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﻿This is a story of the world around Burkand, home of Doomsday
Prophetess Perpetua Flox, the legendary twin assassins Denal and
Alcis Hozelhoff, and a host of politically savvy masterminds vying
for power.  For more about Burkand and the annihilation it
faces, check out Stunted, a novel which can be found at
gregmhall.com or any purveyor of electronic books.








Brotherly Love


“It’s okay, Luume.  One more time: concentrate.”

Barton fought to suppress the exasperated sigh forcing its way
up from his throat.  Ardith knew he could get the
blaze going faster than his older sister, and yet the kindly
adult-friend insisted on sitting patiently, watching her struggle,
while Luminal Major fully slid below the horizon. 

“I–”

Ardith shot him a look, one that said don’t even think
about it.  Luume, concentrating on the pile of dry
wood that sat in the hearth, must not have noticed.

Barton thought about sparking the fire anyway, but Ardith would
know.  Even if he held back and made a tiny flame, she would
somehow be able to tell.  And Luume, weak as she was
magically, would probably know she hadn’t done it.

His impatience, coupled with a whiff of smoke from someone
else’s hearth, caused him to turn away from his own and scan the
rest of the commune.  Wood-framed, mud-daubed huts huddled in
a ring around a central clearing.  A few people sat on logs,
or directly on the ground outside the huts, talking.  Others
continued late work on paintings, or sculpture, or whatever other
projects their muses held them slave to.  Having never
possessed much of an aptitude for the arts, Barton couldn’t
comprehend why they wouldn’t just put their work away for the
evening and start relaxing.

A tiny flicker of magic from behind tickled at the back of his
neck.  It held promise, but died quickly, and a tongue-cluck
from Ardith announced another failed attempt.

As badly as Barton needed the stupid fire lit, he didn’t want to
risk getting Ardith mad, an emotion so foreign to her that it
looked like she died a tiny bit with every scolding she had to give
him.  Before his birth, she had been the most magically gifted
of the group, and though the other residents of their commune
preferred to work with their hands instead of with magic, she would
occasionally offer scraps of instruction that he greedily
devoured.  Apparently magic was his muse, for all the
good it did him; all of the other children in the commune displayed
more artistic talent than he, and artistry was what the Adults
lauded. 

At eleven, he was already becoming aware that his fortune lay
somewhere away from these mud-daubed huts, out among the common
masses who shared his lack of artistic ability.

Behind Barton, Ardith clapped in excitement and patted Luume on
the back as a pathetic tongue of flame started to weave around the
dry sticks in the fireplace.  At sixteen, she should be able
to get a decent blaze going at night.  Magic might not have
the same cachet to their community that her skills with pen and
brush did, but even artists held a mixture of pity and derision to
someone whose magical skills were faint enough to be considered
Stunted.

Their adult-friend clucked in disappointment as a huff of breeze
extinguished the fire.  “Go ahead and try again.  You
almost—”

She stopped in mid-sentence and whirled as the wood roared with
a rich, saturated burst of flame. 
“Barton!” 

Almost ready to claim it wasn’t him, the boy glanced at his
sister.  The look she gave him was one of anger, but turned
inward, not toward him. 

“I’m sorry, Ardith.  I didn’t mean to—”

“You never mean to hurt her feelings!  And yet,
you’re so good at it!”

Ardith turned back to the fire, as petulant as Luume could be
when faced with her brother’s power, and in a burst of
concentration extinguished his flames.

“Barton, I’d appreciate if you’d go gather some more
kindling.”










Walking on Water


After one last look around him to make sure nobody in the
commune lurked nearby, Barton began to cross the river.  The
water, spring-fed cold, pillowed around the soles of his feet, but
in heavy concentration he kept it from spilling over their
tops.  After only ten strides from the bank, his concentration
began to flag.

