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Shelter From the Storm

Nothing was ever as easy as it sounded.
Deliver the letter to the Viscount—that's it. That was the one and
only task Erica's half-brother Markus had entrusted her with, along
with four coppers for lodging along the way. Maen wasn't hard to
find; follow the big road out of town. She'd know she was there
when she got to the top of a plateau and found a huge city. Markus
had even pointed out the trail on a map for her. Six days ago she
had actually been excited to be finally trusted with something
important for the family business. Six days ago she had been dry
and the city guard had assured her that the road was safe and that
it only took four days to make the trip. Five and a half days ago,
a cold west wind had blown in and brought a storm that had yet to
let up. Nothing had gone right since.

Only one farm that she passed would even let
her stay the night—and they had demanded a whole copper! She didn’t
know whether to count herself lucky or cursed that she hadn’t found
another place to stay on the road. The cold and the rain was
miserable, but it was free, and she’d have to make the trip back
with just the three coppers in her pack. Five and a half days of
constant marching along a road that was rocky at the best of times
and a soupy mess now was beginning to wear on her. She’d been
through worse. This, at least, was only physical discomfort.

Nothing she had was dry, save for that one
little letter. Thank the Divine for wax paper envelopes. Markus had
been nice when he had asked her to deliver his response to the
Viscount. That in and of itself was a miracle. He hadn’t mocked
her, teased her, or demeaned her in any way. He had promised that
things would change, that he and her other half-brothers would
accept her, that the enmity had gone on for too long. It was just
like her father had promised before he passed. They would all grow
out of it. They couldn’t hate her forever. Markus had said he would
talk to the rest of them, that things would settle down now that
she could pull her own weight, now that they were all adults. It
was that promise that drove her. A chance to live in her father’s
house with a measure of respect was a greater prize than any sum of
money. Step after wet, sore, step, she pressed on. No storm would
stop her.

The clouds grew dark, her only hint that the
sun was setting. One more ascent stood between her and the plateau
roads, but that final step would have to wait. It was time to find
shelter while she could still see.

She had scarcely thought of shelter when she
noticed a flickering light up ahead: a small fire in a cove of
trees. She fished her spyglass out of her pack to investigate. One
large tent was all she could see. Couldn’t be more than two or
three men at the worst, and with the state of things, she didn’t
have time to go searching for dry wood. Company on the road was
usually welcome, but just to be sure she circled to the left to get
downwind. She crept closer, trying to get a glimpse of them. A gust
of wind picked up through the trees. As it hit Erica’s nose, she
fumbled her spyglass in surprise, trapping it between her pinky and
ring fingers before it could clatter to the ground. Food! Real food
was in the air, not the stale, salty jerky and moldy bread she had
been living off of for six days now, but flavorful, beautiful food
actually cooking over a fire. She could smell spices and the
unmistakable scent of garlic simmering. Sweet Divine! Distracted,
she inched forward to get a better view and stepped on a twig. Its
snap echoed in the night, and was answered by the bark of a dog at
the campsite.

Her first thought was to flee. They knew
where she was, sneaking up on them in the middle of the night.
Powerful, booming barks sounded off, shattering the whispering
silence of the woods. She couldn’t escape a pack of trained dogs,
she knew. But it sounded like just the one, however fierce –
perhaps she was safe. Her left hand slipped to the grip of her
baselard out of instinct. Fight? Flee? But the smell – the smell
kept her feet in place.

“You don’t need to hide,” came a man’s voice
from the campsite. “You’re most welcome to join us.”

Erica froze. She couldn’t see anyone. Was
someone at the campsite just trying to get her to show herself? A
deep, rumbling growl resonated through the wet forest.

“Roland,” said the man, “there’s no need.
She’s just unsure as to whether or not we’re friendly. I’m sure she
won’t do anything bad.”

