
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Fantastic Schools

      Volume One

    

    




      
        Edited By L. Jagi Lamplighter

        And Christopher G. Nuttall

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Wisecraft]
          [image: Wisecraft]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Fantastic Schools: Volume One

      Edited by Christopher G. Nuttall and L. Jagi Lamplighter

      Wisecraft Publishing

      Copyright © 2020 by Christopher G. Nuttall and L. Jagi Lamplighter

      All rights reserved. No part of the content of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database retrieval system, or copied by any technology yet to be developed without the prior written permission of the author. You may not circulate this book in any format.

      ISBN: 978-0-9976460-7-8

      Edited by: Christopher G. Nuttall and L. Jagi Lamplighter

      Cover art by: Paul Maitland

      Formatted by: Benjamin Wheeler

      Copyright Notices:

      
        
        “Little Witches” by Mel Lee Newmin.

        Copyright © 2020 by Mel Lee Newmin

      

      

      
        
        “Path of the Phoenix” by Emily Martha Sorensen.

        Copyright © 2020 by Emily Martha Sorensen

      

      

      
        
        “A Firm Hand” by Aaron Van Treeck. Copyright © 2020 by Aaron Van Treeck

      

      

      
        
        “Asymptote at Three O’Clock” by Steven G. Johnson. Copyright © 2020 by Steven G. Johnson

      

      

      
        
        “Practical Exercise” by George Phillies. Copyright © 2020 by George Phillies

      

      

      
        
        “The Ascendant Cup” by Thomas K. Carpenter.

        Copyright © 2020 by Thomas K. Carpenter

      

      

      
        
        “Doom Garden” by Benjamin Wheeler. Copyright © 2020 by Benjamin Wheeler

      

      

      
        
        “Crucible” by Frank B. Luke.

        Copyright © 2020 by Frank B. Luke

      

      

      
        
        “The Last Academy” by G. Scott Huggins. Copyright © 2020 by G. Scott Huggins

      

      

      
        
        “Finals” by Bernadette Durbin.

        Copyright © 2020 by Bernadette Durbin

      

      

      
        
        “Metamorphosis” by Roger D. Strahan. Copyright © 2020 by Roger D. Strahan

      

      

      
        
        “How To Get Into Magic School” by Erin N.H. Furby. Copyright © 2020 by Erin N.H. Furby

      

      

      
        
        “Deep School Tuition” by Denton Salle. Copyright © 2020 by Denton Salle

      

      

      
        
        “Gennady’s Tale” by Christopher G. Nuttall. Copyright © 2020 by Christopher G. Nuttall

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Fantastic Schools

      

      
        Little Witches

      

      
        The Path of the Phoenix

      

      
        A Firm Hand

      

      
        Asymptote at Three O’Clock

      

      
        Practical Exercise

      

      
        The Ascendant Cup

      

      
        Doom Garden

      

      
        Crucible

      

      
        The Last Academy

      

      
        Finals

      

      
        “Metamorphosis”

      

      
        How to Get into a Magic School

      

      
        Deep School Tuition

      

    

    
      
        Gennady’s Tale

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Editors

      

    

    

  







            Fantastic Schools

          

          

      

    

    






A Note from the Editor

        

      

    

    
      It is common to claim that Harry Potter started the ‘magic school’ genre and all other books in the field are naught but pale copies of the original. This is untrue. The first true ‘magic school’ story, at least in the form Harry Potter made popular, was The Wall Around The World by Theodore Cogswell, which was written in 1953. This was followed by a multitude of others, including—most notably—A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) and The Worst Witch (1974), which included a surprising number of characters that clearly inspired their Harry Potter successors. (Miss Hardbroom and Professor Snape, for example, have an awful lot in common.) Harry Potter did not start the ‘magic school’ genre. It would be more accurate to say that Harry Potter made it popular again.

      Indeed, the ‘magic school’ genre owes much to the ‘British Boarding School’ genre, which followed the adventures of boys and girls who were sent away to boarding school by their parents. These included the sugar-sweet Malory Towers series (Enid Blyton) and the far more sinister Tom Brown’s Schooldays (Thomas Hughes), as well as the more humorous Molesworth or St. Trinian’s stories. The majority of the stories isolated the kids from their parents, pitting them against unpleasant teachers (many of whom were not as bad as the more notorious characters in the real world) or struggling to survive, beat one’s rival team at games or other challenges, from the mundane to the fantastic. Rowling might have devised a magic school, when she invented Hogwarts, but she drew on many older tropes. Indeed, as one cynic put it, “to everybody’s great surprise Harry turns out to be a natural Seeker so in some respects the school story has not changed.”

      Stories set outside Britain tend to draw on local traditions and schools, although there is a strong British influence. Lost in Translation(Margaret Ball) and the Shadow Grail series (Mercedes Lackey and Rosemary Edghill) are more American in theme, although the former is set in an alternate version of France. The Rachel Griffin series (L. Jagi Lamplighter) draws its inspiration from the unique practices of St. John’s College (Annapolis, MD and Santa Fe, NM) and its “Great Books Program.”

      These stories, for better or worse, have largely died away as British society changed, in ways both good and bad. On one hand, boarding schools have become far less prominent (particularly for younger children). There’s less scope, now, for parents who have to leave the country for long periods, leaving their kids behind as they do. On the other, a great many scandals have enveloped boarding schools and thoroughly discredited them. Parents don’t want to let their kids out of their sight for long periods, regardless of the school’s reputation. It’s harder to trust teachers these days.

      But magic boarding school stories have continued to rise in popularity. The Worst Witch has a number of television shows, ranging from a TV movie to two separate adaptations of the book material. The Magicians, a trilogy of novels that blend Rowling and CS Lewis, has grown into its own TV show. My own Schooled in Magic and The Zero Enigma stories have been quite successful. Part of this, of course, is that Harry Potter encouraged writers to follow the trend—in some cases, deconstructing or reconstructing Rowling’s universe—but that doesn’t explain all of it. What is behind the trend?

      There was a question, asked a long time ago, if someone would really want a Hogwarts education for their kids. Would they? On one hand, the simple answer is no. Hogwarts has a very limited curriculum, really little more than a practical education in magic. There’s no room for plenty of topics Muggle schools cover as a matter of course, giving the wizards a very limited education (and, of course, pretty much all the teachers in Hogwarts should be sacked and probably thrown in jail). But, on the other hand, Hogwarts teaches the skills wizards need to fit into their society, as well as introducing the kids to everyone their age in the community. A wizard parent would have to send their kids to Hogwarts unless they wanted them to remain untaught or isolated.

      And it cannot be denied that Hogwarts is a great deal more practical than real-life Muggle education.

      Harry Potter and his friends are doing more than just learning magic. They’re learning skills that are immediately practical, rather than memorizing facts long enough to get through the exams before they’re forgotten again. They can look at their work—be it a successful potion or transfiguring a pencil into a needle—and know they made it. An incompetent tutor will rapidly make a buffoon of himself, if he’s teaching a class that demands he show off his skills. Look at how quickly Lockhart lost the respect of his students! In the real world, an incompetent teacher can pass unnoticed until it’s too late (don’t pay any attention to what educators say about applying for jobs, really). Hogwarts doesn’t have that problem.

      It’s true enough to say, as my teachers did, that success in school will—eventually—lead to success in life. True enough, at least. But that success is many years in the future, if it comes at all. Kids—even teenagers—are more focused on the immediate results than something in the distant, utterly unimaginable, future. Why study when the immediate rewards are scant? Why waste time memorizing facts that could easily be looked up on one’s smartphone, if one cared enough to bother? But practical work, work designed to produce something one could take home and show off, is far more interesting. Students respond well to trying something—cooking, for example—and discovering that it actually works.

      I can’t really describe just how important it is to feel, deep inside, that you’re actually getting somewhere. Math is important, later in life, but it’s hard to make a connection between figures that give you a headache and the real world. It’s a lot easier to work—to learn—when you do draw that connection. Why study maths? Well, you’ll need it to make sure your employer isn’t cheating you when you enter the working world.

      Indeed, one thing lacking from many modern schools is a sense of responsibility. The days of prefects and head boys (and girls) are largely gone. Students are treated as sheep, not as embryo adults. They move from having everything done for them to having to do everything for themselves, for which they are often woefully unprepared. This isn’t true of old-style boarding schools, where parents are absent. The kids are encouraged to develop a sense of independence, and self-reliance, that is lacking from kids today.

      And, at base, modern schools are boring. Most of the excitement is gone, swept away by increasingly-absurd health and safety laws. There’s no fun at school, no sense of excitement, even when schools engage in champion sports. When all get prizes, the prizes are worthless. And those careers? Most of them are boring too. Who wants to spend their lives working towards a boring career, then performing that boring career?

      But Hogwarts is exciting. Harry is more than just a student, he’s the ‘boy-who-lived.’ He’s yanked out of a boring household—the Dursleys are not as bad as fandom paints them, but they’re still bad enough—and propelled into a world where he’s a star. He gets to ride on broomsticks, cast spells, aim for the heights of a glorious career ... and, needless to say, skirmish with the Dark Lord. Everything happens to Harry ... and millions of young boys want to be just like him. The same could easily be said of Mildred Hubble, even though she doesn’t have a dark lord breathing down her neck. Cackles is an exciting school ...

      And yet, in many ways, both Cackles and Hogwarts are familiar ... but different. The combination of lessons, exams, bullies, teachers and adolescent hormones with magic and mystery adds a spark to the school that real schools lack. Malory Towers was fantastic because the vast majority of girls would never get to step inside such a school, let alone stay there. Hogwarts has the same air of wonder. Why not? It comes from another world, with just enough familiar to make us think we could fit in there.

      The stories in this collection are all set in different magic schools. Mine—Gennady’s Tale—is set in the universe of Schooled in Magic, although roughly fifteen years before Schooled in Magic takes place. Others are set in different worlds: some in universes created and explored by other writers; some in universes created for this collection. We’ve done our best to make them as stand-alone as possible, but we hope you’ll take the time to look up our other books afterwards.

      Come with us, if you please, into worlds both fantastical ... and very human.

      Christopher G. Nuttall

      Edinburgh, 2020
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        When Miranda Winters, headmistress for a school for exceptional, magical girls, travels to London in search of funding, she is rudely rejected by the Grand Abracadabran of the Guild of Witches and Wizards.  Instead, he informs her he’ll be providing only grants to his nephew Randal Stevens’ Junior Warlocks Academy.  Word of the rejection reaches her students who immediately decide to obtain revenge for this slight.  What could possibly go wrong when thirty-two little witches pitch an assault against sixty-four junior wizards in the middle of the night?  
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        Little Witches

      

      

      With a final gut-shaking jolt and a hiss of steam, the train jerked to a stop. The exhausted monster huffed its smoky breath, adding charcoal dust to the already murky fog that embraced Charing Cross Station. Miranda Winters grasped a brass pole with a gloved hand to keep from being thrown as she stood in the aisle waiting for her chance to detrain. Planting her feet wide, she used an arm to straighten the large-brimmed, feathered hat perched on her head because her free hand clutched a beaded purse, parasol and satchel. Still seated nearby, a gentleman in a Derby, his collar points so sharp they could draw blood from his neck, twitched his bushy mustache and harrumphed something about demmed females.

      Miranda forced a smile at the old fossil, then with a twitch of her lips, sent a shock of magic through the elderly man’s glass of bourbon. The liquid sloshed over the rim. With a cry of dismay, the man half-rose from the plush velvet seat and desperately wiped the drops of bourbon from his trousers. Unable to hide her pleasure, Miss Winters sashayed off the train to a swish of rose- and yellow-striped skirts.

      Stepping down onto the platform was no easy task given the dense fog that blanketed London that cool, fall evening. Fortunately, an immaculately uniformed conductor stood at the ready. He grasped her elbow and aided her down.

      “Good heavens!” she gasped, looking around. The magnificence of Charing Cross was lost in the gray sea. Miranda could make out the amorphous balls of gaslights marching into the distance and the dull golden glow of the station, but little else. “I’d heard London fogs could be dense, but this is positively bewildering.”

      “Unnerved by our beloved institution?” asked an amused male voice with a clipped British accent.

      Miranda whirled around to watch a dark shadow emerge from the murk. She scowled, knowing the voice long before she recognized the man.

      Randal Stevens was tall enough to look down on Miranda, which was saying a lot because she was a tall woman. He was dressed, as always, in the pink of fashion, black frock coat over fawn breeches and a dazzlingly white shirt. His cravat was exquisitely tied in the latest fad called a Hungarian Knot. His dark hair was cut short and smooth beneath a soaring stovepipe hat.

      Dark eyes glimmered as he swept the hat from his head and bowed, all elegance and conceit. “What a delightful surprise, Miss Winters. Had I known you were on my train, I would have sought you out.”

      “I would have avoided you,” Miranda muttered.

      Her words didn’t deflect the Brit. “I must say, I’m a tad surprised to find you discomforted by a little fog.”

      Miranda raised a brow. “And why would that be, Mr. Stevens? I’m not accustomed to this…” she waved a glove in the air… “soup. Texas isn’t known for its fogs.”

      Randal placed his hat back on his head with a tap of his fingers. “Quite. However, since you are a water witch, I would expect you’d simply wave your dainty little hand and make it all go away.”

      Miranda’s blue eyes narrowed. “My hands are hardly dainty. And don’t call me a water witch. I’m a liquid enchantress, thank you.”

      “Enchantress…” Randal rolled the word around in his mouth as if tasting it. “Rather a stiff word for an American hell cat.” Before she could launch her next volley, he asked, “What would you call the likes of me?”

      Miranda couldn’t stop the snort from erupting out of her nose. “Fire lizard.”

      Rather than take offense, Randal grinned. “Fire wizard, my dear. The word is wizard.” He exaggerated the pronunciation. “Poor Americans and your terrible English.” He laid a hand over his heart. “I rather prefer the word warlock myself. Has a certain flair.”

      Miranda rolled her eyes heavenward and vented a rather unladylike word, earning herself a strangled laugh from Randal.

      “What brings you to our fair city?” he asked.

      “The same issue that brings you, I’m sure.” Miranda gazed around, wondering where to find a hansom cab. The platform was deserted. Mist eddied thick, mixing with the puffs of steam from the still huffing locomotive. Deciding the fog was ridiculous, she selected a spell, murmured the incantation and opened a tunnel through the fog. Not giving Randal Stevens another thought, Miranda marched ahead with beaded bag, parasol and satchel in hand. Her half boots stomped loudly on the platform.

      To her dismay, the sound of longer strides followed her.

      Near the locomotive itself, she whirled around, parasol raised like a bat. “Do you mind?”

      Randal came to a smooth stop. “Not at all. I rather like that you’ve opened up a corridor through the mist. You’ve changed my thinking, Miss Winters. I thought water witches were useless compared to fire wizards. But I see you have the occasional valuable talent.”

      Miranda’s hand tightened on the parasol. She calculated her swing. “In Texas, which is dry country, my talent is valued beyond price! I was quite in demand, I assure you.”

      Randal’s eyes slid down her slender, tightly corseted form. “I’m sure you were.”

      Flames danced in Miranda’s blue eyes. “What are you implying, sir?”

      That hand went to heart a second time. “Moi? Why, not a thing, my dear. Merely that perhaps you should have stayed in your blasted desert country where you were so greatly desired rather than emigrate to England with its deuced rain and fog. We don’t need a water witch in this country. We’ve enough wet blankets as it is.”

      Miranda stiffened. “I don’t see how a fire lizard could handle fog as well as I.”

      Randal’s left brow arched. “Don’t you?”

      Stepping beside her, the warlock placed his walking cane in the crook of his arm, fastidiously removed the glove from his right hand and wriggled his fingers. Miranda heard the whisper of a spell then a blaze of yellow heat spread out in a glowing orb from his fingers. As it grew, the fog fizzled away. The orb continued to expand, surrounding Miranda like the arid breath of the desert, but it faded the further it traveled until eventually it dissipated leaving most of the platform clear of fog.

      Randal’s lips twitched. “Voila, Miss Winters. In a murky country, a fire warlock’s talent is valued beyond price. I’m quite in demand, I assure you.”

      Miranda fumed at how easily the conceited prig had thrown her own words back in her face. She couldn’t abide the smug smile that curved his sensuous lips or the glitter of challenge in his eyes.

      He thought himself better than her! How dare he!

      She’d tolerated his overbearing attitude for too long.

      Smiling sweetly, she bowed as if in appreciation to the warlock. He bowed in return. Using the brim of her huge hat to hide her whispers, Miranda conjured another spell when Randal reached the nadir of his bow. The locomotive behind him suddenly belched a huge plume of boiling steam directly at his unprotected nether regions. Miranda danced backwards, flipping open her parasol to deflect the blast. Randal yelped and pranced in pain, his hands on his backside as he cursed her. Propping her parasol on her shoulder, Miranda sauntered away. From behind her, she heard Randal gathering another spell, but she was too quick for him. She gazed heavenward, spoke the second spell she’d prepared, and just as Randal readied to scorch her with hot magic, the skies opened up in a deluge.Miranda raised her parasol, gave one last, polite bow to the raging warlock, who was now both poached and steamed, and glided into the station.

      Damned conceited fire lizard, she grumbled. Thinking himself above a liquid enchantress. Humph!

      Putting one over on her rival hadn’t resolved her problem, however. Her brief moment of elation flitted away as Miranda climbed into a hansom cab and bade the driver to take her to Cleveland Row. The steady clop of the horse’s hooves should have calmed her, but Miranda was a coiled spring ready to break. The fate of Miss Augusta’s School rested in her hands. She couldn’t fail her girls.

      Miranda glanced at her hands, neither of which was dainty, regardless of Randal’s opinion. After three years in England constantly covered in gloves, her callouses had faded, but no one could mistake the strength Miranda possessed. No girl born on a Texas cattle ranch flaunted dainty hands or a delicate spirit. Miranda might have a heart that melted like ice cream for her girls, but cross her and watch out! She could strike with the viciousness of a rattlesnake.

      Encountering Randal, her perennial rival since she’d arrived in England, hadn’t helped settle her nerves.

      Stiffen your spine, she commanded herself as the cab clopped to a stop. This is for your girls!

      Clutching her satchel, parasol and bag, Miranda marched up the stairs to the nondescript Georgian-style building that hid amongst a row of similar such nonentities. The small brass plaque affixed beside the door proclaimed Inverness Group – Witcomb and Winchell; however, those in the know translated it correctly as the International Guild of Witches and Wizards.

      A sharp rap by her knuckles brought a footman in black livery who bowed, accepted her card, and ushered her inside.

      “I’m expected,” she stated.

      The footman gestured for her to follow him into the depths of the guild hall which, on that foggy September night, was quiet. Most of England’s witches and wizards were probably enjoying London’s night life. Miranda knew dancers flocked Almack’s while some pugilistic matchup at Jackson’s had the betting public in a twitter. Neither held Miranda’s interest. She needed to finish her business in London and hie back to York as swiftly as possible. Lord only knew what thirty-two little witches were doing while her back was turned.

      Sir Basil Pfisterbottom, the Grand Abracadabran of the Guild, didn’t even possess the manners to rise as Miranda entered his study. The corpulent gentleman sat with his belly saluting the portrait of the Queen, his feet outstretched to encompass the world, and his pipe belching smoke to equal the factories of the East End. His pink porcine eyes squinted in annoyance as the footman announced her.

      Although Miranda was well acquainted with Sir Basil and knew his views about women in the Dark Arts, she nevertheless planted a polite smile on her lips and curtsied.

      “Always a pleasure, Sir Basil,” she stated.

      “Harrumph!”

      The sound startled Miranda, and she froze, wondering if Sir Basil had voiced his displeasure or merely hacked up a ball of fur like a cat. Given the size of his stomach, Miranda wouldn’t be surprised if he managed to actually hack up a cat hacking up a ball of fur. Delightful image.

      “I can’t imagine this is a social call, Miss Winters,” he mumbled, never removing his pipe from his mouth. “Save your pretty airs for those little shrews you’ve been breeding up north.”

      Miranda couldn’t swallow her gasp. In fury, her grip tightened on her belongings, her lips grew thin and she stiffened her spine. Her blue eyes narrowed.

      Sir Basil read the signs and waved a lace encircled hand at her. “Now! Now! Don’t get your dander in a bustle! And don’t be throwing water around my study. Ruins the finishes.”

      Miranda wanted to ruin something. Instead, she pursed her lips, glared daggers at the man and remained silent. Holding herself under such control nearly choked her.

      “I don’t know why you bothered to come,” Sir Basil intoned. “The answer is no. You could have written a letter and saved yourself the journey.”

      From the outer hallway, Miranda heard male voices, and she suspected Randal had arrived. Determined to have her say, she strode to the door and shoved it closed before turning back to Sir Basil.

      “I felt this issue is too important to be handled via post,” Miranda insisted. “It is completely unfair that the Guild has been financing Dark Art schools throughout England but refuses to fund Miss Augusta’s School for Exceptional Ladies. Sir, I would have an answer as to why you will not provide grants to my school.”

      Sir Basil leaned towards her and sneered. “Because we’ve got no use for females in the wizardry industries, madam!” He punctuated his words with a slap of his hand on his desktop.

      “Why not?” Miranda shot back.

      “Because you’re flighty and unstable. You fly off the broom handle at the smallest slight and cause havoc wherever you go! What would happen, I ask you, if a child wished upon a falling star, and a female was dispatched to resolve the issue? Why, half the stars would probably fall out of the sky. Maybe even the moon! No…” Sir Basil shook his head as he paced. “It’s not natural for women to be involved in the unnatural. Look what happened when we sent a female healer to handle the King William business. He died! And we got stuck with Victoria for a queen!”

      “As far as I can tell, she’s a mighty fine queen.”

      “Oh, what would you know? You’re an American!” Sir Basil’s face had turned so many shades of purple, Miranda began considering what healing spells she possessed in her bag of tricks lest he fall into a fit of apoplexy. “Women,” he pontificated with his chest puffed out and his double chin quivering, “should not be dabbling in industrial wizardry. Your place is in the home, raising the children, bending to your man’s every desire, tending the hearth. It’s all you’re good for.”

      Miranda couldn’t let that ride past her without a response. She glanced at the hearth where a fire blazed cheerily. A narrowing of her eyes, a twitch of her nose, and the fire bucket full of water rose and doused the flames.

      Sir Basil’s sputtering became a cough. Miranda gave him a solid whack on the back to help clear his latest ball of fur.

      He swatted at her in fury while he gathered his lungs together. “First, you’ll want witches in Industrial Wizardry, then typists in factory offices. Soon you demmed females will be what? Running your own businesses? Becoming police officers? Doctors, maybe! Oh, I know! Admirals in the Navy, by gad! It’s sheer lunacy.”

      “I can run a canoe through white water,” Miranda said.

      For a half second, Sir Basil blinked at her stupidly before her words sank in. “Damned Colonial!” he muttered. “Why don’t you go back to your heathen country and leave civilized people alone!”

      Miranda sighed. “Because Miss Augusta needs me.”

      “Harrumph!” stated Sir Basil with authority.

      “She’s ninety-five years old, sir. Too old to run her school anymore. So she advertised for a new headmistress, and I answered it.”

      “From America?” Sir Basil’s belly jiggled like jelly at his indignation.

      “She had the foresight to place her ad in the New York Times.”

      “Then she’s as stupid as the rest of you…” The mumble was so low, Miranda struggled to hear it.

      “Sir Basil,” she said, drawing a sigh of infinite patience. “I’ve come all the way from Yorkshire to petition you directly. The Guild possesses a fund from which it provides grants to witchery schools.”

      Sir Basil raised a finger. “Warlock schools.”

      Miranda drew another breath. “Dark Art schools.”

      Setting her satchel on a table, she rifled through it and withdrew a number of printed sheets. As she did so, she heard the door quietly open and then shut. Randal had slipped into the room and stood listening near the door.

      She proffered her proof with a steady hand. “Right here in the Guild Regulations it states ‘funds may be granted to established schools of Inherent Witchcraft (not to be mistaken for common street magic) based on need.’ Nowhere, sir, does it state that those schools are for boys only.”

      “She’s got you there, Basil,” Randal murmured from his corner. “She’s right.”

      Miranda’s lips parted in surprise as she twisted to stare at her antagonist. He quirked a smile that made her catch her breath. Damn if he wasn’t the finest looking warlock… fire lizard!.... in all of England.

      Sir Basil fluttered his hand at the papers, turning them into flies that buzzed away. “It says established schools of inherent witchcraft.”

      Miranda threw up her head like a horse fighting its reins. “Miss Augusta established her school in 1859. I believe thirty years qualifies as established. And the only girls accepted are Exceptional Ladies. Aka ladies possessing inherent magic, not to be confused with common street charlatans.”

      “True again, Uncle,” murmured Randal.

      “Oh, bottle it, you young jackanapes!” Sir Basil blustered. “I don’t need you to read me the regulations. I wrote them!”

      Miranda whirled around, her skirts flying. “Uncle?” she demanded. “Sir Basil is your uncle?”

      Randal’s lips curled into another of his preternaturally stunning smiles. “Quite. Did I fail to mention it?”

      Unable to catch her breath, Miranda stood gaping. His smile never wavering, Randal sauntered towards her and with two gloved fingers gently closed her mouth.

      “Lovely as it is to consider kissing those lips,” he murmured, “I suspect I might lose my tongue if I tried.”

      Miranda was so incensed she couldn’t even conjure a spell. Her hand bearing the parasol rose of its own volition and smacked the man across his too handsome face. He yelped and, holding his arm up to fend off the blow, backed away from her. He conjured his own spell, setting the parasol smoldering. Miranda ignored the warning. She hit him a second time, smoke and all.

      “I say!” Sir Basil protested. “This isn’t decorous at’all! Stop it, Miss Winters.” He waved his arms. “You’re fogging up the library!”

      “Keep it up, Randal,” Miranda growled as she threatened him further with smoldering silk, “and I’ll set the books aflame.”

      Randal was laughing too hard. He stumbled into a settee and flounced onto it gracelessly.

      The sight of the warlock sprawled on the settee, his stovepipe hat rolling across the floor, stopped Miranda’s assault. She stood above him, huffing, her parasol raised over her head like a smoking torch.

      Randal saluted. “All hail Lady Liberty!” he howled. “You’re a long way from New York harbor.”

      Sputtering, Miranda realized she was indeed standing like that newly-raised statue. She was also in danger of setting the building aflame. To put out her parasol, she batted it on Randal’s hip, using his frock coat to smother the fire. When the magical flames refused to die, with a curse, she flung the useless implement into the hearth.

      Sir Basil glared at her. “An excellent example of the inability of females to control themselves. The answer to your request remains no, Miss Winters. No, no, no, no! The only funding the guild will provide this year will be the usual annual stipend we grant to Randal’s Junior Warlocks Academy for operating expenses and, of course, scholarships for the truly gifted.” He stressed the words truly gifted with a disdainful glare at Miranda.

      “You’ll fund your nephew, is that it?” Miranda sniffed. “Have we come to nepotism in England?”

      “England’s always been about nepotism,” Sir Basil stated, unoffended. “Why do you think we have a queen?”

      Miranda’s lips tightened, and she gritted her teeth. Her fingers clenched her purse and satchel, knowing she was defeated, not by logic or good argument but old-fashioned misogyny. She should have known. Her blue eyes narrowed. She waited until Sir Basil pulled another deep draw on his pipe before she flashed a quick spell, converting his tobacco to juice. He inhaled the putrid green liquid, turned an awful shade of purple and coughed the brew onto his Aubusson carpet. A splat of sludge just like a cat’s hairball fouled the space between his legs, just missing his white hose and silver buckled shoes.

      “Damme, Miss Winters!” he shouted between hacks into a snowy kerchief. He pointed a shaking finger at her. “That’s exactly why I believe females should be banned from the Guild! Can’t control your emotions.”

      Miranda disproved him by merely lifting a brow.

      Sir Basil was forced to call for a footman to clean the mess. All the while he glared at his guest, silently willing her to vacate his office but not receiving his wish. He said nothing until the footman silently retired.

      Sir Basil stormed around the room. “The answer remains no. I’ll not place funds into the hands of a feckless woman. That is my final word.”

      “You, sir, are despicable,” she snarled.

      The old gentleman harrumphed but didn’t answer.

      Randal had righted himself on the settee and eyed her with a twinkle in his dark eyes.

      “As for you!” Miranda tossed her head, dismissing the warlock with a sniff. “There aren’t words.”

      “From you, that’s a miracle!” he chortled.

      Without giving either man another glance, Miranda stiffened her spine and marched from the room, willing herself with every step not to break down and cry.
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        * * *

      

      Cry she did. Shuddering sobs wracked her body as Miranda sat at her desk on the first floor of Miss Augusta’s School for Exceptional Ladies, her hopelessly unbalanced ledgers spread before her. For the past year, she’d thrown her heart and soul into her girls but it would all come to naught. Her accounts were threadbare, holding barely enough to see the school through the end of the current year. Then she would be forced to close. Miranda didn’t know how she could explain her failure to the fragile Miss Augusta who still lived in a garret room on the third floor. How could she explain that not only would the lady’s life-long obsession come to an end, but the old lady herself would be thrown into the streets when Miranda could no longer pay the rent?

      Planting her wet cheek in her fist, Miranda drew imaginary pictures on a ledger with her fingernail. Approaching Sir Basil had been her last resort after a year of bake sales, carnival fund raisers and outright begging from the local gentry. She’d mustered up every iota of mental fortitude she possessed to appear before the pompous ass with begging bowl in hand, asking for funding. Then, to have him turn her down flat, and rudely at that, had been the final blow. To have Randal see her ignominious groveling was the icing on the cake.

      Cake! I still owe Annabelle a cake for her birthday!

      Miranda buried her face in her arms.

      A tap on her open office door pulled her head up, her face puffy from crying. Mrs. Forester, her housekeeper and all-around aide-de-camp, filled the doorway with her austere black skirts and cold expression.

      Although the housekeeper wore the face of a turkey buzzard, her heart was a marshmallow. Seeing Miranda’s despair, that blob of gooiness melted, and Mrs. Forester raced into the room.

      “What’s happened now, dearie?” she asked, hovering over Miranda like the turkey buzzard she resembled. “It didn’t go well in London?”

      Hauling in a huge sniff, Miranda shook her head. “It didn’t go at all. He turned me down flat, the conceited, self-righteous, misogynous …”

      She caught herself before she blurted out the final insult. Movement in the doorway hinted that they weren’t alone. Jessica, one of her students, stood in the hallway peering around the door. She must have already heard enough because her eyes were huge, staring orbs.

      Hastily, Miranda tried to pull herself together. She couldn’t fall apart in front of a student. The news would ricochet around the school in five minutes, and pandemonium would result. Miranda found controlling thirty-two rambunctious witches difficult enough when they respected her authority. They’d become impossible if they saw their headmistress falling apart.

      She accepted the linen handkerchief Mrs. Forester offered. Putting on a brave smile, she said, “We’ll come up with something.”

      “Why wouldn’t the Grand Abracadabran front you the blunt?” Mrs. Forester asked.

      Miranda fluttered the handkerchief. “He says he’s giving all his funding to Randal Stevens’ warlock school. He doesn’t believe witches should be doing industrial wizardry.”

      Mrs. Forester made a sound that would have made the Grand Abracadabran proud. “He is a conceited, self-righteous, misogynous ass, isn’t he?”

      Miranda darted a look at Jessica but found the girl had gone. Probably to spread the word about their headmistress’ failure to procure funding.

      With a sigh, Miranda rose. “I’d better talk to the girls about this. Jessica will have them whipped into a frenzy in five minutes, and then we’ll really have a mess.”

      Mrs. Forester twitched a brow. “Quite. The last time those little cherubs lost control, one of them converted every mouse in the county into talking, purple-spotted cats. Dear me! What a disaster!”

      That reminder sent Miranda racing up to the third floor where the girls’ dormitory was tucked under the roof. Clutching a lantern with one hand to light the way and her skirts with the other, Miranda stomped up the rickety wooden stairs to the attic. Most of the space was one giant room with an angled roof high in the center and falling off to the floor on either side. The girls’ beds marched one after another along the length of the space with a dresser between each as spacing. Each bed possessed a feather mattress and lots of down-filled pillows. The linens were of good quality, if somewhat threadbare, and knitted wool afghans lay folded on each bed to keep its occupant warm. The space was spartan but clean and safe.

      When Miranda arrived, the girls had blown out their lanterns, but she knew by the smell of smoke in the air, they’d only done it moments before she stepped into the attic. All now pretended to be asleep, unmoving lumps beneath their quilts. Miranda wasn’t fooled. She set the lantern on a table and clapped her hands.

      “All right, ladies,” she announced. “I know you were still up and talking a minute ago. You know there’s nothing I hate more than being lied to.”

      “We aren’t lying!” piped Missy, a tiny mite who was five years old and a foundational witch good with stone and earth. “We’re sleeping.”

      Miranda’s lips twitched, threatening to smile. “I see. You always talk in your sleep.”

      Missy’s mouth opened in an O before she snapped it shut, closed her eyes, and pulled her quilt over her head.

      “Please, ladies,” Miranda said patiently. “I know Jessica overheard the conversation downstairs.”

      Immediately, thirty-two heads popped up. The girls, ranging in age from five to fifteen, sat up in their beds.

      “Is it true?” Deidre asked. “Are they going to close our school so Mr. Stevens’ horrid boys can have the money?”

      “They can’t!” exclaimed Missy, pounding her fists on her bed. “We can’t let them do that!”

      With a sigh, Miranda leaned her hips against the desk near the door and folded her arms. Funny how children misinterpreted things. “No, they aren’t closing our school. But finances probably will. You know I’ve been struggling to keep the books balanced.” She drew another breath. “I know it’s not something you should be worried about because you are just little girls after all…”

      “We’re not little girls!” exclaimed Nan. She was one of the older girls and a luminous witch. As she grew angrier, a light started to glow in the palms of her hands. If she got excited enough, she could blow the roof off the building with her incandescence. “We’re Exceptional Ladies.”

      Miranda smiled. “Indeed, you are. But finances are my problem. I don’t want to burden you with them.” She rubbed her arms. “However, as you know, I believe in open and honest communication, and I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you what has occurred. Yes, I requested funding from the Grand Abracadabran in London. Yes, he refused. He’ll be funding the Junior Warlock’s Academy, not us.”

      “So those awful boys are stealing our money!” shrieked Annabelle.

      Margot leaped to her feet. “We can’t let them! It’s not fair!”

      Miranda raised her hands. “Now! Now! Ladies. Calm down. The boys didn’t steal anything. Sir Basil Pfisterbottom…”

      “You can’t trust a wizard,” hissed Deidre. Her pale blond hair began to waft around her face as her agitation grew. She was an ethereal witch, able to manipulate the air and other gasses. Papers flew off the desk from her breeze.

      Miranda’s heart started to pound. This could quickly go out of control.

      “Everyone, settle down. It’s not that…

      Nan was standing on her bed in violation of the rules. The glow of light in her palms had spread over her entire body as she gathered energy. “I knew I should have kicked Billy Martin’s arse during the Spring Festival!”

      “Nan!” Miranda stomped her foot. “That’s not how a lady acts.”

      “I can pull the stones out from their school,” Missy offered. “Bring it down on them.”

      “You will not!” Miranda rounded on the girl. Missy was young and still learning, but she just might succeed in knocking enough stones out of the Academy to do damage. “Nan, get back in bed. The rest of you, lie down.” She burned each girl with her gaze. “Now!”

      One by one, the girls grudgingly settled and pulled their covers up. Miranda didn’t move until every one of them had obeyed her.

      Picking up the lantern, she said, “We’ll figure out something in the morning. Get some sleep, girls.”

      “Yes, Miss Winters,” a half-dozen high-pitched voices called.

      Miranda frowned, wondering why the remainder were silent. With a shake of her head, she headed downstairs to pretend, much like her girls, that she would get some sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Dearie, they’ve flown the coop!”

      Miranda’s head popped out of a vile nightmare at the hard shake to her shoulder. Gasping in fright, she sat up, spraying a protective splash of water in all directions to drive off her attacker.

      “Oh, now!” Mrs. Forrester danced backwards to avoid getting wet. “You’ve no need to drench me, Miss Winters.”

      Blinking blearily, Miranda frowned at her helpmate. “Mrs. Forrester! What are you doing here? It must be…” She glanced out her window to see only the black of night. “Goodness! The middle of the night.”

      “The girls, Miss Winters,” the old woman gasped. “They’ve bolted.”

      Miranda was instantly awake and sitting up. “What do you mean they’ve bolted? To where?” Even as the words left her mouth, Miranda knew where her brood of troublesome little witches had gone. Straight for Ardmore Manor. Randal’s warlock school.

      “Oh, dear God!” she gasped, scrambling to her feet and grabbing at clothes. “We’ve got to stop them before they attack! As angry as they are, they’re capable of anything. Blowing up the Manor. Turning all the boys into insufferable Frenchmen. They might even cut a magical trench across all of England and make Scotland an island!”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing,” Mrs. Forrester considered.

      Miranda gave her housekeeper a scathing look. Jumping on one foot while she jammed a half-boot on the other, she staggered for the door. “Oh…I’m going to lose my Professional Conjurer’s License over this!” she muttered. “I’ll be arrested. Sent to Australia! Hell on earth! I’ll die speaking English with a funny accent!”

      “Can’t be worse than the one you’ve got now, dearie!” Mrs. Forrester called to her back.