He made a slow turn with a wide radius, afraid his power
couldn’t harden the water enough to hold up under a pivot. 
Though the river, only thigh-deep under his soles, couldn’t drown
him, the prospect of soaking his entire body in the chilly water
proved motivating enough.

Barton had almost made it back to the bank, his neck straining
from effort, when it became too much for him.  Against his
better judgment he tried to jump the final gap to land, and his
foot broke through the thinning layer of magic-hardened
water.  He fell, arms windmilling wildly at his sides, and
only the portion of him above his waist actually made it to the
riverbank.

With a ka-doop his legs broke the surface of
the water.  He gasped as the cold liquid greedily rushed into
his clothing and coated his skin.

Feet gooshing through the sodden mud of the riverbed, Barton
heaved himself back onto dry land.  He crawled through the
rushes and grass and flopped onto his back, panting, to spent to do
anything about his sodden pants. 

“Ardith won’t be pleased to find out you tried it again.”

Despite his exhaustion, Barton sat up abruptly, turning to see
his sister, arms crossed, blond hair tied up in a bun. 
“Where were you hiding?”

“I wasn’t hiding.  You were so wrapped up in trying to step
over the river that you didn’t see me approach.”

He braced himself for the lecture.  Luume, fueled by the
lack of her own skill, often scolded Barton about spiting the
wishes of the Elders in his pursuit of self-training.  Once
more, he’d endure the nagging in silence; it got it out of the way
faster.  He didn’t expect her to flop into a sitting position
in the grass and huff out a heavy breath.

“You remember Edrick, don’t you?”

“That jerk?  How could I forget?” His sister had found the
mean-spirited boy cute, but when she vied for his attention, he
laughed and told her Stunted girls were only good for harlotry, not
dating.  She slapped him and ran into the trees by the
river.  Barton, eight at the time, didn’t comprehend much more
than Edrick had made her cry.

“You embarrassed him in front of everyone.”

“Well, he deserved it for embarrassing you.”  The
memory of her in the trees, sobbing into her hands, still made him
want to break something.  Barton had reached out with his mind
and made that stupid boy's pants drop around his
ankles, causing him to spill facefirst into the dirt.
 The recollection trickled a sick, dark joy through his
anger.

“What he did or didn’t deserve—that was never the point.” 
Her blue eyes could flash from sweet to spiteful in a
heartbeat.  “That magic blasted through the camp and everyone
knew it came from you.  They didn’t say anything
because they couldn’t prove it, but that incident kindled an old
fear in everybody, Ardith included.”

“Then they should make sure not to be mean to you.”

“You don’t get it,” she hissed.  “Using power that
others don’t have might be easier, might get you instant
gratification, but it causes more harm than good.  You can’t
go through life relying on fear from everyone around you. 
It’ll turn you into a disgusting, hateful monster!  That’s why
Elder Sampton wants you to wait.  If anyone other
than me had just seen you walking on water, they’d have run off to
tattle on you.”

Barton couldn’t keep the frustration out of his response. 
“So what if they did?  What would he be able to do
about it?”

He expected Luume to be shocked.  Wanted her to be
shocked.  Instead, she took an apprehensive breath and looked
away.  She said nothing for a while, and the silence made
Barton more uncomfortable than any response she could have given
him.

Finally, she said: “Your… ability is growing too
powerful for the adult-friends’ comfort.  There’s something
different about how Elder Sampton carries himself around you. 
Elder Magarth and Elder Kennah as well.”

He shrugged.  He’d never thought of the Elders in a magical
sense; the focus of the community had always been artistic talent
and rhetoric.  They were far superior to Barton in those
aspects, and would probably continue to be so even after he grew
up. 

When it came to magic, though…  

It dawned on him for the first time that they probably weren’t
any better than average.  They carried aura around them, but
nothing close to what radiated from the mages that floated
overhead, using the commune as a waypoint in their travels
north.

Luume rested a hand on his arm.  “Are you old enough to
understand what such displays, like what you did to Edrick, do to
the balance of the commune?”