She edged forward. How did he know she was a
girl? His voice came from behind what she could see of the tent.
Unless he knew one hell of a magic trick, there was no way she was
in his line of sight. Or was there someone else at the camp?
Perhaps there was more than one ‘someone else,’ and they had
accidentally tipped their hand by telling the speaker that the
intruder was a woman. She sniffed the garlic one last time. So
tempting, but not worth being kidnapped by a half-dozen men. She
began backing away, keeping a close eye out for the dog. If it came
after her, she’d have to try and get up a tree. She had seen at
least one greywood earlier with low enough branches for her to
reach.

“I apologize if I’ve somehow threatened you,
but I give you my word under oath of the Grand Collegium that you
will not come to harm in my camp. You look absolutely miserable in
this demi-rain and chill. I offer you rest and refreshment, no
remuneration expected except perhaps that of a pleasant
conversation.”

The Grand Collegium. Now that was a lie.
Everybody knew that wizards of the Collegium didn’t march along the
roads. They flew through the air on dragons or hopped from cloud to
cloud. Nobody from her hometown of Portsmouth had seen a wizard in
decades, despite having sent a handful of young boys for training
over the years. None had ever returned, and they all stopped
writing letters home within a year. Erica stopped moving long
enough to locate a climbable tree. She spotted one a dozen paces
behind her and to the right. The dog’s growl started again, a deep,
low, resonating snarl that seemed to come from all sides at once.
Merciful Divine, she did not want to meet the beast from which that
came.

“Roland, I said no! Now you st—” the voice
cut off and the sound of coughs echoed through the forest.
Powerful, painful coughs loud enough to jolt a hiding raccoon out
of his spot just beside Erica blasted from the camp. She’d only
heard a cough like that once before in her life, when her mother
died of consumption. Nobody coughed like that for very long. He
sputtered on for a few more minutes before she heard only deep
breathing.

“Young woman, I apologize. I didn’t have a
chance to shut off my farspeech. The fit came upon me too quickly.
I don’t know the custom for safe greeting in these parts these
days, but surely you can’t think I plan to attack. Wouldn’t I have
done it by now? You are only thirty yards away, looking at my tent
through a hole in the undergrowth, holding the grip of a
seaman-style baselard in your left hand and a spyglass in your
right. And you should be careful not to back into that mercklebush
behind you.”

Erica’s jaw clenched. Her blood froze. He
could see her every move! She tilted her head just enough to look
behind her. Sure enough, a giant mercklebush loomed over her, only
a foot away. The sharp leaves would have made quick work of her
cheap raincloak. She took stock of her chances. Just because he’d
warned her about the bush didn’t make him any good. He could be
playing nice to get her to drop her guard, just as with the offer
of food and warmth. But… he could see her somehow, and it was plain
to her now that he had been amplifying his voice rather than
shouting. Magic was the only way she could imagine to pull off
feats of that nature. If he could do magic then he was from the
Collegium, and a practitioner’s oath under the Grand Collegium was
a sacred bond. A wizard could no more break that than he could pull
out his own heart.

“Swear it again!” she shouted.

“Swear what?”



“Guarantee my safety with your oath.”

“Oh, of course.” He coughed again for a
minute before he could gather his breath enough to complete her
request. “I, Temerarius Incantator of the Grand Collegium, give you
my oath, sworn on the authority of the Collegium itself, bound in
and by the Infinitum, that, so long as you are in my camp and
remain peaceful, neither I nor any who travel with me shall do you
harm. I further offer you rest and refreshment, asking nothing in
return other than company and conversation for as long as you chose
to stay. Moreover, I swear under that same oath that I shall cast
no magics upon thee for any purpose without your direct consent.
Does that cover it?”

Erica had been through women’s finishing
classes and had hung around her father when he was doing business
at the mill, but she had never heard anything as official-sounding
as what had just come out of the wizard’s mouth.

“Does your oath include keeping the dog under
control?”

She thought he had lapsed into another fit of
coughing until she figured out it was laughter.

“What? I won’t have you let your wolfhound
tear me to pieces as some trick to get out of your oath.”

The laughter only got worse. “I… I swear…” he
couldn’t finish the sentence without laughing harder, which led him
to another round of coughs. When he could finally breathe again, he
was under enough control to answer her. “My oath extends to Roland
and all creatures traveling with me. He will have to go through me
if he wants to harm you, I swear it.”

