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CHAPTER 1



A wizard is a lot like a pyrotechnist, I said. You mean magic and explosions, boy? Nevery said from the doorway of my workroom. In one hand he held his gold knob-headed cane, and he had his flatbrimmed hat under his arm. Hed just gotten back from a magisters meeting, which always made him grumpy.
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Theyd be controlled explosions, I said.

Controlled explosions? That would seem to be a contradiction in terms, Connwaer. He looked around my workroom and scowled.

Benet had helped me strip the faded wallpaper from the walls and whitewash them, and Id swept the floor and scrubbed the grime and dust off the tall windows and set Lady, the white and tabby-tailed cat, to deal with the mice. A few books from Neverys library were stacked neatly on the shelves. After everything was ready Id hung my picture of a dragon, the one Id nicked from Neverys study, on the wall. The picture was so sooty and dirty from hanging over a fireplace that it looked like a dragon hidden behind a cloud, but I could make out a gleam of golden wing and a snakelike tail and a sharp eye, red like an ember in a hearth.

Id been reading Prattshaws treatise on pyrotechnics. The book lay open on the table in front of me, along with some papers and a dirty teacup.

Yes, this is a bad idea, Nevery said. What would pyrotechnics accomplish, hmmm?

That was a very good question.

To do magic, every wizard had to find his or her own special locus magicalicus. It could be a piece of gravel or a small chunk of crystal or a rounded river stone or a pebble found in the street. When you found it you knew, for it called to you. My own locus stone had been the finest jewel in the city, the center stone from the duchesss necklace, leaf green and glowing with its own light, and it had been my way to talk to the magic. It had been destroyed when Id freed the magic from Crowes prisoning device. After that, Id spent most of the summer looking all over Wellmet for another one. Neveryd told me Id find a new locus stone, but I hadnt. Then I checked every grimoire in the academicos, and none of them said anything about wizards finding a second locus stone. If their first stone was destroyed, they died along with it. But I hadnt died.


Well, Nevery, I said, the magic talked to me when the Underlords device exploded. Nobody except Nevery believed me, but I knew what Id heard. If I make a very small pyrotechnic explosion, it might talk to me again. And then I could be a wizard, even without a locus stone.

Hmph, Nevery said. Pyrotechnics is not a reliable method, boy. He paced across the room and leaned over the table to lift the book I was reading to see the title. Prattshaw, he said, dropping the book. He shook his head. I suppose you cant get into too much trouble just reading about it. Dont be late for supper, he said, and swept-stepped out of my workroom and down the stairs.

Had I ever been late for supper? No.

I went back to the book. Tourmalifine and slowsilver, it said, were contrafusives; that meant slowsilver attracted and confined magic, and tourmalifine repelled it. When mingled, they exploded.

I closed the book and set it aside. In a box under the table where Nevery couldnt see it, I had a stoppered vial of tourmalifine crystals. And I had a little lockbox with a few drops of slowsilver in it that Id nicked from Neverys workroom.

I brought out the vial and the lockbox. The book said that very small amounts of slowsilver and tourmalifine caused very small explosionsjust puffs of smoke, really. Clear as clear, Nevery didnt want me doing pyrotechnics. But he wouldnt notice a puff of smoke, would he?

With the raggedy sleeve of my apprentices robe, I wiped out the teacup and set it on the table; then I tipped in a few crystals of tourmalifine, careful not to get any on my fingers. I didnt have a key for the lockbox, so I pulled out my lockpick wires, snick-picked the lock, and opened it. The slowsilver swirled at the bottom of the box. As I set the lid back, it crept up the sides, almost like it was trying to escape. I tapped the box, and the slowsilver slid back to the bottom again.

I dipped the end of one of my lockpick wires into the slowsilver. A mirror-bright bead clung to it as I lifted it out. Carefullysteady handsI brought the slowsilver to the teacup and tapped it from the end of the wire. Like a drop of water landing on sand, it splatted into the center of the little pile of tourmalifine in the bottom of the cup.

I held my breath and bent closer to see.

The slowsilver soaked into the tourmalifine. I counted one, two, thr

With a pop the cup shattered. A whirl of fizz-green sparks flung me away from the table and fountained up to the ceiling, then swarmed round the room, crashing from wall to wall. I scrambled to my feet. On the table, the vial of tourmalifine cracked open like an egg, spilling green crystals across the tabletop; the box of slowsilver tipped over, and a silver-bright snail crept out.

No! I shouted, and grabbed for the slowsilver. It squirmed out of my fingers and I ducked as the sparks flew over my head again, whoosh.