He was old enough to understand, but the idea of
admitting to his sister that she made sense kept him from
answering.  He toyed with the idea of calling her bluff with
an offer to go talk with the Elders right now.

Luume’s eyes suddenly widened, and she dove into a prone
position next to him in the high grass.

“What?”

She shushed at him and hissed:  “A stranger.”

He rolled to his stomach and slowly raised his head as an
average-sized man with an unremarkable face approached, staring out
over the river.  He had no visible weapons, and his odd
clothing didn't appear to conceal anything of substantial
menace.

Barton would have been tempted to greet the stranger if it
weren’t for what he saw on the top of his head.

Luume whispered: “Is his hair brown?”

Barton held a hand up to quiet her, and nodded an affirmative
response.  None of the merchants, mages, or adventurers that
passed through the commune in their travels had ever had tresses of
that color. 

There was only one way a person’s hair turned brown:  That
was the color it turned after you died.

“We should go back to the commune and warn the
others!” 

Barton put a finger to his lips to shoosh her, and,
surprisingly, she didn’t protest.  It was the first time he
had ever told Luume what to do, but he didn’t take any pleasure in
it.

“If we move, he’ll see us.  If we stay still
and keep quiet, he might walk right by.”

“He might not!”

Barton came close to using magic to hush his sister, which so
soon after her lecture would have infuriated her, but her wrath
held less menace than the walking dead.  Just as he thought
about her vocal cords, a shout ripped the air behind them.

“Barton!  Luume!”

It sounded like Ardith.

The stranger’s head snapped in the direction of the woman.










The Stranger


The man saw Ardith and gave her a ridiculous wave.  “Hi,”
he called.  “My name is Maxwell. I mean no harm.”  He
paused between each word, like a dandy from the city addressing
countryside peasants.

Ardith put her hands on her hips.  “Where are you
from?”

“You… you know English?”

Her eyebrows knitted, and she shook her head.  “I’m
sorry.  I don’t know anybody by that name.”

The man laughed.  “No… How is it that we’re speaking the
same language?”

“Oh, Tarne Imperial, you mean?  That’s simple: almost all
of us are from a different land than here.  We’ve come from
many different places, drawn by our common love for the arts, and
the desire to live simply and in peace.  This is the closest
we have to a common language.  Any educated person
knows it.”

“Educated?”

“Well, yes.  Didn’t you learn it at
University?”

“No, I was kind of born into it.  In my, ah, University, I
learned a little German, but my heart wasn’t really in it.”

Ardith tilted her head and said:  “You’re telling me that
you come from a land where Tarne Imperial is still the common
language?  I’ve never heard of such a place!  It must be
a last vestige of the old empire, preserved through the
centuries.  You must have vast libraries, and everyone must be
literate!  It sounds like an exciting place to visit–”

She stopped abruptly.  “I’m sorry.  I got a little
carried away.  There was a life, and a man, that I left
behind. I’d forgotten I came here to find true
happiness.”

Barton exchanged a look with his sister.  Ardith had never
talked of her life before the commune with them.

“So there are Universities where you come from?" The man lit up
with excitement.  "Is there one nearby?”

“No.  I came from Burkand, and that's a long
journey from here.  I’m not aware of any University closer
than that.”

“Burkand.  And is that a city?”

“A very large one.  When I lived there, everyone said it
was the largest.  Burkanders tend to be full of themselves,
though.”  She approached and offered a hand.  “I’m
Ardith.”

The man accepted it, a bit awkwardly. “Maxwell.  I don’t
suppose there’s any sort of quick way to get to Burkand?  Does
anybody have a car, or some means of transportation?”

Barton had never heard of a car; apparently,
neither had Ardith.  “No, unless you found somebody that was
extremely gifted in the ways of magic… nobody with that kind of
ability lives here.”

It appeared to be Maxwell's turn for confusion.  “Uh…
You mentioned others.  Does your village welcome
outsiders?”

