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Part One:
Legacy

 Taniyn Abyad Magic School, Ardalamn,
4th Awlan 935.

The inner walls of the
Taniyn Abyad Magic School were tall and thick. Beyond their
physically imposing size, they were composed of two layers of stone
with a core of magic-resistant aurichalcite. These were the second
walls you came to as you approached the school; the outer walls
were taller but not quite as thick. It was possible to get through
those walls, but it would require a great deal of effort and, to
date, no one had ever tried to invade the school in all its six
hundred years of operation. What was, perhaps, more of a surprise
was that those great walls were not there to keep people out. The
entire purpose of all that stone was to keep things inside. No one
had ever tried to invade the school because no one was that stupid.
You entered Taniyn Abyad at your peril. Kori marched up to the
gatehouse calmly, almost as though she was unaware of the school’s
reputation.

She was already
dressed in the school’s junior uniform. This was a short
black-and-white dress with a broad collar and a bow-style necktie
sort of arrangement, white knee socks, and sensible black shoes. A
coat might have been nice at this early time of the year. As she
approached the gatehouse, she took a letter from her school bag and
got ready to present it to one of the guardians. It was notable
that the guards were stationed outside the gate. There would be
guards on the inside too, probably more powerful ones. No one had
ever tried to invade the school, but sometimes people sought entry
who should not be there, generally because they would end up dead
before anyone could escort them out.

‘My name is
Kori Najmi,’ Kori said to the guardian. She lifted her hand with
the letter in it. ‘I am here to–’

The guardian
said nothing. She was not entirely sure that it could speak. It was
a magical construct, an animated suit of plate armour. No light
showed through the eye slit in its helmet, but something suggested
that it was watching through that gap. All it did was raise a hand
– or a steel gauntlet – and point at the small door in the massive
gates.

‘I can just go
in?’

The guardian
did not move.

‘Okay.’ Kori
took the hint and walked through the door. The reason for the
smaller door within the gate became clear as she passed through:
the gates not only looked massive, they were massive. They
were almost as thick as Kori’s waist and composed of solid iron.
Opening them had to be a chore, hence the smaller gate for when it
was just people passing through, which was most of the time.

Inside, there
was the school itself. It had started, so legend went, as a single
building which was long gone and replaced. Now it was a complex of
stone structures providing housing, training grounds, and
recreational facilities, but the core of it was the huge Gothic
building directly ahead of Kori on the other side of a paved
courtyard with a large water feature in the middle of it.

‘Fountain’ did
not quite cover the elaborate amalgam of water and stone at the
centre of the courtyard, and ‘building’ did not do justice to the
core structure of the school. The main school building held the
classrooms and laboratories needed for teaching and the offices
required to administer it all. It also held the private residence
of the school’s head teacher, up on the fifth floor. There was an
administrative floor below that, which left three floors given over
entirely to the teaching of students. And all of that was hidden
away behind a façade of ornamental stonework. Or rather, it looked
ornamental, built to impress, but there was method in all of it. It
was designed to help contain the magic the students would be
letting loose upon the world. And some of the ‘ornamental’ statues
up on the roofline probably got up and moved about when it got
dark. Even if Kori did not – as yet anyway – understand the
principles of magical architectural design employed in the school’s
layout, she knew they were there and could be impressed by how they
had been woven into a relatively ordinary, if visually impressive
and somewhat intimidating, visage.

Students milled
about the courtyard, all of them in the junior uniform. Returning
students would be turning up tomorrow; today was for orienting the
newly arrived. There would be some older students here,
acting as guides. They would be selected from those considered
trustworthy, which was to say that they were relatively unlikely to
chase the new students away before term really started. Taniyn
Abyad had a reputation. It was, without doubt, the best magic
school in the country, which probably made it the best in the
world. But you sought an education there at your peril, and those
who graduated tended to think highly of themselves. Kori knew no
one here, so she kept walking across the courtyard in as straight a
line as the crowd would allow. As she did so, as she had been
taught, she observed, and she quickly began to pick out the general
types of student she had been told to expect.

Classification
number one: the nobility. They could generally be identified by
their confidence. This diverged into two forms. Some stood a little
straighter having been through years of etiquette lessons whether
male or female. They appeared a little more reserved. Others
carried themselves how they felt and were loud, brash. This latter
group had more arrogance than confidence; they would be less
pleasant to deal with. Whichever form they took, the nobility were
trouble and best avoided. Sadly, doing so was almost
impossible.

Classification
number two: the warriors. Many of the arrogant nobles fell into
this category too. Most warriors were male, but not all. Warriors
liked to fight and thought they were good at it. They could be
guaranteed to take slight easily and demand duels. They were to be
avoided where possible, and it was easier to do so than was the
case with the nobility. Also, the warriors tended to thin out
quickly, generally because they were not nearly as good at combat
as they thought.

Classification
number three: the academics. They could be identified most readily
when on the move since they were likely to be carrying more books
than would fit in their bags, or they simply wanted something to
read available without taking the second or two to retrieve it.
They frequently had dark circles under their eyes having spent too
long reading the night before, and most did not look in the least
bit fit. Academics were to be cultivated, but they could not be
assumed to be safe since they frequently knew esoteric magic the
warriors could only dream of.

Classification
number four: the toadies. They were identifiable early since they
would already be sizing up the nobility and the warriors as
potential patrons. Toadies were horrible, small-minded, and
generally could not be trusted, but they did get bonus points for
self-awareness. They figured they were never going to hack it on
their own, and so they had become good at finding someone they
could hide behind. It was a winning strategy if it all went well,
but the life of a toady was stressful, nerve-wracking. If your
patron crashed, it was likely that you were going to burn with
them.

Classification
number five: the chaff. Most students fitted into this category,
and Kori lumped herself in with them. These were the students who
would be winnowed out by life at Taniyn Abyad. That was the theory
anyway. Despite expectations, some of the chaff always floated to
the top due to all that agitation. Or maybe those students
considered chaff when they began were really something else
entirely all the time. Whatever, you identified chaff by their lack
of any other identifying features. There were plenty of them.

The school took
in between two and five hundred new students each year, with most
years coming in around three hundred. Here they were, assembling
before the entrance to the most prestigious magic school in the
country, possibly the world, in the hopes of becoming great
magicians. Half of them would not make it through the first year.
The lucky ones would leave under their own power.

Currently, the
main doors of the school were open. Kori stepped into the reception
area and immediately determined that she was likely to have a
problem. It seemed the school was used to things being a little
chaotic on the first day, so in addition to the usual
receptionist’s desk at the back, they had added two tables occupied
by harried-looking adults fielding questions from new students. But
the fact that they looked harried did not bode well. Kori did not
think she really qualified as a new student with a question, so she
walked through to the receptionist, unhappy to discover that she
also looked harried.

‘Yes,’ the
woman behind the counter asked. ‘What is it? Hurry up.’

Kori took a
second letter from her bag. ‘I have a personal letter to deliver to
Headmistress Kristi Syrix.’

The
receptionist sighed. ‘Give it to me. I’ll pass it along to the
headmistress.’

Kori frowned.
‘It is a personal letter. I was told to deliver it,
personally.’

‘So was every
other student whose parents hope to curry favour with the
headmistress. Give it to me.’

‘If you
insist.’ Kori placed the letter down on the counter. Then, as the
receptionist reached for it, Kori took three very deliberate steps
backward.

The
receptionist paused. ‘What are you doing?’

‘You intend to
open the letter, am I correct?’

‘I’m required
to screen–’

‘My mother
formed the seal. I was informed, quite firmly, that no one other
than Headmistress Syrix should open it, including myself. My mother
is generally quite controlled, so I think three paces should be far
enough to avoid becoming collateral damage.’

The
receptionist’s frown became scoffing, but she turned the letter
over and examined the seal. Her frown deepened, and then her eyes
widened, and she dropped the letter back onto the counter. ‘It so
happens that I recall receiving a directive from Headmistress Syrix
regarding the possibility of such a delivery. Take that… thing.
Through the door on my left, up the stairs to the top floor. The
headmistress’s office will be directly in front of you.’

Stepping
forward, Kori took the letter. ‘Thank you.’ Then she set off in the
direction she had been told to. It seemed that all the doors in the
school were quite heavy. The one she passed through was made of
very solid, dense wood, and it was quite thick. It was also
inscribed with sigils which suggested a protective enchantment.
Kori climbed the stairs and left the stairwell through another
heavy, protected door. The door opposite the stairs was larger and
more decorative, but it also had protective symbols carved into and
around it. She knocked.

‘Enter,’ came a
voice from within.

Kristi Syrix
was a tall, slim woman. Slim aside from a reasonably expansive
bust, and tall in that she had something like a head on Kori,
though Kori did not consider herself tall. Then again, Kori had
some growing yet to do and, while the headmistress looked to be in
her thirties, Kori happened to know that she was over seventy.
Syrix had a narrow sort of face framed by auburn hair which she
wore long but pulled over into a side-tail on the right. She had
dark-brown eyes with pronounced, dark eyebrows, and her mouth came
with full, very defined lips. Her nose was her most prominent
feature and did the most to detract from otherwise very attractive
features; it was a bit on the large side with a prominent ridge.
She was dressed in a grey skirt and vest with a white blouse
beneath, giving the general impression of authority and efficiency,
and she was standing by a large board upon which various papers had
been pinned, apparently in the middle of examining them. She
regarded Kori for a second and then said, ‘You must be Kori.’

‘Kori Najmi,
Headmistress. I have a letter for you.’

Syrix just held
out a hand, so Kori walked over and put the letter into it. The
headmistress opened it without another word and spent a few seconds
reading it. ‘How is your mother?’

‘Well. She got
over me wanting to come here. Mostly. She sends her best
wishes.’

‘Mm, and she
also sent you. You’ll be treated as a legacy student, even though
that’s technically not true.’

‘I don’t
believe I understand what that is.’

‘Alumni can
send their children here if they have the aptitude. They get an
easier time enrolling. No entrance exams, for example. Evaluation
is carried out as normal, however, so you’ll have to do that.
You’ll end up in the advanced class anyway. You’ll have your own
room in the dorms. The downside of being a legacy is that the other
students tend to assume you got in through connections instead of
talent. I’m sure you’ll cope.’

‘I don’t
believe I’ll have any trouble displaying my talent for magic.’

Syrix glanced
at the letter again. ‘Not if what your mother says is true.’

‘What did
she–’

‘She says not
to let you see this. Your curiosity will have to remain
unfulfilled.’

Kori sighed.
‘That does sound like her.’

Syrix smiled,
just a little. ‘Yes, it does. Try to stay out of trouble, Miss
Najmi. The last thing I need is your mother turning up here
because something has happened to her daughter.’

Kori put a hand
over her heart. ‘I intend to be a model student, Headmistress.
You’ll have no trouble from me.’

‘Hm. That would
make you almost entirely different from your mother then, wouldn’t
it?’

‘I… would
prefer not to say.’

~~~

‘Good morning and
welcome to Taniyn Abyad.’ Now the headmistress was up on stage in
front of the entire year, standing behind a lectern and giving her
opening address.

Kori was
sitting in the fifth row of seats, near one end. She had half an
ear on the speech, the rest of her attention being on her fellow
students. She felt that this was an interesting time to make
observations.

‘For over six
hundred years, this school has been teaching magic to the talented
children of Ardalamn. This school has a reputation. It is certainly
the best place to learn magic in the country. It is probably the
best magic school in the world. However, it is also one of the most
dangerous places to learn that there is. I hope you are all aware
of this, and before I get down to the pleasant aspect of my speech,
I wish to be sure that you all understand what you have let
yourselves in for.’

The muttering
was kept to a minimum. Kori managed to hear a few snatches. One
person thought the danger was overemphasised. Someone else did not
see magic as a dangerous subject. Someone else said that magic had
been tamed in Ardalamn, so there was no real danger here. That came
from a blonde sitting in front of Kori who seemed a little
stuck-up. Kori’s lips curled slightly. Some people were likely to
be in for a rude awakening.

‘Magic is
dangerous,’ Syrix went on. ‘Learning magic is particularly
dangerous. We attempt to keep the threat to a minimum. Frankly, we
don’t succeed. The unskilled, and that means you, are in particular
danger. Those of you with greater talent, with greater
capacity for magic, are in more danger than the
normal people out there on the streets doing magic as well as they
can every day. You will make mistakes. Mistakes can cost you
anything from a little pain, to your life, to the lives of all
those around you. Having a greater capacity for magic simply makes
it more likely that the worst outcomes will occur. By the end of
this year, roughly half of you will no longer be with us. You’ll
have given up and gone home, or you’ll have been injured so badly
that you cannot continue, or your capacity to do magic will have
been diminished so much that you no longer belong here. Or you’ll
be dead. This is the reality of learning magic in this world. Get
used to it.’

The muttering
was a little louder this time. Some of it sounded worried. The
blonde made a scoffing sound.

‘On to more
pleasant things…’

Kori more or
less tuned out the speech. She had spent the last hour going
through the induction process. It had been boring but there had
been opportunity to examine her fellow students. Having spent much
of her youth, well, all of it really, alone with her mother, Kori
had never had the chance to be around people her own age. In a
number of ways, she was not around such folk now, but this crowd
was a lot closer. It was early days, but she was starting to wonder
how long she would be able to continue without snapping.

There were
people she had spotted who seemed to have a fairly mature attitude,
but the majority were going to be living away from home for the
first time here at Taniyn Abyad, and it seemed like the freedom had
gone to their heads. Groups were already forming, and she thought
that maybe she should be getting in on that, given her objectives
for coming to the school. Oh well, making friends could wait until
she knew where she was living.

~~~

Taniyn Abyad guaranteed
a place to live to every first-year student. Many decided to find
lodgings in the town adjacent to the school in the second and later
years. Some kept with the dormitories until they left; it was often
cheaper that way, and the later years always got their own
room.

So, as Syrix
had said, did legacy students, and also those able to pay for the
privilege. Kori had a room to herself, which was good, because she
had plenty of stuff to put in it. It was a single room with a bed,
a desk, and a wardrobe. Washing facilities were to be had down the
corridor. If you wished, you could eat in your room; generally,
meals were to be taken in the refectory located on the bottom floor
of the graduate dorm. Kori’s room was decorated plainly; beige
paint and dark woods were the predominant theme. It was boring, it
was basic, but it could be made into a home of sorts with a little
effort.

The first thing
she did was to open up her storage space and begin pulling out
clothes to put in the wardrobe. She left the portal open to make
things easy and began hanging things up. In truth, there was not
much to hang. She intended to go shopping when she got the chance.
Fashion had to have changed since her mother had left Ardalamn. It
was likely that Kori’s outfits were out of date. She cared only in
that it would make her stand out in a bad way if she did not fit in
with prevailing fashions.

With that job
done, she stripped the bed and replaced the school’s sheets with
her own. Not only was she used to the silky sheets she had brought
with her, but they were also of far better quality than the rather
thick, slightly rough cotton ones she had been given.

Next up was
decoration. She was inside her storage space, deciding which plants
to bring out first, when she heard a voice from outside. ‘Hello? Is
anyone in here? The door was open so– What in Sihri’s name is
that?!’

Kori picked up
a large fern in a pot and carried it out into the room. ‘Hello,’
she said, somewhat surprised to see the blonde from the auditorium
standing in the threshold of her room.

‘What’s that?’
the blonde asked again. ‘Is that storage magic? How do you
know storage magic?’

‘The usual way,
I’d imagine. I learned it. It’s useful when travelling.’ The blonde
was being a little accusatory, but Kori decided to try steering the
conversation in a better direction. ‘Hello, I’m Kori–’

‘Storage
magic!’ Another girl appeared in the doorway, a bright grin on her
face. Her face was green. So was her hair, for that matter, apart
from some braids which had been dyed purple. An islander; that was
somewhat unusual. ‘You can do storage magic? Oh, wow, I am so
jealous.’

The blonde
looked around. Her nose wrinkled, which was an interesting
reaction. ‘But what is a first-year student doing knowing how to
cast–’

‘As I said,’
Kori interjected, ‘I learned it because it is useful when
travelling. I’m Kori Najmi. Pleased to meet you both. Are you my
neighbours?’

‘Oh,’ said the
blonde, as though she had just been reminded what manners were.
‘Yes, of course. I am Millicen Lowgren, of the Rigas Lowgrens.’ She
said this as though everyone should recognise her family name, and
perhaps as though there were other Lowgrens in Ardalamn but they
could be ignored.

‘Safa Inishki,’
said the green girl. ‘I’m from Rigas too, which is why I really
wish I could use that spell. We had to ship all my stuff by wagon,
so I had to limit myself.’

‘You’re an
islander,’ Kori said. ‘I’ve never met one before.’

Safa’s face
fell a little. Her grin became somewhat forced. ‘Oh, well–’

‘I’d like to
talk to you about it,’ Kori said. Now Safa looked surprised, even
if she was trying to hide it. ‘And I’d really like to hear about
Rigas. I’ve never been there.’

‘I don’t know
anyone else named Najmi,’ Millicen said. It seemed to matter to
her.

‘I don’t
suppose you would. I was born in Rigas, however.’

‘You said you’d
never been there.’

‘Well, I
suppose I technically have been there, but I left when I was still
a baby. I have no memories at all of the place.’

‘It is the
greatest city in the world,’ Millicen said.

‘It’s okay, I
guess,’ Safa said.

Millicen gave
the islander a scowl. Then she directed her attention back to Kori.
‘You must be quite talented if you’re learning storage magic.’

‘I suppose I
am. We’ll see at the evaluations tomorrow, I suppose. I really
don’t have a valid benchmark to test myself against, so I’m not
sure.’

‘Surely there
were others around you who–’

‘Only my mother
and comparing myself to her is pointless. Surely everyone here is
quite talented. You don’t send your children here unless they’re
going to have at least a reasonable chance of becoming a powerful
magician.’

‘That
might have been true once.’

‘A lot of
people are willing to send kids who really don’t have what it takes
these days,’ Safa said. ‘It’s why the statistics have skewed a bit
in recent decades. It’s statistically more likely that students
will die or be too injured to continue classes now than it was
twenty years ago. My father heard the headmistress is trying to
discourage it. It’s difficult. A lot of the failing students are
legacies and legacies are guaranteed a place if they want one.’

‘Oh,’ Kori
said. ‘I’m told that I’m a legacy student. That’s why I have this
room to myself instead of having to share.’

‘Hm,’ Millicen
said. She was holding back a frown. ‘Well, I suppose we’ll see how
you do in the evaluations.’

Kori nodded. ‘I
suppose we will.’

~~~

‘Don’t worry about
Millicen,’ Safa said. ‘She’s from a family that’s on its way up. I
think I’ve heard of the Lowgrens. She’s probably heard of my
family, but she wouldn’t admit it.’

Kori took some
time over an answer. She was eating. Both of them were, in fact,
and they were doing so in the refectory which was not as full
tonight as it would be later in the week when the older students
turned up. It looked as though the place would be able to cope; the
hall was large with a high ceiling held up on thick wooden beams.
Chewing gave her time to consider Safa’s words in relation to what
her mother had told her. ‘Millicen is concerned with status and
position. Her family has money. They want money and power. They are
working to get it, and that attitude has been impressed upon
Millicen.’

‘Yup.’

‘But your
family is not interested in that stuff?’

‘Because we’ve
got money and we know we’re never going to get status. We’re
islanders, and we always will be, and that means we’ll never rise
very high in society. And it’s not like we can hide it.’ Safa
grinned her bright grin. ‘We’re green! Being an islander is kind of
obvious to anyone who sees us. And you don’t seem to care.’

Kori gave a
shrug. ‘Why should I?’

‘We’re supposed
to be primitives. We’re all born in a jungle where we naturally
dress in animal skins.’

‘You were
clearly not born in a jungle. You’re wearing the same clothes as
me.’

‘We have an
overinflated view of our own importance. We think we’re superior
because our people once held a great empire on the island of
Mutahadim where magic was basically invented.’

‘Somehow, this
prejudice seems to be based on two contradictory beliefs regarding
islanders. You can assume that I don’t share it. Pardon me for
saying so, but you appear to be a little young to be a student
here.’

‘Oh, that…’
Safa did look more like fourteen than sixteen. She was shorter than
Kori, and smaller in the bust. Then again, she was bigger there
than Millicen, which was perhaps another reason for the blonde to
dislike the greenette. Safa had gorgeous emerald-green eyes. Her
hair was a darker green than her skin, but her eyebrows were black,
which was a little strange. Her face was kind of hard with a solid
jawline, but there was a hint of softness still around it. Her nose
was distinctly curved and a little bulbous at the tip. She was no
child, but she was not tall and there was a softness about her
features; she looked underage for the school which took first years
in at sixteen. ‘I’ve been aging slower for a couple of years. It’s
a bit of a pain, really.’

Kori did a
little eye-widening, surprised sort of look. ‘Oh, so you are
talented. You certainly have more capacity than most at your
age.’

‘Yeah…’ It was
a fact that those with the talent for magic tended to age well.
They frequently got into old age with little in the way of
infirmity, living long and healthy lives. Those with higher
capacity aged progressively more slowly. A powerful magician could
easily live for centuries. ‘If I hadn’t started aging slower, I’d
look more adult, and I’d probably have stayed in Rigas to learn
alchemy.’

‘You don’t want
to be here?’

‘It’s not that
I don’t want to. I’d just prefer to learn alchemy, like the rest of
the family. I still can, of course, but infusions aren’t the same
as proper brewing.’

‘Well,
obviously. Infusions are a shortcut.’

‘Precisely!’
Safa’s enthusiasm for this attracted the attention of several
people around them at other tables. It had not gone unnoticed by
Kori that no one else had sat at their table, despite there being
plenty of space. Safa appeared not to have noticed, and she ignored
the looks she got from others now. ‘You get it. Most magicians
don’t get it.’

‘Ah, well, my
mother is quite good at alchemy. She brews using both mineral and
herbal materials, and she says the product is always superior. I
picked up a thing or two, but I wouldn’t say I’m an expert.’

Safa gave her
an adoring look. ‘I think this may be the start of a beautiful
friendship.’

Kori smiled. ‘I
could live with that.’

Of course,
making friends with Safa did not look like it would be popular with
the rest of the year. Already, groupings of students were forming.
Millicen was off trying to integrate with a bunch of other girls
who looked like they had money and probably status. There was a
large group of boys forming around two tables. They were being
fairly loud and ignoring pretty much everyone else, but a smaller
group was gathered around another table, apparently evaluating the
looks of every girl they could see. Well, every girl aside from
Safa and Kori. Kori could live with not being the object of their
attention too, and if that was because she had chosen to sit with
Safa, then that was an unexpected advantage of the friendship.

5th
Awlan.

The morning had been
spent doing written questionnaires. They had been specifically
called that, rather than exam papers, and Kori had to admit that
some of the questions had been self-reporting rather than
evaluative questions. She had been asked about her experience with
various spheres of magic rather than being given a question
designed to test her knowledge of those spheres. There had been a
lot of questions about general magical theory and practice, which
she had answered to the best of her ability.

Lunch had been
partaken with Safa, at the same table in the refectory. The social
groups were still forming, but there was little change from the
evening before.

And now,
presumably while the written papers were marked, the students were
being evaluated on their practical casting abilities. Kori had
every intention of underplaying her capabilities. Not by much, but
she was not going to try her hardest. And she had that thought in
her head right until the first teacher spoke.

‘I am Miss
Orishten,’ the woman said, ‘one of the school’s teachers in the
Energy sphere. I will be evaluating you on your use of that sphere.
Each of you will step forward, select a target, and use your
full power to attack that target. I hope that is clear.’ She
glanced at a list she had mounted on a clipboard. The year had been
split into various groups. Several groups were doing this same
evaluation in a few locations around the grounds while other groups
did less violent evaluations elsewhere. ‘Alari Alobara, please step
forward. You may fire when you are ready.’

A moderately
well-built young man stepped – or swaggered; Kori suspected
swaggered was a better term – out to the firing line. He raised an
arm toward one of several straw targets mounted on poles no more
than ten paces from the line. There was a second’s pause while he
focused his magical energy. ‘Kurat Naria,’ he said, and a ball of
flame appeared in his hand. A second later, that ball of flame was
crossing the distance to the target. On impact, it exploded,
leaving the target burning and throwing bits of smouldering straw
in all directions.

Orishten made a
mark on her form. ‘Very good. Next is Bellissima Aquorn.’ Alobara
swaggered back to his gaggle of boys while Aquorn – a tall, slim
girl who looked a lot less confident – stepped forward.

And so it went
on. Safa seemed to have a little trouble getting her spell to work,
but the resulting explosion was substantially bigger, and the
expanding heatwave could be felt even on the other side of the
line. Safa seemed rather pleased with her results and confided that
‘I didn’t think I’d actually hit it’ when she got back to Kori.

Millicen used
the Shafrat Alriyah spell, which launched a blade of compressed air
at the target. It missed. Her second attempt hit home, resulting in
a deep slash in the straw which, had the target been a human, would
likely have left them severely wounded. She was not accurate, but
if she could hit home, she could be quite lethal.

‘Kori
Najmi.’

Kori walked
forward and paused at the line. She looked at Orishten. ‘Are you
sure you want me to use my full power?’

‘It’s part of
the evaluation.’

‘As you wish.’
Kori raised her arm and directed it toward one of the surviving
targets. ‘Saeiqa.’ A ball of energy appeared at the end of her
finger, then a bolt of lightning scorched the air between her and
the target. Everyone looked away, mostly a little too late, as
light flared across the field. There was little left of the target,
and what there was was burning. Kori nodded and turned away,
walking back toward Safa.

‘Uh, very
good,’ Orishten said.

‘Thank you,
Miss Orishten,’ Kori replied.

‘Wow, that was
something,’ Safa said as Kori approached her. Various others were
looking Kori’s way. Some seemed impressed, others annoyed.

‘It’s a
circumstantially useful skill,’ Kori said.


‘Circumstantially?’

‘If something
is trying to kill you, it can be useful to kill it first.’

‘Oh, well, yes.
You mean monsters. We hardly ever see monsters in Ardalamn.’

‘But not never.
And monsters are not the only threats in this world. Generally, I
prefer to react to any threat with the same force it presents, but
there are times when overwhelming power is required.’

Safa frowned.
‘Oh. Well, if we do ever come across a big monster, I’ll be
happy to let you deal with it.’

‘Well then,
let’s hope I’m there when you do.’

~~~

‘Kori Najmi, step
forward.’

The task this
time was to counter a spell directed at you. The teacher was a man
who seemed to be taking a little too much pleasure in watching the
students fail. Countering spells as they happened was a difficult
task. In a combat situation, or any other stressful situation, it
was more difficult. The stakes here were just humiliation; the
spell the teacher was using made his subject glow a particularly
vibrant shade of pink for a minute, but no one was coming to any
harm. Apparently, this was a standard test because someone had made
a magic item, a wand, to cast the spell, negating the need for the
teacher to cast the spell. Given how often it was being cast, that
made sense.

‘Are you
ready?’ the teacher asked.

‘Of course,’
Kori replied. The teacher raised the wand. A light flared at the
tip of the instrument. Kori did not move, but she spoke.
‘Aineakas.’

‘What?’ said
the teacher. Then he started glowing. It really was a vibrant shade
of pink. It pulsated in a distinctly pink way. Or it looked like it
did; maybe that was just the way it was perceived. ‘The task is to
counter the spell, not reflect it.’

‘My mistake,’
Kori replied. ‘I’m used to using Aineakas to counter spells. I do
apologise.’

‘You did that
on purpose, didn’t you?’ Safa whispered when Kori was back beside
her.

‘He’s taking
too much pleasure in making students glow.’

Safa had, in
fact, just stopped glowing. ‘Instant counters are so hard.
And you made it look easy.’

‘As I said, I
prefer to return force with force. What better way to do so than
Aineakas? I block the attack and return it with precisely
the same force as it was delivered. I’ve spent a lot of time
practising that spell.’

‘I get the
feeling you’ve had an interesting childhood.’

‘I’m not sure
I’d call it interesting, but I did have a very nice childhood.’

~~~

Safa was grinning. Safa
was basically jumping on the spot while grinning. ‘Class one. We’re
both in class one. I didn’t think I’d manage to do it, but there it
is. We’re both in class one.’

Kori kind of
spoiled it. ‘Is that good?’

They were back
in the dorms. They were actually in Kori’s room because, according
to Safa, it was nicer. That was possibly because Kori had unpacked
and her room now had various plants in pots decorating it, a couple
of tapestries hung from a rail on one wall, and two extra chairs to
sit on. Safa had not recognised a couple of plants that could be
used in herbal potion brewing, which suggested she was definitely a
city alchemist.

‘Class one is
for the students who got the best evaluations,’ Safa said. ‘I think
they put heavy emphasis on the written portion of the evaluation
because the first year is going to mostly be theory. I don’t think
I’m that great at theory, but I guess I’m good enough.’

‘Clearly.’

‘You two made
class one as well?’ Millicen said from the doorway. Kori had left
the door open. She was not exactly pushing for more friends, but
she wanted her room to seem inviting should someone look in and see
her.

‘We did,’ Safa
replied.

‘Hm. It seems
that being a legacy doesn’t mean you’re coasting, Kori.’

‘Ha!’ Safa
countered. ‘Did you see that lightning bolt she threw? She was
almost the only one in the group to counter that stupid glowing
spell too.’

Millicen took a
couple of steps into the room. ‘I saw.’ Her cheeks were shading
red. ‘That spell was embarrassing. I will admit a certain
satisfaction on seeing it applied to the teacher.’

Kori bowed her
head. ‘I live to please.’

Millicen bit
back a laugh. ‘You may be one of the strongest in the year.’

‘Safa’s Kurat
Naria was quite strong.’

‘Nothing like
your Saeiqa,’ Safa said. ‘If that had been a human target, there
wouldn’t have been anything left. Most monsters would be ash.’

‘She has a
point,’ Millicen said. ‘I feel I should warn you that your displays
of capability have not reached everyone. There are plenty of people
who think you must have cheated to get into class one.’

‘On what
evidence?’ Kori asked, frowning.

‘Evidence?
You’re a legacy. They consider legacy students to be here because
of something a talented ancestor did, not through any current
talent. Historically, it’s not an unfounded opinion.’

‘I see. Ah
well, I suppose I’ll just have to work on proving I’m
competent.’

‘You’ll
probably have to prove yourself twice as competent as everyone
else,’ Safa said, ‘just to be seen as good enough.’

‘Oh. Well, that
shouldn’t be too hard…’

6th
Awlan.

Morning lessons were on
magical theory. Class one’s theory teacher was a wiry man named
Hunterkis. He had not given them his first name and insisted on
being called Master Hunterkis, even though master was actually a
title given to the heads of each sphere in the school and he was
not one of those. He was not particularly tall, though he looked
taller in isolation due to being unusually narrow. He had a face
like a hatchet, soft grey eyes, and short brown hair with hints of
grey. For a magician, he was aging badly, but Kori suspected that
his capacity was not especially high. He looked middle-aged and
almost certainly was.

His attitude
seemed to match his face: sharp and somewhat brutal. The lesson had
been progressing for some time and Hunterkis had asked various
questions of the class in the manner teachers do. The students who
wanted to get ahead had rushed to put up their hands for each one.
If they gave a correct answer, Hunterkis responded with a look of
disappointment. If they were wrong, they were informed of the error
with a lot of sarcasm. The number of people willing to answer his
questions was diminishing as the lesson went on.

At the back of
the class, Kori and Safa were mostly rather bored. Kori had
suggested they sat in that location for several reasons, none of
which she had actually elaborated to Safa. Safa had just sat down
with her and no doubt had her own reasons. Kori felt that Safa
would get less attention sitting behind everyone else. Kori knew
that her own theory education surpassed the level likely to be
taught in this class and so wanted the other students to have
greater access to the teacher. And besides that, sitting at the
back let her watch the other students.

All except for
one. There was another girl in the back row of chairs, a short,
rather timid-looking girl with hair the colour of a ruby. Kori had
no idea who she was and had not seen her previously, but from the
way she was acting when Kori glanced her way, she was almost as
bored as Kori. Getting to know her might be interesting, but that
looked like it might be a difficult proposition. She really did
look quite timid.

Kori was quite
bored. The ground they were covering was very basic; her mother had
taught her all of this when she was a child. It was, she supposed,
to be expected. She had not come to the school to learn, at least
not for the first year or so. She would have to put up with lessons
which taught her nothing, and there was always the hope that she
might learn something her mother had neglected. It was probably a
forlorn hope…

‘You at the
back.’ Apparently, no one was willing to attempt an answer to
Hunterkis’s latest question. He was resorting to selecting a target
for humiliation. ‘You, the one with the black hair. Come on. Do you
need me to repeat the question?’

‘No, Master
Hunterkis,’ Kori responded. She was paying attention, even if that
was quite difficult, because she had suspected he would start
asking specific people when no one volunteered. ‘You are, I assume,
referring to Vuncharden’s Theorem of Magical Influence which states
that magic is inherent in all things, allowing those who may
manipulate magic to influence the nature and disposition of all
things.’

‘That is–’

‘A gross
oversimplification, yes. It was already established by Akadim
Marecafcor during the Mutahadim imperial period that magic is an
inherent building block of all forms of matter and energy.
Vuncharden took his work and simplified it, possibly because he
didn’t understand it. The precise nature of the role magic plays in
the construction of reality remains a matter of research, but
Marecafcor’s papers on the subject indicate that it plays a much
more refined and fundamental part than Vuncharden’s theorem allows.
It can be safely said that the world would not exist without magic.
If there were no magic, our world would never have come into
existence. Given that magic is fundamental to everything, it is
unsurprising that everyone can use magic, and that those able to
utilise it effectively are able to influence the world in
fundamental ways.’

Hunterkis’s
eyes flashed. ‘A very… complete answer. What was your name?’

At least he was
not pretending to remember their names. ‘Kori Najmi.’

‘Najmi. I’ll
remember that name. Now…’

‘I don’t think
him remembering your name is a good thing,’ Safa whispered.

‘Probably not,’
Kori agreed, ‘and yet, I don’t care.’

~~~

‘You all have much to
learn,’ Hunterkis said. He was wrapping up the lesson before lunch.
It had been something of a slog for everyone. Kori found herself
not looking forward to morning lessons. ‘I expect better from my
students.’ He was a bad teacher and a liar. ‘Going forward, I will
be handing out punishments to anyone who underperforms in my class.
Dismissed. All of you, get out. Don’t forget to read the passages I
gave you before tomorrow’s lesson.’

‘Punishments?’
Safa said as she trooped out of the classroom beside Kori. ‘What do
you think he meant by that?’

‘We’ll find out
tomorrow. Just make sure you do the homework.’

‘What about
you?’

‘I read that
entire book, cover to cover, years ago. Half of it is wrong, but it
does present an easy to understand, basic view of magical flow
theory most people can grasp.’

‘Why are you
even in this class?’

‘Because it’s
required?’

‘It sounds like
you could teach it.’

Kori waved the
comment away. ‘That’s silly. I mean, I’d need someone to teach me
how to teach which, I’m sure, would take most of the year and make
teaching the class impossible.’

Safa giggled.
‘You are so helping me with my homework.’

‘That’s
acceptable. Tutoring is something I can probably manage. My rates
are very reasonable.’

‘Hey!’

~~~

For whatever reason,
Millicen had decided to catch up with Kori and Safa on their way to
lunch. At least, the reason was unknown until they were sitting
down at one of the tables. The blonde had been fairly quiet up
until then, just tagging along. Now, she made her reasons for
wanting a better relationship with Kori at least quite clear.

‘That really
was a terrible lesson, wasn’t it?’ she said. Well, Kori and Safa
had been saying much the same all the way to the refectory. ‘I was
thinking, perhaps, that we should all study together. To pool our
wisdom, so to speak.’

‘What you
mean,’ Safa said, grinning, ‘is that you want to sponge off Kori
just like I do.’

‘I…’ Millicen
frowned. Millicen had a haughty sort of demeanour. She was tall and
slim. Well, she was a bit taller than Kori, and her slim frame
tended to make her look taller. She had a narrow face with a
pinched nose, but still managed to look a little horsey. Her eyes
were blue and hooded, particularly toward the inner edge. Her lips
had a strong bow but were not particularly full. Her blonde hair
was worn in ringlets which fell past her shoulders. Her slimness
included hips which were not too wide, a significantly narrow
waist, and not much in the way of breasts. She looked like
someone’s little princess, and there was a suggestion about her
that she had skipped being a teenager in favour of becoming a young
adult. ‘Well, yes. I think I’d rather not find out what Hunterkis’s
punishments are, and the best way to do that will be to use my
proximity to Kori to the best of my ability.’

‘I think you’re
both putting too much faith in me,’ Kori said, ‘but I’ll happily
provide whatever insight I can.’

‘Her rates are
very reasonable,’ Safa added.

‘If I have to
pay, I will,’ Millicen said, and she really did not seem to be
joking.

Kori shook her
head and sat down to eat. ‘You both have more money than me, I have
no doubt, so I may leverage some gifts out of you in return for the
tutoring, but I don’t need to be paid to do it.’

‘That’s fair,’
Safa said. ‘I have a pretty reasonable allowance.’

‘Same,
obviously,’ Millicen said. ‘What do you think of
Hunterkis?’

‘Who?’ Kori
asked.

‘The teacher
who–’

‘Sarcasm,
Millicen,’ Safa said.

‘Uh, oh.’

‘It wasn’t,’
Kori said. ‘I’ve put him out of my mind until I have to face
reality tomorrow morning.’ In truth, Kori was far more interested
in the population of the refectory. It had expanded
considerably.

The upper two
years were now in school. You could tell them apart from the
younger students because, obviously, they were a little older and
they were a lot louder. The first years were finding their place;
the upper years had found it. There were fewer of them, and they
were busy evaluating the new intake, generally disparagingly. It
was as though they had forgotten what they were like a year or two
earlier. They probably had forgotten; as Kori observed, she began
to pick up signs suggesting that the older students had seen and
experienced things the younger ones were yet to.

‘Brash, aren’t
they?’ Millicen said.

‘The older
students? I suppose you could say that.’

‘They don’t
seem to think much of us,’ Safa said.

Kori nodded.
‘We haven’t proved we’re capable. And, in truth, most of us
aren’t.’

‘You seem
rather confident,’ Millicen said. She held up a hand. ‘Having seen
you fire off Saeiqa, I can understand why you would be. Who taught
you magic?’

‘My
mother.’

‘Would I know
her?’

‘It’s unlikely.
She is, however, quite skilled.’

‘Clearly. Safa
and I are hoping she passed on a lot of her skills to you.’

Kori laughed.
‘I’d have to be twice my age before I could learn half of what she
knows. I know enough to get through this year without trouble.’

‘I’m not sure
about that,’ Safa said. ‘You’ve already made Master Hunterkis
dislike you. That kind of thing is no way to stay out of
trouble.’

‘Well, you may
have a point…’

~~~

The afternoon was to be
taken up with practical magic. Kori was looking forward to it
because of exactly one thing: the lessons were to take place in the
school’s khalal.

