do whatever Lord Debren needed of him in payment for how good he had been to Ren and his family for Ren’s entire life.


Ren would not be alive if not for Lord Debren, and Ren could never repay that debt to him.


He was certain that the guild would scoff at the contract that Ren would strike with Debren, that he was foolish and naïve and gave away far too much to the Count…that he was a typical Nyx, rash and simple, but they didn’t understand.  They never would.  Ren’s ties to Lord Debren and the Alinde family went far beyond a mere contract.  Lord Debren was family to Ren, Lord Tevis and Lady Milia and Lady Ella were family, and he would support and advance the Alinde family because it was as good as advancing his own.


Kindness could be a powerful thing, because it had earned Lord Debren Ren’s undying loyalty.


After finishing settling in, he spent the early afternoon with his parents Rowan and Riki, catching up more with his mother and then joining his father out on the training field, where he was almost eager to find out what Ren had been taught while at the Lestriath.  Ren had been trained by both elven and Nyx warriors, warriors who understood just how deadly someone as fast as a Nyx Hunter could be, and he’d been very well trained by them.  The warriors and guards of the Lestriath had at first been amused by the Nyx student that insisted on training with them, but that amusement turned into serious dedication when they saw the potential Ren had  As a Hunter, he was possessed of strength and speed that humans would find supernatural, and Ren was as fast as the elven warriors with which he trained.  But he was even stronger than them, and that was where the Nyx Hunters in the guard at the Lestriath came into play.  They taught him how to use his Hunter strength to maximum effect in battle.

That strength heavily flavored the weapons Nyx preferred to wield.  Because Nyx Hunters were so strong, they far preferred very large, very heavy weapons that could deal devastating wounds, weapons they could swing around as if they were little more than twigs due to their great strength.  Ren’s weapon of choice was a two-handed scimitar, as long as he was tall and so heavy that grown human men would have trouble picking it up, let alone wielding it.  He could swing that weapon with one hand with ease, which could be a deadly surprise for anyone that he faced in combat.  His father and the other house soldiers were mightily impressed when he brought forth his weapon, which he brought forth by using magic.  It had been made for him by an elven smith, so it was a little lighter than an equivalent weapon its size if it were made by some other smith, but even stronger.  The single edge of his scimitar was razor sharp, which allowed him to use his great strength to cleave through the shields and armor of his enemies, and the curved blade made that even easier.  His scimitar had the cleaving power of an axe, but the reach and utility of a sword, including being able to stab using the very sharp point of the scimitar.  That versatility was why he favored it.


But, like all Hunters, he was also trained in wielding two weapons, something unique to the Nyx.  Other races could wield two weapons at once, but none of them were anywhere near as good at it as the Nyx were.  All Nyx Hunters had the agility and dexterity to effectively wield two weapons at once, and no Nyx Hunter went around without his two handed weapon, his two one-handed weapons, and the iconic pair of daggers that every adult Nyx alive carried with them at all times.  While Ren favored the scimitar for his main weapon, his light weapons of choice for close quarters were two hand axes, single-headed axes with neither a reverse spike nor a top spike, the back of which he could use as a bludgeoning weapon if necessary…or at least they used to be.  He had mastered a new pair of hand weapons while at the Lestriath, weapons of his own design that he created specifically to complement the magic that he’d learned, objects that most would not even consider to be weapons until they saw them in use.


Those weapons were a pair of metal folding fans, the blades of the fans as long as a longsword but as thin as parchment, to cut down on their weight.  The fans were made of mithril, was a very rare and very expensive metal that was mined and refined by the dwarves, a metal five times harder than steel, yet were actually lighter than steel.  He’d needed that strength after the steel fans he’d had made were destroyed after just a few months of use in conjunction with the magic he’d been taught.  To use them efficiently, they had to be very light and very thin, even for someone with his strength.  And those thin metal plates gave him the idea of simply sharpening them along the edges of the outermost fan blades and along their tops to turn them into razor-sharp half-circles that could decapitate a foe with one slash.


They hadn’t started as weapons.  He’d found that he needed something to hold that would help him control the magic that he’d been taught by his Master Rikia, and fans turned out to be ideal because he could change the amount of surface area they had very quickly and easily by opening or closing the fans.  He realized that he couldn’t use weapons while holding the fans, so he came up with the elegant solution of turning the fans into weapons 


He could fall back to his daggers for even closer fighting, but Nyx only drew their daggers when they intended to kill.  To bare the blades of his daggers and then resheath them without them tasting his enemy’s blood was an insult to his daggers’ honor.


All Nyx carried the daggers, even non-warrior Nyx, due to an ancient Nyx custom that all Nyx still followed.  The daggers were part of a Nyx’s honor, part of his life, even part of his soul, and he would never let anyone else touch them, and would never, ever surrender them or leave them off of his person.  Even in situations where the Nyx might be required to give over his main weapons, he would never give over his daggers.  A Nyx’s daggers represented his honor, his very life, and no Nyx alive would surrender them to another.  To even demand a Nyx relinquish them was a literal challenge to fight to the death.

A Nyx’s daggers were precious, always of the most exquisite workmanship, but always functional.  They were personal weapons, never meant to be owned, or even touched, by anyone else, and a Nyx was cremated with their daggers in a ritual that destroyed them, which ensured that the daggers would never be touched by another.  All Nyx would receive a new pair of daggers made by the most skilled weaponsmiths on the day they came of age, and those weapons would be literally within reach of them for the rest of eternity.  Ren’s daggers weren’t made by a Nyx weaponsmith, but the elven smith that had made them had followed all the ancient Nyx traditions when she made them, including purifying them after they were made to remove all trace of the smith’s hands from them to make them pristine, which allowed Ren to seal them to him on the day he became a man in Nyx society.  No one but Ren could touch his daggers, not even his own parents, not if they wanted to die.  And most of the other races were familiar enough with that custom to not be quite so stupid as to ever try to touch a Nyx’s daggers.

The only time a Nyx would ever, ever willingly allow another to touch one of their daggers was when a Nyx was engaged to be married.  In Nyx society, only a woman could propose marriage, and her official proposal of marriage was the offer of one of her two daggers, the promise dagger, to her intended.  If he accepted, he would offer his own promise dagger in exchange, and they would carry each other’s daggers until the ceremony.  At the ceremony, they would tie tassels to the daggers and give them back, which sealed their marriage bond.  A married Nyx could always be identified by the tassel tied to the hilt of the dagger that the spouse carried during the engagement.  For that reason, the promise dagger had a borehole through the pommel through which a marriage tassel could be threaded.


Like all Nyx, Ren’s daggers were carried somewhere prominently upon his person, and Ren carried his behind the small of his back, not far over the base of his tail, one hilt extending from each side and within easy reach at all times  It was a common means for Nyx to carry them.  Those, Ren would not carry magically, they were visible at all times.  A Nyx without daggers was a Nyx without honor, and no Nyx would be caught dead being seen without them.

Ren often found it quite curious that a people who favored large, heavy weapons had developed such detailed and intricate customs over daggers.  He was of a mind to formally research history to learn more about how the customs developed over time.  

He acquitted himself quite satisfactorily against his father.  He was by far nowhere near good enough to beat him, not even with all his training, but he could hold his own against him.  They sparred using wooden practice weapons that his mother had magically tempered so they wouldn’t break when used by people as strong as Nyx Hunters, and he held his own against his older, more experienced father.  He showed him the moves and techniques the elves taught him, which allowed him to take full advantage of his speed, as well as the power moves taught to him by the Nyx.