      But Miranda had hitched up her skirts and was pelting out the front door.

      She dashed across the lawn and up the lane, her feet drumming steadily. Once away from the school, however, with its handful of gaslights, the night became wickedly dark. Cursing in a most unladylike fashion, Miranda glared up at the night sky. Heavy cloud cover hid the moon. Still in a dead run, she panted a dis-spell which sent the clouds spinning away. Her magic was so uncontrolled and violent, the clouds broiled into a great mass and a tremendous thunderstorm complete with tornado rolled through Murton. Miranda could only swear some more and promise to send ten weeks of sunshine to the village tomorrow.

      Ardmore Manor stood only a mile from Miss Augusta’s school, a juxtaposition explained by the fall of ley lines in the area. Both schools had been established at a point of convergence to make best use of the magical power running through the earth. Building a school atop convergences gave student magic a boost, like providing a cushion under one’s rump at the dinner table. Ordinarily, Miranda considered that an advantage. But not tonight. Not with thirty-two little witches on the warpath headed for seventy-six junior warlocks who had no idea the juggernaut heading for them.

      Or maybe they did.

      Miranda tripped and nearly fell when a pig wearing a night shirt slammed into the grass near her with a squeal of protest. It popped to its hooves and snorted something that sounded rather like bloody hell. Which was when Miranda recognized the porcine face as that of Julius Featherbern, one of the students at Randal’s academy. As she recalled, he’d always been a chubby, arrogant, pig-like young man so the transformation was rather apt. She planted her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing as the junior warlock, now transmogrified by Margot’s magic into an actual pig, looked down at his hooves and oinked in horror.

      “I’ll fix it!” she gasped as she ran past the boy.

      He squealed again, but Miranda kept running.

      Miranda flinched when an explosion rumbled through the ground. Up ahead, she saw what looked like sparks flying high into the sky before they rained down around her in a strangely fragrant shower. Miranda found herself pelted by soft, pale stones that bounced gently off her. The sudden snowstorm blinding her, Miranda stumbled as her skirts swished in three inches of the yellowish stuff. When she held out her hand to catch the odd pellets, they struck her and pinged away, leaving greasy patches on her fingers.

      “What in the world…?” Miranda’s breath caught as she struggled forward into the storm to emerge beside Ardmore Manor’s farmstead. There she found the source of the strange rain. The corn silo was erupting like a volcano. Deidre, the aerial witch, had hit its contents with broiling air, instantaneously causing each individual bit of corn to explode. A fountain of popcorn plumed into the night air and fell as a shower across the countryside. Little Betsy and Francine raced around in their night shifts snatching up handfuls of it and stuffing it into their mouths.

      “Girls!” Miranda protested. “Don’t eat food off the ground. You’ll get worms.”

      Francine looked at her dirty hand then at Miranda, shrugged, and kept eating.

      Shrieks and cries from the manor house drove Miranda on. She’d deal with the stomach aches she knew were coming later.

      Rounding the barn, Miranda staggered to a stop before Ardmore Manor. The entire five story granite building appeared to be on fire. Light brighter than the sun glowed from every window, dazzling Miranda. With her hand before her eyes, she squinted, knowing Nan was at work. The luminous witch’s brilliant light had jolted the young warlocks from their sleep and sent them fleeing in their night shirts onto the lawn in front of the house. Still half-asleep, the boys were easy pickings for Margot’s transmogrifying magic. The older girl stood brilliantly lit by Nan’s blaze, a self-satisfied smirk on her lips as she selected an appropriate animal for each of her victims then zapped them with bolts from her hands.

      Poor Jonathan, a rather tall, thin, pedantic boy, began to elongate, his legs, arms and neck all stretching for the sky. A rain of shredded nightshirt joined the popcorn as he transformed into a giraffe. Terrified, he reared, kicking out his long legs and walloping two of his fellow warlocks on their backsides, sending them tumbling into the creek. A quick snap of Margot’s fingers saved the pair from drowning by changing them into ducks. Splashing frantically, both ducks flopped towards the bank. The quacking of one sounded like I can’t swim!

      Regaining some of her wits, Miranda fashioned a quick spell that diverted the stream away from the struggling ducks, allowing them to flounder onto to land and lie there like two tiny beached whales.

      Before Miranda could stop her, Margot turned her vindictive gaze on the Turner Triplets, little boys still in knickers. Pop! Pop! Pop! they went. Then hop! Hop! Hop! as they became fluffy gray rabbits darting about in panic.

      With a cry, Miranda scrambled to grab one before he hopped under the hooves of Jonathan Giraffe. Clutching the trembling bunny to her chest, Miranda whirled on Margot.

      “Stop it this instant!” she demanded. She was too flabbergasted to conjure a spell to stop it herself nor was she certain if she did that it wouldn’t just add to the chaos.

      “I can’t now!” Margot complained, pointing.

      Still holding the rabbit, Miranda spun to see what worried the girl. Young warlocks boiled en masse out of the blazing house, flinging bolts of magic at the marauding witches. Gerald, one of the older boys, narrowed his eyes at the sight of his compatriots oinking, galloping and hopping about as animals. He spat out a spell and cow patties from the nearby field rose up. Horrified, Miranda watched them come flying at her girls.

      Annabelle lifted her hands, spun her own spell in return, and the cow patties transformed in mid-flight into fruit pies. The sailing pies hit their targets, splattering numerous witches with gooey cherry, apple and strawberry filling. Miranda ducked just in time to avoid a coconut cream to the face.

      “Everyone!” she shouted. “Stop it! Please!”

      Too slowly, she twisted to avoid another pie. It grazed her cheek, leaving a blob of fruit behind.

      As she stretched her tongue to lick it off, Miranda murmured. “Hmmm! Rhubarb!”

      A shadow appeared in the door of the manor house, back lit by Nan’s blazing fireball. Although she couldn’t make out a single feature, Miranda had no doubt that tall, lithe figure was Randal. He stepped onto the lawn but proceeded no further. He took no action to stop the magical carnage.

      In her frantic ducking to avoid fruity cow pies and keep hold of a squirming rabbit boy, Miranda couldn’t study his face to determine what he was thinking. But that he wasn’t going to aid her became abundantly clear when one of his warlocks conjured balls of yarn that went spinning through the attacking girls. As they unwound, the balls tangled in everyone’s feet. Girls tripped this way and boys that when they were assaulted by worsted weight wool. In minutes, half the children were hogtied in a pretty spiderweb of neon green, puce and purple.

      “Aren’t you going to help?” Miranda shouted at Randal in frustration. She caught the second Turner Triplet and struggled to juggle two squirming rabbits at the same time.

      Randal’s dark eyes shimmered in the strange light. When Miranda realized his attention was focused on something outside the immediate war zone, she turned. Her heart hit the ground with a thunk.

      Standing just beyond the whirl of yarn balls stood Sir Basil Pfisterbottom, his mouth hanging open, his eyes goggling. He was so stunned by the magical war, he sputtered incoherently. His eyes found Miranda’s, and she saw the flash of fury and disgust. Her heart thumping painfully, Miranda watched him storm through the battle directly towards her, using his magic to fend off attacking cow pies, popcorn balls, yarn bombs and prancing giraffes until he stood before her in all his Grand Abracadabran pomposity.

      “Miss Winters!” he boomed. He shoved his face into hers, so close spittle hit her in the eye. “What in the name of all that’s phantasmagorical is happening?”

      Miranda tried to raise her hands to ward off the blustering bombast but two furry rabbits kept them busy. “I don’t know what to say, Sir Basil,” she wailed. Her eyes started to burn as tears threatened to overwhelm her. “It’s not…”

      “Not what?” His voice rose three octaves. “A complete, unmitigated disaster? A catastrophe of epic proportions? An insidious rout of distaffian chicanery? If not that, what is it? I came here at my nephew’s request to give your proposal a second review and this!” He shoved a finger under her nose at the rabbits, “is what I find of your genteel, exceptional ladies. They’re exceptional all right. Exceptional twizzling vermicelli from hell!”

      Before Miranda could retort that her girls weren’t worms made of pasta or anything else, a blob of butter from the summer kitchen sailed at them. It hit Sir Basil in the chest then slowly sank earthward, leaving a long slimy trail behind like a slow-moving snail. Sir Basil’s mouth flapped in his horror as he slapped it off his fine silk vest. Seeing the Grand Abracadabran so bloated with rage that his face was beet red and his eyes were popping, Margot spun a new enchantment at the pats of butter being flung by a warlock. Instantaneously, the butter evaporated in mid air, and a cloud of brilliantly-colored wings scattered in all directions.

      “Butterflies,” Margot giggled. She danced away to wreak more havoc elsewhere.

      The stunt transported Sir Basil past enraged, through blood-boilingly infuriated and right to explosively apoplectic. He tore off a stream of such foul invective, Miranda stood in stunned awe, buffeted by wave after wave of curses so vile they developed into a fog that would probably hover over Murton for centuries to come. He kept going even after Randal appeared at his side, rested a gentle hand on his arm, and quietly said, “Uncle,” several times. That seemed to enrage him even further until he reached new heights in vulgarity such that even Randal was punched back by the force of the miasma he generated. The expletive fog became so great, it enveloped the battlefield, silencing one by one the combatants so that their magic gradually dissipated and they grew silent. Still Sir Basil went on, excoriating Miranda to where she suspected she had no flesh left on her bones.

      “And… and… and…” Sir Basil hiccoughed, sounding stuck as he stretched for the final, perfect word to slay Miranda where she stood. Yet he couldn’t find it. His eyes bulged from his florid face. Spittle glistened on his chin. His clenched fists shook with his all-encompassing fury.

      Like a tree, he fell over.

      “Oh, dear heavens!” Miranda squeaked.

      Hastily, she handed the Turner Triplets to Nan and dropped to her knees beside Sir Basil. Randal was there first, his hand to his uncle’s neck, seeking a pulse.

      “He’s alive,” the warlock said, sounding totally composed. Although how he could be after what had just happened, Miranda couldn’t image. “Over-extended himself with that one.”

      Miranda blinked in bemusement. “What? Is he hurt? Will he live? Please tell me I’m not guilty of murder by the inciting of excessive profanity!”

      Randal wiped his uncle’s face clean of spittle with a handkerchief. When he looked up at Miranda, his dark eyes were warm and calm. “He’ll be fine. Eventually. This isn’t the first time he’s cursed himself to a near-death experience. I’ve warned him he needs to be more careful at his age.”

      That handsome face, so composed, was a balm to Miranda’s ragged soul. Relief washed over her like an ocean wave. Drawing a heavy sigh, she rose. With the back of her hand, she swiped the tears from her cheeks and stood utterly spent, staring at the mess on Ardmore Manor’s front lawn. She was so stunned, she could only stand there unable to think.

      Randal stood. Planting his hands on his hips, he gazed sternly at the horde of children gathered around watching the drama of life and death play out before them.

      “The lot of you should be ashamed of yourselves,” he said in that rich voice that never quavered. “Boys, I’ve taught you how to handle provocations. Magic should always be your last resort. And girls. Look at what you’ve done to your beloved headmistress. The poor woman is in tears because of you. For shame, children! For shame.”

      Sniffing back her tears, Miranda watched as heads hung and feet scuffled the grass. None of the children dared to speak.

      Randal continued in a stern tone. “I expect this mess to be cleaned up before the sun hits it. Spic and span, everything. Do I make myself clear?”

      Heads nodded.

      “Move!”

      Children darted in all directions. Where before had been magical chaos, now magical orderliness ruled the manor.

      Randal turned back to Miranda who still sniffled and fought to hold back her tears. His smile grew warm and sultry as he reached a finger to brush a tear from her nose.

      “Don’t cry, my dear,” he murmured. “All will be well.”

      “How can it be?” Miranda panted between huffing sobs. “My career is over. My school is ruined. I’ll be sent to Australia for this!” She punctuated her words by throwing her arms in the air.

      Randal’s smile never wavered. From some pocket of his frock coat, he drew another handkerchief and gently patted her face. “No, they only send horrid people to Australia. You aren’t horrid.”

      “What do you call this?” Miranda sniffed.

      “I call this a bloody mess.” Randal laughed. “But it will be gone by morning, I promise. And no one will be the wiser so long as you, I and a hundred little witches and wizards keep our mouths shut.”

      “What about Sir Basil?”

      Randal glanced at his uncle who still lay underfoot. “He won’t remember a thing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Miranda watched as the warlock hunched over his uncle, circled his hand above the man’s puffy face and murmured some words in a singsong voice. That music in soft tenor could have lulled even Miranda to sleep.

      Rising briskly, Randal rubbed his palms together. Calling two of the older boys, he ordered them to carry Sir Basil into the house and put him to bed. As he watched the trio depart, he said, “There. He’ll awaken in the manor house none the wiser about his adventures.”

      Miranda stared at Randal both awed and suspicious. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Because I can.”

      Again knocked for a loop, Miranda stood mute. All around magic whirled as little witches and warlocks straightened up the mess on the lawn.

      Seeing that reminded Miranda of what had caused the battle in the first place.

      “I’ll lose my conjurer's license,” she moaned.

      “No. I promise.”

      Miranda flapped her arms against her sides. “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. My school is broke. I’m broke. I guess I’ll have to go home to Old Dime Box, Texas and admit my daddy was right. I’m a failure as a witch.”

      Chuckling, Randal took her into his arms and held her against the strong wall of his chest. “I don’t think so. I won’t let that happen.”

      “How can you stop it?” Miranda hiccoughed into his shoulder.

      “Because the Grand Abracadabran needs good witches here in England.”

      Miranda half-laughed as she drew away from Randal’s embrace. “Oh, sure! The Grand Abracadabran is going to throw me into the Irish Sea.”

      “No.” Randal traced his fingertips across her face gently. “Because the Grand Abracadabran intends to marry you.”

      “What?” Miranda didn’t think her mouth could hang open any wider than it did at that moment.

      Randal’s smile only warmed more. “I’ve been in negotiations with the International Council of Witches and Wizards. I explained that to keep my uncle in his position is endangering his health. They’ve agreed. Sir Basil is retiring at the end of the month.”

      Miranda continued to blink.

      “I’ve been named his successor,” Randal explained. “I’m the new Grand Abracadabran.” His hands tightened on her waist. “And I’m not letting you go.”

      Miranda’s heart throbbed even as it melted under his warm regard. Then she stiffened. “But what about my school?”

      Randal rolled his eyes. “I’ll see that it’s fully funded.”

      “And I get to keep my independence?” she demanded, knowing how English marriage laws ended many of a woman’s privileges.

      Randal drew a deep breath. “I’ll do my best in that regard.”

      “And you’ll…”

      Randal cut her off by kissing her.

      Lost in that strong embrace, Miranda surrendered. At least for the moment. Because she couldn’t cast a spell or argue further. Her mind awhirl, Miranda decided allowing Randal to win an argument might just be a wonderful thing.
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        The Path of the Phoenix

      

      

      Rulisa was in danger.

      That wasn’t a new thing. She’d been in danger ever since she’d entered Black Magic Academy, a school for female wicked witches that was the most prestigious educational institution in the kingdom.

      But now, that danger was intensified. Now, she was standing outside the door to Familiar Talismans, the class that had the power to reveal that she didn’t belong here.

      As she steeled herself to push the obsidian door open, her eyes roamed the carvings emerging from it. There were dragons and giants and rocs and cerberi all at war with each other above a Forest Beyond in flames, with a distant castle wrapped in the loops of a vicious sea serpent, rising from the depths of the ocean to crush the power of the contemptuous Normal royalty.

      There were, of course, no phoenix carvings.

      There were, of course, supposed to be no phoenix familiars at this school.

      Rulisa took a deep breath and pushed the door open, stepping into the classroom.

      “Oh, good,” a sarcastic voice said from the front. “I see our newest student has finally deigned to join us. Welcome, Rulisa.”

      Flames rose and crackled around Rulisa’s ears. She was a fire witch, and she found it difficult not to emote magically. The teacher singling her out seemed blatantly unfair, given that there were only six other girls in the classroom right now, and all classes at the Academy had thirteen students. But that was only to be expected with Witch Fyrailn, unfortunately.

      Witch Fyrailn had, in her years as a student, been close friends with Rulisa’s mother’s death-enemy. Needless to say, the teacher now had no love for Rulisa, even though both Rulisa’s mother and her mother’s death-enemy had been dead since she was a baby.

      Come to think of it, maybe that was part of the reason.

      Still, Witch Fyrailn was rigorously fair in ranking students, not letting her personal feelings stand in the way of accurate evaluations, perhaps because her own ranking as a teacher depended on it. At this school, all thirteen teachers were ranked according to their skill in each subject every week, and the class level of the subject they were assigned to teach depended on what rank they were given.

      Witch Fyrailn rarely taught below the eleventh level of any subject, and she was often found teaching more than half of the thirteenths. Unfortunately, that meant Rulisa had the woman in five of her eight classes this week. And while Witch Fyrailn was fair in her evaluations, she had no trouble whatsoever showing off her disdain.

      And being rude back to a teacher was considered a fair reason to fail that student at the end of the week.

      So Rulisa gritted her teeth and ignored the taunt, sitting down at a table and helping herself to a textbook from the stack. She had read it cover-to-cover multiple times over the past few years, but it wouldn’t hurt to start again from the beginning while the class was waiting to start.

      Your familiar talisman is the symbol of who you are, the prologue of the book said, in spiky, spindly handwriting. The creature you are given shows your nature at its deepest level. A dragon, among the rarest and beyond a doubt the most sought after, symbolizes power and your profound love for it. A giant symbolizes a desire to dominate. A goblin symbolizes . . .

      Rulisa’s mind began to wander. She had long since memorized all of those. She knew Witch Fyrailn’s familiar was a sphinx, which symbolized intelligence. She knew High Witch Tractia’s familiar was a shadow-panther, which symbolized cunning. She knew her mother’s familiar had been a nightbat, which symbolized deception.

      What she didn’t know was what a phoenix symbolized, or why she had one. And she certainly couldn’t ask.

      The one thing she knew for certain was that phoenixes were a creature of white magic, and whenever a student with a white magic familiar was discovered, they were expelled or worse.

      She knew that better than most because it had happened with the daughter of her mother’s death-enemy, a naïve idiot with a unicorn familiar. The High Witch had even set up a death-match between Rulisa and her, to make sure the girl died.

      Fortunately, the girl had escaped instead, and was apparently now living in hiding in the Forest Beyond with her least malevolent aunts.

      Not such an idiot after all.

      Rulisa didn’t have that option, though. She needed to graduate. She needed to prove to her family that she could.

      Not only that, she wanted to be the valedictorian.

      The valedictorian was the girl who graduated in the least amount of time within a given year. Rulisa’s mother had graduated in just over three and a half years, rather than the usual five, and she’d been the salutatorian — or second-best. Rulisa was determined to surpass her, to accomplish the great honor that her mother had never achieved.

      Especially since her boyfriend had graduated as valedictorian of Kraken Institution last year. She couldn’t very well marry him unless she was his equal. That would be intolerable.

      The end of the year was in three weeks. Three thirteen-day periods. If she advanced in every thirteenth-level class at the end of the same week, she would automatically graduate. And if she did that by the end of the year, she would definitely be the valedictorian.

      Rulisa had been here for just under two and a half years. If she graduated by the end of the year, it would be one of the top hundred fastest graduations in the school’s centuries-long history.

      But only . . . only . . . if she mastered this class without anyone figuring out that she’d been lying about her familiar the whole time.

      Only if she didn’t get expelled first.

      Or worse.

      “Good!” Witch Fyrailn smacked her hand on the desk in front of her. Rulisa jumped, startled out of her reverie. “You’re all here. Llonka, did you get lost, or were you just too busy chattering with your friends out in the hallway?”

      The water witch girl’s eyes widened, and she started to fumble an excuse, beads of frost standing out on her forehead.

      “I don’t care,” Witch Fyrailn cut her off. “Don’t be late again. The two students advancing into our class this week are Contessa and Rulisa. It’s Contessa’s third time advancing up, which means she’s failed down twice.”

      That’s a cruel way to put it,Rulisa thought, although it was true. She’d watched Contessa advance and fail back and forth between Permanent Talismans and Familiar Talismans several times now.

      It was a common pattern. Usually the weakest students in a class were the newest ones. Rulisa rarely experienced that herself, though, because she always made sure to read the textbook for the next level up thoroughly before she was advanced into it, and then worked extra hard in the first week to make sure she didn’t get ranked one of the two worst. She hated the idea of wasting a week stuck in a class she’d already mastered just because she was a novice in the next one up.

      It was one of the things she hated about Black Magic Academy. There were many others. But becoming a valedictorian would mean conquering all of them. It would mean proving, now and forever, that she was better than the school.

      And Kyre. She had to prove she was better before she married him. He was just so insufferable when he thought he was better.

      “Get out your familiar talismans,” Witch Fyrailn said, pulling her own golden disc from her sleeve. She unfurled the chain with a snap. “Let’s see how fast you are at displaying an image.”

      The grin dropped from Rulisa’s face. She grabbed the golden disc hanging around her neck and cast a rapid illusion spell to display a fiery nightbat, billowing black smoke from its wings. She was slower than everyone else in the class.

      Silently, Rulisa cursed. How many other speed tests would there be that she wasn’t expecting? She did not want to get failed down at the end of this week.

      “Good. Good. Good,” Witch Fyrailn said, pacing through the illusions. She stopped at a particularly messy one. “Anha, what is this supposed to be?”

      “A — a goblin, Witch Fyrailn,” the older girl said quickly.

      “A goblin.”

      “Yes, Witch Fyrailn.”

      “A symbol of cleverness with one’s hands.”

      “Y-yes, Witch Fyrailn.”

      “Then why does it have a stupid expression on its face?” the teacher snapped, jabbing her finger at the illusion.

      Anha gulped and hastily modified the illusion. The goblin was now rubbing its hands with a look of craftiness and cunning.

      Witch Fyrailn turned and examined the rest of them.

      She stopped for a long time at Rulisa’s nightbat, scrutinizing every aspect of it. Rulisa swallowed, trying to show no hesitation or uncertainty.

      “It looks exactly like your mother’s,” Witch Fyrailn said coldly.

      Rulisa’s heart skipped a beat. “I’m a lot like her, Witch Fyrailn.”

      “If I were you, I’d be ashamed to admit it.” The teacher snorted, then thankfully moved on. She seemed to find nothing else to criticize with the rest.

      All the students made their illusions disappear in unison, Rulisa included. She held the familiar talisman in her hand, ready to start whatever else they were expected to do next.

      “Here’s the plan for this week,” Witch Fyrailn said, tucking her talisman back up her sleeve with a practiced shake of the wrist. “At the beginning of each class, we’ll test your practical skills. After that will be a written test about your knowledge. I’ll waste no time on lectures, except to correct any stupid mistakes you students made in the previous day’s test. That, of course, includes today, which means we’ll move on to a long test right now. If you have not already read the textbook, expect to fail spectacularly.”

      Contessa shot an eager look at Rulisa, as if hoping that she would let out a groan.

      Rulisa merely smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Witch Fyrailn’s preference for testing knowledge of the textbook over practice worked to Rulisa’s advantage for the next few days. Unfortunately, then they started to spend the first half of each class transforming into their familiars and battling each other.

      They did this deep in the Forest Beyond just outside of Academy grounds, because it wouldn’t be safe to risk possibly killing each other inside the school. The building was a living dragon that had been turned to obsidian centuries ago, and rumors said that if a student ever died within its walls, the dragon would wake up and eat all of them.

      Personally, Rulisa considered this to be evidence of sheer idiocy by the school’s founders, while also not being surprising at all. Powerful witches could rarely resist showing off, especially when it made things significantly more difficult for no good reason. According to her father, making things more dangerous for oneself was part of the thrill.

      Rulisa’s father was a prime example of this. As one of the most powerful witches in the world, he was easily bored, so he spent most of his time coming up with clever-yet-petty swindles and teasing the guards in every kingdom at every opportunity.

      Of course, transforming into a nightbat was impossible for Rulisa, since the familiar talisman she was wearing around her neck wasn’t her own. She kept hers out of sight at all times. But she’d learned a lot from her con artist father about how to fool people, and the fact that nightbats were naturally skilled in illusion, while also being nimble and slippery, gave her the perfect way to do it.

      All she had to do was illuse herself invisible beneath a second layer of illusion that showed herself transforming into a nightbat — a nightbat which would then battle the other transformed student while Rulisa simultaneously tossed fire with perfect aim to wherever the nightbat’s burning eyes were sending lances of flame at her opponent.

      A difficult combination of spells, to be sure, especially since she had to keep them all unnoticeable, especially from the teacher. But she’d practiced the combination on the sly for years, and nobody seemed to come close to suspecting.

      “Witch Fyrailn, it’s not fair!” Elkan complained after the third time Rulisa beat her. Elkan’s familiar with a strong and stupid ogre, which reflected her intelligence level accurately. “Nightbats are native to the Forest Beyond. She has an advantage here!”

      “So?” Witch Fyrailn asked coolly. “If you can’t win when you’re at a disadvantage, you don’t deserve to win at all.”

      “But I can’t even hit her once!” Elkan whined.

      “Maybe consider the possibility that nightbats can use illusion,” Witch Fyrailn snorted. “She might never be where it looks like she is.”

      Rulisa smirked, highly amused. You have no idea how true that is.

      Some of the other students were significantly more challenging, such as Akihah, a witch with a griffon familiar who seemed determined to make sure Rulisa didn’t beat her for one of the two top spots that would advance girls this week.

      More than once in battle with her, Rulisa had to illuse terrible talon slashes on her nightbat and then grimace and inflict the same wounds on herself, so that they’d be there when she “detransformed.” It was less than her favorite thing to do. But she could hardly go to Witch Fyrailn to fix the damage without any real wounds.

      This would all be much easier if healing magic were taught at the Academy, because then Rulisa could simply pretend she had healed her wounds herself and not have to actually inflict them. But no — while that branch of magic wasn’t technically forbidden, there were no books on school grounds that taught even the most basic healing spells, and the healing brews the teachers used were specifically designed to be excruciating.

      The supposed reason for the unnecessary pain was that it was meant to be a deterrent from allowing yourself to get hurt. But Rulisa was fairly sure the actual reason was that the school didn’t want any of its students to get the dangerous idea that white magic could be valuable and worth studying.

      At the end of the week, Rulisa was pleased to see that she had ranked six out of thirteen in Familiar Talismans. She was fourth in Deadly Spells, which she had started only last week, and either first or second in all her other classes. That meant she was very, very close to advancing in all eight of the top classes at once.

      Rulisa clenched her fist in silent triumph.

      Two more weeks. Just twenty-six more days. I’ll definitely graduate before the end of the year. And then I’ll get home, I’ll marry Kyre, and nobody will ever be the wiser that I have a white magic familiar.

      Her father had insisted that she couldn’t do it. He’d insisted that she wasn’t wicked enough for the Academy to allow to graduate, much less become a valedictorian, a long-term pride of the school. That was why he’d given her her mother’s talisman in the first place.

      Well, she’d show him.
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        * * *

      

      To her great annoyance, she was ranked as third, rather than second, in Familiar Talismans at the end of the next week. Since she was first in all her other classes, that one evaluation singlehandedly stopped her from graduating this week.

      Tunan was ranked above me? Tunan?! I beat her in every match! Rulisa clenched her teeth.

      But she still had one week left to graduate before the end of the year, so it wouldn’t make a significant difference. She just had to focus and make sure she was not only in the top two, but first in every class this week.

      She doubled her efforts and made sure she not only got every question on every test correct, but also won every battle in Familiar Talismans, taking no damage whatsoever.

      Akihah’s screams of frustration were highly entertaining.

      At the end of the last day of the week, which was also the last day of the year, Rulisa sat impatiently at a table in the library, trying to reread History of the Forest Beyond while she waited for the paper to appear by her hand that would either have her new class schedule, or announce that she was graduating.

      The door opened, and High Witch Tractia strode in.

      Rulisa’s breath caught. The High Witch was a terrifying figure, a woman who moved more like her shadow-panther familiar than a human. Not only was she the most feared witch in the Four Kingdoms, she was one of the few people Rulisa’s father respected.

      High Witch Tractia stopped at the table where Rulisa was sitting.

      “Congratulations,” she said softly. “You’ll be graduating.”

      Rulisa’s pulse raced. I did it! I’m the valedictorian!

      “Thank you, High Witch,” Rulisa murmured, bowing her head in deference.

      “But first,” High Witch Tractia said, reaching out and plucking the familiar talisman from beneath Rulisa’s neckline and tapping it, “you’ll be our honor student this week. I want you to summon a nightbat for the Academy to eat.”

      Rulisa’s triumph died in her throat. No. No. No . . .

      She couldn’t refuse. It was an honor to be chosen, and there was no logical reason to say no. There were only two honor students every year, one for each new moon, which was when the Academy had to be fed and then lulled back to sleep.

      If her familiar actually were a nightbat, she’d be ecstatic at the final opportunity to show off.

      But her familiar was not a nightbat. She had no power over those creatures of fire and illusion. She couldn’t summon one out of the Familiar Grove, she couldn’t provide one for the Academy to eat, and she certainly couldn’t summon a creature of her actual familiar’s species instead.

      “Thank you, High Witch,” Rulisa said, bowing her head. “I am honored at your magnanimity.”

      There was nothing else to be said. She’d just have to find a way to make them think she was summoning a nightbat successfully.

      A plan was already evolving in her mind.

      High Witch Tractia smiled. “I look forward to it. It’s not often we have a valedictorian who’s the ninety-seventh fastest in school history.”

      Eighty-seventh fastest, Rulisa wanted to say, but she didn’t think that correcting the High Witch would be a wise survival move.

      “Thank you, High Witch,” Rulisa said instead, raising her chin with a hint of cocky arrogance in her eyes.

      High Witch Tractia laughed, and took her leave.

      As soon as the High Witch was gone, Rulisa raced to find the Coercive Spells textbook and set to work rapidly redesigning a lust spell to make it work for animals, rather than humans.

      She had to provide a real nightbat. There was no question of that. She couldn’t feed the school with an illusion, and it would be obvious if she tried.

      However, nightbats were native to the Forest Beyond. She didn’t have to summon one out of the Familiar Grove. If she could just lure one in from the right direction, she could illuse the portal that the nightbat should be emerging out of and fool them all.

      Then the rest would be easy. She’d just drive the nightbat towards the dragon’s gaping maw, also known as the school’s entrance, which would slam shut to accept the meal.

      The dragon’s eyes would glow and open, the High Witch would bellow the appropriate sleeping curse, and the dragon’s eyes would drift shut again. After some rumbling, the mouth would then yawn open, revealing a brand new nightbat statue that they would probably move to a corridor somewhere, like all the other thousands of meals collected over the centuries.

      Rulisa may not have studied the ceremony in detail, having had no reason to, but she’d witnessed four, and she knew how everything was supposed to go. It was always the same.

      So all she had to do was not mess it up, while also making sure nobody in the whole school noticed there was anything out of place while all of them were watching her every move intently. That should be easy, right?

      Rulisa tried not to scowl, in case anyone was watching her now. Why did I have to get a final trial right before graduating?
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        * * *

      

      Lights blazed in the middle of the room.

      “Wake up, if you were foolish enough to be sleeping!” High Witch Tractia’s voice barked from the ceiling. “It’s the witching hour of the new moon! Everyone outside, now!”

      Rulisa slid a bookmark into the book she’d been trying to read after making her rapid preparations, attempting to stand with a cool, disinterested demeanor. Her attempt wasn’t entirely successful; her hand shook when she placed the book on the sheets, and it slid to the floor.

      Shaking her head with evident scorn, Rulisa leaned over, picked up the book, and slammed it on the sheets. She brushed past the two younger girls who were giggling at her gaffe and headed out of the dorm without waiting for anybody.

      It’s fine, Rulisa told herself, joining the crowd funneling down the hallway toward the exit. It’s fine. Everything’s all planned. You will do fine. No one will notice. No one will know.

      She chanted this to herself all the way down the stairs, following the crowd as it reached the first floor and exited out through the building’s mouth.

      “Welcome!” the High Witch boomed to the crowd mulling around outside. “We have only a few minutes to midnight! Everyone here? One hundred and sixty-nine students and thirteen teachers?”

      Witch Kanblair, whose turn it was to count the students, finished the head count and called out, “All here!”

      High Witch Tractia turned and smiled at Rulisa, her eyes glinting and her teeth momentarily as wickedly sharp as a shadow-panther’s. “It is my turn to select an honor student, and I have chosen Rulisa. Rulisa will be graduating today, and she will be the fastest valedictorian we’ve had in my tenure as High Witch. Rulisa, step forward!”

      Rulisa made a conscious effort to turn off the flames flickering around her ears and stepped forward, her face a picture of cool aloofness as her heart hammered with terror.

      “Set the wards,” the High Witch said with a sly smile.

      Rulisa sent a roar of flame through a ditch around the perimeter of the clearing. Fire wards were the most dangerous because they could spread easily, and the Academy was in the middle of a forest, which was why the school had a ready-made ditch at all times to put them in. She didn’t need the safety precautions, though. Her wards flickered and stayed in place in the center without a hint of straying.

      High Witch Tractia strode over to the wards and shoved her hand through the wall of fire, which crackled and didn’t burn her skin at all. She was a fire witch, too.

      “Excellent,” she said with a warm smile. “Begin.”

      Something strange happened as that word was spoken. Rulisa felt hair stand up at the back of her neck. Something magical had just been triggered, something that she’d never noticed before, not even in the previous new moon ceremonies. Was it because it was the first time High Witch Tractia had done this?

      Or was it was always cast on the honor student, and it was so subtle that only the witch who had it cast on her would notice?

      The weird feeling spread. Rulisa’s ears were tingling. She tried to ignore that, though, and put her plan into place.

      She faced the Familiar Grove, raised her hands above her head, and started chanting. She used the words for summoning a nightbat, raising her voice louder and louder as she reached the climax.

      Right as she spoke the last word, she opened and illusory portal outside the Forest Beyond, then made a thrusting motion with her right hand.

      There was a high-pitched shriek and a beating of wings, and a black creature with flaming eyes zoomed through the fake portal, entering the clearing against its will at a rapid backward pace. Screaming and thrashing, the nightbat sought to get free of the summoning spell, but Rulisa yanked a hair from her head to turn into a fire whip to drive it into the awaiting maw of the school —

      And then a second portal opened.

      Rulisa’s ears caught fire in panic, and she looked around to see if anyone else had noticed. If she could just close it before —

      No, both High Witch Tractia and Witch Fyrailn were staring straight in the direction of the Familiar Grove with fixed expressions that showed they had never been looking anywhere else.

      Rulisa understood in a flash.

      Witch Fyrailn figured it out. She knew I wasn’t a nightbat. But she didn’t know what I was, and there was no way to be certain except for this.

      Rulisa must have made a mistake. Or perhaps she hadn’t made a mistake that she should have. Or perhaps the unavoidable “coincidence” that her familiar looked exactly like her mother’s had been the detail that tipped Witch Fyrailn off.

      The reason didn’t matter. What mattered was why she was here.

      Witch Fyrailn had ranked her third last week, instead of second, to make sure she wouldn’t graduate before the new moon. Then she and High Witch Tractia had chosen Rulisa as the honor student.

      It was a test. And a trap.

      Because the summoned creature wasn’t voluntary.

      If Rulisa’s familiar had actually been a nightbat, they would have shrugged and concluded that the student with the soul of a deceiver must have been trying to make them come to that conclusion in order to be chosen as the honor student. She would have gone up in their opinions, and most likely would have been invited to come back to the Academy as a teacher.

      But her familiar wasn’t a nightbat. And now they knew it.

      Frantically, Rulisa flung the unwanted nightbat away. It was just a distraction now. It screamed and shot fire at a student, who yelped and ducked, then vanished out into the darkness.

      Murmurs and confused questions rose and babbled around her. Rulisa ignored the chatter and hummed a sound-enhancing chant focused specifically on the teacher and the High Witch. She needed to know if they were planning to kill her, and if so, what she should plan to do to escape.

      The tip of a white-hot beak was now emerging from the portal.

      “A firebird . . .?” Witch Fyrailn muttered. “Why would she be hiding that?”

      A wing of feathery flames appeared.

      “It’s not a firebird!” the High Witch shouted, her voice shockingly high-pitched. “It’s a phoenix!”

      She shot a blast of fire at the portal, and Witch Fyrailn shot a blast of earth, but one was ignored and the other melted in a puddle of glass.

      Catching on, the other teachers shouted and started shooting their own attack spells to kill the creature from the portal, but the water wisped to steam, the earth continued to melt, and the wind just made the fire blaze hotter.

      Prudently, Rulisa turned herself invisible and walked through the obedient fire wards, standing outside them to watch. She didn’t have a broomstick, so she couldn’t just fly off — and, honestly, safe or not, she wanted to see what the phoenix could do.

      All she knew about phoenixes was that they were made from healing fire and were supposed to be “pitiful.”

      It seemed the wicked witch community might have lied about a few things.

      Ignoring the frantic spells and screaming aimed at it, the phoenix emerged fully and looked straight over at where Rulisa was hiding, apparently unaffected by her invisibility. With a burble that Rulisa somehow recognized as laughter, the phoenix spread its wings and swooped towards the yawning teeth of the Academy.

      Rulisa’s mouth gaped open. Is it volunteering to be a sacrifice?

      The teeth slammed closed, and the building rumbled. A pair of glowing red eyes opened. Looking relieved but still wary, High Witch Tractia bellowed the sleeping curse —

      And the dragon’s head exploded.