The slowsilver reached the tourmalifine. They mingled.


In a corner of the ceiling, a whirling ball of sparks and fire gathered, then streaked across the room, knocked the table over, and slammed into me.

At the same moment, the mingled elements exploded.

I lay flat on the floor and ducked my head. White fire and crackling sparks filled the room. And so did the voice of the magic. Damrodellodesseldesh, it began, the words vibrating low and slow in the bones of my arms and legs. Ellarhionvar, it went on, faster and higher, the words rattling around in my skull. Then a shriek that made my teeth hurt, arhionvarliardenliesh!

Then, silence.



To the Magisters,

Magisters Hall, Wellmet.




Because you are clearly unwillingor unableto understand what happened when Dusk House was destroyed, I will explain it to you yet again. The explosion at Dusk House was notI repeat, nota pyrotechnic experiment gone awry. Pyrotechnics had nothing to do with it. Underlord Crowe and the wizard Pettivox, who betrayed us all, built a devicea massive capacitor created, using large amounts of slowsilver, to attract and then imprison the citys magic. The reason, magisters, you have found no evidence of the existence of this device is because it was completely destroyed in the explosion, which also destroyed Dusk House and killed Pettivox.

My apprentice and I have speculated on the reasons why Crowe attempted this magic thievery. Perhaps it was a move to seize control of the city; perhaps he had plans to weaken our magic for some other purpose. We know that they succeeded in almost depleting the entire citys magic. As you know, Crowe admitted nothing, and has been sent into exile; his reasons, therefore, would seem to be lost to us.

On to magical issues. My fellow magisters, you have made it absolutely clear that you cannot believe my apprentices theories about the magic of Wellmet. I repeat them to you now: The magic is not a thing to be used, but a living, sentient being whichor perhaps I should say whoserves as a protector of the city of Wellmet. The spells we use to invoke magic are, in fact, the language of this magical being. Our locus magicalicus stones, my fellow magisters, enable us to communicate with the being. Much research remains to be done on the beings actual nature, to discover why it is here in the city, whether other cities are inhabited by similar beings, and to determine what the magic intends for us, the humans who live here.

Whether you believe this theory or not is of no consequence. Do note, however, that as a result of Conns actions, the city and its magic have been saved from almost certain disaster. The magical levels of Wellmet have stabilized, though I am concerned that the levels remain lower than they were before. Yet despite the fact that Conn sacrificed his locus magicalicus to save the city, you argue that because he no longer has a locus magicalicus he should no longer be considered my apprentice. That is for me to decide, not you.

It is said that only a fool stands in the way of a new idea; I trust, magisters, that there are no fools among you.




Yours sincerely,
 NEVERY FLINGLAS
 Magister
 Heartsease, Wellmet
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CHAPTER 2



I blinked the brights out of my eyes. The floor of my workroom was covered with shattered glass and torn book pages. The table lay with its four legs in the air like a dead bug. Smoke and dust swirled around in the corners. A scrap of charred paper floated to the floor next to me. I squinted at it. A page from Prattshaws book, the part about contrafusive effects.
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The pyrotechnics had worked. The magic had spoken to me againwithout a locus stone. But what had it said?

Step step tap. I heard the sound of Nevery hurrying up the stairs. He threw open the door. Curse it, boy! he shouted. What are you up to?

I coughed, brushed slivers of glass out of my hair, and got to my feet. Just some pyrotechnics, I said. I looked down at my apprentices robe. It had a few more scorch marks on it than before.

Nevery scowled. A pyrotechnic experiment. I thought you had more sense. He lowered his bushy eyebrows. And where did you come up with the slowsilver, hmmm?

I shrugged.

More footsteps, and Benet, Neverys bodyguard-housekeeper, loomed up behind Nevery in the doorway. His knitted red waistcoat and shirt were dusted with flour, and he had a smudge of flour on his fist-flattened nose; hed been kneading dough. He all right? he asked.

Yes, I am, I said. Nevery, the magic spoke to me.

Nevery opened his mouth to shout at me some more, and then closed it. Spoke to you? A pyrotechnic effect, then. You were right. Interesting. What did it say?

It sounded I shook my head. Had the magic sounded frightened? But of what? Dyou know this spell? I recited the spellwords the magic had said to me: Damrodellodesseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh.

No, boy. Ive never heard those spellwords before, Nevery said. Hmmm. Say them again.

I did, more slowly this time.

He pulled on the end of his beard, frowning, but not at me. Something, he muttered.