It was fun until Ria arrived on the field.  She picked up one of the practice weapons and attacked Ren without warning, without a word, and she was serious.  But she found in Ren an opponent she couldn’t just brush aside nearly as easily as she expected.  Her scathing disregard for his skills nearly got her neck broken after the first exchange, and it took her a while to get off her heels after that.  The two of them scrapped all over the training field, both of them carrying nasty bruises and bleeding from several lacerations from the impact of the wooden swords.  Ria pressed him hard, very nearly looked like she was trying to kill him, but nobody intervened or interfered.  They all knew that this was coming, even Ren, and it was a matter between the two of them.

It was complicated between them.  It had been since Master Rikia arrived at the manor and took an interest in him.  Ria had a hatred of magic, of mages, and how magic had caused the Nyx to lose their homeland.  Him leaving to study magic was almost like a betrayal to her, but deeper than that, beyond it, was that she did not want him to go.  Everyone had once thought that Ren and Ria would end up married, but the arrival of Rikia had disrupted their relationship, soured it, until they were nearly at each other’s throats by the time he left to study at the Lestriath.


Theirs had always been a very contentious relationship.  Even when they were so close that they’d sleep in the same bed because they didn’t like to be away from each other, they had always argued, and even fought.  But those squabbles and fights had more and more venom in them as Ren learned magic, leading up to this moment, where Ria was telling Ren everything she couldn’t express in words with her wooden sword.  Both how much she despised what he had become, but also that despite that, how much she had missed him.

But Ren proved to her that he was no weakling, and he was no coward.  She’d become highly skilled in the eight years he’d been gone, eight years of constant training from his father, but he’d also been training while he was away, training with both other Nyx and elven warriors.  He was not as good as her, that was apparent, but he was good enough to give her back quite a few of the bruises and gashes that she’d given him.


Almost as quickly as it began, it ended.  It ended with Ren laying on the field, grimacing and pulling his left arm back straight from its unnatural angle after Ria broke it with her sword   She tossed the practice weapon at his feet with a spit of disgust and stormed off, droplets of blood falling from her hands from the torn gashes he’d inflicted on her arms and shoulders.


“Well, that took longer than I thought,” his father said in Nyx with some amusement.  “You surprised her, cub.  She won’t try that again, she’d never live it down if you laid her out.  Not after she spent the last eight years promising beat you within a whisker of your life the instant she could get her hands on you.”


Ren sat up and cast a spell of healing, a slowly rotating pentagram forming under him as he cast the spell, both his right eye and his manastone talisman glowing with a brilliant blue radiance.  He felt the pain of the break ease, replaced by gentle warmth, as the spell mended his arm, and then healed away the many bruises and lacerations as well.  It was a spell that he could only cast with that kind of potency because of his manastone talisman, which glowed with power when it was used by its owner.  “I should have used magic against her,” he growled, speaking Nyx.


“She would have drawn her daggers on you if you did that,” his father said seriously.  Drawing one’s daggers among the Nyx meant a fight to the death.  “You know how she feels about magic.  Sometimes I think it’s a miracle she doesn’t hate Riki.” 

“Mother didn’t go off to study magic in Strallia,” Ren said sagely.


He chuckled.  “Truth.  But I will say, Hikra certainly keeps her distance from her,” he mused.  Hikra was Lord Tevis’ contracted mage.  “Let’s go get cleaned up.  You way more than me,” he grinned as he offered his hand.


“Ass,” he accused as Rowan pulled him up, which made him laugh.


“Still, I’m impressed, cub.  Those dainty elves didn’t do that badly training you.  I’d say you were almost competent, but you still need a lot more training before you’re ready to draw your daggers.  I’d better get started quickly too, or Ria may end up killing you,” he further dug, then laughed again when Ren pushed at his shoulder irritably.


After a quick bath to wash off the sweat and the blood, Ren and Debren met to formally draw up the contract.  Ren was quite deferential, but Debren, who was familiar with how the guild operated, made sure to include what he felt was suitable recompense of the terms that Ren offered…which was basically to serve Lord Debren unto death, in any way he was needed.  Such a powerful contract demanded suitable compensation, which Debren promised in the form of payment, rank within the house to make him senior over everyone but the Alinde family themselves and equal to Tevis’ mage Hikra, space within the manor to set up a lab to produce potions and other permanent magical objects, assuming the burden of buying whatever magical materials Ren may need to use his magic in service to the house, and regular sabbaticals to advance his magical skills.  Debren made it clear that he valued Ren’s service and his loyalty, and he repaid it in kind with his compensation offer, where nearly any other noble would have tried to take advantage of the situation to take far more than they gave.


That was the kind of man the old bear was, and why Ren was so loyal to him.


The contract was finalized just before dinner, and Ren sent it to the guild and joined the others in the main hall.  Quite a feast had been laid out, and it wasn’t just the family partaking in it.  The house staff, Hikra, and many house soldiers were there, sitting along the main long table and celebrating Ren’s return.  Even Ria was there, but she spent most of the time glaring at him from her seat across the table and down near the middle, a fact that nobody missed and quite a few of them found mildly amusing.


The only person missing from the table that attended his going away feast was Lady Ella, but he’d get his chance to see her when Lord Debren traveled to Tethir at the beginning of the new month.


As Ren settled into the bedchamber just off his office well after midnight, after a long, somewhat raucous celebration, he felt better than he’d had in years.  There were times that he’d enjoyed his time at the Lestriath, but all in all, he was glad it was done.  He was glad he’d graduated, no longer had to endure both the subtle and the obvious insults he endured from the other students, even from some of the teachers, who didn’t think that a Nyx belonged in their school.  And no matter how good he was, how smart he was, how skilled he was, it only made them even more rankled, as if they were offended that he wasn’t a poor mage.


All that was over.  He had proved to all of them that he wasn’t a failure, that he wasn’t a weakling.  He’d graduated from the most elite school for magic in the known world, and he wore his manastone talisman as nearly defiant proof of his success, of his accomplishment…of his victory over those that didn’t believe he could do it.

He was a guilded mage.  He stood equal to any who wore the talisman, and above most who carried the Eye.  And nobody could take that away from him.


Nobody.


It didn’t take Ren long to fully settle into his duties with the House of Alinde.

Ren had taken up the full duties of a contracted mage with Lord Debren, being a constant presence by his side any time he met with others to discuss business, offering his advice when asked of him, and going through the records of the house and its merchant company to assess their full health and condition.  Debren had never really needed a guilded mage in his business practices, since the house no longer had any lands and his merchant company was well run, but he certainly started to enjoy Ren’s presence if only for the magic that he could employ.


There were many rules that came with his magic, rules enforced by the guild that kept the most powerful of spells and effects away from those with whom guilded mages contracted.  That was so the guild could keep its considerable power in the West; the Guild of Magisters was considered by many to be the real power behind all the kingdoms of the West, the ones who ruled from behind the shadows…and they were both right and wrong.  The guild had tremendous power, and often used that power against those who crossed it, but they actively tried to distance themselves from politics.


For example, it was well within Ren’s magical power to conjure forth a king’s ransom in gold, but the rules of the guild prevented it.  Mages weren’t allowed to do such a thing, because they would upset the economy of the West, which would lead to upheaval, and even war.  Ren could use his magic on that which already existed, and could use conjuration magic to benefit himself in emergency situations, but he wasn’t allowed to use that kind of magic to directly profit his employer.  So, Ren could—and did—use his magic on Debren’s sword, turning it into a nigh-unbreakable blade with an edge sharper than a razor, but he wasn’t allowed to conjure one using magic.


There were five schools of magic, each of which had different effects.  The first, the school represented by the top point of the pentagram, was Evocation.  That was the use of magical power as energy, and encompassed most spells used in battle, as well as a great many other spells outside of it.  Evocation was the largest and most versatile of the five schools.  Balls of fire, withering blasts of cold, bolts of lightning, those were all Evocation magic.  But, so was the use of magic to cause an item to appear from somewhere else, as was the creation of effects that allowed magical forces to interact with physical objects, like a shield of physical force or a blast of wind or a sheathe of magical fire around a sword blade.  Basically, if magic affected matter, either by physical interaction or infusion, or was a spell of pure energy, it was Evocation.

