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A
Record of Those Who Die Young

Erica – Formerly
Erica Miller of Portsmouth, she abandoned her family name and
hometown after her half-brother Markus tried to sell her as a slave
to the Viscount of Donnerin to settle the family taxes. She was
rescued by Lear Tanner, a wizard of Ratio she met on the way to
Maen. During her escape, she hid in Lear’s portal to the Infinitum,
a dimension created by wizards in which aging and growth are
impossible. While there, Erica accidentally freed Fortis Perditor,
a notorious criminal thought long dead. She decided to stay with
Lear when he went back to Ratio to warn the wizards of Fortis’s
escape. Lear began to teach her how to read as they travelled, but
that training was rendered moot when she received a letter from
Mede that caused her to forget Feccish and only understand
Rational, the language of Auraculum.

Lear Tanner of Maen, a.k.a.
Temerarius Incantator of Ratio – Lear is an oddity among the
wizards of Ratio in that he prefers spending time outside the
Infinitum. As a result, his body is far older than that of most
wizards, aged thirty years. He was given the wizarding name
Temerarius Incantator by his teacher Mede after he rashly attempted
to save a girl dying of phthisis and ended up contracting a
permanent but stunted form of the disease himself. His name means
“impulsive enchanter.” Lear confronted Fortis after his accidental
release, but was no match for the legendary wizard. Lear
immediately went to Ratio to warn the Collegium of Fortis’s escape.
He arrived just in time to see his old friend Venator die of a
heart attack—supposedly an impossibility in the Infinitum. As the
release of Fortis had brought death by decay to the Infinitum, Mede
was forced to arrest him.

Mede, a.k.a. Scita
Explorator – Mede is an old and respected wizard in the
Collegium, having lived over eight hundred years. She maintains the
body of a sixteen-year-old by never leaving the Infinitum. She
taught Lear everything he knows, and was bitterly disappointed when
he maimed himself trying (and failing) to heal a dying girl. Mede
was the student of Fortis Perditor before the rebellion known as
the Defectio Magi. She was also his lover. During the rebellion she
stayed loyal to Ratio, and as an officer of the court, she was
forced to execute him after his capture by dropping him into the
Undefined. No one had ever returned from the supposed oblivion of
the Undefined, and it was thought of as a fate worse than death.
Over the centuries Mede has taken other lovers, including her
pupil, Lear, though she distanced herself from him after his
accident. Her wizarding name, Scita Explorator, means “clever
discoverer,” a name given to her by Fortis. She crafted a spell to
change Erica’s natural language from Feccish to Rational, but
mistakenly assumed that Erica had been taught to read as a child,
resulting in holes in Erica’s vocabulary after the switch.

Fortis Perditor –
Leader of the rebellion in the Defectio Magi, Fortis is responsible
for the break up of the Rational empire. His name means “powerful
destroyer,” though it was not the one given to him when he became a
wizard. During the war, Fortis killed the Consul of Ratio.
Afterwards, he was captured by his former friend and confidant,
Venator. He was tried by the senate and sentenced to death, carried
out by his former student and lover Mede. His execution was carried
out by dropping him into the Undefined. Over five hundred years
later, he appeared in Lear’s tiny section of the Infinitum and ran
into Erica, who was hiding there. She granted him permission to
speak, thereby freeing him of his bonds, and he escaped out into
the world. He vowed revenge on the wizards of the Collegium, who
had imprisoned him in the Undefined for five centuries.

Quinta Tertia –
Quinta is a rarity in the Collegium: a ten-year-old with a body
close to her real age. She is Lear’s only student, whom he treats
like a daughter. His dog, Roland, absolutely adores her. She is a
bright little girl who thinks the world of her teacher.

Roland – Lear’s
constant companion, Roland is a dwarf shepherd dog given to Lear as
a gift from Mede. She had hoped to use Roland to convince Lear to
stay in the Infinitum instead of aging, as Roland would die in
twelve years outside the Infinitum, but inside he could live
forever with Lear. Instead, Lear invented out a spell to share his
body’s life with Roland, at a rate of eight years of life for
Roland for each one taken away from Lear. Lear has given him many
other enhancements in the form of tattooed sigils, usually only
found on wizards. He is the world’s first seventy-five-year old
dog, having lived both in and out of the Infinitum with Lear. Most
think of him as a puppy due to his energy and playfulness. He
immediately took a liking to Erica and has long loved Quinta, but
he has always been cold towards Mede.