      Emerging unscathed from the inferno, the phoenix flapped its wings in a way that looked very pleased with itself. Then it flapped up into the sky, spun around as if to figure out where it was, and zoomed off at a speed faster than any bird or broomstick Rulisa had ever seen.

      She stood there, her mouth still open, awestruck.

      Phoenixes were so much better than she’d ever believed.

      “She killed it!” Witch Andracsa screamed in panic. “She killed the school!”

      A babble of hysteria rose up from the students and teachers.

      “NO!” High Witch Tractia shouted, her amplified voice the loudest. “Phoenix fire doesn’t kill things! It’s worse! It makes them grow back faster and stronger, which means the dragon’s going to be awake in less than an hour, it’s going to be immune to any curses that have been cast on it before, and it’s going to want revenge! GET OUT OF HERE!”

      Hysterical witches trampled the wards in a stampede out of the clearing. High Witch Tractia was the only one who remained.

      “Rulisa,” she said quietly, “if you’re still here, be sure we will destroy you.”

      A chill ran up and down Rulisa’s spine, but she was smart enough to keep her mouth shut.

      “You may escape once,” the High Witch vowed, “but you will not escape the wrath of the Academy forever. We will hunt you down, and we will kill you and your whole family.”

      Rulisa’s mouth felt dry. Her father and Kyre . . . she’d just put both of them in terrible danger.

      There were only two people in the world she loved, and those were it. She couldn’t bear to lose either of them.

      But on the other hand . . . her father would most likely see assassins as an entertaining challenge.

      And her boyfriend had been a valedictorian of Kraken Institute. He would have no trouble protecting himself, either.

      And she had seen the direction the phoenix had flown. If she followed that path, perhaps she would find more phoenix allies there.

      A slow smile spread across her face.

      Bring it on.

      She wasn’t vulnerable. She was powerful.

      And she had outgrown this school.
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        A Firm Hand

      

      

      “Welcome, inductees. And congratulations on being selected to serve your country!” The man walking in front of me and my fellow abductees was dressed like a 20th century Marine drill sergeant. We, by contrast, were wearing what we had been the moment we were plucked from our lives. I counted seven people besides myself, mostly men over twenty, but there were two very similar-looking women I assumed were sisters. All of us were locked rigidly at military attention, unable to move anything more than our eyes.

      The place I’d been spirited away from was the 1st State Bank in Atlanta. I’d gone there begging for more time to pay off my loan, a more lenient pay schedule. I hadn’t gotten it. The world around me had started wavering, and I’d assumed my eyes were filled with tears. Then the world snapped back into place and every clock in the building had stopped, including people’s watches, cell phones, and computers. Then I was here, on a foggy military base, dressed in old fatigues and locked in place.

      “It’s been my experience that you miserable little grems show up here without even the common courtesy of knowing why. So I’ll enlighten you. Each of you have performed a rudimentary act of magic. And when I say ‘rudimentary’ I mean you’ve just learned how to take a leak and decided to do it into a strong headwind.” I would have cringed at the vulgarity of his example, but I couldn’t even move my facial muscles. “What’s your name, grem?” the drill sergeant asked the young man in the middle of the line.

      “What the hell is-oof!” He doubled over with the sergeant’s fist buried in his gut.

      “Grem, it’s enough of a burden for the world that you’re allowed to speak at all. When I allow you to do so, I expect you to do nothing but answer my questions clearly, concisely, and competently. Now, let’s try this again, what’s your name?”

      “...Tony.” he replied sullenly.

      “Tony what?” the sergeant pushed.

      “Tony Esposito.”

      “Wrong. From now until I say, your name is Gremlin. Got that?” Tony shot the sergeant a hate-filled glare but flinched when the sergeant balled up his fist again.

      “Yeah.” This time the sergeant cuffed him on the ear.

      “Let me make this clear. When you address me, you will do so with respect. When you answer a question. you will say ‘sir’ or ‘sergeant’. Now—” he waved his hand at us, and we all stumbled a bit. It was an unnerving sensation, suddenly having full motor control again, like waking suddenly from a deep sleep. “—are there any questions?”

      “Yes, sir.” I said. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not an idiot, but I needed answers.

      “Well? Spit it out, grem!”

      “Would you please explain what’s going on? Sir?” I asked as politely as I could manage.

      “Well, would you look at that. A grem with manners, will wonders never cease?” He stepped on my foot and punched me in the face. He hit me hard enough that I lost a couple seconds of time. When the lights came back on, I tasted blood in my mouth, and I saw the drill sergeant’s clean-shaven face only a few inches from my own. His pale skin and green eyes made me think Irish, and his cheap aftershave reminded me of my grandfather. “What’s going on is I own you. Until you either wash out or get your magic together enough to be useful to Uncle Sam. Or die. Now, get up so we can get this show on the road.” He stood back up and started walking up and down the line again, leaving me to pick myself up off the ground.

      “Listen up. Before coming here. you were all assessed and judged to have enough potential to be useful. If you didn’t you would have been eliminated. Today, we’ll be starting with the concept of territory. This is particularly important because, at this moment, you are all standing in my territory.” The sergeant snapped his fingers, and we were all suddenly standing in what appeared to be a mess hall.

      “I don’t know if this is a good trip or a bad one,” another of my fellow recruits muttered.

      “In your territory, you have unrivaled power. You can make things appear or disappear. You can summon beings from other planes of existence, and you can make yourself appear to be—” the sergeant seemed to flicker. For a brief moment, I saw a wizened old man standing in the place of a middle-aged one, wearing a drab green robe instead of a military uniform. A moment later, it was a buxom blond in a camo bikini. Then the sergeant reappeared. “—whatever suits your purposes. Now, I’m going to give you little grems a chance to get to know each other and get some chow. Be back in 10 minutes.” The sergeant snapped his fingers and vanished.

      This announcement left most of us in the lurch. Personally, I wasn’t even sure what I was seeing was real. But the hollowness in my chest made caution feel pointless. I reached for a plate of bacon before a hand grabbed my wrist.

      “Are you nuts? That could be poisoned!” Tony Esposito looked a bit more careworn close-up. He was younger than me but I could see worry lines around his eyes and mouth. The wedding ring on the hand gripping my arm explained part of that. Kids might explain the rest. He had some tattoos that were pretty faded, probably from a misspent youth.

      “Well, I guess we’ll find out.” I shook his hand off and grabbed a couple of strips of bacon, quickly stuffing them in my mouth and chewing. The rich, greasy taste made me pause for a moment and enjoy the old familiar flavor. I hadn’t had bacon in months. Only after swallowing did I notice everyone staring at me. “Seems fine,” I offered.

      That was all everyone needed before they started grabbing food themselves. I ate more bacon, glad for the comfort it offered rather than being hungry.

      “I’m Tony.” This time, it was a hand extended in greeting, rather than a restraint. I shook it. I have to admit, I liked his handshake. Firm, assertive, confident, but not a crushing grip.

      “Thomas Reiss. Do you… remember how you got here?” Tony’s face fell and he shook his head. “Me, either.”

      “You a family man?” he asked.

      I must have looked confused because he pointed at my left hand. I noticed my wedding ring was there. That didn’t make any sense either, it should have been in the box on my nightstand along with—.

      “I wasn’t wearing this before I got here. Hey, everyone! Do any of you remember the moment before you were brought here?”

      “Um, kinda?” One of the sisters spoke up.

      “We were getting matching tattoos at this place in the French Quarter.” The other sister answered more confidently. “I went first, and the last thing I remember was being nearly done. But we both have the tattoo.” The sisters held up their hands and showed everyone a neon purple and green skull on the backs of their left hands.

      “My hair was dyed blonde.”

      Interesting, maybe there was missing time between what we remember and when we arrived here.

      “I lost my left hand two years ago,” said a short black man, holding up two whole and healthy hands. Scratch the missing time theory.

      “I was in a wheelchair.” The guy who said that was middle-aged and overweight but clearly standing without any trouble. Magic was starting to seem like a plausible explanation for everything going on here. I turned to Tony and waited to see if he’d volunteer anything. He shrugged; he hadn’t seen any changes worth mentioning.

      “Well, he did say we should get to know each other. I’m Thomas Reiss, from Savannah, Georgia.” I said this to the room as a whole, inviting everyone else to join in.

      “Izzy, and my sister’s name is Julia. We’re from Baton Rouge.” the more assertive of the sisters said. They weren’t twins, but from a distance, it would be hard to tell them apart. Long dark hair with a bit of a wave, sun-kissed skin, and sharp features. Izzy was a bit shorter and her arms showed more clearly-defined muscles.

      “Jackson Smith.” The man who’d been missing a hand said. His hair had been buzzed down close to the scalp. It gave him a clean-cut look that distracted somewhat from his shorter than average height. “I’m from Atlanta, Georgia.”

      “Eddy Freisk, I’m from Tallahassee,” said the middle-aged man who’d claimed to have been wheel-chair bound. His ruddy face didn’t seem like it belonged to someone who lived under a Florida sun. He was the very picture of scruffy and unkempt, with a scraggly beard and long greasy hair.

      “This is balls-out whacked,” said the youngest of the men who formed our group. He looked like a frat boy, with carefully styled hair, sculpted muscle, and a clean-shaven face.

      “Are you high?” Tony asked, his face pulled into a contemptuous sneer.”

      “No! Well, kinda. Those shrooms have a lot of kick. But I’m coming down so in a couple minutes this whole waking dream thing will be over,” the frat boy dismissed us and went back to the buffet of food. Tony walked over, a sharp spring in his step, and backhanded the young man across the face.

      “Sober up! Did you not hear that freak earlier? We could die here, moron!”

      “...I thought that was a joke.”

      Tony looked like he was about to strangle the drugged young man. Part of me wanted to sit back and watch, but my training in conflict resolution kicked in on reflex.

      “I wonder how the Sergeant would react to us attacking each other,” I commented. “I mean, I don’t know exactly, but he punched me for asking a question. For this kind of a mess, he might actually kill someone.” Every eye in the room was now on me. Slipping back into this role was actually quite comfortable. I walked up to Tony and the frat boy. “So, what’s your name?”

      “Who cares? I’m just on a bad trip.”

      “Well, why not try playing along? That might make it more fun than just waiting it out.”

      “Well—”

      “And if you don’t play along, this trip can get so much worse. Tony here seems very inclined to hurt you.”

      “Whoa, ok, just hold up. I’m Skyler.”

      “Skyler from?” I prompted.

      “Florida State.”

      “Well, nice to meet you Skyler from Florida State.” I extended a hand, and Skyler took it hesitantly. I shook it briskly then let go and moved to shake the hands of my other new compatriots. Even in this kind of bizarre situation, it really helps to be professional and polite. People will latch on to the familiar if you give them the chance.

      “Time’s up!” The food vanished, and the Sergeant stood on the table in its place. With a snap of his fingers, we found ourselves in the middle of an obstacle course. “Now, you may think I’m going to make you run laps and climb walls. Sorry to disappoint you, but I am not your high school gym teacher. Each of these courses represents a test, one of which will push you to open up your territory. Assuming you live through the test. Gremlin Esposito! You’re up first. Feel free to pick your poison.”

      Tony looked at the choices around us. I counted five distinct courses: Ropes over a mudhole, a rope net over a wall, a line of posts sticking about 2 feet off the ground, a net of barbed wire about a foot and a half off the ground, and a long line of high hurdles. Each was in a different direction facing out from us like a five-pointed star.

      Tony stepped toward the mudhole course. A few steps away from the first rope, he vanished.

      “Miss Foucher,” the sergeant pronounced the name with a french accent, “both of you can go together.” The sisters exchanged a glance that lasted a bit too long. “Now, ladies!”

      They jumped and went for the hurdles. They both vanished.

      “Mr. Smith.”

      The short man didn’t hesitate. He went for the barbed wire crawl. Eddy ended up going for the wall and High Skyler went for the posts. That left the Sergeant and me alone in the middle of the course.

      I stood at what I assumed was attention, waiting for him to call my name or for one of the others to come back. Five minutes of waiting later, I had to start asking questions. “Sir, may I ask when I’ll be allowed to begin my test?”

      “Well, look who decided to open his big mouth. What makes you think you’re not being tested right now?”

      Had I cared to think things through, I might have kept my mouth shut and considered his answer.

      “So, I don’t get a fancy obstacle course vanishing act?”

      The sergeant started toward me with long and forceful strides. I stayed where I was, but my jaw and gut locked up in expectation of another punch. He grabbed me by the shirt, and my eyes closed in anticipation. But the punch didn’t come. Instead, I felt my feet get swept from under me, and I hit the ground with enough force to knock the wind out of me. My eyes snapped open just in time to see a Colt 1911 pointed at my face from about a foot away. My heart jumped for a moment but quickly slowed back down. Something in my chest relaxed that had been pulled tight for so long I’d forgotten the feeling was there. As I relaxed, the Sergeant's face pulled into a sneer.

      “That’s why. The other grems are going through tests that fire up the fight or flight response. But that won’t work for you, will it?” He took the gun out of my face and hauled me to my feet with one arm. “You’re just itching to lay down and die.”

      My chest tightened up again, and I grabbed at him. I had no idea what I planned to do. I wasn’t really thinking in the moment, I just reacted. The next thing I knew, the sergeant had me face down on the ground and my right arm in a wrist lock. The impact of my face on the ground shook me for a moment, but then my anger surged back even hotter. I thrashed around and tried to grab onto him. I didn’t have the range of motion to grab him with my free arm.

      “Like a child throwing a tantrum. Is that how you felt in the bank? Think back.” The moment he said it, my world began to shudder again. Something was happening, inside me and outside of me, and they were connected in a way I didn’t understand. All I knew in that moment was that I wanted to be free.

      “GET OFF!” I screamed, and I felt a detonation start inside me, that tightness snapping, and then my world exploded into lights and sounds and feelings I couldn’t begin to process. Then it passed, and I felt warm wetness running down my face. I also felt the absence of any weight on my back or the painful tension of an arm lock.

      “Well, maybe you’re not a lost cause after all.” I looked to my left and saw the sergeant dusting himself off almost ten yards away. His uniform was brown with dust and mud, his hat askew on his head.

      “I don’t—what was—?” I was trembling from head to toe.

      “A muscle spasm, of sorts. I made you flex it by applying pressure.” The sergeant didn’t sound like a sergeant anymore. He sounded more like a college professor. “Now stand at attention, grem!” The stereotypical speech pattern was back in place now, and my body moved to stand straight with my hands behind my back. And again, I was locked in place, unable to move a muscle. “Now, do it again.”

      I didn’t want to do it again. That outburst left me feeling wrung out and kind of crumpled up inside. Like a wet towel after someone gave it a good squeeze. All I wanted to do was pass out and enjoy not thinking or feeling anything for a while. After a few minutes of nothing, the sergeant released me, and I slumped down to the ground. Everything after that was a vague haze until I woke up the next morning in a small and uncomfortable bed.

      “Good Morning, my little gremlins!” The booming voice of the sergeant brought me from hazy to fully awake. I saw my fellow inductees in beds just like mine inside an old military-style bunker.

      “Oh, man. Anyone else feel hungover?” Skyler said, drawing the room’s attention to himself.

      “I think that’s just you, buddy.” Eddy said, looking far healthier than he had yesterday.

      “I actually feel pretty good.” I said, and I meant it. Not just physically either. My mind felt clear and I didn’t feel quite so empty inside. “And, no offense intended, some of you look a lot better than yesterday.”

      “And you seem like less of a threatening jerk. No offense,” Skyler snapped, rubbing his forehead.

      “Did anyone else do something...weird, yesterday?” Julia asked.

      “Oh yeah. I’m pretty sure I set a bear on fire with my mind.” Jackson said, looking a little manic.

      “I flew.” Eddie said, a little bit in awe. “Not quite like Superman, but pretty close.” I wanted to brag about getting a decent shot in on the sergeant, but who knew when he’d walk in.

      “Up and at’em, grems!” the sergeant said, throwing the door open with the crash of metal on metal.

      “Speak of the devil.” I muttered.

      “I wanted to congratulate you all on not dying yesterday and taking the first step toward earning back your rights as citizens.” The sergeant’s appearance flickered and was replaced by a robed old man with a long salt and pepper beard. “My name is Magnus. And I am very pleased to be able to address you in a gentler fashion from the point forward. You, all of you, met with rather unfortunate fates before coming here. The loss of bodily integrity. The loss of faith in your way of life. The loss of loved ones.” On that last sentence he looked directly at me with a level stare, neither pitying nor indifferent. “In order to break past your denial, I had to push you. But now that you’ve consciously opened your territory and used it, I can begin to teach you how and why to use your gifts.”

      “Does this mean you’ll answer questions without punching me?” I asked.

      “Yes, but always bear in mind your situation. And that I can be Sergeant Magnus again whenever the need arises. The young and ignorant need a firm hand, after all.”

      “Duly noted.”

      He answered a few questions from each of us, mostly how we got here and what our options were now. It boiled down to some kind of detection, and teleportation magic blanketed over the southeastern US, and a mandatory four years being soldiers for the government in order to combat foreign mages and whatever mischief they might be up to. After that, we could either stay with the military or return to civilian life, with a number of restrictions on how we could use our magic and an older Magus keeping an eye on us like a magical parole officer.

      When Magnus deemed question time over, we were brought outside, which had taken on the appearance of a college campus with three large red-brick buildings. Each had a large bronze plate on it with a pictograph indicating its function. A book meant library, bed meant dormitory, and sword meant gymnasium. Magnus led us on a brief tour of the buildings, showing each of us our rooms and explaining that, once we had the necessary control, we could reshape the buildings to our own needs. Which, he took pleasure in telling us, should only take about six months of disciplined mental exercise.

      Later that evening, after dismissing everyone else, Magnus walked me over to the library. “Emotional instability is very useful for breaking in new mages to their power but very bad in the long run. To that end, I think you should make yourself a familiar.”

      “Like a demon summoning thing?”

      “No, demon summoning is always a poor choice. Dealing with creatures of faerie is also tricky but usually far less damaging to the soul. But, to be on the safe side, you’ll be making a familiar rather than summoning one.”

      “Which I do, how exactly?”

      “It’s quite simple. First, you make a vessel to be its physical form. Then you breathe magic and life into it. A friend of mine once used this rudimentary technique to empower a large clay statue to kill Nazis. But that is neither here nor there. I recommend a much less potentially violent form for this familiar.” Magnus touched his thumb to his lower lip for a moment, then waved a hand and produced a small stuffed rabbit. It reminded me of something I’d bought a year ago when I’d thought life was really looking up. Now, I could hardly stand to look at it.

      “I’m not sure this is what I want.”

      “Then produce your own vessel. Open your territory, visualize your desired object, and command that it appear.”

      It sounded easy when he said it like that. I took a deep breath and tried to replicate the feeling from yesterday. It was surprisingly easy to do, like turning on the light in a room. Then I imagined something a bit less painful to look at.

      “Cait Sith.” I muttered, the image coming clear into my mind. A black cat with a white chest and green eyes. And then, I was holding it. I can’t say it looked particularly well made, but at least it was basically what I had been trying for.

      “A good first try. Now, give something of yourself to it. Breathe.”

      I did as he said, and I felt my head go fuzzy when I did. Light danced in front of my eyes, little sparks of purple and blue. They sank into the toy, and as they did, the fake fur began to look more real. The toy began to jerk around in my hands, and I dropped it to the floor. The limbs, which had been sewn to the chest, pulled free and began to move. The toy jerked violently once then began to stretch itself like a genuine living cat.

      “Wow,” I breathed, unable to look away from what I had made.

      “Wow? Is that how you greet someone? I think we’ll need to work on your manners first,” the cat said.

      I could have sworn my brain began making a grinding noise as gears misaligned because that was the moment my world really changed. Magic was real. I could make things from thin air. I could make a toy come to life. Tears filled my eyes and something I’d kept bottled up began to boil over inside me. My daughter would have loved this. My wife would have completely lost it. They would have, if they hadn’t died in a freak storm six months ago.

      The dam broke, and I started weeping for them for the first time since the funeral. Without Mary and little Stephy, I hadn’t been able to see a point to life anymore. But, seeing Cait Sith, a toy from my childhood come to life, made me think there might be a reason to go on after all.
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        Asymptote at Three O’Clock

      

      

      It might be three-fifteen, or two-thirty. Even eleven-thirty on a half-day. But there’s a moment when School turns to Not, and everybody knows it. As the moment approaches, it gathers attention from more and more of the class, and as that weight of longing piles up on the minute hand, it drags slower and slower and slow-w-er-r …

      It is a progression that approaches the Not but, moving less for each increment of time passed, never seems to quite get there. A sort of infinity confined between everything that has ever been and a hard limit perpetually out of reach. In math, it’s called an asymptote. In Critical Limits, it’s just three o’clock.

      I’m a teacher, and as the Asymptote approaches, I feel like I always will be …

      “Twenty minutes,” I said, as someone started to turn around in his seat to see the hourglass. “We have twenty minutes left in class. Let’s not waste them looking at the glass; the more you look, the more time seems to be left.”

      There were thirty names on my CritLim roll for the last period of the day, but all thirty-six seats were filled. Five of those were because Walter Konevalov had found out how to make copies of himself, or had someone show him how to do it; that was easy to spot, because they all sat together. And of course, Rugitas took up two seats, with a thick board spanning the space between them, because they grow them big wherever he comes from.

      Heavy, too. That board was stressed, bowing downward in a curve that missed being a parabola by just that slightest tick of flatness at the bottom. Well, wood isn’t infinitely flexible, unlike the laws of nature.

      I tapped them with my pointer, hanging on the wall next to the periodic table of elementals.

      “The Maker loves creativity, which should be obvious, since he made an extremely wide variety of things. And he loves us, his creations, which when you add up all the unlikely conditions required for us to exist at all, should also be obvious. But in case it isn’t obvious, I am kindly reminding you now.

      “Yes,’ I interrupted myself, nodding at Tim Schlemmer. Somehow I thought pointing at a person with the stick, the way I pointed at maps and objects in the classroom, was insulting. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I wanted to insult Schlemmer right at this moment, though it wasn’t zero percent, either. Not every teacher has favorites, indeed we resist having them, but we all certainly develop the converse. Show me a kid who doesn’t have any rough edges which get old, if not precisely annoying, over time, and I’ll show you a kid who probably doesn’t need a teacher.

      “Can I go to the bathroom?” he said innocently. Lack of any involvement, plus or minus, with what is happening around himself is a form of innocence.

      “Sure,” I said automatically, and then had to cover without contradicting myself. You don’t want to outright say you never make a mistake, but it’s a nice impression to create indirectly, if you can.

      “While you’re gone, which will be long enough to repair all six moving parts of the bathroom equipment you’ll be using, if not quite enough time to mine, smelt, forge and machine those parts from raw ore, I’ll be explaining how you can avoid killing yourself and everyone around you with the magic you already possess, right now. Never mind what you’ll have a year from now, or even in the next few months before winter break. Right now at this moment, you have the power to wipe yourself off the face of reality – not just the Earth, but reality itself – by making a few simple mistakes.

      “We’ll be listing those on the board. If you miss ‘em, you might not make it back. Ever. So I guess the question you have to ask yourself is, ‘How bad do I need to go?’ “

      He sat.

      “As we’ve seen, the Maker loves creativity and he loves us. So it’s the most natural thing in Creation that he’d want us to enjoy creativity, also. Which is why there are a few solid, baseline rules we can’t break, but everything else is up for modification.”

      The chair under Rugitas’ left buttock rocketed sideways. I snapped out my left index finger, the one which usually curled around the pointing stick, and jerked it back to where I wanted the chair to remain. The aerogel ring on that finger sparkled slightly.

      It took me a long time to get used to wearing jewelry, especially in class, but it was completely worth it. From high in the corner of the room, over the sky-globe, a sprite, one of the air-spirits from column VIII of the periodic table, pounced from where it had been invisibly, impatiently, waiting for something to happen. Day after day, it kept its mind glued to that pale blue translucent ring on my left hand, hoping that this was the minute I’d finally point at something and release it like an arrow from a bow, to rip aside the sluggish gases of the atmosphere and knock something over. Unlike their cousins from column I, the halogenies are like two-year-olds trying really really hard to stand still; they’re still going a mile a minute, just oscillating in place until the command.

      Thump-whack! The chair slammed back into place, popping the board back into the parallel and slightly swaying Rugitas’ mineral bulk. Now the two chairs were touching, which meant he overlapped their combined surfaces on the left. I tapped the air, once, and the chair slid back to a more balanced position, scraping the floor like a chalkboard being sledded down a hillside of fingernails.

      I closed my hand around the pointer once more, and the sprite flew back, slamming into the corner with an audible thump to take up its quivering, fanatical vigil. Until the next time.

      I didn’t think anyone had deliberately tried to dump Rugitas on his backside. He was too calm, for all his potentially scary bulk and strength, for anyone to really want to see him humbled. Then, too, for all you hear about wicked bullies and virtuous, long-suffering nerds, no one ever seemed to actually want to tweak the big boys’ noses, not for real. Even the weak preferred to pick on the weak.

      No, what I figured was that someone had wondered what it would be like if Rugitas took a tumble out of his chairs. That’s all, just a daydream as the day stubbornly continued not to end. But I hadn’t just been killing time when I told them they were dangerous. At this age, with some really powerful drives starting to form, they were about to be able – if they weren’t already – to make some minor things happen without necessarily Intending them. Intention is a powerful concept – it’s the difference between Error and Sin, for one thing – but beyond a child’s ability to distinguish from Want or Whim. And they were still, in many ways, children.

      If they weren’t, I wouldn’t have had to let my sprite off the chain, would I?

      Hey, that was a way to vary the message. I tried it out:

      “You’re not children any more,” I exaggerated. “The powers that watch over the cute and helpless aren’t as interested in keeping you safe any more. The spirits that think it’s fascinating to watch us embodied types jump around, like cats, though, those spirits are beginning to find you very interesting.”

      “The Lust and Envy phyla, for example,” I said, flicking the pointer at the Kingdoms of Creation tree, “you’re not just studying them any more, like you did in tenth grade Daimonology, remember? Now they’re studying you.”

      “Wrath, you think you’re familiar with. Kids get mad, crazy mad. But adult minds can form much deeper, much drier, much, much darker folds for the Red Runners to nest in. They give your powers strength, but they’re not much interested in aiming that strength. Not much.”

      I got a couple of chuckles from the back right of the room, which is where most of the kids who paid attention sat. I’d gotten stuck on the word “much,” and rather than veer off, I’d taken it further, turning it into a self-parody. They liked that; I was acknowledging imperfection. Some kids didn’t mind imperfection as much as long as you didn’t try to deny it.

      And I had a good capper for the bit, too:

      “That was much too much much, wasn’t it?” I said. “I promise to stop using ‘much’ so much just as soon as you stop using ‘very’ as half the word count of your essays.”

      A smile, a shake of the head, a serious nod of agreement from Agora, the boy with no play in his soul. Even some of the time-servers were listening, now. I was as ready as I was ever going to be to tell them something important.

      “You are in this school because you have powers,” I announced, and most of the room heard me. “Not very focused, yet, but not very bounded, either. Of all the forces that might hook up with you along your life, just about all of them are still potentially interested. Lightning, Fire, Love, Wind, Fear, Wrath, Glory, Charm ...” I ticked them off on my fingers, running down the mnemonics that were all up on the walls in front of me, anyway.

      “But these forces can hurt people, including you if you use them wrong. They may like you and want to do what you say, but they’re not people and they don’t really understand their effect on us.

      “That’s right, I said us. I’m right there in the same boat with you.”

      I indicated my aerogel ring.

      “You think this little sprite knows what broken means? It’s a gas! Gases can’t break, or bend, or get stuck. I can think all day long, 'Hey, buddy – don’t break that chair' but I might as well be Charlie Brown’s teacher at that point. What he hears is 'mwop mwop mwop, mwop mwop … chair.'”

      Rugitas’ chair jumped upward sharply, once.

      “One of you did that, just now,” I pointed out. “You had a spirit interested in you, it saw in your mind that you’d like to see that chair jump, and pow! It happened.”

      It certainly did. Both chairs jumped, spun, and jittered. Rugitas looked uneasy.

      “Knock it off,” I said, gesturing the sprite back into action. Something invisible and highly contentious happened beneath the board, and the jittering stopped. But I had to move their attention off the site, or it was just going to start again.

      "You know how, when you're a baby, you can't see right away?" I said. That got them; a lot of them had baby brothers and sisters. The chairs stayed quiet.

      "Why can’t you? Your eyes work; your brain works. But your brain hasn't yet learned what these things called eyes are saying, or how to relate them into a map of where everything is. That takes time. Your brain has to figure that out all on its own, and until then, you're blind. Basically blind; there are images, but they don’t help you yet.

      “Then, later, your brain has to figure out how to walk, how to talk, and everything else you know. It has to learn how to learn."

      "That's you, now, again. Your powers are awakening, after a long childhood nap. All those spirits tagging along behind you? They’re looking for a master to tell them what to do. They want to follow a leader. But there isn't one, not at first, because your mind is taken up with objects in space, and memories in time, and words and numbers and school and home and church and brothers and sisters … none of which makes any sense to a bodiless spirit with no past, no volume, no mass, no family and no future. It’s watching you to see what game you’re gonna play now, and you’re talking to yourself in a language it doesn’t know.

      “Kind of like we are, right now, isn’t it? You want me to get to the good stuff so you know what you’re supposed to do for the next, uh, seven minutes.”

      That was a mistake. Now they were reminded there was something beyond this class.

      "Everybody with me?" I asked. The eyes on me ranged from sullen to eager, but none of them had that bored, "I already know this," look, so I'd have to conclude no, they didn't get it yet.

      "It's like a brand-new spellphone," I said, trying another tack. "You have to download some apparitions before you can do stuff. Except unlike a phone, your mind doesn't come with any, and there isn't an app store you can visit. You gotta wait for your powers to write their own apps."

      I admit it: I had been a late, very late, adopter of smartphones, and never used them in any way that would justify the tag 'smart.' And now, of course, I didn't need one, not with all the single-trick spirits I’d adopted. But I hoped this metaphor was working a little better.

      "Now, your powers aren't what we call 'persistent.' When you go to sleep, they're gone. And a good thing, too, or else you’d be casting spells in your dreams! And you ..."

      A hand.

      "Yes," I said. This time, I was going to consider whether I’d be better off with letting the kid go to the bathroom, or skipping over him with a flat denial before everyone else tuned out. Sometimes I hate the Internet Age.

      "You said there's no app store," said James Wolcznowski, a boy in a red chrome robe with silver slash-patterns running through it. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen that pattern: it was a team, or a movie, or a show, I thought. "But you've got a bunch of apps figured out, right? Couldn't we just download yours?"

      Powers? I thought. Can they?

      Yes, that can be done, said the voice in the back of my mind, which spoke for all its residents who weren’t actually me. Exposure will fascinate and fix spirits which resemble yours, leading to virtual twinning.

      Yeahhh, I thought, that’s pretty personal for a student-teacher contact. Maybe not.

      Roy (or Rob, or Ron? Three o’clock just was not going to get here) Drachenfutter, in a red cape and boots (the rest being silver, but in a different way from Wolcznowski) raised his hand.

      “Just a sec,” I said. “James, you can’t really copy someone else’s spirits: spirits aren’t as complicated as people, but they’re not identical, either. It’s like copying someone’s cat.

      “Yeah. Question?” I said to Roy-Rob-Ron.

      “How do you fly? Everyone else is flying.”

      “Short answer? You associate one of these kinds of Freedom spirits, column I-B or II-B. But they’re transitional, with multiple postures; one’s flying, one’s floating. Getting both postures takes some skill and some depth, which you’re not ready for; otherwise, you wind up flying all the time, and at top speed, to boot.

      “So instead,” I went on, “you have to get your air spirits, your sprites and faeries, to resist the gravity inherent in all matter. Best way to do that is to hold the different elementals together, like with like, so they temporarily stop holding onto you. It’s easier than it sounds; the air groups know what to do. You’ve noticed the padding on the roof of the gym, right? We’ll make sure you’re all checked out on flying before you graduate.”

      Another guy, with rings floating above his shoulders somehow, raised his hand too. Just as well – I was forgetting the point I had set out to make, and with five minutes left to make it.

      “Yes,” said I. “Fourth row. Ah, Bendtler.”

      “Liquid metal makes new shapes at the atomic level, right?” he asked. When I nodded, he went on, “So what if I tell it to pull atoms apart, instead of putting them together? Could I –"

      POP!

      Everyone, myself most definitely included, remembered a flash of violet so bright it was white. Some retained a memory of heat so intense it felt like a slap, a burning that pushed things away by virtue of sheer temperature.

      A couple were blinking, hard, trying to rid their eyes of afterimages of a blasted, ruined, smoke-choked craterscape that hadn’t – quite – happened.

      “And that’s why we don’t want you out on the street until you know what’s what,” I said smoothly, holding up my hand for attention. “Your powers, and all their tagalongs, are trying to do what you want. They’re bundles of primal forces, not people – they don’t really get it. Say the wrong thing, even think the wrong thing if you’re unlucky, and blammo! Game over.”

      “It so happens that breaking atoms apart releases a lot of energy,” I said. “Really quite an astonishing amount. So –”

      POP!

      Violet flash, so bright it was white. Heat, slap, burning which pushed through sheer temperature. The walls of the room blowing down flat, crisping, curling as they burned. Craterscape.

      “You did it again,” I explained. “I don’t know who, but whoever you are—you do, don’t you? Don’t do it again. That’s the kind of thing we need to teach you not to do.

      “You ever stand in the middle of a lightning strike? Well –”

      SNAP!

      I hadn’t seen that one coming. I really did need to put my knack for dramatic comparisons in cold storage for a while, or this lesson wasn’t ever going to get done.

      “That was me, Mr. Waldo,” said Wolcznowski.

      “What’d you do?” I said patiently. “Explain it to me.”

      “I thought of being in a lightning strike …” he said, and tensed, but it didn’t happen this time.

      “Good!” I said explosively, influenced by recent events. “You can think it without making it happen. It doesn’t take long to learn to do that with, well, all sorts of things.”

      “Mr. Waldo – what happened?” Kelly Sowetska wanted to know. “Why aren’t we dead?”

      “We had some time displacement circles standing by,” I told her, “Dancing right over our heads, a couple of seconds ahead of us. When someone drops the ball, they curl us right back to the moment before the big oops, so we can try again. So don’t worry about what you saw – it never happened. Sort of.”

      I did want them to worry, but not in a focused or specific way, lest it happen – almost – again. A Kekule ring only has six bonds, three past, three future, and we didn’t have all that many rings in play. We couldn’t keep resetting history indefinitely.

      “Now, I want everyone to repeat after me. Not out loud – to your powers. Make them say it with you.

      ‘Do not split atoms.’ Make ‘em repeat it back. Oh, and ‘do not make antimatter.’ That’s a big one.”

      (FLASH WITHOUT SOUND)

      The city didn’t explode, again. This time it didn’t explode bigger, and the damage wasn’t way more extensive. The mushroom cloud didn’t flatten out against the edge of the atmosphere, twenty miles up.

      “Thanks, dancers in the angles of Time,” I said. “Thanks, Maker. Clearly you want us to succeed.

      “Okay! Someone’s powers didn’t get the message. Or more likely, they didn’t understand. They want to help you – they’re your powers. They need to know you really, really need this. Okay?

      “Everyone try again – I know you think you did it right, but it’s hard to tell sometimes. Spirits, right?”

      I raised my hand. They looked at it.

      “I will not … come on, everyone together … I will NOT .. make antimatter.”

      This time the city didn’t explode. It was a more definite non-explosion than before.

      “Okay! We’re making some progress on Lesson One: You Are A Loaded Gun. We’re not always gonna have a time circle handy, so get that straight. You’re gonna do a world of good for this world, and the whole macrocosmic Creation, up to and Beyond, so long as they’re still alive to be served and protected.”

      This one was going better than the other sessions I’d hosted. Pretty soon, at this rate, I’d have all the seniors in CritLim briefed, checked out and safe to let loose on the population. Well, as safe as anyone else. They were still going to have free will, and there were always going to be –

      POP!

      Well, not everyone gets it the first time. It didn’t mean they weren’t trying …

      POP POP POP SNAP!

      (FLASH WITHOUT SOUND. DARKNESS.)

      The whirling flames flickered into visibility, just over our heads. They were tiring, nearing exhaustion. Soon they would die.

      I strode to the back of the classroom, went up on my toes, and took hold of the hourglass.

      It weighed a ton. But all I had to do was tip it over.
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        * * *

      

      It might be three-fifteen, or two-thirty. Even eleven-thirty on a half-day. But there’s a moment when School turns to Not, and everybody knows it. As the moment approaches, it gathers attention from more and more of the class, and as that weight of longing piles up on the minute hand, it drags slower and slower and slow-w-er-r …

      It is a progression that approaches the Not but, moving less for each increment of time passed, never seems to quite get there. A sort of infinity confined between everything that has ever been and a hard limit perpetually out of reach. In math, it’s called an asymptote. In Critical Limits, it’s just three o’clock.

      “Twenty minutes,” I said, as someone started to turn around in his seat to see the hourglass. “We have twenty minutes left in class. Let’s not waste them looking at the glass; the more you look, the more time seems to be left.”