“I’m sorry; it’s a little… quaint to hear someone call
the commune a village.  We’re made up almost entirely of
outsiders.   A fair number of seekers try out our life;
many discover it’s not for them.  Others passing through
usually have a destination in mind.  You don't seem to,
though.”

Maxwell shrugged.  “Oh, I know what I need, just not where
to get it.  This University you told me about might be able to
help me.  Maybe some of this ‘magic’ you’re talking about is
what I’m looking for.”

“Mages and Universities are…maybe you don’t know the expression,
but: diametrically opposed?  But don’t be concerned. 
Burkand has a large contingent of both.”

She led him past Barton and Lumme's hiding place toward the
commune.  “I’m sorry, but I have to ask.”

“Yes?”  

“What’s the deal with your hair?”

“What?  Oh, it’s just messy.  I’ve been camping out
for a few days, and I really haven’t had time to brush it or wash
it…” 

She said:  “I’ve never seen anyone alive with hair that
color.  Is it a show of tribal affiliation, or maybe a brand
of an outcast?  Again, excuse my directness.”

“Brown hair?  I was born with it.”  He supposed, to
someone in prehistoric Sweden, someone with brown hair
would seem a little strange.  “Where I come from,
it’s normal.”

Ardith shuddered.  “Never mind.  Say: have you seen a
boy and young woman running around?”

As soon as they were out of earshot, Barton stood up.  “Did
you feel it?”

Luume stood as she asked: “Feel what?”

Internally, Barton kicked himself for asking.  “Uh, never
mind.”

For now, his sister still held a height advantage, and she
stepped closer to use it.  “Feel what?”

Barton let his breath out, and looked at the backs of Ardith and
the stranger.  “That man is…” he searched for some way to
avoid using the S word around his sister.  “He’s
completely devoid of magic.  There’s absolutely no
magical aura about him.  Something else is there, something
weird, a scrap of that disturbance I felt night before
last, but it’s definitely not magic.”

Luume glowered at the mere mention of the m word but
didn’t scold him over it.  Instead, she asked:  “Do you
think it’s got something in common with his hair?  No magic,
dead hair, classical language—is he some kind of walking
dead?  Or maybe a golem?”

“He sounded much too articulate for that, didn’t
he?  Although that was a strange accent he had.  They
apparently say ‘aah’ instead of ‘r’ where he’s from.”

“I hope the Elders know what to do with him.”

Barton turned to follow the adults as they returned to the
village.  “Forget the Elders.  I want to see what’s going
on!”










Decision


Barton’s eyes flicked open in the dark.  His sister’s
breathing, still deep and steady, mingled with distant
morning-birds and insect whirring.   

He knew he’d have to travel with the stranger.

In his heart, the notion that his future was somewhere outside
the village had always been there.  He’d expected to wait
until he reached Luume’s age, more confident that he could take
care of himself, old enough that the adult-friends and Elders
wouldn’t try to stop him for his own good.

Five more years, though… he knew he couldn’t handle it.

He’d begun to study the merchants and travelers as they passed
through the commune, evaluating the makeup of their groups,
assessing their motivations or the adventure they sought. 
None exuded a sense of belonging to him.  Mages passed through
as well, always with a hint of menace in their eyes, shunning him
the moment he laid eyes on them.  Adventurers didn’t need some
kid getting in the way, or risking himself through ignorance and
underdeveloped abilities.  Settlers, looking for a place to
begin a new life in the wild lands to the northeast, promised only
a sedentary, boring existence which didn’t interest Barton in the
least.

This Maxwell, however, carried an entirely different air about
him.  The man wasn’t just Stunted; he was clothed in
an anti-magical aura he’d never sensed before the
disturbance.  Even Barton’s underdeveloped, chaotic grasp of
magic and second-hand knowledge of what waited for them on along
the road to Burkand would be invaluable for the stranger if he
hoped to make it alive.