Khalals were
understood in a limited way. Various aspects of them were
understood quite well, mostly the practical aspects. How they came
into existence and why they behaved the way they did was another
matter. It was not even entirely clear what they were or, more
precisely, where they were. It appeared that khalals existed
outside the world somehow, though some said that they were located
deep beneath the earth. They were always accessed via a portal
which, usually, was entirely stable. There were cases of cyclic
portals, opening and closing according to some rule or other, and
there were a couple of khalals with portals which moved through
space at intervals. That was just one aspect of them no one had
really figured out.

Within a
khalal, things could get very weird indeed. Some appeared to be
entirely empty caves, and those were generally mapped and ignored.
Some were sprawling networks of caves, or stone-walled corridors,
or even weirder labyrinths. These frequently held unique monsters,
unusual plants and animals, and/or treasures of various kinds which
seemed to regenerate if removed. Those ones were mapped and looted
on a regular basis. The rules of the world seemed to have only
loose application in khalals. Time could flow at different speeds.
Magic could behave in strange ways. Some khalals appeared to obey
such different rules that no unprotected human could enter
them.

The khalal at
the school was accessed via a portal in a locked room in the
basement. It appeared to be an oval of energy, hanging in the air
not too far from the ground and glowing with a slightly reddish
light. Stepping through it felt like stepping through a doorway.
There was no discomfort, no sensation at all, in fact. But one
moment you were standing in a dimly lit, stone-walled room, and the
next you were in what looked rather like a gladiatorial arena out
of popular fantasy fiction. Well, aside from the fact that those
arenas were, generally, not as big as this place. The space within
the khalal was vast and there seemed to be no clear reason why the
roof did not collapse under its own weight.

When everyone
was through, their teacher explained the nature of the place. ‘This
khalal has the unique attribute of accelerating your recovery of
magical energy,’ she said. Her name was Yulia Averin, a brunette
with a fit body suggesting that she had, at one time, been an
active monster hunter. She looked competent, which Kori considered
good. ‘This allows us to drive you hard in lessons without worrying
that you’ll run out of power. Estimates vary, but it’s generally
thought that magic flows back into you at approximately seventeen
times the normal rate.’

There was some
muttering as people considered how that would affect their ability
to use magic continuously. It was a significant boost, obviously.
Trying really hard, Kori figured she could exhaust her supply of
magical energy here. It would be trying pretty hard, however. It
would mean casting some really big spells.

‘You can still
exhaust yourself,’ Averin went on. ‘If you are getting close to
your limit, I want you to report that to me and rest for a while.
Another advantage of using this place for your lessons is that
you’re unlikely to cause problems in the real world if you mess up
badly here. However, despite rumours to the contrary, we do
actually try to keep our students alive. I will not be responsible
for the death of a child simply because they cast too much magic.
Are we clear?’

There was a
chorus of replies, all of them affirmative. Kori figured it was
only a matter of time before someone messed up.

~~~

‘How are you so good at
countermagic?’ Safa asked. Her shoulders were sagging. Once again,
she had thrown a simple spell at Kori and Kori had blocked it.

‘Lots of
practice,’ Kori replied, ‘and a bit of innate talent.’

The entire
class was doing the same exercise. In pairs, they were throwing
spells at each other to practise countermagic. The counterspell
they had been taught was Kwawim, the most basic of countermagic. It
was basic, but it was also effective, if you could cast it
successfully. There were a number of reasons why it failed. Safa
was discovering them rather more often than she would have
liked.

‘So, if I
practise a lot, I should get better?’

‘Yes.’

‘But I’m
probably never going to be as good as you, because I lack whatever
talent you’re talking about.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that
sucks.’

Kori gave a
shrug. ‘Countermagic has its limitations. For starters, it’s
impossible to stop multiple simultaneous spells. Well, under
very restricted circumstances, you can do it. Practically,
if you’re attacked by two magicians at once, one of them is going
to get past. That’s why I have Aldire Alsihriu cast as a contingent
spell. I’d recommend learning that one.’

Safa frowned.
‘That’s magic shield, right? I don’t know it.’

‘It provides
protection against fire, lightning, etcetera, and it makes you
basically immune to direct magical attacks. And, obviously, you
don’t need to go through all the rapid-casting pain you’re
currently experiencing.’

‘Huh. I’ll look
that one up when I get back to my room.’

‘Good. But
learning how to do rapid casting is also a very good thing, so here
comes the next one.’ Kori raised her hand to cast. It was her turn
to make Safa glow. Again.

‘Wah! Wait! I’m
not ready! I’m not–’

‘An assassin
won’t wait,’ Kori said.

‘You’re
mean!’

~~~

‘I’m not sure why we
have to practise countermagic,’ Millicen said. ‘The chances of us
fighting other magicians is not high. There hasn’t been any form of
conflict in Ardalamn in a century or more.’

‘That,’ Kori
said, ‘is exactly the kind of attitude which loses wars.’

‘Hmph. Well,
magicians don’t fight wars anyway. They end them.’

‘Agreed. Every
war in recorded history has been won by the first side to field
sufficient magicians to cast a spell big enough to wipe out the
opposition. Which is precisely why assassinating the key magicians
on the other side is the best winning tactic, and we’re back to
countermagic. However, that’s not why we’re learning to do it.’

They were in
the refectory, eating their evening meal. Since the older students
had arrived, space was more limited and there were other people on
the table with the trio. Kori did not know them, but they were
paying attention to the conversation, probably because their
thoughts aligned with Millicen’s.

‘Then why are
we?’

‘Monsters, the
ones who can’t actually use magic, can produce effects which can be
countered like spells. If you want to survive a monster attack,
countering those effects is essential.’

‘The Wall keeps
monsters out of Ardalamn.’ The speaker was one of the onlookers, a
boy Kori did not know the name of.

‘That’s a
little naïve.’

‘But–’

‘The Wall
blocks the creation of minor monsters and stops some of the larger
ones from entering from outside. It cannot block the creation of
those larger monsters within its bounds, but they are rarer, and
you hear of them less often. It also does not protect the boundary
along the Elsea and, notoriously, it is less effective where it
runs along the Black Forest. Monsters do appear in Ardalamn,
otherwise there would be no point in monster hunters, would there?
There would be little point in all of us coming here, would there
not?’

‘Uh, oh. I
suppose you have a point.’

Kori smiled.
‘And that is why we train in countermagic. That, and rapid casting
is a good skill to have. Learn now, when you don’t need it, and it
could save your life when you do.’

7th
Awlan.

‘The upper years think
you cheated,’ Millicen said. It was lunchtime on the second day the
older students had been back. Apparently, rumours and opinions
developed fast in Taniyn Abyad.

‘I don’t really
care what they think,’ Kori replied.

‘You should.
They can cause trouble if they want.’

‘Then I’ll deal
with it if they do.’

‘You know,’
Safa said, ‘you come over as someone a lot older than you are. More
confident.’

‘I had to grow
up quite quickly,’ Kori replied. ‘I could use magic when I was very
young. Mother had to teach me, otherwise I might have killed both
of us.’ She smiled. ‘I like magic, so it wasn’t too much of a
chore.’

‘I see.’ The
green girl was frowning. Then she shifted that quickly into a
smile. ‘That’s good, I guess.’

‘Yes, it’s
good. If it hadn’t happened, I’d be unable to help you learn
countermagic.’

The smile
sagged. ‘I only wish you didn’t have to.’

‘If wishes were
horses, we’d be knee-deep in horse crap.’

Safa
giggled.

Millicen said,
‘Such a colourful expression.’

Kori gave a
shrug. ‘I’m a colourful sort of person.’

Alwadi Alabyad,
8th Awlan.

The day was Nevma, the
Day of Stars, and that was the day of the week when people took
their rest. Well, many shops opened on Nevma and closed on a
different day, and there were always people who had to work when
others could stop, but the important thing was that the school
rested on the first day of the week. After their first week at the
school, most of the first years were sleeping in and intending to
pretend classes did not exist, at least until they had to rush to
finish their homework after the evening meal.

Kori had
decided that today was a good day to find out what the town
adjacent to the school was like. She had seen parts of it, briefly,
on arrival, but Alwadi Alabyad was largely a mystery she felt
should be solved quickly rather than something you delayed until it
became urgent. Upon expressing her intention over breakfast, Safa
and Millicen had decided it was a good idea, so now the three of
them were leaving the school’s gates under the watchful gaze of the
guardians and walking into the town.

There was a
small gap between the school’s walls and the town. The town itself
had no wall. Alwadi Alabyad had grown up after the school was
founded. In most places, schools and other institutions were built
in a town; here, the town had formed organically because the school
had been built. This had all taken place after the building of
Ardalamn’s Wall, so it had been deemed that there was no need for a
wall around the town. The school’s walls were, after all, there to
keep things in rather than out. You walked out of the school’s
outer gate, and you walked into the town after maybe fifty paces.
There was a fairly large road leading from the school to the centre
of town in a straight line because the entire reason for the town
being there was to service those who worked in the school.

Shops lined the
street. Clothing, stationery, and magical supplies predominated.
What that meant was that it took the trio some time to get from one
end of the street to the other. Safa wanted to check out all the
magical supplies shops to see what kind of alchemical ingredients
were being sold. Millicen made a show of examining things in those
same shops, but she only really showed enthusiasm for the clothing
shops. Kori took stock of both, because she had already determined
that she needed to buy new clothes; she was walking around town in
her uniform to avoid looking out of place. She was trying not to
show her interest too much because Millicen would likely plan out
her entire wardrobe and would definitely overspend on her
budget.

Millicen had
turned out in a stylish and very short white dress which
spoke of high spring and was maybe a bit too light for the
early-spring climate. It was not too cold; she would probably not
end up with blue appendages or frostbite. She was wearing it, she
said, because you never knew who you might bump into.

Safa was
wearing her uniform dress, just like Kori. There was a difference,
however, because Safa had a pistol strapped to her right thigh.
That was, she said, also because you never knew who, or what, you
might bump into. Kori was interested; she had seen few firearms,
but she also knew that the one Safa was wearing was fairly advanced
and required money or knowledge of alchemy to operate. Anyone could
use a gun; you pulled the trigger and it fired a projectile into
whatever it was pointing at. Making the ammunition in a
cost-effective manner was, however, something else entirely. Asking
about the weapon could wait until they got back to school,
however.

‘This would
suit you, Kori,’ Millicen said. Even if Kori was trying not to show
great interest in the clothes, Millicen was still pointing out
things she thought her companions would look good in.

In this case,
Kori was not sure whether Millicen was pointing out something which
would look good, or something which would leave Kori glowing red.
The item in question was a truncated, high-collared top with
semi-detached sleeves in red. Kori calculated that it would be
decent by no more than a finger’s width if she put it on. ‘I’m not
so sure,’ she said. Kori was considerably fuller in the chest than
Millicen. Safa was well-endowed and still a bit smaller than Kori.
Kori’s figure was, in general, fuller than Millicen’s, and it was
apparent that the blonde felt a certain degree of envy over this.
On the other hand, Millicen would be considered the greater beauty
by most citizens of Ardalamn because of her colouring. Kori’s skin
was lightly tanned where pale was more sought after. Kori’s hair
was black and fell to the upper slopes of her breasts; the fashion
was for blonde. Kori’s eyes were black where people preferred blue
or green. Otherwise, Kori was beautiful, with full lips and a pert
nose rounding out her features. But Millicen had nothing much to be
envious over because people would consider her the more attractive
girl. It was just that Millicen wanted to be unequivocally more
beautiful.

‘What do you
mean?’ Millicen asked. ‘With your figure it’d–’

‘I wouldn’t be
able to move without showing off my bra, Milly.’

Millicen’s
cheeks coloured, so maybe she had not been trying to embarrass
Kori. She rallied. ‘Oh, well, that’s easy.’

‘It is?’

‘Obviously.
Don’t wear a bra under it.’

Safa giggled.
‘There speaks a girl who doesn’t need the support. Wasn’t that kind
of thing fashionable in Rigas last spring?’

‘Yes,’ Millicen
agreed. ‘It seems the latest fashions haven’t made it here yet.
Anyway, I wish I did need the support. I mean, I’ve got growing to
do. I may get bigger. Hopefully.’

‘Well, I wish I
hadn’t. Worse, since my aging is retarded, I might get bigger too.
Taller I could go for, but if I end up like my mother…’

‘My mother’s
rather well-endowed,’ Kori said. ‘I’m not sure whether I want her
figure or not.’

There was
another giggle. ‘I don’t. Mom is great, but she’s also rather, um,
round. I mean, I’m already taller than she is, so I might get away
with it if I don’t overeat.’

‘Exercise,’
Millicen said. ‘Exercise is key.’

‘When do we get
the chance to exercise?’

‘We will,’ Kori
said. ‘There’s more to being a magician than casting spells. They
just want us to know more about magic before they start hitting us
with the other stuff.’

‘Wonderful,’
Safa said. ‘Shall we move on. We won’t get back before nightfall if
we don’t pick up the pace.’

Millicen
sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

~~~

This did not stop them
dropping into several more shops on the way to the town centre.
They were perusing the contents of another magical supplies shop
when Safa noticed the girl behind the counter.

She looked
around their age. She was not at all tall, but she had a relatively
full figure with wide hips and a reasonable if not expansive bust.
Her hair was short and ruby red. She wore it with bangs framing her
face and a pair of pigtails held in place by bands decorated with
green roses. Her eyes were green, though not as vibrant as Safa’s.
Her face was kind of round, her nose petite, and her lips full. She
was wearing a simple green dress with an apron over it, and she
looked distinctly bored.

‘Isn’t that…’
Safa asked. ‘Oh, what’s her name?’

‘Lizbit
Wooton,’ Kori supplied. ‘I was wondering why I never saw her in the
refectory.’

‘Do you
remember the names of everyone in class?’ Millicen asked.

‘Only the ones
who interest me.’

‘And this one
does?’

‘She doesn’t
answer questions much, but she always gets them right, much to
Hunterkis’s annoyance.’

‘Yes, well.
Shall we say hello, or do you think we’d embarrass her?’

‘I’m saying
hello,’ Safa said. ‘If she’s a local, she might be a good person to
befriend.’

Lizbit’s eyes
widened as the trio approached. ‘Oh, you’re… I wasn’t expecting to
see anyone from school here. Um…’ Her cheeks were colouring.

‘Well,’ Safa
said, rushing on despite the obvious discomfort of her quarry, ‘we
weren’t expecting to see anyone from school in one of the shops.
Not behind the counter anyway. I’m Safa. Nice to meet you. Are you
a local?’

‘I-I’m from
Alwadi Alabyad, yes. A-and I know who you are. Um, all of you.’

‘It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Miss Wooton,’ Millicen said. ‘I take it
you’re living at home, since we don’t see you at night?’

‘Yes. I live
here. It w-was just added expense to get a d-dorm room. A-and…’

‘You’re a
little shy?’ Kori asked. ‘I can understand that.’

Lizbit did not
look like she believed that. ‘You can? But you’re always so,
um…’

‘Forward?
Direct? Brash? That’s to cover the fact that I have no idea how I’m
supposed to react half the time. My mother taught me to be a threat
rather than a shrinking violet. It doesn’t mean I wouldn’t prefer
to hide at times.’

‘Uh, oh.’

‘Liz? Is
everything okay?’ It was a man’s voice coming from the back of the
shop. He appeared a second later. He was a fairly big man with a
receding hairline and the same green eyes as Lizbit had. His hair
was brown, what was left of it, so the red colour had to come from
her mother.

‘It’s okay,
Poppa,’ Lizbit said. ‘They’re in the same class as me.’ She pointed
at Kori. ‘Miss Najmi is one of the best at magical theory.’ She
looked back at all three, somewhat aghast. ‘Not that you’re not
all–’

Safa grinned.
‘I’m well aware that I can’t keep up with you and Kori. Kori’s
helping me with theory.’

‘Uh, same,’
Millicen admitted. ‘We’d noticed that you do well with Master
Hunterkis’s questions.’

‘Oh, Liz has
been studying magic since she was old enough to read the books,’
Mister Wooton said. He was smiling, the epitome of the proud
father. ‘Neither me nor her mother have any talent for magic. We
don’t know how we produced Liz, but when it turned out she was good
at it, we decided she had to go to Taniyn Abyad. I mean, it’s right
next door.’

‘Ardalamn
always needs good magicians,’ Millicen said.

‘Precisely.
You’re looking around the town?’

‘Yes, sir. None
of us know it at all.’

‘Hm. Why don’t
you take them around, Liz? Act as their guide sort of thing.’

‘B-but–’

‘We can manage
without you minding the front, you know. Go on. Spend some time
with your friends.’

‘We were about
to have lunch,’ Millicen said. ‘You show us the best place to eat,
and it’ll be my treat.’

A pained look
passed over Lizbit’s face. Then she glanced at Kori, steeled
herself, and stepped out from behind the counter. ‘Okay. Well, I
guess I can show you what our town has to offer.’

‘Great!’ Safa
said, grinning ever more brightly. ‘This is going to be great!’

~~~

‘I d-don’t have huge
amounts of talent,’ Lizbit said. ‘W-well, my capacity isn’t too
bad, b-but–’

‘I assume it’s
your shyness that makes you undersell yourself,’ Kori said.

They were
eating lunch. Sandwiches and cake and juice were being consumed,
all on Millicen’s purse. It was not going to be a huge bill, but it
was nice that she was treating them. Kori would not have been able
to justify the cake on her budget. The shop Lizbit had directed
them to did not seem too expensive, and the sandwiches were
nice.

Lizbit blushed.
‘I just don’t think–’

‘Hunterkis’s
questions are not exactly difficult at the moment.’ Both Safa and
Millicen made choking noises at Kori’s statement. ‘However, you
have answered all of them correctly and in a manner which he could
not fault. Given that he tries to fault anyone who answers his
questions, that is significant. Your work in practical classes
suggests that you are quite capable. At least on the same level as
Milly and Safa.’ Kori gave the timid girl a smile. ‘It’s okay,
you’re among friends here. You can admit to being good.’

‘Friends?’

‘Of course!’
Safa exclaimed.

‘At the very
least,’ Millicen said, ‘we’re classmates united under the suffering
we feel in Master Hunterkis’s class. If friends is too much, I
think that war compatriots is not inappropriate.’

That actually
coaxed a giggle out of Lizbit. ‘I can’t be a very good friend. I go
home after classes, so I can’t stay to help with homework.’

‘You could,’
Kori said. ‘We do our homework right after we’ve eaten. You could
stay for a while if you wished. If your parents are worried about
you walking home late, I could escort you.’

‘Then they’d
worry about you walking back on your own.’

‘Really, they
shouldn’t.’

‘You haven’t
faced her doing countermagic practice,’ Safa said, ‘but you have
seen her throwing around lightning, right?’

‘Oh,’ Lizbit
said, ‘you may have a point.’

~~~

‘So, you make your own
gunpowder?’ Lizbit asked. The topic of Safa’s pistol had come up
earlier than Kori had expected.

‘Obviously,’
Safa replied. ‘This one uses cartridges. The only way they can be
made is by making your own propellant. They teach soldiers to make
gunpowder by infusion, so that they can make it themselves when
needed, but if you’re filling cartridges, you need something
that’ll remain stable for a long time.’

Safa’s pistol
was a slightly older design, though not the oldest form still in
use. It had a revolving cylinder which could hold up to six rounds.
A more modern form which used a magazine of cartridges was
available, though Safa claimed that those were unreliable. Most
military units still used guns loaded via a sliding breach or by
packing powder and bullet down the muzzle. Infused gunpowder was
cheap to make in comparison to the more stable powders used in
cartridges, so that kind of weapon was deployed to common soldiers.
Elite units with a dedicated support alchemist used more modern
weapons.

‘I’ve seen a
few hunters using muzzle-loading rifles,’ Kori said. ‘I’ve never
seen anyone using a weapon like yours.’

‘Well, I’ve
never got that good at offensive magic, but I can make my own
powder. So, I learned to maintain a pistol like this, and I’m not
too bad with it if it comes to shooting something. You don’t
need a gun. You can hit someone with the force of a cannon shell
without needing the cannon.’

‘Not that I
would. Unless they fired a cannon at me.’

‘We’re here,’
Lizbit said. She had brought them to a fairly narrow street on the
opposite side of town from the school. The shop in front of them
had a few dummies in the windows, but it looked rather downmarket
compared to the clothes shops on the front street. ‘It may not look
like much, but this is where the locals shop for clothes. Well, the
locals who know. It usually gets the latest fashions in from Rigas
a month or two earlier than other places, and the prices aren’t
scary.’

Millicen did
not look entirely convinced. ‘Never judge a book by its cover, they
say.’ Straightening her back, she stepped forward to go inside.
From the outside, the others heard her speak almost as soon as she
got through the door. ‘Now this is what I’m talking about!
Come on, Kori. You need to see this.’

Kori gave
Lizbit a look. A rather pained look. ‘And I thought we were
friends…’

Taniyn Abyad,
9th Awlan.

‘Three hundred and
thirty-six?’ The voice was hesitant. Its owner was a girl named
Truldi Muspersa. She was probably nervous as much because she had
just been randomly selected by Hunterkis as because she clearly did
not know the answer to the question.

Hunterkis
sneered. The wand he had used to point her out twitched downward.
Hunterkis used this wand a lot to point at things. It was carved
from bleached bone, from the looks of it, which made it appear
somewhat threatening. ‘Incorrect. Really, Miss Muspersa, did you
even bother to read the homework?’

‘Ye–’

‘That was a
rhetorical question. The correct value is two hundred and
thirty-six. It’s an extremely important constant. Learn the
correct value.’

Kori had no
idea why you would bother. First, it was easy to look up. Second,
the method of calculating the power required to counter a spell he
was teaching was too precise for most practical purposes. He was
teaching theory for the sake of theory, which was something only
someone progressing into higher education really needed to worry
about.

More
importantly, he seemed to have decided to single out Truldi as the
target for his persecution. Kori could see why. She was, like
Lizbit, somewhat timid. Unlike Lizbit, she was not that good with
magical theory. She was, after all, here to learn that subject.
Kori watched as Hunterkis’s wand poked at the diagrams he had drawn
on the chalkboard. She did not like the look of that wand. It had
an enchantment on it, she was sure. What the enchantment was, she
did not know. She had a strong feeling that it was not an
educational tool.

~~~

‘And that will be the
end of today’s lesson,’ Hunterkis said. Around the classroom,
students suppressed sighs of relief. However, Hunterkis had one
more lesson for them all. ‘Miss Muspersa, I want to see you
improving. I want to see all of you improving, and here is
your incentive.’ He pointed the white wand at Truldi. The tip
glowed briefly and Truldi let out a shriek of what could only be
considerable pain. ‘Next time, do the homework.’

‘A pain
spell?!’ Millicen hissed. ‘He used–’

‘Alam,’ Kori
said. ‘It’s enchanted into his wand. He didn’t actually cast it
himself.’

‘That’s not the
point. He cast Alam on a student. That’s… twisted.’

‘He’s a bully,’
Safa said. ‘And he’s found someone he can target without it seeming
too wrong.’

‘Mm,’ Kori
said. She rather suspected it was more than that. There was a gleam
in Hunterkis’s eyes as he watched a couple of Truldi’s friends help
her out of the classroom. She rather suspected that their theory
teacher was a sadist, and she wondered why the school had done
nothing about that.

~~~

But Kori had her own
problems to deal with. They currently took the form of a tall young
man with long, curly blonde hair, a fairly handsome face featuring
blue eyes, and a fit body. His name was Garrik Grey. He was a
classmate. Not that you could tell as he stood over Kori at the
dinner table.

‘It’s quite
obvious that you cheated in your evaluation, and that you continue
to cheat in practical lessons,’ Garrik said. There was noise from
behind him. His chorus took an interesting form. There were a
smattering of first years, but several of the boys backing Garrik
up were from the upper years. The older boys were keeping the
younger ones in front of them, and they were staying silent. To
Kori, it looked a lot like the younger boys had been persuaded to
do this by the older ones.

‘And, of
course, you have proof of this?’ Kori asked.

‘I said it was
quite obvious. I’m Garrik Grey, the son of–’

‘I’m quite well
aware of who and what you are. Even the son of a duke needs to be
able to back up claims of cheating with facts.’

‘You’re just a
legacy. You can’t–’

‘Coming from
someone who is also a legacy, I find such a statement idiotic.’

Anger flared in
Garrik’s blue eyes. ‘I’ll prove you’re a fake.’ He raised his hand.
‘Kurat Naria.’ A ball of flame appeared in his palm. The older
students behind him all took a step backward. Various other people
scrambled away, knocking over chairs.

‘Kwawim,’ Kori
said. Her tone was calm, as though she were entirely uninterested.
The fire in Garrik’s palm puffed out before it could do any harm.
‘If I am a fake, Mister Grey, you are a greater one and a potential
danger to all those around you. Kindly leave me to my meal.’

Garrik looked
over his shoulder to find that the older students who had been
right there were now gone. ‘You haven’t heard the last of this,’ he
said in as defiant a tone as he could manage under the
circumstances.

‘I really hope
you don’t try letting off a fireball in the refectory next time,’
Kori said.

She got no
response as he stormed away.

‘What an
idiot,’ Safa said as Kori turned back to her food.

‘Unfortunately,
I have to agree,’ Millicen said.


‘Unfortunately?’

‘Well, yes.
He’s the son of a duke. Duke Grey, to be precise. The Greys are a
powerful family. He’s a great marriage prospect.’

‘If you’re okay
with marrying an idiot.’

‘Well, yes.
That might be a problem…’

10th
Awlan.

‘He’s really decided to
pick on that Truldi girl,’ Safa said. She was waiting for lunch.
They had just come from another Hunterkis theory lesson which
Truldi had left under a pain spell.

‘She’s an easy
target,’ Kori said. ‘I think her theory is better than it seems.
She gets nervous under pressure and gets things wrong.’

‘We’ve all been
there.’

‘Speak for
yourself,’ Millicen said.

‘Yeah, right.
We could do something. Offer to help somehow.’

‘I have my own
issues to deal with at the moment,’ Kori replied. Garrik had been
looking daggers at her all through breakfast, and on the way to the
lesson, and during the lesson when he could look her way. She
picked up a plate of sandwiches and followed Safa toward the
drinks.

‘Grey isn’t
going to let it lie,’ Millicen said. ‘You humiliated him.’

‘I’m aware. He
deserved it.’ Kori picked up a glass of juice and started toward
their usual table.

Off to her
right, in the corner of her vision, she spotted a boy raising his
arms. It was not Garrik, but it was one of the other first years
who had backed him up. His lips moved, though she could not hear
exactly what he said. It was a spell; she was sure of that. She
could feel the magic being directed at her. What kind of spell did
not really matter. Without breaking stride or saying a word, she
cast Aineakas, reflecting the spell back at its owner. Nothing
happened, but the boy looked a little perplexed. Then he turned
away, caught one foot against the other, and fell face-first onto
the hardwood floor.

Safa and
Millicen paused. ‘What was that?’ Millicen asked.

‘An idiot,’
Kori replied. ‘Let’s eat.’

11th
Awlan.

The next incident was
more stupid. In retrospect, Kori decided that it was a sign of
growing desperation. The boys wanted to ‘get her’ somehow and they
were not putting enough effort into figuring out how.

Once again, the
scene was the refectory, this time for the evening meal. Once
again, Kori spotted someone gesturing as he saw her joining the
queue. This time she just used Kwawim, the generic counterspell. A
second later, a highly improbable gust of wind swept upward from
beneath the queue for a few paces out from a centre point right
under Kori. There were shrieks as all the girls’ skirts were
flipped up around their waists. Even some of the boys let out cries
as cold air was funnelled up their trouser legs. The only person
unaffected was Kori, who stood there staring at the boy who had
cast the spell. She shook her head slowly and turned back to the
food counter.

Her attention
returned to the boy barely three seconds later as he let out a
squeak of his own and a voice rang out. ‘Mister Ozenbrak. Come with
me. We’ll see what the headmistress has to say about your use of
magic out of lessons.’ Kori did not recognise the teacher; it
seemed likely that the tall brunette taught the higher years. She
looked really annoyed. Her next statement seemed to give an
indication of why. ‘I don’t know why you idiots feel the need to
pull this sort of stunt every year. Are you all so utterly
immature?’

‘I, uh–’
Ozenbrak began.

The teacher
held up a hand. ‘I’m well aware that you were put up to it by older
students. It just shows how gullible you are. Come on. You’ll be
missing your dinner tonight.’

‘Well,’
Millicen said, ‘that taught him.’

‘You have too
much faith in the capacity for learning inherent in teenage boys,’
Safa said.

‘And it won’t
have taught the others anything,’ Kori added.

‘It seems like
they’re still targeting you.’

‘I’d noticed.
I’m taking precautions. Still, if this is the best they can do, I’m
not exactly worried.’

‘Huh. They’ll
escalate it.’

Kori grinned.
‘I suppose they will. I can’t wait.’

12th
Awlan.

‘Uh, hello?’ Truldi
stood in Kori’s doorway looking distinctly uncertain.

‘Come in,
Truldi,’ Kori said. She looked around at Safa and Millicen. ‘I
invited Truldi to join us. She needs help with her theory.’

‘Sure,’ Safa
said, smiling. ‘Are you okay? I mean, after…’

‘The spell only
lasts for ten minutes,’ Truldi said. ‘It, um, hurts. A lot. But it
only lasts for…’

‘That is beside
the point,’ Millicen said. ‘He shouldn’t be using it on students,
never mind one student to the near exclusion of anyone else.’

‘And so, we’ll
go over everything he’s likely to come up with as a question,’ Kori
said, ‘and make sure all of us can answer in a satisfactory
manner.’

‘He’ll probably
just find someone else to persecute,’ Safa said.

‘I can only do
so much,’ Kori replied. ‘We’ll handle any new situation when it
happens.’

‘You can’t fix
the entire school, Kori,’ Millicen said.

‘No, but I
don’t see why I shouldn’t fix what I can.’

‘You’ll cause
trouble for yourself.’

‘I’ll cause a
lot more trouble for others first. Also, I’m a legacy, as various
people seem happy to point out at every opportunity. That means
they can’t expel me without evidence of gross misconduct. Anyway,
if tutoring someone in difficulty is that much of a problem,
there’s more wrong with this school than I thought. Sit down,
Truldi. Let’s get started.’

14th
Awlan.

‘That is… correct, Miss
Muspersa.’

It had taken
most of the evening and several hours of their rest day, but they
had managed to get Truldi to understand what the text Hunterkis had
assigned to them meant. Actually, that had not been that hard, but
getting her to recognise that she understood it and making sure
they had covered all the possible questions he might ask had taken
longer. Still, it seemed to have paid off.

Kori watched
Hunterkis responding to Truldi’s correct answer. It had been
something of a trick question which they had anticipated. You had
to actually grasp the fundamentals of the text to answer correctly.
A lot of the others were probably lucky that Hunterkis was singling
out Truldi; they would have failed to answer correctly if asked.
And Hunterkis was not taking Truldi’s answer that well. A teacher
ought to be proud to see one of their students improve, should they
not? Hunterkis looked annoyed, or maybe frustrated. Yes, frustrated
seemed right, though frustration could obviously lead to
annoyance.

He turned to
the chalkboard before too many people could notice his expression.
‘We will now go over why this is true. I’m sure not everyone
understood the text as you have.’

Frustration. It
was an interesting reaction. It suggested that Hunterkis really did
enjoy inflicting pain. He would find another way to meet his needs.
Of that, Kori was quite sure.

17th
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‘We want to keep
going,’ Garrik said. ‘We’re getting better. Breaking now
would–’

‘Do you have
some sort of death wish, Mister Grey?’ Averin asked. The practical
teacher had just called for a break. No one else was resisting, but
Garrik and his partner seemed inclined to push on.

‘What? No.’

‘Has no one
ever explained the reason why we rest? Has no one explained the
dangers of continuing when your reserves are running low?’ For some
reason, the teacher looked at Kori for an answer.

‘My mother
explained it to me. I don’t recall anyone here telling us about
it.’

‘It’s not
exactly secret knowledge,’ Safa said. ‘I know, um, some of it
anyway, and I don’t come from a magical family.’

‘Hm.’ Averin
frowned. ‘Well, let’s clarify things now so that you all know.
There are times when a magician must surpass their limits,
to survive or defeat an enemy they must defeat. You should know
what you risk when you do, and then you will know why there is
never any reason to do so when you’re just training.’ She
waved at Garrik. ‘Sit down and listen, Mister Grey.’ She waited
while Garrik sat down on the ground, and then she said, ‘Miss
Najmi, would you kindly explain the nature of magic flow within a
magician?’

Kori, who had
already settled onto the floor of the training khalal, got to her
feet. ‘Everyone, including those without magical talent, stores a
certain amount of magical energy within their body. This is the
power we draw upon to cast spells. Everyone has a certain capacity
for this magical energy which constantly circulates through our
bodies. Actually, all living things have this same circulation.
Humans generally have more than other living things, but monsters
frequently have more than most humans. When we use magic, we
deplete our store of magical energy, and it recovers at a steady
rate which is dependent on the individual’s magical talent.
Generally, if you were to deplete your internal magic store
completely, it would refill entirely within two days. A greater
capacity coincides with a greater recharge rate.’

‘Very good,’
Averin said. ‘And if you run out of stored magic? Can you still
cast?’

‘Yes, but you
have to force magic from the world around you into your body at an
unnatural rate. This is safe enough if you are a skilled magician.
For novices, it can be extremely dangerous, and even master
magicians risk their lives when doing it.’

Averin nodded.
‘Thank you, Miss Najmi. Now, you may be thinking that Miss Najmi is
exaggerating, that I am overstating the risks to stop you
trying. Perhaps Miss Najmi’s mother told small lies to keep her in
check. And death is only one of the possible outcomes, that is
true. It is not uncommon for magicians to damage their ability to
take magical energy from the world this way. Perhaps they find it
difficult to recharge their stores for a time. At worst, they can
permanently destroy their ability to draw magic from the world and,
once any stored magic they have is gone, they will never again be
able to cast.’

There were
mutterings around the room. Most seemed shocked; that was not an
outcome many had heard of.

‘Permanent
disability is rare,’ Averin went on. ‘Being unable to cast for
several months or years is more common. Also, simply being unable
to cast is, perhaps, the easiest outcome. It affects you. No one
else suffers. When we open ourselves up to draw magic from the
world, we open ourselves to other things. Some magicians have died
when they were unable to close the connection once they had enough
energy. They… burst. After a time, anyway. A very painful time in
some cases. The resulting explosions can be devastating. In one
example where such a detonation is suspected, most of a city was
destroyed.’

‘Isn’t there a
way to avoid it?’ someone asked. ‘Maybe casting a lot of
spells?’

‘Yes. People
have actually survived overloads by casting very powerful spells as
fast as they could. You have to have the skill and concentration to
cast big spells almost continuously while in considerable pain. If
you miss one, you probably won’t get a chance to catch up, but it
can be done if the overload doesn’t last too long. That’s not the
worst thing that can happen, however. Miss Najmi?’

This time, Kori
stayed on the ground. ‘You can be possessed by an outsider.’

‘Exactly. For
those who don’t know, outsiders are entities of pure chaos. They
exist outside our world, but they are always looking for a way in.
Being possessed suggests that they can be pushed out and you’ll be
okay, but the first thing they do is consume the spirit of the
unlucky magician. If this happens to you, you’ll be dead, and there
will be no coming back. The possessed are immune to magic, very
strong, and generally malign. Direct attack spells like Kurat Naria
will destroy the body they’ve assumed control of, and that will
force them back to where they came from, but they are exceptionally
durable, and other forms of magic are useless. There’s no coming
back from such a possession. The only thing we can do for such an
unfortunate is to end them quickly before they do too much
damage.’

Averin fixed
Garrik with a stare. ‘And that, Mister Grey, is why we take rests
to ensure that our internal magic stores are recharged. I, for one,
have no desire to have to destroy you because you have become a
monster. Kindly refrain from making that necessary.’

18th
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‘Isn’t that Garrik?’
Safa asked.

‘I believe it
is,’ Millicen said. ‘That hair of his is quite distinct.’

‘Agreed,’ Kori
said, ‘but what’s he doing on his own?’

The trio were
heading into town on their rest day to meet up with Lizbit. Truldi
was going to make a start on their homework. They would be joining
her later, but she had seemed quite confident. Hunterkis had not
managed to catch her out once during the week. Ahead of them,
Garrik Grey was walking in the same direction, alone as Kori had
said.

‘I suspect,’
Millicen said, ‘that it’s your fault.’

‘My
fault?!’

‘In a manner of
speaking. He failed in his challenge which I’m sure he only made to
ingratiate himself with the other boys. He’s a legacy, like you,
and should be subject to the same prejudices. He needed a way of
getting on everyone else’s good sides. And he failed. Further, I
suspect he’s intelligent enough to realise that their attempts to
catch you by surprise were always going to fail, and that those
attempts were getting out of hand. If he’s become unwilling to go
along with this vendetta, he’ll be out. I shouldn’t be surprised if
the other boys have begun playing tricks on him now.’

‘That’s kind of
a shame,’ Safa said, ‘but he did start it.’

‘No,’ Kori
said. ‘The older students started it. They’ve just employed Grey
and his former friends as catspaws. Anyone who manages to get
through the first year here has learned not to risk their own necks
on something like this. It’ll pass. They’ll get bored soon
enough.’

‘You really
think so?’ Millicen asked. It was apparent that she did not.

‘It might take
someone getting expelled to really finish it. I don’t think that’ll
take too much more time, however.’

~~~

The first-year girls’
dorm was not entirely dark at night. The corridors were lit by
dimmed light spells. It was enough to see where you were going if
you needed to leave your room. It was also enough to allow four
boys to make their way from the front door – which had been locked
until a spell had taken care of that – to the corridor where the
private rooms were located.

Of course, boys
were not allowed in the girls’ dormitories. It was a strict rule,
punishable by expulsion. There was no discrimination at the school;
girls caught in the boys’ dorms got the same treatment. The team of
four were nervous to say the least. The light let them see where
they were going, but it also let anyone else see them. However,
they had a mission to complete. They were not going to give up now
after volunteering to undertake this dangerous task.

‘This is it,
right?’ one of them asked as they came to a particular door.

‘This is it,’ a
second confirmed. ‘Everyone ready?’ There were nods from the
others. He reached out, grasping the doorknob. He twisted and
pushed. It was time to teach a legacy girl a lesson.

The door
refused to budge. Something did happen, however: a loud horn
sounded and continued to sound as the four boys looked at each
other in panic.

‘Run!’ one of
them said.

Screams joined
the horn sound as doors along the corridor opened and girls stepped
out to realise that there were four boys, dressed in black and
wearing scarfs over their lower faces, in the dorm. The only door
that did not open was the one the boys had tried. The horn sound
stopped after another few seconds, but by now it was almost drowned
out by the screams.

Then an even
louder voice sounded as the boys ran for the front door. ‘Just what
do you think you’re doing?!’ The dorm matrons were not people to be
trifled with. The boys came to a stop. They knew they were doomed;
there was no point in making it worse.

19th
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‘A second year and
three first years,’ Millicen said. ‘The headmistress saw them last
night and expelled them on the spot. They were packing their bags
through morning lessons. And I can’t believe you slept through the
whole thing!’ The last was aimed at Kori who was calmly eating her
lunch.