The vast majority of mages concentrated their studies in Evocation, both because it was considered the school of combat, and also because it was the most versatile of the five schools to use.  Ren was one such mage, but his focus of study in Evocation wasn’t with the flashy battle spells, but with the aspect of Evocation that caused it to enhance or augment other objects, infusing them with magical might or magical effects.  That aspect of the school best complemented his physical Hunter gifts and his martial training.

The second school, the next point going clockwise, was Transmutation.  That was the magic that turned something into something else, or used magic to effect permanent change on matter.  It varied from as simple as turning a rock into a piece of glass to altering the shape of a boulder, turning it into a statue.  Basically, if mana changed matter, it was Transmutation.  The effect could be temporary or permanent, but most spells of Transmutation were permanent. Transmutation did have one major limitation, and that was that it could not Transmute something not alive into something living.  A mage could turn a victim to stone, killing him, but couldn’t make a statue a living creature.  And the victim of the petrification spell would still be very dead if the spell were reversed.

The third school of magic was Conjuration, and that was the creation of either temporary or permanent solid objects using mana.  Conjuration was a very wide-ranging school that was hard to master because of the demanding nature of creating matter out of mana, and it was also the school with the most limitations on it by the guild to prevent mages from upsetting the economy or social structure of the West.  A mage could conjure anything that existed in the natural world, but could not conjure anything alive, nor could he conjure something that was artificial in that did not or could not exist naturally.  So, a mage could conjure a rock, or a piece of lumber, but he couldn’t conjure a bird, or a living tree branch, or a smelted ingot of iron or steel.  Transmutation magic could smelt the raw iron ore that Conjuration created, but Conjuration could not create iron in its smelted, artificially created form.  Basically, if mana created matter, specifically naturally occurring non-living matter, it was Conjuration.


It was a bit of a quirk, but Conjuration could conjure organic material that might have once been alive were it a natural object.  That allowed a mage to conjure edible food.  Those existed in nature, and so long as they weren’t living when conjured, they could be conjured.  But, conjuring something edible was extremely difficult, so only the most skilled Conjurers were capable of it.  The more complex the object, the harder it was to conjure…and few things were as complex as organic, edible objects.


Ren had the magical strength to conjure food, but not the skill.  That required much more study than he even received in the Lestriath.

Because of the limitation of only being able to conjure that which was naturally occurring, mages who focused their studies on Conjuration were very clever people who found creative ways to bypass that restriction.  Using iron as an example, it was possible to conjure pure iron if the mage was very careful about what kind of iron he conjured.  Iron that fell from the sky as meteors was pure, it didn’t need to be smelted, so if a mage specifically conjured that kind of iron, he would get iron that was already purified and ready to be worked by a smith.  But no mage, no matter how clever, could conjure metal alloys like steel, bronze, pewter, or brass, because they did not exist in any form in nature.  But he could conjure electrum, an alloy of gold and silver, because it did exist in nature.

The fourth school on the pentagram was Divination, which was a school of magic that dealt with the acquisition of information of knowledge by magical means.  It was a murky, tricky school of magic to use effectively, for divination magic was rarely comprehensive or clear, and it was nearly an art form to extract meaningful information for any but its most basic spells.  Divination encompassed garnering knowledge from the past, the present, or the future, though divination spells that looked into the future were by far the most unreliable.  Basically, mana that granted the mage knowledge or insight beyond his natural senses was Divination.

The fifth school of magic was Summoning, and it was the school that Ren had studied the least, only meeting the basic requirements to graduate from the Lestriath.  It dealt with two different but related aspects, but both had the same basic function.  Summoning was the bringing of a sentient non-corporeal worldly entity to the caster, or a corporeal otherworldly entity to the caster.  Summoning could not bring a corporeal worldly entity to the caster, that was the realm of Evocation.  However, Evocation could not affect an entity with no physical body, nor could it call forth an otherworldly entity because it did not exist in the mortal world.  Ren could use Summoning to summon a nature spirit or a ghost, the soul of a person who had yet to move on, or summon his imp servant from wherever it was that it lived.  Ren had long felt that Summoning was not worth the risk, so he didn’t study it any further than what was absolutely necessary to graduate from the Lestriath.  No entity summoned by magic was helpful or kindly.  They didn’t like to be summoned, and they invariably tried to break free of the mage’s control and kill him.  Even if they did not, they always sought to subvert the commands they were given to thwart the purpose for which they were summoned in the first place.  Ren saw no real use in that, not even considering the things that those entities could do.  He did find the services of the imp he summoned useful from time to time, but that was as far as Ren ever intended to go with summoning entities.

By far, Summoning was the most dangerous of the five schools, and few mages pursued it as a focus of study.

But magic wasn’t exclusively bound to the five schools.  More advanced magical applications required the mage have a connection to multiple schools of magic in order to employ, and healing was the best example.  Healing was primarily within the school of Transmutation, changing the body from injured to whole, but it required the ability to use both Transmutation and Evocation to use all but the most basic healing spells, as Evocation was required to infuse external energy into the body to effect healing without killing the recipient.  If there was no Evocation involved, any attempt to heal would cause excruciating pain for the recipient of the spell, and if a great deal of healing was being attempted, the spell could kill due to the shock of being so drastically altered.  The body could die from the shock of receiving a wound, and that same shock applied when Transmutation attempted to repair it.  Evocation magic applied during the healing process prevented that from happening.  In addition, extra energy had to be supplied to the body while it was healing, which was the realm of Evocation magic, else the body’s own energy would be consumed to power the healing process, and that might very well cause the body to die from literal exhaustion once the body’s own energy was depleted.

There was a spell that exploited that aspect of healing magic to kill, kill in a way that left no trace.  It was appropriately named the Death spell.  Any time a body was found with no wounds, no indications at all that there was anything wrong, most people believed that the deceased was the victim of a wrathful mage who used that spell to kill them.

Ren did not know that spell.  It was one of the most tightly-held secrets of the Lestriath, taught only to its most senior instructors. Not even Master Rikia knew that spell, and she had been an instructor for sixty years. 


His mother had a fairly strong connection to Transmutation—for a Nyx—but a much weaker connection to Evocation and no connection at all to the other three schools, and that was what limited her ability to use healing magic.  His mother was capable of using other Transmutation spells, and a few of the most basic Evocation spells, but she had spent most of her youth studying healing magic.  Healers were few and far between among the Nyx, so any Nyx that could heal was encouraged to focus on learning healing magic over everything else.  Outside of healing, his mother’s magical skills extended to being able to mend tears in clothing, purify water to make it safe to drink, warm or chill a cup of tea, create small balls of light, and change the color of cloth or the size of a garment as it suited her.

There were, however, some spells that were called cantrips, spells that belonged to no school which had very minor effects, spells that literally anyone who carried the Eye could use.  The glamour was one such spell, which allowed those who carried the Eye who were not guilded to hide it if they so wished.


His duties kept him busy, but not so busy that he didn’t have time to himself.  He trained daily with his father, which often turned into bloody fights against Ria when she intruded to give Ren her own special form of training, and also had time to pursue his studies, reading his tomes or conducting experiments in the lab he set up in the cellar.  He also started teaching his mother Riki about magic, which would expand her abilities as a mage.  It would take months, if not years, for his training to show results, but if anything, they had time.