Dinners ready, Benet said, and turned to head down the stairs.


Well, boy, Nevery said. Come along.

We went out and started across the courtyard that lay before Heartsease, Neverys cane going tap tap on the cobblestones.

Heartsease glimmered in the last bits of daylight. It was a wide mansion house built of sand-colored, soot-stained stone. Most of the house had been missing for a long time, as if someone had taken a huge boulder and smashed a hole through its middle. Blocks of stone and columns and tangled ivy and rosebushes spilled out of the hole, and the roof gaped open to the sky. At one end of the house left standing was my workroom. Neverys part of the house, along with the kitchen and storage room, Benets room, and my attic room, was at the other end.

Nevery, I asked, how did Heartsease get the big hole in the middle of it?

Nevery gave me one of his keen-gleam looks. Quite a point on that question, boy.

I nodded.

He paused and leaned on his cane. Listen, lad. I have experimented with pyrotechnics myself, yes. But be warned. My experiments led to twenty years of exile from Wellmet. This sort of thinghe pointed with his cane toward my workroomwill get you into trouble if youre not careful. He spun around and swept-stepped away, across the courtyard.

Exile. I didnt want to risk that. But my locus magicalicus had been blown into sparkling dust. Thatd left me with no way to talk to the magic, even though I could feel it all the time, looking out for me as it always had.

I didnt have any choice about it; I had to do pyrotechnics, at least until I found a new locus stone.

I started after Nevery and then, from the corner of my eye, caught a glimpse of a black flutter. The big tree in the middle of the courtyard had been empty of black birds ever since last winter, when Nevery and I had destroyed the Underlords prisoning device and freed the magic. But now something was different. Up in the tree, in the highest branch, perched a single black shadow, looking down at me with a glinting yellow eye.

Hello up there, I called.

The bird shifted on its branch. Grawk, it muttered, and looked away.

Just one bird. Had the magic called it back to keep an eye on things? Had it come because of the explosion? Would the rest of the birds come back, too?

Nevery stood in the arched doorway that we used to get into the house. Come along, boy! he called.

Look, Nevery, I called back, pointing at the high branch.

Nevery step-tapped back across the courtyard cobbles. What is it? he said, peering upward.

The night had come on; the black bird was invisible in the darkness. Never mind.

Hmph, Nevery said. Come along.

He crossed the courtyard and led the way inside and up the narrow staircase to the kitchen, where Benet had set the table for supper. I sniffed the air, hoping for biscuits and bacon. Fish andI glanced at the tablestewed greens, pickles, and bread. Mmm. I took off my gray apprentices robe, hung it on its hook beside the door, and joined Nevery at the table.

Benet thunked a jar onto the tabletop. Jam, he said, then went back to the stove, where he fetched a pan, then scooped a steaming, bony fish onto each of our plates. After clattering the pan back onto the stovetop, he sat down and we started eating.

You going to do that again? Benet asked me. He pointed with his chin in the direction of my workroom.

I nodded and picked a bone out of my fish. I could feel Nevery glaring at me. All of a sudden I didnt feel quite so hungry.

Nevery scowled and took a long drink from his mug of ale. No, he is not. He pointed at me with his fork. If the magisters find out that you are conducting pyrotechnic experiments, my lad, they will throw you out of the city so fast your head will spin. They have other concerns at the moment, other problems to deal with than one recalcitrant apprentice.

Right, then I would have to be more careful, that was all.

Staying quiet, I pushed stewed greens around my plate with my fork. I thought about the spellword the magic had said to me. Damrodellodesseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh. A warning, maybe. But a warning of what? I needed to learn the magics language. Id have to look for the spellword in the academicoss collection of grimoires. Or maybe parts of the spellword.

Damrodell

Odesseldesh

Ellarhion

Varliarden

Liesh.


I took a bite of bread and jam and washed it down with a gulp of water. Lady came curling around my feet under the table and I reached down and fed her a few bits of fish.

When we finished dinner, Benet said, Water, so I carried the bucket out to the well in the courtyard and came back, and then helped him clean the plates. Neveryd gone up to his study. I took an apple and climbed the wide, curving staircase to the next floor. I knew Nevery. Sure as sure, hed want to shout at me some more about the pyrotechnics.

He was at the table writing a letter. The room was cozy in the pinkish glow of werelights set in sconces on the walls. The ceilings were high and had bits of frothy plaster in the corners; the walls were covered with faded flowery paper. On the floor was a faded, dusty carpet, and the table in the middle of the room was covered with books and papers.