Venator – Venator
joined Fortis in the Defectio Magi, only turning on his friend
after the murder of Consul Gaius. The Collegium spared his life for
capturing Fortis, but stripped him of all of his former names and
forced him to travel outside of the Infinitum to find children to
be brought to Ratio. He found Lear on one such trip. As a result of
his frequent travels, Venator’s body is over seventy years old,
still well beneath his thousand years of real age, but he is a near
cripple in the Collegium where most have teenaged bodies. He died
of a heart attack while in the Infinitum after Fortis’s release,
something that should have been impossible. Venator’s name means
“hunter.”.
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Chapter 1 – Message in a Bottle


Erica sat on a leather sofa, looking out a barred window with a
view of an impossibly high snow-peaked mountain. The sourceless
light of the Infinitum spilled into the room, making a shadow on
the carpeted floor even without a sun. Prison in the Collegium was
a considerably more lavish affair than the Viscount’s dungeon in
Maen. Hell, it was more comfortable than her old home in
Portsmouth. Lear sipped wine at their reading table, pouring over
the contents of a long vellum scroll.

Watching him read was painful—it reminded her
of what Mede had stolen with the “gift” of Rational language. Erica
had asked about lessons in reading Rational, but Lear had insisted
they would be useless as soon as she switched back. Instead, Lear
read her the history of the Collegium in between visits from Quinta
and Mede, bringing news of the panic over Venator’s death. Lear did
lessons with Quinta on healing magic, getting as much instruction
in as he could during the hours she was allowed to be there. Mede
always watched with silent approval. Neither wanted to tell Quinta
that Lear’s time as her tutor may be running out. Quinta viewed the
whole thing as a technicality. Once she understood that Lear had
been trying to save Erica when he let Fortis escape, and that there
was no way he could have expected Fortis to be alive, she wasn’t
upset about it. She assumed that as soon as the court reviewed
everything, Lear would be let go. When Erica had insisted on being
jailed and sharing Lear’s punishment, it had only reinforced
Quinta’s impression that this wasn’t serious. She was wrong, of
course, but it was nice to see her smile.

Roland stayed with Quinta. Lear had given him
explicit instructions to take care of her until this was over. He
had stood like a dutiful guard dog by Quinta as they were marched
into the jailhouse. When Erica had looked back over her shoulder,
though, Roland had given her one heart-breaking “Why?” look with a
tilt of his head. No guards had accompanied Mede as she had brought
them in, and Lear had made no attempt to escape. A single court
officer at the entrance had recorded Lear’s name. After much
argument, he had written down Erica’s as well. The court officer
had been kind when they first got in. That was before news had
spread of Venator’s death. Starting with the second day their meals
had always been cold.

Nobody was quite sure what to make of it
all—there had been no other deaths, but then again nobody else was
as biologically old as Venator had been. Lear said he had never met
someone bio-older than himself in the Collegium other than Venator.
Most wizards stopped aging in their teens. Some, often linguistic
specialists, remained as young as seven. They claimed it helped
them learn any language in less than a year. Erica had inquired
after the meats left out in stores. Nothing had gone wrong with
them. They hadn’t decayed or grown infections. Theories abounded
that Fortis’s vengeance was restricted to humans in the Infinitum,
or specific humans. Venator had betrayed him, after all. It made
sense to attack him first. Others theorized that decay was possible
in certain areas, Venator’s house being the most obvious target. No
one had dared test Venator’s house by throwing in a piece of meat.
They worried that the aging effect might be permanent and they
could never retain their immortality after crossing the house’s
threshold.

Meanwhile, Lear and Erica comfortably rotted
for a week in their luxury cell, complete with two bedrooms, a
study, beautiful views, and faucets that produced hot or cold water
on command. Hot water whenever she wanted never got old to
Erica.

“You know, I could go into Venator’s house,”
she said.

Lear looked up from his scroll. “I know. I
doubt it’s as permanent as people think. And I give more credence
to theories of location-based decay, rather than
species-based.”

She stretched out on the delightfully soft
cushions of the leather couch. “Gilded or not, it’s still a jail.
I’m getting sick of being in here.”

“Are you that eager to hear the senate’s
judgment? I’m in no rush to try and repeat Fortis’s trick. Besides,
I’m not the one here by choice.”

The pent-up energy that had been coursing
through her dissipated at the thought of what might happen. It was
easy in their luxury cell to forget how serious the punishment
could be. “You are too here by choice. We didn’t have to come back
to Ratio. You came here knowing exactly what the consequences could
be. Anyhow, I thought we get a trial.”