His duties and business extended outside the manor as well.  As a newly inducted guilded mage, the guild often sent him on errands that only a mage could do, but weren’t important enough for members with more tenure to undertake.  He did quite a few deliveries of official missives, and on one occasion he was sent to assess the newborn child of a noble family who carried the Eye, to see if the newborn had sufficient ability to train.  That was a service that the guild offered for free, mainly to search for more mages that might be strong enough to join the guild once they were educated.  Any child that carried the Eye could be assessed by the guild at the parents’ request.

Those visits were not fun.  Ren constantly ran into the prejudice that humans had against the Nyx when it came to magic, again and again being accused of not being a guilded mage.  In the instance of the assessment, the parents outright refused to allow him to assess the child, declaring that no Nyx could possibly manage to accurately assess their baby’s potential.

He was more than content to take their written objection back to the guild, because little did they know that the guild would not send another mage in his place.  If they wanted their baby assessed, now they had to pay the guild for the service.


He got a great deal done in the days since returning to Evette, which was timely because Lord Debren’s trip to Tethir was looming, and it fell under Ren’s duties to organize the trip.  It was two days to Tethir from Evette by horse, so Ren had to plan for stopping for the night in the large village of Garrik, a popular stopover for those traveling between the two cities.  Lord Debren was too important a figure to not travel without protection, so he arranged a guard for him, selecting three Nyx house soldiers to go.  One of them was, naturally, his father Rowan, who as captain of the guard and Debren’s personal champion went everywhere he went.  The second was one of the most skilled house soldiers, the dog Nyx Teru, and his final choice was Ria.  The protection of Lord Tevis, Lady Milia, and the manor was left to Tevis’ contracted mage Hikra and Rowan’s lieutenant Daron, who was every bit as capable as Rowan in that task. 


His choice of Ria was partly so she could have the opportunity to visit Lady Ella, whom was both of their childhood friend, but she was more than up to the task of defending the Count during the journey.  Ria was one of Rowan’s best Hunters, despite her young age.  If he didn’t trust in Ria’s fighting skills, he wouldn’t have selected her for the job.  Sentimentality had no place in something as important as Lord Debren’s protection.

It was almost amusing to everyone to see both how happy she was to be chosen, and annoyed when she realized it meant she’d be spending several days in close proximity to Ren.  It was certainly going to make for a lively trip, that was for sure.


Three Nyx Hunters with Ren supporting them with his magic was all the protection Lord Debren needed, and the small number of travelers would allow them to move relatively quickly.


Lord Debren had been quite satisfied with Ren’s performance in his duties so far.  He had assumed his role of contract mage with skill and dedication, demonstrating that the education he received at the Lestriath extended far beyond magic.  And when reached Tethir, Ren was going to sit down with Lord Debren and reveal his plan to him to vastly increase the power and influence of the house, in a place where Lord Tevis and Lady Milia wouldn’t hear it.


They couldn’t know about that yet.  It was important.


The start of the journey began on a brilliant, sunny morning, already warm and threatening to get quite hot, so the group was dressed for the weather.  Lord Debren wore a light linen tunic and cotton leggings, with a wide-brimmed straw hat to keep the strong Tethian sun off his head.  Ren wore the simple sleeveless tunic of the house guard, which allowed him to blend in with them, though anyone with a sharp eye would spot his talisman.  The four Nyx were all dressed similarly, in sleeveless cotton tunics and stout cotton leggings, cotton being the preferred material for both its durability and its ability to breathe, keeping them from getting too hot.  Each of the four Nyx carried their huge weapons in slings on their backs, Ria’s massive twin-headed battle axe, Teru’s two-handed maul, his father’s claymore, and Ren’s own two-handed scimitar, and all of them were carrying their personal saddlebags to add to their saddles for the journey.  The stablehands had already supplied their mounts for the trip, packing their clothing and supplies sent to the stable in their saddlebags for them, as well as their food and waterskins for the journey.  Ria tried hard not to look excited as they met the two grooms that had brought out their mounts, mounting.

“I’m feeling a little out of place here,” Teru mused as he mounted.  “I think Ren has a bias towards his fellow cat Nyx.”


“Try being the only human in this group, Teru,” Lord Debren quipped as he mounted. “We ready to go, Mik?”


“Everything’s loaded and ready, my Lord,” the young dog Nyx answered, letting go of the horse’s bridle.  “Have a safe trip!”

“That’s the plan, son, that’s the plan,” he chuckled as he took the reins while Ren and Rowan mounted.  “Hurry up, you slackers,” he teased.


“I’m ready, my Lord,” Rowan replied easily.  “And we’ll see how sassy you are after a few hours in the saddle.”


“My butt’s tougher than yours, Rowan, so we’ll see who’s whining by midday,” he retorted, which elicited laughter.


They got started just as the sun rose, which let them reach the city gates just as they opened.  They rode past a wagon caravan bound for Tethir and established a steady, ground-eating pace that would get them to Garrik in the mid-afternoon, which would give them plenty of time to enjoy a hot meal and rest a while before going to sleep.  They passed several trade caravans, riders, and people on foot coming the other way, and almost every one of them stared at the well-dressed human surrounded by Nyx guards as they passed.  Ria rode ahead from time to time to make sure there were no nasty surprises lurking, which kept her occupied and out of Ren’s hair.  They stopped often to water the horses, a hedge against the growing heat, and stopped for a long lunch in the shade of a small wood to let both the horses and themselves cool off a bit.  The conversation along the trip was light, always playful, as Debren demonstrated his wit and his willingness to treat his guards and contracted mage more like friends than hirelings, just one of the reasons he had such fierce loyalty from them.

All four of the Nyx escorting Count Debren Allinde would die for him, without hesitation.  He meant that much to them.

Their slower pace to keep the horses from overheating got them to Garrik a tiny bit later than planned, but still in more than enough time to sit down for a hot meal in the Twin Spire inn, Debren’s preferred inn in Garrik, and relax around the table as they enjoyed the inn’s fine food and even finer ale.


The next morning was even hotter, promising to be as sweltering as a midsummer day, and that incited them to get moving and cover as much ground as possible in the cool morning hours.  Luckily for them, however, it was only half a day on horseback from Garrik to Tethir, so they were planning on getting there just as the day reached its hottest, which would let them get their horses in a stable and themselves out of the hot sun before it got too uncomfortable.

Just before noon, they crested a small rise and gazed upon the capitol of Tethia, the city of Tethir.  It was built of light tan stone, a multitude of red tiled roofs contrasting that light stone, with the castle and fortress known as the Highkeep dominating the city. It sat on a small, sharp hill at the center of the city, commanding a high perch of the River Teth, the lifeblood of the kingdom.  It was a large, wide, slow-moving river that ran from the north to the south through the entire kingdom, starting in the mountains of northern Skyria and emptying into the Black Sea along Tethia’s southern coast.  The river was a major artery of trade, as ocean-going vessels could navigate the river up to Tethir, where they unloaded their cargo onto riverboats that continued on upriver.  The reason they couldn’t go any further was because of a very sudden, very sharp turn in the river, one that was not only very sharp, but was also much more shallow than the rest of the riverbed, causing the river to run much faster through that stretch of river.  It was an oxbow loop, and it was so tight that the river ran parallel to itself before curving to the west and flowing out from under the west wall of the city.  The formation was not natural, it was a curve that formed long ago when the land under the river shifted during an earthquake, causing the river to cut a new riverbed that formed the twisting, deadly oxbow.  Only small rowboats and skiffs dared navigate the oxbow, while all other ships tied up to the west docks, unloaded their cargo, and that cargo was hauled a few blocks to the west to the docks on the parallel segment of river not far away.