“By the Collegium?” An oath by the Collegium
was unbreakable for a wizard. She doubted that same principle
extended to all promises.

He sighed. “Yes. I swear by the Collegium
that my dog won’t hurt you. I also swear that other than Roland,
I’m alone. Is there anything else? They actually keep track of
these at the central office in Ratio, and the scribes get very
upset if you give them a bunch of meaningless drivel to write. I
actually had that job for a few years.”

There could still be a trick. She was sure of
it. Wizards were known to be clever. Erica had done well in
finishing classes and she could trick her older half-brothers every
now and then, but she didn’t like her chances matching wits with a
wizard. On the other hand, she was cold, wet, and tired, and he had
offered a remedy for all three. A good night’s rest would go a long
way towards getting her to Maen in good shape and getting the
letter taken care of. Swearing to her safety by the Collegium would
have to be enough. She cursed under her breath and gripped her
baselard.

“No tricks, wizard.” She pushed her way
toward the tent through a pair of very clingy bushes. After
swatting away the last of the branches, she could finally see his
campsite. Or rather, his traveling bazaar. A full pot hung over the
fire, flanked by a table with flatware. A table. What in
creation was he doing with a table at a campsite? Not to mention
chairs, fine plates, proper silverware, and a great big pot in
which to cook. A frying pan sat over a griddle beside the pot. How
was he carrying it all? The only obvious piece of equipment the
wizard was missing was a cart. By the looks of things he ought to
have a caravan.

The wizard stepped out from behind his tent,
leaning heavily on a tall, ornate staff as he approached. He
stopped to cough that same awful liquid-filled hacking, and she
noticed him quickly wipe a handkerchief across his mouth when he
was done. The handkerchief was red, no doubt to hide the blood. Her
mother’s had been adorned with cherries for that very reason. The
wizard didn’t look particularly tall, though it was difficult to
tell with him leaning on his staff, a sculpted rich cherry wood
piece that he held on to with his right hand. It certainly looked
like a wizard’s staff, with gargoyles and creatures carved into the
top near a few convenient grips just above a square section with
large, flat wood panels. She shuddered to think of the power it
must hold. She had yet to see the man’s face. He wore a loose brown
cloak over a grey robe, topped with a brown hood. It was more or
less how she expected a wizard to look. At least he was an old man.
She wouldn’t have to bother fending off someone who expected her to
be generous with her body in exchange for food and warmth. That was
more likely with a traveling noble. This wizard certainly traveled
like a man of means, though, so caution was warranted.

A small fox-shaped dog’s head poked out
around the wizard’s knee. Its ears were almost as tall as the rest
of its head, pointing straight up as it stared at her. It sniffed
the air in her direction tentatively before stepping out from
behind its master. Erica’s jaw dropped. This was the vicious
hound at whose bark she had nearly run up a tree? Roland? It was a
black-headed shepherd dwarf dog. Plenty of visiting farmers brought
them to Portsmouth when they came to trade their crops. She used to
love playing with them in the market when she was young. Her father
had always taken extra time with the farmers who brought
particularly friendly dogs on her account. Roland lowered his head
and looked up at her as he approached on his stubby little legs,
comically short for the size of his body. He had no tail to speak
of, only a nub that was twitching slowly. Short black fur covered
his back and the top of his head, giving way to brown and
eventually white down his sides and under his belly. His nose had a
white flare that touched the bottoms of his eyes. Little tufts of
brown fur stretched out from his mouth up the sides of his ears,
creating a permanent smile in his fur. Erica knelt and reached out
her hand, palm up. Roland paused at first, looked her in the eyes,
then focused on her hand and darted forward to sniff her. After he
had satisfied his curiosity, Roland’s sharp ears laid flat and his
nub began to wag furiously. He shoved his snout under her hand,
which Erica understood as an invitation to scratch him behind the
ears. His hind leg kicked when she found just the right place.

“What did I tell you, Roland? She looks
perfectly friendly to me.”

