Prologue 
Water lapped at the calves of his legs gently.  His breathing was ragged, unsteady.  The man’s clothes were torn, crusted with dried mud.  His cream-colored skin was bloated and wrinkled from his time in the river.
Belua inched forward from behind the tree where she crouched, peering at the unconscious figure.  She approached cautiously.  Protruding from the young man’s thigh, she could see the handle of a silver knife.  The gash made by the knife oozed pus and blood, the dead skin hanging limply around the edges of the wound.
She slowly reached out a hand and gently touched his shoulder, poised to run if he awoke.  The young man didn’t stir.  Belua looked around uncertainly.  They were alone on the banks of the river.  If she left the man here, half-drowned with a knife buried in his thigh, he would surely die.
Belua bit her lip.  Then she sighed and hefted the young man over her shoulder.
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Chapter One
Commander Fasces reveled in the stillness of the early morning.  Blood pounded in his ears as he ran, his muscles burning.  He savored the cathartic pain. 
Fasces sprinted through the maze of underground tunnels, twisting and turning along the shifting path before him.  The strange, underground city was familiar to Fasces.  After leading Uietmanu’s people for the past nine years, he was intimately acquainted with every cave, cavern, and crevice that composed the city. 
The ground sloped upward as Fasces wound his way toward an entryway.  As his feet ran with purpose, his mind wandered back to his childhood—a dark place that frequently arose like an unsettled spirit to haunt his mind. 
He was a young child again, a slave polishing dishware in his master’s home.  He sat on the floor with a serving platter so large he could barely lift it. He could hear voices in the next room, rising in anger.
Fasces took in shallow, controlled breaths.  His heart pounded his chest, beating blood through his body. His feet struck the ground violently.
The voices rose until the words became audible to Fasces’s young ears. Curses flew through the air like arrows. The young Fasces cringed at the sound of a slap, followed by a small clatter.  The door to the dishware room opened abruptly and Fasces hurriedly looked down. He scrubbed the platter furiously, pretending not to have heard the ugly exchange.
“Aren’t you done with that yet, boy?  Have you been working at all in here?”
Fasces’s lungs constricted, whether from the running or the memory he was not sure.  The tunneled path angled steeply upward and he fought to maintain his pace.  
In his mind’s eye, his master towered over him—a refined woman more polished and painted than the dishware surrounding them.  The young Fasces stammered an incomprehensible response to her questions as she bore down upon him.  She grasped the front of his thin shirt and drew him toward her.
“Were you listening to my private conversation, you little corpse?”
Fasces clenched his teeth as he ran, his face a grimace of pain.  His muscles ached and screamed at him but he did not slow. He was coming to the end of the tunneled path.  
“If I ever catch you listening in again, Fasces...”  His master left the threat hanging in the air between them for what seemed like an eternity.  “I’ll slice off your ears.”
Blood pounded through his limbs like fire.  Raw air tore through his lungs.  
The child Fasces was thrown back against a wall.  
A burst of light hit his eyes.  Fasces emerged from the underground city through a well-hidden tunnel entranceway.  He leaned on his knees, breathing hard, and felt his heart slow to a normal pace.  Standing on the side of a large hill, he looked out onto the dusty valley below.  The gray sky was lightening as the red-yellow sore of the sun prepared to rise.
The early light of the beginning day reflected brightly on Fasces’s bone-white skin.  Like all Seruians, Fasces’s skin was so pale that in many places it was semi-translucent, revealing faint red lines that traced the veins of his body.  His lips were a sickly pink that matched the pink of his fingernails.  But even more shocking than his skin were his eyes.
Fasces’s eyes were a dark, crimson red.  Like the rest of his race, his eyes carried the distinctive red coloring that marked him as a slave anywhere other than the hidden city of Uietmanu. 
But Fasces wasn’t planning on letting his people remain a slave class for much longer.  A teardrop of sweat rolled down his temple as Fasces’s fierce gaze turned westward.  The sun rose up behind him, bathing the land in a dark, blood-red glow.  Somewhere beyond that sanguine horizon was the city of Mar.  Fire danced in Fasces’s eyes and a thin smile crept onto his lips.  This world was going to change.