      I’m a teacher, and as the Asymptote approaches, I feel like I always will be …
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        * * *
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        Adara Triskittenion has attained her dream. She’s enrolled at Dorrance Academy, home of the Great Library and (moribund) research institution of the Commonality of the Timeless. Some fellow students are serious scholars; others want a Gentleman’s C and a good time. She wants to study the basis of all magic. On her first day, she rescues a fellow student from a group of bullies, one of whom makes deadly plans against her. Her routine combat magic placement exam, the practical exercise, becomes a deadly trap with no escape.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Practical Exercise

        Because Academic Warfare is Deadlier Than the Real Thing.

      

      

      My first view of Dorrance Academy was in the early morning. The rising sun was still low above the horizon. Dawn’s rays painted the grass and trees in gorgeous shades of green-gold. The Academy’s buildings were tinged with burnished bronze and faded copper. It must have rained last night; you could see sparkling raindrops hanging from spring flowers. The air was spring-chill, but the sun was warm against my cloak.

      I’d waited a decade and a half for this day, a decade and a half in which I knew this was what I wanted to do. There had been the day, a decade ago, in which I first came into my magic, meaning I could don the agelessness spell that held me unaging as a young adult. Of course, someday I would finish here, put aside that spell, and age into a grownup, but that was an unclear time in the future, after I’d established myself as a scholar.

      I’d arrived on a rise, several hundred feet above the sloping plain on which the Academy waited. My older brothers, Heath and Moore, had preceded me here by two decades. Now I, their kid sister Adara, would follow in their footsteps. The ground where I stood was entirely flat, paved with a single slab of flawless white marble. I did remember to check the seal. Carved into the stone and filled with gold, it read “53” in numbers two feet across. Yes, I’d come to my assigned arrival point. My two trunks hovered behind me.

      Relative to my luggage, the arrival point was enormous. Was it used for something else? I summoned from memory a campus map. No, the freight arrival points were sensibly down on the plain. Arriving up here is what you did as a student, preferably about this time of day. Some students just had a lot of luggage.

      I heard a high-pitched whistle to my left. At the rear of the next entry point, someone was opening a deep gate. A deep gate was surely an effective way to get here in a whole hurry from far away, as opposed to what I did, taking a long series of shorter walks across the Purple Sea. The deep gate’s surface was black, shot through with fluorescent clouds and bursts of particolored lightning. Through it walked someone close to my own age, well, physical age. He came through first, so he had to have opened the gate himself. Yes, I do know how to open a deep gate. That’s one of the things you learn to do to support really high-power spells. However, I am definitely not stupid enough to walk through one. Deep gates take you into the Void, which at my age is definitely a bad place to be. OK, some boys think they are invincible and indestructible.

      I watched as he pulled more and more of his trunks through the gate. He wasn’t keeping that good control of his gate, enough so that the wards around my arrival point, the wards around my trunks, and finally my personal wards began to flicker into activity. I’ve opened larger deep gates, with people standing there to intervene if needed (it wasn’t), but my deep gates were rock solid and completely under my control. His gate was unstable. Before the matter got too serious, he pulled the last of his trunks through the deep gate and closed it.

      I turned away to look at the Academy. The view was beautiful the Academy plain stepping slowly down toward the Pelnir Sea. The beaches were golden yellow. Several large-scale enchantments meant that the water for a fair distance out from shore was pleasantly warm and absolutely clean. Across the harbor, I could make out through the morning haze the New School, its single vast building capped with domes and towers.

      Academy buildings were an eclectic range of every known style. That’s every style known to us, the Timeless Ones, the Hidden Masters of such part of creation as we choose to rule. The One Library was a vast slab of golden granite and glass brick. Even from here, well up on a rise and a mile away, I could see the shimmer of its wards, spellwork that protected it from fire, flood, and every other imaginable disaster. The School of Theology building was architecturally unique. It started with limestone columns and slabs, fused at one end to brickwork of rococo ornateness, merged into a mass of silver and glass, finally reaching an open court surrounded by topless columns and four quartz towers, those being the personal and staff offices of the Four Patriarchs when they were in residence.

      Entering student interviews were in Ellwood Hall, just this side of the Campus Martius. Campus Martius? We are, divine beings help us, expected to study the combat arts. As an heir of House Triskittenion, I’d been expected to master martial sorcery. Already. I’d tried. My occasional tutor grumbled that I relied too much on speed and brute force rather than subtlety. He warned me that would often work poorly, given that I’m a young adult, not a grown-up. Grandfather Worrow was more tolerant, not to mention more demanding. For my first single-person hunt, I brought back the heads of three night terrors. Back at home, their skulls decorate the walls of my bedroom. After my first hunt, my tutor grumbled less.

      Over my back, under my cape and cloak, I wore a gnothdiar, a spellcaster sword, one of whose other purposes was to be extremely sharp. It was the same weapon that I’d used to kill the night terrors. I suppose I could have locked it in one of my trunks, but its enchantments were sufficiently heavy that it was safer worn close to my body.

      The fellow to my left was doing something that rearranged his trunks into a line suitable for towing. He could wait. I tapped my lead trunk once to get the attention of its spellwork. It dutifully followed me, puppy-like, as I started down the hill. School housing, unless I wanted a proper house, was off to the left, so I would need to walk the trunks there, sign for keys, lock up my trunks, and then walk all the way across campus to be interviewed. It was good exercise.

      “Look out where you’re going, you idiot!” That shout was the boy on the next entrance point. He’d started after I had, was moving faster than I’d say was sensible for someone with that long a train of trunks behind him, and obviously thought that I was in his way. “I’m a man of House Fourbridge, soon to be a great combat sorcerer, so you get to wait while I pass.” He made a crude hand gesture, a gesture a bit too close to a mantric form for my comfort.

      Fourbridge appeared to be something of an idiot. Supposedly students did get into fights – a massively stupid behavior, in my opinion—but if he wanted to start one, I would do my best to finish it. I pushed my hood back and reached behind me, my left hand tapping my trunks to stop them. Pushing back my hood meant I had my right hand almost at the hilt of my gnothdiar, while my left hand was out of his sight where I used it to cast a shielding ward.

      “Nice to meet you,” I answered cheerily.

      “I am Harold Fourbridge. You may walk behind me, like all my other girlfriends.” He marched on by.

      I decline to believe that a Dorrance student, a young adult, is old enough to have real girlfriends. However, he was much taller than I am. He might be one of those boys who was so full of themselves that he had tampered with his agelessness spells. He appeared to be growing toward adult height and build well before he should. I muttered several impolite words under my breath. Given his control, or rather lack thereof, of his trunks, I was entirely happy to have him downhill from me.
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        * * *

      

      Student quarters proved to be the promised line of solidly-built well-maintained town houses, each with a walk-in basement, a properly arranged open shaft for levitating trunks to the living levels, and living space, bedroom, bath, and study on three floors above. I’d registered early and paid extra for an end house, so my third-floor study had views in three directions. Now that I’d seen it, I could say that the price was clearly worth it. The furniture included several chairs, a reasonable desk, a small bookcase, and a circular table, all of ironwood. The study had a food preserver whose spell work clearly needed some retuning. A note on the desk note indicated that I could rent a bed from stores, but that I would have to buy a mattress. One of my trunks already held a carefully-folded low bed.

      The unman in the front office had been happy to make clear: The buildings might be called ‘temporary’, but some students stayed for a decade while finishing their academic work. I’d have to see what the situation was before I signed something permanent. He was apologetic that other students already here had reserved the services of all the porters, so I would be expected to do my own housecleaning.

      “Just like home,” I said. “Mom demanded I scrub the kitchen floor. Every week. By hand.”

      He smiled and nodded approvingly.

      I had several hours before the Entrance Hall opened. There was time to do something useful. I started by casting a full set of housecleaning spells on all four floors. Yes, I remembered the ceiling and the spaces within the walls. Finally, I levitated my trunks to the upper floors and began to unpack. By and by, I would walk over to Ellwood Hall, then find a refectory for lunch. The rules said we were expected to eat in a refectory, unless we joined an eating club or moved into a residential house. I did take the minutes needed to reinforce the house wards with a full set of my own wards. They could be broken, but not without me knowing.

      Time for entrance interviews arrived. Dorrance Academy was covered with paved walks. Almost every student was perfectly able to gate from building to building, but there were simply too many people in too small an area for gating to be safe. Taking the trail toward the Campus Martius, I soon encountered a another, slightly-confused-looking, first-year student going in the same direction.

      “I’m Dairen of Charlemont,” he announced. He looked nervously back at his map.

      “Adara Triskittenion,” I answered. “Are you heading to the Entrance Hall?” He nodded. “It’s down this path.” I pointed. “Do you have a course of study in mind yet? That seemed to be the safest question.

      “First time for my family here,” he answered. “I’m from Almasi, way south. I’m supposed to study General Magic.”

      I’d vaguely heard of Almasi, had no idea how to get there, but had the vague impression that it wasn’t well-to-do. Someone might be straining to send him here.

      I smiled. “General Magic? That’s my planned course, too,” I answered.

      “I already have my major research project in mind,” he announced. “I’m going to measure the size of the Purple Sea.” He went on at some length. The Purple Sea is where you go when you shallow-gate. You gate to the sea, walk not very far, and gate back, considerably away from where you started. There’s this great debate about whether the Purple Sea is actually the surface of some enormously huge sphere or saddle, or whether it’s flat and goes on forever. He wanted to settle the question. Listening to him, I realized he had no idea how to do it. He just knew what he wanted to do.

      Halfway down the walk, three fellows emerged from behind a hedge. They were more than a bit noisy. I’d say they were singing, except they made yowling cats sound melodic. I told myself they surely couldn’t be drunk at this hour of the day, but their gait said that I was wrong. Then I recognized the one in front. It was Harold Fourbridge.

      “Ooh, firsties,” he crooned as we approached. “No armor, no sword, so you each get a paddling.” Dad had warned me about that custom. Upperclassman to some extent harassed lower-class students, meaning in particular first-year students like me. “You cooperate, or you get paddled twice,” the jackass continued.

      “That rule,” Dairen stammered. “We’re not students yet, we haven’t registered.” He was already terrified. The bullies could, I think, smell the fear in his voice.

      “That nonsense,” I said firmly, “was eliminated by the University Council a century ago. You three can take a hike.”

      This was a truly lousy way to start off my academic career, but Dad had warned me that these things still happened, but they should very certainly not happen to an heir of House Triskittenion. Dairen looked around, hoping for rescuers that were nowhere to be seen. I stepped in front of him, blocking the trio’s paths.

      “I guess you’re first,” Fourbridge announced. He reached for me. I called my travel wards. A flare of light filled the space between us. His next several words were quite impolite. “Okay,” he announced, “you get to do this the hard way.” He started to pull a short sword. I could see some not especially impressive enchantments floating across it.

      He began his draw first, but I finished my draw before he finished his. OK, he was sloshed, and I am always stone-cold sober. My gnothdiar was in my right hand, my right leg forward. My left leg was back, braced, with my left hand above it in a casting pose. I could feel the tingle of the readied void node in my left wrist.

      “Be a good boy,” I said, very slowly and quietly, “put away your butter knife and be on your way.”

      Dairen was now hiding behind me. I’d have preferred he stayed to my side, so if something completely stupid happened, the odds would be three to two rather than three to one. All three of them attacking me would be even more completely stupid than this idiot pulling a sword, assuming that was even possible. I suspected that if Dairen were at my side he would have just been in my way when I wanted to move. I’ve been trained on one-on-several combat, but these three were all a head taller than I am, and proportionately heavier. On the other hand, they were clearly drunk. I could smell the beer on their breath. The two in back were not moving to support their friend.

      “Listen, you...” he started. He knew a remarkable number of impolite words.

      “You drew on me. Continue or put your toy away.” I was now thoroughly annoyed. His face was ruddy. The fingers of my left hand now held a stack of combat spells, one extremely powerful. His two friends stepped behind him and grabbed his arms. One of them looked at me, smiled, shook his head, and rolled his eyes. They assisted him from the scene.

      “This was supposed to be a nice place, a wonderful place to study,” Dairen said, barely able to remain coherent. He was in tears.

      “It is a nice place, especially once classes start,” I said. “There are supposed to be proctors and lictors to keep the peace.” I sheathed my gnothdiar and lowered my combat wards. My hands were shaking. I’d ramped up to combat mode without even thinking about it. And I’d done it right. Muscles and spells were at the ready, but I was completely calm. “When we get to the Entrance Hall I’ll have to chat one up.” I tapped the hilt of my gnothdiar. Yes, one of the miscellaneous spells had stored images of the event, so there’d be no doubt about who the jackass was. That minor enhancement actually had a useful purpose, namely it sorted out who started what if I got into a fight, not that I had any interest in fighting.
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        * * *

      

      The Proctor at the door to the Entrance Hall was entirely fascinated by the images I’d captured. He took Dairen off to recover. I looked at the signs near the entrance. Apparently, you simply went to the next available faculty member and discussed your plans with him. I was early. There was no line. Dad said most people had very tentative ideas about what they wanted to do, let alone what subjects they needed to take. We hadn’t talked about my interests, he and I, but I had a pretty clear idea of where I should start.

      I headed down a corridor, passing offices holding new students chatting with faculty members, finally reaching the office of an available professor. Indeed, there was a young man sitting at a small desk, looking out the door at me and smiling. I smiled back and made a polite bow. Dad said that was usually good etiquette with faculty and that I would eventually learn who I should treat differently.

      “I’m Junior Professor Jackson,” he announced.

      “Adara Triskittenion.” I repeated my bow.

      “Please come in. There’s a coat hook for your cape and whatever else you are carrying. Umbrella, carryall, whatever.”

      I slipped off the cape, lifted my gnothdiar’s belt from over my neck, and hung it over my cape on the wall. Jackson stared at my sword.

      “That’s substantial armament for campus,” he said. “Most students satisfy the always-armed rule with cloth for armor and a penknife for a weapon.”

      “I just got here,” I answered, not quite defensively, “and the admission instructions were real emphatic I should be here immediately, even before I unpacked." OK, I’d ignored that instruction. This Hall wasn’t even open when I arrived on campus. “Besides, I’ve already had to draw it once.”

      “You’ve what?” he said, dismay showing on his face.

      I let my gnothdiar replay my encounter on the walk.

      “The Four-Fold Way protect us,” Jackson said. “You reported to a Proctor?” I nodded. “Good. I really thought we’d gotten rid of that behavior, but it seems to come back every so often. The fellow who waved his sword at you will soon face the stark fist of removal. In any event, I’m supposed discuss with you your course of study, at least your preliminary course direction. The commonest choices are Governance, Trade, Medicine, or the Church. Though, with your speed, you might be welcome in the Armed Host.”

      I’m not that fast, I told myself; they were drunk. “Actually,” I said, “my interest is General Magic.”

      “Construction?” he suggested.

      I shook my head. Construction is the major application of General Magic, setting up spells to build things, notably things that we trade with unmen in other places. Setting the spells to make really good lenses sounds interesting, but after a while it gets very dull. I should know. I’d spent hours a day doing precision spellwork, preparing to pay for my stay here. It’s amazing how many places think font blocks are valuable. Admittedly, learning to replicate accurately type for odd syllabaries took a lot of work, especially when the individual type stamps were to be formed from hardened steel, but it was still dull.

      “No,” I said, “I’m actually interested in General Magice—how magic works. I sort-of had a schedule laid out.” I pulled from my satchel a sheet marking subjects for this year and later directions. Construction spells, after all, I could perfectly well learn at home, with an occasional visit here by some House member to find out if anyone had created something really new, an event that had not happened in centuries.

      Jackson looked at my chart, nodded politely to himself, then compared against a checklist. “You’re certainly well organized,” he finally said. “Much more so than most students. Half of them wouldn’t know a graduation requirement if it bit them in the ass.” I decided to ignore his language. “There aren’t many students actually headed for General Magic.” He looked at a schedule. “Indeed, most of you share a table at Miller’s Refectory, a not extremely large table, often with the General Magic faculty advisor. That’s about two hours from now.” He wrote a couple of notes on a scrap of paper. “That’s the refectory and table. You may or may not be interested in an Eating House, but House Way is a reasonable path to reach Miller’s.”

      I bowed myself out of his office.
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        * * *

      

      On House Way, my first stop was Gray House. It did not live up to its name. Whatever stone it had been built from, it was now painted in bright colors. If some color had been overlooked, it must’ve been an accident. The balusters on the porch railings were milled spirals, no two the same. You could easily tell that the cross-section was a hexagon, because the six sides of the spiral were painted six different colors. Dad had warned me that repainting the outside of the house was viewed as an important task for the House’s new members. The grounds were surrounded by a low fence, the front gate having an arch and two formal iron latticework doors. The walk to the front door curved left and right, its stone pavers surrounded by a deep green ground cover I didn’t recognize. Crossing the threshold, I felt a gentle ward probe me, probe me enough to reveal I wore enchanted armor and had something fairly potent across my back. The House’s front doors swung open before I reached them. Okay, someone inside was actually paying attention to their House’s wards. Two people, a fellow and a gal who were obviously in the middle of passing from young adult to adult age, came out.

      “Peace be unto you,” I said, “and to the house of social wisdom.” The latter was not a secret password, but it was supposed to establish I was related to a house member, namely my father.

      “And to you also,” the fellow said. “I’m Adrian Chalmers, and this is my fiancée, Rebecca Stone.”

      “I’m Adara, Adara of House Triskittenion,” I explained. “My father once lived here. He asked me to stop and say hello as soon as I reached the Academy. My father said to say he was Eats Always Slowly. But he refused to tell me the story behind the name.”

      “Your father?” Rebecca asked. “Eats Always Slowly was House Rector for a decade. Are you here to claim his place?”

      I shook my head. “My two older brothers are already going into governance. That only works because Heath prefers provincial studies and Moore prefers financial operations. No, I’m just here to say hello and promise that Dad still remembers this House.”

      “Did you have a House in mind already?” Adrian asked. “We couldn’t turn you away, but Gray House really is focused on people looking to rise into governance.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” I said. “No, I’m interested in General Magic. So far as I can tell, there isn’t a House with that focus. Or is there?”

      Rebecca shook her head. “I read there was, once upon a time, but not in recent millennia. The closest you can get is one of the Army Houses, but at the moment they’re all in a commotion. One of the less-well-advised members of Violet House decided to revive the ancient forbidden custom of beating up freshmen who aren’t properly armed. Apparently his first victim pulled an enchanted sword on him and had a couple of spells set on her left hand, ready to launch. His friends say if they hadn’t intervened, she would have flattened him. Now the Proctors are preparing to send the fellow on his way, at least for a century or two.”

      “This morning?” I asked. She nodded. My father said that gossip is the only form of communication that can travel through space in negative time. Here I was seeing it. “This fellow from Violet House? Harold Fourbridge? Tall, black hair, loud voice, already into his beer, shoulder patch that looks like a very stylized flower, light-weight sword with a not-very-good sharpness spell, and two friends who stopped him?”

      “You heard about it already!” Adrian’s nodded enthusiastically. “That’s wonderful! It’s really good to know that we have new students who plug themselves into the gossip network that quickly. That’s an important aspect of being a successful governor, after all, cultivating sources. Are you sure you aren’t interested in Governance? As was written by Arminius the Lesser in his thirty-six volumeShorter Essay on Proper Governance, the cultivation of...”

      At some point in that paragraph, Adrian had lapsed from the One Tongue into Elder Speech without slowing down or losing track of his phrasing. His command of Elder Speech was truly impressive.

      “Adrian, love,” Rebecca said, “I think you just missed the point. The young lady facing the Fourbridge idiot was you, Adara, wasn’t it?”

      “My father warned me about freshman hazing attacks being covered by the unlimited self-defense rule,” I said. “He also taught me the legal definition of riot. That applied if all three of them attacked me, which they did not. Also, it was not an enchanted sword, it was a gnothdiar, and I had considerably more than two spells at hand, not to mention the ward the character walked into.”

      “Gnothdiar? You could have killed him,” Rebecca said, “and his friends if you weren’t careful.”

      “He deserved it,” Adrian said. “That fellow has been a permanent nuisance as long as he’s been here. He keeps using his family — his mother is a High Justiciar of the Great Court — to get away with things. We finally set our house wards to treat him as a hostile barbarian. After his first experience with the new wards, he hasn’t been back.”

      “My sister is in Violent House,” Rebecca added. “Next door to the Violets. Yes, Violent House. The serious Army House. She’s looking forward to becoming an Imperial Guard. She said that one of the guys who did not attack you had a complete record of what the idiot did, everyone except the idiot agreed that he got what he deserved, only not enough of it, and several of the Army Houses hoped you would join them.”

      We talked a bit more, and I went on my way.
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        * * *

      

      It was still early. Miller’s Refectory was close to empty. I picked up a tray and worked down the serving line. The unmen cooks had done a fine job. There was a long table, nearly every space taken, roughly where I had been told to find the General Magic people. A much older man in scholar’s robes sat at one end of the table. Dairen Charlemont was at the far end, shoulders slumped, head down. I stared at him and remembered something that Grandfather Worrow said, describing an unman army trudging into battle.You looked at them and saw they’d clearly lost the battle and surrendered, before they even started to fight. Dairen had had a terrible introduction to the Academy.

      I marched up next Dairen, where an empty chair awaited. “Is this the General Magic table?” I asked, not that I wasn’t sure of the answer.

      “It is indeed,” the Academician at the head of the table answered. “I am Serene Master Courtenay. And these are a fair fraction of our students interested in General Magical Studies.”

      “Adara!” Dairen interrupted. “You saved my life!”

      “Hardly,” I responded. “At worst, you would have been roughed up a bit. But it shouldn’t have happened, and didn’t. Good to see you again, under happier conditions.”

      “Dairen?” A boy near the head of the table asked. “Is this the girl you claimed pulled a peldiar on three Army House thugs? And chased them off? With a child’s toy?” Peldiar? Oh, right, the training tool, the one that barely holds two spells. Sort of. If you’re careful you can do more. I once got four into mine, but it had been a real chore, and I’d selected the spells carefully. “Her?” His last question was accusatory, not believing what had been heard.

      “Her. I said gnothdiar,” Dairen mumbled.

      “I’m Adara, Adara of House Triskittenion. I’m pleased to meet you, Serene Master, and all the rest of you, too.” I set down my tray. Spaced around the table were a series of coat racks, solid vertical posts with heavy brass hooks. I released the throat clasp on my cape, hung the cape on the neighboring rack, and followed with my gnothdiar. Mom had taught me how to hang a long cape so that the family seal showed. In our case, it was three kittens sleeping, wrapped around each other in a trefoil. The gnothdiar scabbard was translucent white spider silk, through which shone the light from a few of the embedded spells. The fellow at the head of the table stared and bit his tongue.

      Master Courtenay rattled through the names of the other people at the table. He had a superb memory, or these people had been eating together for a long time. “You’ll eventually hear from each of us,” he concluded, speaking directly to me, “how we each became interested in the study of magic itself, not its boring applied uses. But the custom Dairen has already followed is that we invite newcomers to say how they became interested in General Magic. Often, they were inspired by a junior faculty member here. Some were inspired by a traveling tutor. And you? You don’t have to answer.”

      “I was seven,” I answered. “I heard of General Magic, a bit, and knew it was what I wanted to study.”

      “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” a tall girl near the head of the table snapped. Winterhold, I remembered, her name is Janice Winterhold. “How can you possibly say that?” she asked. There were nods of agreement from around the table. “Seven? For a decade I studied dance magic as lead student of a Serene Master. He was positive there were better ways to find new dance spells, and asked me to find them.”

      “Because it’s true?” I countered. I was met with frowns.

      “My grandfather,” the boy sitting next to Janice said, “was an expert in gesture magic. He trained a team that captured three hrordrin. He spent hours tutoring me, but not as many hours as I finally wanted. So when we became young adults, we made adult decisions about a vocation. I decided to be here.”

      “What happened when you were seven?” Serene Master Courtenay asked.

      “I heard about Ettore’s paradox,” I said. “Not very clearly. Just enough that it sounded fascinating, and decided that was what I wanted to make the center of my life. Much later I learned it was called ‘General Magic’.”

      “You think you’re going to solve that Paradox?” Janice challenged. “When people have been trying to solve it for thousands of years?” Her friends, that was most of the table, nodded agreeably.

      “Weren’t you lucky,” the boy next to Janice asked, “that Fourbridge didn’t call your bluff? I mean, you can’t power that gnothdiar, can you?" That was the fellow who said I had carried a peldiar. He hadn’t quite been holding hands with Janice, but it was clear they were close friends, so he was standing verbally behind her.

      “My gnothdiar is a bonded implement,” I said. I gestured with my left hand. Every channel in the gnothdiar came up in the same instant, their glows illuminating the table. “Bonded to me. I bonded with it by driving all its channels at the same time, up to their power limits, while casting other spells and setting wards.” Janice looked skyward. She obviously didn’t believe a word I was saying.

      “We’ll get to see you do that next week,” the boy said. “I’m Abner Whitfield, by the way.” He said it as though I was supposed to know who he was. “First-year students show up on the Campus Martius, show their combat magic, get placed in classes.”

      “We’re supposed to know combat magic?” Dairen asked. “That’s not in the admission rules.”

      “Everyone knows...” Abner began.

      “No, the young man is correct,” Master Courtenay said. “You’ve never studied combat magic, Dairen?”

      “My family builds instruments. Fancy lenses. Time fractionators. Nothing violent,” he mumbled. He looked more frightened than ever.

      “Let’s talk about this later, Dairen. After lunch?” Master Courtenay said. “There are special rules. You’ll be fine.”

      “Different question,” I said. “General library access? I see that textbooks get bought, but I like to read. The library rules say ‘standard ward passage’, but nothing mentions how the ward passage is set.”

      “You saw your advisor this morning?” Courtenay asked. I nodded agreement. “You should have signed a promise to obey the Academy’s rules. Did you? This goes for you, too, Dairen.” We both agreed we had. “The wards are renewed daily. Tomorrow you have full library access. Despite megallenia of fairy tales, the library actually does not have restricted shelves. There are a lot of books that make you prove you’re up to understanding them, before they let you open them, but you can take them off the shelf safely.”

      “That includes books on fixed-spell alteration methods,” Abner added. I must’ve raised my eyebrows. What was he talking about? “Methods for altering your personal spells, your agelessness spell.”

      “Alter my agelessness spell?” My tone of voice didn’t make it sound like a question. That sounded remarkably dangerous. Did he think I was dumber than a bag of hammers?

      “If you’re afraid to do it to yourself,” the fellow sitting closest to me said, “there are people who can do it for you. The last University Council determined agelessness alteration, growing up early, was allowed by student rules.”

      “It is, however, a remarkably impressive way to kill yourself,” Master Courtenay observed. “For all that a considerable fraction of everyone in earshot, not including me, seems to have done that.”

      Finally I connected the links. Against stupidity, the gods themselves struggle in vain. Yes, it is possible to adjust my agelessness spell, the spell that holds me at my current physical age as a young adult for as long as I want, following which it is relaxed so that I age physically into a grown-up, and then never get any older. Relaxation does all sorts of bad things to your ability to command the Presence, so that you cast a spell to heat your cocoa, and the resulting column of fire consumes you and the neighboring building. That’s dangerous during the transition. Once you finish aging, there’s no problem. The longer you wait, the stronger your control of the Presence, for the rest of your life, becomes. Curiously, few people are willing to wait. Thank you, I thought, I prefer to wait. I’m in no hurry. Actually, I was in a lot of hurry, in particular for lectures to start.

      “Oh, got it. Thanks, but I’m happy the way I am,” I said. Janice’s eyes bugged out. She shook her head. I could see head shakes propagate very gently down most of the length of the table. “When do the open lectures start? And where?” Those were lectures from visitors, people who talked knowledgeably about something specific. There were glances back-and-forth, followed by silence.

      “Proscenium Hall is the old alchemy building,” Master Courtenay said. “Unofficially, it’s where faculty interested in general magic congregate. If you wander the halls a bit, you’ll find where the announcements are posted. That’s also where our regular classes are held, a minor detail you cannot tell from the normal class schedule.”

      “Thank you!” I managed. Master Courtenay was clearly worth cultivating, but the rest of these people seem to have their own interests.

      I turned to my food and listened carefully. There was a lot of gossip. Finally, most people stopped eating. I’d been talking, so I was just reaching dessert.

      “Beach?” Janice asked. “For regulars? Master, you’re always welcome to join us.”

      “Thank you,” Courtenay answered, “but I like to stand at a safe distance and watch the waves break. While fully dressed.”

      “Dairen,” I said, “If you’d like to learn a few defensive wards, I’d be happy to show you.” I tried to smile at him. He looked down at the table.

      The mob stood up and headed for the door, ignoring Dairen and me. Already these folks didn’t seem to be entirely likeable people. Master Courtenay rose and headed down the table toward us. Dairen shrank in his chair.

      Courtenay nodded at me. “Janice thinks the world runs exactly a certain way. And since you have the brains not to want to tamper with your personal spells, you may not find her friends to be very friendly to you. As for you, Dairen, if you really have not studied combat magic at all, there actually is a process for transferring to the New School. You might well be happier there. You’d need faculty endorsement, which we would give.”

      Dairen tried to square his shoulders. “Thank you, sir, but my parents said I should study here.” Something in that remark clicked into my memory. “They thought, since my House double tithes to the Order of the Axe, there’d be no issue of my safety.”

      “Sigil!” Master Courtenay and I spoke almost in unison.

      “Better that I take care of it now,” he said.

      “Thanks for the advice, Master,” I added. “Do people here discuss General Magic very often? I listened to them talk, and heard all sorts of things, but never school-type things.”

      “Alas, no,” Courtenay said. “For all that we are the General Magic table, General Magic is rarely discussed here. Or anywhere else. Truthfully, General Magic is mostly studied by lesser heirs of very wealthy houses, so the heirs can say they studied successfully at Dorrance.”

      “I’m actually a third heir,” I said. “But when I’ve heard people who simply wanted papers stamped, so they didn’t work very hard, how did they do it?”

      Courtenay laughed. “Subjects have lectures. At the start, the lecturer will give a short summary ‘what you need to know’. If you know that and no more, you earn a ‘Gentleman’s Pass’. There is then a short recess. Students staying behind, if any, are interested in the serious material.”

      “Some people don’t stay behind?” Dairen asked in surprise.

      “You really should transfer to the New School, Dairen,” Courtenay said. “If you don’t object, I should contact your parents. Their standards are the same...their library is less-than-well-organized at advanced levels. The transfer process is transparent.”

      Dairen nodded agreement. “Whatever my parents say,” he said.

      That wasn’t what I wanted to hear about Dorrance, but you have to live in the world that is. The better library sounded to be the one here, which sounded to be the right choice.

      “Thanks for explaining where lectures are,” I said.

      “Most everything you actually need to know about taking classes is on bulletin boards,” Courtenay said, “someplace or other in the Hall. But Dairen and I need to take care of something, something good for you, young man, something your parents paid for.”

      We all stood.
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        * * *

      

      I had a week before classes started. I prowled Proscenium Hall, finally realizing I needed a map with floor plan. The corridor layout was bizarre. Rooms were all named, sometimes with different names on different doors. A dismaying number of bulletin boards lurked in odd spots.

      I finally found the central office and made friends with the Administrative Scribe, a charming, elderly woman. Elena Bonafortuna had all sorts of useful advice. Giving her a few quires of quality paper didn’t hurt. No, she explained, there were no maps. No, there was no unified lecture schedule. Yes, there were other serious students, but she had no idea who, or where to find them. There was a bulletin board for students. That might help, if I could find it. She did, however, have the actual class schedule. I managed to reach a few lectures. I hid in the extreme back, told myself I would not understand much of what I was hearing, and took notes. While my memory was fresh, I copied my notes into more permanent notebooks.

      I also prowled the library. Master Courtenay had said the New School’s library was less well organized. I had trouble imagining how that could be true. There seemed to be no records as to what was where. That had to be wrong. Finding the records must have been one of these little puzzles left in the path of students. For the most part, volumes corresponding to a particular course of study were in a single hall, but not always. There was a Hall for Governance, a Hall for Theology, two Halls for Construction, and on and on and on. There was even a Hall for History. I reminded myself to look for books on summoning paper.

      Marchesi’s seven volumes on bone wands, very hard to miss in their glow-brightly-in-the-dark scarlet jackets, were in four different halls. I did find a copy of Ettore’s book. The Librarians had it hidden behind the front desk. Apparently every so often someone would appear and try to burn the book, on the belief that if the book were destroyed, Ettore’s claims would be disproven. Providing the paper for a copy made a significant dent in my supply, but an hour later I actually had a copy of Ettore’s A Mathemagical Paradox.A glance inside said that some day I would understand it, but that day was not yet.

      I made a point of visiting each of the Eating Clubs. I was a bit reluctant to visit Violet House, but they were very polite. I’d saved their House from embarrassment. Violent House was actually fun. They’d had run-ins with Harold Fourbridge. The fellow who asked me which spells I’d had behind my back was a bit startled when I told him. Then one of their members, Kimberly Lane – the Lanes are neighbors of ours – decided to give me a second introduction to the lunch group. “This is Adara Triskittenion, whose solo hunt brought home the heads of three...” she paused for effect “...night terrors.”

      I summoned an image of my bedroom, the skulls on the walls. There were loud cheers.

      I also ate at each of the Refectories, returning once a day to Miller’s Refectory and the General Magic table. I was excluded from most of the conversations. I listened carefully when they discussed watching the other first-year folks at the table being tested on the Campus Martius. The combat magic tests sounded to be complete jokes, but they all went out to watch and cheer our fellows on. I hadn’t heard about the custom until now.

      Dairen had vanished. I felt really sorry for him. I did ask Master Courtenay where he was. Apparently, the local Order-Master of the Order of the Axe had taken a personal interest in seeing he was someplace safe.

      A few days later, I received a directive, when and where to report on the Campus Martius. I went over the day before to survey. My assigned location was a good mile out from the places where other students were being tested. Each student was put up against a simulacrum, a creature of straw and twine, something barely able to walk. A good number of them did not take the exercise seriously. They got pummeled by a bag of straw and the feeble spells backing it. Others seemed to have an unclear idea of what they were supposed to be doing. Many had clearly only been in mock duels in which you were expected to pull your blows. If I’d quoted the family doctrine on kicking a man in the head, ‘best done while he’s flat on the ground; he can’t dodge as fast’, they’d have been distressed.

      The rules were simple. Each location had two warding circles. You stepped into the outer circle, raised the circle, prepared your weapons and spells, and stepped into the inner circle. The docent grading your skills raised the inner circle. At some point, probably not instantly afterward, you were attacked by a simulacrum. You were expected to defend yourself.

      The next day my time in the ring came. I’d mentioned to the General Magic table where and when I had my test. Unlike the other first-year students at the table, I did not have an audience. Grandfather Worrow had drilled into me: There are no mock combats, except between fools. Mock combats teach you bad habits. I am not a fool. I was about to face a straw scarecrow, but I would face it with the readiness I would have had if I faced a barbarian horde. I stepped inside the outer circle and felt its shields rising behind me. I checked my wards, summoned my left- and right-hand spells, opened the void node on each wrist, and stepped across the inner circle, grumbling under my breath that I was not allowed to reach for my gnothdiar before combat started. OK, it’s a realistic test on being ambushed.

      At first, nothing happened. There was supposed to be a target dummy. It was missing in action. I cast a weak sight spell, enough to spot something invisible. Nothing.

      The attack came from directly behind me, strong enough to drive me down onto one knee. My gnothdiar was most useful if I drew it, difficult when my right hand hit the ground almost hard enough to break my wrist. Reflexively, I released a half-dozen spell-breaker and warding spells, followed by area fire and lightning spells, all directed straight behind me.

      The scarecrow, whatever it was, caught two of the spell-breaker spells and sent them back in my direction. My own wards swallowed them and powered up. Someone was fond of pyrotechnics. Lightning spells left behind the smell of sweet metal. Blinding lights and screeching noises tried to tear at my senses. Sorry, the last time that trick worked on me I was four years old, when I could barely cast any spells at all. That time, I countered the trick by kicking big brother Heath in the stomach. Hard. This time, I pushed up with my right leg, struggling to stand, casting Dance of the Air to help me get off the ground. Standing, I fell back into pure defensive combat, each finger on my left hand releasing a separate ward. Now I was on my feet. With my right arm, I managed to touch my gnothdiar hilt. The sword leaped into my hand. I pivoted and took two steps back. Every combat master teaches you to charge at the enemy, the better to create threats. I stepped back to create surprise.

      I faced a vaguely manlike creature of shiny metal and glittering lights, surrounded by a haze of warding spells. A straw-filled scarecrow it was not. I could see its attacks, lightning and fire, striking the ground where I had stood. They were powerful and very tightly focused. I sprang to the side well before the creature realized I had moved.

      Sharp, I thought, Sharp. I called the most powerful destructive spell I knew, backing it with both hands and gnothdiar, directing it straight against the creature’s core. The air between us trembled and bent. Its wards would not go down. I drew on my void nodes, sending all the power I could reach against the creature. My wrists burned where the nodes touched my skin. Its wards would not go down. I interleaved a dozen attack spells with ward breakers. Its wards remained intact. All this time, it was directing spells at me, spells as sophisticated as mine, backed by more power than I could call without careful preparation. My wards did not go down, either.

