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  Chapter 1


  I had been living in hiding for two years when the naked man washed up on my beach.


  He lay peacefully as the surf crashed around him, the waves piling the sand around his body. Though he was face down, his head was tilted to the side, so I could see part of his face.


  He looked to be older than me, with soft hands that spoke of a life lived indoors. His head was shaved smooth. Cupped in one hand, which lay outstretched on the sand, was a silver-rimmed lens. It was, as I stooped closer to see, miraculously unbroken.


  I knelt down, drawing closer to him, and discovered he wasalso miraculouslystill breathing.


  At that moment, I decided to wake him up. The sun had already risen, and I was certain my ocean-borne visitor would prefer if I, instead of a vicious sunburn, was the one to wake him.


  Gingerly, I reached for his shoulder to shake him awake. As soon as my fingers touched him, however, a shiver ran through his whole body.


  His eyes flew open.


  With a shout, he leapt to his feet, wet sand plastered across the front of his body from head to foot. The silver-rimmed lens fell from his hand.


  “Where am I?” he demanded, eyes darting wildly. “Who are you?” He made a face, then turned to spit out sand and seawater.


  I peeled his lens from the sand where it had fallen and saw it was attached to a silver chain. Slowly, I rose to my feet, then spoke in a level voice.


  “I’m Cemagna, Master Nude. I live here. Or rather, I live in the house on the cliff. And you have interrupted my morning walk with your… self. I decided to wake you so you wouldn’t wake later with sunburn. I imagine none of your… exposed places would be particularly comfortable if they were sunburned.”


  “Thank you,” he said. He caught sight of the object in my hand. “My monocle! I didn’t think it would survive the… the trip. My clothes certainly didn’t. I really, really need to figure out how to solve that problem. If only I hadn’t left behind… May I have my monocle back, please?”


  Monocle. So that was what it was. I handed the glass lens to him. Bending over, he rinsed the sand from it in the surf.


  “Would you do me the kindness of telling me where I am?” he asked, standing up and placing the lens over one eye.


  I nodded, steadfastly refusing to let my gaze drift lower than his shoulders. “You are on a peninsula of rock-choked land that I call home. It’s somewhere in the wilderness between Aryon and Velerethland. “ Slipping the shawl from my shoulders, I held it out to him. “Would you like some… ah… coverage?”


  “Thank you.” He had a clear but deep voice. With a smile, he took my shawl and tied it around his hips, appearing equally comfortable semi-clothed and naked. This man was completely without a scrap of self-consciousness.


  “How did you get here?” I asked uncertainly, sure I was blushing. I’d spent a large portion of my life in isolation, but I suspected that even if I had been around other people more, it still would have not prepared me with the proper things to say to a sand-covered man wearing only my shawl. “How did you survive being unconscious in the sea? You didn’t drown.”


  “I don’t think I was in the sea for very long. It is possible I arrived right up on your shore,” he said thoughtfully. His voice issued intelligence. Who was this man? “You see, I was using a transportation potion I had developed. The bringing-your-clothes-along part of it is the hardest part to get right.” He looked around. “Pity that was the last of it. I don’t seem to have gotten to where I was going.”


  “A transportation potion. You’re a wizard, then.” I was instantly on my guard. Wizards were trouble.


  “Yes. I am. I’m trying to get to my friend Temet.”


  My breath caught in my throat. Temet. Temet was my twin brother, up in the house on the cliff at this very moment. He had been forced to join the Wizardly Order, that prison-like organization for wizards, when he was very young. Two years ago he had escaped it. He and I were living in hiding now because of the Wizardly Order.


  “Who are you?” I asked. This could be a trap.


  “Aesath!” I turned to see Temet standing above us on the cliff path we used to get from our house to the beach, his eyes wide with surprise as he stared at the man from the sea. “Aesath!” he yelled again, even more excitedly. “How did you find me?” He ran down the path to us. “It has been so long!”


  “Temet!” cried the man from the sea. “It worked! It got me to you! My transportation potion worked!”


  My brother reached out and embraced Aesath, heedless of the sand covering the man’s body. “I see you still can’t make your clothes transport when you do.”


  “You know him?” I asked, still suspicious. “Temet, he’s from the Order.”


  Temet released Aesath from the embrace and turned to me. “Cemagna, this is Aesath, the one friend I had in the Order. He kept me sane for the ten years I was there. Aesath, this is Cemagna, my twin sister, who is very much alive. Remember when the Order told me she had died? They were wrong.”