☊☋☊
Medax awoke slowly at first, the blurred green shapes above him coalescing into a canopy of pointed leaves.  Hazy malformed feelings swam in his mind.  Before they could solidify into coherent thought, the pain hit him.  
He groaned softly.  His right thigh throbbed, a steady pulse of pain shooting up his leg like arrows of fire.  Medax reached a shaky hand down to his wound and felt the coarse bandage tied there.  Rising, he pulled himself up to a sitting position with difficulty.  He felt tired and limp, like an old wet cloth wrung out to dry.
As soon as he was upright, Medax saw it. A rock monster.  
The thing had a huge dark granite arm that changed as he watched, undulating to a spiked pyrite and then reddish blocks.  Its legs shifted as well, a beige pumice hardening into colored sandstone.  It was person-shaped with a grotesquely misplaced human head and right arm sticking out of the constantly moving rock.  Its back was to Medax and he could see green stones dotted across its crystalline left shoulder until those folded themselves into shiny rose quartz.
Medax screamed.  He scrambled to his feet, trying to stand.  The rock monster turned at the sound, a shocked expression crossing its face before the thing disappeared behind a tree. 
Unable to rise, Medax frantically crawled away from the terrifying creature.  Medax’s violent thrashing sent a burst of blinding white pain to his head and he slumped down in defeat.  He waited for the monster to descend upon him, waited for that rock arm to crush his bones and those stone legs to pulverize his flesh into a gooey mass of blood and tissue.  He closed his eyes, trembling.
Medax waited, but the crushing did not come.  The rock monster stayed hidden in the trees.  Medax opened his eyes and looked down at the bandage on his leg once more.  
“Hello?” he called hesitantly.  Medax held one hand over the rough cloth around his thigh.  “Did you...did you do this?” he asked, gesturing down at the dressed wound.  
The rock monster peeked around the tree at Medax.  Its face was the face of a Borean girl.  Her dark umber cheeks were plump, hinting at a young age, though her eyes were the distrustful eyes of an adult.  Her black, unruly hair was tightly braided apart from three small ringlets that had broken free from the plait.
“Thank you,” Medax said with a hesitant smile, freckles stretching across his fair complexion.  The girl said nothing.  
“I was in a pretty bad spot.  I lost all that blood and I was barely keeping my head above water for the longest time.  I really thought I was going to...”  He trailed off for a moment before his grin returned.  “Anyway, I’m Medax.  Who are you?”  
She did not reply.  
Medax scratched his arm nervously.  “You, uh, don’t still have that knife, do you?  The one that was in my leg?”
The young woman raised an arm made of grainy boulders and pointed.  Medax’s gaze followed her finger to the silver knife lying on a pile of leaves nearby.  Carefully, Medax slid along his butt back to the soft grass where he had been sleeping.  His face paled and beads of sweat appeared along his hairline.  By the time he had finally returned, he was panting with exhaustion.  
Medax rested for a moment, running one hand through his blonde hair.  Then, after his breathing slowed, Medax leaned over to grasp the knife.  He picked it up and turned it over in his hands.  The blade gleamed in the sunlight.  The words “By Force of Hand” were etched along the silver in slanted, curving letters.
“What happened?”  
Medax jerked his head up in surprise.  “So you can talk!” he said triumphantly.
The young woman sidled out from behind the tree where she hid.  “What happened to your leg?” 
“Oh, I got a knife stuck in it.  Never run with a knife and untied boots,” Medax replied seriously.  Then he shrugged.  “Like my nanny always says, ‘Live and learn.’  What did you say your name was again?”
“Belua.”  No longer hidden by the tree, the girl was in full view of Medax.  He tried to be polite but it was hard not to stare.  Her rocklike body continued to change as he watched, dark smooth stones shifting into pockmarked limestone.
“Well met, Belua.  I’d shake your hand, but I think it might be better if I just lie down for a while instead,” Medax joked weakly.  He let out a small laugh before collapsing back down onto the pile of dried grass.  Sleep took him quickly. 