      The creature turned and charged. I jumped to the side. Our wards collided, sending me tumbling across the circle. The creature outweighed me by a lot. It wasn’t weak, either. I rolled, landed on my feet, and hit the creature with a half-dozen ward-eating spells. They bit, turning the creature’s wards into incandescent flame. Those wards still stayed up. The creature threw itself at me, arms out-stretched, trying for a tackle. I faked a move to the left, but jumped right. My gnothdiar delivered more ward-breaking spells. I swung, two-handed, my gnothdiar connecting with the creature’s back as we passed. Tutor had warned me I shouldn’t rely on speed or brute strength. I’m still not that slow or that weak.

      The gnothdiar’s other function is to be very sharp. I called my strength to its ultimate limit, the void node in each wrist burning hot as fire. Swinging down, I hit hard enough to pull me from my feet. The creature’s wards collapsed as I cut through them. My gnothdiar sliced through metallic armour. A blinding glare filled the space between us. Suddenly my gnothdiar felt no resistance. I’d sliced the creature in two, releasing a flood of stored arcane energy.

      Almost, almost, but my wards did not quite collapse. They were forced hard against skin and clothing. I smelled chicken feathers. Patches of my clothing were reduced to ash. At the fringes, my hair was on fire, flames that flickered out. Spread on the ground all around me were shattered bits of steel and crystal, puddles of molten copper, and fluctuating glows that marked escaping magic.

      Whatever it had been, it appeared to be dead. Before it was too late, I remembered to cast spell-breaker enchantments, one after the next, as fast as I could. The creature’s remnant trace magic vanished. It was not coming back. Dance of the Air, just for a moment, let me step over the body fragments and stand on unmarked sod.

      My hands were shaking. I almost released my void nodes. Then I realized this could be a trick, an illusion to get me to power down completely. The skin in my wrists wasn’t quite to the point of blistering, but I had burns on the backs of both hands. I’m not a medico, but I do know to cast healing and cold spells on burned areas. I let my gnothdiar damp itself, not all the way but enough that the drain was no longer painful.

      What just happened? This was supposed to be a minimum test of my knowledge of combat magic. If I’d stepped into the ring, without honoring House Triskittenion’s attitude toward mock duels, I’d now be dead. If I’d been from a House that didn’t take combat magic seriously, I’d be dead. If I’d’ve been most of the fellow students I’d watched, there might not have been enough of my body remaining to consign it to the Goddess of Fire. I’d cast a remarkable number of spells in almost no time at all. I’d been drilled in doing that; the drills had saved my life. On due consideration, I must have summoned considerably more Fire of the Presence, the power that underlies all magic, than I’d ever done before.

      I was shaking. Post-combat response. If it weren’t for the honor of the thing, I’d rather have done without. I turned to face the docent who’d superintended my contest. He had some explaining to do. No. He was lying on the ground, bound, gagged, and in a suspension spell. He was also standing...One of them was a glamour.

      “You!” the standing docent screamed. “You!” He added two impolite words. The first is physically impossible for a girl my age. The second? I’ve never shape-changed into a female dog.

      “Take that back!” I snapped. Some insults cannot be allowed to stand. Those two words were one of them. His response was even less polite than what he’d said before.

      “Death-Pride Honor!” I shouted.

      His words fit the death-pride honor rules, and I’d invoked them. He added several cruder variations to his earlier insults. There could be no complaint if I now killed him. No, I did not plan to kill him. That would start a house feud. Sometimes accidents happen. He’d made this an Honor Duel, so no one could later complain about what happened to him. However tired I was, I called up all my defensive wards, and summoned again the void nodes on my wrists. I needed to play for time. Fighting strictly on the defensive should do that. Down at the far end of the Campus Martius, someone should have noticed my clash with the metal monster, realized that something was wrong, and come to investigate. If nothing else, the grass fire all around, lawn and bushes within a hundred feet being reduced to charcoal, should have been a mite suspicious. I didn’t remember when I’d torched them, but clearly I had.

      “You’re dead!” he answered. “You got me expelled! Now, you die!” he shouted. OK, now I knew who he was under his glamours.

      “Try again! I’m alive.” Rather behind the curve, I realized that he had indeed tried to kill me. I rattled down a memorized list of feuds of my House. Fourbridge was not on that very short list. Harold Fourbridge was a total idiot. Unfortunately, he was also training to be a combat sorcerer and was supposed to be good. So the folks at Violent House had said. Perhaps staying on the defensive would be inadvisable.

      He continued calling me names when he launched his first attacks. Bad habit. Impolite words distract you from your focus. Lightning. Fire. Death commands. I countered with spell breakers. Those are slower to cast, not to mention I was a bit worn out. Once and again, he burned through one or two of my wards. I dropped the limit locks on my void nodes. Grandpa Worrow had warned me: Only drop you limit locks in extremis; the nodes will supply the power you need to keep your wards up but may well kill you at the same time.

      Harold switched to interleaved attack and ward breaking spells. For all his ego, he was really good. But I’d drilled against Grandpa Worrow, who’d written books on combat magic, books I’d studied. Carefully, I saw the flow of his attacks, waited half an instant, and hit him as hard as I could with ward-eating spells. He was as good as the simulacrum I’d just smashed, maybe better. His wards still burned, but they did not go down. He invoked more and more outlandish attacks, some I’d only read about. At least he didn’t try grappling with me; he for sure outweighed me by a lot.

      It was very definitely time to go on the attack, before he found something I couldn’t counter. My hands were on fire. My gnothdiar glowed, incandescently bright, as I hit him with the most powerful attacks I could find. His wards wavered but did not crumble. He was screaming impolite words at the top of his lungs. Hopefully, that was interfering with his thinking. It would be nice, I thought, if the Marshal-at-Arms noticed what was happening and showed up here.

      I saw a weakness. I timed my attacks to hit exactly when his did, targeting not him but his sword. It shattered. He dropped back and pulled something from his backpack. It was a teal cone the size of a trumpet. A treldiar! An enchanted spellcaster vastly more powerful than a conventional gnothdiar. My gnothdiar is not conventional, thank you, but not that unconventional. Where had he found it? What was my response? The one weakness of a treldiar is that it takes time to activate.

      Defense was no longer an answer.

      “It’s no good if I break it first!” I shouted.

      I ran at him, gnothdiar held before me, sending rapid-fire, blindingly bright, deafeningly loud, but surely ineffective bursts of ball lightning at the cone. He held it high, concentrating his wards to protect his spellcaster while it powered up. I only needed a few steps to reach him. At the very end, he must have recognized that my fireballs were a feint. He began to move his shields to protect his body. My gnothdiar, backed by all the shield-breaking spells I could remember, sliced through his wards, and whacked the top of his head. A stun spell dropped him, unconscious, on the ground.

      Cautiously, I stepped back. Now I had an audience, one well back from the circle. What was I supposed to do? A gentle neutralization spell released the spells on the docent. He braced himself on a bench and staggered to his feet.

      “He tried to kill you,” the docent observed. I still didn’t know his name. “And he attacked me. Why? It makes no sense.”

      “Tried,” I said. I was pushing into the zone of total exhaustion. I realized that the light in my eyes was my gnothdiar, burning bright as incandescent steel. I damped it but stepped back from Fourbridge. Yes, I did set a hand-smashing spell in my sword. If, impossibly, he became conscious and grabbed my gnothdiar, he would lose his forearms. Nonetheless, better safe than sorry.

      Very rapidly I was surrounded by people, all trying to speak to me. One of them was the Marshal-at-Arms. I’d met Master Monserrate once.

      “I can’t hear you,” I shouted. “Too many voices, all at once.”

      Marshal-at-Arms Master Monserrate shooed the audience away. I began to describe what had happened, had to start over twice when groups of lictors arrived, but finally reached the end of my story. The lictors took Fourbridge into custody. The docent’s description of events more or less matched mine.

      “He said he was going to kill me,” I said, “and tried to make his words come true. He called me a...." I used the two words. "I called Death-Pride Honor. He failed. I won,” I concluded.

      From the back and forth between the lictors, it seemed I’d managed to smash a combat golem, not to mention draining its Presence reserves to the point that it was about to collapse, even before I cut it to ribbons.

      “You could have died,” Master Monserrate countered. “Why didn’t you run?”

      Unfortunately, that was a good question. Too good. Fortunately, I had an answer. “House Triskittenion does not flee. It conquers. And, truthfully, I was too busy killing the thing to wonder if maybe this was not your test.”

      “You didn’t try screaming ‘Not fair. Not fair!’?" a lictor asked.

      I did not quite glare at him. “The world is not fair,” I said. I couldn’t quite believe someone was making me quote that aphorism.

      “True,” Master Monserrate said. “You have clearly passed the test, if not the one I had set, and need not trouble the Campus Martius again.”

      “The perfect test stretches every student to her limits,” I added. “This one was beyond perfect.”

      Monserrate gestured at the area outside the circle. “That was a very nice lawn, too.”

      “Apologies,” I managed. “I was a bit busy. I didn’t notice.”

      “Better busy than dead,” Master Monserrate observed. “House Fourbridge will, I fear, be annoyed. I shall emphasize to them that this boy had been expelled for cause, assaulted a docent, tried to murder you, and lost a duel on a matter of death-pride honor, he having offered the insult. Saving this idiot from the headsman will cost them a pretty penny in weregild.”

      “Thank you,” I managed. There is a point where you are dead on your feet and forcing yourself to stand straight. I was there. “Are there more questions?” I asked the lictors.

      “No,” Master Monserrate decreed. “There are not.”

      I had remembered to pocket the treldiarin my cloak. Several lictors levitated Fourbridge and marched off with him. Another lictor helped me to the Infirmary, which put solid healing spells on all my burns, removed the smell from my hair – I now have very short curls – and confirmed I had no other serious damage. My clothing was in ruins; the infirmary lent me an outdoor robe. I staggered home, dropped into bed, and slept the day around.

      Dorrance Academy is certainly an interesting place, but some of its people are nicer than others.
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        The Ascendant Cup

      

      

      The list was only six names long.

      Kara Wilde tapped on the plaque with a half-chewed, aquamarine polish chipped fingernail on the empty spot where she hoped her name would reside in a little over a month.

      “You’ve been staring at that list for a donkey’s years, Kara,” said Nefimi in her posh London accent. “You’re not thinking of signing up, are you?”

      Kara turned to her best friend, Nifemi Oni, wearing a black and white silk polka dot blouse that made her ebony skin shine. The gold bangles had fallen down her wrist as she cupped her chin in thought.

      “There’s only been six winners in almost a hundred years,” said Kara, fiddling with a little music box with a cuckoo bird painted on the front.

      “Oh, luv,” said Nifemi, tapping her ruby nails on her chin. “You is. You always repeat facts about whatever you thinking about doing.”

      “I am,” said Kara, nodding tightly, while Nifemi’s gaze narrowed as she noticed the music box in her hand.

      “Blimey, what’s that for?”

      Kara shook her off. “Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      Nifemi’s expression grew grave, her lips squeezed to thin lines.

      “You really serious about making a go for the Ascendant Cup? I mean, you’re bloody brilliant when it comes to mixing, but with your family history, I didn’t think you’d come a million miles from this contest,” said Nifemi.

      Kara squeezed her eyes shut momentarily. “That’s why I have to do it. Between the doctor’s visits and the week she can’t work every month, she’s going to lose her place back in Lubick. She’s always been there for me; I need to do this for her.”

      “Why not wait until you graduate? You’ll be able to get a job and buy back her place,” said Nifemi.

      “That’s almost three years away,” said Kara gripping her hands into fists, mentally willing the water works away. “I need the money now for her treatments.”

      The corners of Nifemi’s eyes creased. “You never explain what happened to her when she tried to win the Cup.”

      Kara stared at her worn sneakers, trying not to compare them to Nifemi’s glossy heels. “It wasn’t good, but at least she survived with her life, not like mom.” She sighed, lifted her head. “I won’t have competition at least.”

      Nifemi’s eyes widened with alarm.

      “What?” asked Kara.

      “You heard? Seraphina’s gonna sign up, and so is Lex,” said Nifemi.

      Heat rose to Kara’s cheeks. “Why is Seraphina entering? Her mom won back in her day, it made their family fortune, and Lex? His family is rich already.”

      “You know as well as I do that winning the Ascendant Cup is more than that greasy green stuff,” said Nifemi, rubbing her forefinger and thumb together rapidly.

      “Don’t I know it,” said Kara, knocking a strand of auburn hair away from her forehead.

      “Kara, luv, I know you think you need to do this contest, but you’re only a third year. It’s bad enough even for experienced fifth years like Lex and Seraphina. Don’t do it, please. It’s bad business. Nothing but death and misery. As the head of your fan club, I can say with utmost sincerity that you don’t need to do this. I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

      Kara put her hand over Nifemi’s. “Thanks, Nife. I appreciate it, but I have to join. I can’t let anything more bad happened to Gran.”

      Nifemi skewed her mouth to one side. “What about you? You already lost a mother to the contest. Don’t lose your life too.”

      “I have to,” said Kara. “I’ve been preparing my whole life to do this contest.”

      “As a third year?” asked Nifemi.

      “A little ahead of schedule, but I’ll deal,” replied Kara.

      Nifemi crossed her arms like a school teacher about to lecture an unruly student. “Then you win this bloody thing. No messing around.”

      Heavy with thought, Kara replied, “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, she was invited to a meeting with Patron Celesse D’Agastine, who would lay out the rules for the contest. The hall patron rarely visited, since she was busy running her multinational alchemical lifestyle companies, but Kara had met her on enough occasions that introductions weren’t necessary.

      “Good morning, Patron D’Agastine,” said Kara as she entered the gilded room filled with fountains and birdcages on the fifth floor.

      The patron cut an imposing figure: the kind of blonde hair that seemed to be made of sunlight, features carved by sorcery and enhanced by alchemy, a face that graced a million fashion magazines. She was a walking billboard for the hall motto, “Perfection is attainable.”

      “Cut the formality and call me, Celesse, will you dear?”

      “Yes...” Kara almost said ma’am but caught herself and added, “Celesse.”

      “The others are waiting but I wanted to have a word with you before we started. Are you sure you’re ready for the contest? This is the first time a third year has ever put their name in the hat, and after what happened to your mother and grandmother in their days...I know Jeanine would be heartbroken to lose you like she did her daughter.”

      The use of her grandmother’s personal name was a stark reminder that despite Celesse’s supermodel looks, she was well over a hundred years old. It was strange for Kara to think that she was the third generation to join the Honorable Order of Alchemists and that Patron Celesse had known each of them.

      “I know the risks,” said Kara, holding her chin high. “But I plan on winning the contest.”

      “Does Jeanine know? Not that I will tell her if you haven’t, but I want to know what to expect should that day come,” said Celesse.

      “I did,” said Kara as her heart fluttered in her chest. “She wasn’t happy, of course. She never expected to raise me after my mom died, especially in her condition, nor does she want to lose me, too.”

      “Then why are you entering the contest?” asked Celesse.

      Kara’s gut tightened up, she didn’t want her patron’s pity, nor admit that her Gran was flat broke.

      “For the family’s honor,” she said, staring Celesse right in the eyes.

      The patron made little reaction, maybe disappointment, her eyes searching momentarily before nodding, “Follow me.”

      Her fellow contestants waited in a study drinking tea and nibbling on shortbread cookies.

      “‘Sup,” said Lex Livingston, adding an annoying wink for good measure.

      He kept his head shaved, letting his golden sandalwood skin glow, touching and preening over his bare skull as if he had a full head of hair. His family owned a huge pharmaceutical conglomerate, and while Kara would have liked to think he was a spoiled, rich kid, he worked as hard as any of the other alchemist students.

      “Lex,” said Kara as she took a seat opposite him, before turning to the third member of the contest. Compared to the others, she felt completely underdressed in jeans and a patterned shirt she found at a thrift store when she was back in Texas during the summer. “Lovely to see you here, Seraphina.”

      If Celesse D’Agastine was the ideal of humanity, perfected with magic and alchemy, then Seraphina was the embodiment of how sorcery could warp it with nails like tiger claws, brilliant red hair smoldering as if they were ever-burning embers, skin as smooth and hard as a porcelain doll, and eyes like a cat that glowed at night.

      “Third times a charm, eh?” asked Seraphina Astor with a predator’s smile, which drained the blood from Kara’s face.

      She rose towards Seraphina with full intention to bloody her perfect nose when Celesse reminded them of her presence with a clearing of her throat, leaving Kara to fall back into her chair blushing.

      “Welcome to the Ascendant Cup,” said Celesse. “You three know the risks and rewards of this contest. I will not belabor the point. But I will go over the guidelines.

      “The contest will last one month. This year, the goal is to craft an Elixir of Weirding, a recipe from the days of druids in the forests of Britannia, long lost until recently when a fragment was found which suggested how it could be made. The first student to create and successfully survive drinking their potion, under observation of course, is the winner.”

      Lex leaned forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “What does the elixir do?”

      “It gives the drinker a level of influence over others with their voice,” said Celesse, a wry lilt to her grin. “The druids used it to coax their sacrifices to the altar willingly, going so far as holding the wooden bowl to collect their own blood when their throats were cut.”

      “Splendid,” said Seraphina, shooting Kara a wink as if Celesse had been describing an exciting rollercoaster ride rather than ritualized murder.

      Kara tried not to let Seraphina’s tone bother her, but she’d hoped to be working the contest without competition.

      “Any questions?” asked Celesse.

      “Do we get to see the recipe fragment?” asked Kara, resisting the urge to raise her hand as if she were in class. She was thankful that it was a different recipe than in the past, but she felt like no matter what, Seraphina would have an advantage.

      “Of course, but not until after I have placed the binding on the three of you so you cannot tell anyone what you have read or accept help during the contest. At the end of the month, unless you are the winner, you will forget everything you worked on,” said Celesse.

      After a series of glances, their patron made them raise their right hands. The spell was simple, a few phrases, the rush of faez—the raw stuff of magic—and a slight tingle down the back of her spine, and the binding would hold them to their patron’s conditions.

      Afterwards, Celesse handed them a piece of paper which they passed around, quickly memorizing the recipe fragment.

      spark in double at a divine rate / the essence must come from [scrambled] then be

      “That’s it? That’s all there is?” asked Seraphina, lips curling.

      “Wouldn’t be much of a contest if it were easy,” said Celesse, eyes glinting.

      The lack of information didn’t daunt Kara, who loved a puzzle and had spent her nearly two and a quarter years in the Hundred Halls pouring over obscure recipes in preparation for the contest.

      “Good luck, everyone,” said Kara, as her mind whirled with the possibilities of where to start.

      “You, too,” said Lex with a wink towards Kara as he rolled his eyes at Seraphina. “Try not to die.”

      “Suck a dick, Lex,” said Seraphina, knocking her embered hair away from her shoulder as she strode from the room in a rush. “I’m going to win this contest.”
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        * * *

      

      Entering the contest had cleared her schedule of classes, not only so she could focus on the task but because the binding tended to interfere with rudimentary communication about the craft of alchemy. It also afforded her one of the high-tech mixing rooms on the fifth floor. The walls could be enchanted to act as a kill room, if the potion in question was dangerous to others, but in this case, the Elixir of Weirding was only dangerous to the imbiber if it were mixed incorrectly.

      Kara entered, feeling like a queen in her throne room for the first time, running her fingers across the stainless steel tables as she strode around the room. The cabinets on the wall held runed glassware made for potions, titration instruments, witching stones, and dozens of other specialty equipment not found in the underclassman labs.

      A massive walk-in storage room held copious amounts of common potion ingredients like hazel grains, sea salt, illilus fungus shoots, and even a few more expensive reagents like silver dust.

      As she read the exquisitely printed labels, she knew that her task would likely not include much of what was in these drawers. While no one except the contest winners and Patron D’Agastine ever knew what went into the final potions, there’d been enough observations to know the trends—the primary one being that the reagents would include at least one exotic ingredient that would be difficult to obtain.

      The first day, Kara didn’t open a single drawer or touch even one piece of glassware. Instead, she sat at the comfortable desk with a steaming mug of coffee, listening to an EDM mix on her phone, and wrote out everything she knew about potions related to mind control, and the history of druidic alchemy, while her foot bounced with energy.

      She also made a combination chart, a basic tool for discovering new potions. Most mixtures required three types of ingredients. The first was the chyma which was the base that held the magic in place. The more expensive the chyma solution, the higher quality of the potion, usually anyway.

      The second was the catalyst which triggered the magic when consumed, which was important to ensure that it affected the person who drank it properly. The final part of the potion was the andaridin, which was the maetrie word for “the essence”. This final part created the magical effects of the potion and was typically made from multiple ingredients combined in a specific manner.

      For the chyma, Kara could find most of them in the goblin market in the Undercity with the blood gold coins Celesse had given them. She wouldn’t bother purchasing it until she knew what the catalyst and essence were since they could be incompatible with certain chymas.

      The essence would be the hardest part to determine, since it did most of the work of the elixir but unfortunately the recovered fragment was missing the part that highlighted that final and most important part of the potion. Kara spent a few days experimenting with cheap ingredients from the storage room, exhausting the obvious solutions before deciding she needed to enact drastic measures to learn the answer.

      Before she left the laboratory, Kara cleaned up the glassware, returned any unused reagents back to their drawers, put on her favorite jean jacket with ragged holes at the elbows—the one she wore when breaking horses—and wrote out a will and a final message to her Gran should she not return from her trip.
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        * * *

      

      The nest was a five-hour trip from the city of Invictus to the Appalachian Mountains on the eastern side of West Virginia. She’d purchased hiking boots before she left Invictus, the city that was the home of the Hundred Halls, but after two hours on trails, her feet had blisters.

      “Gran would laugh herself silly if she saw how soft my feet have gotten,” she said, parking herself on a small boulder for self-treatment. When she broke horses at their neighbor's ranch, her Gran used to say that her boots had welded to her feet with calluses and made her wash off in the backyard with a hose so she didn’t track mud into the house.

      Kara removed the boots near a stream, pulled out a tube of ointment she’d mixed herself, and rubbed it on the ripped skin. The red flesh immediately foamed, followed by a stinging that made her grit her teeth, but within a minute, the skin had knitted back together.

      As she was sliding her boots back on, a ranger in khakis with a Federal Bureau of Supernatural Creatures badge on his sleeve appeared from the other side of the stream. He had dusty black hair and wore a simple protection charm pendant in the shape of an eye.

      “Young lady, I’m going to have to ask you to head back the other way,” he said. “This is a restricted area. You shouldn’t have gone past the signs, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and say you missed them.”

      A little exhausted from the hike, Kara didn’t feel like arguing and pulled the folded paper from her jean jacket front pocket, handing it to the Ranger.

      “I have permission to be here,” she said as she finished tying her boots.

      The ranger reacted to her paperwork as if it were a viper. He read it with a forehead so knotted Kara thought he might have an aneurism.

      “Do you not understand the danger that lies ahead?” he asked, gesturing behind him while shaking the paper. “I’m not quite sure how you got this approval, but it’s suicide to go this way.”

      “I’m a student in the Hundred Halls,” she said. “And I know what the Gamayun are, otherwise I could have never received that permission.”

      “You’re a looney is what you are,” he said, handing the paper back. “Good luck with whatever insanity you’re intending. I hope whoever signed off on that knows it was your death sentence.”

      The ranger stalked past her, leaving Kara to gently fold the paperwork and place it back in her pocket. She had another hour of hiking before she reached the Gamayun nest and didn’t want to get caught in the woods when it got dark.

      The ranger couldn’t understand why she was headed to the nest because to speak to the Gamayun was death. They were seers who could see fragments of the future and would answer questions for a price. This in itself would be no cause for harm, except the Gamayun fed on the misery of their victims by giving them answers that were technically correct but led them to ruin. To hear the voice of a Gamayun was to set yourself on the path to self-destruction. Her research had pulled up a litany of bad luck stories that sounded like discarded ideas from a Final Destination movie. Countless petitioners had thought themselves clever enough to avoid their fate, but their failures had cost them their lives.

      When she reached her destination, passing through a wrought iron gate smothered by rose bushes, Kara paused and slipped a vial from her jacket pocket, the opposite side from her permission letter, and downed a potion that tasted like butterscotch spiked with mint. The aftereffects made her grimace and take a long swig from her water bottle before continuing. Then she pulled out her smartphone and triggered an app before shoving the device back into her pocket with a heavy out-breath.

      The “nest” was a stately mansion with pristine white columns, the last thing she expected this deep into the West Virginia mountains. The Gamayun were birds of fate, supposedly capable of seeing the future, but it came at a heavy price.

      Unease trickled down her spine as she stepped towards the building, expecting a great bird with the head of woman to come swooping down through the oaks. When she reached the front porch, the door opened before she could raise her hand, revealing an older woman wearing a peacock shawl in a simple black dress.

      “Welcome, Kara Wilde, I’ve been expecting you,” said the woman with eyes as green as a summer storm.

      “Hello, Miss...”

      “You may call me, Lady Maven, please come in,” she said, opening the door wide and ushering her into the mansion.

      Kara knocked the dirt off her boots before entering without hesitation. She’d come all this way. In for a penny, in for a pound.

      “I appreciate you seeing me, Lady Maven,” said Kara.

      The plush carpet swallowed her footsteps as they wound through the building, arriving at a sitting room. Two high-backed upholstered chairs sat across from each other with a basin of clear water between them. Racks of antlers from a dozen different animals—deer, elk, reindeer, and a few she didn’t recognize—lined the walls.

      Lady Maven crossed her legs, settling her hands on her knees like a debutante at the ball, not a malicious supernatural creature bent on her destruction. A twitch formed at the woman’s red lips as if she were trying to restrain her hunger.

      “I would ask you if you are sure you want to be here, but I know you’ve spent years researching the Gamayun, reading every fragment of newspaper, or myth on the subject,” said Lady Maven, clearly trying to unnerve Kara.

      The stark reminder of the woman’s power did just that: twisting Kara’s stomach as if she were wringing water from a towel.

      Kara forced herself to smile, glancing around at the animal heads. “The one thing I could never figure out is are there more than one of you? A lot of the early myths said there were three Gamayun, but no one has seen any of the others except for you. Did you eat your sisters in the lean centuries?”

      The pleasant expression on Lady Maven’s face disappeared behind a mask of cold cunning.

      The insult was a calculated risk, Kara knew, but she didn’t want to get trapped in small talk. She wanted her information and then get the hell out.

      Lady Maven’s eyes creased at the corners. “Shall we begin? Ask your question.”

      Kara swallowed back a bit of bile, and her knees wanted desperately to bounce. She had to remind herself that she got just as nervous when she approached a wild stallion for the first time, but none of them had ever failed to succumb to her touch in the end. Then again, the price of failure had never been her life before.

      Without taking her eyes off Lady Maven, Kara reached into her jean jacket pocket, pulled the tiny music box out but kept it guarded in her fist.

      “I suppose you already know what my question is, but for the sake of propriety and so you know that it is my intention that I willingly seek this answer despite the dangers, I will ask it aloud,” said Kara. “What is the andaridin of the Elixir of Weirding?”

      Before Lady Maven could answer, Kara flicked the lid of the music box open as if it were a Zippo lighter. As the Gamayun opened her ruby red lips, a swirling tune rose from the tiny device: a waltz played on miniature instruments.

      Lady Maven glared at the music box as if it were a pile of dog crap on her carpet, but by this time, Kara cared little as the tinny song triggered the potion she’d drank before she entered the mansion: a solution she’d been perfecting for the last three years.

      The effect was immediate and a little disconcerting. Vertigo slammed into her, but not in the way she felt it when she stood on a high place, but as her hearing disappeared like a dial being turned to the off position, the lack of sounds made her less aware of the world. It wasn’t just hearing that the potion eliminated, but any form of communication: lip reading, telepathy, sign language—it didn’t matter what it was—there was no way to break through her veil.

      Kara sat on the high-backed chair, staring at the painting of the cuckoo bird on the music box trying to remember why she’d come to this mansion in the first place. Her thoughts were distance and hazy, like trying to read a book on Earth from outerspace.

      A woman in a peacock shawl was before her, gesturing and making meaningless movements. Eventually Kara got bored, removed herself from the room. The woman might have grabbed her arm, but Kara wasn’t sure.

      As she trudged out of the stately mansion, the place wavered for a moment, and rather than sculpted railings and majestic white columns, Kara saw a collection of ratty sticks, matted with old fur and sun-bleached bones.

      The vision only lasted a moment, but it put a hitch into her step as she stumbled into the Appalachian woods in complete darkness.

      Kara didn’t remember her journey from the point she left the Gamayun nest, but her phone told her it’d been six hours when she finally awoke from her alchemy-induced slumber. Her arms bore scratches from the claws of the trees but otherwise she was unharmed.

      Rather than risk falling off a cliff in the middle of the night, Kara slept in a hollow, using enchantments to ward off the cold, finishing her journey with a rumbling stomach in the dewy light of morning.
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        * * *

      

      Five days later, Kara received a package from an alchemy supply company in a brown box the size of a paint can. Her progress in the contest had been non-existent while she waited for what she hoped was the andaridin of the Elixir. But as she stared at the package, she worried about any identifying information inside the box.

      When she’d visited the Gamayun nest—a thought that gave her shivers even now days later—she’d made it so that she could physically not hear the answer given from the bird-woman. Instead, the information had been collected by her cell phone, sent to a transcribing company, which in turn, would send the answer to Borealis Alchemy Supply Company.

      But now, posed above the box, she worried that a well-meaning employee might have undone her explicit instructions. Once she saw what she was working with Kara assumed the curse of the Gamayun would trigger.

      A quick text brought Nifemi to the alchemy lab. Her best friend was wearing a cotton candy pink chiffon blouse and black pencil skirt. Her eyebrow arched when she entered the room, eyes flitting to the delivery box.

      “Got a bomb in there you need defused,” said Nifemi.

      “Kinda like that,” said Kara, standing back with her arms crossed. “I need you to carefully open the package to see if there’s any identifying information. I cannot know what’s in the container.”

      Nifemi blinked a few times before lifting one shoulder in an elegant shrug. “Whatever, luv, I’m here to help.”

      “Be careful not to read anything yourself, if you see words, then stop, and I’ll figure something else out,” said Kara, biting her lower lip pensively. She didn’t want to ensnare her friend in the curse if at all possible. While she didn’t think her reading it would do it, she didn’t want to take chances.

      “Why?” asked Nifemi, wrinkling her forehead. “What’s with all the cloak and dagger?”

      “For reasons I prefer not to disclose for your own safety, I cannot know the andaridin ingredient that I’ll be working with,” said Kara.

      Nifemi reacted as if perfume had been spritzed right in her face. “Then how the bloody hell are you going to make your potion?”

      “That will be the fun part,” said Kara.

      “If I didn’t know you, luv, I would think you’re being sarcastic, but I think you actually mean that,” said Nifemi, shaking her head and turning away. “You’re the only mage I know in the Halls who likes doing sudoku puzzles.”

      “The box?”

      Nifemi approached the package, while Kara stepped back, worrying at her fingernails with her teeth, a bad habit Gran would have thumped her on the head for.

      Her best friend opened the package as delicately as if she were defusing a bomb, but after a tense, ten-minute wait, a stainless steel runed container sat on her table, devoid of any identifying information.

      “What ya gonna do now?” asked Nifemi.

      “I can tell you this much without triggering the binding, but I need to find the right catalyst for the andaridin using the tried and true method of trial and error,” said Kara.

      “But if you don’t know what’s in there,” said Nifemi, tapping on the container with her fingernail, eyes wide with concern. “How are you going to keep from accidentally killing yourself with a bad mixture? Like you could add gorgon breath and end up turning this room into a poison death cloud.”

      “If I do, you can have my room for the rest of the year,” said Kara. “I know how you covet my view of the city.”

      Nifemi skewed her mouth to the side, flourishing her hand. “You know how I like a good view of the Spire, much preferable to a living breathing best friend.”

      After Nifemi left, Kara stood before the container of andaridin wondering if her mother had joined the contest to provide a better life for her. She’d been a second year at the Halls when she’d given birth to Kara, and since her father had never entered the picture, Gran had taken care of her while her mom was at the Halls.

      Kara knocked a strand of auburn hair from her face. “I’m gonna win this for you, mom.”
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        * * *

      

      The next phase of Kara’s work on the Elixir felt like trying to juggle chainsaws while blindfolded. The mixture in the stainless steel container was a light blue liquid with the viscosity of a sugary lemonade, while emitting a faint anise smell.

      Without doing a detailed analysis, Kara knew that the mixture wasn’t only one item, but a combination of multiple ingredients. At least one of them would be exotic, and all of them had to have been available to the druids of ancient Britain.

      She’d considered trying to reverse engineer the ingredients to give her a better idea of the path forward. Kara speculated that determining the information herself wouldn’t trigger the curse, but it was vague enough that she wasn’t willing to test it.

      Rather, she spent her days testing minute amounts of the andaridin—less than a droplet—on various catalysts to see which ones might work best. The work reminded her of a sudoku puzzle because she was only given part of the information and had to determine the missing boxes.

      But in this case, she’d be solving the puzzle without ever seeing everything filled out.

      While there were potentially millions of catalysts, the science of alchemy had narrowed them into eight different schemas with each type working best with certain categories of andaridin.

      From each schema, Kara used three of the most benign catalysts on the essence, looking for signs of faez exhalation. While most of the catalysts triggered a small amount of faez, only two schemas—the one for the mind and another for animals—created a statically significant magical reaction.

      The mind schema wasn’t a surprise, giving the intent of the elixir, but the animal one was. Kara kept her mind open about the possibilities, because alchemy was an imperfect science.

      It took her a week to whittle it down to the two schemas, which gave her thirteen more days in the contest. Kara had no idea how the other two contestants were doing, if they’d even made progress, because she spent nearly every waking moment in the lab, sometimes falling asleep at the desk when her favorite stimulants wore off.

      To find which catalysts from the two schemas might be appropriate, Kara returned to her notebook of druidic knowledge, working through the materials available to beings from that period in history. They had existed in the early years of the Roman empire, destroyed by Emperor Tiberius for being sorcerers, back when the existence of magic was met with fear.

      While historians associated the druids with blood sacrifices and giant wicker men, the Honorable Order of Alchemists knew more about them than any other hall, since the druids were the earliest to practice their craft. Unfortunately, they had a habit of only passing knowledge verbally, so details were sparse, except for a few Romans who had secretly joined the druidic ranks and recorded their learnings.

      Ancient druids had access to most mundane alchemy ingredients like bone ash, animal fur, lime, vinegar, and precious metals, but they were also the first peoples to associate with the Tuatha Dé, from whom they learned their magical crafts. Which meant they could have been using catalysts from the Otherworld, one of the first known realms besides the Fae that humans interacted with.

      Knowing this, Kara experimented with catalysts of the mind schema like yew, spring water, and fulgurite which was petrified lightning. They each had promising results, especially the fulgurite, but none of them gave Kara the impression they were correct.

      Frustrated by a lack of progress, Kara was taking a break in the dining area when Nifemi found her. She was wearing a poodle skirt over a skintight white bodysuit.

      “Have you heard?” asked Nifemi, eyes wide.

      “I’ve been busy putting my head in a drawer and slamming it repeatedly,” said Kara, as she set her pastrami sandwich onto her plate.

      “Lex had an accident,” said Nifemi. “He burned half his body when his final mixture exploded.”

      “Final mixture? How the hell is he...never mind, is he okay?” she asked.

      “Word is he’ll live, but be out for the rest of the year and won’t graduate,” said Nifemi.

      “Ouch.”

      “Any rumors about what he was mixing that did him in?” asked Kara, knowing it was a long shot.

      Nifemi shook her head. “Nothing. But I had been hearing that he’d been using his family’s pharmaceutical company to do research and testing for him.”

      “How was...? Never mind, I guess I’m not the only one who can be clever,” said Kara. “Which probably means Seraphina is working with her mother in some way.”

      “Why don’t you get your Gran’s help?” asked Nifemi.

      “She is getting her yearly checkups and prosthetic adjustments next week in Invictus, but she’s not happy that I joined the contest so that’s out of the question,” said Kara.

      “Could she ever get them regrown?” asked Nifemi.

      “Even if she had the cash, I don’t think she would,” said Kara. “She’s a tough old broad, and they’re a part of her now. Plus I think her affliction makes it complicated, due to her monthly transformations.”

      Nifemi nodded. “Are you going to continue?”

      Kara forced herself to hesitate, only to give her best friend the impression that she was actually considering the decision. But the truth was that there was nothing that would dissuade her from finishing the contest.
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        * * *

      

      With five days left in the contest, Kara began pushing the boundaries of her testing. The catalyst had thus far eluded her. She’d worked through a huge list from the mind schema and the compatible animal schemas from the reagent closet, but none of the reactions had been significant enough to continue further study.

      While some of them might have made the elixir work partially, an incomplete transformation from the catalyst was dangerous, because the raw components of the potion could be deadly. She needed more exotic catalysts but lacked the resources to acquire them with less than a week remaining.

      “What I could really use are some siren scales or satyr hoof shavings,” she said as she was leaning back in her chair, tapping her pen on her forehead for inspiration.

      Both catalysts were problematic for acquisition, the former because they were dangerous and difficult to reach—she’d just as likely be drowned as get any scales. The later were difficult because they were a creature of Fae and while might live in the city, she had no way to find them.

      “Realm hopping is out of the question, not that I know a damn thing about surviving in Fae, nor is heading to the coast to another restricted area. I probably couldn’t even get the permissions in time to visit a siren,” said Kara, as she was chewing on her fingernails, a bad habit that had plagued her since childhood.

      She’d already checked the alchemy supply stores, but neither component were used very often, so they had little reason to carry them.