There had been many attempts by merchant organizations to bypass the Tethir bottleneck, mainly to escape the fees and costs of transferring their cargo to another ship, but the king and the nobility stepped on them.  The most well known was a violent incident some 73 years ago, when a merchant company began plans to dig a canal that would connect the southern side of the river to the western side, bypassing Tethir and the oxbow. They began the project in secret and well away from Tethir, planning to dig nearly three leagues of canal, and managed to get the project organized and started before the king got wind of it.  The king had no legal remedy to stop the project, but he sent his knights out to stop the project anyway, as it would cause Tethir’s trade revenue to dry up.  The Knights sent to stop the plan found that the merchants had hired a significant mercenary force to protect the workers, as well as a large number of both guilded and unguilded mages.  The confrontation devolved into a protracted battle, which raged across the plain south and west of Tethir for nearly a full march.


After that, the king corrected the oversight in the law that allowed the merchants to attempt to dig the canal, but he also paid the price.  Barely three days after the law was changed, the king died in his sleep…at the “advanced” age of 37.  There was no proof that he was assassinated, but just about everyone believed that the Guild of Magisters had taken great issue with his knights attacking and killing guilded mages who were doing what they were legally contracted to do, and they did something about it.


It was also a lesson on how guilded mages could end up on opposite sides of a war.  Mages did what they were contracted to do, and sometimes, those contracts brought them into direct conflict with mages contracted to stop them.  That was why virtually every mage in the guild was somewhat distant with everyone else, because the friend you make today may be contracted and become your enemy tomorrow.  Mages did not hold back when they came up against other mages, even if they were friends.  They were hired to do a job, and they would do that job to the best of their ability, even if it meant fighting your best friend when you were in school.  That was what it meant to fulfill the terms of a contract.


In truth, guilded mages were little more than mercenaries.  That was why many mages with the power and talent to join the guild refused to do so, because they didn’t want to be bound by the contracts they would be required to form.


They rode into the city without incident, and they reached the estate of Lady Ella, who was now Duchess Ella Stirgis.  She met them at the gate and hugged all of them fondly starting with her grandfather, then put her hands on Ren’s shoulders and looked him up and down.  “My goodness, Ren, you’re so tall!  And so handsome!” she declared, speaking Nyx.  Ella was one of a very few humans that could, she’d learned it from Ren and Ria when they grew up, to the point where she spoke it so fluently that she sounded Nyx herself.  “Your letters were very deceptive!”


“I’m not about to brag about myself in letters, you’d think I was getting too big of a head,” he returned, which made her laugh.  “And look at you!  You’ve become the jewel of Tethia!”

She had certainly matured into quite a lovely young woman.  She was nineteen now, and she was tall for a human, slim, and just as beautiful as she was when she was a girl.  She was the youngest of them, but now she looked much more mature, her beautiful face fulfilling the promise it had as a child and her honey-colored hair now long and thick and meticulously groomed.  She wore a very simple but expertly tailored dress made of soft tan linen with salmon-colored goring in the bodice—the style of Tethia—and wore only a pair of jade earrings that were made for her by the master craftsmen of the desert tribes. She carried the Eye, but she kept it hidden under a glamour, so her light hazel eyes matched.

“Always the flatterer,” she laughed.  “Come in, come in!  I have rooms prepared for all of you, as well as quite a dinner planned!”


“We’ll have to go back out quickly, granddaughter, the king has ordered me to report to him as soon as I arrive in Tethir,” Debren warned.


“That’s fine, Grandfather.  We’ll just have fun without you,” she grinned, which made him laugh.


Ella had her servants—all human, they were the manor’s staff before she arrived—show them to their rooms, and the servants looked highly affronted that common guards and servants were being given rooms meant for nobles.  After dropping off their things, they met Ella in her drawing room for a quick visit, then they had to separate again.  Ren had Teru and Ria stay at the manor, Teru so he could rest a bit and Ria so she could spend some quality time with Ella without any boys butting into their conversation, while Ren and Rowan escorted Debren to the palace.  It was only a few blocks away, so they walked there.


Once they arrived at the palace, Rowan was forced to wait in the entry hall with many other house soldiers, because only nobles and their contracted mages were permitted behind the entry foyer.  The current king of Tethia was paranoid, and didn’t allow soldiers or guards loyal to other nobles anywhere near him.


He was a nice enough fellow, but they didn’t secretly call him the Mad King behind his back for no reason.  King Elthan V had any number of obsessive-compulsive idiosyncrasies that made it difficult for the servants to do their jobs, such as his requirement that every room in the palace had to be so brightly lit that no dark shadows could be cast on any surface.  The man even slept in a room with nearly painfully bright light in the center of a protective ward cast by his contracted mages, the only people that he trusted enough to allow near him when he slept..  The reason why he was like that was simple enough.  Elthian carried the Eye, and was a very strong and well trained mage.  He had been known as a highly accomplished Summoner before he overstepped his abilities and summoned the wrong entity.  It didn’t kill him, but it left him mentally unwell, left him paranoid and fearful of every flickering shadow dancing on the wall, afraid that the entity he summoned had come back to finish him off.


Ren often wondered just what he had summoned that could have done such a thing to him, to make him that afraid.


Elthian was the best example Ren could offer as to why it wasn’t worth it to get too involved in Summoning.


So, he and Debren were directed through very brightly lit passages to a large room that held nothing but a small desk on the far side, a desk made of glass, with a glass stool behind it.  There were hundreds of magical lights scattered everywhere in the room, brightly illuminating the chamber, and highlighting the fact that King Elthian sat on that glass stool completely naked.  There was no chair for Debren to use, and there a mage’s pentagram inlaid into the floor just on the other side of the door, a pentagram in which they were required to stand, and were warned they could not leave on pain of death.  Elthian was attended by two contracted mages, both fairly young, very beautiful elven maidens, standing in front of and to each side of the desk, within sight of the king at all times.  Both of them were completely naked, wearing only their talismans.  It wasn’t due to some lustful inclination, it was because Elthian believed that any clothes worn by anyone close to him could contain shadows beneath them, and he would allow no darkness anywhere near him.  The only accommodation he made for others was the pentagram, which was enchanted so that nothing could pass through its border when it was activated.  And it was activated by one of the king’s mages the instant that Ren and Debren were inside of it, enclosing them in a mystical ward that would prevent anything magical from passing through it.


At least the mages were elves.  Elves had very different views about nudity and modesty than humans, so those two elven maidens wouldn’t be embarrassed at all to stand naked in front of Debren and Ren.  No doubt that was why elven maidens had accepted the contract.


“Who is that?  Why do you bring a soldier into my presence, Debren?” Elthian demanded.


“He’s not a soldier.  He’s a contracted mage, your Majesty,” Debren answered.  “And since he’s Nyx, the guards had the sense not to demand he surrender his daggers.”


“You?  You’re the Nyx mage I’ve heard about?”


“I am, your Majesty,” he nodded, pointing at his manastone talisman.  “I give you my word that I will only draw my daggers if you command it, and in your service.”


He nodded, satisfied by the declaration.  That meant that he was familiar with Nyx customs.


Ren remained quiet and listened as Debren and the king conducted their business, mainly an argument over tax revenue and the most recent rumors from the East.  Debren’s merchant company traded with the East, large trade caravans undertaking a two month long journey to the Lao Empire on the far side of the continent, where they bought silks, spices, and tea and brought them back to the West.  That was why the company was so profitable, and maintained Debren’s social standing despite losing his lands in the Skyrian war.  The route his caravans took went through some of the most dangerous territory on the continent, through the desert on the far side of the Leskar Mountains and across the Endless Steppes to the east of them, but the caravan masters knew where to find water and had good relations with the native tribes all along the route.  Debren’s caravans could take that route unmolested by raiders and bandits, where the caravans of literally everyone else faced attack.