On arrival, they would both need the same thing: the services of
a powerful Mage.  After sending the foreigner back home, such
a magic-user could help him bring order to his chaotic
understanding of his gift. 

It still wouldn’t be worth the risk if Maxwell didn’t appear
genuinely good at his core, but aside from a sadness haunting his
eyes he appeared to harbor no negative emotion.

If Barton passed on this chance to leave, when would the next
Maxwell come?  He’d never seen a visit like his, and may never
see another one again.

Creeping out of his bed, the boy listened for changes in his
sister’s breathing as he gathered a few important possessions.










By the Road


Barton waited behind a clump of bushes, a wave of relief washing
over him as the dead-haired stranger gave Ardith one last wave and
set off along the road.

He’d been certain that before those two got done goggling at
each other, Luume would burst from their dwelling and begin yelling
his name.  As badly as he wanted to say goodbye to his sister,
he knew she wouldn’t understand. 

Through the bushes, he watched Maxwell stride past his hiding
place.  Once he topped the next rise, Barton would
follow.  He hadn’t exactly planned how to break the news to
the stranger that he was coming along, but knew he shouldn’t have
the conversation at the fringe of the camp. 

A hand fell on his shoulder.  He whirled around, completely
caught off guard.

“What are you doing?”

It was Luume.  Her cheeks glowed red, and though he hadn’t
used any magic, or said the word ‘Stunted’, she was as angry as she
could be.

“I’m going with him.”

She grabbed him by the shoulders.  She still stood taller
than him, and, though it would kill him to admit it, still
possessed more strength as well.

“You are not going anywhere!”

Barton wanted to holler am too but understood it would
only help Luume argue that he was still just a kid.

Trying his best to channel how he’d heard the Elders and
adult-friends relate to each other, he took a deep breath and
mentally charged right at the fire in his sister’s eyes.

“Luume, we both know that my future in the commune is… not very
bright.  You can make incredible sculptures.  Someone can
set one of your paintings on their wall and not be able to tell if
it’s a painting or they have a new window.  I’ve got
none of those gifts—”

“Well, you haven’t worked very hard at it!  If you just
practiced, you’d see your ability—”

“Luume, I have been practicing.  My heart’s not in
it because I know I don’t have that gift.”

Gut clenching from urgency, Barton watched the stranger drop
from view over the rise in the road, then faced his sister once
more.  “He holds the key to my future.  I can
feel it!”

“You’re only eleven!”  Her face shook in what
Barton later realized was not rage, but frustration. 
Frustration at, notwithstanding Ardith’s and the other
adult-friends’ help, having to raise both herself and her
brother.  Frustration at the fact that she did have a
future at the commune, that it might well be her only
future, and if she lost Barton, there would be nothing there to
remind her of their parents.

“I’ll visit.  A lot.”

Her lip started to quiver.  “No, you won’t.”

He wanted to ask what she meant by that remark, but Maxwell, out
of sight, increased his lead and the chance he’d lose the
opportunity to follow him with each passing second.

Afraid that hugging his sister would give her the chance to
restrain him, he took a small, but definite step backward.  “I
love you.”

It was the only time he ever said those words to his sister.

“You come back!  I did not say it was okay for you
to leave!”

She took a step toward him.  Barton didn’t want to do it,
but he reached out with his mind and planted Luume’s feet to the
ground.  Barton thought for sure that this intrusive use of
magic would make her scream with rage so he turned and strode
toward the road before he could see the result.

She didn’t scream.  Instead, the sound of her sobbing hit
his ears, triggering a far worse emotion than her anger could
have.  He wanted to run back to her, to give her a hug, to
apologize, to explain some more…

But that would be something a kid would do.  A man
had to be tougher than that.  After he mastered his gift, he’d
return and reconcile.

No, you won’t.

“I will,” he muttered, and broke into a trot toward the
south-running road, away from the horrible sound of his sister’s
broken heart.
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