Erica looked up to see the wizard smiling
down at her. She shook her head in disbelief. He wasn’t old at all.
He covered his mouth for a small cough, but kept his distance and
smiled politely. Not old, just sick. Roland whined when she stopped
scratching him. She laughed and picked it back up, once again
setting his hind leg kicking. She loved dogs. They were almost
universally friendly if you treated them right. Much better than
men in her experience. She patted Roland’s rump before she stood
up. He whined but accepted that his time was up for now and laid
down at her feet.

“Thank you for your offer of shelter, wizard.
My name is Erica Miller of Portsmouth.” She stood straight as she
spoke.

“You are most welcome, Erica. I thank you for
the company out here on the road. It looks like Roland is
positively thrilled to meet you.”

She smiled at the adorable dog lying on her
feet. “How was he making those noises before? It sounded more like
a hunting hound or something, not a cute little shepherd dog.” She
looked up at the wizard, who observed her with a curious look. So
he was one to stick to the old manners, then. “I’m sorry, um, sir…
Temer… Temraria?”

The wizard laughed. “Temerarius is the name I
have to use in official matters of the Collegium such as the oath I
swore. Please, call me Lear. No ‘Sir’ needed. I have never had nor
ever will have a title that can be passed on by birth. I was a
cook’s errand boy before I was sent to Ratio.”

Erica bowed her head. “As you wish, Lear Cook
of Ratio.”

“Lear Tanner would be more proper. My father
wasn’t the cook. I was the youngest of twelve, so he sent me off to
apprentice with a childless friend. I don’t think my father even
noticed when a passing wizard took me.” He looked down at Roland,
who was now belly up across Erica’s foot. “No matter how
comfortable some of us are, we might still be interested in
dinner.”

Roland’s legs began frantically pawing in the
air as he scrambled to his feet, ears cocked up, eyes wide.

“You heard me, Rolly. Go fetch your bowl or I
won’t be able to feed you.”

Roland tore off into the tent in search of
his bowl. Lear smiled. “Please, Erica, our table is set. Are you
all right with chicken stew? I usually cook more fish and lighter
fare, but the weather was just so depressing today that something
hearty felt in order.”

“Um, chicken stew would be great. Thanks, Mr.
Tanner.”

“Lear, please.” He smiled. “Or do you think
I’m old enough to need to be addressed as Mister?”

She shrugged. “Dunno. How old are you?”

Lear unlocked the clasp holding his cloak
together, shrugged off the fine brown cured leather, folded it, and
set it on a blanket by his tent. Roland emerged with a steel bowl
clutched in his jaw. Lear patted his head, then stood back up and
pulled off his hood. He didn’t look old at all. There was scarcely
a wrinkle on his long, angular face, and he had an easy smile. His
body, more visible under the robe than the cloak, was slender but
not frail. He had the broad shoulders of a young man. Despite all
that, his hair was bright white, like he had dipped his head in
paint. There wasn’t a trace of color in it, which only stood to
make his eyes look more startlingly green by contrast. Tiny black
lines crawled out of the collar of his robe, the ends of a tattoo
perhaps? When he wasn’t leaning on his staff, she could almost
think he was in his mid-twenties. Certainly he wasn’t much older
than her.

“You look sort of young, I guess,” she said,
“but your hair…”

Lear smiled at her as he gestured to the
table. “Please, sit.” He moved over to the pot and stirred it a few
times, wafting the aromas up into his face. “Perfect.” He closed
his eyes and flatted his free hand over the pot. “Ignis
minuo,” he whispered, and the flames beneath the pot shrunk
down to tiny fingers fighting their way out of the embers. It
occurred to her as he did so that she hadn’t felt any heat from the
previously roaring fire only feet away. In fact, it wasn’t raining
in the wizard’s camp site. How was that possible? The mist had been
inescapable before.

Lear pulled a ladle full of golden broth from
the pot and poured it gently for her. Chunks of meat, carrots,
celery, and dumplings splashed into her bowl. The smell lifted up
into her nose and nearly bowled her over with its richness. She had
never smelled such spices in her life, not even for harvest
festivals or Anchor Day dinners, when her father would pay for a
lavish family dinner, hiring a cook from the city and
everything.