      Kara picked at a gnawed fingernail. “I really should go to a nail salon.”

      As the words left her lips, she shot straight up, dropping her pen and nearly catapulting herself out of the chair.

      “That’s it, that’s the answer.”

      Pulling up the nail salons in the city, Kara identified the stores with Fae sounding names or in locations that were known for having hidden Fae communities. Satyr hooves weren’t much different from horses, which had to be trimmed just like fingernails.

      She called around to a dozen before she found one that would sell her some trimmings for a few of her precious blood gold coins. They’d clearly dealt with other mages looking for reagents.

      By the time she brought them back to the lab, she was vibrating with energy, hoping the shavings were the answer to the elixir. Everything seemed to point to that direction, as the druids had connections with the Tuatha Dé.

      Kara converted the shavings into a foul-smelling paste using high heat and a runic infusion. When she tested the mixture, the faez reading shot off the charts, indicating a high conversion catalyst.

      With the final piece of the elixir in place, Kara went to the goblin market and purchased spring waters from the summer palace in Fae, which seemed like the perfect chyma.

      As Kara made final preparations, her mind whirled with how much her life would change if she won the Ascendant Cup. It’d been thirty years since the last winner—Seraphina’s mother.

      While she couldn’t write out the directions on brewing the elixir as the binding wouldn’t let her, she repeated the steps over and over in her head until she had it down cold. Then she got a good night sleep. She figured brewing the potion would take a little over five hours. She would finish it with a day and a half to spare, giving her time to make final checks, and schedule her testing with Patron Celesse.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Kara shot out of bed like a missile. She had to force herself to eat breakfast, so she would be as alert as possible during the final mixing. The lab was exactly as she’d left it the night before with everything needed for the procedure set out in neat rows.

      Brewing potions, especially new mixtures, required exacting measures otherwise small errors would compound problems. It was a lot different than the alchemical pharmaceutical companies, which mostly sold the simplified versions of basic potions, which meant they were cheap and easy to make without a lot of risk.

      The Elixir of Weirding would require a ton of hazard, as not only was she making a potion for the first time, she’d have to test it on herself.

      Since she didn’t have to worry about the andaridin or the chyma, Kara spent most of her time creating a purified version of the satyr trimmings. She’d tested the catalyst with an 80% pure mixture, but for the final potion she wanted a 99.98% or greater purity.

      Boiling it down in successive cookers required three hours total, the final mixtures smelling less and less like hot garbage, until the purified version had the scent of freshly cut grass.

      Based on the properties she’d discovered during her weeks long testing, the andaridin would require being raised to 400 Celsius for an hour with the catalyst to ensure proper bonding. Kara mixed the satyr hoof paste, andaridin, and spring water into a cauldron furnace, setting the ramp up for ten minutes to reach 400, then holding for an hour.

      While the potion cooked, Kara monitored the cauldron, checking the sensors for temperature, pressure, and faez exhalation frequently. She kept a running log of each sensor on a piece of graph paper.

      Everything seemed to be going smoothly until the forty-fifth minute. The gas pressures had built at the beginning, but then maintained as the catalyst stopped reacting with the andaridin. She expected this to continue until the end.

      But as she was watching, the pressure spiked to the red line and continued rising past it. Kara checked the cauldron sensor equipment to make sure nothing had become dislodged, giving her a false reading, but when the cauldron began to shudder as if it were getting ready to blow, she knew the pressure increase was real.

      Kara cut the power but there was no way to dissipate the heat, so the mixture kept reacting. The pressure had gone way past the red line and was headed towards the purple line that indicated explosion.

      “No, stop,” she said, pounding her fist on the stainless steel table.

      But there was nothing she could do, except jettison the cauldron into the emergency chute. Kara broke the glass with the meat of her fist, then reached through the hole and jammed her knuckles against the big red button.

      The wall behind the cauldron opened in a flash, tipping the equipment into a room behind the alchemy laboratory. A few seconds later a muffled explosion shook everything.

      In shock from her failure, Kara stumbled out of the room to get fresh air. Before she could reach the stairs, both Nifemi and Seraphina came bursting into the hallway from separate doors.

      “Oh, thank Merlin, you’re okay,” said Nifemi, leaning against the frame with her hand against her forehead. She looked nearly to tears. “As soon as I heard the explosion, I thought the worst.”

      Seraphina had soot smudges on her chin and leather apron, but the uncharacteristic messiness did not detract from the glint in her eyes.

      “Oh, no, Kara,” said Seraphina, laying on the syrup. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I guess this means you’re out of the contest. Which is a real shame because I’m going to win tomorrow. Third time loser, right?”

      Kara’s numb exterior burnt away as a fiery rage consumed her. She thought briefly of ripping Seraphina’s hair from her scalp, but knew she’d only get kicked out of the hall, so she squeezed her hands into fists and shouldered through the stairwell door.

      Nifemi caught up to Kara around the time she burst into the sunlight morning.

      “Kara, luv, I know you’re mad, but thank the gods that you’re alright. You could have been killed,” said Nifemi.

      The reminder did little to dissipate the rage. “It would have been better had I been too slow. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with this crap. If Seraphina wins tomorrow, I don’t know...I just don’t.”

      Nifemi grabbed her around the shoulders, looked her straight in the eyes. “Think about your Gran. She would have been devastated. I know this contest means a lot to you, but it’s a death trap. Either our dear Patron doesn’t like it when people win, or she makes it this hard as a reminder of our hubris. Take the lessons you learned in the contest and move on. There’s no shame in not winning.”

      A heavy sigh escaped from Kara without warning. She nearly collapsed into her best friend's arms but wasn’t ready to give up yet.

      “This contest is all my family has.”

      Nifemi straightened as she looked at Kara as if she’d grown a second head.

      “This contest has ruined your family, luv,” said Nifemi, almost apologetically.

      Kara would have responded but she knew in her heart that her friend was right.
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        * * *

      

      Kara returned to the lab the next morning. She felt empty inside, but the act of cleaning her glassware and putting away reagents gave her tired hands a measure of control. The word was that Seraphina had scheduled her testing with Celesse around noon, so that everyone from the Order of Honorable Alchemists could be in attendance.

      She burned her notes because she didn’t want any record of them, and as soon as the contest was over, she’d forget everything anyway.

      When the appointed time for Seraphina’s victory arrived, Kara found herself joining the others in the grand hall. She stayed in back, not that it mattered because whispers and nods her direction ensured everyone knew where she was located.

      “Welcome to the last day of the Ascendant Cup,” said Patron Celesse with Seraphina at her side.

      A table with a glass container filled with a pale blue potion rested before them. Seraphina had changed her hair to look like black smoke hovering around her head.

      “If Seraphina’s potion is successful, she will be the first winner in thirty years, and the first time a member of the same family has won,” said Celesse to a round of applause.

      When it quieted down, Celesse gestured to Seraphina who looked the part of radiant goddess ascending.

      She approached her potion, and Kara thought she saw a tremble in her hand.

      “With this, I win the Ascendant Cup,” said Seraphina, lifting the glass to her lips, and after a moment of hesitation, she threw the mixture back.

      Nothing happened in the moments afterwards, not that Kara was surprised, even that the potion was an effect in the mind, rather than a physical change. Kara wasn’t sure how Seraphina was to prove that it worked, but assumed that had been worked out with Celesse ahead of time.

      The grin on Seraphina’s face faltered about ten seconds after the potion had been imbibed. Her expression pinched to a point as if she had indigestion.

      Then it got worse.

      Seraphina went from mild concern to full on panic within two blinks.

      As she held her stomach screaming, everyone in attendance backed away, even Celesse though she lacked the naked concern that everyone else exhibited.

      “It hurts, it hurts,” said Seraphina, reaching out with one hand while the other was on her distended stomach. “Someone help me!”

      Crimson blotches formed across her porcelain skin as she slowly crumpled over, screaming at a high pitch. Most of the assembled students ran from the grand hall, but Kara stayed to watch as Seraphina’s stomach expanded as if she had swallowed an expanding basketball.

      When the end came, Kara looked away, but she heard the pop of a balloon and the sploosh of liquid splattering across the wooden floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I thought she was going to win it,” said Nifemi a few hours later as they sat in a secluded part of the hall library.

      Kara chewed on her lower lip. “Her mixture had the same problem mine had, except hers exploded in her stomach.”

      Nifemi’s lips wrinkled with disgust. “I should have looked away. I don’t think I’ll sleep for month.”

      “The mixture seemed to have a secondary,” said Kara, but the words trailed into nothingness as the binding kicked in, silencing her voice, but the words continued on in her head.

      ...reaction which meant the mixture required a transformational additive to deal with the pressure expansion...

      Both potions had exploded because the potions were incomplete. They needed one more addition to make them work, but Kara stopped thinking about it as she realized Nifemi was staring at her.

      “You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “I...I, uhm, think I know why it, she, exploded, and how to fix it,” said Kara.

      “You’re not serious, are you?” asked Nifemi in horror.

      “Deadly serious,” said Kara as she stood up. “And I know what the potion is missing, and where to find it.”

      “Kara, please no, I can’t watch that again,” said Nifemi.

      Kara put a hand on her best friend’s arm. “I’m sorry. I have to. It’s just what I have to do.”

      “Forgive me if I’m not there to watch then,” said Nifemi, who looked like she was going to be sick. “I think I’m going to take a sleeping potion and sleep through the next week.”
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        * * *

      

      Kara found Gran on the seventh floor in the Supernatural Ward sitting on an examination table with her prosthetic leg bouncing. Jeanine Wilde had steel gray hair and the resting expression of someone who’d been through multiple wars. Even through her plaid shirt, the ripple of muscle could be seen on her lean arms.

      “Little wolf,” said Gran, kissing Kara on the forehead when she approached, then searching her face. “Finally done with that cockamamie contest?”

      Kara swallowed before answering. She couldn’t show weakness to her Gran, or there’d be no convincing her.

      “No,” said Kara. “Not yet. I still have a chance to win it. Today’s the last day.”

      Gran’s eyes narrowed as she let out a small sigh. “I heard what happened to that Astor girl. Rough way to go.”

      “It wasn’t pretty, but we all knew the risks when we signed up,” said Kara. “Just like you did, just like mom.”

      Gran raised her prosthetic arm. “And here I am with half my limbs missing, a hankering for raw meat every time the moon is full, and a daughter I can hardly picture anymore it’s been so long since she died.”

      “I can win, Gran.”

      Gran’s expression stayed hard. “You can explode like a balloon like that other girl, too. Why are you here? You didn’t ask my permission to enter the contest, not that you needed it since you’re a grown-ass woman, but why this visit? Cold feet?”

      “No,” said Kara. “I need some blood. I can’t tell you why, but I think you can figure it out.”

      Jeanine leaned back, nostrils flaring. “Are you sure? Let’s say I give this to you, and you explode like a gastronomic firecracker, how is that going to make me feel? How will I deal with that on top of everything else?”

      Kara kept her gaze locked with her Gran. “You’ve always taught me to make my own decisions and live with the consequences, just like you did, and mom. I can’t claim to understand what it’s like to be a parent, but I’m sure it’s hard to see your children making mistakes, especially fatal ones. But this is my life. These are my goals. I want to win this contest.”

      “Why? Why do you want to win? Tell me, an honest answer, no bullshit, and I’ll give you my blood for your potion,” said Jeanine.

      Kara didn’t answer right away, because the reasons were complicated. Of course, she’d joined because she wanted to win the money to give to her Gran, but there was also a measure of pride, she wanted to finish what her Gran and mother had started, but she knew that Jeanine wouldn’t part with her blood for any of those shallow answers. They weren’t the truth, either.

      “I don’t have a clean answer for you,” said Kara eventually. “All I can say is that the craft of alchemy burns in my gut. I couldn’t imagine not doing this contest, not attempting this final potion, even if it costs my life. I want to be the best. I want to put everything I’ve learned to use. Of course, I want to make you proud, I want to honor mom, but mostly I want to make myself proud. I want to do this for myself.”

      Her Gran looked pained by the answer, but nodded reluctantly. “That’s about the only answer I would have accepted.” She raised her voice. “Hey nurse! Get the hell in here, pronto. I need a blood sample taken.”
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        * * *

      

      Mixing the second elixir, this time with the addition of lycanthrope blood to help the catalyst transform the mixture into the proper form, went without a hint of explosion. At the forty-five-minute mark, the pressure maintained the expected levels, leaving Kara with a sense of relief.

      There was only an hour left in the day when the potion was finished. It was still warm when she met Celesse in a private chamber. Kara silently noted that the carpets had been removed.

      “Are you sure about this?” asked Celesse.

      “Nothing is ever sure,” said Kara, then after a pause asked, “May I ask a question?”

      “Ask yes? But I offer no guarantee of an answer,” said Celesse.

      “The contest,” said Kara, thinking about Nifemi’s observations. “I think you hold it every year to remind us about the dangers of alchemy, of hubris, but I also think you hold it so that we might learn something of ourselves.”

      Celesse squinted slightly. “That sounded like a statement to me. Is there a question?”

      “No, I guess not,” said Kara, seeing a truth about herself she’d missed before.

      Celesse nodded. “Shall we? You only have a half hour left. Drink your potion and then give me a command, something I would not do normally.”

      Kara removed the stopper and placed the glass against her lips, tipping her arm backwards to let the Elixir of Weirding slide down her throat tasting like black licorice.

      At first, a rumble in her gut formed, giving her a moment of panic, but then a tingle went up her spine, and her whole brain felt like it was covered in mint. As her mind expanded, feeling like it had tendrils that encompassed the whole room, she focused on Patron Celesse, who watched with wide, interested eyes.

      Kara considered what command to give to Celesse, quickly dismissing the most wicked ones, since that would do her no favors after the contest, but she wanted her command to be memorable. Celesse watched quietly, hands folded in front, waiting for proof.

      The answer, when it came to Kara, felt right, whole. Without knowing exactly how she did it, the elixir provided a measure of intuition, Kara placed a suggestion into Celesse’s mind. It wasn’t immutable, as her patron’s ancient mind was substantially resistant to magical commands, but it was enough for her to know it for truth.

      Celesse’s exquisite eyebrow arched. “Really? That’s what you want?”

      “Yes,” said Kara, thinking of her Jeanine and Nifemi’s reactions, and the impact to Lex and Seraphina.

      Celesse cocked her head to the side with a sigh. “I suppose it’s time for it to come to an end, given all its cost. You were right about what you said before. I hold the contest to remind students that magic is dangerous, and it comes with consequences if you’re not careful. Truthfully, every year I wished that no student would enter, but the lure of fame and fortune leads people to risk much even though six students have ever won. But given the price, I will honor your request.”

      “And the money, don’t forget the money,” said Kara, feeling a great weight lift from her shoulders.

      “Of course,” said Celesse.

      “Seven,” said Kara suddenly, snapping her fingers. “It’s seven now.”

      “What?”

      “Seven students have won. Kara Wilde. My name will be on that list.”
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        * * *
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        Let's be real, gardening is hard work! You have to get the soil balances right, get the plant balances right and aesthetics is its own art. You have to be good with tools, including shears, chainsaws and shotguns. And, if we're being honest, demonic invasions really put a damper on the horticulturist dream. Sulfurous blood can ruin the soil you worked so hard on and the FIRES! Goodness gracious me, but gardening is hard work!
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        Doom Garden

      

      

      Listen, I don't talk. Sometimes, sure, I grunt in pain or in pleasure. How else can I express enjoyment of Cookie's Special Sausages? How does that angel on earth mix her meats with such balance, such graceful sprinkling of black pepper... I'd wade through an army of demons with only a chainsaw for another bite of her sausages. Just spill an entire ocean of blood. I can't overstate enough how I feel about her processed proteins. With her delicate, knife-skilled hands, she brings me the last of the lunch special and we share a sausage under the wooden rose arches.

      It was a good day, satisfying to my heart and stomach equally. I could not complain, nor did I want to. I appreciated the calm, and I appreciated Cookie, whether she brought me cooked meats or not.

      I don't know what world Cookie came from, and honestly, I can't really describe the difference between mine and this one. The locals called "Terra" or, vulgarly, "Earth". The only difference I can figure, was that I came from a world where magic wasn't real. Cookie came from a world with magic, because she's more comfortable around the students than I.

      I can't stand the little buggers. Look at them. Walking around, waving magic wands like they won't accidentally turn their heads into stumps of wood with a dumb look carved into their face. No respect on these children. Don't they know how much work I've put into these neat rows, these strong groves and the burgeoning verge? What are those morons waving over my petunias?!

      Cookie and I charge those black poncho clad knuckleheads. They run off, but I recognize one of them. Griffinwald. GRIFFINWALD. I don't know why that little son-of-a-matchstick-seller-with-tuberculosis has such an obsession with my plants. That brown-haired twerp cast a spell on my petunias! They're shimmering - never a good sign.

      Cookie decides she'll get one of the wizard professors. Probably will help dispel Griffinwald's curse, but the petunias are probably a lost cause. I went to the shed, a nice wooden thing with a bed, tools and my dancing dresser (GRIFFINWALD). I took out the shovel and checked around back for a replacement flowering plant pot.

      Now, I won't bore you with the grand scheme of the quad. It's a quad. Four passable brick and mortar buildings mark north, south, east and west. A bronze statue of the wizard founder, Warren G. Harding, dominates the center and paths radiate from it like the rays of the sun. Yes, for those asking, did anyone really think a man that boring wouldn't have some secret? The paths were magically enchanted to never let weeds flourish, so I spend most of my time polishing Warren's bald pate and caring for the flower beds, trees and ambulatory benches. Yesterday, I fed the benches with a chlorophyll spray.

      My old man had some funky ideas about tree feng shui, but I'm a man of taste. I used planted saplings of small, flowering trees at the center, mostly cherries, then surrounded them with flower beds. Petunias, marigolds and orchids, along with various types of those tall flowers with the really fancy heads, dominate the first third. The horticulturist wizard was psychic, and the gaps in my flower name knowledge drove him batty. Didn't stop him from enjoying my islands of flowering color.

      I added taller trees, maples, apples, birches and the like, with bright hues in fall, in the middle third. By magic, I had them stunted, so they never grew higher than the last third. Under these I gave smaller, more low ground species space. More marigolds, strawberries and various smaller, single stem plants were the kings there. I phased them out toward the last third, allowing nature to prosper and choke as she pleased.

      On the last third, I went for thick oak, tall elms and a ring of sharp pines. I allowed vines to grow rampant, only keeping them away from the paths and tangling the ambulatory benches. The dark green vines, and the general dark view give a great effect of coming from the wilds into the cultured world of man.

      Do the students appreciate it? No, but the professors appreciate it, and they pay me, albeit poorly.

      As I rooted for the right complementary flower petal shades, I heard shouts of panic. Griffinwald's spell had come to fruition. A pox on him and whatever house birthed him. As one certainly imagined, the uncreative bastard just gave it a carnivorous appetite and the magical growth hormone that corporations would sacrifice untold orphans to all the demons of hell to obtain.

      In the three minutes it took me to walk around to the back of my shed, his spell had done its work. Now purple and black flowers waved around in the breeze, trying to suck nutrients from the ambulatory benches, other plants and several presumably human beings. The petals wrapped around the victim with an unflowerlike strength and whipped the flailing bodies around. It was only a matter of time before it strangled or digested the two of them.

      I charged in, chopping at the first tendrils reaching out to me, and cut through them with the blade of the shovel. The rest of the mass quivered and reared up. Now both Cookie and the wizard were completely englobed by delicate looking flower buds. Two pairs of feet stuck out of the topmost stem and kicked with the energy of desperation. If I could speak, I would have said, “I am coming, and that I will save you!” The two would have to settle for a psychic shout instead, certainly, the wizard heard it.

      Thorny whips lashed out at me, seeking to corrupt my flesh with poisons. Its will, if you call it that, desired nothing more than to turn me into nutrient slurry, to devour me whole like Cookie and the wizard. I grunted and swung again, this time decapitating the flower head seeking me. The thing was blind, and I charged through the pumping ichor, grabbing onto a tree it had absorbed and used it to guide my momentum up and over a wall of thorns it had thrown up to catch me.

      I grunted. The roots, now animate, tore up the sod around it. I leaped as a mass tried to trip me. I landed on the next root and twisted until I grabbed another branch. This, I used to steady myself for the next jump onto one of the main stems. I raised the shovel over my head and breathed in. With a mighty growl reverberating in my chest, I planted the blade of the shovel again and again into the green, pulsing flesh.

      The magically mutated petunia spasmed and raged, stalks merging together. I had planned for this. I separated the head of my stalk and planted my foot on the wound. With a rumble in my chest, a battle cry, I leaped up. Above, one of the flowers threw itself in front of my flight and opened its glorious royal scarlet petals. I brought down my axe-like shovel onto it's head, but the angle was wrong, and I couldn't pierce the flesh. I was nearly proud of its resilience. It was growing up so fast. The petals closed around me and the beastly plant swallowed me, wrapping me with its petals.

      Thin roots pumped sweet and acidic stomach juices into my bare arms. My eyes grew heavy; a soporific! With a curse I bit my tongue and reached my special gardening knife in my boot. What I wouldn't give for my chainsaw right now. The petals constricted me, but I fought past them, putting my shoulder into it and putting my boots out at the strangest angles I could hold. My eyes closed for a single second.

      My anger flared. I wouldn't die here! I had faced the armies of hell and man. I had slaughtered thousands. I would not end my violent career with a gardening accident before I turned eighty! I gripped my knife. The point pierced the petals, and I ripped myself out of the acid and sopor prison. I made the motions of screaming, if not the sounds. I struck again and again at the stomach-head of the plant-monster until I was no longer entombed.

      The flower-head had not saw fit to lower me closer to the ground. I saw the shapely legs of Cookie and the stumpy legs of the wizard as they kicked, weakly now. I crashed into the main stem, and planted my knife into the flesh. Growths irregularly protruded along the stem, and they, and my knife, became my ladder to the top. The rustling thing under me whipped me with a thorny root, drawing blood. I gritted my teeth, and pulled myself up one more time.

      I grabbed the lower end of the flower, the ridges connecting the petals to the green stem. I pulled myself up until I found the thinnest part of the head, the thin connective flesh at the bulb's base. My blade broke through, snapping the tendons and plunging my arm deep into the steaming green blood and cutting away the central spine of the blighted thing. The central head cracked and bent, falling to the ground and taking me with it.

      This massive head glowed purple, with yellow lines running over it like neon strips. Red streaks of blood passing through the pulsing yellow veins. I finished my grisly work on the stem and used my knife to tear open the flower's stomach. I pulled Cookie, then, the wizard, the psychic horticulturalist, from the maw. Cookie shivered and clung to me as I brushed her hair and pull roots from the pits the flower stomach acid had eaten out of her skin. The wizard was in a similar state, but he seemed excited more than worried. Wizards.

      "My my my! What a delightful exercise in large blooming life transmutation. Really bang-up job. Full marks, what." I and Cookie stared at him. "I'm pulling Griffinwald from both your heads. What a young scamp! Honestly, I love it when someone with as much potential as Griffinwald really struts his stuff." The wizard, Porticello Brimmer, stood up and stretched, brushing off the dying roots. His grin stretched so far I could count his teeth.

      I believe this was when he read my murderous intentions. I was working my way through the benefits of radical chainsaw amputation at the naval, age of Griffinwald be damned. "Of-Of-Of course, he did not stick around and put down his creation and he did damage school property. Not that the two of you are school property, oh no no no. No." Porticello pulled his wand, a long, unnaturally straight sprig of holly, and waved it. "I'll bring it all back to normal in a jiffy. I can accelerate or reverse organics through time, after all. I'll talk to the board and we'll punish Griffinwald. The lad needs to know the value of hard labor, oh yes." Glitter and lightning shot out of the tip of the wand and engulfed the monstrous flower.

      Cookie and I watched the flowers shrivel and shrink into themselves until they became their original size and shape. The sparkles dissipated and I could see the flowers were once again some kind of normal, if anemic looking. Other professors and students were coming in to help, and the nurse soon had me and Cookie back in fighting trim. Except for Cookie's mind, which became a little bit more skittish than it had been before. I spent my lunches in the cafeteria for a while, in some of the spots with no windows facing my gardening masterpiece.

      In the week ahead, Griffinwald was to spend a month in my care. The boy complained constantly, and immediately broke out in blisters. Had the puberty-reject never worked with his hands before? I didn't want his parents to hear about me abusing him, or something, so I eased up, just a little. Between the two of us, we repaired all the damage his spell had done, from the damaged plants to the torn-up paths and digested ambulatory benches.

      Near our last day together, I realized that I tolerated, nay, felt the barest hint of affection for Griffinwald. I didn't want to Cuisinart him any more.

      "You're not going to like this, but I was wondering if I could get out an hour early." The scamp. I shook my head. "But we're going to be experimenting with portals today. The moon is in the right phase, and the stars are in a most fortunate set of alignments with Mars and Venus." He rambled on and on about it, but I didn't listen to him. Instead, I just tossed him a shovel and between the two of us we shifted a composting pile from one side to another. Nothing worse than unflipped compost.

      We finished our day's work and I let Griffinwald go. I enjoyed another of Cookie's delicious cured meat sets and set to a night of relaxing after a hard day's work. I had just tucked myself into bed after seeing Cookie to her home above the cafeteria when I heard a bang and a roar that shook the clouds above. The sky glowed a deep, dark orange and I smelled sulfur. Someone opened up a hell portal. I should have expected this. I tore myself out of bed and opened up my dancing dresser's bottom drawer after I beat it into submission. Inside, familiar armor waited.

      I put it one, piece by piece. Thick metal comforted my chest, arms, legs and head. The helmet booted up, showing my ammo reserves, my body's health and the armor's integrity. I enjoyed the feel of it. Against the forces of hell, it was little more than a paper wall, but it was better than bare skin and toned muscles. I pulled out my shotgun and chainsaw. One of my requirements, in writing, was that I would have them both enchanted to never need ammo or fuel. Of course, the shotgun had been frivolous, but only until now.

      A small demon, bipedal and vicious, screamed as it saw me. The thing leaped up and went for my face. I blasted it with my shotgun. The thing's chest blew apart, spreading burning blood across my visor and armor. The helmet cleaned itself, and I grunted. Satisfaction is everything working together perfectly the first time. Another of those screaming little things leaped from the tree branches. Another shotgun shell sent it back where it came.

      I wondered if demon blood, bone and brain matter would be good for the plants. It really depended on the ammonia content. See, ammonia is a pretty decent fertilizer in the right conditions. Now, sulfur? Probably too much sulfur. I would have to treat the soil something fierce after this.

      A screaming ape with three arms and spikes for legs was charging a group of terrified students running for the statue of Warren G. Harding. I had no idea why they wanted comfort from that bald pate. I whipped out my chainsaw and ran on an intercept angle. I caught it in the midsection and let its own momentum saw it in half. I'm not going to lie, my job-site satisfaction ran at an all time high in that moment. The thing was still breathing, so I blasted it in its screaming ape face.

      I looked over the students I saved and saw a familiar face. "GRIFFINWALD." I didn't say it, but pointed very accusingly.

      "It wasn't me this time!" the boy shouted back. "Listen, there was some dude with a cult robe and-" An imp threw a fireball at an ambulatory bench. I cut off Griffinwald's excuses with a shotgun shell that cut the imp in half. Several more imps jumped out of a window and down to the quad. Flames burst from their hands in our direction. Griffinwald pulled out his wand and a shield protected us against the monsters' fire attacks. "One of the professors told me that the Harding statue can protect the campus. I have the animation spell." He stood up. I liked the glimmer in his eye.

      I pointed at the statue and the group ran for it. Something large, spike-filled and quite angry charged us from behind. When Griffinwald turned, I spun him around and pushed him at the statue. The spike-demon leaped nearly all the distance between the two of us and I got a good look into its slavering jaws that had just the right amount of teeth for a demon. It spent time roaring at me, and I reached down its throat and gripped its tongue. I jammed my foot where its nose should be and ripped the tentacled tongue out of its head. It screamed at a far higher pitch than its roaring.

      I stabbed the shotgun into the roof of the mouth and fired. More ammonia-filled brain matter splattered the flower beds. At least the fires hadn't taken to the trees yet. I stalked the outermost circle, the oak groves. I felt, rather than heard, the spells Griffinwald lavished on the Warren G. Harding statue. Principal Vanamander was throwing lightning from the roof of the metaphyscial sciences wing. A large wyvern battled a gas-bag that projectile vomited lava. The professors were taking care of themselves and any students they could find. The demons weren’t getting a claw-hold here. It would only be a matter of time before they were repulsed, as long as the portal was collapsed.

      "Less government in business and more business in government!" The bronze statue boomed. "And business is sending demons back to hell!" It leaped up and landed on the gas-bag in a titanic elbow drop. The wyvern flew off to rip the eye out of a floating, flaming cyclops head. A matter of minutes, perhaps. "You're the only depression my election is leaving!"

      I set my sights on the cafeteria, and Cookie. She cut quick with her knives, but chuck roast isn't exactly demonic sinew. It's a fighting spirit thing. Artists, cooks or what have you, aren't necessarily warriors at heart. A demon larger than any man, and a head like a mace burst out of a hedgerow. A punch sent me flying over the trees. My shotgun pellets bounced off its bone-dome. My head spun as I crashed through branches and through a wooden archway. I got back up in time for a shoulder check that sent me through the cafeteria's double doors. God must be watching out for me. I could have thanked the demon, but it would have wasted breath.

      I rolled over and slashed a grasping hand with my chainsaw. I gripped the imp's head and twisted, snapping its neck. Mace-head charged me through the broken glass. I shot out its right kneecap with the shotgun. It stumbled and I kneed its forehead. It didn't blink, but that was more my fingers in its eyes. I twisted the head over. Its neck was more a mountain of shoulder muscles than proper vertebrae. I clawed at my armor, but it didn't have the angle or the leverage. I gripped its skull through the eyes as hard as I could and ripped the mace-skullplate from its position. I stomped its brains out.

      I heard Cookie scream, shrill and terrified. I saw an imp run up the stairs to the cafeteria's main room, from one of the classrooms, following the scream. I punted it into a wall and punched the hell-lights out of it. I kicked open the doors to the kitchen and saw Cookie stabbing another imp in its narrow chest. What a way to ruin her best knife. I grabbed her hands and turned her around.

      Cookie tried to stab me, but it didn't get past the chest plate. 'A' for effort. She opened her eyes, saw me, and began to cry. I gave her a one-armed hug, keeping my shotgun in one hand and always pointed to the most likely place of attack. I could hear Cookie's heart pump wildly. It calmed, but it never lost that pounding quality. It energized me. A nightmare with fires floated up to the second-floor bay windows. We were in the middle of dining room, and the tables were bolted to the floor, no cover to take the blast.

      I fired my shotgun at it. It laughed with a sound like glass grinding on metal and burned the pellets out of the air. A blue fire burned in its mouth and I pushed myself in front of Cookie and pumped my shotgun. "The fundamental trouble with wizards is that they have gotten too far away from Almighty God." Warren G. Harding's statue drop-kicked the blue-flame demon and landed on the gravel path in my garden. The energies gathered in the demon exploded, and Cookie and I saw Warren walk out of the flames unscathed.

      Thanks to the statue, we were unmolested as we gathered at the center plinth, where he used to stand. Professor Porticello Brimmer had survived, along with Griffinwald and the girl clinging on his arm. I gave him a respectful nod when we made eye contact. Principal Vanamander was missing an arm, but he stood tall. His lightning-blue hair, a sign of over-using his magical abilities, shimmered in the dusk. His eyes still blazed with fury and power, so I did not fear for him.

      "Listen, the portal is still open, but I can close it. We need to get to the theater, kill whoever is keeping the portal open, and seal it for good." He pointed at me, Porticello and a few of the other professors. "We're going in as a group." He slapped my arm. "Blaskowicz, you're going to be on point. Porticello, the rear. Here's sealing fetishes." He handed out little statues. "If all else fails, slap it on the air in front of the portal and it should close, at least temporarily. I've already sent my familiar to The Witch Academy. They'll succeed if we fail."

      He signaled me when the rest were ready. I walked forward, leading everyone to the theater complex. Warren G. Harding was beating one of the mace-heads to death with his bare hands the hard way. The statue turned to me without stopping its tasks. "I couldn't catch a ball or any of that stuff. I could do only what required brute stupidity." I gave him a thumbs up.

      The demons had thinned out since the statue had begun his work. We reached the theater's entrance. While the majority of the architecture on campus was plain and serviceable brick, the theatre was Greco-Roman inspired. Columns, splattered with blood and cooling lava, reached from the foundation to the lintel. The doors, now ripped from their hinges, had been cleverly inset into the walls so that the columns appeared both free-standing and a part of the wall. Windows, glass and metal, studded the gaps of the stone pillars. Across the top, just under the roof, a quote, "Proceed with the full realization that no spell of man can repeal the laws of nature." Harding, probably.

      "Blaskowics." Vanamander urged me into the building. I stepped into the half-light. The setting sun was behind us, so I had a little light left. Bone fragments, broken wands and paper crunched under my feet. A mosaic of Narcissus stretched from the entrance to the stairs. Echo's face was marred by an ice-bolt jammed into the floor. Narcissus was untouched. "Up the stairs." Vanamander whispered. The carpet smoldered, and I could see chairs on fire, facing the main stage. No want for light, at least.

      I stuck my head past the brass doors to the theater and pulled back instantly. An imp with claws longer than its head fell where my skull had been a bare second ago. I blasted its brains out with a shotgun blast. I charged and slammed my chainsaw into the brainstem of another imp. I heard Vanamander fire lightning into something on one of the balconies.

      I could see the orange portal now. The stage under it had been set up for some sort of German-Faustian tragedy. A man stood in front of the stage in a red robe and probably appreciated the decorations. I trusted the wizards could handle themselves and walked towards him. He chanted something, but it meant nothing to me, demonic gibberish. My shotgun didn't have the reach, and so I stepped closer.

      "I have always loved fire," the man intoned as if someone cared. "It always felt like power." A tendril of red light hit the chest of the demon-worshipper. He convulsed. The energies made him grow. I couldn't tell what skin color he'd had, but now, it was blood-red. His muscles and bones snapped and bent as he stood fifteen feet tall. What clothes he had left ripped off of him as it could no longer bear the strain. Horns stuck out of his forehead and his teeth became pointed and sharp. Yellow drool dripped from his mouth.

      It moved fast and before I could react, it stepped forward and kicked me in the chest. My armor took the blow, but I hit the balcony and fell down onto the broken theater chairs. My breath left me and I got to one knee. I had to stumble forward until I found my feet. Vanamander plied the chest and face of the demonic beast with lightning. It laughed and reached for the one-armed Principal. Porticello hit himself with a glow from his wand and grabbed Vanamander, pulling him out of the way quick as thought. One of the other wizards was not so lucky. The fist grabbed him and squeezed him like an orange.

      I charged forward, jamming the chainsaw into the cultist-demon's wrist. I saw his leg rise up for another kick and jammed the shotgun on its knee. I fired, blowing its kneecap with a powerful blast. It roared and collapsed onto its bad knee. The bones in giant red hand deflected the chainsaw down onto the blood-soaked floor. The wounded hand batted me back, nearly knocking me down. The horns on its head stabbed towards me and sought to gut me. I danced away, ignoring my armor's integrity warnings.

      Its jaws spread wide like the hood of a cobra, its maw detached from its skull and shot towards me, biting in thin air. I saw my chance and the chainsaw found the roof of its mouth. The mandibles closed around it once again, but the chainsaw wasn't deep enough to reach its brain. It struggled with the vicious, cutting gardening tool, but couldn't remove it. Its hands couldn't reach into its mouth, even as its own claws shred its cheeks.

      I ran up and, using its good knee as a stepping ladder, punched its chin. It screamed louder. I punched and kneed its jaw again and again, each time pushing the chainsaw deeper into its head. It fell backwards, spasming. I didn't stop striking it until it ceased twitching. In the corner of my eye I saw the surviving wizards slap their fetishes on the portal, collapsing it to a pinpoint and then nothing. I gasped, and every part of my body hurt. It reminded me of a full-body workout, more than the life and death struggle Hell brought to us.

      If I was being honest, I could have killed more demons with a smile on my face, but then it would put the students, civilians, and worse, Cookie, at risk. I'd take this victory gladly. Porticello was helping Vanamander up the stairs to me. The demons' corpses, now no longer powered by hell's energy, started to waste away, leaving blood stains and fires burning where their magic played havoc.

      Warren G. Harding had returned to his plinth, signaling the all clear. Cookie and some of the other noncombatants celebrated our returned by gathering up all the unruined food they could find and turning it into a feast. Cookie fed me some of her special sausages herself. The garden was ruined, and mostly on fire. It'd be a lot of overtime and I'd have an excuse to get really crazy with some fruit trees I've been eyeing up. Before emergency forces took us away to hospitals and home, Vanamander put his hand on my shoulder. "Good job, Blaskowics. I'll get you a raise." Cookie's sausages, demonic invasion, chainsaw practice, seeing Griffinwald become a man, getting to rebuild a garden and a raise? The day could not get better.
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        Benjamin Wheeler has been writing stories for a while, and after being released from his crypt to feast on the flesh of the innocent one more, he can publish them. His hobbies include writing, video games and running down bicyclists who don't respect the rules of the road. He's 3000 years old, 6'1", a Leo, and the author of Tears of Elfland, Sheik of Mars, and numerous short stories available on Amazon through the Planetary Anthology series.
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        Another world lies hidden alongside ours, invisible to most. Those few who can cross into it rediscover themselves as knights, rogues, clerics, and wizards. It runs along a very specific set of rules that exist in our world as a game, Legends & Lore. Seminary student Grant Von Wold crossed over four months ago as a Lawful Neutral wizard, to his dismay. He's had to fast track his training and now stands ready to take his final exam at the Tower of the Moons. It's not pass/fail. It's pass/die.
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      Arrayed in the red robes of neutral wizards, Grant Von Wold nervously stood in the ground-level audience chamber before the seated leaders of the Order of Three. Raised from the stone by magic, the Tower of the Moons was bigger on the inside than on the outside. Massive stone walls with miniature cracks told the story of many magical battles that had been fought in this room.