Nevery? I said.


Just a moment, he said, not looking up.

I took a bite of the apple and went over to one of the tall windows. It looked out toward the Twilight, the part of the city Id grown up in. The sky over the Twilight was purple, fading above to black. Only a few lights shone from the dark buildings stacked along the twisted, steep streets. Behind me, Nevery turned the page over and kept writing, the metal nib of his pen going scritch-scritch against the paper.

I finished the good part of the apple, then ate the core and flicked the stem out the open window.

Nevery set down his pen and held up the paper to let the ink dry. Youve been out of school since the Underlord business last winter.

I had. Because I didnt have a locus stone, the magisters wouldnt let me take apprentice classes at the academicos anymore.

Nevery looked at me from under his bushy eyebrows. You need something to do to keep you out of trouble, boy. Im asking Brumbee to readmit you to the academicos for apprentice classes. He folded the letter hed been writing, pulled out his black and shiny locus magicalicus, and muttered a spell, sealing the letter. If theyll have you. Brumbee fears you are a bad influence on the other students. He held the letter out to me. I expect you are a bad influence on the other students. Youve got your keystone?

The stone to open the magic-locked tunnel gates between the wizards islands, he meant. I nodded.

Good. Take this to Brumbee. Dont talk to anyone else. And wait for an answer.



Brumbee was in the magisters meeting room, sitting at the long table with his locus magicalicus set in a dish for light, and papers and open books spread all around him. He was writing in another book.

I stood in the doorway, waiting for him to notice me. Id been in the magisters meeting room before. Once to spy on them, disguised as a cat; once when they accepted me as Neverys apprentice and gave me thirty days to find my locus stone; and once after wed destroyed Dusk House and the terrible device Crowe and Pettivox had built to imprison the citys magic. That time, theyd argued about what had really happened in Crowes underground workroom and theyd scolded me for losing my locus magicalicus. They didnt seem to understand that destroying the device had made the citys magic work again like they thought it was supposed to, though weaker than before, Nevery said. He measured the magical levels every day with the gauge he had built, and the levels stayed low. We were worried about that, thinking maybe Crowes device had hurt the magic somehow.

Then Id told the magisters that the magic was a living being that protected the city. It had been like a pyrotechnic experiment. Take a room full of old croakety-croak magisters, add a new idea, and it was just like combining slowsilver and tourmalifine. They exploded, saying I was an ignorant gutterboy who didnt know any better.


I do know better, Id told them. The magic talked to me. Its always protected me, and it protects the city. Its not just a thing to be used, and it needs our help.

They didnt like that, either. They shouted and shrieked and said I couldnt be an apprentice anymore.

Youre being stupid! Id shouted.

Neveryd sent me out, and Id stood outside the door shaking and angry, feeling my missing locus magicalicus like a hole in the middle of me, listening to Nevery shouting and Brumbees worried voice and other sharp voices arguing.

What is it, Conn? Brumbee said, looking up from his book and setting down his pen.

I went in and handed him the letter from Nevery.

He spelled it open and read it, shaking his head. Oh, dear, he muttered. He waved his hand at me, still looking at the letter. You may sit down while I write a reply.



My dear Nevery,




When you took Conn in as your apprentice last year, I thought you were doing a good deed, saving a gutterboy from the streets of the Twilight, but now I am not so sure.




His ideas about the magic are simply shocking. The magic a living being? Spellwords a way of communicating with this being? Nevery, you must stop him from thinking about such things. We have enough to worry about at the moment with these strangers lurking around the Dawn Palace and these unexplained attacks on the people of Wellmet. You know as well as I do that something magical must be afoot, for people to be turned into living statues covered with dust! I have spent the last weeks poring over the historical records, seeking a precedent for this kind of magical attack. I have found nothing. It is a very great concern.




But about young Conn. I can see that he feels badly for causing us so much unease with his strange ideas, and with the Underlord troubles last year. He is standing very quiet and subdued beside the meeting room door, waiting as I write this to you; I offered him a chair, but he refused to sit.




I am afraid we cannot readmit him to the academicos at this time. His ideas are too unsettling to the other students. My new apprentice, Keeston, for example, has been talking in most alarming ways about the nature of magic. We cannot allow Conn to take classes with the other apprentices. And even if we do readmit him, he has no locus magicalicus and will never become a wizard.




Its a shame, really. He seems a good boy, despite his odd ideas and the trouble he caused us last year.




Yours,
 Brumbee A., Magister,
 Master of Wellmet Academicos
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