“I get a trial. You actually don’t have any
such right.”

“Really?”

“They’ll probably give you one because of
your insistence on sharing my punishment, but they aren’t mad at
you.”

“I released Fortis. You’d think they’d be mad
about that,” she said.

Lear took another sip of his wine. “The
arrogance of the Collegium works in your favor. They could no more
be angry at you releasing him than you would be at a baby for
crying.”

Insulting and patronizing. How nice of
the Collegium. “It’s not as if you knew any better either. He was
supposed to be dead.”

Lear shrugged. “Technically I broke a rule by
not going into the Infinitum with you. Nobody usually cares.”

“This place is weird. Maybe people age, maybe
they don’t. There are thousand-year-old children and
eighty-year-old men. I haven’t heard you cough once since we got in
here, by the way.”

“The phthisis still weighs on my lungs in
here, but it’s not the same.”

“Of course not. Nothing’s the same.” Erica
rolled up to her feet. “What is taking them so long? Since we gave
our statements, nobody has even come to ask us questions about what
happened.”

“Action takes a long time in here,” Lear
said. “I wrote a few papers about the effects of mental age on time
perception. Most disagree with me, but most of those who read it
have four-hundred-year old brains that biologically act like they
are fifteen. Like all teenagers, they think they can never be
wrong. They tell me that I’m the young and impudent one, naturally.
To be fair, they could be right. None of them crippled themselves
trying an impossible spell.”

She tossed her arms into the air. “Fortis
could be working his revenge on them right now, and they haven’t
done anything to go after him. They’ve just been thinking.”

“Like I said, it takes time. They haven’t had
to act directly with respect to the outside world since a little
after the Defectio Magi.”



“Not as much time as you think, Temerarius.”
Mede unlocked the door and stepped in. “They’re ready for your
trial.” She looked over at Erica and nodded. “You too. You may be
called as a witness.”

Lear stood and handed two envelopes to Mede,
both sealed. “Depending on how things go, I want you to have these.
The red one is for you and the blue one is for Quinta.”

“Temerarius,” she whispered.

Lear closed her hands in his. “Mede, what’s
done is done. I can’t regret actions that I wouldn’t take back if I
could.”

“What would Venator think to hear you say
that?”

“Venator would have traded his life for
Erica’s any day. Wouldn’t you do the same for Quinta?”

Mede’s face strained for a fraction of a
second. Erica could see her holding back tears. It was a change,
thinking of Mede as a person. Since Venator’s death, Mede had
become distant. Erica had been thankful that she no longer
shamelessly flirted and took liberties with Lear, but the coldness
and pain in Mede actually made Erica concerned for the
eight-hundred-year-old teenager. She had been the executioner of
one former lover, and now she was the constable for another.

Mede rolled up her flowing red sleeves and
glared at Erica. “This is your last chance. Declare your
independence from Lear’s actions now. The Collegium does not wish
to charge you. If you go forth from here with him, you will share
his fate.”

“I’ll have a worse fate if I leave him to die
alone,” Erica said.

“Erica, please—” Lear started.

“Please nothing!” Her cheeks burned as she
crossed the room and grabbed his hand. She locked her fingers in
his and squeezed tight. “No one asked you to look out for me. No
one asked you to risk your life to walk us through a wall and get
kicked out of the city of your birth. You saved me out of the
kindness of your own heart, at great risk to yourself. I told you
that I would not let you stand alone for your actions in saving me.
Just because I don’t have the oath of the Collegium compelling me
doesn’t mean I don’t care about it. Besides, I know you did nothing
wrong. I have to have faith in your senate that they’ll see it as
well.”

Lear laid his other hand atop hers and looked
into her eyes. She had never seen him tear up before. “Faith in the
powerful is often misplaced. Faith in friends, on the other hand…”
He wiped his eyes and stood. “I still don’t want you to die with
me.”

She stared straight into his glistening green
eyes. “It’s not about what you want. It’s about where I need to be.
And if I can’t stop them from whatever they’re going to do, they’ll
have to do it to me too.”

Erica squeezed his hand once more and let go.
Mede stood somberly in the doorway, one tattooed arm bared.

“Aren’t you one of them?” she asked Mede.
“The senate?”

“Yes, but they won’t let me vote on this
because he’s my student.”

“Do you think he’s guilty of anything? Does
he need to be punished for saving my life? Is that what you
want?”

Mede wiped her own eyes. She sniffed back a
tear once, then pulled her long white hair back into a pony tail.
“It’s not about what I want.” She opened her eyes again and looked
at Erica. “Or what I think. I’m an officer of the senate. I don’t
want to bring Lear to trial. I have to.”