☊☋☊
In Uietmanu, a group of twenty to thirty children gathered in one of the dining caverns, rambunctious little legs settling down onto the floor.  The children’s noise quieted when the Commander Fasces stepped into the room.  Today, he was giving his yearly speech on magic.
“Magic is a deceptively simple notion,” Fasces lectured.  “While its proponents often expound upon the versatility of its use, the foundational underpinnings of all magical manipulations are conceptually the same...”  
A small, chubby child sitting on the floor in the second row fell asleep, leaning on the girl next to him.  Several older children in the back stared blankly at the rock wall behind Fasces.  Eyes glazed over, heads leaned on hands, and mouths yawned.  A few brave souls struggled to understand the complex, technical language until they succumbed to confusion and, ultimately, boredom.  Two excruciatingly dull hours passed.  
“...which explains the relatively low incidence of spontaneous magical cataclysm despite the innate magical talent within us all.”
The room was still for a moment when the Commander fell silent.  The children continued to stare vacantly at him.  “Thank you,” Fasces added with finality.  The children’s caretaker then took control, prompting an unenthusiastic round of applause from the sleepy children and thanking Fasces for his time.
After taking his leave of the children, Fasces walked down a sloping tunnel to the military training grounds.  Giving his lecture on magic was always disheartening.  Uietmanu had only a few magicians and none could be considered masters.  Teaching magical manipulation to Seruians was illegal in nearly every city, punishable by flogging or even death in the more savage places.  The magicians of Uietmanu each had their own stories about stealing magic books, practicing in secret, and struggling to learn with no guidance and a very real fear of discovery.
Fasces emerged onto the training grounds: a series of caverns and tunnels, each designed for practicing a specific type of weaponry.  He made his way to the sparring circles where Amicus was practicing swordplay with a soldier.  The two white-skinned Seruians rushed together, the clanging of their sparing swords reverberating down the nearby tunnels.  In the dim light of the underground cave, they looked less like men and more like the bleached troglobites found in cracks of the cavern walls, screeching and slashing with extra-long insectoid arms.
Fasces picked up two wooden staves from the rack as he watched the burly Amicus knock his opponent to the ground.  Seeing his friend, Amicus waved a large hand at Fasces who strolled over to join him.  The soldier excused himself and Fasces threw a staff to Amicus, gesturing toward the sparring circle with a raised eyebrow.  Amicus grinned.  The two were soon circling one another in mock battle.  
“How’s your morning going, Commander?” Amicus said, as he side-stepped slowly in a fighting stance.  “Wasn’t your magic lecture today?  How did it go?”  Fasces matched Amicus’s pace, watching his opponent’s movements.  
“Well,” Fasces replied, focusing on Amicus’s moves rather than his words.  Amicus lunged forward and Fasces dodged right, blocking.  The wooden staves smacked together with a sharp crack.
“So did you find any promising new magicians?” Amicus continued.  Fasces did not let the talk distract him; his eyes remained vigilant to Amicus’s movements.  “Did any of the children stand out?”  
Fasces feigned an attack to his right and then spun left, bringing his staff down to Amicus’s left leg.  Amicus jumped and turned, falling back into a crouch with his staff in ready position.
“Your son certainly did,” Fasces replied. Surprised, Amicus stood, letting his staff drop ever-so-slightly from its ready position.
 “My son?” 
Lunging forward, Fasces quickly smacked his staff against Amicus’s left arm, spinning it down toward his legs.  Amicus reacted too slow and the staff knocked his feet out from under him.  Amicus rolled over quickly and Fasces’s staff pressed against his throat.  Fasces pulled his staff back and extended his hand, helping Amicus to his feet.
“A word of advice, my friend,” Fasces said.  “Do not let the things you value distract you from the task at hand.”  
“Fair point,” Amicus said as he stood.  “But I’d rather be a good father than a good soldier.  You think my son could be a magician?”
“I did not say that,” Fasces replied equivocally.  “I said he stood out to me.  As in, he was the first child to fall asleep during my lecture.”  
Amicus laughed uneasily, casting his eyes downward in shame.  “Commander, I’m sorry if”
“Your apology is unnecessary, as is any reprimand to your child,” Fasces interceded smoothly, placing a friendly hand on the big man’s shoulder.  “In truth, most of the children fell asleep during my lecture.”  Fasces sighed.  