“What… what is that?”

“It’s an old standard from Maen I enhanced
with some spices native to Auraculum. I think it brings out the
aroma more than anything else, don’t you?”

It was all Erica could do not to tear into
her stew immediately. She clung to her manners despite her
stomach’s protest as Lear poured himself a bowl and then gave a
smaller helping to Roland, who had long since set his bowl on the
ground by the table. Erica was amazed that Roland sat at attention,
his eyes on Lear. His manners impressed her enough to remember to
take down her own hood. She waited until Lear was turned around,
spit in her hand and smoothed back her hair. There was absolutely
no chance it was anything but a dirty, greasy mess, but she could
at least try to look decent. It had been a long time since she had
eaten at a table with a formal place setting. She was acutely aware
of the accumulation of dirt and grime from six days travel, having
only been able to bathe at the barn on her first night out. The
wizard, by contrast, looked like he had woken up at an inn this
morning. Roland didn’t smell, nor was his fur matted and tangled,
as she would expect of a traveling dog.

“To answer your implied question,” Lear said
as he sat at the table, “my hair is white because of my years in
Ratio. Most training for wizards is done in a place called the
Infinitum. Exposure to it causes your hair to turn white. There are
other interesting side-effects as well, but that’s another
discussion. I’m sure you have more immediate questions, but perhaps
they are best attended to on a full stomach.” He looked at Roland
out of the corner of his eye. “Good boy. You can eat now.”

Roland thrust his face into his bowl and
slurped away with the fury of an animal you’d think hadn’t eaten in
months. One of the things Erica admired most about dogs was their
passion for the simple things in life. Roland inhaled his food, and
as he resorted to licking the sides of his empty bowl it was clear
to Erica that she had never been as happy in her entire life as
Roland was right then.

Seeing the dog inspired her own sense of
relaxation, but his reckless abandon also provoked a spark of
caution in her. She eyed the wizard warily as he wiped a trace of
blood away from his lips.

“How long have you had consumption?”

“Consumption?” His brow furrowed in confusion
for a moment, then released as he leaned back. “Ahh, I do recall
that name for it. In Auraculum we call it phthisis pulmonalis.”

“Whatever you call it, my mother died of it.
And the doctors wouldn’t let me go near her when she was close to
the end.” Suddenly the bowl of stew didn’t smell so delicious.

Lear bowed his head. “I’m sorry to hear of
your loss. What I have is very similar to consumption, but I assure
you that it cannot be transmitted by any natural means. The food is
perfectly safe.” When Erica made no move to touch her food, he
continued. “If I was truly dying of consumption, do you believe I
would be able to go out on the road like this? I would be happy to
explain how I came by this malady after dinner if you like. It is
magical in nature. In any case, I gave you my oath that I would not
harm you, and that oath extends to the passing of disease. You
shall catch none here of which I am aware.”

Erica’s stomach agreed strongly with Lear.
The stew looked safe enough. Resigned, she reached for a spoon only
to find three, the inside one large and bowl-shaped, the middle one
long and shallow, and the outer one short with a point on the end.
Now that she had thought of being truly hungry the grumbling of her
stomach nearly paralyzed her. Were there special rules to eating
with a wizard?

“The tradition in Auraculum is to eat from
the outside in, but I’ve never held much stock with the sillier
points of manners. Eat as you wish. The pointy one is good if you
need to cut up some of the bigger chunks in the stew, but otherwise
I use the big one. I only bothered with a full setting so as not to
offend you with my crudeness.”

Erica blushed at her forgetfulness.
Everywhere, everywhere, you eat from the outside in.
Merciful Divine, had she so completely forgotten her finishing
school lessons that she didn’t remember the most basic rules of
dining? It must have been the oddity of the setting, a formal
dinner on a forest trail with a man she’d never met. Thankful for
his tolerance, she attacked her food. This was no ordinary chicken
stew. Each vegetable had a different burst of savory flavors to it,
as if he had magicked them all to make a heavenly blend of thyme,
basil, and garlic.