Kori shrugged.
‘I didn’t.’

‘But everyone
else got up to find out what was going on. Your door never
opened.’

‘Well, I knew
what was going on. Not the details, obviously, but it was my alarm
spell they set off, so I knew someone had tried to get through my
door. I didn’t really need to know who tried. I reset the alarm and
went back to sleep. I must say that it wasn’t easy with all the
noise.’

Safa started
giggling.

‘You knew the
boys would try something like this?’ Millicen asked.

‘No. I had a
strong suspicion backed up by a little augury. It was not a sure
thing.’

‘Augury? You
know how to–’

‘I think you
should assume Kori knows how to do everything until proven wrong,’
Safa said. ‘It’s probably easier.’

‘I know almost
no Shadow magic,’ Kori supplied.

‘Well, who
does? It’s kind of esoteric and mostly useless.’

‘It has its
uses… Admittedly, those uses are rather niche.’

Safa grinned.
‘Anyway, did your auguries indicate how long this is going to go on
for?’

‘Actually, if
they tried this, the probability is that it’ll be the last attempt.
I’m quite sure they won’t just start liking me, but they’ll stop
trying to catch me like this. Probably because I got four of them
expelled.’

‘Hm,’ Millicen
said. ‘One wonders just what they planned to do if they had
got into your room.’

‘I decided I
preferred not to find out. That’s why I started setting the alarm
spell.’

‘What if Safa,
or I, had needed to talk to you urgently during the night? Wouldn’t
that have set the spell off?’

‘Well, both of
you tend to knock. You knock even when my door is open.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘And if you had
tried to open the door anyway, I’d have apologised.’

‘Oh. Well, at
least you didn’t have it rain lightning bolts or something.’

Kori shook her
head. ‘That would have been overkill. I only set that up if anyone
actually managed to get through the door.’

‘What?!’

‘Just
kidding.’

22nd
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‘Very good, Miss
Muspersa.’ Hunterkis looked pleased after Truldi managed to answer
his question correctly. Kori considered this a bad sign. ‘Now, let
us see whether you can apply what you’ve learned.’ And this
probably meant that Kori was right to be concerned. ‘Come to the
front, Miss Muspersa.’

Truldi looked
nervous. Truldi often looked nervous, but now she really
looked nervous. Kori had noticed by now that Truldi lacked
confidence when under stress. She was, in fact, moderately
accomplished at magic. She was certainly no worse than the majority
of the students in class one. The problem was that she flubbed
things when pressure was applied, and Hunterkis was applying
pressure right now. Maybe he had figured out the same thing.

From his desk
drawer, Hunterkis produced a wooden cube with a few symbols carved
into its surface. The symbols glowed. He placed it on the desk and
gave Truldi a broad smile. ‘Now, this cube has a spell cast upon
it. Analyse the magic and then dispel it.’

‘Y-yes, Master
Hunterkis,’ Truldi said. She gathered herself, drawing energy from
her internal store. ‘S-sahar Alihsas.’ She frowned, shook her head,
and repeated the spell. ‘Sahar Alihsas.’ Her eyes widened. ‘I-it’s
quite a powerful spell.’

‘You can’t
dispel it?’

‘I c-can.’ Once
again, she drew upon her power. ‘Tabdid.’

‘It’s still
there, Miss Muspersa.’

‘Sorry, Master
Hunterkis. T-tabdid!’ Nothing happened. ‘Tabd-did!’ The only
response was in Truldi’s face, which was getting redder by the
minute.

As she opened
her mouth to try again, Hunterkis held up a hand. ‘That’s enough.
We don’t want you blowing up the classroom. Go back to your seat,
Miss Muspersa. We’ll try this again on Ousia. You’ll have all of
tomorrow to get performing a basic spell right.’

‘Y-yes, Master
Hunterkis.’

~~~

‘The problem,’ Kori
said at lunch, ‘is that you get nervous when stressed. You
underperform in such situations.’

‘I-I’m not that
good at casting Tabdid anyway,’ Truldi said in a dejected tone.

‘He never said
you had to do it quickly. Take your time over it. You might try
practising the spell tomorrow, but don’t overdo it. If you expend
too much energy and end up having to draw it from outside yourself,
the results might be much worse than anything Hunterkis can do to
you.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘Believe me on
this, Truldi. You don’t want to create that kind of catastrophe in
the classroom. No one will be able to do anything to save you and
Hunterkis will have won. Don’t give the bastard the pleasure.’

‘No. No, I
won’t let that happen.’

Kori nodded.
‘Good. That’s good.’ Unfortunately, the determined look on Truldi’s
face was not giving Kori good vibes.

24th
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‘Truldi’s not looking
too good,’ Millicen said. It was true. The girl had bags under her
eyes shaded an unhealthy grey. She looked ashen.

‘She probably
didn’t sleep well last night,’ Safa said. ‘That isn’t going to
help.’

‘Hopefully,
that’s all it is,’ Kori said.

‘Now that
you’re all seated,’ Hunterkis said, ‘we’ll get started.’ He
produced the cube from a drawer again, placing it on his desk.
‘Miss Muspersa, let’s see if you’ve improved.’

‘Yes, sir,’
Truldi said. She got up from her chair and slumped toward the desk.
She raised a hand toward the cube and concentrated for several
seconds. ‘Sahar Alihsas.’ Again her eyes widened, but this time
there looked to be an edge of panic about her expression. ‘It’s
even more powerful. I–’

‘The power of
the spell has no bearing on its difficulty, Miss Muspersa.’

‘Y-yes,
but–’

‘No buts!
Dispel the magic.’ He took his white wand from inside his jacket.
‘And be quick about it.’

Kori raised her
arm. ‘Master Hunterkis–’

‘Silence,
Najmi. You’re not getting Muspersa out of this one.’

Truldi looked
back at Kori and subtly shook her head. Then she took a deep breath
and concentrated. Her body gave a lurch and her shoulders slumped.
Kori pushed her chair back.

‘Miss
Muspersa?’ Hunterkis asked. ‘I expect you to–’

Truldi turned
and drove her fist into Hunterkis’s stomach. He folded around the
blow. The sound of all the air being driven out of his lungs filled
the classroom. As he hit the ground, Truldi let out a shriek of
laughter which was definitely not Truldi-like, and then she kicked
him in the face. She pulled back her leg for another blow.

‘Hey!’ Kori
shouted. She was closing the distance from the back of the
class.

Truldi looked
around at her. ‘Wait your turn, human.’ The voice was Truldi’s, but
it sounded like whoever was using it was not that used to employing
human vocal equipment. Whoever was in there, they looked back to
take aim at Hunterkis who was fairly clearly unconscious.

‘You should be
more worried about me than him.’ Kori raised her hand and light
blazed across the room as she unleashed the bolt of lightning she
was holding. Truldi lit up like a candle. The scream rent from her
was not human. She fell to the wooden floor, curled into a ball and
shivered.

‘She’s still
moving!’ someone said. ‘She’s still moving after that?’

‘Outsiders are
hard to kill,’ Kori said. She lifted her hand and a ball of fire
appeared in her palm. ‘Apparently, I can’t do enough damage to
finish them in one go yet. But fire always works.’ She tossed the
ball of flame onto the twitching form at her feet. Unlike the
fireballs the others had used during evaluation, this one did not
explode, but Truldi’s body burst into flame, and when that fire
died away, there was nothing left but ash.

Silence filled
the room.

‘Sorry,
Truldi,’ Kori whispered. Then she raised her voice. ‘Someone get
the headmistress. Run.’ At the back of the room, Millicen rose from
her chair and headed out of the class at a fast walk. ‘Someone else
get the nurse for Hunterkis.’ Safa got up. ‘You can walk.’

Safa grinned.
‘I wasn’t planning on hurrying.’

~~~

Lunch was kind of
quiet. No one was mentioning what had happened in class, but there
was an empty chair where Truldi would probably have been sitting
which seemed a bit like a hole in the world. Headmistress Syrix had
arrived, heard what had happened, and absolved Kori of any
wrongdoing. Just the description of what had happened to Truldi was
enough to confirm that she had been possessed by an outsider.

The silence was
broken, as one would expect, by Millicen. ‘I didn’t hear you
casting any of the spells you used.’

Kori looked at
her. ‘Silent casting isn’t that hard.’

Safa shook her
head. ‘It’s not very common. Most people have to gesture and speak
to cast. Thinking about it, I never hear you casting Kwawim or
Aineakas when you deflect spells. I should’ve picked up on it
earlier.’

‘You usually
speak when you’re casting in class,’ Millicen said.

‘That way,
people don’t realise I can do without,’ Kori replied. ‘The less my
opponents know, the easier it is to defeat them.’

‘Sneaky,’ Safa
said. She grinned. It looked a little strained, but she managed
it.

Kori sighed.
‘She wasn’t Truldi anymore. I don’t regret doing what I did. I wish
I hadn’t had to do it, but I don’t regret ending what she
became.’

‘I guess it’ll
be back to just four of us studying together,’ Lizbit said.

‘Yes. Sadly,
yes.’

26th
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The headmistress took
the theory lesson the following day. Hunterkis had, apparently,
been told to rest for the day. Kori found this a little odd, given
that magic could have had him on his feet in a matter of minutes.
When class one turned up for their lesson the following day,
Hunterkis was waiting for them with a scowl on his face. He waited
until everyone was seated before taking the cube out of his desk
drawer.

‘Miss Najmi,
remove the spell from this cube.’

Kori stared at
him for a second, then she rose from her chair and walked to the
front of the class. She was still walking when she said, ‘Sahar
Alihsas.’ She frowned. ‘It must have taken almost your entire
capacity to cast that, Master Hunterkis.’

A smirk drifted
across Hunterkis’s face. ‘You can’t dispel it?’

‘I can,’ Kori
said, ‘but I refuse to. Are you attempting to get yourself beaten
to a pulp again? I won’t be here to save you this time.’

Hunterkis
raised his wand. ‘Miss Najmi, I won’t accept this
insubordination.’

‘If you use
that on me, you’ll regret it. You’re already responsible for the
death of a student. Don’t compound your crimes by continuing to
torture the rest of us to satisfy your sadistic fetish.’

‘You
killed Miss Muspersa!’

‘I destroyed
her body. You forced her to cast a spell which she did not have the
internal energy to cast. You didn’t burn her body, but you
terrorised her into casting a spell she should never have
attempted. Her death is your fault, Hunterkis. Just how many other
students have you hounded to their doom?’

‘Why you–’ He
raised his wand. ‘Eadhab!’ There were several gasps from the other
students, the ones who knew what that spell was.

‘Aineakas,’
Kori said.

Hunterkis’s
eyes widened, but not for long. An instant later they were jamming
closed as pain lanced through his body. Eadhab was the maximised
version of the spell he usually used, Alam. Alam caused a lot of
pain for about ten minutes, usually. Eadhab caused sheer, brutal
agony, and it was generally cast to last for thirty minutes.

Kori turned as
Hunterkis rolled into a ball on the floor, screaming. ‘I think
class is over,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll go talk to the headmistress
myself. The rest of you should wait outside at the very least.’

‘Good plan,’
Millicen called out. She was already heading for the door.
‘Otherwise, we’ll all be deaf before the headmistress gets
here.’

~~~

‘She attacked me! She
attacked me in front of the entire class! What are you going to do
about it?’

Kori stood
before the headmistress’s desk, arms behind her back, and listened
to Hunterkis lying through his teeth. She was missing practical for
this. It was interesting to see what Syrix was going to do, but the
sadistic teacher was grating on her nerves. From the look of it, he
was also annoying the headmistress.

‘To be clear,’
Syrix said, ‘you are saying that Miss Najmi cast the first
spell?’

‘Yes!’
Hunterkis snapped, rather as though this was the most obvious thing
in the world.

‘And not, as
her classmates have reported, that she reflected your cast of
Eadhab.’

‘No, I–’

‘A spell which
is expressly forbidden as a punishment tool.’

‘She–’

‘All of them
say the same thing. Several of them don’t like Miss Najmi, but
all of them say you cast Eadhab and she reflected it with
Aineakas.’

‘Lies! They’re
all–’

‘I’ve spoken to
you about your abuse of Alam, Mister Hunterkis. Parents have
complained.’

Hunterkis bared
his teeth. It might have been a smile, if you were being generous.
‘Alam is allowed under the school rules.’

‘Not the way
you use it, and not as of now.’

‘What?!’

‘I’m banning
all use of pain spells to punish students, effective immediately.
The memo will be circulated this afternoon.’

‘You can’t do
that!’ This was the wrong thing to say, you could see it on Syrix’s
face, but Hunterkis was too wound up to notice. ‘Children learn
through pain. If we can’t encourage them that way, they’ll–’

‘Encourage
them?’ Syrix’s voice rose in volume. Kori almost winced. ‘You get
results. I can’t deny that your classes produce knowledgeable
students. However, you also have the highest drop-out rate of any
teacher in the school, and I cannot help but wonder whether you get
those results by simply eliminating anyone who doesn’t make the
grade. Your opinion, Miss Najmi?’

‘You’re asking
her?!’

‘I am.’

Kori took a
second to consider her answer. ‘I think your hypothesis is probably
correct, Headmistress. Mister Hunterkis selects those who lack
confidence or don’t pick up the lessons as quickly. Once he has
found someone fitting those criteria, he hounds them relentlessly.
He appears to dislike it when someone he has selected improves,
though that is purely my opinion based upon observation. He would
never go after the stronger students, because he is weak. He was
unable to resist his own spell when it was turned back on him. He
is a bully, a sadist, and a coward, and he hounded one of his
students to death.’

‘You–’
Hunterkis began.

‘Silence!’
Syrix snapped. ‘Miss Najmi, you may return to class. Mister
Hunterkis, you are fired. You will receive two months’ pay as
severance. I expect you to be off school grounds by the end of the
week.’

Kori turned on
the spot and started for the door. Somehow, thanking the
headmistress seemed inappropriate at the moment.

‘B-but where am
I supposed to go?’ Hunterkis asked. His anger had deflated in an
instant. He was almost whimpering.

‘I really don’t
care,’ Syrix replied, ‘but if I see you hanging around this school,
you’ll have more to worry about than pain spells.’
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‘As I’m sure you’ve all
heard,’ Syrix said, ‘Mister Hunterkis will no longer be teaching at
this school.’ It was the following morning and, instead of
Hunterkis standing at the front of the class, the headmistress was
there. ‘It’s rather difficult to get a replacement teacher here on
short notice, so I shall be taking your classes until a replacement
is found.’

Various
mutterings went around the class. They sounded generally positive,
though that might have been because Hunterkis was gone. Kori had
been a little surprised that the entire class had backed her when
questioned. Millicen had been dismissive: even the ones who
disliked Kori hated Hunterkis far more.

‘I was Master
of Energy here prior to becoming headmistress,’ Syrix went on.
‘Before that, I was an active monster hunter. I don’t think your
education will suffer from my taking over your classes.’ She paused
while various people muttered again. ‘One thing I should make
clear. I have banned the use of pain magic in school. That does
not, however, mean you can slack off. Believe me when I say that
there are far more insidious and terrible punishments available to
your teachers should you decide you can take things easy from now
on.’ She smiled. It was not a nice smile. ‘Now then, someone tell
me where Mister Hunterkis had got to in the curriculum. His notes
are… He didn’t take notes. And remember what I said about insidious
and terrible punishments when you consider your answers.’

Kori smiled.
She suspected that she was going to enjoy the headmistress’s
lessons.

30th
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‘It seems,’ Millicen
said as she sat down to the evening meal, ‘that Hunterkis was
disliked by more than just our class.’

‘I had no
doubt,’ Kori replied. She stuck a fork into a carrot piece she had
found in her stew. The food was generally not too bad, but the
stews were uniformly brown in both appearance and flavour.

‘What I mean is
that you are off the hook.’

Kori swallowed.
‘Which hook was I on?’

‘The legacy
hook. The older students have decided that anyone willing to stand
up to him is okay with them, legacy or not.’

‘That seems
like a good thing. Now all we need to worry about is people picking
on Safa.’

Safa grimaced,
though that might have been the stew. ‘That will be way
harder to stop. Islanders tend to get the short end of the stick at
every turn.’

Kori nodded and
gave her friend a smile. ‘Something to work on then.’ She stabbed
at a lump of something which might have been meat. ‘Teaching the
cooks here how to make stew is another thing we could try.’

‘Oh… Fixing
centuries of discrimination is one thing. Making the stew edible is
just asking the impossible!’


Part Two: Gods and
Monsters

 Taniyn Abyad Magic School, Ardalamn,
10th Than 935.

Ten days into her
second month at Taniyn Abyad, Kori considered herself fairly
settled. She was used to the school, the students, and the lessons.
It was a substantial departure from her life before, but she
considered herself adjusted. On the other hand, she was not quite
sure she would ever get used to Mitmi Dulerhans’s monster biology
lessons.

Miss Dulerhans
held two-hour lectures once a week on Energaia, the middle day of
the week. Monster biology was one of several short lessons which
had been brought in during the second month to replace part of
practical. After the first month, students were supposed to have
had the basics of practical magic drummed into them, so the
intensive study was not required. Monster biology was pretty
important if you planned to become a monster hunter or otherwise
defend the country from danger. It was just that Dulerhans had some
odd ways of conducting her lessons.

Somehow or
other, she had a ready source of live monsters. Each week, she
would bring in one such creature so that the students could see a
real, live, and often very dangerous creature. In some ways, Kori
thought this was a good idea. It was unlikely that the students,
most of them anyway, had ever seen a real monster; the whole thing
about Ardalamn was that it did not have the same kind of monster
problem as the rest of the world. Actually experiencing monsters
was probably a good thing. And it was obviously easier to point out
weak points when you had an actual beast to look at.

It was just
that the entire situation felt like a disaster waiting to happen.
Today, Dulerhans had a spark tusk in a cage at the front of the
class. Spark tusks were basically boars about the size of a large
bear with fearsome tusks made of some sort of purple mineral.
Sparks jumped from the beast’s tusks to the bars of its cage as it
looked sullenly at the teacher and, occasionally, smashed its head
against the cage.

‘Don’t worry,’
Dulerhans said as a particularly large discharge left a loud crack
echoing around the classroom. ‘It can’t get out. That cage is quite
capable of holding anything a spark tusk can throw at it.’

‘Is she sure?’
Safa asked.

‘I don’t know,’
Kori replied, ‘but spark tusks aren’t especially strong.
Physically. If you get hit with one of those tusks, it would be a
toss-up whether you died from the stab wound or electrocution.’

‘Oh. Let’s hope
the bars aren’t rusty then.’

12th
Than.

Lizbit had definitely
become part of Kori’s friend circle. Or friend square, since there
were four of them. She always had lunch with Kori, Millicen, and
Safa. Being somewhat timid and not living in the dorms, she had not
made other firm friends, but there were sometimes others sitting
with the four, usually when the theory lesson had been particularly
hard and there was a chance that the conversation might be steered
such that Kori explained something.

Today, there
was little chance of that due to the arrival of someone none of
them had ever met before. He was fairly tall and fit. His jaw
looked like it had been carved out of granite and grafted onto his
face. He had perfect, white teeth, obvious because he smiled a lot.
Despite being quite attractive, Millicen scowled at him as soon as
he spoke his introductory statements.

‘Good
afternoon, ladies. My name is Orton Junabaric. Have you heard the
word of Alinsan?’

‘No, Mister
Junabaric,’ Millicen said, ‘and we have no desire–’

‘What’s he
talking about?’ Kori asked.

Millicen looked
horrified. ‘He’s a Creationist. Don’t ask questions like that
or–’

Orton grabbed a
nearby chair and pulled it under himself so that he could sit
beside Kori. ‘Ah, dear lady, Alinsan is the great creator of this
world. He is all-powerful, all-knowing, and eternal. Every being
alive owes him everything, and we–’

Kori waved a
hand absently. ‘Oh, religion. I thought it might have been
interesting. My mistake.’ Her attention turned to her food as
though a switch had been flipped.

‘Dear
lady–’

‘Please stop
calling me that. My name is Kori, or Miss Najmi.’

Orton was not
to be deterred it seemed. ‘Miss Najmi, fealty to Alinsan is the
only logical way to live. Everyone here only exists because Alinsan
wills it.’

‘Well, I’ve
managed up until now without worshipping anyone,’ Kori said, ‘and
my mother has lived a lot longer without religion. Well, she swears
by Sihri’s name, but I don’t honestly think she believes any of the
gods exist.’

Orton
really was not to be deterred. ‘And what do you think?’

‘Well, I think
it’s unlikely that they do, because my mother would probably know,
but I can’t prove they don’t, so I keep an open mind.’

‘Exactly! An
open mind is–’

‘Oh, except for
your Alinsan. He definitely doesn’t exist.’

It was kind of
like Orton had just had a door slammed in his face. One moment,
Kori had opened that door with her ‘open mind’ comment, and then
she had slammed it closed, disjointing Orton’s nose in the process.
‘Alinsan most certainly does exist!’

‘He can’t.
Logic says so.’

‘L-logic?’

‘Mm. You say
he’s all-powerful? Omnipotent?’

‘He is,
yes.’

‘Can he create
a box he can’t open?’

Safa gave a
snort which was clearly a barely contained laugh. ‘Good one.’

‘Huh?’ Millicen
asked.

‘Oh, if he can
create such a box, he can’t be omnipotent because he can’t open it.
If he can’t create the box… Omnipotence is a logical
impossibility.’

‘Thanks, Safa,’
Kori said. ‘Now I don’t need to explain it.’

‘You’re
welcome.’

Kori turned her
attention back to Orton. ‘Will that be all, Mister Junabaric? I’m
really not inclined to join your worship of a non-existent god.
Sorry.’

Orton got to
his feet. ‘I’ll consider your argument and return.’

‘As you
wish.’

‘Now you’ve
done it,’ Millicen said. ‘Creationists never give up. He’ll be
coming back every time he has a new argument he thinks you can’t
refute.’

Kori gave a
shrug. ‘Sounds like fun.’

‘You say that
now…’

Alwadi Alabyad,
13th Than.

‘Oh, I, um, I’m not
ready to consider that yet,’ Lizbit said.

Another thing
which was becoming a regular event was going into town on their
rest day and having lunch somewhere nice with Lizbit. Sometimes
they toured shops. Sometimes they just wandered around town.
Sometimes they stayed at Lizbit’s house and went over homework. But
there was always lunch and conversation.

‘You’re never
too young to consider a good marriage,’ Millicen countered. ‘Every
young woman who expects to get anywhere in life needs to find
themselves someone who can advance their position in the
world.’

‘Let me guess,’
Safa said, ‘your mother told you that?’

Millicen
stalled for a second. ‘Well, yes,’ she admitted. ‘Didn’t
yours?’

‘She was too
busy telling me that my talent for magic shouldn’t be wasted on
alchemy.’

‘My parents
said I should be happy,’ Lizbit said.

Everyone looked
at Kori.

‘What? Oh, you
want my mother’s opinion?’

‘Obviously,’
Millicen said. ‘I assume your father is dead, so we can’t have
his.’

‘He’s alive.
He’s married. Advantageously, I believe, though I’m told it was for
love. He’s just not married to my mother and, frankly, I don’t
think she wanted to marry him.’

‘Oh.’

‘That’s why I
have my mother’s surname rather than his.’

‘You know who
he is?’

‘Clearly.’

‘Oh.’

‘As for my
mother, she’s never been married, so I assume she was more
interested in a career in magic before I came along. I believe I
think the same way. If someone came along I was attracted to… Well,
we’d have to see what happens should such a person ever
materialise. I certainly have no intention of marrying just to rise
in society, but if that’s the way you want your life to go, have at
it.’

Millicen
frowned at her. ‘We are not going to be able to talk about the boys
we like over tea, are we?’

‘It doesn’t
seem likely. To be honest, all the boys at school are too immature
for me.’

‘Oh, well,
you’re probably not wrong there…’

Taniyn Abyad,
14th Than.

Orton was back. He
pulled up a chair beside Kori, smiling once again. That had to be a
bad sign. He began with, ‘Alinsan must exist, and I can
prove it.’

Millicen made a
noise somewhere between a groan and a huff.

Kori said,
‘I’ll bite. Please go ahead, Mister Junabaric.’

‘The world
exists.’

‘I believe we
can all agree on that.’

‘Well,’ Safa
said, ‘there are some philosophical views… Um, but that’s not
really relevant.’

‘We can discuss
that later. Mister Junabaric, please continue.’

‘The world
exists, and all things which exist came into existence at some
point.’

‘Hm. I’ll
accept your assertion for now.’

‘If the world
came into existence, something must have created it. The sheer
complexity of the world necessitates a superior being to create
something like it. Therefore, Alinsan exists and created the
world.’

‘Hm.’ Kori bit
thoughtfully into one of the ham and cheese sandwiches she had
decided upon for lunch. She chewed. She swallowed. ‘First, I think
you must have skipped some steps. Your conclusion doesn’t follow on
from your premises. At best, you’ve made an argument for there
being a creator for the world. You are simply asserting that your
god is that creator, and you haven’t even formed an argument for an
intelligent creator.’

‘Ah, but–’

‘However, your
argument is fundamentally flawed. You state that something must
have created the world based on the idea that everything is
created. What created Alinsan?’

‘Aha! Nothing
created him. He has always existed and will always exist.’

‘Then he is
something which was not created.’


‘Precisely!’

‘Then why does
the world have to have been created?’ Kori paused to let him
answer; he had waited for her, after all.

‘Because
everything we know of has been created by something?’ The upturn in
tone at the end of the sentence rather suggested that Orton had
lost his certainty.

‘Except your
god, who is eternal.’

‘Well,
yes.’

Kori shook her
head. ‘I’m sorry, Mister Junabaric, but that’s not a very
convincing argument. It amounts to saying that my god exists
because I want him to. He’s special, because I say he his. Add in
the whole business of omnipotence being logically inconsistent, and
I think you’ve validly argued that the world must be eternal or
self-creating. It’s simpler that way.’

Orton frowned.
‘I’ll… I’ll consider your words and return.’

‘As you
wish.’

‘I must admit,’
Millicen said, ‘that was sort of fun to watch. You really don’t
believe in any gods, Kori?’

‘Not really.
Show me some compelling evidence and I may change my mind. I don’t
think I’m going to get it from Mister Junabaric, however.’

‘I think that’s
a given.’

Alwadi Alabyad,
18th Than.

‘I got a letter from
home today,’ Millicen said. ‘News from Rigas.’

‘That’s nice,’
Kori said.

‘Something
happened?’ Safa asked. She naturally had a greater inclination to
hear about things happening where she came from.

Lizbit just
drank her tea. It was good tea; the shop she had selected for their
lunch today had a very good reputation for its tea. Sadly, their
food was less good.

‘King Karsten
has taken control of the throne,’ Millicen said.

‘Oh,’ Safa
said. ‘Duke Galden is out then?’


‘Apparently.’

‘Um,’ Kori
said, ‘isn’t that normal? I mean, shouldn’t a king already have
control of the throne?’

‘You really
don’t know much about the rulership of Ardalamn, do you?’ Millicen
said.

‘I know King
Aberka died and was replaced by his son.’

‘Who wasn’t
even nine at the time. His uncle, Duke Galden Damana, has been the
regent since then. King Karsten turned seventeen this year, and it
was decided that the regency should end.’

‘I can’t
imagine the duke liked that.’

‘Why wouldn’t
he?’ Millicen seemed genuinely surprised. ‘His position as regent
always had a time limit. It was his duty to relinquish control when
the king was capable of exercising power, and he has.’

Kori shrugged.
‘I’m sure he has plenty of power of his own. Is this change of
ruler going to change anything for us?’

‘Oh, um,
probably not.’

‘It is
news from the capital,’ Lizbit offered.

‘Yes,’ Kori
replied, ‘I suppose it is.’

Taniyn Abyad,
20th Than.

While the first half of
their first year was largely taken up with theory so that they
would have a strong basis to go forward studying more practical
magic, the school did want the first years to get a basic education
in the eight spheres. Technically, it was seven spheres and one
vocation. Magic was a speciality, a vocation, of Chaos, but
the study of Chaos was highly restricted in Ardalamn and outright
banned in other places, so the students got to learn Magic. That
vocation sufficed for most practical purposes anyway.

There was one
other sphere which, to a first approximation, no one would be
studying, and that was the subject of today’s lecture. The Master
of Shadow, Titu Amarji, was the only teacher of the Shadow sphere
in the school. Few students went on to make any real study of the
sphere because it was, for most practical purposes, useless. It
was, however, interesting, and Kori had been looking forward to
this class since hearing it was on the schedule.

‘Who,’ Master
Amarji asked, ‘can list the components of a living being?’ He was a
tall, slim man who kind of fitted with his chosen subject. He wore
a lot of black and had very dark eyes and short black hair. You
could imagine him in black robes frequenting underground crypts, or
maybe hunting through the restricted section of some vast
library.

For once, Kori
put her hand up, but it was Lizbit who Amarji selected. ‘Uh, that
would be the physical body, the metaphysical body, the spirit, and
the shadow, Master Amarji.’

‘Correct. Each
of these has a sphere associated with it, allowing us to manipulate
that aspect of a being. Miss Wooton, do you know which of those
components are not found in inanimate objects?’

‘It’s the
metaphysical body and the spirit, isn’t it, sir?’

Amarji smiled.
Somehow the expression did not fit with his image. ‘Correct. Many
people assume that inanimate objects have no shadow, but
everything has a shadow because your shadow represents your
history, the effect you have had upon the world. If you will, it is
the shadow your presence has cast upon reality. Everything casts
such a shadow and so, everything is subject to Shadow magic.’

He paused. Even
the students who were quite aware that they were going to drop the
subject at the first opportunity seemed somewhat mesmerised by the
concept. It was time to drop the hammer on that. ‘Unfortunately,
Shadow’s universality and very nature is what makes it relatively
impractical to use. Does anyone know why?’ There were only a few
hands this time; Amarji picked one of them.

‘Unless you are
looking at relatively recent history,’ Kori said, ‘the shadow cast
by even inanimate objects spreads out rapidly, interacting with
more and more objects and their shadows. It might be
possible to use a murder weapon to find the murderer, if the spell
is cast soon after the murder and the killer hasn’t travelled too
far. The longer you wait, the greater the area you need to cover to
get anything useful from the spell, and that’s besides the energy
needed to push back in time. Going back more than a year or two
probably means a spell which covers the entire world.’

‘Very good,
Miss Najmi. There are nations which include a provision for the
ultimate capital punishment in their laws. Not only would someone
be killed, but they would also have their shadow erased, wiping
them from history. This requires several magicians working together
just to gather the required magical energy, but it is technically
possible. You have to change the entire world. The world doesn’t
like that. Mass murderers have, supposedly, been killed this way,
but theory suggests that their victims die in some other
manner.’

‘Supposedly,
sir?’ someone asked.

Another smile.
‘Yes, well, if the spell succeeded, the murderer was wiped from
history. No one remembers they ever existed, and the ritual which
destroyed them never happened. Those who study the Shadow sphere
have theories regarding the results of such a spell, but it’s
practically impossible to conduct an experiment to test the theory.
Whatever the truth, if you want to save the victims of a war,
Shadow magic is not the way to achieve it. You’ll probably just end
up with some pestilence ravaging the land instead. Or a horde of
monsters springing up from nowhere. It’s better to stick to the
simpler uses of the Shadow sphere, the ones you can practically
use.’

22nd
Than.

‘Miss Najmi,’ Orton
said as he pulled up a chair, ‘I believe I have a resolution to the
conundrum you proposed last time.’

Kori sighed.
Maybe this was getting a bit much. ‘Mister Junabaric, it was not
meant to be a conundrum. I believe that I should point out that you
are never going to persuade me to follow Alinsan.’

‘And why is
that?’

‘For all of the
previous reasons, and one personal one.’

‘A personal
reason? Well, please explain.’

‘I value my
free will.’

‘Then you
should rejoice, for Alinsan granted all humans free will when he
created them.’

Kori shook her
head. ‘No, Mister Junabaric. Alinsan’s nature precludes free
will. It is impossible to have free will and believe in an
all-knowing god.’

‘No. No, that
is clearly wrong. Free will comes from Alinsan.’

‘An omniscient
entity knows everything. Everything that has ever been, everything
that is, and everything that ever will be.’ Kori got a nod from
Orton. ‘To have free will, I would need to have the option to do
something that such an entity did not know I was going to do. For
an omniscient being to exist, our futures must be mapped out from
the moment we are born. We cannot have free will.’

There was a
pause, and then a thought occurred to the believer. ‘But augury can
predict–’

‘Augury is
Chance magic. An augury predicts the most likely outcome of current
circumstances. Auguries can be wrong. An omniscient, omnipotent,
eternal being cannot be wrong, which means that I have no choice in
what I do if your god exists. I simply find such a circumstance
intolerable.’

‘I see.’ Orton
got to his feet. He looked rather dejected. ‘I’ll leave you to your
lunch.’

‘Thank you,
Mister Junabaric.’

‘Perhaps that
will stop him trying,’ Millicen said. ‘He looked rather…’

‘Like his world
had been crushed?’ Safa suggested.

‘I don’t think
my arguments were that compelling,’ Kori said.

‘We’ll see,’
Millicen said. She grinned. ‘Now that he’s gone, perhaps I could
talk to you about the goddess of magic, Sihri.’

‘Don’t you
start. Besides, like my mother, I’m fairly sure the only time you
invoke her name is when swearing.’

‘Well, you may
have a point.’

25th
Than.

As Kori had said to
Orton, auguries were performed using Chance magic. Augury was, in
fact, a vocational speciality of the Chance sphere and the most
commonly learned form of the sphere, but Chance could do more and
the first lesson the class was to have with the subject was a weird
one.

‘We are all
going to learn to play cards,’ said the teacher. ‘Can anyone play
bikatat?’

A few hands
went up, including Kori’s and Safa’s. ‘Pardon me, Miss Taveri,’
Kori said. ‘I learned magician’s bikatat. Is that okay?’

‘We’ll all be
learning magician’s bikatat,’ Taveri replied. ‘For now, the only
difference you need to be aware of is the order of the suits. We’ll
get to the other differences at a later date.’ She took a piece of
chalk and drew up four symbols on the board. ‘A standard deck of
cards has five suits of twelve cards each. These are swords,
shields, coins, khalal, and void. Void cards have no suit marking
and, to magicians, this suit represents magic. Hence, in magician’s
bikatat, void is the highest suit. The game is not complex, I’ll go
through the basic rules, and then you’ll split into groups of four
and play some rounds.’

‘Uh, Miss
Taveri? Why are we learning to play card games?’ Garrik was the one
asking. He sounded like he thought that the entire process was a
waste of time. From the looks of it, there were plenty of others
who thought the same.

‘Because,
Mister Grey, bikatat is not a game of chance. Instead, it is
a game of skill with a random element. You will find that you must
make estimations of your chance of getting better cards based on
what you have seen discarded by the other players and what you have
in your hand. This simple game, played well, will teach you a lot
about probability and chance. Knowing this is essential to anyone
who plans to use Chance magic effectively. It’s also an excellent
way to while away a winter’s evening. Let us proceed.’

~~~

‘This isn’t a bad way
to spend a lesson,’ Safa said. ‘I’ll draw two.’

The game was,
as had been said, not difficult. Each player was dealt five cards.
As the game progressed, they could exchange those cards for others
which, hopefully, had higher values. You could exchange up to three
cards per round with a draw.

‘Hold,’ Kori
said. She watched the two cards Safa was discarding go down, but
she had known what she planned to do anyway. ‘I hope everyone is
learning something.’

‘Uh, draw
three,’ Lizbit said. ‘I’m learning that I never want to play this
seriously against you. Bikatat is a betting game, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’
Millicen said. ‘That’s why my parents never let me learn how to
play. I’m going to challenge.’ That meant that she thought she had
a winning hand, but she needed someone to accept her challenge
before she could test her theory.

‘I accept your
challenge,’ Kori said, and she laid down her cards.

Millicen’s face
fell, but she laid down her hand. She had two eights, a nine, a
ten, and a knight. Knights counted as eleven points, so it came to
a total of forty-six points. Kori was sitting on five sevens, which
would have only made thirty-five points, but you got an extra
twenty for five of a kind. Neither Safa nor Lizbit had anything
which beat Kori’s fifty-five.

‘How are you
doing it?’ Millicen asked. ‘You’ve won every game.’

‘Well, I was
alone with my mother for a long time, so I’ve been playing this
against her for years. Plus, I’m playing magician’s rules.’

Safa’s eyes
narrowed at Kori. ‘Are you using Chance magic?’

‘What?!’
Millicen yelped.

‘That’s the
thing the teacher didn’t mention about magician’s bikatat; Chance
magic is allowed to predict the cards, or even to manipulate your
chances of getting specific cards. I don’t know enough Chance to
actually do it.’

‘I know some
Augury. I could’ve been using it to predict the cards?’

‘If you
can, yes,’ Kori said. ‘Just remember that auguries aren’t
perfect.’

Millicen pursed
her lips. ‘Especially when I’m not that good at it.’

Kori smiled.
‘Now you have a reason to improve.’

26th
Than.

‘Can anyone tell me
what this delightful beast is?’

The monster of
the week was something which looked like a cross between a bear, a
wolf, and possibly a squid. It was not so much that it had any
characteristics of any of these animals, aside from what looked
like tentacles around its mouthparts, but there was something about
it which reminded one of a bear from one angle, or a wolf from
another. It actually seemed somewhat amorphous, or certainly not
inclined to keep exactly the same shape at all times. And it did
have those tentacles. The tentacles were currently wrapped around
one of the bars of its cage.

‘Miss Najmi?
You’ve seen one before?’

‘Not in
person,’ Kori said. She did not sound happy. ‘That’s a burnmaw,
isn’t it?’

‘Very good,
Miss Najmi! Yes, a burnmaw. Now, the characteristics of a burnmaw
are–’

‘They have
acidic saliva,’ Kori said. ‘How long has it been sucking on that
metal bar?’

‘What?’

There was a
sort of squelchy crack, and the burnmaw dropped the bar it had been
fondling. The hole it had made in the cage was not especially large
since only one bar was broken, and only part of that bar was
missing, but this did not seem to matter to the thing in the cage.
It pushed forward, and its amorphous tendency came into play as it
squeezed itself out through the hole in the bars. It had four legs
to move around on, but they seemed to have a lot more joints in
them than typical legs, and it had no trouble extruding itself out
into the open classroom.

‘Ah,’ said Miss
Dulerhans.

‘Keep it in the
room,’ Kori called out. ‘Don’t let it grab you unless you want to
lose limbs. Remember, it can damage metal weapons.’ No one had
elected her leader, but she seemed to know what she was talking
about, and the other students were happy to have direction.

A number of the
boys were on their feet and drawing swords more or less
immediately. Three blocked the door of the classroom. Others ranged
themselves around the room between the monster and the door. Two of
the girls joined them, apparently happier using weapons than magic.
They moved closer to Miss Dulerhans as the monster appeared to
identify the person responsible for its incarceration.