That was one of Debren’s most underestimated aspects, his charisma.  Thirty years ago, when he was a young man, he established that trade route by visiting the various tribes and peoples along the way and befriending them, bargaining safe passage for his caravans, using his charisma and his intelligence to establish a rapport with even the most xenophobic of the steppes nomads.  Only caravans flying the flag of Alinde and led by caravan masters that the native tribes knew could cross the desert and the steppes east of it without being raided.  The caravans traded with those tribes as they passed, part of the agreement, bringing them the things they needed from both the West and the Lao Empire in return for pelts, rare and delicious cheeses, blood wine, goats, glasswares made by master glassblowers of the desert tribes, and the beautiful jade and turquoise jewelry made by the desert tribes that was all the rage across the West.  Debren’s caravans traded nearly as much with the tribes they encountered along the way as they did with the Lao Empire at their destination.

Debren managed that impressive feat because he had an uncanny knack for being able to see the world through another’s eyes, could learn and adapt quickly to the customs of another people.  He was able to understand who a people were at the core, which allowed him to speak to them effectively by meeting them on their own ground, not trying to bargain from a position of superiority.  It was how he had such a strong bond with the Nyx that served him, because he understood them as a people, he respected their customs, and he treated them as equals.  Debren used that deceptively powerful trait to befriend the desert tribes and the steppes nomads, securing safe passage for his trade caravans through their territory, a feat that no other man from the West had managed.


Debren was probably the only Western man that could walk from Tethia to Kau Li in the Lao Empire and never have to draw his sword…unless he was attacked by a hungry animal or monster, anyway.


Debren and the king nearly argued for a good two hours over the taxes being levied against his trading company, and then they were dismissed.  They picked up Rowan in the entry hall, and then walked back to the inn.  Debren described the encounter to Rowan as they walked, then asked Ren’s opinion as they neared the manor gates.  “I’ll discuss that matter with you in private surroundings, my Lord,” he answered calmly  “We’re being watched.”

“I know,” Debren grunted.  “I’ve pegged the two in cloaks about a block behind us, but I’m sure there are more that I haven’t noticed.”


“Four others,” Rowan said easily.  “They’re not very good.”


“They would be if you weren’t Nyx,” Debren chuckled.  “Why do you think I put up with you tailed ruffians?”


“Because you’d look very strange without your arms, my Lord,” Rowan retorted cheekily.


When they returned to the manor, Ren brought Debren and his father to his room, then cast a spell to protect the room from magical and mundane scrying.  The pentagram that formed under his feet, and the additional smaller one that formed in front of his hand as he raised it over his head to enact the enchantment, betrayed the power of that spell.  It was one that Master Rikia taught him, and one that even a highly skilled Diviner would be hard pressed to penetrate.


Ella may be able to do it, however.  Ella’s connection to Divination was extremely strong, by far her strongest school, and she was very well trained in its use.  Strong Divination affinity was a trait that ran through the Alinde family line, and one the family had used to its benefit in the past.

“Alright, we’re out of earshot of whoever might be listening,” Ren said, speaking Nyx.  “From this point forward, my Lord, we only speak Nyx.  It’s a language that very few humans know, so if anyone does penetrate my ward, the odds are very good that they’ll have no idea what we say.  Agreed?”


“Agreed,” he nodded, speaking Nyx.  Debren and his entire family had learned the language of the Nyx, given how many Nyx he had in his service.  Very few humans knew the language, because they saw it as the language of servants and lower class peasants.


“This is the best place for me to discuss something with you, Lord Debren.  My future plans.  I felt it best to discuss the matter with you here, outside of earshot of Lord Tevis and Lady Milia, and while Lady Ella is distracted with having Ria here.”

“And your future plans are entangled in that little meeting we had with the Mad King?”


“I think they might be,” he nodded.  “Tethia is struggling, my Lord.  Elthian is concealing it, but the loss of the eastern demesnes to Skyria in the war ten years ago have pushed Tethia into a bad position.  Not only does Elthian have a nearly unmanageable number of landless houses who are scheming to take the holdings of other houses, he’s dealing with a drain on the kingdom’s coffers as tax revenue wanes.  He doesn’t want to raise taxes, because he fears that it’s going to turn more of the nobility against him and foment general enmity among the commoners.  That’s why he’s trying to take more of your income, my Lord.  You’re the only landless noble whose house is still turning a strong profit, so he sees you as his safest option to squeeze for more money without you being able to do anything about it.”


“That’s about what I figured,” Debren nodded.  “You were very well trained in politics at the Lestriath, Ren.”

He nodded at the complement.  “In the short term, there’s little we can do but accede,” he said.  “But, what you can do is demand that the house be awarded a small demesne in return.  The Baron of Develin died recently, and he has no clear heir.  His demesne is very small, barely three square leagues, and it borders Skyria…and borders the most aggressive and warlike of the Skyrian noble demesnes, which makes owning that land a very risky proposition.”


“Wait…you want me to demand the lands of Develin?”


He nodded.  “Or, more to the point, I would suggest it, but only if you agree to my full plan.”


“And what would that be?”


He stood up and looked down at his lord evenly.  “How would you like to be a king, my Lord?” he asked directly.


Debren looked about to laugh, but he saw the absolute sobriety in Ren’s expression.  “A king?  And exactly how am I going to take Elthian’s throne without starting a civil war?” he asked.


“That’s not the throne you’re going to claim,” he replied.  “Please indulge me, my Lord, this will take a bit of time to explain.”

“Then proceed.”


He nodded.  “For the last fifteen years, my Lord, there have been a convergence of events that, when considered together, can combine to give the House Alinde a throne of its own.  The first is Skyria.  The kingdom has become highly aggressive since they conquered Nyxis and took the eastern demesnes from Tethia, drunk on their victory against our people and now looking to further expand their borders at the expense of their neighbors.  Our own house has lost its demesne to this aggression, as has several others, and the Mad King is unwilling to go to war with Skyria to get them back.  He rightly believes that the Tethian army is no match for the Skyrians, with their virtual army of unguilded but highly trained mages, mages that owe allegiance to Skyria and Skyria alone.”


“The guild was foolish for allowing that to happen,” Debren growled.


“Which is why the guild is a part over the overall plan,” he nodded.  “The second thing going on is Nyxis.”  He turned and cast a spell, a pentagram forming before his hand, and a magical image of a map appeared hanging in the air before him.  It showed the western kingdoms of man, Tethia and Skyria, as well as the Leskar Mountains that bordered both to the east and the Aimless Desert beyond it to the south, and the westernmost reaches of the Endless Steppes to the north.  Nyxis was at the top of that map, which showed a gap in the mountains of the map that represented a large, wide pass known as the Nyxra Pass.  The Nyxra Pass was the easiest way to get across the Leskar Mountains.  “The Skyrians have had fifteen years to make the city their own, and as you’ve heard, now they’re sending military expeditions through the Nyxra Pass and have started harassing the nomad tribes of the western Steppes, as well as the northernmost desert tribes.  King Skyrik seeks to establish a trade route to the Lao Empire, one that he will hold by raw, naked force.  This is a fool’s errand, as you know, my Lord, but not one that the king believes is as foolish as it actually is.  He has no idea just how many nomad tribes there are, or that the Khan can summon an absolute sea of warriors, which could pour through the Nyxra pass in uncountable waves and flatten the entire West, if they were of a mind to do so.

“The third thing going on that creates the current situation is the Nyx people.  We are a people with no home, we are refugees forced to settle in other kingdoms.  For the last hundred years, we have been looked down upon, scorned, belittled by the humans and the elves, and many are wanting, yearning for, someone to rise up to bring them together and take back the lands of the Nyx from the Skyrians and the Tethians who took them from us.”


“Wait, wait, you just mentioned our own kingdom, Ren,” Debren said.