Amicus picked up his staff from the floor.  “I hope teaching hasn’t scared you off from having children of your own,” he commented teasingly.  Fasces did not reply.  
Amicus faced Fasces, crouching down with his staff pointed in preparation for a fight.  “Another round?”  The Commander nodded slightly and the two resumed training.
Despite his clever tactic in their first bout, Fasces was outmatched by Amicus’s superior size and skill.  Amicus won the next four rounds.  After several more dodges, lunges, and sharp thwacks of the wooden staves, the two men stood breathing heavily, their muscles burning and their limbs covered in bruises.  
“Not a bad workout.  I’m going to be feeling this tomorrow though,” Amicus laughed, rubbing his leg.
“Not so much as I will.  You have far fewer bruises than me,” Fasces panted, smiling.  His fleeting smile faded and his tone deepened seriously.  “I must be going.  I will be meeting with all of the sector leaders tonight in my chambers.  Alert them for me, Amicus.”  
“Of course, sir.”  
Fasces took leave of his friend, returning to his cave to prepare for the meeting that night.  He remained there the rest of the day, a huge map of the west laid out on his desk.
Many hours later, the end-of-day bell rang.  The sector leaders of Uietmanu shuffled into Fasces’s small chambers and settled into various places in the cave.  Uxorem, Fasces’s wife and the military sector leader, sat on the bed sharpening swords.  
Characteristically irritated, the city cook sat in the far corner of the room fuming. Coctor’s thin white arms were folded peevishly.  Regio, the head tunnel engineer, moved through the throng of people, joking and slapping backs heartily.  Several soldiers, Amicus, and the rest of the sector leaders lounged around the room, forming a rough semi-circle around Fasces who sat at the rickety wooden table with its huge western map.  Fasces cleared his throat and the room fell silent.
“Thank you for coming here tonight,” he began.  A few sector leaders nodded while Coctor mumbled grumpily under his breath.  “Our first piece of business is our dangerously-low food stores.  We will need to trade with our usual merchants within the week.  Besides food, what else do you need?”  
Coctor was the first to respond.  “The kitchens need knives.  The ones we have are dull and useless.  We can’t cut vegetables with our fingernails, you know!”  Coctor raised his hand up, stabbing the air with one angry finger.  “Also, I don’t know why you had to call this meeting in the middle of the night.  Some of us have work to do in the morning!”  
Uxorem narrowed her red eyes at the ill-tempered chef.  “We all have work in the morning, Coctor.  Commander Fasces didn’t call this meeting without good reason.  Further, Uietmanu is not in need of knives,” she replied in a steely tone, running a whetstone down the length of a six-inch long blade.
“Easy for you to say!  The military has plenty of knives.  How about sharing some of those knives with Seruians who will actually use them?  Instead of playing fake war with them all day.”  
Uxorem stood up quickly and took a threatening step towards Coctor, the knife still in her hand.  The chef also stood, staring her down with a defiant glare.  Fasces sighed inwardly.  This fighting was exactly the reason that he rarely called such meetings.
“Uxorem, tomorrow you will have several of your men report to the kitchens to sharpen their knives.  That will have to suffice for now, Coctor.”  Uxorem nodded but did not resume her place on the bed.  Coctor opened his mouth to argue.  Fasces shot him a stern look.  “I will hear no more of this from you.” Coctor muttered “fine” like a recalcitrant child, resuming his seat on the floor.  He did not ask for kitchen utensils again that evening.
“The digging crew could use more candles.  But then, we could always use more candles,” Regio joked.  The suggestions continued like that for some time with Fasces writing down every request and making note of what was essential.  The list was very long.
“Thank you for your suggestions.  I will do my best to obtain what you have asked for.”  Fasces chose two sector leaders to accompany him during negotiations and arranged for a message to be sent the merchants.  He finished by coordinating with Uxorem and the other soldiers regarding the trade.