      The twenty-three-year-old mage had come here to prove his worth by taking the Trials. Success meant he would be a mage in full standing. Failure almost always meant death. He let out a breath and pushed his glasses back up his nose. They were always sliding down. He tried to smooth down part of his brown hair, but some places never did settle.

      Beside him stood his white-robed girlfriend, Karen Hahn. She carried the Staff of All Dragons, a magical length of wood with a dragon head carved on the end. A blue belt held her lamb’s wool robes together. He had known her for years before they started dating, four months ago, and her hair had simply been light brown back then. The white streaks it now bore came from her own time at the Trials. Reluctantly, she let go of his hand to step away.

      So much had happened in those four months. He had gone from merely a seminary student in the regular world to also being a magician in this one. This setting, for want of a better word— referred to as Beyond the Veil—existed alongside the everyday world, but few could see it or cross into it. “In, with, and under” is how Grant put it to describe the relationship of the worlds. Lutherans and Catholics who had crossed over got the joke; most others didn’t.

      He watched Karen step to the side of the audience chamber and turn back to face him. Trying to give her a reassuring smile, he marveled at her sculpted cheeks, bright blue eyes, and trim waist. She smiled back, but the trembling smile and a single bead of sweat running down her temple bespoke her nerves.

      Near her stood three robed mages with the hoods pulled forward over their faces. All an onlooker could tell was that the red-robed and black-robed apprentices were female and the white-robed mage was male. All three had recently survived their Trials and then been apprenticed to one of the Tower heads seated on their thrones. They were the top students of the past year. Grant knew the neutral and good apprentices but not the evil apprentice.

      Before him were the most powerful mages of each alignment: Good, Evil, and Neutrality. Linas Arpa, Jr., represented the white-robed Good mages, like Karen. Mistress Janey led the Neutral red robes, which Grant was part of. The black-robed, Evil mages followed a man known only as The Dark One. His true name was never spoken. Red, white, and black-mages had an inborn fondness and ability with magic.

      Linas Arpa, Jr., the son of Karen’s teacher, sat easily in his high-backed silver chair that was studded with diamonds. His white hood was thrown back, showing his thinning, black hair. His middle spread out over the seat but not enough to call him obese. Grant only saw the slight nod he gave because he was watching closely.

      Next to him sat a middle-aged, blonde woman with a regal air about her. The red-robed Mistress Janey, Grant’s teacher, reclined in a silver chair bedecked with rubies. Blue eyes peered down at him from over her high cheekbones. Her thin fingers rested lightly on the chair arms. She had removed the mantle portion of her robes so that it looked more like a dress. Grant knew several other female mages who preferred the same. His mentor gave Grant an encouraging smile.

      He returned it and looked to the third and final chair, repressing a shiver at the cool breeze coming from that chair. The stern-looking chair was crafted from a single piece of black obsidian. Grant thought it looked terribly uncomfortable, like it was designed to show the owner didn’t care for comforts.

      In it sat a young man, no more than thirty-five, robed all in black. His thin, jet-colored hair hung forward over his shoulders to his chest. The hair was clean but shiny and slick looking. The Dark One’s eyes were clear and dark, bringing forth a shudder as they pierced Grant to the very soul. No expression, neither happy nor sad, marred his features. Does he ever smile?Grant wondered.

      “Who comes for their Trials?” asked Linas, as tradition required.

      “Grant Von Wold comes to prove himself worthy to progress to the fourth level,” stated the black-robed apprentice, the first words any of them had spoken.

      Grant blinked. He knew that voice. Chrissy Mason! Spice Girl to her friends, she had been the first black robe he met after crossing over. He had run into her several times at the Tower during his classwork.

      A small smile played at his lips when he heard Karen give a small hurumph. She and Chrissy did not get along.

      The head of the white robes said, “We have the Trials for three reasons. First, to test your potential for magic. Second, the threat of death weeds out the unserious. Finally, to determine how, exactly, you will do magic. You were given red robes when you crossed the Veil as they were your most likely colors. However, by your actions in the Trials, you may leave wearing white, red, or even black.” As he said the next, he indicated each of the apprentices in turn. “Will you seek cooperation and justice, pursue your own benefit, or preserve the balance?”

      Mistress Janey continued where Linas stopped. “The Trials bind mages together in ways no one outside our order can comprehend. Experiencing the Trials lets all robe colors get along. We are all bound to magic and indebted to it.” She gestured to the Dark One to take over.

      His voice oily smooth, he said, “Since the Treaty of Memphis, signed by the first three moon mages when the world of man was young, and Egypt was dominant, all have taken the Trials. Through the centuries, the Trials have been refined and enhanced. The penalty of death is not given lightly. Will you still begin? Please know that none here will look down on you for walking away.”

      Grant truly considered. If he failed, he would most likely die. Yet, if he didn’t try, the few, simple spells he could do now was the most magic he could ever do. Maybe he could take a different, safer class, but he’d have to start all over as a wizard or sorcerer. No. He’d checked the rule book that drove this crazy place Beyond the Veil, wizards and sorcerers didn’t gain spell slots nearly as fast as mages. The thought left him cold. He had to risk it all for the power it gave him. He would proceed.

      “Step forward, Grant Von Wold,” Linas said.

      The candidate did so, sweating slightly.

      “Are you frightened?” Janey asked, leaning forward and smiling gently, comfortingly.

      “Yes, Mistress Janey.”

      “You should be,” the Dark One said. He sat ramrod straight in his chair, his spine not touching the back of the chair. “Death awaits those who fail.” His voice was a whisper that Grant had to concentrate to hear.

      “However,” Linas said, his voice echoing off the walls, “parts of the Trials are kept secret from all candidates. Those who pass cannot tell certain rules and events. When you are only at the third level, very few spells can be cast and most of your daily allotment are nothing more than cantrips. Some say it is too early to test at that time, yet it is folly to wait until your skills are higher. Therefore, we give two gifts to the candidate. The first is standard for all Trials and comes from all three of us.” He gestured to Mistress Janey, who rose regally from her chair.

      Gifts? Grant let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. He looked questioningly up at Janey.

      “Kneel, Grant Von Wold,” she said, holding up a wand and tapping his shoulders when he was in position. “For the duration of your Trials, you will operate as if you were a level eight mage. You may spend two hours preparing more spells to fill your temporary allotment.”

      Grant’s eyes widened, and a grin played at his lips. Level eight! That would almost double the level and number of the spells he could cast. He tried to keep the smile hidden. It wouldn’t do to become overconfident.

      “And that’s not all, Mr. Von Wold,” the Dark One said from his throne. “I have prepared a special gift for you to use in your Trials. This is the personal gift.”

      Grant’s eyes narrowed. Linas and Janey would have given gifts to clearly help him. However, a gift from the Dark One would be a double-edged sword—as likely to harm the wielder as the target.

      Chrissy came forward holding a pillow with an ebony skull.

      Only his lips moving, the Dark One said, “My servant presents to you a guardian skull. Simply activate it in the center of your camping area, and it will scream should anyone come within ten feet of it who was not there when you said the word, ‘Activate.’” He smiled, grimly. “It truly is gruesome.”

      Grant gracefully accepted the ebony skull and placed it in a deep pocket inside his robe. He disliked using evil magic. Even though he wore red and they were allowed to use all three kinds, he almost never used anything from the black side of the art. He wished the personal gift had come from either Master Linas or Mistress Janey. He simply did not trust the Dark One.
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        * * *

      

      Mistress Janey motioned to the door. “Follow me, Grant and Karen.” She proceeded down a long corridor of bare walls, her footsteps echoing off the stone walls. Torches in sconces gave only flickering light. The head of the red robes halted before a wooden door, surrounded with silver and gold. Glowing runes surrounded the portal. At her lightest touch, it swung open to show a dimly-lit room.

      Not able to see into the room, Grant wondered if the Trials would start with an ambush!

      “Grant Von Wold, this is the last opportunity to leave the Trials. Once you step through the door, you may not back out. Alone, in the next room, you will be given two hours to prepare the temporary spell slots granted by us.”

      Janey hadn’t asked a question, so Grant said nothing. The ministry student clenched his clammy hands and looked to Karen. Other than a single bead of sweat running down her temple, she was hiding her fears well. For her, he would do no less.

      Gazing at him intently, Mistress Janey asked the final question. “Are you ready, Grant Von Wold?”

      Heart hammering and mouth dry, he said, “I am. Let it begin.”

      He blew Karen a kiss then stepped through the door, wincing as it whiffed closed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Mistress Janey led Karen away from the door. “Staying there won’t ease your mind. I will take you to a place where you can watch.”

      Karen nodded as she silently followed. Oh, she wanted to be in there with Grant, but each mage had to go into the Trials alone! Anything at all might happen, but he had to be alone. “I didn’t know people could watch the Trials.”

      “Sometimes, we let it happen.” Her voice was light and airy, like it could be blown away by the wind.

      Their footsteps echoed off the walls. Karen gripped the Staff of All Dragons so tightly her knuckles turned white.

      “I can’t believe he’s made it here so quickly,” she whispered.

      “Nathan the Renegade had a challenge rating far above your levels, yet Grant found a way to win. That was a big indicator of his talent.”

      “How has Grant been in class? Is he a good student?”

      “Yes,” the older mage replied. “He’s tired when he gets here most evenings, but he’s excited to learn. He asked for an accelerated course. I salute him for that; we need all the mages as advanced as possible.”

      Karen knew she meant because the armies of evil were gathering. “He’s tired because he’s...”

      “Also a seminary student, yes. I’ve talked him out of going the Mystic Theurge route twice.”

      Karen shuddered. “Those always sound so cool until you meet one. I mean, being able to cast both arcane and divine magic sounds great, and they get so many spell slots, but...”

      In front of her, Janey nodded. “They’re the ultimate example of expectations differing from reality. Ah, here we are.” She opened a door to a sitting room. It had two chairs and two couches arranged so the furniture’s occupants could look down into a bronze basin about five feet across. Thick, woven tapestries showing dragons and griffons hung on all the walls. There were no windows and only a single door.

      “The scrying room,” Karen whispered. “I’ve never been in here during Trials. Are you sure...” She stopped. Of course, Janey was sure about letting her watch. Janey did nothing until she was sure of it.

      The leader of the red robes explained, “I am sure, but are you? The Trials are intensely personal and trying. We have scoured his past to customize it. You may be uncomfortable. Most importantly, the purpose is to learn about oneself.”

      “I remember what I learned about myself.” She caught hold of a stray thought. “Wait, do you mean while I’m watching I’ll learn about Grant or while I’m watching Grant, I’ll learn about myself?”

      Janey stared at Karen without answering for a moment. Then her answer was indirect. “Red robes learn to embrace the ‘and.’” She sprinkled copper powder and eyelashes from a raptor into the watery basin. The surface shimmered and showed Grant sitting in the tower’s library, surrounded by books. He mouthed words and gripped the table. “He is filling those new slots.”

      “He’ll still have to be selective.” Karen smiled thinking about her own preparation time for the Trials. The rush of holding that many spells in her head was intense. Each spell had to have a purpose! Only used to eleven a day, it almost knocked her over to have twenty-one spells banging around in her head. Even now, at level seven, she only had nineteen slots per day.

      Karen twisted the end of her blue belt in nervousness. Grant was ready—she had to be as well. If he wasn’t, he’d likely die. They didn’t call this the Final for nothing.

      As she watched him scribble on paper and flip pages in the spell books, the door opened. Looking up, Karen saw the Dark One and Chrissy Mason! She caught a snort in her throat and felt her nostrils flare. What were they doing in here? More specifically, what was she doing in here? Karen rose on her toes, ready to argue.

      Chrissy snarled out, “She’s in here, too?” Her hood was gone, and Karen could see her black hair, heart-shaped face, and the Rx tattoo on her right cheek. The black robe balled her hands into fists.

      Mistress Janey said quickly, “Karen, can the two of you remain in here, together, without fighting? This tower is neutral ground as stated in the Treaty of Memphis. If you wish to duel, make a formal challenge, and you may go to one of the special dueling rooms exempt from the treaty.”

      The two women eased back, still keeping their eyes on one another. Finally, Karen replied, “We’ll be good.” They sat on the chairs across from one another.

      The Dark One snorted.

      “I taught you better than that!” The master stared at Chrissy, his eyes cold and lifeless.

      “There’s no need to shed blood, today,” Chrissy said. “Grant is a friend of both of us. We’re here for him, not ourselves.”

      Her teacher snarled. “We are always here for ourselves.” Without another word, he spun and strode from the room.

      After Karen had watched him go, Mistress Janey announced, “I, too, shall leave. You may sleep here if his Trials go overnight. I shall send refreshments when time.”

      With that, she left and closed the wooden door behind her with a gesture of her hand.

      “Well, I guess we’re stuck together for a while,” Chrissy said, frowning.

      “Just stay over there,” Karen answered. “I’m here to watch, not talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, Grant let his eyes adjust to the dim room. A long, wooden table sat in the middle of the room with a stiff-backed chair beneath it and both his spell books stacked atop it. This is why the Three had asked him to bring his books. He had only limited time to memorize spells for the new slots. On the opposite wall, a large, wooden door stood closed.

      Empty bookshelves lined the walls. Two silver candlesticks with candles sat on the table. He wasn’t going to use a cantrip to light them. Patting his pockets, he found a book of matches in the pocket next to his phone. He pulled out his phone and opened a special app. PCMe showed him as a level eight moon mage with twenty-one spell slots, ten still open. The new slots were more for powerful spells than he could normally cast.

      Scratch, flare, whoosh.

      The little room now had enough light to read by. He sat at the table and pulled the top book—the spell book with red leather and blue letters—to him. Only recently had he gotten into the second book.

      Quickly, he read over the spell listing he had put in the front of the book. He was very organized and, like most young mages, had made a table of contents. Unlike most mages, he had added an index by material component. Frowning, he took a quick inventory of his two pouches. He had a standard bag with enough components for twenty, common spells. The other had special components used in only a few spells. Many spells didn’t even need material components; the activation word and/or a gesture was enough.

      Time passed as he read the book, scribbling down spells he might prepare today and those he definitely would not. All the spells could be useful, but being limited to only what they had prepared was the price mages paid. Sorcerers could cast any spell they knew spontaneously, as long as they had an open slot of the right level.

      Probably not Phantom Noise, Mend, or Psychedelic Image. However, Owl’s Wisdom, Bedazzle Monster, and Hold Person were more likely to help. Then he filtered the first list further until he had only a few more spells than slots. Memorizing came next. Ah, he thought, this is the first trial. Which spells do I select and can I memorize them in the time given? He set to work.

      The candles had almost burned out when he heard a chime.

      “You have five minutes, Grant,” came Janey’s voice from the empty air.

      Five minutes. Time for one more spell and only one, low-level slot left. He glanced at his components again and the list. Frowning, he checked again. He had accounted for all the spell components except one in his preparation. None of the spells looked like something that would help, but he was not going to leave any slots open.

      “Three minutes. Be prepared.”

      He picked up the one component—a chicken feather. Why not? he thought and read the words of the spell aloud, carefully shaping every letter with his tongue and accenting exactly as needed.

      Finishing the words on the page, blood-red words with letters of shining, red fire burned behind his eyes and into his brain. The spells he had prepared were in his mind and just waiting to be activated. All they required now was the spell name to be invoked, and he would have to perform any gestures and use components. However, the complex spell words did not have to be repeated again; just the activation word, and in some cases not even that much, just a gesture or component would trigger them.

      Just as he finished, the door opened, and Mistress Janey returned. “The time has expired, Grant. I hope you are ready.” It was not a question.

      Standing from the table, he nodded and put his spell books into large pockets on his robes. He said a quick prayer, asking for favor in the trials ahead.

      With a gesture, Janey opened the stone door opposite the one she came through. “May God bless you, Grant.”

      Grant stepped through the yawning portal.
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        * * *

      

      Grant blinked in the bright sunlight. That was odd. Why is there sunlight here? Where is here? he wondered. Then… then he thought of a better question. Why am I surprised at sunlight? He was about to hike into the forest, and forests were outside, almost by definition. He was hiking in the national park outside the city where he went to seminary. He chuckled to think about how his classmates would be shocked to see the red robes, but they wouldn’t see them.

      Sure, he might run into them, but they’d see the robes as a red hiking shirt. The Veil did things like that all the time.

      “Ho, there, fellow Beyonder!” someone called out to him.

      Grant turned to see a group of three people at the bottom of the hill. A man and woman about thirty stood waving at him and another woman sat on the grass with her back to him. The dark-haired man wore a ranger’s outfit, brown leather from head to toe with a band around his bearded head. He carried a long bow in one hand and had a sword strapped to his waist.

      “Want to join us?” the older of the two women asked him. She wore a short skirt over green leggings and a white blouse. Grant guessed this brunette woman to be a rogue. She and the ranger both wore wedding rings.

      The Ranger shouted up to him, “We could use a mage on the quest. Just some low-level farming, nothing to worry about.”

      Grant raised an eyebrow as he slowly came down the hill, twigs snapping under his soft, leather boots. The other woman piqued his curiosity. Was this a trap? All he could tell at this point was that she wore a dark green dress with flowers in her hair and had a bloodhound laying beside her. Grant pegged her as a druid with an animal companion.

      When Grant reached the bottom of the hill, she stood and turned towards him. If Grant hadn’t already been standing still, he would have tripped. He knew this woman! Her name was Lisa Paige, and they had dated his senior year of high school. She was one year younger than he.

      The thin, young woman was very pretty with her wavy red hair and wore no ring. The dress was of a modest length but cut tight at the waist and bust. A slit came up one side of the skirt her mid-thigh. A golden, cleric’s medallion hung around her neck, but he couldn’t see the symbol of her patron. Grant caught his breath and, without thinking, checked her left hand for a ring. Her left ring finger was bare.

      “Lisa?” he asked. “You’ve crossed over?”

      “In the flesh!” She spread her arms wide. “I came Beyond about three years ago.”

      “Well, I’m certainly glad to see you,” he said, accepting her embrace. “I’ve not been Beyond long.”

      His hands could feel the warmth of her body radiating through the fabric of the dress. Memories assailed him as he became glad Karen was not present. Lisa’s cheek pressed against his shoulder just as he remembered from years ago. She hadn’t even changed the scent of her shampoo. Their parting had been mutual, but then, too late, he regretted the break up.

      The ranger stepped in. “I hate to interrupt a reunion, but the three of us are here on business, and we need you to join us.”

      “Just farming the forest” Grant asked, reluctantly stepping away from Lisa, “and you need an arcane caster?” He asked the question of Hector, but kept his eyes on Lisa.

      “Yep,” the young woman said with a cheery smile. “Grant, this is Hector and Sue. Hector, Sue, meet Grant. He’s probably deduced our classes upon sight. Mages are known for high INT!”

      “It’s required for the class,” Grant said, smiling back. “Ranger, druid, and rogue.” He indicated each in turn.

      “Oh, snap!” Sue exclaimed. “You got two of us. Missed Lisa completely.”

      He simply raised an eyebrow at Lisa. He’d have to figure out their alignments, but none struck him as evil. Then again, evil didn’t always dress the part like the Dark One’s mages.The woman in green giggled. “I used to wish that I’d crossed over as a druid, hence the green, but I’m glad to be a cleric of the Matronae with the animal domain.” She pointed to the medallion hanging against her chest. It showed three women sitting side-by-side.

      Grant’s back snapped a little straighter, and his smile faded. “That’s most interesting. The matrons were Celtic, right?” Then a thought struck him. “The hound is not your animal companion. It’s Hector’s.”

      “That’s right,” Hector said. “My dog is Cafall. I’m level ten. Sue and Lisa are both level nine. What’s your level?”

      “Eight,” Grant said. “High enough to join your little party?”

      Sue smiled. “You bet!”

      The four quickly shared a bit about themselves. All three raised an eyebrow at Grant when he said he was a seminary student on the other side.

      Sue the rogue frowned. “We’re kinda stumped at the moment, if you think you can help us out. A rogue we trust gave us this letter about about a goblin hideout in this state park. We can’t read it. Think you can help with the clue?” Mouth twisted in frustration, she held out a piece of parchment.

      Grant took the parchment. Surprisingly, the letters were Greek. “I can work on this.” He concentrated on the message, mentally translating the words. He knit his brow. “Do you know who wrote this?”

      “Just that it was an old monk,” Hector replied.

      “No. At least, not entirely.” He was moving into his element here. “This was originally written by at least two different people.” He held the paper out to his companions. “See? The copyist took great care to preserve the wording of the originals, but he couldn’t hide his own handwriting. This manuscript comes from one, final hand but the source had multiple authors.”

      “You can tell that by just looking at it?” Sue asked.

      “Yeah.” He started pointing. “Some of the verbs in the top section use the optative mood. That’s common in classical Greek, but rare in later stages. The bottom doesn’t use it at all, but there are places where it would fit. Secondly, the author of the bottom preferred to use only kai for all his conjunctions, which can work. However, the upper writer used kai and de.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose from where they had slid down. “I’m boring you.”

      “No, this is fascinating,” Sue said her voice completely flat. “Language history just doesn’t help us at all.”

      Chastised, Grant read the letter to them, keeping the paper away from a jumping Cafall. He stopped when he read, “Great treasure behind the great door in the hill.”

      Grant looked from the parchment in his hand to the trio in front of him. “This is more than farming. This is part of a quest.”

      Hector replied, “That it is, and you just proved you’re smart enough to join in.” He held out his phone with the PCMe app open. A notification read, “Grant Von Wold has joined your party.”

      Everyone’s phone beeped. Grant saw his notice read, “You have joined the party of Hector, Sue, and Lisa!”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the scrying room, Karen gripped the arms of her chair while looking down into the water. “Lisa Paige!” The chair and couch were a matched set but with a pattern from the 1970s.

      Chrissy was trying not to smile. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “No. Just an unexpected surprise.” However, she couldn’t keep a hint of jealousy out of her voice.

      “Think what we see is real?”

      “What?” Karen asked, looking up from the water.

      “Remember, he never left the tower. We’re watching an illusion play out in the basement, the enormous basement. Lisa probably isn’t even real. They just found her image when sorting through his memories to personalize the Trials.”

      Karen blinked and sat back in the chair. “You’re right. The three chose her because it would test his concentration! They were high school sweethearts.”

      “I gathered that. Doesn’t look to me like either of them has forgotten that fact.” She grinned while indicating the water. Grant and Lisa were chatting and laughing.

      Karen fumed. Until she knew otherwise, she was going to assume Lisa was real and not an illusion. “What does she have that I don’t?”

      Chrissy replied with a laugh, “I’m guessing a plus two Dress of Alluring.” Then, she winced and looked down into the basin.

      “You are not helping!” Karen shouted.

      Chrissy held her arms up. “Look at my robes! Black velvet! Do these say ‘helpful with others’?”

      “No, they don’t say that at all.” Karen threw a cushion, smacking Chrissy in the face.

      The black robe caught it before it fell in the scrying basin. “Careful there, Juliet. If the water splashes out, we can’t spy on Romeo and Rosaline.”

      Karen bit back a snarl when Chrissy named the girl Romeo had crushed on before meeting Juliet. She groused. “She could have had her pick of any guy. Yet, she chose Grant. Why?”

      “Is that supposed to be complimentary for Grant?” Chrissy frowned.

      Before Karen could answer, a cart with a platter of snack foods appeared.

      “I think Mistress Janey doesn’t want us to fight,” Chrissy said. “We should do as she says.”

      Karen hung her head, looking into the basin. “I just want to know why Grant went for her and not me back then?”

      “Well, the age difference means she could car date, and you were the best friend of his little sister. That would be kinda like dating his sister when he was that age.”

      Perturbed, Karen looked deeply into the basin just as Lisa put a hand lightly on Grant’s arm. Grant didn’t brush it off. “Now he’s flirting with her!”

      “He’s not. Grant is always like that when talking to women. He has the same look on his face and tone when talking with me.”

      “Oh, really?” Karen asked in ice-cold tones.

      “Would I lie to you? I may be Evil, but I’m honest.” The black robe stared into the basin for a moment. “Want some gum? It’s my own recipe.” She held out a package, taking a stick for herself.

      Staring perplexedly at Chrissy, Karen took the proffered gum. “That’s an interesting flavor. Very hot, not that I expected anything else. What is it? Dragon’s Breath?” Her eyes were tearing already.

      “Basilisk blood.”

      Karen spit the gum into her hand.

      “Oh, don’t worry. Artificial flavors.” Chrissy rolled her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Hector! Duck!” Grant yelled. Then, “Air Darts!”

      The ranger bent low in the clearing as an orc swung a club over his head.

      The orc fell as twelve darts of solid air struck him in the face.

      Grant saw Hector strike out with a sword at another orc behind him. That orc went down with a split hamstring. Grant cast another spell. “Harden Skin!” He felt his skin strengthen against blows. He counted four more orcs.

      Lisa and Sue went into action with Grant.

      “Bane!” Lisa shouted, pointing at the orcs who stumbled back. They would have minor trouble every round of the battle. “Cleric’s Weapon!”

      A battleaxe of pure force appeared and swung as Lisa directed, scattering the orcs.

      Sue used her rogue skills to dodge and get an orc close to Hector. Her husband stabbed it in the arm.

      After the initial rounds, the battle turned in the orcs favor. Grant settled into his role of offensive magic but felt himself tiring. He had damaged the orcs but not enough to kill any. I should have bought endurance at my last level up! he thought, perturbed at himself. He marveled at Lisa’s concentration as she cast prayer after prayer at their enemies.

      Taking a deep breath, Grant mentally readied another spell. He needed something big to help Sue. An orc had her backed up to an oak tree.

      A mage always wanted to save the big spells for when they were most needed. This was the time for Enhanced Lightning. If he took his time, it would do more damage to the orc. Did he have the time? He had to risk it.

      Grant pulled the magical energies close and shaped them in his mind. He decided to take a full round of action. That would make the spell deal up to 64 points of damage to the orc. The time had come. He opened his mouth to speak the activation words.

      “Enhanced Light--”

      Grant fell sideways as an orc he hadn’t seen punched him in the jaw. The mage wanted to swear. That was his most powerful spell and being interrupted like that made him lose it from memory. A faint sizzle in the air meant the spell was gone.

      Growling, the orc stood over him, club drawn back and readied.

      Heart pounding, Grant reached into his component pouch and felt a piece of dry bone from a mummy. He could use that! “Scare!” he shouted, feeling the bone crumble into dust. He hated using necromancy. He always felt dirty afterwards.

      The orc dropped his club and fell back, eyes wide with fright.

      Then, the orc fell with two arrows in his back. Hector had come to the rescue! “I have orc as a Favored Enemy. We’ll call it even,” the ranger said with a smile.

      “Sue!” Grant shouted, pointing.

      Hector nodded. “Lisa took care of that orc when she saw what you were trying to do.” He helped Grant rise to his feet.

      The four humans and Cafall soon ran off the last orc.

      Lisa started with Sue and laid hands on her. “Gift of Healing.” Then she did the same to Hector.

      “Gift of Healing,” Lisa said, laying hands gently on his face.

      He felt the healing power go through him, radiating out from her warm hands. He placed one hand on top of hers. From time-to-time during his college life, he had wondered what the two of them would have been like if the relationship continued.

      She did not pull away.

      “You also have the Chaos domain,” Grant said to Lisa. Summoning the Battleaxe had been a giveaway as to her alignment. Except for those who were True Neutral, every cleric he knew had taken a domain in accordance with their alignment.

      She nodded. “The Matronae are Chaotic Neutral.”

      Grant kept himself from raising an eyebrow. Since a cleric had to be within one step of their patron, she could be any chaotic. He also wondered about Hector and Sue. Rouges could not be Lawful, but rangers could be any alignment. However, Hector didn’t act Lawful. Was everyone in the party Neutral of some kind?

      The cleric healed Hector and Sue so they could continue their journey.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me, Grant,” Lisa said as they traveled on, “You seem to know a lot about the clerics. Feeling the urge to go into religion here?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I thought it useful to read up on the other classes I’d go questing with. Religion isn’t really my thing. Theology is what I love.” He knew his eyes were twinkling with excitement to get into his favorite topic.

      “What’s the difference?” Hector asked, looking ahead for anything out of the ordinary.

      “Religion starts with man and what he does in trying to reach up to the divine. Theology starts with God and how He reaches down to mankind.”

      Sue snorted. “That’s either the most profound statement in the history of philosophy or the biggest load of malarkey on earth.”

      “It’s the first,” Lisa said. She winked at Grant as she continued, “However, I’d make ‘god’ plural.”

      Grant raised an eyebrow at the unexpected barb. “Would you now? You used to be Christian. I understand Christians can be clerics of certain patrons but not others. Where do the Matronae fit?”

      She pushed hair out of her face and frowned. “I’m not a practicing Christian, anymore. I have too many issues with it’s I’m-the-only-god God.”

      Grant paused for a moment as he moved brush off the path with a lifting spell. “Such as?”

      “There’s a huge chicken and egg problem with Christianity. If God wills an action, it must be good?” She waited for him to agree. “Yet, is it good because God wills it, or does he will it because it is good?”

      Grant blinked for a moment. He had heard this dilemma before but couldn’t solve it himself. “So, is goodness arbitrary and God could simply declare it differently tomorrow or is it necessary and eternal, thus existing without the need of God.”

      Hector and Cafall looked back at the two of them. “Can we move along? We’ve still got a ways to go before we stop for the night.”

      Lisa looked up at Grant with her eyes sparkling. “Exactly! Think on it.” She kissed her medallion and went on ahead. “Hey,” she called back. “If you can solve it, take your next two levels in cleric. Then you can go mystic theurge.”

      Grant followed along, thinking deeply and wishing Lisa and her swinging hips were not walking five feet in front of him. In the years they’d been apart, she’d perfected her sashay. He prayed, lifting his eyes to heaven, as they walked.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day went uneventfully. Grant and Lisa cast spells as needed until the sky mixed red and orange together as the sun set.

      “It’s getting later,” Hector said. “We’ll have to continue in the morning.”

      “Good idea. Lisa and I will need to refresh our slots before we finish. Um...” He looked around at the companions. No one had anything more than a backpack. “Who brought the camping equipment?” Grant asked. Motels and inns were allowed when questing, but the party was deep in the forest.

      “No need,” Sue answered. “We know a hunter’s cabin just ahead on the trail.”

      Over the next hill, they indeed saw a small cabin. Inside, it had a tiny kitchen, two bedrooms, and a living room with a fireplace, couch, and recliner. For Grant, the best part of staying in a cabin was they wouldn’t need to set a watch or use sentinel spells. It had no electricity, so they lit lamps.

      Hector immediately went into the basement and returned with a chilled haunch of deer. “Perpetual cold spell down there.”

      He and Sue started cutting meat for supper, throwing raw cuts to Cafall.

      Lisa turned to Grant. “Think you can put some of those spells you didn’t cast today into scrolls? They might come in handy.”

      The red robe winced and blushed. “I honestly don’t know if we have time. I can scribe one per day, yes, but the writing has to be absolutely perfect, you know.”

      Lisa’s eyes widened. “You have always had atrocious penmanship.”

      “And now it costs me dearly,” he said with a nod. “It’s a -4 penalty to all scribe rolls; -2 even if I take my time. When I was in the magic school, the scroll teacher almost went from white robes to red because of his frustration with me.” At her laughter, he explained, “I swear his robes got red marks once. He only passed me when I promised not to take any electives with him. That was no problem. I didn’t have time for any electives.”

      He cocked his head, unable to remember why the Three had put him through an accelerated plan. Giving up on the memory, he took off his glasses and cleaned them.

      “Hey, you two,” Sue said, “We’re almost ready in here.”

      Joining them, Lisa placed an empty wine skin on the counter. “Create Water,” Lisa intoned, followed by “Water to Wine” once the wine skin was full.

      Grant refused the glass she offered. “No, thank you. Not one drop,” he told her.

      His three companions looked at him questioningly.

      “Seminary rules,” he simply said, taking a seat. He didn’t tell them that he avoided alcohol, anyway.

      During their brief supper, Grant noticed that Sue’s laughter seemed forced at his jokes. Something about the glint in her eye as she looked sideways at her husband made Grant decide she tended to the evil end of the spectrum-either Chaotic Evil or Neutral Evil. Realizing that, Grant decided that Hector was either Chaotic Neutral or True Neutral. It wasn’t for certain, but marriage partnerships worked best when the spouses were close in alignment. If she was evil, Hector was something Neutral but not Lawful.

      After supper, the four sat together in the living room. Cafall at their feet, Sue sat in Hector’s lap in the only chair, leaving Lisa to share the couch with Grant. Three of them had wine glasses. Whoever arranged the furniture had placed the couch and chair perpendicular to the fireplace. Grant was closer to the silent fireplace than Lisa.

      Sue said, “It’s getting cooler at night.”

      “I’d be glad to light the fire,” her husband said, “but someone is sitting in my lap.” He wrapped his arms around her to show he wanted her to stay.

      “Oh, allow me,” Lisa said, leaning over Grant and extending her hand to the fireplace. “Fingers of Flame.” She pressed her back against him and put a hand on his leg.

      Fire burst from her fingertips and caught the logs on fire. Smoke went up the chimney as the fire popped.

      “Who needs a tinderbox?” Hector laughed as Cafall got up from his place at the ranger’s feet and stretched out in front of the fire.

      Grant raised an eyebrow as Lisa straightened up but said nothing.

      “What’s your job like in the regular world, Hector?” he asked, removing Lisa’s hand from his thigh but otherwise ignoring the cleric.

      “Oh, you’ve heard how middle management is. I assure you, the reality is worse,” he said, forcing a laugh. “If it weren’t for the employee discount, we wouldn’t even shop there.”

      “Any children, Sue?” Grant continued, seeing that Hector didn’t want to talk about his day job.

      “The twins are staying with Grandma and Grandpa this week. They’ll probably have toy flutes or drums when we get back.”

      Hector shrugged. “I tell you; they’ll be bards when they cross the Veil.”

      “Every boy thinks he can be a bard!” Sue said. “The way they are with the dog, though, they’ll follow in your footsteps.”

      After a bit more chatter, Hector whispered something in Sue’s ear. His wife nodded and rose from his lap.

      “We still have a quest to finish tomorrow. We’re heading for bed.” She held out a hand, pulling Hector to his feet and snapping her fingers for Cafall to follow them. “You two don’t stay up too late.”

      “We won’t,” Grant said. “Lisa, you can take the other bedroom. I’ll stay on the couch.”

      “Oh, but it’s not time yet.” She pouted, prettily. “You can tell me about your life, and I’ll tell you about the Matronae.”

      When Hector and Sue disappeared into their bedroom, Grant moved from the couch to the chair.

      “Afraid to sit with me?” Lisa asked, steel in her eyes and voice. “Those red robes tell me you’re neutral. You shouldn’t require a chaperon.”

      “My frat brother and normal questing companion is a paladin. Force of habit, and one I agree with.” He didn’t tell her how her closeness threw him off balance. He smelled the scent of flowers and Lisa. It reminded him of her shampoo and brought back pleasant memories.

      “Tell me something. Is seminary boring? I’ve always imagined it to be, reading all those dry, dusty books, but not being able to do clerical prayers.”

      Grant relaxed a bit, warming to the conversation. “It certainly can be. It was for me at first. That’s because I was doing it all wrong. I had fantastic grades, but my relationship with Jesus was lacking. Then, with the Veil, I discovered something.”

      She leaned forward on the couch towards him. “What was it?”

      He leaned forward, anxious to tell her. “That serving God is drudgery only if you aren’t sensing Him. Once I opened my eyes to His works all around me, it became amazing! When I realized the meaning of Jesus’ saying ‘render to Caesar what is Caesar’s,’ even more snapped into place! The coin was owed to Caesar because it had his image on it. I owe God everything because His image is on me! I use my talents in His service! Mixing together academics and the relationship with God is everything I’ve ever dreamed of!”

      Lisa played with the skirt of her dress. “I used to be what you dreamed of, and we used to be very close.” The blue-eyed woman took one of the flowers from her hair and smelled it. “I have missed you. I always wear daffodils. Know why?”

      Because the corsage I got you for homecoming had daffodils in it.He looked away for a moment, knowing she was going to come onto him. How much did he want her to?

      “The breakup was mutual, and, more importantly, I am seeing someone.” He looked back at her, his mouth a hard line. He hoped he wasn’t telegraphing his struggles.

      The ex-girlfriend rose gracefully from the couch. The flame in her blue eyes did not come from the fireplace.

      “Extinguish,” she said, gesturing towards the oil lamps. The lamps in the living room and kitchen puffed out, leaving only the crackling fire to light the room. Everything plunged into shadow. “How serious is this ‘relationship’?” She played with the shoulder of her dress, pushing the fabric aside to reveal just a bit of smooth, white skin.