“I’m getting to that, my Lord,” he said.  “What the Nyx lack, and have always lacked, is unity.  We are seven separate tribes who, even now, still can’t cooperate enough to work together in a way that lets us defeat our human foes.  Even though the tribes came together and buried all our past enmities to work together to try to save Nyxis, it wasn’t enough.  Nyxis fell, but what it did do was bring the Nyx more closely together, more so than any time in our history.  We are united in our defeat at Nyxis and the loss of our homeland.

“The opportunity here, my Lord, is Nyxis.  If we move carefully and cleverly, we can bring about a series of events that will end with House Alinde taking back Nyxis from the Skyrians, and doing it with an army of Nyx Hunters attacking from the west, and a horde of enraged Steppes nomads crashing into the walls from the east.  The Skyrians could repel us, or repel the Steppes warriors, but they can’t repel both. Using the reclaimed Nyxis as a base, the united army then sweeps out and takes back the lands of the Nyx, from both Skyria and Tethia.  My lord, if you use your connections with the Steppes nomads to secure their assistance, and we quietly bring together the surviving Nyx Hunters, both the survivors of the war and the new generation, like me and Ria, we could assault Nyxis and take it before the Skyrians knew what hit them.  The Guild of Magisters would be on our side, because they want to bring a check on Skyria and break the Skyrian mages, whom they see as a rogue element and a threat to the guild, as well as ensure that no other kingdom gets the bright idea to follow in Skyria’s footsteps.  So, we will have magical support for this endeavor,” he said strongly.  “If you contract a large number of mages to help you take Nyxis, the guild will support your actions and twist the arms of quite a few mages to make them accept the contract.


“Why you’ll need the demesne of Devilin is because you’ll have to sever all ties to Tethia in order to enact this plan, and Develin gives us that opportunity while hiding our true objectives,” he explained.  “For this to work, Skyria and Tethia will have to go to war, to give us the distraction we need to get our forces into position to take Nyxis.  Develin is a step in the plan to give us a visible excuse for the house of Alinde to go to war with Skyria, and see your actions after that as part of exacting your revenge against Skyria for taking Develin from you, taking another demesne from the House Alinde, which seemingly enrages you beyond good sense.  The house will ultimately have to break away, gain independence, which will allow you to negotiate with the Nyx and the Steppes nomads without fear that King Elthian will interfere, but you will need cover to get everything ready for that moment, when the house can protect itself from Tethia when Elthian finally figures out what you’re up to.  The man may be mad, but he’s not stupid, and he’ll piece things together once he has enough information.   But, you’re going to keep him too busy to nose deeply into your business by instigating a war between Tethia and Skyria when Count Harkrin of Skyria attacks Develin to conquer it, an attack you will invite, and then your retaliation will decimate Harkrin’s holdings and incite King Skyrin to declare war on Tethia over it.  that is a war Skyrin wants, he’s been looking for any excuse to go to war with Tethia that won’t cause the other kingdoms to ally with Tethia against them.  We force Tethia into a war with Skyria, something that Elthian absolutely refuses to do no matter how many times the Skyrians violate Tethia’s borders or annexes its lands.  And using the war as cover, we draw Skyria’s forces south, away from Nyxis, and make our preparations to take Nyxis.  We then execute that plan when the conditions are right.


“In effect, my Lord, the House Alinde will have to go rogue after it gets Skyria and Tethia into a war, and suffer the short term consequences of that action.  We sacrifice a little now in order to gain much more later, sacrifice Develin, even sacrifice the trading company when Elthian strips it from you in retaliation for your actions.  This is why I’m discussing this here, outside of Lord Tevis and Lady Ella’s knowledge.  For this to work, you’ll need to keep them in the dark as to your true intentions, because his reactions have to be genuine and believable for the deception to work.  Elthian has to believe that you have become obsessed with revenge against Skyria for taking Develin, which will let you raise an army in plain sight without revealing your hand.  You will eventually break way from Elthian when he tries to bring you to heel to stop the war, which by then will be going very badly for Tethia, which then allows us to execute the true purpose of our plan.  When Skyria commits its forces to making war on Tethia, we strike, taking Nyxis and then sweeping out and reclaiming all lands once owned by the Nyx.

“The end result of this plan will be the formation of new kingdom,” Ren declared.  “Your kingdom, my Lord Debren.  It will constitute the lands the Skyrians and the Tethians took from the Nyx, reforming the Nyxian homeland and allowing the tribes to return to their ancestral territory.  But we won’t be what we were before.  We will be seven tribes united in our loyalty to you, to the House of Alinde, and we will bring in humans that we can trust to live with us, humans that can supply the magic we lack to defend our home from further Skyrian or Tethian aggression.  You will rule the Nyx and the lands that are theirs by ancestral right, as well the humans that become part of the new Nyxia, humans that we can trust among us to help us hold it from Skyria and Tethia.  You are a man that we Nyx can follow, because you will treat the Nyx with respect and honor.  In reality, only a human, only someone not Nyx, could bring the Nyx together and make us a united kingdom.  No Nyx could do it, because the tribes wouldn’t trust anyone not of their own tribe enough to follow them.  But you, my Lord, you could unite us in ways we could never manage on our own.

  “It will require careful preparation to pull off, as well as some deception and skullduggery, and will require sacrifice, but it’s possible.  It doesn’t have a guarantee of success, but it’s within reach if we move carefully.  And the beauty of this plan, my Lord, is that only you could pull this off.  No other noble has your connections, your good relations with both the Nyx and the Steppes nomads, and is in a position to execute a plan of this magnitude.  The question is, my Lord, are you willing to make a play for a throne of your own?  The decision is wholly and fully yours.  If you say yes, you know that we will stand with you, no matter what.  You have been everything to us, the Nyx you’ve taken in and given a home and a place to belong, and we would gladly die for you,” he said with quiet dignity.  “If you say no, then no word of this will ever be uttered again, by any of us.  None of us will think less of you for saying no to my plan, my Lord, because it is risky.  Very risky.  If we fail, then we’ll all be executed as traitors and the House of Alinde and the trading company will be taken over by Elthian.  So you have to decide if you’re willing to risk everything to become a king, or be content with where the house stands now.  Know that no matter what you decide, we will stand with you.”


Both of them were absolutely quiet, and Debren had an intrigued look on his face.  “I’m sure you’ve got a much more detailed plan, Ren?” Debren asked.

He nodded.  “Much, much more detailed.  I’ve been working on this plan almost since the day I entered the Lethrian, and have bent almost every waking moment to preparing for my part of it.  This is just the barest of summaries that explains the plan in its entirety, which I’m sure sounds as if it has many large holes in it that make it sounds almost crazy.”


“It would work,” Rowan breathed.  “Lord Debren could unite the Nyx in ways that we couldn’t unite on our own.  Much as the Nyx in the house of different tribes see each other as family, that attitude doesn’t exist among the Nyx in general.  Each tribe segregates in the cities where they live, tribe staying with tribe.  We are still divided, even after that division cost us our homeland.  Lord Debren could bring us together, the way he’s brought the Nyx of different tribes in the manor together.  We would unite under his banner, because he would restore Nyxis and our tribal lands back to us.”


Debren was quiet a moment, then spoke.  “I have no answer for you now, Ren.  I must think on this.”

“I didn’t expect one,” he replied.  “And we’ll need to discuss the plan in much greater detail before you can make an informed decision.”


He nodded.  “I don’t think I need to say it, but I will.  When Ren lowers his ward, Rowan, not one word.  Not.  One,” he said strongly.  “Don’t even think about what was said here.”


“Aye, my Lord,” he nodded.  “I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

It certainly changed the entire mood of the rest of the visit.  Debren was very quiet and thoughtful as they sat down to a formidable dinner with Lady Ella, an intimate affair, made even more intimate by the fact that Ella had a habit of speaking Nyx when with Ria and Ren, everyone at the table shifted to speaking Nyx because she was, and that kept her servants from understanding a word anyone said.  Nyx had always been their language, the language the three of them used when they were together.  And Ella was as perceptive and intelligent as she was beautiful, Ren could tell that she’d noticed that her grandfather seemed very preoccupied, and that the meeting with the king had to be why.