“You never have to,” Erica said. “I learned
that from your student.”

Mede looked away. “It’s bad. Not with the
public, but with the senate. Lear never made many friends there,
and they are some of the oldest wizards in the Collegium.”

“And the most afraid to die,” Lear added.

Mede nodded. “Whether or not Lear deserves
it, his punishment may be the Undefined.”

“Then they’ll murder two innocents instead of
one. Do what you think you have to do,” Erica said. Her stomach did
a flip in her gut. She had never been more sure of anything in her
life than the fact that she needed to stand beside her friend. She
had also hoped to stand a chance. She looked at Lear. Nobody had
done anything wrong, other than her brothers and the stupid
Viscount. If there was any justice in this world, someone would see
that. If it wasn’t the rulers of a land of immortals that believed
in treating women as equals, then who would it be?

“Fine.” Mede closed her eyes and a long,
winding tattoo on her left arm glowed bright blue. “Follow me.”

Erica tried to ask where, but the words
wouldn’t come to her. Her cheeks flexed and strained, but her
tongue wouldn’t move as she ordered it to. Lear put a hand on her
shoulder.

“We can’t speak to anyone besides each other
unless given permission to do so. The only question you’ll be able
to ask is whether or not you have permission to speak. Fortis was
under the same binding.”

“How can we defend ourselves if we can’t
speak?”

Mede let them out of their cell and led them
down a long, tiled hall. She never looked back at them as they
whispered back and forth.

“We’ll be able to answer questions while in
the chamber of judgment. Otherwise we’ll be silent. And bound by
Mede’s commands.”

“What do you mean?”

“Try to stop following if you like.”

Erica didn’t feel any different. She stopped,
or rather, she tried to. Her foot wavered for a fraction of a
second, then plodded along after Mede of its own accord. Mede
glanced over her shoulder and scoffed. “Don’t bother,” she
said.

Mede stopped at a doorless entry to a small
stone room. “Go in there. You are not to leave this room until I
return for you. Give your clothes to me.”

Erica couldn’t believe what she had just
heard. She tried to question, but found her mouth reluctant until
she directed her words at Lear. “What did she say?” Her arms obeyed
Mede of their own accord and untied her belt. “Why are we giving
her our clothes?”

Lear sighed. “We stand trial symbolically
defenseless. It is the way of things here. Supposedly we are
clothed in only the truth.”

“Defenseless? Are you…” she glanced nervously
at her hands as they undid the ties on her breeches of their own
accord. “Seriously? And you didn’t think to mention this to me
before?”

“You’re willing to die, but not stand in
front of people naked?”

Putting it like that didn’t make her any more
comfortable. Lear pulled his robe over his head, slipped out of his
shoes, and casually removed his drawers. Erica spun and faced the
corner. Her heart was about to beat out of her chest. Her breath
came in short bursts. And her damnable hands were pulling off her
blouse! Why would they do this? What was wrong with these
people? Shaking, she dropped her shirt and undid the tie on her
strophium. Erica was determined not to cry. She’d spent the last
hour preparing to face down death. Nobody had told her she’d have
to do it naked. She fell as she tried to slide off her breeches.
Even on the floor, her arms didn’t stop. They tugged off her
drawers and threw them in Mede’s direction. Erica curled into a
ball and faced the corner.

“Is everyone in Donnerin so prudish?” Mede
asked.

Neither Lear nor Erica answered. They
couldn’t. Mede gathered their things and left. The door stood
tantalizingly open, but Erica wasn’t in the least tempted to run.
She knew her legs wouldn’t carry her past the door. She also didn’t
relish the idea of sprinting through the Collegium naked, though
apparently nobody here would find that extraordinary.

“How long will it last?” Erica asked.

“The trial? It could be hours or it could be
weeks. It depends how much the senate wants to debate the matter.
I’m afraid the Consul has never been a big fan of mine.”

“No?”

“She was of a mind with Mede when I cast the
spell that gave me phthisis. She even argued against it being
counted as a Great Spell, though she was voted down.”

“She?” Erica turned her head to look at Lear
as he spoke and immediately regretted it. He wasn’t even trying to
hide himself, leaning back against a wall, letting his lean, lanky
body show all of his tattoos and everything else.

“The Consul’s a woman. Well, sort of. She’s
one of those that didn’t age much at all. She’s very old, but she
looks more like a ten-year-old.”