It charged.
Garrik blocked its path, swinging his sword down in an overhead
chop which hit its back. The flesh just seemed to deform like jelly
around the blade and the monster kept on coming.

Kori stepped in
behind Garrik, raising her arm. ‘Repulse,’ she said, and suddenly
the burnmaw was flying backward. It smacked into a wall where it
deformed like a balloon full of water. It dropped onto the floor,
shook itself, and bunched up for another charge. ‘They’re
vulnerable to fire,’ Kori said.

‘Right,’ Garrik
said. He concentrated. ‘Sayf Muhtarik.’ His sword blade burst into
flame and, this time, when he brought his weapon down upon the
charging monster there was a horrible sizzling sound, the smell of
burning compost filled the room, and the burnmaw dropped like a
sack of mud.

‘That’s that
dealt with,’ Dulerhans said.

Garrik looked
over his shoulder. ‘You could’ve fried it any time, couldn’t
you?’

Kori shrugged.
‘Yes, but then no one would’ve learned anything. Look at us. The
entire class acted like they knew what they were doing. You learned
to use that burning blade spell on burnmaws. Miss Dulerhans learned
to use something other than a metal cage when trying to hold them.
It’s all good.’

‘Huh.’

‘You just can’t
please some people.’

29th
Than.

‘I’m perplexed,’ Kori
said as she faced off against Garrik in the training khalal.

‘Perplexed?’ he
asked.

‘You were in
the biology lesson last week, so you must know how this is going to
end. Somehow, your friends still managed to persuade you to do
it.’

‘Uh…’

It had gone
down something like this: various students, mostly boys who had had
previous combat training, had suggested that a sword was better
than a spell in a fight. Kori had been directly asked whether this
was the case, and she had said no. Garrik had challenged her to
prove it. For some reason, Miss Averin, their practical teacher,
had agreed to the duel.

‘When you’re
ready,’ Averin said.

‘Ready,’ Kori
said.

‘Ready,’ Garrik
said, though he did not sound like he really meant it. He shifted
his practice sword in his hand and moved into a ready stance. There
was about five paces between them; he was going to need to cover
some ground to get to her.

‘Go!’ Averin
said.

Garrik took a
step forward.

‘Repulse,’ Kori
said, and Garrik was tossed back four or so paces, lost his
footing, and ended up sprawled on the ground.

‘Do you wish to
continue, Mister Grey?’ Averin asked.

‘Yes,’ Garrik
replied, getting quickly to his feet. He started back toward Kori
at a run.

‘Repulse.’

This time,
Garrik did not fly back quite so far, but he still ended up
sprawled on the stone floor, looking somewhat annoyed.

‘I think Miss
Najmi has demonstrated that she can keep you away from her quite
effectively, Mister Grey,’ Averin said. There was just a hint of
amusement in her voice; Kori theorised that the teacher was
attempting to teach the more martial students a lesson.

‘One more try,’
Garrik said.

‘As you
wish.’

Kori allowed
Garrik to run in to well within the range of his sword this time.
She was frowning. The sword went up to strike, and Kori said,
‘Repulse.’ Garrik flew away from her at a much faster rate and
ended up tumbling across the floor for eight or so paces. Kori’s
frown deepened, and she started walking toward him. ‘Are you
injured?’ she asked. ‘I… used more force than was required.’

Garrik got to
his feet. There were a few scratches showing on his hands and his
trousers looked scuffed, but he shook his head. ‘I’m fine. I
concede defeat. Magic is quite capable of beating a sword.’

‘Magic is not
the answer to everything,’ Kori said, ‘but in a straight fight, a
skilled magician should always beat a swordsman.’

‘And a lesson
has been learned,’ Averin said.

‘What if she
was caught by surprise?’ someone asked, presumably trying to keep
the idea going.

‘That is an
entirely different situation. Turn it around. What if the swordsman
were caught by surprise?’

‘Uh, oh.’

‘And I always
have a contingent shielding spell cast on me,’ Kori said. ‘A
surprise attack would need to be a strong one. A swordsman caught
by surprise would be at more of a disadvantage.’

‘Oh.’

‘Just
remember,’ Averin said, ‘that one of the most important things we
teach here is to avoid fights, except with monsters. Magicians do
not start fights. We do not start wars. In both cases, we end them
with as much force as is required.’ Pause. ‘And spells are better
than swords and spears.’

1st
Thulth.

A new month and a new
monster. It seemed that Dulerhans had learned her lesson because
the cage was sitting on the desk at the front of the classroom,
covered by a cloth. It was not very big, maybe large enough to
house a cat or a rabbit. It was certainly unlikely to be anything
really dangerous. At least, that was what everyone was
thinking.

‘I have a real
treat for you this time,’ Dulerhans said. She was glowing.
Figuratively, though literally would have been possible with the
right magic. ‘This is a very rare monster which I’m sure you’re all
going to enjoy.’ Reaching out, she whipped the cloth away with a
flourish worthy of a stage magician.

Within the
small cage was an animal which looked something like a rabbit. Its
ears were long and it was about the right shape. Its forelimbs were
about the same size as its rear ones, and it had a more pronounced
jaw, suggesting a carnivore, but it really did look like a rather
cute bunny. In particular, it had large dark-brown eyes which made
you want to protect it from whatever dangers the world might bring.
It looked out at the assembled students, giving off the impression
that it was less a monster and more of a defenceless critter,
trapped in that terrible iron cage. Various people around the class
made ‘awww’ sounds.

‘Are you
entirely mad?!’ Kori more or less shrieked. ‘Asheil!’

Almost
instantly, the thing in the cage began thrashing wildly. Smoke
began to rise from its eyes, and part of its fur caught fire. A
second later, it was dead.

Everyone looked
aghast at Kori. Dulerhans pulled herself up to all of her
impressive lack of height. ‘Miss Najmi, explain yourself.’

‘That was an
aklat alroo,’ Kori replied as though that should be enough.

‘Yes, an
extremely rare–’

‘They’re rare
because an entire army of monster hunters is dispatched to kill
them whenever they appear!’

‘It was in
a–’

‘Aklat alroos
control minds! They make themselves look cute and defenceless, then
they infiltrate your mind so they can get close. And then they suck
out your soul while they start munching on any soft parts they can
get their very sharp teeth into. Given fifteen minutes, that
thing would’ve been let out of its cage and deciding who to eat
first!’

‘Uh, you’ve
encountered one before?’

‘I have.
Luckily, my mother turned it into a pile of ashes before it could
do too much damage. I have to say, Miss Dulerhans, that I am no
longer surprised at the failure rate at this school. I am
surprised that anyone survives it.’

‘Uh, well… I
think Miss Najmi has adequately explained the dangers of the aklat
alroo. We’ll move on to some book work.’

‘You and your
mother lived somewhere really dangerous, didn’t you?’ Safa asked as
the teacher began figuring out what to do with the rest of her
lesson.

‘That really
depends upon your view of dangerous,’ Kori replied. ‘I generally
felt fairly safe, but I did have my mother watching over me.’

‘But I’d think
it was bad.’

‘Yes. Yes, you
probably would.’

2nd
Thulth.

‘No more monsters in
class, Mitmi,’ Syrix said.

The monster
biology teacher slumped, looking distinctly crestfallen. ‘But,
Headmistress–’

‘No. I heard
what happened yesterday. If Miss Najmi hadn’t stepped in, that
thing could’ve gone through half the class before anyone noticed.
In addition, the repair bills keep going up. The burnmaw wasn’t too
bad, but every time one of the bigger ones gets out, and that
happens far too often, it costs a fortune to get the room back in
operation. Where in the world did you get an aklat alroo from
anyway? I haven’t seen one in twenty years.’

‘Akdin.’

Syrix rolled
her eyes. ‘Stop buying from that man! He’d sell poisonous snakes as
children’s pets. No more monsters, Mitmi. They’ll get plenty of
live experience when they go out on field trips.’

Dulerhans
heaved a sigh. ‘I suppose they will. It’s just that the subject is
so dry without the real monsters.’

‘That’s the
problem. It’s not dry, it’s frequently wet. Blood everywhere. No
more monsters.’

‘Yes,
Headmistress.’


Part Three:
Chaos

 Alwadi Alabyad, Ardalamn, 18th
Thulth 935.

‘Are we ready for
this?’ Millicen asked.

‘Yes,’ Safa
replied, ‘I am definitely ready for this.’ She picked up her spoon
and scooped a generous amount of ice cream and whipped cream out of
her dessert.

‘I didn’t mean
that.’

‘Of course you
didn’t, and yet, I am still ready for it. It will not beat me, even
though I splurged on the largest dessert they make.’

‘Hmph!’

‘You mean the
field exercise, I assume,’ Kori said. ‘A two-day trip into a
khalal. An unknown environment. Monsters the like of which we have
never seen. Camping.’

‘Exactly. I’ve
never slept on anything other than a bed!’

‘You’ll
manage,’ Safa said. She then savoured the very act of putting the
spoon in her mouth. An expression of bliss enveloped her green
features.

‘It’s the
m-monsters I’m worried about,’ Lizbit said.

‘Yes,’ Kori
said, ‘they worry me a little too.’

‘You?’ Millicen
almost squeaked.

‘Khalals
produce unique monsters. The one we are going to is known as a
khalal for beginners but we will face creatures unlike anything we
might find in the open world.’

‘But you’ll
just obliterate them.’

‘I certainly
hope so. There is another factor which has me a little
worried.’

Safa swallowed
as if doing so was the most wonderful thing she had ever done. ‘You
mean, they send us in fives, there are four of us, and we still
don’t know who the fifth will be?’ The year was being split with
different five-person groups going out to different khalals at
different times over the next month. There were a number of people
being foisted upon existing groups. It was bound to be
interesting.

‘Precisely
that. Are you sure you don’t want us to leave so that you can be
alone with your dessert?’

‘It’s fine. We
don’t mind being watched. I’m sure Headmistress Syrix won’t put us
with someone she knows we hate. She’s had long enough teaching us
to know the class dynamics.’

‘Perhaps…’

‘I wonder if
it’ll be a boy,’ Millicen said. ‘Thinking about it, it may well be.
I think most of the loose students were boys.’

‘The “loose”
students?’ Kori asked.

‘You know, the
ones with no group. We may well end up with a boy joining us. It’ll
be good for carrying the luggage.’

‘You do
remember we’re supposed to pack light, right?’ Safa asked.


‘Obviously.’

Safa looked
across at Kori who nodded. ‘We’ll come check your pack before we
leave,’ Safa said.

Taniyn Abyad Magic
School, 19th Thulth.

‘I just want to make it
clear that I’m not particularly pleased to be here either,’ Garrik
said.

Kori regarded
him for a second. ‘I’m sure you’ll be a useful addition to the
team,’ she said.

‘Definitely,’
Millicen said, grinning brightly. Kori had the distinct impression
that Millicen was thinking more along the line of potential
marriage partners rather than as adventuring teammates.

‘It’ll be
fine,’ Safa said. ‘I’m sure you won’t pull us down too far.’

‘Hmph,’ said
Garrik.

Lizbit remained
silent. This was almost certainly because she was too shy to talk
to the son of a duke, but it was likely that Garrik thought she did
not want him on the team. Kori figured she would likely warm to
him, if he let her.

‘Alright, you
lot,’ their teacher said, ‘let’s get on the coach. We’ve got a
day’s travel to get to our destination.’ The teacher was Aralf
Ozbach, one of the practical teachers. He was an ex-monster hunter,
and he had a few scars to prove it. He was a big man with broad
shoulders, but he was getting on a bit. Age was starting to show in
a few grey hairs around his temples, and since he was not
that old, it suggested that he was not that talented. He was
skilled, however, and he knew his way around a khalal.

‘Let’s get
going then,’ Kori said. ‘This should be an interesting trip.’

‘It’ll be
wonderful,’ Millicen said. She was probably not talking about the
experience of traversing an active khalal.

Madinat Aljawahir.

The town of Madinat
Aljawahir had been around for a long time, almost entirely based
upon the khalal it sat beside. It had been built to service monster
hunters and other adventurers who came to the khalal in search of
valuable materials and treasure, and that had been some time ago.
Still, it was not a big town; there was only so much town a khalal
could support when it came down to it. Its income came from selling
goods and services to the khalal delvers, and from a small tax
charged on things taken from the khalal. The richest people in town
were probably blacksmiths and tavernkeepers.

The coach the
students were riding on pulled into the yard of an inn which had
probably had its foundations laid a couple of centuries ago and
Ozbach led the way off. ‘We have three rooms booked,’ the teacher
said. ‘Mister Grey, you’ll be sharing with me. The girls can decide
who shares with who.’ Garrik looked somewhat unhappy with this
arrangement but there was little he could do about it.

‘I’ll share
with Safa,’ Kori said. They were all friends, it was true, but Kori
did not have the inherent prejudice against islanders found in most
of Ardalamn’s population. They all knew it, and they all knew that
this arrangement would make everyone more comfortable.

‘As you wish,’
Ozbach said. ‘We’ll get settled and then meet for dinner in an
hour. You’ll all want to get an early night. We’ll be setting out
soon after breakfast and it will be a long two days before we leave
the khalal.’ He started off toward the inn’s rear entrance.

Kori hefted her
pack which the coachman had just taken down from the storage on the
roof of the coach. ‘Let’s get going then,’ she said.

~~~

It seemed that the inn
had been renovated since its creation. While the outside looked
rather folksy, the interior was a fairly modern hotel. The lights
were all centrally powered magical fittings, just like those in the
school and many modern buildings. The restaurant was a large, open
room with waiters and waitresses bustling between the modern
kitchen and their tables. Everything was freshly painted, so the
owner was apparently making money. The tables were fairly full, so
it was clear where the cash was coming from.

The table of
students was out of the ordinary; the other tables were filled with
people who looked like they made their living either killing off
stray monsters or finding useful stuff in khalals. Ardalamn was a
relatively peaceful country. There were monsters, but they were not
the plague which affected other parts of the world. Monster hunting
was a profession, but you could not guarantee a living from it.
Elsewhere, monsters were more common, but the economy was not
always strong enough to pay those who hunted them well. In
Ardalamn, hunting monsters was often more of a vocation than a job.
Those who made their living that way tended to spend a lot of their
time raiding khalals. The people at the other tables fell into that
category, which made them a little rougher than the ‘gentleman
hunters’ who exclusively hunted monsters.

Lizbit was a
little uncomfortable sitting in a room full of such people. Ozbach
apparently noticed. ‘They look rough and ready, but they all follow
the rules. We’ll have no trouble with them.’

‘The rules?’
Garrik asked.

‘The rules of
khalal delving. Respect other delvers. Don’t steal others’ finds.
Help where help is needed. That kind of thing.’ The teacher flashed
a smile. ‘There are those who prey upon delvers, but you needn’t
worry about them. They wait until a party returns from a khalal
before attempting to steal from them.’

‘Do you think
we’ll leave with anything worth stealing?’ Millicen asked, a small
gleam in her eyes.

‘In all
probability, no. We won’t be going into the deeper levels where the
big treasures can be found. You may come out with some additional
pocket money, however. The khalal here is famous for its gemstones.
Perhaps you’ll have enough to sell a few, or you could commission
some jewellery.’

Millicen sagged
a little. ‘Oh. Well, I suppose we’ll have to wait and see.’

20th
Thulth.

The entrance to the
khalal was a few hundred paces to the east of the town. A wall and
gate had been built around it. Guards checked that you were
qualified to enter before allowing you through the gate. They
looked a little askance at the school party until Ozbach presented
his credentials.

Within the
walls, the entrance itself was concealed within a tall stone
building a bit like an old temple. You stepped through a doorway
which could be closed if necessary, and then you kept walking. It
was dark within and Ozbach did not create any light, so the
students followed suit. And then, suddenly, they found themselves
in a stone corridor with torches burning in sconces on the
walls.

‘Is this the
khalal?’ Millicen asked.

‘We walked too
far to still be inside the building,’ Kori said. ‘And I felt us
pass through the spatial gate.’

‘Does someone
come in to keep these torches lit?’ Safa asked.

Ozbach shook
his head. ‘It’s part of the nature of the khalal. There are torches
along all the corridors and in most of the rooms. They’re always
lit and never burn out. The rules of the world are different in
khalals.’

‘Yeah. I’ve
always wondered why they seem like they were built. I mean, built
by people. The walls here are dressed stone. It’s like masons came
in and constructed a castle or something.’

‘That,’ Kori
said, ‘is due to the way khalals are made.’

Ozbach looked
at her. ‘I don’t think you’ve covered theories on the creation of
khalals yet.’

‘My mother told
me. The leading theory is that khalals result from major failures
when casting spells involving Space magic. Cast a Space spell badly
and you may create a khalal somewhere in the world. They don’t
always connect to the space where the caster was at the time, but
they are affected by the mind of the caster, as well as the other
spheres involved in the spell.’

Safa’s eyes
narrowed. ‘Where the caster was at the time? That implies
that–’

‘In almost all
cases, the caster ends up inside the khalal, at a random location.
This can be good, if they manage to get out alive. They’ll know
where the khalal’s entrance is and something about the nature of
the khalal. That’s if they survive.’

‘Oh.’

‘Botching
spells is generally bad,’ Ozbach said. ‘It’s one of the reasons the
school is so secure. Also one reason for the high failure rate
among students. When you mess up, you mess up badly. Now, this
place is not exactly a maze, but it isn’t too hard to get lost
either. We may face monsters at any time. There are traps. There
are seven levels, each getting more difficult, but we will not be
going further than the second level, and that assumes I think you
can handle it. Shall we proceed?’

‘Yes,’ Garrik
said. He slid his sword from its scabbard. ‘I’m ready.’

‘Ladies?’

‘We’re ready,’
Millicen said. ‘Even if Liz doesn’t look like she is.’

‘I’m ready,’
Lizbit said. She pulled a wand from a case attached to her belt. It
was a new purchase and looked so; the wood was dark and polished
with no signs of wear. ‘I’m ready,’ she repeated.

‘Then we’ll
move on,’ Ozbach said. ‘Mister Grey, please take the lead. Miss
Najmi will be directly behind him. I will bring up the rear.’

None of the
students were in their usual uniforms. That would have been a bit
silly, under the circumstances. They were all dressed in the
standard-issue school combat outfit which consisted of leather
trousers, boots with shin guards, a thick shirt with a leather
jacket over it, and fingerless gloves which covered the forearms.
It was not exactly strong armour, but it provided some protection
and would keep you warm in colder conditions. All the girls now had
wands, though Kori’s was not a new one; she had brought it with her
and claimed that it had belonged to her mother. It looked old and
appeared to be made from bone rather than wood.

The corridor
ended after about thirty paces, opening into a circular chamber
with four exits aside from the one they had come through. It was
well lit and there was no indication that anything malign was
waiting for them.

‘There are no
traps here,’ Ozbach said. ‘Take the exit on the left across the
room, Mister Grey.’

And so they
continued.

~~~

Garrik jabbed his sword
down, piercing what appeared to be the head of the monster they
were fighting. He was not entirely sure it was the creature’s head
and, despite being pinned to the ground by that part of its body,
it continued to writhe and squirm and attempt to get at Garrik and
Kori. It looked a bit like a bone-white millipede, except that its
legs were longer and tipped with vicious-looking claws. At one
point, they had seen its underside which appeared to consist
entirely of fanged mouth.

‘It’s not
dying,’ Garrik said.

‘Asheil,’ said
Kori. The squirming stopped and smoke began to rise from the
creature’s belly/mouth. ‘Now it’s dead.’

‘Nicely done,’
Ozbach said. ‘Given the chance, those things will wrap themselves
around your head and then start eating. They also have a paralytic
poison in their fangs.’

‘Yuck,’ Lizbit
said. ‘What are they called?’

‘Monsters in
khalals don’t usually have names. They’re unique. We hardly ever
see them outside the khalal which spawns them.’

‘And they’ll
just keep spawning, right?’

The teacher
nodded. ‘Khalals spawn monsters on some form of regular cycle. That
cycle varies from khalal to khalal and it can vary on different
levels within a khalal. For example, that beast won’t reappear for
a couple of days. Down at the bottom, the monsters reappear in a
few hours.’

‘What powers
it?’ Millicen asked. ‘Something must provide energy to manifest
these things, and the treasure which reappears after a time.’

‘Magic,’ Ozbach
said.

‘Chaos,’ Kori
countered.

Ozbach frowned
and then gave a shrug. ‘Well, yes, it’s more to do with chaos, I
suppose. Let’s continue. I’m sure there are more creatures who wish
to make your acquaintance.’

‘But do we want
to meet them?’ Safa asked, grinning.

‘Probably not,
but I don’t suppose they’ll pay attention to your wishes.’

They had gone
no more than another dozen paces before Kori reached out a hand to
Garrik’s shoulder. ‘Stop,’ she said.

‘What?’ Garrik
responded. ‘Why?’

‘Look at the
torches.’

Garrik looked.
The torches were evenly spaced down the corridor they were on.
There was about five paces between each, but they switched sides
each time. It gave a relatively even light, but there were shadowy
patches where the torchlight did not quite reach. It had been like
this all the way from the entrance. Except for a section of
corridor just up ahead. It looked like a couple of torches were
missing there. The corridor darkened noticeably, though light could
be seen coming from further ahead.

‘Some torches
are missing,’ Garrik said. ‘So what?’

‘Why?’ Kori
asked.

‘Because,
um…’

‘Kori’s right,’
Safa said. ‘The torches are created by the khalal. There’s no
reason for them to change pattern.’

‘Or there’s a
reason,’ Lizbit said, ‘that we w-won’t like.’

Kori pointed
her wand toward the patch of darkness. ‘Daw.’ Nothing happened.

‘Huh?’ Garrik
said. ‘You cast a light spell into the dark patch, right? Did you
fluff it?’

‘No. Something
is swallowing the light in that area.’

‘And what do
you plan to do?’ Ozbach asked.

‘Perhaps it
doesn’t like bright light. Everyone, close your eyes.’

‘What?’ Garrik
asked.

‘You’re saying
that a lot,’ Kori observed. ‘Just do it.’ She waited a second and
then raised her wand again. ‘Ainfiyar.’ This time, light blazed for
an instant in the middle of the dark patch, and when it was gone,
so was the darkness.

‘What is that?’
Lizbit asked when she had opened her eyes again. She was pointing
at a patch of darkness which had not vanished. It was like a dark
stain on the ceiling of the corridor roughly in the middle of where
the darkness had been.

‘Again,’ Ozbach
said, ‘it doesn’t have a name. It feeds on fear. If you had walked
into the darkness, it would have closed in around you. You would
have been unable to see the corridor ahead or behind you and you
would have been assaulted by fear. Some become paralysed by it and
just sit there until all of their life energy has been drained. Or
they survive and go mad. Kurat Naria works if you drop the fireball
in the middle of the dark patch. I’ve never seen anyone use
Ainfiyar, but that seems to stun them. Let’s get past before it
recovers.’

‘A patch of
darkness that sucks out your life through fear,’ Safa said.
‘Monsters in khalals really are something else, aren’t they?’

‘Yes,’ Ozbach
said, ‘and that’s probably not the strangest thing we’ll see in
here.’

‘Oh. Well,
that’s something to tell my family about when I next see them.’

~~~

‘You have excellent
reflexes, Mister Grey,’ Millicen said.

‘Uh, thanks,’
Garrik said. ‘You may as well call me Gar. Even if I’d rather be on
another team, we are together down here.’

‘Oh, thank you,
Gar.’ Millicen was ladling on the charm. She even batted her
eyelids briefly in return for use of the familiar name.

‘Social station
really doesn’t mean much here or in school.’ He picked up a bundle
of something wrapped in greased paper. ‘Another drumstick, Miss
Najmi?’

Kori held up a
hand. ‘I’m fine. And you should call me Kori.’

Garrik smiled.
Millicen, Kori noticed, knitted her brows a little at that.
Internally, Kori sighed.

‘I’ll take
one,’ Safa said, ‘and Liz hasn’t stumped up the courage to ask for
one yet.’

‘I-I-I–’

‘My apologies,
Miss Wooton,’ Garrik said, leaning over to hand the package of
chicken legs to Lizbit.

‘Y-you c-can
call me Liz.’

‘And I’m
Safa!’

‘And now
everyone’s on first-name terms,’ Kori said. ‘Isn’t that
wonderful?’

‘Your sarcasm
isn’t needed,’ Millicen said.

Kori opened her
mouth to reply, then paused. ‘Sorry. Something’s been making me
feel jittery for the last hour or so. I’m probably taking it out on
you.’

‘What kind of
thing?’ Ozbach asked. He had mostly been sitting in silence,
observing his students and eating.

‘It’s… I’m not
sure. Something is off about the magic here. Magic is supposed to
behave normally in this khalal, right?’

‘There has
never been any record of abnormal magic here.’

‘Then perhaps
it’s just me.’

‘Perhaps, but
if you think there’s something odd, you should attempt to determine
what you’re sensing. Everyone else, keep all of your senses on
alert. That’s good advice in any khalal at all times, but if one of
us is sensing something strange, it goes double.’

‘Mister Ozbach
is right,’ Garrik said. ‘We’ve had our issues, you and I, but I’m
not going to deny that your magic is very strong, Kori. If you’re
sensing something, we should all pay attention.’

Kori nodded.
She had not really realised she was feeling off about something
until Millicen had snapped at her, but she was, and her mother had
always told her to trust her instincts regarding magic. ‘I’ll see
whether I can narrow down the problem.’

It was as they
packed up their food to continue that Millicen took the opportunity
to get in close and whisper,‘You leave Gar to me, hear?’

Kori frowned.
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘This is my
chance to get closer to him.’

‘Okay.’

‘And he’s
paying more attention to you. Especially your chest.’

‘I hadn’t
noticed.’ Which Kori genuinely had not. ‘And he’s all yours. I have
no interest in Garrik Grey.’

Millicen
frowned. ‘Why? He’s the son of a duke. He’s–’

‘Not someone I
would be attracted to, even if I were as interested in marriage as
you are, Milly. Really, he’s all yours, and if he does make some
sort of move on me, which I doubt, he’ll be disappointed.’

~~~

A flight of stairs
wound around the side of what was basically a pit. It seemed to
have been created to scare anyone using it. The stairs led down
only one level, from the first to the second, but the pit appeared
to continue down into oblivion.

‘What happens
if you fall?’ Safa asked.

‘Don’t,’
suggested Ozbach.

‘Oh.’

‘It’s doubtful
you’d survive the drop, but you’d end up in a random part of the
khalal.’

Lizbit began
hugging the wall. In truth, the stairs were quite wide, and it was
unlikely anyone would have an accident, but it really gave the
impression that doom was just a misstep away.

It was as they
exited the stairwell onto the second level that Kori paused and
frowned. ‘There’s more magic in the air.’

‘Sorry?’
Millicen asked. ‘I hadn’t noticed anything.’

‘It’s been
rising gradually for a while. People usually only notice when
there’s a sudden change.’

Ozbach stepped
through the doorway from the stairwell. ‘Anything else, Miss
Najmi?’

Kori glanced at
him, and then she raised a hand, gesturing. ‘Alfawda Alshueur.’ Her
frown deepened. ‘There’s a lot more chaos here than I’d expect.
Which explains the rise in magic.’

‘You know Chaos
magic?’ Millicen asked, eyes widening.

Kori gave a
negligent gesture. ‘You don’t need Chaos to sense it. Studying
Magic is enough to cast Alfawda Alshueur.’

As if to back
Kori up, Ozbach spoke. ‘Alfawda Alshueur. Yes, the level of chaos
is higher than usual. Not worryingly so…’

‘But it
shouldn’t be rising.’

‘It’s an old
khalal. It may be a natural fluctuation. We’ll keep an eye on
it.’

‘I didn’t know
that Magic could be used to sense chaos,’ Lizbit said as they
assumed their usual marching order and started into the second
level.

‘You know that
Magic is a vocational speciality of Chaos, right?’ Kori asked.

‘Oh, well, um,
yes. I suppose it is.’

‘Magic, magical
energy, is derived from chaos. It makes sense if you think about
it. The nature of chaos is change.’

‘I thought it
was destruction,’ Garrik said.

‘That’s often
how the change expresses itself, but not always. Chaos can mutate
and create. Chaos creates monsters. Magic is controlled change, so
magic stems from chaos. At the most basic level, being able to
sense the level of magic in an area also allows you to sense chaos.
You just have to, um, broaden your perceptions.’

‘You’re well
educated on the subject, Miss Najmi,’ Ozbach said.

‘My mother told
me about it. At one time, she was one of those responsible for
maintaining the Wall.’

‘Ah.’

‘What does the
Wall have to do with chaos?’ Millicen asked.

‘It suppresses
it, obviously,’ Safa said.

‘Y-yes,’ Lizbit
said. ‘Like Kori said, chaos creates m-monsters. The Wall and the
Monuments reduce the number of monsters. You would have to use
Chaos magic to do that.’

‘Oh,’ said
Millicen, blushing a little. ‘Yes, obviously. I wasn’t
thinking.’

‘Anyway,’ Kori
said, ‘I can teach you all Alfawda Alshueur. It’s not really any
harder than Sahar Alihsas, which I’ve no doubt you can all
use.’

Garrik blushed,
though he managed to hide it since he was at the front. ‘Uh, my
Magic isn’t very strong, but I have used Sahar Alihsas.’

‘Something to
work on then. Every magician needs a strong base in Magic. Let me
see. How to explain the difference between chaos and magic…’

~~~

An hour or so later,
everyone had got the hang of sensing chaos rather than magic.
Garrik was still not that good at it, though he had to admit that
their practical lessons did seem to have improved his use of Magic.
Aside from Kori and Ozbach, Lizbit was the most skilled of the
group, and she was looking worried.

‘Th-that seems
like a lot of chaos,’ she said. ‘I d-don’t know what it was like
when we got here, b-but that seems like a lot.’

‘Alfawda
Alshueur,’ Kori said, then she looked around at Ozbach. ‘It’s
rising. Noticeably.’

‘Wait a
moment,’ Ozbach said. He cast the spell almost silently. ‘Agreed.
That is higher than it was when we entered the level. What do you
wish to do?’

‘I think we
should turn around and leave the khalal. This is abnormal. We could
be in considerable danger. It may indicate a collapse.’

‘C-collapse?’
Lizbit asked.

‘It’s not
common,’ Ozbach said, ‘but khalals sometimes just vanish. It seems
that they collapse in on themselves for reasons unknown.’

‘But a rise in
chaos within them has been observed before it happens,’ Kori said.
‘My mother told me about it.’

Ozbach nodded
slowly. ‘Yes. Yes, I’ve heard that said. Do the rest of you
agree?’

‘I’m not sure I
want to cut my first real khalal raid short,’ Garrik said, ‘but I
trust Kori’s instincts and knowledge on this.’

‘Same,’
Millicen said.

‘Yeah,’ Safa
said. ‘I don’t want to be caught in a collapsing khalal.’

Lizbit just
nodded.

‘Follow me,’
Ozbach said. ‘Mister Grey, watch our rear.’ Then he set off the way
they had come at a fast walking pace.

~~~

Ozbach came to a stop
and Lizbit almost ran into his back. ‘Ah,’ he said.

‘What is
that?’ Millicen asked, peering at the reason for the abrupt
stop.

‘Chaos,’ Kori
said.

Exactly what
was blocking the corridor leading to the stairwell was a bit
unclear. It seemed to shift and change every instant you spent
looking at it. The overall impression was blackness, but it was a
black made up of every colour, shifting and mixing constantly. And
it was moving. As they watched, it was closing the distance to
where they were standing. Not quickly, but inexorably.

‘Is there
another way up?’ Garrik asked.

‘There is,’
Ozbach replied. ‘Assuming that it’s unaffected, it won’t be easy to
get to it.’

‘I don’t think
we have a choice,’ Kori said.

‘We don’t. Head
back the way we came and then take the second corridor on the left.
Be careful of traps.’

‘I already have
a spell running to detect them.’ Kori turned and started out ahead
of Garrik.

Ozbach’s lips
curled slightly. ‘Of course you do.’

~~~

‘What’s causing it, do
you think?’ Millicen asked.

‘The collapse?’
Kori responded. ‘Who knows. This khalal has been around a long
time. It could just be a natural event. The magic which created it
is failing? The precise way khalals form is unclear, as far as I
know.’

‘I’ve never
heard of a precise mechanism being formulated,’ Ozbach said.
Discussing this as they made their way toward the other stairwell
was probably a waste of breath, but it was also a distraction.
‘There have been a few experiments trying to create them on
purpose, but the results are usually… It hasn’t turned out
well.’

‘I can’t
believe anyone was willing to try it.’

‘Neither can I,
but it takes all sorts, I suppose.’

‘True.’ That
sat there for a second before Kori went on. ‘Anyway, why this is
happening is anyone’s guess. I’m more annoyed that it chose now to
do it. Stop! There’s an arrow trap ahead.’

Garrik had
resumed his lead position. He came to a stop and peered up ahead.
‘Oh, I see the arrow ports.’

‘I can disarm
it,’ Lizbit said. ‘You should save your magic, Kori.’

‘It’s all
yours. As I was saying, I find it more annoying that this place
chose our trip into it to fall apart.’

‘It is a little
inconvenient,’ Millicen said.

Kori smirked.
‘Very.’

~~~

Something came
barrelling out of a corridor on their left and just ahead of them.
It was a bit of a blur, but it seemed to consist largely of fangs
and claws. Actually, it might have just consisted of fangs
and claws since there was no impression of limbs, body, or head
about it and this was a khalal.

Lizbit let out
a squeak, but the unnamed monster completely ignored them, fleeing
down the corridor on the right as fast as its sharp, bony bits
would carry it. ‘Oh,’ said Lizbit. ‘It’s like it’s running from
something.’

‘It is,’ Garrik
said, peering around the corner at the corridor it had come
from.

Maybe thirty
paces down the corridor, it ended in a wall of shimmering darkness.
An advancing wall of darkness. The encroaching chaos was here, and
it was closing in.

‘Maybe we
should follow the claw monster,’ Garrik suggested.

Kori closed her
eyes. ‘No. If we go that way, our chances of getting out drop to
practically nothing. We keep going ahead.’

‘Uh, what are
our chances of getting out if we go straight on?’ Safa asked.

Kori glanced at
her, and then turned to Garrik. ‘Pick up the pace, Gar.’

‘Not that good
then,’ Safa muttered as they set off again at something close to a
run.

~~~

They had gone another
two hundred paces or so when they came to a junction and found that
the chaos had got there ahead of them. The black wall was crawling
out from the passage on the left and spreading. A small person,
like Lizbit, could have squeezed through, but it would have been
close.

‘We have to go
back,’ Garrik said.

‘If we do,’
Kori said, ‘we won’t make it to the entrance.’

‘But–’

‘Just… Just get
out of the way.’ Kori glanced back at the others, shook her head,
and then raised one arm toward the blackness blocking their way.
She said nothing, but the black wall began to recede, sliding back
into the corridor it had come from. It did not go far, but it was
enough that they could all get past. ‘Move,’ she said, giving
Garrik a push.

‘You
can–’ Garrik began.

‘None of us saw
anything,’ Millicen said quickly. ‘Chaos is random by definition.
It went back on its own.’

‘R-right.’
Garrik straightened his back and started off down the corridor past
the chaos wall which looked for all the world like it was
struggling to come after them. ‘Right. I didn’t see a thing.’

‘Something else
your mother taught you?’ Millicen whispered as she closed up behind
Kori.

‘And she told
me never to use it in front of anyone else.’

‘Wise words.
I’m glad you ignored her.’

~~~

‘Why couldn’t we have
used this stairwell on the way down?’ Safa asked. ‘This one’s much
less scary.’

They had made
it to the alternate stairwell, and it was rather more normal than
the first one. It was basically just a zigzag staircase. There was
no pit of doom. There was no wall of chaos either, for which they
were all very glad.

‘There are more
traps around this one,’ Ozbach said. ‘Luckily, it seems as though
most of them have stopped working.’

‘We had to
catch some sort of break,’ Garrik said. ‘We seem to have got ahead
of the chaos.’

‘That’s jinxed
it,’ Safa said.

‘We probably
have,’ Kori said. ‘The problem is that we’ll now have to work our
way back toward where it is. I think. It might not have
affected the top floor as much.’

‘You
think?’

‘Well, not
really. Our chances of getting to the entrance have improved.’

‘Really?’

Kori stepped
out of the stairwell just behind Garrik. There was still no sign of
the chaos wall. ‘Yes. I’m not saying they’re good, but they have
improved.’

~~~

Ahead of them, a figure
appeared. He was running toward them. Kori recognised him from the
inn’s restaurant; he was one of the delvers she had seen at
breakfast. He had been with a party of six, if she was remembering
it right, which she was. As soon as he spotted them, he shouted,
and the fear was evident in his voice.

‘Run! It’s
unstoppable! Run for your lives!’

And then
something hit him from behind, toppling him over. It was on him an
instant later and his screams echoed down the corridor.

‘What is
that?!’ Garrik asked.

It was an
amorphous blob of blackness, a part of the chaos walls they had
seen, broken off and animated. Even given that, there was a
horrific aspect to its appearance as it swarmed over the fallen
adventurer. It had no definite shape. Tentacles and spikes extruded
from its surface at random. It seemed to be flowing under the man’s
steel breastplate. Even as it did so, a pseudopod lifted up and
aimed itself in their direction. It had seen them, and they were
next. Garrik readied his sword.

‘That won’t do
any good,’ Ozbach said. ‘I’ve never seen one before, but that’s a
chaos monster. It’s pure chaos, animated and sentient. Your sword
will barely harm it, while it will destroy the metal and then
you.’

‘That man…’
Lizbit said.

‘There’s
nothing we can do for him. The only chance we have is…’ The teacher
trailed off, looking at Kori.

‘I’ll try,’ she
said. She raised her wand as the blob of elemental chaos began to
move toward them at a fairly rapid pace. A ball of white light
formed at the tip of her wand, but she waited until the thing was
barely five paces away before launching her magical projectile at
it. There was a flare of brilliant white light, and then the
monster was gone, vanished into nothing. ‘Well, I’m glad that
worked. I just hope we don’t meet many of them. I’m getting low on
magic.’

‘On the other
hand,’ Millicen said, ‘if you weren’t here, we’d be like that
man.’

‘C-could
someone lead me past his body?’ Lizbit asked. ‘I d-don’t think I
want to know what it did to him.’

‘That makes two
of us. I hope our grades for this exercise will be good.’

‘If we make it
out,’ Ozbach said, ‘I think I can promise a passing grade.’

‘There were six
of them,’ Kori said. ‘He had five companions at breakfast. We
should, perhaps, take something back with us so that they can be
mourned. If we see the other bodies on the way.’

‘I’ll take care
of it,’ Ozbach said. ‘I wonder how many will get out alive.’

‘Most of them
probably went straight to the lower levels,’ Garrik said. ‘I don’t
think many will find out they’re in trouble before it’s too
late.’

‘Hopefully,’
Millicen said, ‘that doesn’t include us.’