She pressed that issue after dinner, barging into his room after he called Ren in to talk, and immediately challenged him, speaking Nyx almost out of reflex because Ren was in the room.  “What happened with the king, Grandfather?  It couldn’t have been good for you to be this out of sorts.”


Debren glanced at Ren, who just looked at him impassively.  “It was,” he replied in Nyx.  “Elthian’s going to nearly double the taxes on the trading company.”


“What?  Why?”


“Because he’s desperate for money,” Ren answered.  “And Lord Debren is the only noble he can easily squeeze for the money he needs with little chance that it comes back to bite him in the butt.”


Ella looked over at him, putting her hands on her hips, then she crossed her arms before her bodice and frowned.  “That’s true enough,” she agreed.  “If Elthian takes the family’s title, it would ruin the trading company.  If you had to pay commoner’s taxes, you’d be paying more in taxes than you’re bringing in with trade.  But he won’t do that, because of the backlash he’d get from the other landless nobles, fearful that he’ll move against them to take what little they have left to them.  And that would incite the nobles who do have lands.  He’s just using the threat of it to keep you from trying to stop him.”


“I see my Lord taught you well while I was gone, Lady Ella,” Ren said approvingly.


Ella flashed him a quick grin.  “The question is, Grandfather, what are you going to do about it?”


“I’m not sure yet, granddaughter.  But I’ll have to do something,” Debren grunted.  “This is something I’ll have to consider for a few days before I make a move.”


“If you need my help, just let me know,” she said.  “I may not have my husband here, but I do have the power of my title.”

“Is he really as bad as your letters say, or were you just venting?”


“Oh, he’s worse,” she grunted.  “He’s a lazy, good for nothing who’s wasted almost the entire fortune left to him.  If I weren’t here, he’d be broke and debtors would be seizing his lands to settle his debts,” she grunted.  “That’s the only reason he married me.  He just wanted a competent manager for what he had left.  We haven’t even consummated the marriage…thank the gods.  The man’s disgusting,” she growled.  “He doesn’t care about his lands, his wealth, not even women.  All he cares about is fishing.  I think the man would sleep with fish if he could find some way to do it.”


“Well, at least he’s consistent,” Ren mused, then chuckled when she slapped his shoulder.  “So, you control everything?”


“Everything.  I give him a modest allowance that allows him to spend all his time at his villa fishing, and that keeps him happy and out of my business.  I haven’t even seen him for nearly a year.  I couldn’t tell you if he’s alive or dead.”


“With you managing his affairs, no doubt his holdings are lucrative again,” Ren mused, and she smiled at the complement.


“Grandfather and my parents taught me how to manage lands,” she said with a nod.  “I’ve gotten our holdings in proper order and paid down the debtors, and now our holdings are earning money again.”

“Aye, Ella’s done a wonderful job,” Debren nodded.  “She’s made us proud.”


“If I might make a suggestion, Lady Ella.”


“Sure, Ren, what?”


“You could do very well with a contracted mage to help you,” he replied.  “And I know one that would work well with you.  An elven mage that was in my class at the Lestriath.”


“I’ve been considering a contracted mage, but you of all people should know how expensive they are,” she replied.  “I was going to wait until I had the holdings on better financial footing before looking into it.”


“This mage is brilliant in economic matters, and you’ll be able to lure her into a contract by offering her a percentage of the profit your earn as part of her compensation,” he said.  “And I think she’d enjoy working with you.  You’d like her, Lady Ella, and I know she’ll like you.  But what’s most important of all, I trust her to be good for you, and to you.  If you don’t mind, I’ll send her a message and ask her to come speak to you.  I’d like to get her contracted to you before she finds a contract elsewhere.”


“Well sure, there’s no harm in discussing it with her.  It costs neither of us anything other than the time she has to invest coming to Tethir.”


“She’ll enjoy that too, she’s always wanted to visit Tethia,” he told her.  “She absolutely adores hot weather.”

“Well, this is the kingdom to visit if you like heat,” Debren chuckled lightly.


They discussed the issue a bit more, then Ren and Ella left Debren to get a little rest.  They walked down the passageway together, silent for a moment, Ella walking with her hands behind her back.  She followed him all the way to his room, and entered without a word, closing the door behind her.  “Does Ria know?” was all she said.


“No,” he replied.  “And I’ll never tell her.”


“That’s unfair to her, Ren,” she added, stepping up to him.  Without a word, she reached down and took hold of the hilt of one of the daggers sheathed behind his back, then drew it.


That was an act that would have gotten literally anyone else instantly killed.  Even his own parents.  Even Ria.  He turned to face her, his expression highly disapproving as she took a step back and regarded the blade of the dagger with critical eyes.  He’d written to her about them, even drawn a picture of them, but it was the first time she’d ever seen them.  She looked up at him with steady eyes as she slid her finger up and down the blade of the dagger, then she turned it and deliberately drew it against the palm of her hand, causing a surprising amount of blood to well up around it, seep over her hand and patter onto the floor.  She then offered the dagger back to him, hilt first, holding the blade in her bloody hand.  “So you may sheathe it with your honor intact,” she said.

“That was foolish, Ella,” he scolded her, taking the dagger from her, careful not to further slice her hand as he pulled it from her fingers.  He licked her blood off the blade—another Nyx ritual—and then sheathed the weapon.  “If you’d have done that to literally any other Nyx, even Ria, you’d be dead.”

“You would never hurt me, Ren,” she said calmly, watching as he took her hand between his own.  A mage’s pentagram formed over her hand, and the wound on her palm healed over quickly.  “Now, tell me what’s gotten Grandfather so out of sorts.  I know it has nothing to do with his meeting with Elthian.”

“We never could hide anything from you,” he said wryly as he took a step back from her, as she cleaned the blood off her hand with a handkerchief.  A pentagram formed under his feet and over his hands as his eye and his manastone talisman flared with blue light, and then he offered his hand to her.  She took it, and he led her towards a small table with two chairs near the corner, and they sat down.  “There’s something very important that we need to talk about.  Something you can’t tell anyone about, your husband, your parents, your grandfather, your servants, no one,” he said seriously.


“What about?”


“About making your grandfather a king,” he replied soberly.  “I told him that you couldn’t know about what we have planned to protect you if our plan fails, but that’s what he needs to know.  In truth, this isn’t going to work without your help, but it’s only going to work if Lord Debren doesn’t know that you’re involved.”


“Are you going to overthrow Elthian?” she asked.


“No.  The House of Alinde is going to reclaim the lands of the Nyx from Skyria and Tethia, retake Nyxis, and reform as a new kingdom, and Lord Debren will sit on that throne.  He will rule the Nyx, because he’s the only man that can unite the Nyx and bring us together to reclaim what is ours.  He’s the only one that can do it,” he answered.  “But it’s a risky plan, Ella.  Very risky.  Without your help, particularly your skills in Divination, it’s certain to fail.  I need a Diviner, a powerful Diviner, and not one in the guild, not beholden to any group or king.  You.  With your help, Lord Debren Alinde will be a king, and the Nyx will reclaim their homeland.”


“Tell me.  Tell me everything,” she said immediately, leaning on her elbows, looking at him expectantly.

He nodded.  “Just listen to the plan before you agree to it, Ella.  This could very well get you killed.  I want you to understand the risks before you agree to help.”


“Then start talking.  And don’t leave anything out,” she urged.  “The sooner you explain everything, the sooner I can agree to it and we can get started.” 