  I regarded Aesath. He did not look capable of the evils I knew the Order did, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t. But I let my suspicions go. “If you are sure he means you no harm, Temet, then he is a friend to me as well.” I looked at Aesath sharply. “As long as you don’t intend to drag him back to that horrible Wizardly Order of yours.”


  “Never, my lady.” He bowed as if I was a queen. “Not that I could, anyway. He is a semi-faerie, a Halfway. He is stronger than I am. But I have no such intentions towards either of you.”


  “Then you are welcome in our home,” I said.


  “Come up to the house with us, Aesath,” said Temet eagerly. “We will make you something to eat if you are hungry. You can wash if you’d like, and I will get you a fresh set of my clothes.”


  “Yes, please,” said Aesath as Temet ushered him towards the path. I followed, my earlier suspicions having given way entirely to curiosity.


  “Temet, I have only heard rumors about what happened on the day you vanished from the Order,” continued Aesath. “The Ten Ring released a statement saying you killed yourself.”


  We reached the house, a tall stone structure jutting from the rocks at the top of the cliff, looking like a rock itself. Our mother, Nessy, had found the house abandoned before we were born and settled here to raise us in hiding, away from the Wizardly Order. Temet and I were Halfway, the offspring of humans and a race of faeries. Halfway children were rare; those that survived were rarer; and those that had the combined abilities in Magic of faeries and humans were rarer still.


  Temet and I were in that third category: Nessy had hidden us out of fear of the many people who would have loved to get their hands on the only two Halfway children alive.


  “I’ll tell you all about what the Ten Ring did,” said Temet, making a face at the unpleasant memory.


  “Good,” said Aesath, stopping under the stone patio. “Can I wash up first?”


  “Of course,” said Temet, handing him one of the buckets of fresh water we always kept nearby for washing. “I’ll bring you some fresh clothing.” He went inside.


  That left me with Aesath. I looked at him, my face calm. Even darker eyebrows framed his dark eyes, and all of his features were strong. This man was Temet’s friend from the Wizardly Order. The one who had known Temet when I was far away, during those ten years we were apart. As I stared at Aesath, I put a hand to my cheek, feeling uncomfortable. Why did looking at Aesath suddenly make me worry about my own appearance?


  My face was too angular to be human-pretty but not angular enough to be faerie-pretty, the way Nessy had been. I was simply stuck in the middle, human softness and faerie grace equally unattainable. And my hair… well, I did like my hair. There was that. I had always been proud of the unusual white-blond hair I had been born with. But I had never had anyone around to teach me the secrets of how human women made their hair the flawless, shiny manes I’d seen in the city. Usually, I just tied my hair back and hoped for the best.


  I found myself wishing I had done something special with my hair today.


  “So you are his twin sister,” said Aesath, meeting my gaze. “The Wizardly Order told Temet you had died along with your mother. He grieved for you for so long.” He cocked his head. “How could I not have seen the resemblance immediately? I assume you are a Halfway, a semi-faerie, as well?”


  Removing my shawl from around his waist, he folded it and placed it, along with his monocle, on a wooden chair. Then, scooping up water from the bucket with his hands, he washed the sand from his body.


  “I am,” I said, turning away to give him privacy. “Temet has been teaching me how to use Magic properly. I’m not as good at controlling it as he is.”


  “If the Ten Ring had known there was another Halfway alive…” He paused, then smiled. “They wouldn’t have slept until they had you in the clutches of the Order. Provided, of course, that they survived the shock and outrage of learning you existed for so long without them finding you.”


  I didn’t know what to say. During my years alone, I had often wished the Wizardly Order would come for me, because then I would have been able to see my brother again. The Order didn’t scare me as it scared Temet. Two years ago, I had been tied to an experiment table by a crazed scientist, Duke Von Chi, who wanted nothing more than to copy my Magic into himself, even if he had to kill me in the process. Nothing, nothing the Order could do to me could compare to that.


  Thankfully, I didn’t have to craft an appropriate response for Aesath, for Temet returned from inside the house, his arms filled with clothing that, without a doubt, would be too short for Aesath. One of the interestingas well as irritatingside effects of being half faerie was that both Temet and I were several inches shorter than average height.


  “Aesath!” he said. “Try these on when you’re done washing. And here is a towel.”


  “Thank you, Temet,” said Aesath. “I’m decent, Cemagna,” he added after a pause.