~~~

There were no more
chaos monsters, and they saw no one else as they closed in upon the
entrance. Chaos monsters sometimes appeared at magical accident
sites, Ozbach told them. They were not common, which was good since
they were difficult to deal with. The magic of the Wall kept them
to a minimum within Ardalamn, but they did appear. Kori told them
that the things could be summoned using Chaos magic. And that was
one of the reasons that Chaos magic was heavily controlled or
outright banned everywhere.

The problem was
that the level of chaos all around them continued to increase as
they approached their goal. Lizbit, the most skilled in Magic aside
from Kori and Ozbach, was monitoring the situation, and her pale
face told the story rather well every time she cast the spell.

‘The chamber
where the entrance is is just up ahead,’ Garrik said after what
seemed like far too long.

‘I d-don’t
really have an objective m-measure, but the chaos level is
really high now,’ Lizbit said.

‘Keep moving,’
Ozbach said. ‘Just keep hoping that the entrance is open and
clear.’

‘So far, so–
What’s that?!’ Garrik stepped into the chamber with its five ways
in or out, and he immediately spotted something which had not been
there the last time they had been in it.

It was not
large, a block of stone perhaps a foot in height and half that
wide. It was standing upright on a metal stand such as one might
find in an alchemist’s laboratory supporting an alembic. There were
symbols cut into the stone faces, visible because they seemed to be
glowing a little. Otherwise, it was just sitting there in the
middle of the chamber, doing nothing.

‘Alfawda
Alshueur,’ said Lizbit. ‘D-don’t touch it! It’s… It’s almost like
that’s the source of the chaos. But not. It’s saturated with chaos
somehow.’

Kori did not
touch it, but she circled it at a respectful distance. ‘It was not
here when we entered. It does not appear to be doing anything right
now. I’d almost say that it’s inert. I don’t recognise these
ideograms, and my Aljazirac is fairly good. Safa?’

Safa grinned.
It was a bit forced, but she managed it. ‘You assume that because
I’m an islander, I can read Aljazirac better than you? I know it
used to be our language, but that was a long time ago.’

‘Apologies for
the assumption.’

‘You’re
forgiven. For the record, I don’t recognise them either.’

‘Neither do I,’
Ozbach said, ‘but my Aljazirac isn’t great. Unfortunately, we don’t
have time to examine it properly.’ He nodded toward one of the
corridors, the one they had taken on first entering the chamber.
Black chaos was filling the opening and starting to advance into
the room.

‘There’s more
of it down here,’ Garrik said, pointing down another of the ways
out.

‘Then let’s not
wait for it,’ Kori said, and she started for the corridor which led
to the entrance portal. She came to a sudden stop five paces from
the point where they should have transitioned to the real world.
‘The portal’s gone.’

‘What?!’
Millicen squeaked.

‘It’s not here.
The chaos must have destabilised it.’

Ozbach moved
forward, running his hand over the rough stone wall where the
portal should have been. ‘It may be possible to open it again, but
my Space magic is weak.’

‘Kori can do
Space magic!’ Millicen said quickly. ‘She uses storage magic.’

Kori looked
around at her and frowned. ‘I can try.’

‘Oh, you were
getting low on energy.’

‘Yes, but the
alternative is that we spend the rest of our short lives waiting to
be dissolved.’

‘W-what if you
get possessed?’ Lizbit asked.

‘Well then, my
life will be even shorter, and so will yours be.’

‘Oh. W-well, I
suppose it won’t make much difference r-really.’

‘No.’ Kori
turned and lifted her wand, pointing it at the wall. She focused,
drawing what was left of her magic into the spell, and then drawing
on more from outside her body. Then she cast the spell she had in
mind. The wall vanished, becoming a swirling passageway which did
not seem to have an end for a second before it collapsed into
nothing, leaving only the wall behind.

‘The chaos in
this space is closing it as soon as it opens,’ Ozbach said.

‘But that means
it is still there to be opened. I’m going to try again. If I
can suppress the chaos…’ All of the power for the spell had to come
from outside her body this time. It was slower than casting from
internal energy, and it was risky. Here, in a space outside of
normal space, one filled with chaos, it was especially risky. She
had an advantage, inherited from her mother, to make it safer, but
it was still a risk. She almost breathed a sigh of relief when she
felt the magic there, ready to be used. Once again, the portal
swirled before her. This time it stabilised, and she could see the
building on the other side. ‘It won’t last forever,’ she said.
‘Let’s get through before something goes wrong.’

She did not
have to ask twice.

~~~

It was dark on the
other side. The guards were surprised to see them coming out at
such a late hour, and after the few others who had got out had
reported what was happening. Ozbach informed them that they would
probably be the last to make it, which had not gone down well. Then
the party set out for the inn, rather earlier than they had
originally intended to return.

‘Someone made
that happen,’ Kori said as they walked.

Millicen and
Lizbit, who still had magic to spare, were providing light, which
allowed everyone to look at her.

‘What do you
mean?’ Garrik asked.

‘That, um,
device we found on the way out. Someone put it there after we went
in, and it caused the collapse somehow. Um, I’m not implying that
we were targeted, just that whoever did this took that thing in
after we arrived.’

‘It’s a logical
conclusion,’ Ozbach said, ‘if a bit circumstantial. We couldn’t
identify the symbols on that stone. It makes it hard to be sure
what it was doing, but it was added to the khalal which then
collapsed.’

‘Should we
inform someone?’ Millicen asked. ‘We should, shouldn’t we?’

‘I’ll make a
report. If someone has figured out a way to destroy khalals, it
could have an effect on the economy.’

‘Yeah,’ Garrik
said. ‘Madinat Aljawahir isn’t going to be the same after this.’ He
looked around at the buildings they were walking past. ‘A lot of
people here make their money from that khalal, one way or
another.’

21st
Thulth.

The atmosphere in the
inn was a lot more subdued than it had been the previous day. The
restaurant had been full, but now it was almost empty. A lot of
people had been in the khalal when it had collapsed; a handful had
made it out alive. It was not just the delvers who were subdued;
the staff worked in silence, barely acknowledging their
customers.

‘It’s difficult
to say what will happen to the town now,’ Ozbach said. ‘It relied
upon the khalal for its entire income. Either direct gains from
materials brought up and then sold, or from charging the delvers
for services. With the khalal gone, there’s none of that, and the
place has nothing else going for it.’

‘Give it a year
and this place will be empty,’ Garrik said. ‘Everyone will have
moved to other towns or cities.’

‘So, whoever
did it killed a town,’ Millicen said.

‘That’s
terrible,’ Lizbit said.

‘Maybe one of
the cities outside Ardalamn,’ Garrik said. ‘A lot of them are
jealous of what we have.’

‘Why start with
a small town attached to a small khalal?’ Kori countered.

‘Well, this
could just be a start. They can move on to bigger things now they
know it works, but they had to start somewhere.’

‘Perhaps. I
just feel like the person responsible has other aims. But you’re
right, this could just be a test. I just think they’re after more
than bankrupting a few towns.’

‘Like
what?’

Kori shook her
head. ‘No idea. And not our problem. Mister Ozbach will report what
we saw. Then it will be up to more important people to deal with
it. Like the king, for example. Has anyone met him? Does he seem
likely to take this seriously?’

‘I have,’
Garrik said warily. ‘It was before he was king. He may have got a
lot more serious since then.’

‘Well, let’s
hope so.’


Part Four: The Mad King’s
Son

 Taniyn Abyad Magic School, Ardalamn,
4th Rabie 935.

The school was in a
state of mild chaos. Master Amarji, who usually taught Shadow magic
to the few students who wanted to learn it, was teaching theory to
class one, but that was the least of it. Amarji was a perfectly
good theory teacher; his usual subject was pretty academic anyway,
though rumour was that he was an ex-member of the city guard in
Rigas rather than a pure theoretician. Class one was perfectly
happy with the substitution.

No, the
disorder stemmed from the reason for the substitution: a very
special visitor. And it was not so much the visitor but the
entourage which came along with him. As the door at the back of the
classroom opened, Kori looked around to see a pair of men in light
armour entering, each wearing a sword at their hip. There were a
number of them around the school at the moment, knights of the
royal household, all charged with the security of the next person
to enter, accompanied by Headmistress Syrix.

He was
moderately tall, though Garrik was considerably taller, and a year
older than they were. He looked older, more like twenty, perhaps
because his blue eyes were quite narrow and his hair was an ashen
blonde close to white, falling to his shoulders. He wore black:
simple black slacks and a black polo-neck shirt. His outfit showed
off a physique which was not exactly muscular, but lithe and firm.
His gaze shifted across the back row of students, settling on
Garrik, and he smiled. It took years off him.

‘Pardon the
interruption, Master Amarji,’ Syrix said.

‘Uh, everyone
stay seated,’ said the visitor.

Amarji bowed
his head. ‘Thank you, Your Majesty.’

‘This is
first-year class one,’ Syrix went on, ‘currently doing magical
theory.’ Most of the class had, by this point, turned in their
seats to look at the king. Lizbit was sitting there like there was
a monster right behind her, which was very Lizbit. Garrik was
studiously observing his textbooks, which was interesting. ‘You’ll
be doing this when we get back to my office.’

‘That is why
I’m here,’ King Karsten said. His smile became a little stiff, his
gaze still on the back of Garrik’s head. ‘Do the first years do a
lot of this?’

‘In the first
year, the major aim is to raise general skill in magic. Mornings
are theory, afternoons are mostly practical with some additional
classes on the spheres added in. It’s necessary. We need them
proficient in general magic so that they don’t blow themselves up
trying to light a fire.’

‘Very good.
Let’s move on and not disrupt their learning further.’

Syrix nodded to
Amarji, and then led the way out. The class returned their
attention to their teacher as the guards trooped back out.

Kori leaned
toward Garrik. He had begun sitting at the back with the other
misfits after the whole collapsing khalal business. He fitted in
better there, and it certainly pleased Millicen who had not given
up on him as a potential marriage partner. ‘You don’t seem
interested in the king,’ Kori said.

‘We used to be
friends,’ Garrik replied. ‘Then he became king and wouldn’t see
me.’

‘Ah.’

‘He seems to be
doing well, so… Well, that’s a good thing, I suppose. I doubt we’ll
see him again. He’s supposed to be taking private lessons with the
headmistress.’

‘Mm. Somehow, I
don’t think things will play out as you expect.’

~~~

‘Might I join you all?’
The guards had been the first sign that the king was in the
refectory at lunchtime. Then they had more or less surrounded the
table, which had told Kori she was right. Then the king had
appeared with a tray of food. Without really waiting to be
accepted, he sat down beside Garrik.

‘Your
Majesty?!’ Millicen squeaked. ‘Pardon me. You wish to sit with
us?’

‘I do,
Miss…’

‘Lowgren,
Millicen Lowgren.’

‘Miss Lowgren.
You are in class one, I believe. All of you are.’

‘Yes,
Majesty.’

‘Very good. Um,
right, so… Pardon me. How are you, Gar? It’s been a few years.
You’ve grown taller than me.’

‘I’m well,
Majesty.’

Karsten looked
disappointed, or that was what Kori thought. ‘Will you introduce me
to your other friends?’

‘Of course. We
have Miss Lizbit Wooton of Alwadi Alabyad. She’s a little shy. Miss
Safa Inishki of Rigas, a skilled alchemist. You’ve met Millicen,
and that leaves Miss Kori Najmi of… I’m not sure where you come
from, Kori.’ Garrik might not have been comfortable with the king
sitting beside him, but you could not tell as his etiquette
training took over.

‘I’m an
import,’ Kori said. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty.
Your guards seem less than impressed that you’re here.’

‘They’re scared
you’ll assassinate me or something,’ Karsten said dismissively.
‘Especially Miss Inishki.’ He smiled. ‘I feel safer here than I do
at the palace.’

‘Safa? Oh,
because she’s an islander. I don’t understand the prejudice.
I’m the dangerous one here.’

‘Oh?’

‘She is,’
Garrik said. ‘She knows more magic than the rest of us put
together.’

‘I started
young,’ Kori said.

‘And she’s
fast. She’s a legacy like me, and a number of people tried to
persuade her to leave at the start of the year. She just deflected
whatever they threw at her and ignored it.’

Karsten
grinned. ‘No one tried to physically attack you, I hope, Miss
Najmi.’

‘This is a
magic school, Majesty. They used magic.’

Garrik coughed.
‘Not that a physical attack would have done much good.’

Karsten’s
eyebrows rose. ‘Oh, really? I’ve been told that cold steel can
always defeat a magician.’

Kori sagged.
She could see where this conversation was going…

~~~

‘Repulse.’ Kori sounded
bored. That was reasonable: she was.

Today’s victim
was the captain of Karsten’s guard, Udvig Holzhim. He was a big man
with very short hair and a huge moustache, and he was currently
flying backward at some velocity. His landing was not a good one;
it was doubtful that he escaped a little bruising. This was his
second time being airborne, but he got to his feet as quickly as he
could, a scowl on his face, and started running at Kori.

‘Enough!’
Karsten called out.

Holzhim came to
a stop. ‘But, Majesty–’

‘I think Miss
Najmi has demonstrated that she can block your attempts with
relative ease, Captain. I believe you’d be dead by now, if this
were a real combat situation.’

‘I don’t kill
people who aren’t trying to kill me,’ Kori said. Given the look on
Holzhim’s face, this situation was sitting right on the line, but
she did not need to say that.

‘Miss Najmi is
exceptional at defence,’ Syrix said. ‘Had we selected a different
student to do this test with, the outcome may well have been
different. However, I believe this settles the notion that a
swordsman will always beat a magician.’

‘Agreed,’
Karsten said. ‘I wonder what other “facts” I’ve been told are also
wrong.’ He was looking thoughtful. Ordinarily, that would have been
considered a good thing in a monarch, but Kori was suddenly
worried. On the other hand, Karsten did not seem to be anything
like his father, and that was a very good thing indeed.

‘We’ll let the
students return to their normal lessons,’ Syrix said, ‘and perhaps
you’ll see other things you can learn from before we return to your
own lessons.’

Karsten sagged
a little. Just a little. He was hiding it well, but magic theory
was clearly not his most favoured subject. Then again, he had
requested this… ‘Yes, I’m sure that will be for the best.’

~~~

‘Miss Wooton–’

‘Lives in
town,’ Kori said to the king. ‘She had already left the school when
your invitation got to us.’

‘Ah. That’s a
shame.’

‘She would’ve
been terrified anyway.’

‘She’s really
that shy?’

‘She is,
Majesty,’ Millicen said. ‘She opens up more with people she knows,
but she doesn’t know you, and if we add in such an imposing
stranger to that, she would have spent the evening too worried
about causing offence to speak.’

‘That’s a
pretty accurate picture of her,’ Safa said. Safa was trying not to
look as irritated as she was. The guards had not been pleased to
see her. It had taken Garrik reminding the men that the entire
group had been personally invited by Karsten to join him in his
apartment to get the islander in.

‘I haven’t
really known her that long,’ Garrik said, ‘and I’d have to agree.
She looked at me like I was about to eat her for over a week, and
that was after what we went through in the khalal.’

‘Oh?’ Karsten
asked. ‘Let’s sit down and we’ll talk over food.’ The king was
staying in one of the apartments normally reserved for teachers. It
was not exactly regal, but the rooms appeared comfortable and well
decorated. The walls had paper with a flower design on it. The
lounge was kind of cozy, with a sofa, a desk, and an empty
bookshelf, but it looked like the dining table had been brought in
especially since it did not match the rest of the furniture.
‘What’s this about a khalal? I was wondering how you’d managed to
corner the market in attractive women around here.’

Garrik’s cheeks
coloured. ‘I wouldn’t say I’d cornered–’

Kori spoke over
him before that could go any further. ‘You don’t know about the
khalal? The khalal at Madinat Aljawahir that collapsed in
Thulth?’

Karsten smiled
the kind of way someone does when they haven’t a clue what you’re
talking about. ‘Madinat Aljawahir?’

‘Someone
should’ve told you about it, Majesty,’ Garrik said.

Almost
imperceptibly, Karsten winced. ‘Perhaps you could tell me about it
now. I’ve heard of khalals collapsing before. I’ve never heard a
first-hand tale of it happening.’

‘This one was
probably caused by a human,’ Kori said. ‘That’s why we assumed you
would know about it.’

‘Is that even
possible?!’

‘Apparently it
is, because it happened.’

~~~

Half an hour later, a
servant had been sent off to get a message to the palace in Rigas
asking why the king had not been told about such a momentous
event. Karsten did not look particularly pleased or hopeful. An
explanation was forthcoming fairly quickly; it seemed that the king
was in a mood to share.

‘Getting
reliable staff has not been easy,’ he said. ‘Most of what I have
are more loyal to my uncle than to me. The trouble is that
replacing almost the entire palace staff isn’t really practical.
I’ve managed to put together a good core, I think, but we’re
working against resistance.’

‘Duke Damana
didn’t take the end of his regency well, I take it,’ Garrik
said.

‘On the
surface, yes, he did. I can’t help but feel that there’s some
resentment there, however. And that applies doubly to those who
worked for him and now, at least on paper, work for me. He’s the
reason our friendship ended, Gar. I want to apologise for
that.’

‘Majesty–’

This time, the
wince was visible. ‘Please just call me Karsten. You always used
to.’

‘That was
before you became the king.’

‘Please. Just
in private. We were best friends, Gar. I, um, don’t suppose we can
go back to that after all this time, but… Please?’

Garrik sagged.
‘I was really upset when I was told I couldn’t see you
anymore.’

‘Uncle Galden,
and others, considered my relationship with you to be dangerous.
They didn’t want Duke Grey, probably the most powerful magician in
the country, influencing the king.’

There was a
stifled snort from Kori and, when everyone looked at her, she waved
a hand. ‘Sorry. Couldn’t keep the sneeze in. Too much pepper, I
think.’ It had not really sounded like a sneeze, but no one was
going to question it right now.

‘Anyway,’
Karsten went on, ‘I’ve been looking for a way to meet you again.
When I heard you were attending the school here, I thought this
would be the perfect opportunity.’

‘What about the
duke and his circle?’ Garrik asked.

Karsten
grinned. ‘Oh, hopefully they’ll be driven to apoplectic fits. But
there really isn’t much they can do about it. I’m king now.
Properly. I get to decide who my friends are.’

~~~

‘Damn, Milly, could you
be any more obvious?’ Safa asked as the girls entered their dorm.
‘In front of Gar too. What’s he going to think?’

‘I have no idea
what you mean,’ Millicen replied haughtily.

‘It’s not like
Garrik pays her that kind of attention anyway,’ Kori said.

‘Hmph!’

‘You were
flirting with the king,’ Safa pressed. ‘Right from the start too. I
mean, it wasn’t even subtle. Liz would’ve been scared of him
because he’s so imposing? Really? Imposing?’

‘He is
imposing! He’s the–’

‘I didn’t find
him particularly imposing,’ Kori said. ‘I mostly thought he was
insecure, but the main thing is that he’s not his father.’

Millicen
frowned, but she was happy enough to divert the conversation from
her flirting. ‘King Aberka? He was–’

‘Insane,’ Safa
said. ‘Totally mad and mean with it.’

‘That’s a
terrible thing to say about a dead king!’

‘Accurate
though.’

‘Well… That’s
probably true, but it’s still a terrible thing to say. As Kori
says, King Karsten is quite different.’

Safa shrugged.
‘From what my parents said, old Aberka was quite sane in his youth.
Let’s hope Karsten doesn’t take after his dad.’

5th
Rabie.

‘I don’t understand why
you haven’t been educated in magic before now,’ Kori said. Karsten
was joining them for lunch again. It was something of a disruption
since the table was now surrounded by guards, about half of them
watching Safa, it seemed.

‘Oh,’ Karsten
said. He looked up at the ceiling. ‘Well, my father and uncle
thought it better that I learn etiquette and statesmanship before I
went on to other things. I don’t really have much talent for magic
anyway, so it’s no great loss. Uh, and there’s the safety
aspect.’

‘Safety?’ Safa
asked.

‘Learning magic
is risky, isn’t it? Spell failures kill students here quite
regularly.’

‘Oh, well, I
suppose that’s true. But that’s why we learn in an environment like
this.’

The king
nodded. ‘Of course, my uncle was dubious about me learning
swordsmanship, because of the danger of injury.’

‘A competent
tutor would minimise risks like that,’ Garrik said. ‘For magic as
well as the sword, actually. You’re the king so you could have the
best tutors there are.’

Karsten smiled.
‘The best magic teachers work here.’

‘To me,’ Kori
said, ‘it sounds more like your uncle didn’t want a strong king
replacing him as regent.’

‘That’s… I’m
sure that’s not the case.’

‘There were
rumours in Rigas,’ Millicen said, ‘that Duke Galden was not pleased
when you took over the kingdom.’

Karsten waved a
hand. ‘Just rumours. He said nothing to me. Even offered to stay on
as my advisor. I decided a clear change of leadership was
better.’

Kori nodded.
‘Good for you, Majesty. I think that was clearly the right
decision.’ And she hoped that it would not come back to bite
him.

6th
Rabie.

‘It’s a fine morning,
Captain Holzhim.’

‘Yes, Majesty.
It’s likely to be a hot day.’

‘Sadly, I’ll
not get to see much of it.’ Karsten was walking from the VIP
accommodation to the main school building for his first lesson of
the day. It was not a particularly long walk, taking less than five
minutes across an open area demarcated from the school’s teaching
buildings by hedges which came to mid-thigh. There were a few trees
about, but it was generally quite open.

‘You have only
yourself to blame, Majesty. You insisted on this magical
education.’

‘True enough. I
still think it’s necessary for a king to understand magic, even if
he’s not– Ah!’ Suddenly, Karsten was spinning and falling,
clutching at the left side of his torso.

‘Defensive
perimeter!’ Holzhim snapped. ‘Majesty, are you hurt?’

Blood was
seeping from between Karsten’s fingers. He remained on the ground,
now surrounded by six knights all looking outward with drawn
swords. ‘I think–’ A loud crack sounded, echoing from the
buildings. ‘I think I’ve been shot. It, um, doesn’t hurt as much as
I’d expect.’

Holzhim’s face
grew dark. ‘I know exactly who did it. Suza, get help. The
rest of you, remain on guard.’

‘What are you
doing, Captain?’ Karsten asked as the guard captain started in the
direction of the student accommodation.

‘I’ll be back
soon with the assassin, Majesty. Just wait there.’

‘Captain–’ But
Holzhim was rushing off and Karsten was left sitting on the
flagstone path, clutching his side.

~~~

Holzhim was back in
under five minutes, dragging Safa along by the arm. Kori, Garrik,
Millicen, and Lizbit were hurrying along behind them, mostly
looking angry; Lizbit looked terrified. Safa herself looked bemused
more than anything else.

‘Here, Your
Majesty!’ Holzhim said, or yelled. ‘This is the girl who tried to
kill you!’

‘Safa?’ Karsten
asked.

‘Whatever her
name is, she has a gun and–’

‘Has been in
the refectory, eating breakfast, with several witnesses, for the
last thirty minutes,’ Kori said. They had, in fact, just been
getting ready to leave when Holzhim had come in to drag Safa out.
Lizbit had just arrived, as usual, after having breakfast at home
with her parents.

‘Why would Safa
shoot me, Captain?’ Karsten asked.

‘Because
she’s–’ Holzhim cut himself off, staring at his king.

‘Because she’s
an islander?’ Garrik asked. ‘Never mind his stupid allegations.
Hasn’t anyone thought to heal their wounded king? Liz, you
know Shafaa.’

Lizbit let out
a squeak. ‘M-me!’

‘Yes, you know
the spell, and the king is bleeding to death before our eyes.’

Karsten was
looking rather pale. ‘It’s not–’

‘It looks like
a large wound,’ Kori said. ‘It should be treated quickly. Go on,
Liz. You can do it.’

Looking rather
like she was approaching a wounded monster, Lizbit edged forward
and dropped to her knees beside Karsten. ‘Pardon me, Your Majesty,’
she said before laying a hand on his side above the wound and
closing her eyes. ‘Shafaa.’

A wrinkle in
Karsten’s brow relaxed. ‘The pain’s gone. My thanks, Miss Wooton.’
He shifted, taking his hand away from the wound, and there was a
clatter as something dropped onto the flags.

‘The bullet
dropped out,’ Lizbit said.

‘Don’t touch
it!’ Holzhim barked. ‘That’s evidence.’

‘It sure is,’
Safa said. ‘That’s a musket ball. I don’t own a musket.’ Her lips
pursed. ‘You’re lucky, Majesty. That should’ve killed you.
Except…’

Karsten got to
his feet. ‘Except what, Miss Inishki?’

‘Well, how did
no one notice someone with a musket?’

‘What is
happening here?’ Syrix had arrived. She was striding toward the
group with a look of concern on her face. Actually, it seemed like
half the school was converging on the area having heard that
something had happened to the king. ‘King Karsten, are you
okay?’

Karsten smiled.
‘Thanks to Miss Wooton, I am. We have a problem, however.’

‘This… girl
shot the king,’ Holzhim said.

‘Drop it,
Captain,’ Karsten ordered. ‘There is no way that Miss Inishki could
be responsible.’

‘Do you have
the bullet?’ Syrix asked. She was staring at Holzhim; most mortal
men would have cowered under that gaze but it seemed he was made of
sterner stuff, or simply oblivious.

‘Yes,’ Lizbit
said.

‘Then there’s a
simple solution. Master Amarji? Are you there?’

The teacher of
Shadow magic stepped through the crowd. ‘I am, Headmistress. You
wish to know the history of this projectile?’

‘It’s a musket
ball,’ Safa said. ‘Pretty old school. Most hunters aren’t using
them now, even if they don’t use cased cartridges like I do.’ She
flashed a glare at Holzhim; he was still not impressed.

Amarji stepped
forward and looked down at the lead ball which lay on the stone a
hand’s breadth from Lizbit’s left knee. Taking out his wand –
rather appropriately made of a very dark wood – he pointed it at
the ball. ‘Alwahi min Almadi.’ He frowned. ‘Well, that is…
unusual.’

‘Titu?’ Syrix
asked.

‘Uh, the
results are somewhat strange, Headmistress. The bullet appears to
have been fired from outside the school.’

‘Impossible!’
Holzhim snapped. ‘How could anyone–’

‘Easily enough
if they have a means of identifying the target,’ Safa said. ‘It’s
used by military snipers, I think. You cast a spell on the round to
make it seek the target. So long as the target is in range and you
aim in the right general direction, you have a good chance of
hitting.’ She peered off toward the thick wall around the school.
‘That explains why it wasn’t lethal. It was fired from outside
effective range. But then…’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t think they
really meant to kill you, Your Majesty.’

‘Please
explain,’ Karsten said before Holzhim could explode.

‘If it
had been me, I’d have put an explosive spell on the ball. I
do that with my bullets meant for hunting monsters. That ball
penetrated your side, so the explosion would’ve gone off–’

‘Inside my
body,’ Karsten finished. He was looking even paler now.

‘But they
didn’t do it. They didn’t add the final spell. I don’t think they
wanted to kill you, though I suspect they wouldn’t have cared
either way.’

‘Who fired the
bullet, Master Amarji?’ Syrix asked.

‘That’s the
most mysterious thing, Headmistress. There is no mark on the
bullet’s shadow from anyone other than the king. It’s as if the
firer doesn’t exist.’

‘Aha!’ Holzhim
said. ‘I know this one. She obscured her shadow from the–’

‘In all my
years working for the Rigas City Guard,’ Amarji went on, ‘I have
never seen anyone able to completely obscure their shadow. You can
always tell that something is there which cannot be seen.’ He gave
Holzhim a withering look. ‘Miss Inishki, like the other first
years, has had a very basic introduction to Shadow magic.
She would be incapable of performing a normal obfuscation spell.
I don’t know how one would go about something of this level
of sophistication. She is not your assassin, Captain.’

‘And no amount
of prejudice against islanders is going to make her so,’ Kori
said.

‘Drop it,
Captain Holzhim,’ Karsten said. ‘Send men outside the school to
look for any signs of the assassin.’ He glanced at Safa. ‘Or the
not-assassin, if Miss Inishki’s assertion is correct. I’m not
expecting you to find anyone, but we have to look. In the meantime,
let’s get on with our day.’

‘A very good
idea, Your Majesty,’ Syrix said. She turned and raised her voice.
‘All of you, back to your lessons. There’s nothing more to see
here.’

~~~

‘An arrest has been
made,’ Karsten said.

Kori’s brow
rose. ‘It’s only lunchtime. That was fast work given the available
information.’

‘Master Amarji
determined the owner of the musket which fired the bullet.’

‘Oh.’

‘He’s being
interrogated.’

‘I see.’

‘You don’t seem
to think he’s a likely suspect, Kori,’ said the king.

‘I don’t know
who he is.’

‘Ah. The name
was, um, Truswik, Wovil Truswik.’

‘Oh! I know
him,’ Lizbit said. ‘He’s a farmer. He comes to our shop from time
to time. Uh, I d-don’t think he seems like an assassin either. And
he has no real m-magical talent.’

Karsten gave a
shrug and delayed his answer by spooning stew into his mouth.
‘Well, I suppose we’ll see what the interrogation brings up,’ he
said after a few seconds. ‘You will join us for dinner tonight,
won’t you, Miss Wooton? I’ll have some guards escort you home
afterward. There will be no danger.’

‘Uh, well, I,
uh…’

‘You did save
my life this morning. The least I can do is treat you to a
meal.’

‘Well, I,
um…’

‘Or would you
prefer a barony?’

‘What?! A
b-b-b-b–’

‘She’ll come to
dinner,’ Garrik said. ‘Stop terrifying the poor girl.’

Karsten
grinned. ‘But she’s so pretty when she’s flustered.’

‘If you break
her, Majesty,’ Kori said as she watched Lizbit’s face turn a shade
of red no human face should turn, ‘we’ll make you buy us a new
one.’

‘That seems
fair…’

~~~

‘I didn’t see that
guard captain on the way in here,’ Safa commented as they sat down
at Karsten’s table for a meal.

‘He’s on his
way back to Rigas,’ Karsten said. ‘I’ll review his position in my
guard when I return. I can’t have people with such obvious
prejudices guarding my person.’

‘Oh. Well,
that’s a refreshing point of view. Most people are at least a
little prejudiced regarding islanders.’

‘I won’t deny
it. I also won’t have such intolerance shoved in my face. I believe
a king should protect all his subjects, even the ones no one
likes.’

‘I see. And, if
I might ask, what do you think of us, Your Majesty.’

Karsten winced.
‘I suppose I don’t have a high opinion. However, I’ve met
very few islanders. I try to reserve judgment on anyone I
meet until I know them. It’s always easier to see individuals in a
different light to any group they may belong to. And frequently
more convenient to ignore individual differences, sadly. Nobles,
for example. I don’t have a high opinion of nobles in general, but
I can get along with some of them.’

‘Huh,’ Garrik
said. ‘Same here.’

‘You were
always smart, Gar. Now, dig in, and afterward, perhaps we could
play cards. I’ve heard that bikatat is popular here. We could play
and chat.’

‘It is,’
Millicen said. ‘We play regularly.’

‘For
money?’

‘Oh, n-no!’
Lizbit said. ‘Never for money.’

‘Kori would own
us by now,’ Millicen said.

The king looked
at Kori, who looked back impassively. ‘Really? Well, that sounds
like a challenge…’

~~~

‘How is she doing it?’
Karsten asked as, bemused, he watched Kori scrape the pot over to
her pile of coins. All of the coins belonged to the king. He had
supplied everyone with twenty gold sovereigns to play with. Kori
had not won every hand, but she had not lost any at all; she
folded without betting when she thought she might lose.

‘Magician’s
rules,’ Safa said.

‘Yes. I agreed
to that when we started. It’s just a change in the priority of some
cards.’

Garrik shook
his head. ‘In magician’s rules, Chance magic can be used. Kori is
better at it than any of us.’

‘I’ve only been
using it to test my chances,’ Kori said.

‘She’d have won
every hand if she was going all in,’ Millicen said.

‘I didn’t even
know you could use magic like that,’ Karsten said.

‘Which is why,’
Kori said, ‘when I’ve won all the money, I’ll be handing it back to
you.’

‘No. I said you
could all keep your winnings. I meant it.’

Kori shook her
head. ‘I’m all for fleecing royalty, but only in a fair fight. This
is too easy.’

Karsten
grinned. ‘I really must have you join a game in the palace. There
are a few nobles I’d love to see brought low.’

‘I’d like to
see that myself,’ Garrik said.

Kori seemed to
consider their suggestion for a few seconds while Millicen dealt
the cards. ‘I might consider it. Nobles would seem like fair
game.’

‘Like lambs to
the slaughter,’ Safa said, grinning.

Lizbit shook
her head. ‘Lambs are cute.’

‘You make a
valid point.’
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‘I still don’t think
this is a great idea, Karsten,’ Garrik said.

‘It’ll be
fine,’ Karsten replied. He was dressed in brown today, thinking it
made him look less regal than black. He was in disguise, sort of,
since he was going into town with friends and was not supposed to
be the king. It sort of worked because most people had no idea what
their king actually looked like. It still had everyone else on
edge. ‘You should call me Kar while we’re out.’

‘You used to
hate it when people shortened your name.’

‘Still do, but
I’m incognito. People are going to twig pretty quickly if they hear
you calling me Karsten.’

‘Valid point. I
think they’ll twig pretty quickly anyway, or at least suspect
something. Look at Liz. She’s practically buzzing with nerves.’

Lizbit was
waiting on the edge of town, hopping from foot to foot with her
hands clasped in front of her chest. She looked like she was about
to have a heart attack or something. It was only getting worse now
that she had spotted the others coming her way.

‘She’ll calm
down,’ Kori said. ‘Once nothing too exciting happens, she’ll start
behaving like it’s just another day in town.’

‘Assuming
nothing happens,’ Safa said.

‘We’re walking
into town with the king and no guards when it appears that someone
wants to kill him. What could possibly go wrong?’

‘I don’t think
sarcasm suits you, Kori,’ Karsten said.

‘It does
though,’ Millicen countered. ‘It really does.’ Safa and Garrik
nodded.

‘I’d be
insulted,’ Kori said, ‘if it wasn’t true.’

~~~

‘A nice cup of tea will
help,’ Millicen said as she opened the door of one of their
favoured shops.

‘It m-might,’
Lizbit admitted. ‘Tea and a sweet.’

‘Of
course.’

Kori smiled as
she followed the group in. Her gaze drifted, scanning the street,
and fell upon a man standing on the other side of the road from the
café. He was blonde, blue-eyed, and somewhat handsome, if a little
careworn. His hair was short and tended to spike up randomly. He
was dressed in a leather jacket and nondescript beige shirt and
slacks. She could not recall ever seeing him before, but she
supposed that she had not seen everyone in Alwadi Alabyad. She
turned and walked into the shop. She would be having coffee and, if
it was available, a slice of apple pie. This place did amazing
pie.

‘See anything?’
Garrik asked in a low voice. They were all watching for trouble,
but he and Kori were essentially taking point on security.

‘Nothing,’ Kori
said. She narrowed her gaze toward the counter. There was pie. She
smiled. ‘Not a single thing out of the ordinary.’

~~~

There was a man
standing across the street from the café when Kori walked out. He
had short, blonde, somewhat spiky hair and blue eyes. Some might
have called him handsome. She guessed his age at around thirty, and
she did not think she had ever seen him before. There was also the
fact that he seemed to be watching the café, though he turned and
walked off down the street soon after she spotted him.

‘Does anyone–’
she began as she turned to the others. She frowned.

‘Does anyone
what?’ Millicen asked.

Kori shook her
head. ‘Forgot what I was going to say. Can’t have been
important.’

‘Going senile
at your age is a terrible thing.’

‘Thanks,
Milly.’

‘Always my
pleasure.’ Millicen grinned.

‘This is the
kind of banter I haven’t had,’ Karsten said. ‘After my father died,
I really didn’t get out much.’

‘I can
understand that,’ Kori said. ‘I spent most of my youth with my
mother.’

‘Oh, well, it’s
not like my father spent a lot of time with me. He was just happy
to let me have friends. My uncle was more concerned about who I
spent time with.’

‘I don’t think
I’d like your uncle.’

‘He’s…
Hmm.’

‘I think that
says it all.’

~~~

‘Senility seems to be
catching,’ Garrik said.

Karsten looked
at him. ‘It is?’

‘I was going to
say something, and then I forgot what it was.’

‘Happens to me
all the time.’

‘It does?’

The king
nodded. The two of them were standing at the window of a shop which
the girls had decided to check out. It sold women’s clothes and
both men felt decidedly out of place. Garrik was, ostensibly,
watching for trouble, but they were both really staying out of the
way. ‘Honestly, I’m kind of glad to see it’s not just me. I seem to
remember my father forgetting things a lot.’

‘You’re not
your father, Karsten.’

‘I’m not. But
from all accounts, he was sane at my age.’

‘I don’t think
you’re going to go the same way. My grandfather told me there was
always something a little off about King Aberka.’

‘Well, maybe… I
can’t be sure, though. I just… I worry, Gar. I worry I’ll end up
like he did.’

Garrik frowned.
‘There’s nothing I can think of to say to reassure you. I
don’t think it’ll happen. That’s the best I can do.’

The king laid a
hand on Garrik’s shoulder. ‘Thanks. That does mean
something.’

‘Anyway, it’s
me whose mind is going, remember?’

‘Good point. I
promise to visit you in your premature dotage.’

‘Oh,
thanks.’

~~~

There was a man
standing on the path from the town to the school. He was fairly
tall with spiky blonde hair, and he was dressed in nondescript
clothes including a leather jacket. Kori could not think of ever
seeing him before around the town and that was backed up by
Lizbit.

‘Who’s he? I
don’t recognise him.’

‘I didn’t think
he was familiar,’ Kori said.

The man smiled.
The expression was recognisable even though they were a couple of
dozen paces from him. Then he raised a hand and three pits of
darkness appeared in the ground before him.

Garrik held up
a hand. ‘Wait! Are those–’

From out of the
pits, monsters appeared, rising up as though lifted out of the
ground. The man vanished behind the biggest of them, a bearlike
monstrosity with a wide, froglike mouth. It opened that mouth and
roared, revealing multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth. To its right
was a burnmaw. To its left were a pair of amorphous blobs,
semi-transparent but coloured an unhealthy shade of green.

‘Those are
caustic slimes, aren’t they?’ Millicen said.

‘Yes,’ Kori
replied.

‘Kurat Naria.’
A ball of flame appeared in Millicen’s palm. ‘They’re flammable,
right?’

‘Just be
careful of the fumes.’

Garrik drew his
sword. ‘Sayf Muhtarik.’ Instantly, his weapon was transformed into
flame, and he repositioned himself to guard Karsten. ‘That thing’s
a razor bear, right?’

‘I’ve never met
one, but it fits the description. What an unimaginative name.’

‘There are a
lot of monsters. People are bound to run out of imaginative names.
Right now I’m more concerned about where they came from and whether
it has any special vulnerabilities?’

‘None. It’s
just a big mass of muscle and teeth. We’ll question their
appearance when they’re dead.’