“The final reason I called you here is to discuss a journey I intend to take to Mar in the following weeks with a small Uietmanu task force.”  A buzz of emotion went through the group at Fasces’s statement.  Worried looks passed over several faces and Regio furrowed his brow with apprehension.  
“Commander, is a trip to Mar a good idea?  That city isn’t safe for any Seruian, let alone the leader of Uietmanu.  Can’t you send a military sergeant instead?” Amicus asked.  
“I agree with Amicus,” Uxorem stated with an air of powerful authority.  “As head of Uietmanu’s military, I will go in your stead and perform whatever tasks you need completed.”  
It was not Uxorem’s pixie-like appearance that commanded attention in the room: her stature was small, her soft face supporting high cheekbones, thin white eyebrows, and a delicate pink mouth.  Instead, it was the fire in her eyes, a fire separate and apart from the crimson color that tinted all Seruians’ eyes, that demanded respect.  No one in that room doubted that Uxorem would carry out her duty or die in the attempt.
“No, I need my military general here, protecting Uietmanu.  I will lead this mission and leave you here to lead our people.”  Fasces said this with such finality that even Uxorem did not argue the point, though a slight stiffness to her figure hinted at her disagreement.  “In light of recent events, I will be limiting your knowledge of this mission.  Only the task force itself will know the details of this plan.”  
Coctor stood up, an offended protest on his lips.  Amicus and the rest of the room displayed a spectrum of expressions from indignant anger to ashamed sadness.  Without moving, Uxorem seemed to become even more rigid.
Regio spoke in his customary jovial manner though his face was more serious than usual.  “Commander, the spy we found—”
“Will not be the last we find,” interrupted Fasces.  “Not if we continue to ignore our enemies to the west.”  The soldiers and a few sector leaders nodded in agreement.  A worried look crossed Amicus’s face.  Uxorem’s eyes were narrowed with suspicion.  “The old man we discovered weeks ago was not a spy but the first Naue we found certainly was.  Trust me when I tell you this mission is essential to the future of our people.”
“I trust you,” Uxorem said, her probing eyes still searching her husband’s face. 
“I also trust you,” Regio added.  “You’ve never led us wrong before, Commander.”  A few soldiers let out a cheer and the rest of the assembled Seruians clapped supportively.
Fasces raised a hand to quiet them and then continued, businesslike.  “I will need a sizable force to accompany me but we will leave enough soldiers to defend Uietmanu in the event of an attack.”  The meeting continued in this fashion with Fasces delegating tasks to various sector leaders, choosing soldiers for the journey to Mar, and mapping out the best route to the city on the western coast.  
They worked for several hours until an epidemic of yawning broke out and Fasces dismissed everyone, thanking them for their assistance.  Regio was last to the leave.  He was still complimenting Uxorem on her suggested scouting routes for the upcoming month when Fasces politely showed him to the door.  After several handshakes and hugs, the young engineer finally announced that he was “off like a dirty shirt” and disappeared down a tunnel.  Only Fasces and Uxorem remained in their small apartment.
“For the record, I don’t approve of you leading this mission yourself,” Uxorem said icily.  “I hope you know what you’re doing.”  
Fasces released a heavy sigh and sat down on their bed, rubbing his temples with long white fingers.  “So do I,” he replied wearily, running one translucent hand through his white hair.  
Uxorem sighed.  “How can I stay angry when you look so weary?” she asked, more to herself than him.  She removed her belt and scabbard, sitting beside Fasces on the bed.  Uxorem placed her hand on his and he leaned his head on her shoulder.
“You’re right about Mar though,” she said, definitively.  “Where there’s one spy, there’s more.  If you think this will help our people, then I support you.”  Uxorem placed her arm around Fasces’s waist and kissed him on the cheek.  Fasces remained lost in thought. 
“We all trusted him,” she added.  “You shouldn’t fault yourself.”  
Fasces nodded absently.  “I fault myself more for letting him escape.  We could have learned a great deal about Mar’s intentions by questioning him,” Fasces murmured.  He held his wife close, breathing in the sharp pine scent of her white hair.  He would miss her on his travels to Mar.
“At least you sent him off with an appropriate parting gift,” Uxorem chuckled savagely.  “Didn’t you manage to drive your knife into his leg as he ran away?”  