Fun. Tried by a ten-year-old millennial. She
glanced back at Lear again. Damn it, she had to ask about his body.
If they were going to die in a couple of hours she could at least
know this. “How do you keep in such good shape? I never see you
exercise. It’s not like you would be any good at it anyway with
your cough.”

“Huh? Oh, thank you.”

Erica blushed.

“I used to be particularly into fitness when
I was younger. My body was older than that of most of my friends,
so I decided I needed to be in better shape to keep up. You have to
exercise outside the Infinitum or it won’t do anything. In here
nothing breaks down and builds back up, so your muscles will never
adjust. Anyhow, I realized after the accident with my spell that I
wouldn’t be able to keep it up, so I bound my muscles to objects
that I stashed in here. It’s sort of like what I did with Roland,
only since the objects never break down in here, my muscles never
break down out there. I also can’t tone them more, but that’s not
going to happen for obvious reasons.”

Erica hazarded another glance back. If he
didn’t mind, then what was the harm? Lear’s skin wasn’t blacked out
by tattoos like Fortis’s had been. They ran in patterns across and
down his arms and chest. Three looped like bracelets around each
leg, including two very high up on his thigh. Different patterns on
each hip extended down his thigh to his knee. The left side was
more angular than the right for most of the tattoos. It made the
muscles on that side of his leg look more rugged. He must have
really been into fitness back in his glory days, because whatever
he did left one hell of an impression. She hugged her knees tighter
to her chest. There were days when she regretted not having had a
normal life. Most girls her age were expecting their third child by
now. Back in Portsmouth she had been a spinster-in-waiting. Her
brothers had never tried to marry her off. That was the one thing
they had done out of spite that she hadn’t minded. She had rarely
felt like she was missing out on anything important in life, but
being trapped in a room with a toned, naked wizard only hours away
from potential execution touched off a few pangs of regret.

Quinta came bounding in the door and
interrupted Erica’s thoughts. She ran right up to Lear and gave him
a big hug. Erica held her head in her hands and tried not to judge
the inappropriateness of it, given his state of undress. Roland
followed Quinta through the door, but went straight to Erica. It
warmed her heart to see her stout, furry friend, and he was only
too happy to give her a warm, wet hello by licking her face until
she couldn’t take it anymore and pushed him away. She tried to
welcome him too, but her tongue was held by the spell.

“I wish I could break your spell, but Mede
said I’d be in big trouble if I did,” Quinta said. She handed Lear
a letter. “A man gave this to me for you and said it was important
for you to have before the trial.”

Lear took it and flipped it over. He held it
up so Erica could see it. There was no name on the envelope.

“If only she knew,” Lear said to Erica, “that
it was important to know who had sent me the letter.”

Quinta laughed at the little game to get
around the spell. “I hadn’t thought of that! It must be why they
don’t usually bind two people at the same time. Anyhow, I don’t
know who gave me the letter. He looked old. Older than you even,
but not as old as Venator was. He had long, white hair and really
thick tattoos on his chest.”

“I wonder,” Erica said. Her tongue caught
when she looked at Quinta, but as long as she focused on Lear she
could speak. “If he was very tall and skinny and had a long
nose.”

“Ooohh! He was! He did!” Quinta said. “But he
didn’t say his name.”

“I hope that Quinta knows she shouldn’t be at
the trial,” Lear said.

“Hey!”

“Because things might happen that she
shouldn’t see,” Lear continued, eyes locked on Erica.

“Roland was going crazy in your house. Oh, I
hope it’s okay that I stayed there. Roland wouldn’t go in the same
house as Magister Explorator, and he insisted that I stay with him.
I like your house better than hers anyway. She keeps all her fun
stuff locked up.” Quinta looked over at Erica. “Are you cold?”

Erica hugged her knees back to her chest
again and sighed. Really? No one saw anything wrong with this?

“Aren’t you gonna open the letter?” Quinta
asked.

Lear shrugged and broke the seal on the
envelope. The letter itself was a short white sheet of paper that
Lear held at a distance. He squinted and brought it closer. She saw
his lips moving. They never did that when he read. What was wrong?
The letter burst into flames in his hands. He dropped it to the
ground and stepped away, dragging Quinta back as well.

“Whoa! What was that?” Quinta asked.

Lear stood, silent, staring at the ashes of
the letter.

“Quinta Tertia!” Mede shouted from the
hallway. “What in the Collegium do you think you’re doing in here?”
She stormed in, the sleeves of her robe flying back and forth as
she marched over and grabbed Quinta’s ear.
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