‘I’ll handle
it,’ Safa said, drawing her pistol. She pulled back the hammer and
aimed. The razor bear got over its confusion at being summoned from
somewhere, decided the humans it could see were either responsible
or a nice snack, and charged. Safa fired three times. Three bullets
penetrated the thing’s tough hide, though it barely seemed to care
for the instant before the spells attached to those bullets
exploded. Its skin split in places, spraying blood across the flags
and grass, and it collapsed as its internal organs were
shredded.

‘Explosive
bullets,’ Karsten said.

‘Yes. That’s
what should’ve happened to you if the assassin had meant it. Uh,
with more blood and flying guts; it has more mass to absorb the
detonations.’

Kori glanced at
the slimes. Both of them were now burning pools of goo giving off
dangerously black smoke which was, mercifully, rising vertically
and not heading their way or toward town. She raised her hand
toward the burnmaw. ‘Sorry to steal your thunder, Gar. Asheil.’ The
last monster collapsed as she melted its insides.

‘I’ll allow
it,’ Garrik said. ‘That was nicely done. Did anyone see the
summoner? They were clearly summoned, but I didn’t see who did
it.’

‘I saw no one,’
Kori replied. The others shook their heads.

‘Another
attempt on my life?’ Karsten asked.

‘Another
attempt at scare tactics,’ Kori replied. ‘They were not especially
dangerous monsters. A group of first years defeated them easily.
This could have been far worse if they’d used better monsters.’

‘Who is
responsible for this?!’

‘I don’t know,
but I think you should release that farmer. I don’t think he’s
behind the shooting incident, but he certainly didn’t summon those
things. Here comes the reinforcements.’

A squad of
knights and several teachers, including the headmistress, were
emerging from the school and running their way. Karsten sagged.
‘They’re going to make a whole big thing of this.’

‘Probably. But
the monsters are dead, and you are alive.’

‘True.’ Karsten
smiled a rather mischievous smile. ‘And I wasn’t even injured under
your protection.’

‘I don’t like
the way this is going…’

Taniyn Abyad.

The light was fading in
the sky when there was a commotion outside Karsten’s apartment.
Then the door burst open and a man marched in looking less than
pleased. He was not particularly tall and appeared to be swelling
around the waistline. Oddly, despite this, he looked rather thin.
His hair was fair but not exactly blonde, and he had grey eyes
which swept the room as soon as he was inside. His face was narrow
and came with a pinched nose which was bulbous at the tip. His suit
was carefully tailored, the kind of thing you got from a personal
tailor. There was an emblem on his dark-red tie which looked kind
of like the royal coat of arms but not quite. Physically, he was
not particularly impressive, but he gave off an air of
authority.

‘Karsten,’ he
said, and the same authority carried in his voice, ‘I’ve heard
about the attempts on your life, and I came straight here. You’re
to return to the capital imm–’

‘I will be
doing no such thing, Uncle,’ Karsten said. He rose to his feet and
stepped toward the newcomer. ‘Uncle’ meant that this was Galden
Damana, the ex-regent. Apparently, he felt that he still had some
power over Karsten. Karsten did not appear to agree. ‘I feel quite
safe here. Safer, in fact, than I do in the palace.’

‘That’s
ridiculous! In the palace, you have guards and thick walls. We’ll
restrict your public appearances until the assassins are found
and–’

‘The school has
thick walls. The assassin was able to circumvent those and my
guards. If it was not for the family ring and Miss Wooton, I might
well be dead. I will not be restricting appearances because the
so-called assassin has shown no inclination to actually kill me.
Even the gunshot seems to have been calculated to wound. Perhaps
someone wants me restricted to my apartments in the palace.’
Karsten let that hang for a split second longer than necessary. ‘I
will not be giving them the satisfaction.’


‘Monsters were sent to attack you! I heard about it on my
arrival in town.’

‘And my friends
here, first-year students at this school, were able to
defeat them with ease. It appears that a magician is responsible
for these scare tactics. Here, I have a number of magicians looking
out for me. In the palace, I have none. I won’t be returning to
Rigas ahead of schedule, Uncle. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m
entertaining guests.’

Galden’s eyes
narrowed. ‘I’ll be staying in town until you come to your senses.’
Turning, he walked back out the way he had come in.

Karsten sighed
as the door was closed by one of the royal guards. ‘And that,
ladies and gentleman, was my uncle, Galden Damana. He still thinks
I’m a child.’

‘You don’t have
a personal magician?’ Millicen asked.

Resuming his
seat, the king shook his head. ‘Alden Markovis was the palace
magician while Uncle was the regent. He left with Uncle. Finding a
suitable replacement has proven difficult.’

‘But you’re the
king.’

‘That,
apparently, has not been sufficient incentive to attract the right
kind of person.’

‘What’s this
family ring you mentioned?’ Kori asked.

Karsten
proffered his right hand. On the middle finger was a fairly plain
band of silver inscribed with magical symbols. ‘It’s been in the
family since the country was founded. It protects us from harm,
supposedly. I’ve no doubt it took much of the sting out of that
musket ball.’

Kori waved a
hand. ‘May I examine it?’

‘Be my
guest.’

There was a
moment of concentration. Kori looked up at Karsten. ‘It’s some sort
of family heirloom?’

‘I suppose you
could say that.’

‘Then, pardon
me for saying this, it’s trash.’

‘Kori!’
Millicen squeaked.

‘It’ll probably
stop a mundane sword or a weak spell. It was probably adequate when
it was made. You should have a stronger one commissioned.’

‘And where
would I do that?’

‘Oh, that’s
easy,’ Safa said. ‘You can probably buy one off the shelf at
my uncle’s place. He’s nicer than yours, if you don’t mind
me saying.’

Karsten smiled.
‘I don’t.’

‘Your uncle
makes magical items?’ Millicen asked.

Safa nodded.
‘Bit of a black sheep in the family, actually. He didn’t go into
alchemy. His magic items are the real deal, however. And, um, a bit
of royal patronage would probably help his business. He’d probably
cut you a deal, Karsten, if you mentioned I’d recommended him.’

‘Give me his
name. I’ll contact him when I get home.’

‘You really are
a merchant’s daughter, Safa,’ Garrik said.

‘I am. And I’m
proud of it. So there.’

Alwadi Alabyad.

It had been dark for
quite some time when the commotion started in the Mystic Crown Inn.
The Mystic Crown was the best in Alwadi Alabyad, noted for an
excellent wine cellar and a chef capable of producing exemplary
food. It would not have been out of place in Rigas. Like most inns,
however, it did not have amazing security; getting into the place
did not require an army.

The guards
Galden had posted outside the rooms he had taken there were not
expecting trouble, but they were also well paid to keep watch and
deal with anyone who might attempt to cause trouble for their duke.
They were kitted out in magical armour and carried magical swords.
None of that was going to do them much good. They spotted a figure
at the end of the corridor they were guarding, but before he could
be confronted, he raised his arm and a pair of monsters emerged,
apparently through the floor.

Neither of the
guards had ever seen anything like them. They were looking at black
blobs. Blobs so black that light seemed to fall into them, and yet
they seemed to shimmer and coruscate as they began moving down the
corridor toward the two men, leaving a trail of damaged carpet in
their wake. Tentacles extruded as they moved. Spikes formed and
melted away. The blobs seemed to have no definitive shape, and it
was hard to believe they were actually part of the world. Whatever
they were, it was clear that they were coming for the duke, and
that meant that the guards would have to stop them.

The two men
stepped forward…
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‘Everyone’s talking
about it in town,’ Lizbit said. ‘The duke lost six men before his
personal magician could stop them.’ She had hurried into school to
tell the others over breakfast. This was hot news.

‘Chaos
monsters,’ Garrik said.

Lizbit nodded.
‘From the descriptions I heard, they definitely were. No one saw
who summoned them, but chaos monsters don’t just spring from
nothing.’ She looked at Kori. ‘They d-don’t, d-do they?’

‘Technically,
theoretically, it’s possible. Practically, there’s always an
instigating factor.’ Kori frowned. ‘Chaos monsters is a step up
from what we dealt with.’

‘Several steps,
I’d say,’ Garrik said. ‘If the assassin wasn’t really trying to
kill Karsten, he was a lot more determined to kill Duke
Galden.’

‘My thoughts
precisely. I think we should make sure the king has heard about his
uncle’s misfortune.’

‘I think you
may be right.’

~~~

‘Master Amarji? A
question.’

Amarji looked
up at the sound of Kori’s voice. He had dismissed the class for
lunch, but it appeared that Kori had something she wanted to ask. A
rare event. ‘That’s unlike you, Miss Najmi. You never seem to need
to ask questions.’

Kori gave a
slight shrug. ‘It’s nothing to do with the class. I need to ask you
about your speciality.’

‘Shadow magic?
That’s not really something you need to concern yourself with at
this point in your education, you know?’

‘Agreed. That’s
why I’m asking you instead of attempting to research the topic
myself.’

Amarji flashed
a grin. ‘Then ask away.’

‘Is it possible
for a living person to have no shadow? I know that execution
followed by the deletion of the shadow is a theoretical punishment
for certain crimes. No one knows whether it has actually ever been
carried out, since, if it succeeded, no one would remember having
done it. The sentence exists, however. Could a similar sentence be
carried out on a living criminal?’

The teacher
frowned. He almost scowled as he concentrated on supplying an
answer. ‘Hm,’ he said.

‘I was
expecting you to just say it was impossible.’

‘Well, it
should be. If someone is still alive and you erase their shadow,
their history, then they would be something of a paradox, but they
would just start making new history. It should be impossible. Or,
at least, it should be pointless. I do, however, recall some
research into a curse which would continuously erase someone’s
shadow. It was deemed impractical due to the energy requirements.
And, of course, if it has ever been done, no one would remember it.
Quite possibly, even the subject of the curse would fail to
remember why it was done. I can’t imagine what living a life under
such a curse would be like. Why do you ask?’

‘We’ve had
several attacks on the king and his uncle recently. No one can
remember seeing whoever carried out those attacks. It seems like we
should have, at least when the monsters were summoned. It
feels like we did, but none of us can remember anyone.’

Amarji nodded.
‘A man without a shadow is a possible answer. I can’t help but
think that there must be simpler solutions. Invisibility,
perhaps.’

‘It’s a valid
point,’ Kori agreed. ‘Thank you for your time, Master Amarji.’

‘Answering
students’ questions is what teachers are here for. If you don’t get
to the refectory soon, you’ll miss out on the good options.’

‘Oh, that’s not
a problem. By now, the king has reserved our table and bought up
our favourites.’

‘That must be
nice. He seems to like your group.’

‘Well, we did
save his life a couple of times. I’d imagine anyone would give
preferential treatment under those circumstances.’

~~~

Once again, Galden was
barging into Karsten’s apartment, an expression of annoyance on his
face. This time, Karsten was alone. That was likely to embolden the
man, but it also allowed Karsten to let loose a little.

‘Your little
friends aren’t here?’ Galden asked.

‘They’ll be
arriving in a few minutes.’

‘Tell them to
leave. You are leaving. With me. You and I will be returning
to the capital tonight.’

‘I will do no
such thing, Duke Galden.’

Galden
glowered. Tonight, he had Alden Markovis with him. Tall and thin,
Markovis was all dark colours. It made him look like an evil
magician rather than just a very competent one. It seemed that
Galden did not want to be far from his personal magician. ‘Have you
any idea what’s going on, Karsten?! I was attacked last night! If
not for Alden, that attack would have succeeded!’

‘Yes, I heard.
Chaos monsters. Miss Wooton was able to provide a quite
comprehensive report on what happened. I must say that the town
seems to have a very good gossip network. And Kori was able to
provide more detail on chaos monsters. Apparently, they encountered
one in a khalal recently.’

‘That’s not the
point. This assassin is–’

‘Apparently
intent on killing you, not me.’

‘What?!’ It was
more or less a roar.

‘They have
employed ineffective methods to attack me. A pair of chaos monsters
is far more serious. As you said, if not for Mister Markovis, they
would have succeeded. It’s quite clear that the attacks on me were
simply to draw you away from your estate. I agree that you should
return there immediately. With you gone, I should be quite
safe.’

‘Karsten,
you–’

‘Leave, Duke
Galden. That is a royal command. Everyone here will be safer with
you elsewhere.’

Looking like a
thunder cloud, Galden turned and started for the door. Karsten
suspected that he did not want to say anything else for fear of
saying something he could not take back.

‘One other
thing,’ Karsten said. ‘Please refrain from barging into my rooms
without permission. I’ll take a dim view the next time it
happens.’

Galden just
kept walking.

~~~

‘Duke Galden looked
like he wanted to murder someone,’ Safa said as she trooped into
the temporary royal apartment after the others.

‘My uncle is
leaving the area. Returning to Rigas,’ Karsten said. ‘It’s too
dangerous for him here. And he puts others in danger by his
presence.’

‘I’m surprised
he’s leaving without you,’ Garrik said.

‘Well, I
ordered him to. That’s probably why he’s so annoyed.’

Garrik grinned.
‘Well done.’ Then his face straightened. ‘He might make life a
little difficult for you because of this.’

The king gave a
shrug. ‘He may try. Anyway, I wanted to discuss something over
dinner. I had an idea. I think it could prove very interesting
and educational. I wanted your opinions before I make the
suggestion to Miss Syrix.’

‘What exactly
have you got in mind?’ Garrik said warily.

The king’s grin
was far too wide. ‘You’ll love it. You’ll see…’


Part Five:
Interdisciplinary Exercises

 Krizapoli, Ardalamn, 2nd Sadis
935.

Krizapoli was a walled
city. It predated Ardalamn by several centuries; before the Wall,
every settlement required some form of defensive barrier to keep
the monsters away from those who could not defend themselves. So,
Krizapoli had a tall, thick wall with towers at regular intervals
which, mostly, encircled the city. Mostly because a wall had one
problem: it restricted the city’s growth. Suburbs had grown up
outside the wall on the southern and eastern sides as the
population had outgrown the space within.

On the northern
side of the city, there was no wall because that was where the port
was. An inland sea, known as the Elsea, provided the barrier
against monsters on that side. The port was protected by huge war
engines, just in case a sea monster appeared, but that kind of
creature generally avoided the magic of the Wall and rarely showed
up near Krizapoli. The city’s economy revolved around trade over
the Elsea. On the other side, the city of Elvolda had declined to
become part of Ardalamn, but they traded with the country through
Rigas and Krizapoli. Generally, the trade was weighted toward
export to and through Elvolda.

For all those
centuries, Krizapoli had been the stronghold of the Grey family.
After the foundation of Ardalamn, the Greys had been granted the
city and its surrounding region as a duchy. There had been a Duke
Grey in charge of the city ever since. The current duke was
Garrik’s father. Garrik was coming home to the city his family
owned, but for some reason, he did not seem particularly happy
about it.

The school had
arranged for a large motorised carriage to transport various staff
and students to Krizapoli to take part in the king’s ‘brilliant
idea.’ There were representatives of each year aboard, and the
first-year team consisted of Garrik, Kori, Millicen, Safa, and a
somewhat reluctant Lizbit. They were sitting at the back of the
carriage. It kept them away from the other students who seemed to
think that first years had no business being there.

‘You don’t seem
happy about going home for the summer holiday,’ Millicen said after
Safa had noticed the walls of Krizapoli, and everyone but Garrik
had strained to see them properly.

‘I’ve seen the
city walls before,’ Garrik said.

‘Perhaps,’ Kori
said, ‘but you haven’t exactly been a picture of cheer since we
left the school. Lizbit is actually leaving home to go on this, um,
whatever you wish to call it. Millicen and Safa are missing out on
two weeks at home. You get to spend at least a week here before we
move on to the field exercises. I’d have thought you’d be
happier.’

Garrik stared
at her for a second, but then he shrugged. ‘I wanted to continue on
at the military academy here. My father decided I should go to
Taniyn Abyad, as he did. He doesn’t seem to understand that I’ll
probably never have his power. I said a few things before
leaving. I had no intention of returning home this summer.’

‘I see.’

‘That could
make things interesting,’ Millicen said.

‘What about
you, Kori?’ Lizbit asked. ‘You mentioned everyone else being away
from home. Did you have no plans to visit your mother over the
holidays?’

‘Oh, I think
I’ll be seeing her. I don’t have actual plans to, but I’m sure I’ll
see her at some point.’

‘You’ve never
really said where you’re from,’ Millicen said.

‘No, I don’t
suppose I have. We’re almost at the city gates.’

‘That was an
unsubtle change of topic.’

Kori smiled.
‘Yes, it was, wasn’t it?’

~~~

The military academy
was not far from the gate. This was probably a good thing since it
would be getting dark soon, but it did mean that they saw very
little of the city before they were pulling through another set of
gates and then filing off the carriage.

The academy was
a little like the magic school; there were old buildings here, all
contained within a walled compound. That was pretty much where the
similarities ended, however. The wall here was clearly meant to
mark the boundaries of the school and keep mundane intruders out.
Those who trained at the academy did not tend to throw around
massive energies or accidentally summon monsters. There were more
large open areas within the academy’s walls, meant for drills and
training. That kind of activity was handled within the school’s
khalal where it was safer for all concerned. Swinging a sword had
very little chance of ending civilisation, though it could probably
be argued that a sword swing had ended some. Just not explosively.
As she left the bus and started toward a three-storey building
which looked exactly like what it was, a dorm, Kori wondered
whether Karsten had considered the potential dangers of his great
idea when planning it.

The magic
school students were there to take part in what the king called
‘interdisciplinary exercises.’ There would be a week of training
here in Krizapoli, magic students training with martial students to
better integrate the two styles. Karsten had made some comments
suggesting that he hoped to persuade the academy students that
magic was important. The current attitude was exemplified by his
own and Garrik’s former view that it was not. Kori thought that it
was probably a good idea for both groups; magic students could be
kind of arrogant too. After the training week, they would be
spending a few days outside the Wall, in the Black Forest. Kori was
more ambivalent about that.

The dorm was a
stone-built building with a rather grand entrance hall featuring a
broad, sweeping staircase up to the next floor. There was a lot of
dark wood and the coats of arms of various noble families
decorating the walls. Standing on the stairs was a tall, slim man
dressed in what looked like the black-and-scarlet tunic of an
Ardalamn military officer. He had a harsh, axe-like face, and his
hair was trimmed so close to his skull that its colour was
difficult to determine. He waited until all the students were
inside and then he spoke up.

‘Welcome to the
Krizapoli Military Academy. I am Captain Volfic Janu. You are
standing in Basilisk dorm. Should you find yourselves lost, asking
for directions to that name will get you home. You will all be
housed for the next week on the second floor here. The cadets, that
is the military students, are on the third floor. Some of them will
be escorting you to your rooms shortly, and then we will all gather
in the mess on this floor for an evening meal. Tomorrow is a rest
day. Training will begin the day after, so I hope you will all have
recovered from your journey by then.’

‘Is it just
me,’ Millicen said, keeping her voice low, ‘or do they think we’re
unfit?’

‘It’s not just
you,’ Garrik said. ‘That’s exactly what they think.’

‘Let’s get you
all some lodging,’ Janu went on, ‘and then we can eat and prepare
for bed.’

‘It’s not even
dark out,’ Safa said.

‘But we’re
unfit, remember?’ Millicen replied.

Safa shrugged.
‘I’ll strip and clean my pistol. It’s probably going to see some
use in the next few days.’

‘Not if the
cadets have any say,’ Garrik said. ‘They’ll probably think it’s
dangerous to let you carry it.’

3rd
Sadis.

Garrik had promised to
take the girls on a tour of Krizapoli on their day off. Now he was
watching his father walk into his assigned room in the dorm. A
message had arrived at breakfast saying that the elder Grey would
be arriving soon to see his son. There was no real excuse for
turning the duke down, and Ganyar Grey would likely have ignored
any attempt to do so anyway.

‘Good morning,
son,’ Ganyar said as he stepped through the door and closed it,
leaving his personal guard out in the corridor. It was arguable
that he had no need for bodyguards; he was one of the most powerful
magicians in Ardalamn, perhaps even the world. Tall and heavily
built, he could hold his own in physical combat, but his magic was
something else. He was an attractive man in his forties, but magic
had retarded his aging enough that he appeared to be younger. His
height and air of authority made him seem older than his son,
rather than anything about the way he looked. Ganyar looked to be
in his mid-twenties, certainly not much older than that. He was
blonde and blue-eyed, like Garrik, but there was a harder edge to
his eyes; they were colder, more used to command.

‘Good morning,
Father,’ Garrik replied, trying to keep the wariness out of his
voice. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?’

‘Do I need an
ulterior motive?’

‘No, but I
suspect you have one.’

‘Huh.’ Ganyar
turned, inspecting the room. It was austere in a way, having scant
furniture and bare walls. On the other hand, the furniture was old
and expensive, or it had cost a fair amount when first purchased.
Reaching up, he touched a hook on the wall near the door. ‘I can
have a shield with our coat of arms sent over to hang here.’

‘There’s no
real need. I’ll only be here for a week.’

‘A valid enough
point. Reports from the school indicate that you’re doing well
there.’

‘Well enough, I
suppose. I have friends who help with the theory work. That’s been
useful.’

‘Friends. Yes.
I want you to stay away from the Najmi girl.’

Garrik stared
at his father for a couple of seconds. Why? What did Ganyar have
against Kori? Well, it did not matter. ‘I would need to hear an
exceptional reason for such a request before I would agree to
it.’

Ganyar returned
the stare. ‘Do you have any idea who her parents are?’

‘Not really.
She mentions her mother from time to time, but she’s never
mentioned a name. She claims never to have known her father, and I
don’t think she’s lying about that. Are you concerned that she may
be someone’s bastard? It seems like you know exactly who her
parents are.’

Turning away,
Ganyar said, ‘I don’t. She’s dangerous. Stay away from her.’

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘I won’t.
Dangerous? She’s saved my life. She’s saved the life of the
king! I admit there are many unknown things about Kori, but
she’s proven herself a valuable ally. I like her.’

‘Hmph. I know
exactly which part of her you like.’ As his son’s cheeks coloured,
Ganyar turned around, a slight smile on his face. ‘You get your
preferences in that respect from me, young man. Just try not to let
fine cleavage take away your reason.’

The old man was
trying to use empathy to get to him; Garrik was not going to let it
work. Too much anyway. ‘I’m not stupid, Father.’

‘Glad to hear
it. Keep up the good work at school.’ And then he was gone, out the
door before Garrik could say anything else.

~~~

Kori expected the knock
on her door to be Garrik saying that he had finished whatever
business his father had with him. She was somewhat surprised to
find herself looking up at Ganyar instead.

‘I’d like to
talk to you,’ the duke said.

‘As you wish.’
Kori noted the two armed men with Ganyar, but she suspected they
would be waiting outside. She was not disappointed when the duke
closed the door behind him, leaving the guards outside. ‘What did
you wish to talk about?’

‘Stay away from
my son,’ Ganyar stated flatly.

Kori smiled.
‘No.’

‘You–’

‘If I were to
cut off our friendship, which I did not seek out, at this stage, I
would need to provide a reason. Neither of us would want that,
would we?’

Ganyar
glowered. ‘Garrik is attracted to a certain kind of woman.’

‘Big breasts,
yes?’

This time,
Ganyar blushed. ‘Correct. He’ll see you as a–’

‘It doesn’t
matter. I know who you are, Duke Grey. I know who he is. I will
never feel any romantic attraction to him, and I will reject
him if it comes to that. Millicen is much more interested in him.
If you want to be worried, worry about that.’

‘Millicen? The
Lowgren girl.’ Ganyar’s finely shaped lips pursed. ‘Not an entirely
unsuitable match. The Lowgrens are social climbers, but he could do
worse.’

‘Sadly, she’s
lacking in the bust department, but she’ll keep trying. Rest
assured that I won’t be seeking the same relationship with Gar, but
I won’t deny him my friendship. He’s my half-brother, Duke Grey. I
think I should get on well with him if I can, and even if he
doesn’t know.’

~~~

‘What did my father
want with you?’ Garrik asked as the group left the academy grounds.
He had made a point of moving in beside Kori and was keeping his
voice down.

‘He was spying
on you.’

‘What?’

‘He knew I was
helping with your theory classes and wanted to know whether you
were pulling your weight. I told him you were doing as well as the
others. I have, after all, just been providing explanation where
the textbooks are lacking.’

‘Oh. Well,
that’s good. I suppose I’d expect him to check up on me. He’s a bit
of a genius as far as magic is concerned. He has high hopes for
me.’

‘Hence making
you go to Taniyn Abyad instead of coming here?’

‘Yes. I’ll
never match his talent, but he keeps hoping.’

‘I agree, you
probably won’t. But you can become a first-rate magician, so I
think you should keep at it. I don’t think he was wrong about
sending you to a magic school.’

‘Huh.
Thanks.’

‘What did he
want to talk to you about?’

‘Oh, uh, the
same, I guess. Checking up on my progress.’

Kori was almost
certain that was a lie, but she said nothing. There was nothing
else to say.

~~~

Krizapoli was a city.
There was no doubt about it. Even on a rest day, the place was
bustling. Kori was not entirely sure what to make of it. Or,
rather, she knew what she was seeing, but she had never seen so
many people in one place. It was just a little scary, and she
walked close to the others at all times.

‘Grey Plaza,’
Garrik announced as they entered a large, open area which was
roughly circular. It had fountains and statues dotted around the
place. All the buildings surrounding it were large and built
entirely of stone. ‘These guys’ – he indicated one of the statues –
‘are all my ancestors. The ones who made a name for themselves,
generally.’ He peered at the statue he had indicated. ‘Though I
couldn’t tell you what he’s famous for. Advancing the
profitability of the port is a pretty common one. Maybe he did
that.’

‘Your father
will be here one day,’ Millicen said. ‘He’s sure to be
considered worthy of a statue.’

‘They’re all
posthumous. It’s going to be a long, long time before he gets
one.’

‘Magic retards
aging,’ Kori said, ‘and Duke Ganyar Grey has a lot of magic.’

‘That. Um, that
building there used to be the family home. We moved a couple of
centuries ago and that became the municipal offices.’ The building
in question did look quite grand. There were gargoyles on the roof,
and it gave off the impression of being defensible. The stonework
was just a slight cut above that of the buildings around it.

‘Is that a
church?’ Lizbit asked, indicating another grand-looking building on
the other side of the plaza.

‘The church of
Muharib. He’s long been associated with Krizapoli, which is why the
military academy is here. Beside it is the church of Saybayda. It’s
useful to have the healers near the warriors. And that one over
there with the tall tower used to be the church of Gahmid, but it
was taken over by the Sihri worshippers about a century ago. There
was some sort of scandal concerning the Sagasim, or so I was
told.’

‘Not uncommon,’
Millicen said. ‘The Sagasim can get rather wrapped up in their
research, and their research can end up killing people.’

‘Something like
that. And the church was covering it up, so we kicked them out and
Sihri moved in.’

‘From secrets
to magic,’ Kori said. ‘Not a lot really changed.’

Garrik
shrugged. ‘Well, my father gets on pretty well with the Sihri
priestesses.’

‘With his
power, I’m not surprised.’

~~~

The docks were even
more bustling than the rest of the city, even if it was a rest day.
There were ships coming in to be unloaded, and that meant that
other ships had to complete loading and leave to make space. No one
had a restful Nevma at the docks.

‘The ones who
work Nevma get another day off,’ Garrik said. ‘It’s not like dock
workers are run into the ground.’

‘I believe
you,’ Kori replied.

‘It’s pretty
common,’ Lizbit said. ‘Shop workers usually have alternate days off
when they work Nevma.’

‘Except when
they don’t,’ Safa said. ‘Alchemists do it differently. If you’re
working on a long process, you have to work through Nevma
sometimes. Then you take days off once it’s done. At least, that’s
how it should work. Some places work their alchemists until they
drop, but those places tend to suffer from more accidents.’

‘Accidents?’
Kori asked.

‘Explosions,’
Safa clarified. ‘The damage reduces your profit margins. Sensible
workshops don’t let their people work continuously unless someone’s
paying a lot for a rush job.’

‘Ah.’ Kori
watched cranes lifting pallets of something or other off a large
ship for a few seconds. She was a bit more used to all the people
now. Unless she thought about it, anyway. Hence the focus on
details. The docks were basically a number of stone piers jutting
out into the blue water of the sea from a stone roadway. Cranes
were mounted at various points, many of them very modern ones with
magical motors driving the winch systems. Garrik had said that the
Greys put money into modernisation whenever they could, which was
not infrequently. ‘Interesting though this is, why did we come
here? Watching men lifting things gets tiring after a while.’

‘Ah,’ Garrik
said. ‘Well, I thought it’d be a point of interest, but the main
reason is that there’s a great place to have lunch near here.
Assuming you like fish.’

‘I’m not
averse…’

~~~

It was not what Kori
had expected. It was not at all what Millicen had expected. Lizbit
and Safa seemed to be right at home. For some reason, so was
Garrik.

‘I sort of
expected somewhere more, um, upmarket,’ Millicen said as they sat
down around a simple wooden table surrounded by six stools.

‘This place is
the best fish restaurant in Krizapoli,’ Garrik replied. ‘Trust
me.’


‘Restaurant?’

Garrik
shrugged. ‘Maybe that’s not quite the right word…’

The
‘restaurant’ was on a residential street, and it looked a lot like
it had once been a house. The seating areas took up the front of
the ground floor and the whole of the one above. From the outside,
it looked like the third floor was where the proprietor lived. The
kitchen was at the back of the ground floor and voices could be
heard shouting orders and other things from back there. The walls
were bare brick with various sea-related objects nailed to them.
Nets, winch parts, ropes, and a number of stuffed and mounted fish
were up there, along with various things not even Garrik
recognised. Food was served on metal plates or in metal bowls. It
looked like the kind of place sailors and dock workers frequented,
but the people in it looked more varied. That and the smell from
the kitchen suggested that Garrik’s assessment of the place might
be accurate.

‘I kind of like
it,’ Kori said. ‘I am surprised that someone like you would know
about it, Gar.’

Another shrug.
‘My father used to bring me here. He had to disguise himself with
magic to do it, but he used to come here whenever he could. Usually
when business called him to the docks. The food here is about equal
to what you’ll get at the mansion. It’s not the same. The food at
the mansion is way more refined, but refined isn’t always
better.’

‘Would you say
what we ate at the academy last night was refined?’ Safa asked.

‘Pretty
refined, sure.’

‘In that case,
I’m going to have to agree with you. I’m going to stuff myself here
and have to put up with less of the refined stuff tonight.’

Garrik grinned.
‘Oh, considering the portion sizes in this place, that was a
given.’

~~~

Millicen let out a
groan. ‘I was thinking of trying on some clothes, but after that
lunch, I can’t be sure anything I tried would fit me tomorrow.’

‘It was a lot,’
Safa agreed. She rather sounded like that was a good thing,
however.

‘I’m amazed
that Liz finished that soup,’ Kori said. ‘The bowl was bigger than
her head.’

‘It would be a
crime to waste good food,’ Lizbit replied. ‘Also, I’m a growing
girl.’

‘Well, I’ve
grown,’ Millicen said. ‘Unfortunately, it’s all around my
middle.’

‘I can’t tell,’
Garrik said. ‘On the other hand, if I’ve dodged waiting for you all
while you check out the latest fashions, I’m happy with you feeling
f–, um, full.’

‘Good catch,’
Kori said.

‘Well,’
Millicen said, her eyes on the mannequins in a shop window they
were passing, ‘I’m not sure I like the new season’s lines anyway. I
prefer shorter skirts. Or longer skirts. Just below the knee
is…’

‘A tripping
hazard with how tight they are,’ Safa said.

‘That.
Yes.’

‘No one who has
to do anything will wear that,’ Lizbit said.

Garrik glanced
at the shrink-wrapped behind of a mannequin as they passed it.
‘Shame,’ he said. He was aiming not to be heard, but Kori was still
trying to stick close to her friends in the crowds.

‘I thought you
were all about the bust, Gar. I didn’t realise you appreciated the
rear view as well.’

‘Did you have
to say that out loud?’


‘Obviously.’

Garrik’s reply
was mumbled enough that it could not be deciphered.

Meanwhile,
Millicen’s eyes were gleaming as she looked anew upon the pencil
skirts in the windows. Well, if it persuaded Garrik to pay more
attention to her rather than Kori, Kori was not going to
complain.

4th
Sadis.

Five academy students
were running laps around the training field when the magic school
students arrived there after breakfast. The cadets were all in
uniform; the magicians were in their field kit, which seemed like a
good idea for training outside. Their instructor noted the arrival
of his five magician charges but did not seem inclined to do
anything about them until the cadets had done their allotted
running.

‘Just
remember,’ Kori said to her friends, ‘that we’re not in the khalal
at school. We’ll undoubtedly be casting, but we should be careful
about energy usage. We won’t be recharging at the same rate.’

‘I wonder if he
knows that,’ Millicen said, her eyes on the instructor. He was a
tall man with broad shoulders, dressed in the same military-style
uniform as the cadets. It was, according to Garrik, designed to
closely resemble the Ardalamn army uniform, but not precisely.
There was a sword at his hip.

‘Probably not,’
Garrik said. ‘Instructors at a place like this have probably never
seen action against monsters, so they won’t have worked with
magicians.’

‘B-but
shouldn’t the school have told them about our limits?’ Lizbit
asked.

‘Probably.’

‘But they
probably didn’t listen,’ Safa said.

‘Yeah,’ Garrik
said. ‘That.’

A few minutes
later, the running ended and the five cadets lined up facing the
five magicians. It looked and felt adversarial, and the instructor
seemed disinclined to say anything. What he did say was, ‘Introduce
yourselves.’

The tallest of
the cadets stepped forward and slapped his left palm against the
right side of his chest, a military salute. ‘Yes, sir! I am Cadet
Abrim Dosdovi, leader of this unit.’ He was a handsome young man,
physically powerful. His hair was shoulder-length and blonde. His
eyes were a clear, almost icy, blue. The sword at his hip looked
expensive and, to most of the magicians, was clearly magical.
‘Allow me to introduce my teammates. Cadets Golber Osterbun…’

Osterbun was a
little shorter than Dosdovi, but also more heavily built. His hair
was a duller blonde and cut short. His eyes were a duller blue. The
sword he was wearing was not magical, but it appeared heavier than
Dosdovi’s. Cadet Osterbun relied on physical power.

‘… Minetta
Hofbrin…’ The lone girl in the group and, it seemed, their
marksman. There was a sword at her hip, but she also carried a
longarm of some sort slung at her back and there were a lot of
ammunition pouches on her belt. Kori suspected that Millicen was
not going to like this one: Hofbrin was fairly tall for a woman,
had long blonde hair and iridescent green eyes, and her bust was a
match for Kori’s. In short, it seemed likely that Garrik was going
to find Hofbrin distinctly attractive.

‘… Nol Anabyl…’
A rather nondescript young man with short light-brown hair and
hazel eyes. Interestingly, he carried both a sword and a shield,
which possibly made him brighter than the others.

‘… and Tulver
Watshar.’ This was the shortest of the men, not much taller than
Hofbrin. He was a redhead with green eyes and fine features. Kori
could sense magic on him; he had at least a basic talent which he
was not using. He wore a sword at his hip, but after completing the
run, he had retrieved a spear from a rack set at the side of the
field. Spears, like shields, were good monster-hunting weapons.

Garrik glanced
at the girls and then stepped forward. ‘We don’t have a leader as
such, but I’ll fill the role for now. My name is Garrik Grey.’ He
waited while the cadets looked surprised and glanced at each other.
‘My teammates are Kori Najmi, Millicen Lowgren, Lizbit Wooton, and
Safa Inishki.’

‘And what can
you do?’ the instructor asked.

‘Oh, uh–’

‘We’re only
really interested in one thing,’ Dosdovi said. ‘We heard about this
spell, the Hero spell. It increases your strength. That’s all we
need from them.’

‘You mean
Batal,’ Kori said.

‘Whatever. Once
we get out into the forest, you lot can just cast that on us and
stand at the back while we deal with the monsters.’

‘That’s going
to do nothing for Miss Hofbrin,’ Safa said. ‘I assume she’ll be
using that rifle, so she’ll get more use out of Marksman’s
Friend.’

Dosdovi looked
at Safa as though he had just noticed the dog shit on his boot.
‘Whatever, you’ll–’

‘And she won’t
be keeling over and dying once the spell wears off,’ Kori said.
‘Batal is notorious for killing overconfident warriors.’

Garrik was
nodding. ‘I remember it. It increases your physical strength and
resilience, which is great. But when it wears off, you’ve got the
same cuts and bruises on a less-resilient body.’

‘That is why
it’s the “Hero” spell,’ Kori went on. ‘Only heroes are stupid
enough to keep fighting past the point where their survival is in
question. But if you want it, I’m sure we can provide it. And
Lizbit is a good healer. There’s a chance you’ll live.’ Kori
glanced at Garrik. ‘Somehow, I think I know where this is
going.’

‘Huh? Why are
you looking at me when you say that?’

‘No
reason.’

~~~

‘I thought the idea was
to integrate magicians and military forces,’ Millicen said.

‘That is, as
far as I’m aware, the idea,’ Kori agreed.

‘Then why are
they practising with swords while we shoot spells at targets?’

‘Because the
instructor isn’t interested in doing joint exercises any more than
the cadets are.’

‘Just
checking.’ Millicen pointed her wand at a target some thirty paces
away. ‘Shafrat Alriyah.’ A blade of compressed air flew forth and
missed the target by a significant margin. ‘Why are we doing this?
I’d never use ranged magic at this distance.’ She sighed. ‘I
suppose I do need the practice.’

‘Shuela,’ said
Kori. The ball of flame she produced missed by a smaller margin.
‘This range is beyond what we would normally expect to meet
monsters at, but it’s good practice. So long as we don’t become
entirely disillusioned, obviously.’

‘How’s the girl
with the rifle doing?’

Kori glanced to
her right where Hofbrin and Safa were firing guns. Safa was aiming
at a target set at around thirty paces, but Hofbrin’s target was
more like a hundred paces away. Still, the markswoman seemed to be
racking up a reasonable score. ‘Quite well, I think. She’s matching
Safa at over three times the distance, best I can see. Of course,
her rate of fire is much lower.’

‘Her rifle is
nothing like Safa’s pistol. I have no idea how it all works, to be
honest.’

‘Ask Safa,
she’ll tell you. At great length.’

‘That’s why I
haven’t asked.’

Down the range,
Hofbrin paused to watch Safa shooting. ‘You’re quite good,’ she
said.

‘Thanks,’ Safa
replied. ‘So are you.’

‘Of course,
you’ll never hit anything with that at range…’

Safa lowered
her pistol and swung open the cylinder. She began pulling spent
rounds from the chambers. ‘First of all, most encounters with
monsters occur at less than twenty paces. Usually it’s much
less, and if it starts out longer, it’ll be less after a second or
two.’ She took a single round from a pouch on her belt and slotted
it into the weapon. ‘You need to practise rapid reloads, because at
the speed you’re doing it now, you’ll need to switch to your sword
after one shot.’ She snapped the cylinder in place and turned it to
ready that single round.

‘We have
tactics to let me reload when there’s an enemy at close range.’

‘Hmm.’

‘You said that
was first. What’s second?’

Safa lifted her
pistol and aimed down the range at Hofbrin’s target. Then she
pulled the trigger and, an instant later, the target was enveloped
in a ball of flame which scorched the grass out to twenty paces.
‘If I really have to hit something at long range, I have my
ways.’

Hofbrin’s eyes
were wide. Safa was rather expecting a negative reaction. Actually,
she was expecting anger and some sort of accusation of cheating.
Instead, she got, ‘That is so neat! How did you do that?! Magic,
right? Obviously magic. There’s no way you should be able to hit
the target from here with a pistol, and then it
exploded!’

‘Uh, yeah,
magic.’ Expectations had not been met and Safa was a little lost on
how to respond. ‘It’s actually two spells. The explosion is fairly
cheap, but homing spells are pretty energy intensive. Worth it when
you really need to hit something, but expensive.’ Hofbrin was still
beaming at her. It was disconcerting. ‘A-and I can only have a
certain number of rounds ready to shoot. Th-that’s why I’m using
normal cartridges for target practice.’

‘Now I wish I
had a talent for magic. I guess I’ll just have to keep improving my
marksmanship. You use cartridges, right? You make them yourself? I
have to get pre-prepared powder from an alchemist.’

‘Well, my
family are alchemists, so…’

~~~

‘She’s a gun nut,’ Safa
said. The team were eating lunch in the refectory – which the
cadets called the mess – and not with the cadets. Well, whatever.
‘Basically, once I proved I was pretty into guns too, she opened
up.’