  I turned to look at him. I had been rightone of Temet’s floor-length wizard robes didn’t even reach to Aesath’s ankles.


  “Come inside,” I said to Aesath. “You must be hungry. Temet and I baked moonfruit muffins last night.” Moonfruit muffins had been Temet’s favorite before the Order had taken him away. He and I recently had been learning how to make them together, the way we used to with Nessy.


  Temet held the door open for us as we went inside. I motioned for Aesath to sit down at the table as Temet and I went to fetch the muffins from the kitchen.


  We brought the plate of muffins, a pitcher of water, and dishes for serving to the table; then the three of us sat down to eat. Aesath devoured four muffins with gusto, seemingly without taking even a breath in between bites.


  “Aesath…” Temet said around a bite of muffin. I could tell he was struggling to find the right words. “Now that you’ve come, ah, I wonder”


  “He wants to know if there is a reason you’re here,” I said bluntly.


  “After all these years, I can’t help but wonder, why now?” asked Temet.


  Aesath downed his entire glass of water before replying. “I came to warn you that they are looking for you. The war will come to you.”


  “What war?” asked Temet.


  Aesath leaned back, his tone grave. “The worst kind. A war of Magic.”


  



  



  Chapter 2


  I looked at Temet, but he seemed as confused as I was at what Aesath had just said. “A war of Magic?” Temet asked. “What does that mean?”


  “Wizards fighting wizards,” said Aesath, his face looking more haggard with every word. He adjusted his silver monocle. “It started with… well, with you, Temet. The Order is a big organization, but not big enough for your sudden, unexplained disappearance to go unnoticed. It was only a matter of time before wizards started asking questions.”


  “How did that start a war?” asked Temet.


  “Some of us began to suspect that you had been murdered, even though the Ten Ring said otherwise. The Ten Ring is rotten to the core. You were all it took for ussome of usto see the truth and act on it.” He took a gulp of water, then turned to me. “Cemagna, the Ten Ring are the top ten wizards in the Order: the most powerful ones. The leaders. They go about hooded with their faces veiled and rarely speak to anyone but each other. They’re secretive in the extreme,” he explained.


  “Temet has told me about them,” I said.


  “Good,” said Aesath. He turned to address Temet again. “There were so many wizards in the Ordermyself includedwho grew up believing the Order to be a benevolent parent, protecting us and the rest of the world, nurturing us. But it has never been that. The Order is nothing more than a prison, a way to keep everyone who can do Magic under the thumb of the Ten Ring, while painting rogue wizards who rebel as rabid monsters.”


  “So did you overthrow the Ten Ring?” asked Temet.


  “It’s not quite that easy. Some wizardsa lot of themremain loyal to the Ten Ring. So the Order has split into two factions: those who are loyal to the Ten Ring and those who aren’t.”


  “What happened?”


  “The wizards opposing the Ten Ring have taken to calling themselves the Wizard’s Colony, to highlight the fact that they aren’t forcing anyone to join them the way the Order always has. They have fled the Order entirely, taking up residence in an abandoned castle ruin. I’ve joined them.”


  “Good!” said Temet fiercely.


  “That was over a year ago, Temet, and the war has been growing. The Enforcers have been given free reign to hunt down and kill all the rebel wizards.”


  Temet shuddered. I remembered the Enforcers, too: the hooded wizards who, the second they saw me, dragged me to their underground catacombs to murder me.


  “They’re just wizards, though,” I said. “You can do everything they can do.”


  “They’re more than wizards, Cemagna,” said Aesath. “Wizards who become Enforcers are chosen earlyusually even before their Midway Sanity Tests. Those are the tests given halfway through wizard education to make sure student wizards can handle Magic without losing their minds,” he explained to me. “After they are chosen, Enforcers are separated from the other wizards. They are trained in nothing but Magic based in combat and stealth. I suspect they are also given drugs and enhancers for fighting. In any case, no one ever sees them again without their Enforcer robes on, and they never converse with the other wizards.”


  Now I was the one to suppress a shudder.


  “They are still a long way off,” Temet insisted. “They don’t know where I am. The war won’t come to us here.”


  “I found you easily enough, once I began to suspect you were still alive,” Aesath said drily.


  “We’re safe here, Aesath. I’m done with the Wizardly Order and the Ten Ring. I’m living my life as I want to now. Cemagna and I have ten years of catching up to do.”