“I don’t know how you managed to prepare this
on the road,” she said between spoonfuls. “It’s really good.”

Lear smiled and politely bowed his head.
“Thank you, Erica. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

Hearing him use her name was awkward. She
didn’t know this man. It would be more appropriate for him to
address her as ‘Ms. Miller.’ She wasn’t inclined to correct him out
here, though. At least not until she finished the stew. They ate in
silence. Roland, his food long gone, lay belly-up on the ground,
eyeing Erica as she ate. The stew was filling and warming. It
wasn’t long before Erica slowed down. As the wizard had promised,
it was easier to concentrate. Concentration brought nothing but
questions. She considered keeping them to herself, but the wizard
had said he wanted conversation.

“How do you carry all this?” She waved her
arm around at the tent, the blankets, the pot over the fire, the
logs on the fire that she only just then realized were perfectly
cut like they had been bought from a store, and finally the table,
chairs, and place settings. “It looks like you would need a dozen
servants just to keep track of it all and a whole team of horses
for you to go anywhere. But you have neither.”

Lear leaned down and Roland immediately
flipped over and went to his side. He whispered something and the
little dog scurried off into the tent. When Lear sat back up and
looked at her, he seemed almost pleased. “That’s a question with
more significance than you probably expected. May I offer you some
wine while we talk? I find it relaxes my breathing, though the
doctors tell me it’s a bad idea. They don’t understand what is
truly wrong with me anyway, though, so why listen to them?”

Erica nodded and Lear pushed himself up from
the table, grabbed his staff, and headed into the tent. He returned
a few seconds later with a pair of crystal wine glasses and a
bottle of something expensive-looking. Erica was no judge of wines.
Though her family had been well-enough off, they only ever drank
the wine sold in giant tanks at the market. Bottles from Auraculum
were for nobles.

“I know it was chicken, but it’s such a chill
evening and the stew was rather hearty so I thought a Sanguidium
would be appropriate.”

“Of course,” Erica said, not wanting to sound
ignorant. What the hell was a Sanguidium?

Lear stared at the bottle and muttered
something she couldn’t catch under his breath. The top of the cork
began to swell until it fired out into the woods with a hollow pop.
He set the bottle on the table and handed her one of the glasses.
She held it between the embers of the fire and herself, admiring
the way the light played off the crystal. This one glass was
probably worth a full sovereign, more money than she had ever held
in her life. She thought of the meager three coppers she had
remaining. It was probably enough to get a room in Maen to let her
rest for a night before she headed home. Probably.

It occurred to her that Lear was waiting to
pour her wine first. Embarrassed, she set the glass on the table
and withdrew her hand like it had been scalded. Lear smiled and
poured her a full cup before doing the same for himself.

“Please don’t worry about finishing it all if
you don’t want to. The bottle can’t be re-corked.” He sat the
bottle on the table between them and eased himself back down into
his chair. He took a long sip of his wine, closed his eyes, and
sighed. “Much better. Blood of the gods indeed.”

“Blood of the gods?”

“Sanguidium—it’s a bastardization of a
Rational phrase meaning ‘blood of the gods.’”

“Oh.” Was that a thing that people knew? She
wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed at him showing off extraneous
knowledge or embarrassed at not knowing something she should have
learned in finishing school. It was easier to go with the
former.

As the wizard relaxed, Erica noticed Roland
tugging something much too big for him out of the tent. His entire
little body braced against the ground as he tugged on an enormous
bundle the size of a man. She was about to say something when Lear
began to speak.

“You asked about how I can bring a table on a
road trip, or a pot, chairs, plates, wine, logs, and so on. But you
are really asking about the Infinitum. Have you ever heard of
it?”

Erica shook her head.

“The Infinitum is difficult to comprehend. It
is the embodiment of the vita, the anima, if you
will, of every wizard who has ever lived and ever will. It is our
concentrated force of will and life, an entire dimension born
simply of collective thought. Does this make any sense?”

Erica shrugged. Sounded like magical hokum to
her. If this was the conversation the wizard wanted to have, she’d
be glad to be rid of him in the morning.
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