‘The boys are
sword nuts then,’ Garrik said. ‘It was nice getting to spar with
them, but they’re overconfident and arrogant.’ He paused. ‘Kind of
like I was. What did you think of them, Liz?’

Lizbit had
spent the morning casting Batal, the Hero spell, on the cadets. It
was the only ‘integration’ anyone had been interested in. ‘Th-they,
um, well, I suppose what you said. They were really happy to be
able to hit those wooden dummies harder. They really weren’t
interested in hearing anything about the dangers.’

‘They’re not
going to be until they face a real challenge,’ Kori predicted.
‘Fencing dummies don’t bite back. You make sure you have plenty of
magic available for after the first fight we have in the forest.
They are going to get hurt, possibly badly.’

‘I just wonder
how boring the rest of this week is going to be,’ Millicen said.
‘If all we’re going to do is shoot at targets, I’m going to be
bored out of my mind.’

‘I think
Karsten is going to have something to say about that,’ Garrik said.
‘He’s supposed to be visiting at some point. That should make
things more interesting.’

‘Let’s hope
so.’
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‘It’s weird,’ Garrik
said, ‘but it looks to me like this place is, um, less solid than
the school.’

‘Huh?’ Safa
said. They were eating breakfast. Safa was rather pleased with the
breakfasts at the academy because they were big. Supposedly, this
was to set you up for a day of training. Kori had suggested that
they would just get fat, but Safa was having none of it.

‘Well, the
buildings at the school have thicker walls. The construction is
more solid.’

‘They don’t
have artillery here,’ Kori said.

‘Yeah,’ Safa
agreed. ‘That would be the reason.’

‘There’s no
artillery at the school,’ Garrik countered. ‘Oh, well, unless you
count the students.’

‘We are.’

‘Basically,’
Kori said, ‘it’s unlikely that someone with a sword is going to
demolish any buildings or unleash a monster by accident. That’s
always a possibility at the school. That’s why all the walls there
are thick and the doors are heavy.’

‘I wish the
doors were lighter,’ Lizbit said. ‘I’m not built for heavy
doors.’

‘You say that
now, but you’ll be happy about it when there’s something with huge
claws trying to get at you through one.’

‘Well, I’m not
saying you’re wrong…’

~~~

‘I want to see more
effort today,’ the instructor said as he faced his magician
students.

‘Could you
explain what you mean by that, sir?’ Kori replied.

‘You spent
yesterday doing barely any damage to the targets. I want to see
maximum effort. Where are the explosions?’

Kori glanced at
the targets and then back at the instructor. ‘I was under the
impression that we were trying to improve accuracy.’

‘I want
accuracy and power. You’re not even breaking a sweat here.’

Millicen spoke
before Kori could say what immediately came to mind. ‘Excuse me,
sir, but I think your view of how magic works may be a little
incorrect. Do you never cast spells?’

‘Never seen the
need for them.’

‘Ah.’

The instructor
looked between Kori, Millicen, Safa, and Lizbit. He could,
apparently, see the same thing on all their faces: how did this man
get the job of instructing us when he doesn’t have a clue what
magic is? ‘I’ve studied the military use of magic extensively. I’m
quite aware of what’s needed to win a battle using magic.’

‘That’s fine,’
Millicen began.

‘But you have
no practical experience of magical combat,’ Kori said, ‘and you
don’t seem to realise that training is not the same as combat.
Magicians are limited by their energy reserves. They can keep
casting when those reserves are used up, but doing so is dangerous,
not just for the magician, but for those nearby and the entire
country. Going that far for training is not worth the risk.
Further, it’s pointless. A more powerful attack spell requires no
more effort than a small one. It just uses more energy and requires
the talent to channel that much energy in one go. We gain nothing
from using anything more than the minimum energy and, frankly,
directed against a single target, a minimal Shuela cast will cause
significant damage to an unarmoured human.’

The instructor
glowered at her. It did not do much. ‘What about that explosion I
saw yesterday?’ He looked at Safa. ‘You cast something that blew up
a target at a hundred paces.’

‘That takes two
spells,’ Safa replied. ‘I cast both of them days ago and I’ve had
plenty of time to recover the energy. I can only have so many
prepared bullets available that way, and I don’t prepare many
homing bullets because they’re mostly useless. The explosive ones
are expensive enough, but useful; homing is really
expensive. Anyway, if Kori was using her full power at thirty
paces, we’d be spending most of our energy healing burns.’

‘Uh, Safa’s
spell did scorch the grass for twenty paces around the target,
sir,’ Hofbrin said. She was there as an ‘honorary’ magician since
she would be doing target practice again today.

‘And you can
more or less double that distance when Kori uses her maximum power.
Double the power requires, more or less, double the energy.
Compared to a minimal-power spell, the increased energy requirement
is huge. You’d be cutting the number of spells we can cast to…’

‘I can cast
about nine Shuelas safely at maximum power,’ Kori said. ‘It’s
almost sixty at minimum power, though keeping it below forty is
better. Any more and it reduces the number I can cast tomorrow.’
She paused. ‘Though we would probably have to replace the target
after every big cast, so perhaps nine would be enough.’

‘Continue as
you are,’ the instructor said. ‘I will be bringing this up
with your teachers.’

Kori smiled. ‘I
look forward to it.’

~~~

Some distance away, the
instructor was talking to Headmistress Syrix and the king, along
with Captain Janu. There were a bunch of knights from the royal
guard there too, but they were just standing guard.

‘The
headmistress doesn’t look pleased,’ Millicen said. Actually, Syrix
looked somewhat irate, and she seemed to be directing her ire at
both Janu and the instructor. Karsten was looking amused.

‘My
understanding is that the academy said they could handle this
training,’ Kori said. ‘It’s clear that they can’t. I’d imagine
she’s not pleased. I may get a talking to about being more
diplomatic, I suppose.’

‘It would be a
good idea if you were.’

‘Possibly. I
won’t go as far as probably, but I will accept possibly.’

~~~

‘We’re going to do some
exercises this afternoon,’ the instructor said. It was after lunch.
Apparently, the king and the headmistress had made suggestions
regarding how the training should be going because the instructor
looked as though the last thing he wanted to be doing was
‘exercises.’ ‘We’ll start with something simple. Najmi, you will be
playing the monster. Cadets, you will be attacking the monster.
Obviously, we can’t use any lethal attacks. Cadets, equip yourself
with practice weapons. Najmi, I’m told that you can use a spell
which makes people glow when they’re hit?’

Kori nodded.
‘Am I limited to that, or can I use other non-lethal magic?’

‘Whatever you
wish, I’m sure it won’t make any difference.’ Apparently, the
instructor could not see Millicen’s smirk, or Garrik rolling his
eyes, or Lizbit looking surprised, or Safa turning away so that he
could not see her laughing into her hand. He also failed to spot
Hofbrin looking unhappy or chose to ignore it. ‘I want to see
teamwork. Yes, you’re attacking one student pretending to be one
monster, but I want to see you treating this seriously. Uh,
remember to pull your blows and, Hofbrin, you can sit this one out
since it’s difficult for you to pull your bullets.’

Looking rather
relieved, Hofbrin walked over to stand beside the magicians.
Actually, she stood right beside Safa, leaned over, and whispered.
‘This is going to be a massacre, isn’t it?’

‘I’m looking
forward to seeing what she does to them,’ Safa whispered back.

A couple of
minutes later, the cadets were standing in a group, discussing
their tactics while Kori waited twenty paces away. ‘Let’s get this
moving, cadets,’ the instructor called out. As one, the boys
turned, raised their weapons, and advanced. Anabyl took the lead
with his shield. Behind him was Watshar, his spear pushed forward
past the shield. Dosdovi and Osterbun flanked the pair of them,
swords at the ready. To be fair, it was a relatively cautious
approach; Kori had expected them to charge across the intervening
grass and attempt to overwhelm her.

Kori raised her
hand and said, ‘Taetal.’ As one, the four cadets collapsed onto the
floor, unmoving. Kori walked over to them. ‘Okay, now I’m using my
powerful mandibles to eat their innards while they’re still
alive.’

The instructor
shook his head as though clearing fog from it. ‘What was
that?!’

‘I’m pretending
to be a ghabiun. It’s a giant beetle which expels a paralysing gas
cloud when threatened.’ She looked down at Anabyl, who happened to
be the closest. ‘You’ll be fine in ten minutes.’ There was no
reply, because he could not speak, but his expression said it
all.

~~~

‘I’ve never heard of a
ghabiun,’ Garrik said over dinner. ‘They never mentioned it in
biology.’

‘I should hope
not,’ Safa said.

‘It’s Aljazirac
for idiot,’ Lizbit added.

‘I made it up,’
Kori said, just in case it was not clear enough. ‘There are
monsters with breath weapons, but most of them are just lethal.
What bothers me is that our instructor didn’t know I made it
up.’

‘And neither
did any of the cadets,’ Millicen said. ‘What are they
teaching them here?’

‘Not monster
hunting,’ Garrik said. ‘It’s primarily military tactics and combat.
Ardalamn doesn’t see many large monster incursions, so its military
is largely focused on fighting other armies. Monster hunters take
care of the monsters, most of the time. Pretty much all of the
time, in fact.’

‘Then why are
we doing this? It seems like a waste of time to me.’

‘Karsten
thought it would be a good idea. I think he wanted the cadets to
see what fighting with magicians is like.’

‘That would
require that they fight with us,’ Safa said. ‘Hofbrin’s the
only one who appreciates magic, I think, and that’s only because it
could make her rifle more effective.’

‘Dosdovi has a
magic sword,’ Garrik countered.

‘Mm, yes.
Enchanted for sharpness?’

‘Yes. Well,
sharpness and robustness. He makes a real mess of the training
dummies with Batal cast on him.’

‘That won’t do
him much good when something’s feasting on his juicy intestines,’
Safa said.

‘True. But you
could say the same about most things, even magic.’

‘I suppose
you’re right. But there are fewer monsters that can’t be hurt by
magic.’

‘And that,’
Kori said, ‘is why monster-hunting parties usually have both
physical and magical hunters in them. That’s what makes this useful
for us. We usually work without non-magical support.’

‘If we
can get them to work with us,’ Millicen said, ‘rather than
competing with us.’

‘Well, yes.
That is something of a requirement.’
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The next two days did
not see much of an improvement. The instructor did not seem to know
how to integrate magicians into a military formation, and he did
not seem particularly inclined to experiment with such tactics
either. As Garrik said, it was not entirely unexpected, but Safa in
particular was unhappy about the situation. She was willing to
admit that the cause of the problem was on both sides, to some
extent, but she was not happy.

‘The thing is,’
Safa said as the end of the day loomed, ‘the magicians of Ardalamn
have a reputation which they built themselves. Magicians don’t
start wars. Magicians don’t fight in wars. Magicians end
wars.’

‘Which means,’
Garrik said, ‘that we don’t get involved with the military. If a
war were to start, magicians would roll up and start throwing
around huge, ritual-based spells, and armies would fall.’

‘Armies have
fallen. That’s how it used to work when other people thought
attacking this country was a smart move.’

‘True enough.
But we haven’t had a war in a couple of centuries. And hunters take
care of the monsters unless it’s something sufficiently dangerous
that the army needs to become involved.’

‘And we haven’t
had anything like that in, what, a century?’

‘Something like
that. There’s no need for magicians to integrate into military
units, and the military have become used to operating alone. They
don’t see a need for magicians because they’re never expected to
fight anything magic is really needed to defeat. It’s become
ingrained into military teaching.’

‘And that’s how
it should be.’ Everyone turned to see Dosdovi walking up to them.
‘We don’t need magicians to take down monsters. And we’ll
prove it.’ Apparently, he had heard the discussion.

‘How?’ Garrik
asked flatly.

‘The first
monster we find in the forest, we’ll kill it. No assistance from
your group. We’ll do it ourselves.’

‘Don’t you
think you should wait until you know what kind of monster it is?’
Safa asked.

The cadet shook
his head. ‘Whatever it is, we’ll slay it. Call it a bet. When we
win, you’ll stop thinking yourselves superior to true
warriors.’

‘And if you
can’t?’ Garrik asked.

‘That’s not
going to–’

‘If they
can’t,’ Kori said, ‘they’ll have learned something. That will be
the best prize we could get. So, we’ll save as many of them as
possible and we won’t gloat.’

‘That’s going
to be difficult,’ Millicen muttered.

‘It will, but
we’re proud magicians, so we will persevere. We will accept your
bet, Cadet Dosdovi. It’s up to you to persuade our instructor to
let you do it, however.’

‘Oh, that won’t
be a problem,’ Dosdovi said.

Kori nodded.
‘Unfortunately, I believe you’re right.’

The Wall,
8th Sadis.

It was a relatively
short trip by carriage to the place they would be staying before
they ventured into the forest, so it was decided that they would
make the trip on Nevma to be ready for the next day. The carriage
pulled up in what was not so much a town as an army camp around
midday. Everyone but Kori stopped soon after getting off the
carriage to look up at the main feature of the area; it was the
first time they had actually seen the Wall, and it was worth
looking at.

It was, as its
name suggested, a fortified wall of dressed stone. It stood at
least ten times the height of a tall man with crenellations atop
that. Here, a massive gatehouse had been built into the structure
since people ventured out to do forestry from here, and the
foresters represented the only non-military residents of the town.
Carved into the face of the Wall were symbols, many of them
Aljazirac, but some in another symbology which Kori recognised from
somewhere but could not understand.

‘It’s… huge,’
Lizbit said. ‘I mean, I knew it was, but seeing it…’

‘It’s eight
paces thick too,’ Garrik said.

‘Yes,’ Kori
said, ‘but not all of that is stone. It has a rubble core. Uh,
that’s stone, I guess, but not as well finished or fitted. It’s
strong enough for most purposes, and the enchantments provide a lot
of structural integrity.’

‘And you know
this how?’ Dosdovi asked. The cadets had been seated near the magic
students the entire way there. There had been almost no
conversation between the groups.

‘My mother
helped with the maintenance for years. She knows all about the
Wall.’ Kori frowned. ‘I wonder if she knows what those symbols
mean.’

‘The weird
ones?’ Safa asked. ‘Don’t they look kind of like the ones on that
device in the khalal?’

Kori snapped
her fingers. ‘They do! Some of them are identical. Interesting. I
wonder what they say.’

‘Ha! There’s
something you don’t know?’ Dosdovi asked.

‘Many things,
Cadet Dosdovi, and I’m happy to admit it when I am ignorant about a
subject. Something I don’t know is something waiting to be
learned.’ Kori turned to her fellow magicians. ‘Shall we go see
where we’re staying tonight? Last chance to sleep in a real bed for
several days.’

Millicen’s
expression shifted from mild awe at the sight of the Wall to a
wrinkled nose and narrowed eyes. ‘Camping. I’m going to hate every
last minute of it.’

‘Sleeping in
the wild hardens you,’ Dosdovi said. ‘It’ll be good for you.’

‘There speaks a
man who’s never tried to sleep on the floor of a khalal.’
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The gatehouse was
definitely massive. It had thick doors of iron-bound wood carved
with more magical inscriptions. One set of these doors hung at each
end of a tunnel equipped with murder holes and arrow slots. Though
no one was going to use a bow here these days, the construction
dated back to when that had been the most common ranged weapon, and
it was not like you could not use a rifle or musket through an
arrow slot. It looked rather like it was designed to stop people
rather than monsters, but the defences would probably do for
non-human attackers.

Beyond the Wall
was a stretch of cleared land perhaps fifty paces wide, and then
there were trees, quite widely spaced in general with a few denser
patches. The ground beneath was marked with clear pathways, and
sunlight shone through the branches as the party marched westward
and deeper into the forest. The cadets led, partially because that
was a good tactic, but mostly because they were planning to kill
the first monster they came across. They were all on high alert.
The magicians were more casual, and Kori seemed to be entirely
unflustered by the environment.

‘I was
expecting the Black Forest to be, well, blacker,’ Millicen said.
‘It has a reputation. I’m feeling bilked.’

‘This,’ Kori
replied, ‘is not the Black Forest. We have to go over a thousand
paces west before we get to the real forest.’

‘What?
But–’

‘She’s right.’
The speaker was a tall man with a blonde beard and hair. He was
following the group, observing and ready to provide consultation
and instruction where needed. His name was Edmon Garbert and he had
called himself a lieutenant though he seemed to have no real
military experience. He was their instructor for this operation,
and the fact that he had quickly agreed to Dosdovi’s bet suggested
that he was going to be next to useless. ‘This area is all
cultivated and kept clear by the foresters. It’s unlikely that we
will encounter anything more dangerous than a squirrel for an hour
or more.’

The cadets all
seemed to sag a little. Except for Hofbrin, who straightened her
back and appeared to relax some. They all had their weapons at the
ready, but Hofbrin had been gripping her rifle as though it were
her only means of holding on to life.

‘You mean we’re
wasting our time being on alert?’ Dosdovi called back.

‘Monsters do
stray out of the forest from time to time, but it’s rare and the
sightlines are quite long in this part of the forest. You should be
alert, but Cadet Hofbrin’s rifle will likely take care of any
problems before they can get close.’

‘Understood,
sir.’

And they
tramped on.

~~~

‘Squirrel!’ Lizbit
exclaimed.

‘You don’t
actually have to say that every time we see one,’ Millicen
said.

‘I hardly ever
see them around Alwadi Alabyad. They’re a novelty. Squirrel!’

Millicen
sighed. ‘I give up.’

~~~

The point where the
forested land became the Black Forest was quite obvious, though not
quite in the way Millicen had expected. The trees grew closer
together and there was more underbrush. The trees were also clearly
older since no one was cutting them. It was said that people who
took wood in the Black Forest lived short lives, though that was,
perhaps, another legend. The forest was not especially dark either.
The canopy was denser, less light made it to the forest floor, but
seeing was hardly a problem.

‘It’s still not
very black,’ Millicen commented as the party made their way down a
path and into the forest proper. There were still paths, just not
so many and not so well marked.

‘It’s not
called the Black Forest because of the way it looks,’ Kori
said.

‘What?! It’s
not?’

‘Back before
Ardalamn was a thing, this entire area was the domain of the
Blacks. This was the Blacks’ forest. As the family was forgotten,
it became the Black Forest. There are actually some patches where
it gets very dense and does live up to its reputation, but mostly
it’s just fairly thick like this.’

‘I knew that, I
think,’ Garrik said. ‘My family is supposed to be an offshoot of
the Blacks. I think I learned that stuff in my family history
lessons.’

‘You seem to
know a lot about this place, Kori,’ Safa said. ‘I mean, if that’s
obscure history to Gar, it’s surprising that you’d know it.’

‘Mother told
me.’

‘Oh, of
course.’

‘Anyway,
now we need to be on alert for monsters. I doubt we’ll see
anything for a little while, and we could go the whole day without
finding anything worthy of being called a monster. Or we could find
something really dangerous in minutes.’

‘Correct,’
Garbert said. ‘Everyone keep track of your lines of sight and watch
for anything which might be a threat.’

‘Alwahsh
Alshueur,’ Kori said under her breath.

‘How wide are
you casting?’ Garrik asked.

‘About a
thousand paces. Nothing visible.’

‘Let us know if
you see anything.’

‘Of
course.’

~~~

Kori was a little
surprised when something impinged upon her senses after only about
an hour. She concentrated on the signal from her spell, and then
she smiled. ‘There’s something up ahead. We seem to be on a
collision course. This should be fun.’

‘Can you tell
what it is?’ Millicen asked.

‘Yes.’

After a second
or two, Millicen asked, ‘What?’

‘Let’s keep
that as a surprise for the cadets.’

‘It’s something
bad, isn’t it?’ Lizbit asked.

‘Not
really.’

‘Then–’

‘But you can
keep your pistol holstered, Safa.’

‘Oh,’ Safa
said. ‘So, it’s that sort of monster.’

It took another
fifteen minutes before the creature was sighted, and that was after
Kori decided to warn everyone about it. It appeared on the path
ahead of them, about a hundred paces away. At that distance, it
looked like a sort of mishappen wolf or dog. Its skull seemed
designed for biting with a pronounced lower jaw. Its forelimbs were
longer than its rear limbs. It had a compact torso, but it was
clearly quite large, and it had fairly good eyesight because it
spotted them as they spotted it. There was an instant where it
stared at the party just as they stared at it, and then it was
charging toward them.

The cadets
shifted into defensive positions with Anabyl and his shield at
point, Watshar and his spear just behind him, and Dosdovi and
Osterbun flanking. Hofbrin positioned herself just behind Anabyl
and raised her rifle. She took aim.

‘Nail it,
Mina,’ Dosdovi said.

At twenty
paces, Hofbrin fired, the sound of the gunshot echoing from the
trees around them. It was a good, solid hit to the chest and might
well have penetrated vital organs, but the creature just kept on
charging, apparently oblivious to the heavy slug’s impact.
Immediately, Hofbrin stepped back and began reloading.

‘Isn’t that a–’
Garrik began.

‘Yes, it is,’
Kori said.

‘Shouldn’t we
warn them?’

‘We’re not
allowed to assist.’

‘Oh,’ Lizbit
said, ‘I’d better be ready with healing spells.’

‘Assuming
there’s anything left to heal,’ Garrik grumbled.

‘We won’t let
it get that far,’ Kori said.

Hofbrin was
still reloading when the monster hit Anabyl’s shield with a huge,
clawed forelimb. Anabyl shook, but he took the impact. Watshar’s
spear struck out and stopped as it hit the monster’s furry hide.
Close up, the hair was a little more like quills: thick, hard, and
shiny, a little like metal. Another clawed hand struck out,
Anabyl’s shield blocking it. The thing was quick. Osterbun and
Dosdovi struck at it with their swords. The monster ignored all of
them, choosing to bash at the shield.

At point-blank
range, Hofbrin fired her rifle right at the monster’s head. This
time, she could see the lump of lead she had just launched flatten
against its skull and then fall to the ground. Her eyes widened.
‘What the–’

The monster let
out a roar and twisted, bringing its jaws around to clamp onto
Osterbun’s right thigh. The cadets were better dressed now, outside
the academy. They were all wearing breastplates, and their boots
had metal plates over the front of them and steel toecaps. They
wore metal bracers on their forearms. Their upper legs were only
covered in leather, however; Osterbun let out a cry as the sharp
teeth bit into his soft flesh, but that was the least of his
worries as the monster clamped on and pulled, yanking him off his
feet. He hacked at it with his sword, but the blade had no effect,
skating off the creature’s hide. Letting go of Osterbun’s leg, it
shifted its aim and went for his face and neck.

‘Enough,’ Kori
said. The cadets had not noticed her walking up to their line. She
stretched out a hand and unleashed a bolt of lightning into the
monster’s side. There was a flash, the smell of burning flesh
filled the air, and the monster collapsed. Smoke began to rise from
its wound, and its eyeballs, and its mouth.

‘You weren’t
supposed to interfere!’ Dosdovi yelled.

‘Your friend
was about to get his face bitten off and there was no way you were
going to stop that happening.’

‘You don’t know
that! We could have–’

‘Ironhides are
immune to physical damage short of artillery.’

‘My bullet just
bounced off, Abrim,’ Hofbrin said. ‘You saw it. We were doing
nothing to that thing.’

‘You got
unlucky,’ Kori said, her tone conciliatory. ‘The first monster we
came across was basically impossible for you to kill. What bothers
me is that none of you knew that. Don’t they teach you anything
about monsters at that academy?’

‘It’s
unnecessary,’ Garbert said. ‘Under normal circumstances, we would
never be in the field without support from hunters. They provide
the necessary knowledge regarding the weaknesses of monsters.’

‘Right. Then
don’t you think you should, under these circumstances, make use of
the expertise we have?’

The instructor
coughed. ‘Going forward, I’m sure we will.’

~~~

Kori looked up through
a gap in the canopy. High above, the Zenith Star was becoming
visible as the sky glow started to fade. The Zenith Star’s
appearance marked the start of evening; over the next hour, the sky
glow would dim to nothing, and more stars would become visible, but
the star up there at the peak of the sky was always the first to be
seen.

‘We should make
camp,’ she said. ‘It’ll be dark in less than an hour.’

Garbert looked
up as Kori had done. ‘You’re right. This would seem like a suitable
place to set up too.’

Kori looked
around. At some point in the past, a tree must have fallen, rotted
away, and never been replaced. If it rained, the canopy was not
going to provide much protection, but then it did not provide much
from heavy rain anyway, tending to concentrate the smaller drops
into unpleasantly large drips. There had been no rain forecast for
the next few days, and nothing like a storm which might prove
difficult. The sightlines from the little clearing were not too
bad, and they had just crossed a small stream which could provide
water. She said nothing, but she agreed; this was not too bad a
place to make camp.

‘Cadets Dosdovi
and Osterbun, and Mister Grey, go out and forage us some wood for a
fire,’ Garbert said. ‘Cadet Hofbrin and Misses Najmi and Wooton,
look around for anything we can add to our supplies tonight.’

‘I know nothing
about f-foraging,’ Lizbit said.

‘Uh, neither do
I,’ Hofbrin said.

‘Luckily,’ Kori
said, ‘I do.’ She turned to Garrik. ‘Don’t pick up anything with
grey or silver bark.’

Garrik looked
at her for a second. ‘Okay. Why?’

‘The most
common woods with grey or silver bark around here tend to explode
when burned.’

‘Right.
Important safety tip. No grey or silver bark, guys.’

Dosdovi, of
course, had not been listening. ‘Huh? Why not? I can see fallen
branches like that from here.’

‘Do you want to
be picking burning wood out of your hair?’

‘No. No, I
don’t want that.’

‘Then we should
go for the brown stuff.’

~~~

‘Kori, is this edible?’
Hofbrin was pointing at a veritable host of mushrooms sprouting
from a length of fallen tree trunk. They were short and brown with
shiny button tops. They looked a lot like the kind of fungus people
put in stews.

‘Yes,’ Kori
said and, with a grin, Hofbrin stepped forward with a short knife.
‘Unfortunately, you need to heat them in boiling water for about
half an hour, then drain them thoroughly before using them in a
stew. We probably don’t have the time to prepare them. Shame, they
really bring out the flavour of meat.’

‘And if you
don’t prepare them properly?’

‘Well, they
won’t kill you.’

‘L-let me
guess,’ Lizbit said. ‘You’ll wish you were dead?’

‘Fervently.
Stomach cramps and violent vomiting if you’re lucky.’

‘And if you’re
not lucky?’ Hofbrin said as she backed away from the bounty.

‘It comes out
the other end instead. For hours. Now those red ones over there,
they look like they should be hideously poisonous, but they’re
actually really tasty. Uh, oh, but check the underside of the cap
before you pick them. If it’s white, they’re good. If it’s yellow,
they’re not much better than the brown ones.’

Hofbrin peered
at the little clump of mushrooms, tall and thin with pointy crimson
caps. ‘This is a total minefield. How do you know all this
stuff?’

‘Her mother
taught her,’ Lizbit said. ‘Right?’

‘Correct,’ Kori
confirmed.

‘But why?’
Hofbrin asked. ‘Why would someone teach their daughter about
mushrooms that make you shit yourself to death?’ She blushed.
‘Pardon my language.’

‘It’s not an
inaccurate description. And, obviously, she did it so that I
wouldn’t eat any of them. I remember it because I have a very good
memory for anything I really pay attention to, and survival is
worth paying attention to.’

‘Survival?’

‘Well, yes.’
Kori sighed. ‘This is where I grew up. The Black Forest was my home
until I moved to Taniyn Abyad.’

~~~

‘You grew up here?!’
Millicen’s voice was kept low, but still managed to carry a sense
of surprise and urgency. ‘You said you were born in Rigas.’

‘And I was. I
also said that we left when I was a baby. There were some issues
which I’d rather not go into. I grew up in the Black Forest. I
didn’t expect to be coming back here quite so soon, but now that
we’re here, there’s not much point in keeping the information from
you.’

Millicen
regarded Kori for a second or two. ‘You know, my mind is going to
be running wild with speculation on why you had to leave Ardalamn
to come here so young.’

‘I’d imagine it
will.’

‘It would be
easier if you just told me. Us. Told us.’

‘No, it
wouldn’t.’

Millicen’s
scowl was impressive. ‘I sense totally amazing gossip and I can’t
get at it.’

‘No, you
can’t.’

‘It’s almost
dark,’ Lizbit said, possibly to divert the topic, which she found
embarrassing for some reason.

Kori looked up
at the sky. The dome was barely glowing and almost all the stars
were visible upon it. Maybe another five minutes and it would truly
be night. ‘We have the fire built and the food is almost ready.
I’ll cast an alarm spell before we go to bed, but I’m sure the
cadets will want to set up a watch schedule. We should have one of
us and one of them awake at any given time.’

‘Because they
won’t know what’s dangerous until it bites them,’ Garrik said.

‘Unkind,
perhaps, but not wrong. I wonder when Dosdovi will suggest–’

‘We should set
up a watch,’ Dosdovi said, walking over from the other side of the
fire where the cadets had set up ‘their half’ of the camp. That was
pretty much how Dosdovi had phrased it. His chest puffed out. ‘We
can probably handle it, but if you people want to–’

‘There will be
two of us awake at any given time,’ Garrik said. ‘One cadet, one
magician. How are you going to know what you’re facing if something
does take an interest in us?’

‘Uh…’ The
would-be cadet leader looked mystified for a second before he
schooled his expression. ‘You make a valid point. We can discuss
the rota over food.’

‘I’ll be taking
the dawn shift,’ Kori said. ‘I’ll be awake by then anyway.’ She did
not say that there were any number of monsters with a tendency to
wake up early too. She was also not going to mention the spell she
would be casting which would alert her to threats in her sleep. Not
to Dosdovi anyway. It showed a lack of trust. She did not trust the
cadets or their instructor, but they did not need to have such
clear evidence of it.

‘I’ll take it
with you,’ Hofbrin said. ‘I could use an early night.’

Kori nodded.
‘That will be quite acceptable.’

~~~

‘The sky is starting to
lighten,’ Hofbrin said.

Kori looked up
and, sure enough, the first signs of a glow could be seen through
the leaves. The dimmest of the stars would be fading, losing out to
the glow. There was less than an hour before the Zenith Star
vanished and the new day officially began.

The two girls
were sitting beside the fire which they were keeping burning so
that it could be used to make breakfast more than for the warmth
and light. Hofbrin had suggested that they should patrol the camp
from time to time, but Kori had told her about the alarm spell and
there had been no further comment.

‘It’s been
quiet,’ Hofbrin said. ‘I was sort of expecting that something would
interrupt our sleep.’

‘The Black
Forest is not the death trap its reputation suggests. There are not
monsters around every tree.’

‘Right. I mean,
how could it be, when you think about it?’

‘Mm. Of course,
there are dangerous creatures and other hazards. It’s wise to keep
your eyes open as much as possible, and a spell active when they’re
closed.’

‘And you grew
up here? Wasn’t your mother worried about you all the
time?’

Kori smiled.
‘Yes, but not because of the monsters. If you’d ever met my mother,
you’d realise that there’s very little that’s a threat to her, and
she could always use magic to know where I was at any time.’

‘Then what was
she worried about?’

There was a
slight pause, as though Kori was wondering whether to answer.
‘My magic. I was something of a precocious child, quite
powerful from a very young age.’

‘That, um,
sounds good. I know magic is supposed to be dangerous, but–’

‘The less skill
you have, the more likely it is that you’ll mess up. When magicians
mess up badly enough, there can be nothing left but smoking bones.
Or they can cause all manner of other problems for those around
them. A powerful child is dangerous. Luckily, I was a fairly smart
child too. When she told me that working magic was dangerous, I
listened.’

‘But that
wouldn’t stop her being worried.’

Kori let out a
small laugh; she did not want to disturb the others yet. ‘No. I’m
told parents are like that.’

‘Some of
them.’

‘I’ve only the
one to take an impression from. Oh, though I’d say that Liz’s
parents probably worry about her as much or more.’

It was
Hofbrin’s turn to smile. ‘I can imagine that’s true.’
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‘Oh,’ Kori said.

The other
magicians looked at her, but any clarification regarding her
surprise was suddenly aborted due to the sound coming from up
ahead. Something was moving through the forest and, apparently,
making a lot of noise doing it.

‘Ready your
weapons,’ Dosdovi snapped, and the cadets reached for swords, a
spear, and a shield.

‘No,’ Kori
said.

‘What?’ Dosdovi
looked back at her as though she had clearly gone mad.

‘First, it’s
eight hundred paces away and not moving quickly. Second, you are
not to attack or provoke it in any way.’

‘If it’s a
monster, we have to–’

‘It is a
monster. It is an Alamiwat Alsaayirun, a death walker.’ Around her,
the other magicians went a little paler, but they did not seem
particularly afraid.

‘I never
thought I’d see one of those,’ Safa said.

‘They’re not
common.’

‘They sound
dangerous,’ Dosdovi said. ‘Tell me why we aren’t going to kill it.
Is it impervious to physical weapons like that last one?’

‘No. You can
hurt it. However, it’s big and can absorb quite a lot of damage
before it dies. When hurt, they tend to run around a lot, and
someone will probably end up trampled to death before it goes down.
And then the real problem will begin.’

‘Death walkers
aren’t called that because they’re particularly deadly,’ Safa said.
‘They’re vegetarians. They’re a threat if they get into cultivated
land because they can decimate crops. Otherwise, hunters don’t go
near them.’

‘Because their
flesh is poisonous,’ Millicen said, taking up the narration.
‘Pretty much anything warm-blooded that eats any dies inside of a
couple of days. The corpses have to be cremated before scavengers
get to them.’

‘Because the
things that die, don’t st-stay d-dead,’ Lizbit said. ‘They become
m-monsters.’

‘And anything
those monsters bite is afflicted with the same poison,’ Garrik
said. ‘We got a very long, very pointed lecture on why we should
never kill an Alamiwat Alsaayirun, and what we should do if we ever
really, really had to. If we stay out of its way, it won’t
bother us. If we attack it, then it becomes a whole big
problem.’

At the back of
the party, Garbert spoke up. ‘I think, under the circumstances,
that we should take the advice of our colleagues, cadets. I was
hoping that we would see more monsters today, but this one is not
one we can risk killing.’

As if to
highlight the futility of taking on the creature, it chose that
moment to become visible. It was big. Its body was vaguely
egg-shaped and supported on its thick, moderately short rear limbs.
Its forelegs were much thinner and a lot longer, almost delicate in
comparison. Its head was high above them, up in the canopy,
supported on a long, flexible neck. If it knew they were there, it
did not show it, and they were forced to scatter out of its way as
it continued its march through the trees, snapping branches as it
went.

‘If you really
want something to kill,’ Kori said, ‘there’s a burnmaw about six
hundred paces away to the northwest.’

‘I hate those,’
Safa grumbled.

‘But at least
they can kill it.’

‘It’s a valid
point.’

~~~

Kori opened her eyes,
aware of something in the vicinity which could cause them a
problem. It was still dark, but the canopy obscured most of the
stars, so determining the time from their positions was impossible.
Whatever time it was, something had triggered her alarm and woken
her. She climbed out of her sleeping bag and grabbed her tunic.

By the fire,
Garrik was on guard with Anabyl, which suggested that it was before
midnight. Well, that meant she might get some decent rest after
this was over. She spread a sensory spell out as she approached
their guards, so she had the answer to Garrik’s question when he
noticed her and asked it.

‘What’s up? You
wouldn’t be awake if there wasn’t something wrong.’

‘A white wolf.
It’s approaching from over there.’ Kori pointed and the two boys
looked.

‘I don’t see
anything,’ Anabyl said.

‘You wouldn’t,’
Garrik replied. ‘They’re basically invisible unless you can get
enough light on them. You won’t see it until it’s almost on top of
you and the firelight makes it visible. On the plus side, they’re
not that hard to kill.’

‘They’re quite
large,’ Kori said. ‘They can easily soak a few hits from a sword,
and they’re monsters, so they tend to heal quickly. It makes them
take more risks.’

‘You think
it’ll attack?’ Anabyl asked. ‘Even if it sees that we’re obviously
aware of it.’

‘The way it’s
moving, yes. Get ready. It’s circling to your left flank.’

Anabyl shifted
his position, moving to their left and readying his shield. ‘I’ll
have a hard time stopping it if I can only see it at the last
second.’

Kori raised her
arm. ‘You’ll see it in two seconds. Be ready.’

‘Okay.’

‘Daw.’ Light
blazed from Kori’s hand. In that instant, a large, grey-furred,
wolf-like creature appeared as if from nowhere only a couple of
paces from Anabyl. Around them, in the frozen instant when Anabyl
looked at the wolf and the wolf looked back at Anabyl, there were
grumbles and cries from the others as the light drove them from
their sleep.

The wolf sprang
forward. Anabyl’s shield intercepted it. There was a scraping sound
as its long fangs dragged over the metal surface and Anabyl
staggered back a step at the impact.

‘Sayf
Muhtarik,’ Garrik said. His sword burst into flame, and then he was
swinging it. The wolf dodged away and took another snap at Anabyl,
only to meet his shield. Garrik’s second blow connected, and the
creature let out a yelp of pain; wounds from fire weapons were
painful, even to hulking monsters. It seemed that this was too much
for it; it backed up a step, trying to escape the light, but its
movements were sluggish, and it failed to dodge as Garrik brought
his sword down on its shoulder once again. Its legs shuddered. It
fell.

‘Is it dead?’
Anabyl asked.

Garrik swung
his sword and the burning blade bit deep into the monster’s neck.
Blood spat from the cauterising wound. The stink of burning flesh
was not at all pleasant. The wolf gave another shudder, and then it
stilled completely. ‘Is now,’ Garrik said. ‘Hunting tip: there’s no
such thing as overkill when it comes to monsters.’

‘Ah,’ Kori
said, shaking her head, ‘you’ve just never seen my mother fighting
one.’