  Aesath smiled. “You always were a stubborn one.” He threw up a hand. “I warned you, so my part is done. I’ll leave tomorrow.”


  “Why so soon?” I asked. “After you nearly died arriving here…”


  He smiled. “It has been a pleasure, Cemagna, but the Wizard’s Colony needs me. We’re fighting for the right of all wizards to live their lives free of the Order.”


  “That’s very noble of you,” I said.


  “We could really use your help,” Aesath said. “Both of you.”


  “You want us to join your war? Is that why you really came?” asked Temet. “Aesath, we can’t, even if we wanted to. Cemagna only has two years of training in Magic! It’s too dangerous for her,” said Temet.


  “She may only have two years, but they were two years with you teaching her. One Halfway to another. You’re stronger in Magic than everyone else; you know that. That’s why they tried to kill you. I reckon she’s on a level with a Wizarding University graduate, at least.”


  Interested, I listened, making no comment.


  They’re going to find you eventually, Temet,” said Aesath. “They have been building up their fleet of airships.”


  “We can’t join your war right now,” Temet insisted. “Cemagna’s still unstable. Her control of Magic isn’t perfect.”


  I had to admit Temet was right. I had spent so long suppressing my Magic abilities that it had taken its toll. My grasp of Magic had gotten better under Temet’s tutelage, but sometimes it still only came to me in fits and starts.


  I looked at Temet. I knew how he felthe had been manipulated by the Order and spent years of his life in their clutches. He wanted nothing more than to live his life free of them.


  Temet continued. “Aesath, I want to overthrow the Ten Ring as much as anyone else; I really do. But not yet. II want a bit more peace first, and Cemagna should learn more combat with Magic before we dive into a war.”


  That sounded like a sensible plan to me.


  “If you wish,” said Aesath, toying with his monocle chain.


  “Here is what I propose. Tomorrow, you leave like you were intending to, but Cemagna and I stay behind. I spend the next several months training with her in combat and teaching her everything she needs to know to fight the Wizardly Order. You come back in a few months to bring us to wherever the Wizard’s Colony is hiding out. But I won’t risk either of our lives until I know we are prepared.”


  “Agreed,” I said.


  “Agreed,” said Aesath. “If that is my only option.”


  



  



  Chapter 3


  Temet spent the remainder of the day talking and catching up with his old friend. I didn’t know Aesath well enough to want to participate, so I went for a walk on the shore.


  The news about the war had hit me like a bag of stones. As much as I felt I should help Aesath, I knew that if I did, my cozy little life would be shattered. And I did dearly love my cozy little life in the house on the shore with Temet.


  Two years ago, after we had escaped Vel City, leaving the body of Duke Von Chi and his experiments behind, Temet and I had fled to the nearby country of Aryon. Aryon was everything Vel City wasn’t. Aryon was rural, rustic, and covered thickly with forests instead of cities. But most importantly, the Wizardly Order, Temet’s old masters, held no sway in Aryon. We were safe.


  Temet and I had traveled from village to rustic village. He worked as a wizard-for-hire, doing little things with Magic that the village people needed. We were paid in food and shelter as often as with money, which was fine with us.


  All the while, Temet taught me to use my Magic. I was happy just to have my little brother, my younger twin, back with me.


  Then, after some time, we grew tired of this life and sought out our childhood home here on the shores of the sea, where we had once lived with Nessy, our mother. We had found it as abandoned as I’d left it, and had happily settled there.


  And now Aesath had invaded, bringing with him his cares of his war and memories of Temet’s old life without me.


  It had been difficult at first to learn Magic. Before, I had always used it intuitively, simply by focus and thought. Temet told me that was the way faeries did it. But there was so much more to it than that: there was the way humans did it. There were spells, potions, and using the natural world around me.


  “Magic is getting the natural world to obey you,” Temet had told me on the first day he had taught me, wile we were traveling through the mountains between Velerethland and Aryon, mere days after we had fled Vel City. “It comes from the natural world, from outside the atmosphere in the stars. Some say the Above sends it down through space to us.


  “There is more Magic in the world with every generation, so maybe it’s true. It comes down with the rain in little bits, and when a comet shoots through the sky or a stone from spaces crashes down, a lot of Magic comes with it. So there’s a thick layer of Magic on the earth, and it gets thicker as you go closer to the heavens. You can sometimes see it in the right light: it looks like a shimmering veil. All we have to do is harness it and make it our own.”


  “How do we do that?”