“Mmmm, yes, I did.”  Fasces laughed.  “It was my favorite knife, too.”
“Perhaps you’ll encounter the spy again and retrieve your knife,” she said optimistically.  
“Perhaps.”  A slow grin spread across Fasces’s lips, his red eyes dancing.
☊☋☊
Days bled into weeks.  Medax recovered slowly, assisted by his bizarre new friend.  Belua fed him and brought him water, listening to his talk without pressing him for details about his wound.  Medax was particularly grateful for that.  He didn’t want to talk about that.
Medax was propped up against a tree trunk when Belua returned from her latest foraging with an armful of berries and edible roots.  Medax gasped involuntarily at the sight of her gravel torso and hulking boulder arms.  A low sound like glass being ground up accompanied her changing rock-form as she ambled over the forest floor.  Medax fought down the instinctual panic rising within him and smiled at Belua instead.
“That looks delicious!” he said, encouragingly.  
“How do you feel?” Belua asked.  She set the food aside, gathering twigs for the beginning of a fire.
“Never better!”  Medax beamed.  
Belua bent over the kindling, changing her left hand from clear quartz to a hard flint.  With her human hand, she struck a loose rock against the flint hand.  Sparks caught on the bits of dry wood.  Medax gazed at the process with fascination.
“So how do you do that anyway?” he asked.  “I mean, I can do a little bit of magic myself but I’ve never seen anything like what you can do.  Where did you study?”
“I didn’t,” Belua replied curtly.  She fed the growing flames with small sticks.
“You must have learned magic somewhere.  I studied at the university in my hometown.  I was never very good at transmutation stuff like what you’re doing but I can do this!”  
Medax flourished dramatically with one hand.  He felt the warmth of magic rise in his chest, spreading to his extremities like a hot drink on a cold day.  His cream-colored skin darkened quickly.  Blue eyes turned brown and wrinkles appeared around the corners of his mouth.  In seconds, the change was complete and an elderly Borean man was sitting where the youthful Naue had been a moment before.  
“I’ve always been pretty good with disguise magic,” Medax explained.  He released his grip on the magic, letting his concentration fade.  His appearance snapped back immediately.  “You make magic look effortless though.  Like you’re not even trying!”
“I’m not.”  Belua gazed into the fire. 
“It took years for my transmutation teacher to get as good as she is and even she can’t—”
 “I’m not trying to be like this,” Belua interrupted sharply.  The flames crackled and sputtered.  
“What do you mean you’re ‘not trying’?”  Medax gave her a quizzical look.  “To do magic, you’ve got to want something to happen and then you’ve got to will it to happen.  Nobody can do magic without trying.  You’ve got to think about it the whole time you’re doing it or the magic will just stop.  You must be—”
“I’m not!” Belua snapped angrily.  “Why would I be trying to do this?  Why would anyone want to...”  She closed her eyes.  Only the hiss of the fire broke the silence between them.
“I’m sorry.”  Medax looked down at his hands, picking at his nails.
“I can’t help what I am,” Belua replied, her anger replaced with sorrow.
Medax began to nod but then stopped suddenly.  “You can’t help it but maybe someone else could help you,” he said slowly, as if voicing a not-yet-complete thought.  “Belua, come back home with me!  I live in a big city with all sorts of magicians.  And, like I said, there’s a huge magic university with a bunch of smart professors who know all about it!  I’ll bet they could make you normal again.  I’ll introduce you!” 
“You would do that for me?” Belua asked.  She took a few steps closer to Medax, her piercing brown eyes searching his face.  “You would travel with me and take me to this university?”
“Of course!” Medax answered, waving a hand at her.  “I owe you that much for taking care of me.”  He grinned at her.  “So, what do you think?  Want to come?”
Belua’s eyes shifted away as she considered his proposition.  Tendrils of warmth from the growing fire laced up Medax’s legs.  After a moment, the rock monster stared into his eyes evenly.  “Yes, I’ll come.”
“Wonderful!” Medax exclaimed happily.  “As soon as this wound is all healed up, we’ll be off!  Next stop: the city of Mar!”
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