‘You know, I’d
really kind of like to meet your mother.’

‘Hm. To be
honest, I’m a little surprised that you haven’t already.’
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‘My, my. What are a
bunch of young people like yourselves doing out here in the wilds?’
The voice was somewhat tremulous, if quite cheerful, and it
belonged to a stooped woman dressed entirely in black, her head
covered in a hood from which strands of grey hair emerged. She
looked and sounded like she was at least a hundred, but here she
was, wandering into camp as the party ate breakfast.

Kori’s head
went up immediately and she stared at the old woman for a long
second before sagging a little.

‘Good morning,
madam,’ Garbert said, rising to his feet. ‘We are a party from the
Krizapoli Military Academy on an exercise. Might I ask what a lady
of, um, your advanced age is doing here in the Black Forest?’

The woman
raised a basket. ‘Picking mushrooms.’

‘I, uh, see.
Don’t you think it’s a little dangerous?’

A dismissive
hand was waved. ‘Not if you keep your wits about you, young man.’
Garbert seemed rather shocked to be addressed as ‘young man.’

Before he could
respond, however, Kori was moving in, grabbing the old woman’s
elbow, and leading her away from the others. ‘Hello, Granny. Let’s
have a little chat, shall we.’

‘Of course,
dear thing. Anything you say.’

Kori led the
way to the edge of the clearing. The others could still see them,
but she dropped her voice before speaking again to keep things
moderately private. ‘What are you doing here, Mother?’ The old
woman grinned. There were gaps in her teeth. ‘You really went
all-out on that disguise spell.’

‘I thought you
might not see through it.’

‘You didn’t
disguise your voice that well. What are you doing here?’

‘A mother can’t
visit her daughter who she hasn’t seen in six months?’

‘Not if she’s
going to guilt-trip me about it. I was planning on dropping by the
house before we went back to the school.’

‘Hm. Are things
going well? Is Kristi treating you well?’

‘Things are
going fine. The headmistress treats me like all the other students.
I’ve made friends.’

Kori’s mother
looked back toward the camp. ‘I see that. Isn’t that Ganyar Grey’s
son?’

‘It is, and
he’s just a friend. I, um, met him. Ganyar.’

For some
reason, for just an instant, it seemed like the sun stopped shining
through the trees. The others looked up at the sky, but whatever
had happened had passed. The world looked just as it had a moment
earlier: a fine, blue-skied day with a few wisps of cloud to
provide texture to the sky. ‘And how was he?’ the old woman
asked.

‘Fine, so far
as I could tell. Concerned that I might have designs on Garrik. I
disabused him of the notion.’

‘Good.’

‘Mm.
Unfortunately, Gar has some designs on me, but I’m doing my best to
ignore him. I didn’t even want to be friends with him, but we ended
up bonding over– Oh! Do you know what this is?’ Kori opened a pouch
on her belt and pulled out a sheet of paper. She unfolded it and
handed it to her mother.

‘Huh. Well, the
panels are out of order, but yes, I can understand this. Where did
you see it?’

‘Why can’t I
understand it then? It was inscribed onto some sort of magical
device we found in a khalal. The khalal was collapsing, and this
seemed like it was causing the collapse.’

The woman
frowned. ‘Haven’t we had an eventful time at school? This is
Ancient Aljazirac. The actual language is identical to Aljazirac,
but this writing system was used before the one I taught you. You
almost never see it these days. Very old ruins, some rare magical
items. You can write a lot of text in a small space with this.
Also, since few people still understand it, it helps to obscure the
function of the inscription.’

‘It’s used on
the Wall.’

‘It is. Now,
this inscription is designed to weaken and ultimately destroy
barriers against chaos. If you put one in a khalal, it’s quite
possible that it would cause a collapse. It would weaken the
barrier between the ordered nature of the khalal and the chaos
outside it.’

Kori nodded.
‘It seems to work.’

‘Yes, if your
experience is anything to go by. Whoever created this is clever.
Knowledgeable and probably powerful. Be careful, Kori.’

‘I’m always
careful, Mother. It, um, is nice to see you.’

‘Of course it
is. I’ll be on my way, now that I’ve seen you.’ The old woman
looked back toward the others again. ‘They seem reliable. The
magicians anyway. You could do worse, even when that Grey is part
of your team.’

‘Thanks.’ Kori
raised her voice. ‘Thank you, Granny. I’ll be sure to keep an eye
out for that. You stay safe now.’

Kori’s mother
let out a croaking laugh. ‘Same to you, young lady. Have a good
walk.’ Then she turned and walked back in among the trees.

Across the
clearing, Safa shuddered. ‘Wow. That felt like someone just cast a
really big spell.’

Kori appeared
at her shoulder. ‘Teleportation isn’t that big a spell.’

‘Who was that,
Kori?’ Millicen asked. ‘You seemed to know her. I mean, there can’t
be too many people who make their home in this forest, but–’

‘That was
Samina Najmi,’ Kori said. ‘That was my mother.’ She glanced at
Garrik. ‘I did say it was a surprise that you hadn’t already met
her.’

~~~

‘What is that stink?!’
Dosdovi said. There was definitely a smell drifting through the
trees, and it seemed to be getting stronger. It was rich and tangy
with a coppery overtone. It gave the strong impression that you did
not want to find what was causing it.

Both Kori and
Safa knew exactly what it was. It was Safa who spoke. ‘Death.
Something’s dead. It’s been dead for a while, I think.’

‘It smells a
bit wrong,’ Hofbrin said. ‘My father brings home birds to hang
after a hunt, and they don’t smell like that, even after several
days. This smells… wrong.’

‘I know what
you mean, but it’s still something dead.’

‘I wonder
what?’ Kori asked. It was clearly rhetorical.

‘I d-don’t want
to know,’ Lizbit said anyway. ‘But the way it’s getting s-stronger,
I think we’re going to find out.’

And after
another fifty or so paces along the track they were following, the
trees opened up into what seemed like a rather unnatural clearing,
and they knew.

‘This is bad,’
Kori said.

‘Isn’t that the
death walker thing we saw?’ Watshar asked.

‘No. It’s the
same sort of creature, yes, but it’s not the same one. This has
been dead for several days.’ The corpse lay on its side atop a tree
which had toppled as it fell. There was no sign of its head, which
seemed to have been entirely vaporised. Its belly had been ripped
open by something with teeth and claws. Most of its innards were
missing, with the remains scattered over the grass. There were bite
marks in its hide all over its legs and neck.

‘This is bad,’
Millicen said.

‘It’s really
bad,’ Safa said.

‘If it’s been
dead for a few days, they could be everywhere,’ Garrik said.

Lizbit
whimpered.

Kori set her
jaw. ‘We need dry branches. I want as much wood as possible piled
on and under the body. Don’t get blood on you. If you get blood on
you, wash it off with plenty of water immediately.’

‘We have
limited water,’ Garbert pointed out.

‘If it comes to
it, we can make water with magic. We’re heading back to the Wall
anyway, right after I’ve incinerated what’s left of this
thing.’

‘We’re due to
stay another day.’

‘That was
before, as is probably the case, this whole area became host to a
ridiculous number of animated dead monsters. We aren’t equipped to
handle an extended stay in those conditions. If one of us is
bitten, there’s a high chance they’ll end up as an animated corpse.
Is that how you want to meet your end?’

‘We’ll leave as
soon as it’s burned.’

~~~

‘Are you sure we can’t
just leave it?’ Garbert asked. His voice was a little muffled as he
was holding a cloth over his mouth and nose.

Kori had tied a
scarf over her lower face too; the stink from the burning death
walker was horrific. ‘We can. And then, when we’re having to outrun
a burning forest as well as animated monster corpses, we’ll know we
did it to avoid the smell.’

‘Actually,’ the
instructor said, sounding affronted, ‘it was the monsters I was
more worried about.’

It was not an
entirely invalid point. ‘It’s almost charred enough. We can put the
fire out soon and leave. I’m a little surprised, but I’m not
detecting monsters nearby. If any have already turned, they’re out
of range of my spell.’

Hofbrin’s eyes
were watering. ‘Uh, what happens if a monster eats part of one of
those things? I mean, it’s already a monster, so…’

‘Most monsters
won’t attack them. The few that will are usually immune to the
poison, but if any of those are around here, we have far
more to worry about than animated corpses.’

‘So, it
probably wasn’t a monster that killed this thing?’

‘It was a
human. A magician. Someone more or less disintegrated its head and
then left the corpse here to be eaten.’

‘They did it on
purpose? Why would someone do that?’

‘It might have
been ignorance, but someone powerful enough to cast that attack
spell would probably know about death walkers.’

‘Which would
mean,’ Garbert said, ‘that this was done out of malice. Someone
wanted to create a lot of monsters. And we’re not too far from the
Wall. Except that even dead monsters won’t get past the Wall, so
what’s the point? Are they trying to disrupt the forestry
industry?’

‘I have no
idea.’ Kori frowned. ‘That being said, what if someone had a way of
disabling the Wall’s enchantments?’

‘That’s
impossible.’

‘Yes. It should
be.’

~~~

‘Monsters,’ Kori said.
‘Eight hundred paces away in that direction.’ She pointed in the
general direction they were going, but a bit to the left. ‘We
should be able to avoid them.’

‘Can you tell
what they are?’ Garrik asked. They had been travelling for about
forty minutes without any sign of anything dangerous. They still
had several hours of walking to go before they could pass beyond
the Wall, however.

Kori flashed a
grimace. ‘They used to be wolves.’

‘So, it
is spreading.’

‘It seems so.
There could be more than them about. I haven’t seen anything else
yet, but there could be more.’

‘This is
b-bad,’ Lizbit said.

‘We can avoid
them.’ Kori raised her voice a little. ‘Cadet Dosdovi, turn a
little to your right when you can. Trouble ahead.’

‘Understood,’
Dosdovi replied, and he selected a route between two trees on his
right that looked like it was probably part of a track. It was a
change from the way he had been when they had entered the forest.
The threat of walking corpses was apparently enough to make him
listen. Or perhaps he had developed a little respect for the
magicians. Maybe.

~~~

‘That’s annoying,’ Kori
said. They had been walking for another thirty minutes or so, and
the wolves had vanished from her radar a while back.

‘More
monsters?’ Safa asked.

‘No, the same
monsters. They must’ve picked up our scent. They’re following
behind us, and it looks like they’re following the route we
took.’

‘Oh. That is
annoying.’

‘It’s more than
annoying,’ Millicen suggested. ‘I don’t want to become a
monster.’

‘I think I can
speak for all of us when I say we agree, Milly,’ Garrik said. ‘Hey,
Dosdovi, pick up the pace. We have dead wolves on our tails.’

At the rear,
Garbert turned around and looked back the way they had come. He
could, of course, see nothing, but he still looked nervous.

‘Nol, Tulver,’
Dosdovi said, ‘take up the rearguard. If they attack, hold them off
until the rest of us can get there.’

Anabyl and
Watshar, the shield and spear guys, stepped aside and allowed the
magicians and Garbert to pass before slotting themselves in at the
rear. They did it without comment, but both of them looked about as
nervous as the instructor.

‘I’ll warn you
if they’re closing in,’ Kori said. ‘They’ll be stronger and tougher
than normal wolves, but also clumsier and dumber. Don’t expect
excellent pack tactics.’

‘That’s
something at least,’ Watshar said.

‘Try to avoid
getting bitten. If they draw blood… Well, hopefully we can fix it
with magic.’

‘Or there’s an
alchemical antidote,’ Safa said. ‘If they have any at the Wall, and
we can get back there fast enough.’

‘Great,’
Watshar said. ‘Nol, I’ll be relying on your shield.’

‘How many of
them are there?’ Anabyl asked.

‘Seven,’ Kori
replied.

‘Then my shield
is going to be of limited use.’

Watshar sagged
a little. ‘I was afraid you were going to say that.’

~~~

They looked like
wolves, at first glance anyway. Dark fur covered something which
was the size and shape of a large dog. Off-white teeth showed as
they charged in toward the party. They ran quite swiftly, but there
was something a little off about their movements; they were stiffer
than one might expect.

Closer, you
could see that their eyes were filmed over and grey, though that
did not seem to hamper their sight. And they smelled wrong. They
smelled of rotting flesh. Dog breath was never a pleasant thing to
have in your face, but these things were disgusting.

Safa was not
holding back. She had monster-hunting rounds in her pistol, and she
fired off two of them as soon as she saw a target, which was a lot
later than she would have liked, but at least it reduced the range.
Whether the impact of the single round which hit did anything to
the creature was an open question, but the explosive spell which
followed it up tore the beast apart.

A second and
then a third rushed in to meet Anabyl’s shield. Watshar stabbed his
spear into one of their chests. The bladed head and part of the
shaft sank in, but the monster just kept snapping at the two cadets
as though nothing had happened. Even Garrik’s flaming sword, which
caused the flesh to spit and crack as he stabbed into one of the
wolves, appeared to do little to stop it.

Kori unleashed
a lightning bolt which blasted through one of the two beasts at
Anabyl’s shield. ‘They fall to heavy damage.’

‘But not
otherwise,’ Garrik countered.

‘We hold them
until you can have spells ready,’ Dosdovi said. It had turned into
a general melee after the chances of escaping had dropped to nil
and they had found a small clearing to make a stand in. So far, no
one was injured. However, even if he was supposed to be just
observing, even Garbert had unsheathed his sword. Hofbrin had fired
off one round from her rifle, discovered that her bullets did not
even slow the monsters down, and then she had drawn her sword
too.

‘Shafrat
Alriyah!’ Millicen exclaimed. Then she threw her wind blade at an
oncoming wolf. She was almost surprised when she actually hit it,
and even more surprised when it took the creature’s head off. ‘Got
one!’

‘W-well done,’
Lizbit said. By general agreement, she was standing by in case of
injuries. She was really bad at offensive magic.

Safa put two
rounds in another beast just before it could take a bite at
Dosdovi. Twin explosions tore it apart from inside, and black blood
spattered the cadet’s uniform. There was no blood when Kori’s
lightning struck, only the smell of burning flesh and the sound of
a body falling. What was left of it anyway. Kori had given up
hiding that she could cast without speaking; now was not the time
to worry about that.

Four of the
monsters were down, and it looked like the others would just keep
trying to murder the humans. Then they backed off as suddenly as
they had come, leaving the cadets cheering and the magicians
worried.

‘They gave up,’
Dosdovi said. ‘Why aren’t you celebrating?’

‘They don’t
have the brains to give up,’ Kori said.

‘They should
have kept trying until they were dead,’ Garrik added. ‘Or until we
were.’ He glanced at Kori. ‘I think we run for it. It’s probably
bad, but we should use the pause to get closer to the Wall.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Why would it
be worse than being attacked by monster corpses?’ Anabyl asked.

‘It probably
means someone is controlling them,’ Millicen said. ‘Whoever killed
the death walker, probably. We could normally rely on them being
stupid. Now they may actually do something smart.’

‘Let’s get
moving,’ Dosdovi suggested. ‘Maybe we can make the Wall before they
do anything at all.’

‘Cadet
Dosdovi,’ Kori said, ‘I would never have taken you for that much of
an optimist.’

~~~

When they came again,
they came out of nowhere, without warning.

Hofbrin let out
a yell as a wolf dashed out of a bush and sank its teeth into her.
Fortunately, it went for her arm where she was wearing a metal
bracer, and the beast’s fangs failed to reach her skin. Dosdovi was
not so lucky; his wolf went for his thigh and sliced through the
leather there with relative ease. With a shriek of pain, he went
down. Anabyl smashed his shield into the wolf’s shoulder, which
appeared to do absolutely nothing to it, but it did dislodge the
thing. The third wolf jumped out at the magicians in the back, only
to be thrown back by Kori’s Repulse spell before it could bite
anyone.

Then there was
the round of frantic defence, the throwing of lightning, and the
swinging of a burning sword.

And then there
were the few seconds where Dosdovi lay there mewling at the pain in
his leg before Lizbit did her thing and the wound itself was
entirely gone. She did not mention the poison which would now be
working its way through Dosdovi’s system. She was not really sure
how to get rid of it, though she was ready to try if necessary.

Dosdovi, of
course, did mention it. Eventually. He had a few other
things to say first. ‘What happened to the warning?! How did they
ambush us when you’re supposed to be watching for–’

‘Someone
obscured them from detection,’ Kori said, calm in the face of his
ire. ‘They’re too stupid to set up an ambush themselves. Someone
controlled them, pulled them away from us earlier, hid them from
magic, and put them in position to wait for us.’

‘Probably the
same person who killed the death walker,’ Garrik said. ‘Someone has
it in for us.’

‘More than us.
You don’t go to all this trouble to kill a few students. Somehow,
this is bigger than just us. We need to get back to the Wall and
warn people.’

‘What about the
poison?!’ Dosdovi almost shrieked. ‘Am I going to turn into one of
those things?!’

‘It takes a
couple of days before that happens.’ Kori almost sounded
conciliatory. ‘There are alchemical remedies. We need to get back
to the Wall to issue a warning and stop Cadet Dosdovi from
reanimating as a monster.’

‘Then let’s get
moving!’ Dosdovi was off before anyone else could really gather
their wits.

‘Hold on,
Abrim,’ Osterbun called after him. ‘There could be more monsters
waiting.’

‘You’re not the
one who’s going to be joining them, Gol. Get a move on.’

‘I guess we’re
double-timing it,’ Garrik said as he began walking.

‘I guess we
are,’ Kori agreed.

‘Oh, this is
going to hurt,’ Lizbit moaned.

‘It’ll be
fine,’ Safa said. She said this, but she was reloading her pistol
with the last of her monster-hunting rounds. She was also not
mentioning that to anyone else.

‘Speak for
yourself,’ Millicen suggested. ‘I for one am going to feel every
mile.’

Safa shrugged.
‘At least it’s not every pace. That’ll come later.’

The Wall.

The Wall appeared
through the trees of the forested band, but no one paid it too much
attention. Nerves were on edge across the board. Kori was not
detecting monsters close to them, but it had been proven that that
was not necessarily an indication that none were there, as Dosdovi
was constantly whining about. Here, where the trees were sparser,
it was easier to see things which might be waiting for them, but
everyone was on constant alert, and they had been for almost two
hours.

As they got
closer, things changed. First there was the announcement from Kori.
‘Monsters.’ She almost ran into Hofbrin as everyone else stopped
instantly.

‘Where?’
Dosdovi asked.

‘Ahead. They’re
at the Wall. Um, there are a lot of them.’

‘A lot?
Like–’

‘If we keep
walking another hundred paces or so, we’ll be able to see.’

‘Yeah, and
they’ll be able to see us!’

‘I don’t think
they’re interested.’

They cleared
the trees and the imposing mass of the Wall appeared before them.
They had come out just a little north of the gatehouse, but it was
clearly visible, and it was also clearly being assaulted by
monsters. Many were ordinary animals affected by the death walker’s
cursed poison, but not all. There were burnmaws and ironhides
there. There were other things which the cadets did not recognise
and the magic students did. And there was the other thing.

‘What in
Muharib’s name is that?!’ Dosdovi exclaimed.

‘Chaos
monster,’ Garrik said. ‘A big chaos monster.’

‘Aren’t all
monsters chaos monsters?’ Hofbrin asked.

‘Yes and no.
All monsters have some chaos in them. Chaos monsters have nothing
else.’

It was
recognisable for what it was because it looked much like the
smaller one Kori had destroyed in the collapsing khalal. It had an
iridescent, black hide. It was amorphous, and constantly generating
tentacles and pseudopods to attack the gatehouse. It was the size
of a small house.

‘Someone
powerful summoned that,’ Kori said. ‘We need to get past it.’

‘How?!’ Dosdovi
asked.

‘I don’t
currently know, but we can’t stay here. There are more monsters
coming this way from behind us. We’ll be trapped between the two
groups if we just stand here.’

‘Then we go
south,’ Garrik said. ‘We’ll skirt the forest and see if we can spot
an opening.’ He paused. ‘If it comes to it, could you gate us past
them, Kori?’

Kori’s nose
wrinkled. ‘Perhaps. We look for alternatives first.’ Her gaze
shifted back to the monsters and the gatehouse. ‘I don’t like the
way the Wall is reacting to those monsters. Something’s wrong. It’s
like the barrier is weakening.’

‘There’s no way
even something like that chaos monster could be damaging the
barrier,’ Millicen said. ‘The enchantments on the Wall are
especially powerful against chaos, right?’

‘And yet,
weakening it is. We need to move before we’re overrun.’

They headed
south along the treeline, watching for anything which might break
off and attack them as they went. After a few minutes, Kori looked
back to see a small horde of dead monsters emerging from the trees
and heading straight for the gatehouse. Someone was controlling
them, or at least influencing them, drawing them toward the Wall to
attack the barrier. Atop the gatehouse, soldiers were firing down
with guns, but they did not seem to be equipped with explosive
rounds and the bullets were having little effect. The ironhides
were immune and the dead things were largely impervious to such
small penetrators. And…

‘Look! There’s
someone there, in among the monsters.’

Everyone turned
to look. A tall dark figure was indeed just standing there,
ignoring the horde of creatures around him. Any human standing
there like that should have been torn to pieces, but this one was
clearly in one piece.

‘What’s that
beside him?’ Lizbit asked. ‘There’s something standing beside him.
L-like a blob on a stick.’

Kori narrowed
her eyes. It was not a big object, but she could see it. ‘Oh,’ she
said.

‘He must be
who’s controlling the monsters,’ Millicen said. ‘Perhaps it’s
something to do with that.’

‘No, it’s like
the device we found in the khalal. That is what’s weakening
the barrier. I asked my mother about the markings on it, and they
compose a spell to weaken barriers against chaos. He’s using it to
break down the Wall’s chaos barrier.’

Dosdovi turned
away from the scene to stare at Kori. ‘That’s impossible. The Wall
has stood strong for…’ He frowned, looking confused. ‘What was I
talking about?’

‘You losing it,
Abrim?’ Osterbun asked, grinning weakly at his friend. ‘We’re
talking about…’ He frowned, his gaze went back to the scene at the
gatehouse, and his eyes widened. ‘How is that guy just standing
there among all those monsters?!’

Dosdovi turned
to look. ‘That’s not possible. Wait! Is he controlling the
monsters?’

‘No one take
your eyes off him,’ Kori said. ‘Don’t look away from him, no matter
what. If you do, you’ll forget he’s there.’

‘The Shadow
curse thing?’ Safa asked. ‘Someone really did that to someone?’

‘What?’ Dosdovi
asked.

‘It’s a
theoretically possible curse,’ Kori explained. ‘You might have
heard that some particularly heinous crimes are punished not just
with death, but with the erasure of the history of the criminal.
Their shadow, their metaphysical and literal history, is destroyed
along with their life. No one really knows if that punishment has
ever been used because, once it has, there’s no history of it. It
never happened. History just rewrites itself without that
criminal.’

‘Shouldn’t that
result in all their crimes vanishing too?’ Hofbrin asked. ‘It
sounds like the perfect punishment.’

‘History
doesn’t like making huge changes. Generally, everything they did
happens in some form. Very specifically, if they killed someone,
that person will be dead in the new history. They’ll have died by
natural causes, or an accident, or they were murdered by someone
else, but they’ll still be just as dead.’

‘He’s not
dead,’ Osterbun said, pointing at the dark figure.

‘No, because
someone did something worse to him. They erased his history, and
then they cursed him so that his shadow is constantly erased while
he continues living. He has no beginning. His life has had no
effect on the world. Look away from him for a second and you’ll
forget he exists. He’s found some way to make his works permanent,
but he vanishes from history as soon as you’re not looking at him.
It has to be a terribly lonely way to exist. Yes, exist. He exists,
but I’m not really sure you can say he’s alive.’

‘And he’s
trying to destroy the Wall,’ Garrik said.

‘Yes, he
is.’

‘We have to
stop him.’

‘We can’t.’

‘We–’

‘Garrik Grey,
your loyalty to your nation is commendable, but you are insane if
you think we have a chance against that man. His power undoubtedly
exceeds mine. He could be a century or more old with all the skill
and experience that age brings. Further, in combat it is very
difficult to ensure that you are always looking at him. What
happens to you if you lose sight of him in the middle of a
fight?’

Garrik scowled.
‘We can’t just do nothing.’

‘I am
going to do something.’ She took her wand from its case on her belt
and lifted it over her head. ‘I really hoped I wouldn’t have to
call on help for at least the first year. This is
embarrassing.’

‘What help?’
Millicen asked.

In response,
Kori called out in a strong, clear voice. ‘Mother, I need you.’

Nothing
happened for about three seconds, and then the world ripped open a
few paces from the group. A swirling circle of space flashed into
existence, and a woman stepped out of it. She looked a lot like a
slightly older Kori. Her black hair was longer and swept back,
giving the impression of a higher forehead. Her eyes were narrower
and her face a little fuller. Her lips were a lot fuller, and her
bust was bigger. She was dressed in black and silver. A black dress
with a long, flowing skirt split up the right leg and a deeply
plunging neckline. Some of her height came from thigh-high boots
with spike heels which seemed impractical considering the
circumstances. Her right forearm and the right side of her torso
were encased in silver metal. The torso piece could barely be
considered armour, but the bracer seemed quite solid.

‘You called,
daughter,’ she said.

‘That’s a
different mother than the other one,’ Millicen muttered.

Apparently,
Kori’s mother had good ears. ‘That was a disguise. This is the real
me. I’m Samina. Pleased to meet you.’

Kori was not
taking her eyes off the man with the monsters to check what form
her mother had taken. ‘Over there. That man among the monsters.
Once you see him, don’t take your eyes off him. You’ll forget he’s
there.’

‘Oh. Someone
actually used that curse? It had to be Aberka. He’s the only person
in recent times mad enough to try and able to get the resources
together. Well, let’s take care of that issue first.’ Samina raised
an arm and pointed a finger in the direction of the man. Nothing
really seemed to happen. ‘That should hold it for a while. You can
look away. You should be able to remember him for half an hour or
so. I’ve amplified what little shadow he has.’

Kori turned,
looking at her mother. ‘That seems to be working. Now, what in the
world are you wearing? Have you been watching this whole time?
You’re even wearing makeup! You’ve just been sitting at home
waiting for me to call on you, haven’t you?’

Samina’s cheeks
may have coloured a little. ‘I have been doing nothing of the
sort,’ she said in a haughty tone which suggested that she was
lying. ‘This is appropriate battle attire for when you mean to
leave an impression.’

‘I suppose that
silverware does have high-grade battle enchantments.’

‘Exactly! Now,
leave that lot to me. You should find some cover and prepare
defensive magic. It’s going to need some effort to disperse this
crowd.’

Kori paled a
little. ‘How long do I have?’

‘A few
minutes.’

‘The situation
is rather urgent, madam,’ Garbert said. He had been rather silent
up to now. Perhaps the arrival of another adult on the field had
prompted him to speak.

‘Even if I
won’t remember what he says, I’d like to know why he’s doing this.
If Aberka was involved…’ Samina paused, looking skyward for
a second. ‘Don’t know what I’ll do. I suppose I have to stop him
anyway. Get them to safety, Kori.’

‘Let’s move,’
Kori said, starting into the trees. Samina started for the monsters
at the same time.

‘We’re leaving
her alone to deal with those monsters?’ Dosdovi asked as he quickly
followed. His pupils were dilated. Kori was used to her mother
having that effect on men. ‘Shouldn’t we help, uh, somehow?’

‘No. The only
thing we’ll achieve by “helping” is to cramp her style. If we’re
behind cover and a barrier, we won’t be in her way.’

‘R-right.’

‘Just how old
is your mother, Kori?’ Millicen asked.

‘Uh, she’ll be
a hundred and fifty-seven this year. Magic retards aging, and my
mother has a lot of magic. You’re about to see how much,
which is why we’re going to hide among the trees.’

~~~

The man seemed to sense
Samina’s approach. He turned, examined her for a second, and then
launched a bolt of black energy in her direction. A negligent wave
of her hand dissipated it before it could get near her. His eyes
narrowed, and he waited several seconds, until she was barely ten
paces away, before firing another bolt of chaos energy. It fared as
well as the first.

‘Might I know
the name of the man tossing magic at me?’ Samina asked. ‘I am
Samina Najmi. You’ve been annoying my daughter for several days for
no good reason I can think of.’

‘I don’t have a
name. It was taken from me, along with everything else. I used to
be called Dain Lowgren.’

‘Lowgren? You
realise that you’ve been trying to kill a relative, don’t you?’

‘Millicen
Lowgren. She would be my great-niece, I think. My family did
nothing to prevent what happened to me. I owe them nothing.’

‘And what did
happen to you? Or more, why did it happen? It was something to do
with Aberka, wasn’t it? It had to be him, the dickless
bastard.’

‘Yes, it was
him. And I know what he did to you. Samina Najmi, once one of the
most respected magicians in Ardalamn, now an outcast. The Black
Witch.’

‘I don’t like
that nickname,’ Samina said, her voice flat.

‘He chased you
out and–’

‘I chose to
leave. He blackened my name after the fact to cover his mistake,
but I left before he could do worse. Why did you stay to have this
done to you?’

Lowgren paused.
‘Aberka took a fancy to my betrothed. He wanted her for a
concubine, something to throw away after a few months, ruined,
destroyed. She took her own life rather than submit to him. I
sought revenge and failed. He punished me for her death and my
attempt on his. When I finally escaped the dungeon they threw me
into, more powerful than when I went in, I discovered that she had
still refused to submit.’

‘Of course.
Destroying someone’s shadow changes history as little as possible.
Aberka was probably told that he wouldn’t get his toy back that
way, but it wasn’t like the man ever listened to anyone else. Wait.
You killed Aberka.’

‘I did. History
claims it was natural causes, but I was the natural cause.’

‘Then why are
you attacking the Wall?’

‘Because they
all have to pay.’ Up until now, Lowgren’s eyes had been
cold, full of contempt. Now there was a spark in them, and it was
not a sane spark. ‘All of them. No one tried to stop him. No one
fought against him. All of them have to pay for her death. Every.
Last. One of them. Join me! Aberka destroyed your life too! Join
me, and we will be unstoppable. The Wall will fall and–’

‘He didn’t
destroy my life. I hated the man, but he didn’t destroy anything. I
got Kori out of it, and a life of freedom instead of having to
waste my years maintaining the Wall. But I wouldn’t join you
anyway. You see, I’m not barking mad.’

Another bolt of
black flashed between them, only to be destroyed before it could
reach Samina. She smiled and tossed a ball of similar blackness,
but not at Lowgren. It landed on the ground a few paces from his
feet. ‘Goodbye, Mister Lowgren. I hope you rest in peace when this
is done.’ Then the ball of darkness exploded.

~~~

Some seventy paces
away, behind ten or so paces of trees and a magical barrier Kori
had constructed, the party waited. Nothing had happened for some
time. Minutes? It felt like hours, especially to Dosdovi who was
slowly being poisoned and cursed.

‘How much
longer?’ Dosdovi said. He was staring out toward where Samina and
Lowgren were facing off, but he could see little between the
trees.

‘Not much,’
Kori said. ‘It’s begun.’

‘What’s–’

A wall of black
fog swept over them. Lights flickered in the blackness, giving the
impression of a lightning storm in thick cloud. The bark on the
trees hissed, and Kori’s barrier flared into life. The fog divided
itself around the barrier and then, with a brighter flash of light,
it vanished as though it had never been there.

‘What was
that?’ Dosdovi asked.

‘Chaos magic,’
Millicen said. ‘Look at the grass.’ Everyone looked, except for
Kori who knew exactly what she would see anyway. The grass all
around them and for another ten or fifteen paces into the forest
was blackened, twisted, corrupted. ‘I doubt it would’ve killed us,
but it really would’ve hurt. Anyone closer to it…’

‘As I said,
Mother doesn’t mess around,’ Kori said. ‘We could’ve been closer.
I’d know what was going on if we were closer.’

‘We could
move,’ Garrik said.

Kori shook her
head. ‘It’s started now. And I used everything I had to make this
barrier. I couldn’t put another up. We’ll wait and see what’s left
when it’s over.’

As if to make
her point, another wave of black fog washed through the trees and
made the barrier flare again.

‘Sounds good to
me,’ Garrik said.

~~~

Samina dropped a third
chaos ball among the monsters and then turned to the biggest
problem. She was ignoring, for now, the blackened, burned corpse a
few paces from her. She needed to get rid of the dead things, but
that seemed to be basically done thanks to the three explosions.
The gigantic chaos monster was another matter. Chaos did not affect
chaos.

It was bereft
of control now, but that was not stopping it from attacking the
Wall. Its attacks were less effective because Lowgren’s device was
gone. It had been turned into slag by the first explosion, its
carefully designed inscriptions erased. The Wall’s barrier was
flaring white as the monster smashed at it with whips of chaos
energy, but it was unlikely that the thing could get through now.
The barrier had been weakened some, but it was closer to full
strength now than it had been before Samina’s explosion.

‘Your turn, big
guy,’ Samina said. This time, the ball of light which formed in her
hand was white. The energy of order, or perhaps anti-chaos. She
threw it out toward the blob of chaos matter, turning before it hit
home and starting toward the trees.

Behind her, the
chaos monster made no sound, nor did it flinch or squirm. The white
consumed it, and it burned away to nothing in a second.

~~~

Kori stepped out from
among the trees as her mother approached them. ‘It’s done?’

‘He’s dead. His
device is destroyed. The Wall still stands, though I think they’ll
have to take a good look at the inscriptions.’

‘You have done
a great service to Ardalamn today, madam,’ Garbert said. ‘You–’

‘Ardalamn can
go hang itself,’ Samina said flatly. ‘If my daughter hadn’t decided
that she wants to study magic there, I’d have let him destroy the
place. He probably could have. There are others who might have
stopped him. Not many, and they would have needed to find him.’

‘You’d let all
those innocent people die?’ Garrik asked, frowning.

‘I wouldn’t
have known they were in danger without you lot getting in his
way.’

‘Oh. That is a
valid point, I suppose.’

‘It’s not like
they’re going to thank me. Not when they figure out who saved
them.’

‘But–’

‘Did you get
his name?’ Kori asked before Garrik could continue.

Samina glanced
briefly at Millicen. ‘Yes, but there’s no point in me telling you
who he was. In, oh, twenty minutes or so, no one is going to
remember anyway.’

‘Oh, thank
Muharib!’ Dosdovi exclaimed. ‘There are soldiers coming.’

‘And that’s my
cue to leave. I’ve no interest in this getting official.’ Stepping
forward, she bent a little to kiss Kori’s cheek. ‘Take care,
Kori.’

‘You too,
Mom.’

And then,
without sound or light or fluster, Samina Najmi was gone.

Krizapoli,
12th Sadis.

A slightly late lunch
was being had in the mansion owned by the Greys. It was late
because the magicians had not long arrived in Krizapoli, and the
king had got there not long before them. The king was important
because he very much wanted to know what had happened at the Wall
from people who had actually been there.


‘Unfortunately,’ Kori said, ‘there’s really not much we can tell
you. Most of this is supposition based on a theory I have about who
is responsible for it.’

Karsten frowned
at her. Ganyar Grey frowned at her.

Kristi Syrix
frowned, but then her expression cleared and she said, ‘Someone
who’s had his shadow erased. It’s still far-fetched that anyone
would use that, you know?’

‘It fits the
evidence, Headmistress. Someone killed an Alamiwat Alsaayirun so
that its remains would create reanimated monsters. Someone was
controlling them and providing assistance to them. Someone summoned
an enormous chaos monster to attack the Wall. Someone created the
device used to weaken the Wall, and also the one used to collapse
that khalal we were in. Someone did all this, but no one can
remember ever seeing them. They almost had to be there at
the Wall at the end, but no one remembers seeing them, not even my
mother. It all fits, but we’ll never be able to prove it. Whoever
did this, as far as history is concerned, they don’t exist. They
were never there.’

‘It’s a rather
unsatisfactory ending,’ Karsten said. ‘We lost people from the
academy and the school in the forest thanks to those monsters.’

Garrik gave a
shrug. ‘Magicians from Taniyn Abyad are used to losing people.’

‘You never used
to be so cynical, Gar.’

‘I got
older.’

‘Huh. And your
mother took on this powerful magician who was never there on her
own?’ Karsten asked, addressing Kori.

‘No. She killed
all the monsters and destroyed a device which was weakening the
Wall. That’s how history would portray it. We can surmise that she
faced a magician too, but we’ll never know.’

‘I… admit to
being confused.’

‘That’s to be
expected, Your Majesty,’ Ganyar said. ‘Shadow magic is something of
a specialist subject. I know little about it myself and, frankly,
there’s usually little point in studying it.’

‘The duke is
not wrong,’ Syrix said, smiling.

‘Your mother
must be very powerful, Kori,’ Karsten said.

‘Yes,’ Kori
replied a little smugly, ‘she is.’

~~~

It was after the lunch
meeting had broken up and the magicians were retreating to rooms
prepared for them in the guest wing of the mansion that Millicen
put a hand on Kori’s shoulder and stopped her in the middle of a
corridor which looked like it had been designed mostly to impress
visitors.

‘What is it,
Milly?’ Kori asked.

‘Your
mother.’

‘What about my
mother?’

‘She’s
really powerful.’

‘Yes.’

‘Lives in the
Black Forest.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Dresses in
black.’

‘I have never
seen her wear that outfit in my life. Though I do think she used to
wear it when she had to fight sometimes. Ridiculously impractical,
if you ask me.’

Millicen’s face
scrunched up. She put her hands on her hips. ‘That’s not the point.
Your mother is the Bla–’

In a very
sudden motion and with some force, Kori clamped both her hands over
her friend’s mouth. Millicen would have complained, eventually, but
there was a genuine look of horror on Kori’s face. ‘She doesn’t
like that nickname. It’s better if it’s not used. If you like, you
can refer to her as Samina. She wouldn’t mind that, but do not
refer to her as that. I’m not exactly sure what she’d do if
she heard any of you calling her that, but you can be quite
sure whatever happens would not be pleasant.’

Safa, it
appeared, had followed Millicen’s reasoning and come to the same
conclusion: Kori was the daughter of the Black Witch of the Black
Forest. ‘That explains so much! I won’t say it. Okay, I won’t say
it. But it’s not like she’s going to hear us talking, is it?’

Slowly, Kori
took her hands away from Millicen’s mouth. ‘You’ve all seen how
powerful my mother is.’

‘Y-yes,’ Lizbit
said, nodding vigorously.

‘Very
powerful,’ Garrik said. ‘Powerful enough that Milly’s reasoning
makes sense.’

Kori nodded.
‘Right. Well, knowing how powerful she is and considering that she
may have been keeping tabs on us all the time we were in the
forest, are you really willing to take the risk that she’s not
watching us right now?’

‘No,’ they all
replied in unison.

‘Let’s go find
you your rooms,’ Garrik said, setting off along the corridor
again.

Millicen gave a
small shudder and set off after him. ‘Um, did anyone else hear
something that sounded like very distant laughter just then?’

‘No,’ said
everyone else in unison.

‘It was just
your imagination,’ Kori added.

‘Oh thank–’

‘And all the
rest of us just imagined it too.’

###
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