  “That’s the question the Order has been trying to answer for hundreds of years. All in different ways.” He laughed. “There are spells, potions and mental exercises like the ones you’ve done to focus. Some wizards use wands or staffs. I had a professor at the Wizarding University who wore a pair of brass-rimmed goggles when he did Magic. One of the healers at the Order used a magnifying glass. Some wizards have animal familiars.”


  “I won’t need any of those,” I said firmly, as much to myself as to Temet. “I can do it with my mind, same as you. That’s how I’ll learn.” I had been taken captive too many times in the past to be comfortable relying on something externalsomething that could be taken from mefor my Magic.


  Temet raised an eyebrow, the morning sun through the bare forest canopy above us making odd shadows on his face. “That is the best way, but also the hardest. But I learned that way, and so can you. We’re Halfway, Cemagna. Magic comes naturally to us. Remember that. You can do this. Now, let’s begin.”


  He had been so utterly positive when he had started teaching me that day. Temet was everything I was not: he was confident in his Magic abilities, so he never had to throw his weight around. He had a calm and unhurried nature that I sometimes envied. He told me once that he had been far more timid when he had lived inside the Order, but escaping them had boosted his confidence.


  His confidence must have rubbed off onto me, for at first I learned quickly. While we journeyed through the mountains on foot through the snow those years ago, sleeping cuddled together at night for warmth in the cold alpine air, I practiced Magic. Sometimes I could see Magic’s shimmering essence if I tried.


  When we came upon a mountain stream, I practiced manipulating its icy water with Magic. But when Temet tossed pebbles and wads of snow in my direction to distract me, my concentration broke.


  “You have to focus,” he told me as the water splashed back to its natural state.


  I tried again, pressing my lips together.


  “You are trying too aggressively. Let it happen lightly. Nothing else matters but the water. Let everything else just flow past your consciousness like air. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but Magic. It is your life, your breath.”


  I drew a long thread of water up and out of the stream, shaping it to give it a point as Magic shimmered around it. The air was still and cold around me as I worked, nothing but the sound of the running stream in my ears.


  Where had I heard a sound like that before? Deep in the underground cavern, where the Wizardly Order’s Enforcers had tried to murder me. But I had fought back, killing them instead. Just like I would kill them again if they ever came after Temet or me…


  “Cemagna!” Temet shouted as my pointed jet of Magic-buoyed water turned into a watery snake, its transparent fangs bared as it reared towards Temet. He raised a hand.


  With a start, I backed up as Temet dissolved the snake, water drops raining back down into the stream.


  “I don’t know what happened,” I said, spreading my hands.


  “What were you thinking about?” he demanded.


  “I think my mind started to wander,” I admitted.


  “Something bad. Something negative. A memory, perhaps?”


  “Yes,” I said, unwilling to admit what my thoughts had been.


  “Cemagna, when you are doing Magic, your thoughts influence it. Always keep them positive, or blank your mind completely. Otherwise you could do something dangerous.”


  I nodded.


  “The happiest memories are the best for Magic,” Temet continued. “Though that’s always been hard for me. My happiest memories were of you and Nessy, but they made me cry when I was a child, so that technique never worked for me. Now I just keep my mind blank.”


  Blank my mind. I could do that.


  I tried again.


  #


  It had taken weeks for us to cross the Silver Mountains, the border between Velerethland and Aryon, but I was so relieved to be alive that I hadn’t minded the cold journey.


  Since it had been winter, the snows fell deep. Often, Temet and I sought shelter from snowy skies in caves and hollows.


  It was during one of these nights that the voices began. Temet and I had taken shelter in a cave. He had built a small fire and fallen asleep beside it. I sat across from him, watching the snow outside and the shadows the fire made on the walls of the cave.


  I was starting to nod off when I heard it.


  Cemagna.


  “Who is there?” I whispered. Had someone just spoken my name, or had I imagined it? I was clearly more tired than I thought I was.


  You didn’t imagine it. You’re not alone.


  “Where are you?” I asked in a whisper. “Show yourself.”


  I won’t. Not yet. But I will soon enough.


  I fell asleep soon after. 


  #


  The voice had not spoken to me again in the two years since that cold night, so I assumed it was simply a dream, a hallucination induced by cold and exhaustion.


  Except now, as I walked the path through the woods towards the sea, I heard it again, like a shiver running down my back.


  I told you I’d be back.


  



  You should buy my book at: http://www.stephanievoid.com