      Grant rose from the chair. “I am tired, Lisa, and we both need sleep to refresh our spell slots. That is, I assume clerics of the Matronae refresh in the morning?” Grant felt himself pulled by memories of her. He struggled to stand perfectly still with his arms hanging down. He wanted to enfold her in his arms.

      “Yes. Plenty of time for sleep.” She held out a glass of wine towards him.

      He kept his face hard and emotionless. Alcohol hadn’t tempted him in years. However, Lisa had been his high school sweetheart, and their romance had been the talk of the school. Their flame burned out when he was getting ready for college, but she still had another year of school. Neither wanted a long-distance relationship back then. They had said good-bye to their forever. Within a month, he regretted it, but his friends back home told him she had gotten over him quickly, vaulted over him was the phrase Chris used.

      Lisa stepped close to him, gazing up into his eyes with a soft smile on her face. The firelight played across her tall cheekbones.

      He remembered holding her. Heart pounding, he yearned to feel the reality. She was here now. He could relive the memories just by wrapping his arms around her. He longed to kiss her once again. However, he could not imagine what that action would do to Karen.

      “No,” he simply said, stepping away from her and to the fireplace, still facing her.

      “I promised to tell you about serving the Matronae,” she said, desperation biting at her words.

      “Not tonight,” Grant said. Perhaps not ever.

      She balled her fists. “I was wrong to give up on us back then. I’m not letting go now.” Lisa strode from the room, slamming the bedroom door.

      Grant let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Outside, he heard something far away let out a canine howl. He had thought he wouldn’t have to do this since they were in a cabin, but he took the black, guardian skull from his pack and placed it on the end table next to where his head would be.

      Gripping the brain cover, he said, “Activate.”
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        * * *

      

      Meanwhile, in the scrying room, Chrissy shook Karen to wake her. “You’ll want to see this!” she hissed.

      Always one to awaken slowly, Karen sat up. “Coffee?”

      “You won’t need it. Look in the water!”

      Karen felt her eyes widen as she saw Lisa sitting next to Grant on the couch with no one else in the room. “Oh, I’m going to kill him!”

      “You don’t mean that,” Chrissy said. “Your robes would turn black as night.”

      “Not if it was justified!” she muttered as Grant stood up from the couch.

      “I don’t think it would be.”

      Karen shook a finger at the black robe. “Grant is Lawful. He would have to break the relationship with me before pursuing her!”

      “Well, he’s not giving in to her.”

      As Karen watched, wringing her hands, Grant turned away the cleric and told her to leave.

      “He did it!” Karen said, throwing her head back and howling with laughter. “I should have trusted him more!”

      When Karen stopped laughing, Chrissy was looking away from her with a single tear running down her tattooed cheek.

      “You aren’t upset that he’s passed this part of the test are you?” Karen couldn’t believe it. Yes, Chrissy was Evil, but she and Grant were friends. She should want him to pass the Trials. However, the black robe hadn’t liked Karen until a few hours ago. She might still want to see the white robe suffer.

      “It’s not that,” the raven-haired, black robe said in a low voice. “It’s my Scar.”

      Karen’s face fell, and she played with one of the streaks in her hair. The Scar. Many passing mages left the Trials with a physical change, like the white streaks in Karen’s hair. Not all—not even most—only the mages who dug the deepest into themselves for the magic. For those who did, the Three would choose the Scar to reflect the Trials or something the student still needed to learn. “What did they do to you?”

      “Remember how I used to laugh and joke all the time?” When Karen nodded, she continued. “I can’t hear laughter anymore. I can hear everything else around the sound but not laughter itself. The Dark One wants me to be more serious.”

      Karen felt the blood drain from her face. She reached out to hug her new friend.
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        * * *

      

      After a light breakfast, the companions set out on the final leg of the journey to the cave. By Sue’s calculations, they should make it by noon. Lisa said little to Grant. Grant made notes in his spell book regarding the spells he had cast yesterday. He loved gaining arcane knowledge.

      “What happened between you two last night?” Hector asked Grant during a rest break. The ladies were across the clearing, discussing a feather Sue had found on the trail.

      Seeing no reason to sugarcoat the truth, Grant simply said, “I turned her down.”

      He ducked under a branch from a low-spreading tree.

      “I knew she was going to make a play; I could see it in her eyes. You’re a stronger man than I thought.” Hector gave the compliment graciously.

      Grant tilted his head and pushed his glasses up. “Tell me. If Lisa threw herself at you, would you accept her offer?”

      “No, but I’m married.”

      “And I have Karen. I won’t do anything to hurt her.”

      “Would she ever know?” Hector asked, scratching his beard.

      Grant shrugged. “I would know that I had broken my word. God would know. That’s enough.” Out of shame, he didn’t tell how close he came to giving in.

      Hector shook his head. “You’ve always got to talk about God. Ever think of Mystic Theurge?”

      “Weekly, but I’ve put so many levels in Moon Mage that it seems a waste.”

      Hector patted his shoulder. “The sooner you start, the sooner you get there. You’ve got enough ranks in Knowledge of the Mystical Arts. You just need a few in Knowledge of Religion. You probably have them from real life. That means all you need is to multiclass into cleric or oracle for two levels. Then, think of the spell slots you’ll have!”

      Grant nodded. Mystic Theurges gained both arcane and divine spell slots with every level up. “I’ll consider it. My questing party does need a cleric, and I like theology, as you know.”

      A high-pitched bark split the air.

      “Hey, fellows!” Sue shouted when they looked towards her and Cafall. “Time to travel, or are you going to shoot the breeze all day?”

      With apologies, the men rejoined the women and continued. Grant sidled close to Lisa. “Lisa,” he said, “I’m sorry I hurt you last night; we’re questing together and can’t have bad feelings between us.”

      Lisa smiled sadly. “That’s good to hear. I won’t push. I’m just glad to hear you’re happy.” The slight quaver in her voice told Grant she was putting on a false front.

      “There it is!” Hector called out as Cafall jumped around. “The door.”

      In the face of the hill about a half mile away stood a stone door. They hustled to get there, encouraged by the sight.

      “Sue, check it out,” Hector ordered.

      His wife checked all around the door for traps. “It’s clear, but no locks for me to pick.”

      “It must need a magic word or something,” Lisa said, bending down to look at the carvings.

      “Anybody know how to say ‘friend’ in Elvish?” Grant joked, looking at the carvings himself. He couldn’t even recognize the alphabet the letters were in.

      Lisa straightened up, dusting the dirt from her dress. “It needs both arcane and divine magic to open. Grant, your spells words are over there.” She pointed at the left side of the door. “Hector, Sue, be ready in case something unfriendly jumps out.”

      The ranger and rogue took ready stances.

      Grant stood to the side and began to chant the language of magic. The powerful energies surrounded him and threatened to lift him off his feet. This was like a scroll instead of a prepared spell. He didn't have to use one of his prepared spell slots to do it.

      Standing near him, Lisa whispered the words to the prayer on her side of the door. Her voice got louder as she went on, in time with Grant.

      As their respective words neared a crescendo, Lisa grabbed Grant’s hand. He did not break away. The door began to swing open!

      To the party’s surprise, Lisa faltered in her prayers and fell backwards. She landed limbs akimbo.

      As always, the magic drained him. At his next level up, he was buying more endurance! Wearing down, Grant continued chanting, now looking at her side of the door. The words were incomprehensible still, but he reached into his pouch for the arcane components needed right now. He let the sand sift through his fingers and blaze out of existence as it fell.

      When he finished his spell, he began to pray, asking the Lord of Heaven to open the door. “You, O God, open doors and no man may shut them, and you shut doors and no man may open them. Grant it to us now!” He said this loudly—in excitement, not command.

      With a burst of light, the door opened, grinding against the stone.

      Hector and Sue applauded.

      Breathlessly exhilarated, the wizard extended his hand to Lisa. She took it and rose back to her feet. She smiled back at him, but not before he had seen the flash of anger in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The cave beyond the door was dark but shallow. To Grant’s surprise, the pile of treasure lay not twenty feet from the door.

      “No guardians,” he said. “Traps?”

      “I’ll check,” Sue said, crawling through the open door and carefully going over the floor. “We’re good. Come on in just this far.”

      The three other humans and the dog followed. Cafall knew to stay with Hector.

      The ranger looked at the pile of gold in front of them. “This is a good haul, even split four ways.”

      Lisa and Grant knelt down to put the gold coins and jewels in bags-of-holding Sue handed them.

      When they finished, Sue said, “Yeah, good split four ways. Even better if only shared by a couple. Sneak attack, witch!”

      The rogue slapped Lisa in the back of the head with a black jack. The cleric fell forward onto the stone floor.

      Grant spun as Hector swiped past him with a knife. “I’m not terribly surprised!” Grant said as Cafall bit his sleeve and tugged.

      “Why not?” the ranger asked, telling Cafall to continue the attack.

      “You clapped too quickly after we opened the door. You weren’t prepared to defend us if something ugly came out.”

      As the married couple sought to close a pincer attack around him, he said, “Acid Splash.” The spell wouldn’t be enough to harm them, but it did distract.

      “Protection from Projectiles!” he shouted as Hector loosed a shaft his direction. He needed to go on the offense. Inspired, he whipped around, pointed at Sue, and took bat guano and sulfur from his component pouch. “Stay right there or I launch an enhanced fireball.”

      She halted. “Do that, and you die with us. Isn’t suicide a grave sin?”

      “I doubt this counts. I’m taking out criminals who are threatening me and preventing them from harming others later.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose. One day, he would come up with a spell to make them stay in place.

      “Bane!” Lisa shouted, just now coming back to consciousness.

      Hector and Sue staggered, trying to keep their weapons on Grant. Their dog was unaffected.

      Grant cast, “Summon Monster I, Celestial Dog.” A shining hound appeared and attacked Cafall.

      “Patron’s Favor!” Lisa said, asking her matrons to bless the battle. She ran towards Sue.

      “Lightning Bolt!” Grant cast towards Hector, knocking him backwards. The mage glanced at the other combatants.

      Sue and Lisa were locked in combat. Lisa had managed to cast blindness on Sue but was still outclassed in hand-to-hand combat.

      Grant’s heart hammered in his chest. He had to finish this quickly, or he would tire out. Angered at the betrayal, he shouted, “Blindness!” He pointed at Hector and watched him crumble, hands over his sightless eyes. Grant punched Hector in the jaw to knock him out. All that remained was Sue.

      He didn’t have to worry, though. Lisa used inflict critical wounds to defeat her opponent.

      The former couple looked down on their opponents. Hector, Sue, and Cafall lay unconscious on the stone floor. The sound of Grant’s labored breathing filled the cavern.

      “Nice bit of necromancy, there!” Lisa said.

      Grant winced. Blindness was an evil spell, and the damage it did was permanent. He was going to spend some time in prayer after this. He had resorted more than once to magic Chrissy would cast. He was neutral, so it was allowed, but he still didn’t like it.

      Lisa grabbed Grant’s hand and squeezed. “We did it! The gold is ours!”

      The red robe shook off her hand. “Remember, I have a girlfriend.”

      The cleric’s smile did not reach her eyes. “She’s not here, but I am.”

      Now he stepped away from her. “You know I don’t two-time.” As she tried to step close to him, he changed the subject. “Are you going to tell me that you’re a Mystic Theurge now?”

      “What? How did you figure that out?” Her voice was high and shrill.

      “You cast Fingers of Flame last night, then tried to distract me so I wouldn’t realize the mistake. Fingers is an arcane spell, not divine. If you had the Fire Domain, it would be available to you, but you told me you have Chaos Domain and Animal. Since you aren’t cloistered, you can’t have three domains.”

      Lisa took three steps back from him. “Very good. I’ll give you one more chance to become a Mystic Theurge. You’ll do very well among us.”

      “It’d still be sometime before I could take it. I’m a level eight mage. If I take levels in cleric the next two times I level...”

      The theurge interrupted him, shaking her head so fiercely her hair flung back and forth. “You may have figured out some things, but you’re still clueless on others. These are your Trials. This room is an illusion in the basement of the Tower of the Moons. You’re only level three in reality.”

      The information hit Grant in the gut. He wasn’t so far along that taking levels in cleric would slow him down considerably. Mystic Theurge would be a great mix for him. Janey and Karen had done nothing but run down the theurges, but maybe the two women were biased.

      Lisa held out her hand and medallion. “Touch my medallion. We’re both Neutral, so you’ll get the medallion for a Lawful Neutral cleric. This is your destiny, Grant!”

      Grant reached out for his red-haired ex. Arcane spells and divine prayers at his finger tips. The thought made him light-headed.

      Before their hands met, he pulled back. “What of Karen?”

      “What of her? She’s just a moon mage, limited in magic and beholden to those who sit far away from everything. You’ll have more spell slots than you know what to do with!”

      “The moon mages hunt renegades.”

      “We’re not renegades. That’s why the Dark One could ask me to join the Trials. He’d never ask a gray robe. Look at it this way: you wouldn’t be leaving the moon mages. You’d just be adding to your power. I know a theurge who started as a moon mage.”

      Grant wanted this. Two sets of powers at his disposal. He could do a lot of good that way. He’d never get any more bonus feats from the moon mage class, but he’d still get the spell slots and abilities to cast higher and higher spells. He stretched for Lisa’s medallion.

      However, as he looked at Lisa, he could imagine Karen instead. He’d always thought God had used the Veil to bring them back together. He knew that Karen would not make such a change, and that would leave him too close to Lisa for his taste. There were still things she hadn’t told him.

      Grant let his arm hang down at his side. “I won’t. I came here as a mage, I will remain a mage.” I won’t let Karen down, either.

      Lisa’s eyes flashed and her cheeks burned with anger. “So be it!” She rose into the air, hovering about a foot off the ground. “The final part of every Trial is a magical duel! The Dark One asked me to fight you! Fireball!”

      Grant dove to the side as the tiny ball of fire exploded where his chest had been. The heat burned the back of his robes.

      Okay, he thought.This was unexpected. He needed to delay her. “Can you at least tell me who you really serve?” Remembering last night’s conversation about rendering unto Caesar, he asked one more question. “Whose image is on you?”

      Lisa’s smile was feral. “You figured out I no longer serve the Matronae. Impressive. Most impressive. I serve the Dragon Queen of Chaos!” The medallion against her chest shimmered, and the obverse image changed to a dragon with five heads!

      Grant bit his tongue on purpose as he dove behind a pile of rocks. If he said the things that were on his heart, he would get kicked out of seminary.

      “Just surrender, Grant. I don’t have to kill you, but I will if you put up a fight.” She threw another fireball at him. It exploded against the rocks.

      “How many of those did you prepare this morning?” he asked, trying to think of a high-level counterattack.

      “Oh, dear boy! I use more spell slots before breakfast than you do all day! But my arcane class is neither wizard nor mage. It’s sorcerer. I don’t have to prepare a single spell!” Her next spell caused his rock pile to explode.

      Sorcerer, he thought, his body stinging from the rock pellets. Spontaneous casting based on charisma. Just as wizards and mages got bonuses based on their intelligence, sorcerers got bonuses on how they could inspire others to follow them. By her looks, she had many bonuses. He saw another pile of rocks and said, “Blink.” He disappeared and reappeared behind the other pile.

      From the new new pile, he pointed two fingers at her and shouted, “Rays of Fire!”

      Two, orange rays of fire lanced out from his fingers, one striking her and the other being a near miss.

      Spinning from the impact, Lisa steadied herself in midair and shook her head to clear it. Moderately wounded, Lisa patted out the fire on her dress.

      Singed from the fire, she said, “Tell me, Grant. Why the guardian skull? I felt its presence but couldn’t deactivate it. Did you think I was going to accost you in the night?” Her hollow laughter haunted him.

      “No. By then, I had already figured out you three weren’t to be trusted. It was for physical protection.” Winded, he thought hard. What did he still have? He closed his eyes and let the prepared spells in his mind present themselves. He couldn’t overpower her; he’d have to outsmart her and then use magic.

      “Hey, Lisa. I figured out your little dilemma.” He could see her floating through a crack in the rocks.

      “The one about God and good actions? Oh, do tell. I’m all ears.”

      “Wear a sorcerer’s robe with hood, and no one will notice,” he said. Then when the shock registered on her face, he continued. “What God wills is good because He is good. It is his nature. An action is good because it conforms to His nature or evil because it does not.”

      Lisa fumed and screamed in rage.

      While she screamed, Grant extended his hand palm down to her and cast the spell he had holding. “Enhanced Lightning!”

      Electrical current shot from his hand and flowed through her body. Her head whipped back, and she fell to the cave floor, out cold.

      Panting hard, Grant looked at his unconscious foes. The last had been very close. To his surprise, his phone beeped. Looking at the notifications, he had two new ones from PCMe. “You and Lisa have left the party of Hector and Sue.” Then, “You and Lisa are no longer questing together.”

      Grant rolled his eyes. The app was amazing at stating the obvious.

      He checked Hector, Sue, and Lisa, quickly. None of them had life-threatening injuries. He frowned, both glad they would survive and irritated that for all the danger to his life, they would be fine in a short order.

      The red robe looked down at Lisa. She looked relaxed and merely asleep but in an uncomfortable position. He thought of rearranging her to a more natural pose but decided against it. He bid her farewell with a quote from the Bible. “I have many things to say to you but you cannot bear them at this time.”

      Grant looked at the bags of treasure he and Lisa had filled. Under the rules of Legends and Lore, Grant was entitled to take all of it. He hefted both bags easily. That was the great thing about bags of holding—they never got heavier no matter how much you put in them.

      However, before he could take even one more breath, the room around him warbled out, showing the thick, stone-walled basement of the Tower of the Moons. Memories rushed into his head. Lisa had told the truth. He was not a level eight mage; he was undergoing the Trials to progress from third to fourth level. He smiled. That he was still alive meant he had passed.

      The bags of treasure and cave disappeared. Grant frowned at losing the loot but a light bulb went off over his head. Oh, well, you can’t hold on to an illusion. Like the memories of my relationship with Lisa.

      His former companions and their dog still lay on the basement floor. Grant raised an eyebrow. Surprisingly, they had not been illusions. He stared at Lisa and narrowed his eyes. How much had she been acting?

      Looking at his other companions, he trembled. Hector would be blind until he found a cleric to heal him.

      Before him, a magical portal opened.

      Grinning and wiping the blood off his cheek, Grant stepped through, leaving his former companions behind.
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        * * *

      

      The other side of the portal revealed the pinnacle room of the Tower of the Moons. Tapestries of predominately red, white, and black hung on all the gray stone walls. All the tapestries were in groups of three, always with red between the white and black. An oriental rug of gold and silver stretched across the floor, a Chinese dragon woven in the pattern. The smell of a heavy incense hung in the air. The heads of the three orders sat on their thrones.

      Grant limped forward a few steps, the rug cushioning his boot steps, until a pale blue-robed cleric wearing the medallion of St. Jude the Healer came forward and prayed over him.

      “Divine Healing.”

      Grant’s wounds closed, his breathing eased, and he straightened up. Renewed strength ran through his body. He took a deep breath.

      Beside the three thrones stood Karen and Chrissy. Karen looked relieved and magnificent. Chrissy gave him a big smile.

      “Welcome, Mage,” boomed the voice of Linas Arpa. The head of the white robes grinned inside his hood. “You have succeeded where many have failed.”

      The Dark One spoke next. “Today, you proved your devotion to magecraft even when tempted with the desires of your heart. You could have become a Mystic Theurge, but you choose to stay with us. Congratulations on reaching the fourth level.”

      Usually, leveling happened when a Beyonder next woke up; but a bell chimed, and Grant saw in his mind new spell slots open. His stats and skills likewise improved based on how well and often he had used them. When he had a moment after the ceremony, he would open PCMe and assign a few points to endurance.

      Grant’s mentor, Mistress Janey, finished. She could not help but grin. “For your actions in the Trials, we have determined that you will continue to wear the red robes of neutrality. Grant Von Wold, preserve the balance!”

      Preserve the balance. The words every red-robed mage lived by. Bound to neither good magic nor evil, but able to use either as the occasion required. Grant nodded to her. He knew that one day the balance they sought would finally be obtained when evil was completely banished from creation. Until then, he would use their tools against them.

      Grant took the skull from his robes and placed it in front of the thrones, glad to be rid of the evil artifact. “The skull came in handy, my teachers.”

      The deep, oily voice of the Dark One came next. “The item was meant to be used, and you used it well. As a reward for passing, please keep the guardian skull. It will come in handy on future quests.” The leader of the black robes grinned without humor.

      Grant winced. Using that gruesome skull made him shiver.

      “One last thing, Grant,” his mentor said. “Present your bare arm.”

      When he did, the three spoke, “Magical Tattoo!” and pointed at the limb. Glowing balls of energy fluttered from their fingers and crawled over his exposed flesh like beetles. When the energy balls winked out, Grant let the sleeve fall.

      A gong sounded. The ceremony was over.

      Grant relaxed then steeled himself as Karen ran swiftly across the room and threw her arms around him. He flexed his knees to steady himself like Sir Carl had taught him in self-defense.

      She kissed him soundly. “I was so worried for you!”

      “I made it. I’m good, better than yesterday,” he replied between kisses.

      Chrissy trod slowly across the rug to him. “We were a little worried there, red robe. The temptation of Lisa the Mystic Theurge was almost too much for you.”

      “Yeah, I came close to...” He trailed off, and the blood drained from his face. “You could see?”

      “There’s a scrying room,” Karen said. Anger flashed prettily in her eyes. “We’ll fight later. Right now, I’m just so happy you made it.”

      Grant gaped at her. She had watched his whole time being tempted by Lisa to become a Mystic Theurge. Even worse, she had seen how Lisa tempted him to a relationship. Yet, he had done the right thing with the theurge and turned her down flat. His heart rate calmed. Karen would have to take the outcome into account. He had done everything right, in the end.

      Linas spoke again. “We bid you farewell, Grant and friends. Serve the magic.” He clapped his hands, shouted, “Teleport!” and the trio found themselves standing in the courtyard of the tower.

      “A good day,” Grant said as the breeze rustled his robes.

      “Two very good days,” Karen replied. “I kept my boyfriend and made peace with an opponent.”

      Chrissy smiled crookedly. “Peace, truce, ceasefire. Call it what you will. We’re not trying to claw each other’s eyes out right now.”

      He started to say, “If you decide to fight later, let me know. I bet I can make a mint selling tickets.” Then, he bit back the words, he was Neutral not stupid.

      Grant thought for a moment. They would make a formidable trio of magic. “What would you ladies say about starting a little questing party?”

      Karen elbowed him. “Not any time soon. We’ve got a quest, remember? You’re to find a cleric, and I’m to find a rogue. No room for another arcane caster, no matter how talented she is. Sorry, Chrissy.”

      “No worries,” the black robe said, “I’ve got a party of my own, and believe me, no white robe would want to join in. Probably no room for red, either. Certainly, no room for a paladin like Sir Carl the Brave.” She rolled her eyes.

      Karen shivered as Grant put his arm around her. “Can I see your Scar from the Trials?”

      Grant stopped and pulled up his sleeve. On his forearm where the three in the tower had cast their spell was a tattoo of an old-fashioned beam scale. On one plate was a prayer book while the other held a spell book. The two sides were in perfect balance.
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        The Last Academy

      

      

      “What in the name of the ninth circle of hell is going on in here?” Ardmoor demanded, after appearing in Calarzat’s foyer.

      “Quiet, please,” said the pale sorcerer, waving his free hand intensely. “This sending is but an echo, and a weak one at that.” Neither of the other people in the room said a word.

      Trailing after him, Edric watched the greenish image beneath the sorcerer’s hand: a woman’s disturbingly slack face. 

      It spoke. “…sanctum destroyed completely before any of the White Council could escape. With the Academies in ruins after the Chosen’s treachery, we are left with nothing…” the figure faded, and the pale sorcerer’s shoulders slumped.

      “Her spirit is gone,” he whispered. “She was the only soul we could contact. The White Council is no more.”

      Edric felt his flesh begin to creep. He looked up at Ardmoor. “Sir…?”

      Ardmoor put a firm hand on Edric’s shoulder. “Concentrate, boy,” he said, not unkindly. To the pale wizard, he said sharply, “Who are you?”

      The man seemed to see him for the first time and frowned. “Professor Urbanis. Dean of Calarzat.”

      And so it was said. Calarzat. The School for Monsters. This was Edric’s fate.

      “And who are you?” its Dean continued.

      “Albion Ardmoor, Agent of the Council. I must speak with Headmaster Plumbgood immediately.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Urbanis said, “unless you can converse with souls farther gone than Lady Carnadine’s.” He gestured to where the apparition had vanished. “Headmaster Plumbgood is dead.”

      Ardmoor rocked back. “Plumbgood dead? Was it the Dark Lord?”

      “No,” spoke up the squarishly-build sorceress at Urbanis’s side. “He was handling an Expulsion.” Something about the way she said that word made Edric’s stomach lurch. He felt his control slipping. No, hold it together. “Some sort of thaumaturgical surge passed through our defenses; we all felt it,” the sorceress was saying. “At exactly the wrong time. He lost control. There was nothing we could do.”

      “The Dark Lord’s strike, no doubt,” said Ardmoor.

      “What was it?” asked Urbanis.

      “I was on a mission when the Council contacted me,” said Ardmoor. “The Dark Lord obtained the locations and incantations of the Academies from the Chosen One. He nullified their wards and released a living Baleful Transformation in their halls.”

      “Oh, no.” The sorceress with the gray hair put her hands to her mouth. “The Dark Lord captured the Chosen? Henry Mason?”

      “A livingBaleful Transform? How is that even possible?” asked Urbanis, who had gone white.

      “There is only one way,” Ardmoor said. “They had to have spliced their souls together. Voluntarily.”

      “No!”

      “Yes. Mason wasn’t captured. He turned. Betrayed us all.”

      “Any survivors?” asked the third man, a plump wizard who hadn’t spoken yet.

      “None to speak of. Porcinoma. Goodbrand. Stunderthress. All three gone. Staff and students killed. Or worse.”

      Worse, thought Edric. It was much worse. Today was the first day of school at Porcinoma. The Baleful Transform would have raced through the halls, a carpet of gray death, hunting down students and faculty alike, twisting their bodies into agonizing shapes of flesh, stone and wood. Destroying their minds with the sheer horror they had become.

      “And you bring us another student? Now?” The plump wizard looked straight at Edric as if he knew. Edric felt like a bug on the wrong end of a crystal ball. Don’t lose control!

      “Edric and I were on the way when I got the Council’s message,” Ardmoor said. “The Council gave me a last order for Professor Plumbgood. He is released from the Council’s authority and restrictions. He was to fight the Darkness with all possible resources according to his own judgment.”

      “Heh,” said Urbanis. “A dead Council sends orders to a dead headmaster. Very symmetrical.”

      “Professor Urbanis, I may not have been clear. Your orders from the Council are to fight the Darkness.”

      “With what?” Urbanis said.

      Ardmoor’s eyes blazed. “Very well, Professor, if I must teach you your own job: At Calarzat Institute are collected the most unusual magical abilities that the Council has ever seen, even if you and your students may view them as curses. They are now the only magical capabilities left to anyone not under the Dark Lord’s sway. What have you been doing with them?”

      “We have been educating them,” Tallmadge’s voice suddenly rang with something resembling determination. “In spite of their… disabilities, so that they will be no danger to themselves or others.”

      Ardmoor turned to her. “But have you been training them in their abilities, Professor?”

      “Since you know such a great deal about educating our charges, Mister Ardmoor,” Urbanis sneered, “would you be so kind as to explain to us what great abilities this young man you have brought along with you possesses? Do tell us how you intend to shape his, ah—unique talents—into a warrior against the Dark Lord.”

      Ardmoor speared Urbanis with a glance. “How many of your charges have been to Porcinoma?” He nodded to Edric. “Edric has. He’s a 4th year. And has studied with Harmony Farmwell.”

      “Henry Mason’s friend?” asked Tallmadge.

      “No, the otherHarmony Farmwell that goes to Porcinoma,” said the plump wizard disdainfully. “And what did the most gifted young sorceress in a generation teach you, my boy?” His tone was smoother. Oily. Edric didn’t like it.

      “Later,” Ardmoor said, “Since we must establish authority: Urbanis, I believe yours derives from the Ministry of Magical Education?”

      “Yes, and?” Urbanis said.

      “Mine comes directly from the White Council. My orders supersede yours. Please see Edric to a safe place and then attend me. We have a lot to get straight.”
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        * * *

      

      Professor Tallmadge said little to Edric as she showed him his room. It looked like a cell. “Will I have roommates?” he asked. He could only see the one bed, a mattress in a plain, varnished wooden box.

      “It might not be safe,” said Professor Tallmadge. She looked down at him. “For you or them. Whatever Agent-of-the-Council Ardmoor thinks, I have to know now, before I place you near my other students. What is it that has brought you to Calarzat?”

      Edric couldn’t meet her eyes. “Theriomorphosis. It went wrong.”

      Tallmadge hissed between her teeth. “At your age, you tried...?”

      “My neighbor’s daughter was missing!” Edric shouted. “A little mundane girl, and their police couldn’t find her. I knew her! I thought, if I could turn myself into a dog that could think,I’d be able to track her scent!” He was very close to losing control, now, but he didn’t care.

      “How badly did it go wrong?”

      Edric took three deep breaths before answering. “My morphic field is gone.”

      Tallmadge winced. “How often do you lose control? When you sleep?”

      Edric nodded.

      “Other times?”

      “I have to concentrate. To hold my shape.”

      Tallmadge sighed. “Dr. Gleeman will have a lot of questions for you.”

      “When do I meet him?”

      “You already did. Upstairs.” 

      The plump wizard who had asked about Harmony.

      “Would you like to join the rest of the students in the dining hall?” asked Tallmadge.

      “I’m not hungry,” Edric whispered.

      “Ever?”

      “Not now.”

      “Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to get over that. It’s best to keep up your strength. Follow me.”

      Calarzat’s dining hall was nothing like Porcinoma’s. Porcinoma had had a dungeon. Calarzat was a dungeon, and now he was deeper inside of it. Like the floor above, it was walled with stone, but the low ceiling was plastered in a warm orange. A single wooden table extended the length of the room, which was shaped like a wedge with the tip snipped off. There was a small dais at the narrower end, but no table sat on it.

      Professor Tallmadge ascended the dais. “I would like to introduce our new student, Edric. He has come to us from Porcinoma. While I should like to stay and explain matters, I am afraid I am urgently needed in conference.”

      No sooner had she spoken these words than she gave a wave of her hands and teleported.

      Edric was alone in the room.

      The table was lit by a single, long candelabrum, apparently powered by gas. Each seat had before it not a plate and a bowl, but plate- and bowl-shaped depressions that were molded into it. Students sat around each end of the table with a wide space between them that was entirely unoccupied. There were about a half-dozen at each end.

      Near the dais, a blindfolded girl sat across from a normal-looking boy who had his left hand stuck under the table. Next to him sat an older girl, who had to be in her final year, in a wheelchair. Her legs were strapped down, feet encased in surprisingly bright, shining red shoes. Across from her…

      Was a sphere of absolute darkness. It lapped over the table. It nearly touched the chairs on either side. No one seemed to notice.

      At the opposite end of the table sat six boys and girls who looked absolutely normal. They chatted quietly among themselves. 

      Edric decided to join them. 

      He got about two seats away when every eye locked onto him. The biggest of them, a boy of about seventeen, held up a hand.

      “Are you a wolf?”

      “A what?” asked Edric.

      All of the six grinned without smiling.

      “Thought not,” said the boy. “Begone.”

      “Look,” said Edric, “I don’t know what you…”

      “Sit with us,” said the boy, looking Edric dead in the eyes, “And we will rip your throat out.” He said this without the slightest hint of threat. He might have been telling Edric his plans for the weekend.

      Edric pivoted and walked away.

      There was already a chair pushed back next to the boy who was eating with one hand. Edric began to sit.

      “Excuse me, but this seat is taken,” said an exasperated voice.

      Edric jumped. He almost lost form. “What?” 

      The boy next to him was looking up with an amused expression on his face, but Edric would swear he hadn’t spoken.

      “Yes, I know, you weren’t to know,” said the voice, which sounded like a young boy’s. “But I promise you that I am here, even though you can’t see me. Although honestly, the food might have been a clue.”

      Edric blinked. There was indeed about a third of a meal on the plate in front of the seat. And the seat-cushion was flattened.

      “Look, you can sit opposite me if you like.”

      “Um, thank you.”

      That meant that Edric had to walk around the girl in the wheelchair, the head of the table, and then the sphere of darkness, which was uncomfortably close to the wall.

      “Um,” Edric said, trying not to address anyone in particular, “Is that dangerous?” 

      “No,” said a girl’s voice from inside the sphere. “Just don’t stick your head inside it.”

      Edging around so as not to touch it, Edric sat down next to the blindfolded girl with grayish skin. As he did so, his plate filled. There was a steaming portion of shepherd’s pie, some white bread, and a cherry tart. The food looked decent enough, but it didn’t appear he was going to get any choice.

      “Are you Edric?” the girl asked, without turning to face him.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I’m Gwen.” She faced him and smiled, offering her hand in his general direction. He took it. Her hand felt unusually dry and cold. “Thanks for sitting with us.”

      “It wasn’t his first choice,” said the girl in the wheelchair, sourly.

      “Oh, come off it, Karen,” said the boy across from Gwen with a smile. “Half the people at the table tried to sit down there. It’s a shock finding yourself at Calarzat with the monsters. Can’t blame people for wanting to latch on to what looks normal.” He nodded to Edric. “Hi, I’m Callahan.”

      Edric extended his hand. Callahan gave a wry smile. “Thanks, but you don’t want to do that.” He pushed himself back and withdrew his hand. Instantly, the candles guttered out, and he held up a hand that was alive from wrist to fingertips in incandescent flames.

      “Ah… I see,” said Edric. “I could shake the other hand?”

      “Not unless you like second-degree burns,” Callahan said.

      “Oi! Kindling! Lights!” yelled the biggest wolf, from down the table.

      Callahan slid his hand back under the table, and the candles sprang to life. “It’s useful.” He gestured to the chair beside him. “That’s Ian.”

      “Sorry I tried to sit on you.”

      “Oh, it’s all right, I suppose.”

      Edric turned to Gwen. Might as well get the awkward parts over with. “Why are your eyes bandaged? Did you hurt them?”

      “Not exactly. Are you afraid of snakes?”

      Edric blinked. “Not particularly. Why?”

      For an answer, her hair parted, and a thin snake peered out at him brightly. His mouth dried up as he realized what he was sitting next to. “You’re a… gorgon?”

      “In a way. The Dark Lord cursed me when I was four. An attempt to blackmail my family. But I started out as a human. Calarzat is for human monsters.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” Edric asked Callahan. 

      “Um, no,” said Callahan. “I’m afraid we had a bit of a house fire when I was seven years old. My Dad panicked and tried to cast a spell so the fire wouldn’t hurt me. It worked. Sort of. You see, the fire became my best friend. And it never wants to go away.”

      “Can you control it?”

      “Can you control your friends?” asked Callahan. “It gets… upset if I do that too much. You don’t want to see it angry. Ian’s dad tried to keep him safe, too. From the Dark Lord. Turned him invisible. Permanently.”

      “Callahan!” snapped Karen. “You don’t talk about other people’s conditions. You know the rules.”

      “I don’t mind,” said Ian. “S’true.”

      “That’s not the point,” Karen said.

      “What about them?” asked Edric, jerking a nod toward the group at the other end of the table. “They look normal enough.”

      “It’s not full moon,” said Ian.

      “Werewolves? ”Callahan nodded. “Don’t like anyone else much, do they?”

      “If you’re not a wolf, you’re not worth anything to them,” Callahan said.

      Even Karen didn’t bother to dispute this. “And you’re here because… you can’t walk?”

      Karen frowned. “No one at Calarzat is compelled to talk about why they are here unless they want to. And I don’t.”

      “What about you?” Callahan asked. “What brings you here?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” Edric said. I don’t want to explain it.

      Karen scoffed. “Wants to know our secrets but keep his own.”

      “Can you show us?” asked Callahan.

      “Uh… not if you want to keep eating,” Edric said, staring down at his plate.

      “And you’ve been to Porcinoma?” asked Gwen.

      “Yes,” Edric muttered. He wished he was back there, with his friends. Except he’d be dead. With his friends. Hold it together!“Haven’t any of you?”

      “Are you kidding? What’s it like?” asked Callahan.

      “Almost none of the students here have ever been accepted. What year did you make it to?” asked Gwen. Even Karen was giving him an appraising, half-bitter look.

      “Third year,” said Edric.

      “Go on,” said Ian.

      “Well…” and suddenly he was telling them about Porcinoma. The lake, the shifting staircases, the houses (“What house were you?” asked Callahan. “Owltalon.”) and the Great Hall with its holiday feasts.

      “At Porcinoma, teachers usually eat with the students. Don’t they ever do that, here? I mean, they wouldn’t now, of course.”

      “They don’t spend more time with the monsters than they have to.”

      “And what do you mean, ‘they wouldn’t now?’” asked Karen, spearing him with a glance.

      Edric told them. There was a silence.

      “You mean, the Dark Lord’s won?” asked Ian.

      “Looks that way,” said Edric. 

      Three horrified faces looked at him. All right, probably five, assuming the voice in the dark sphere had a face. But he couldn’t see two of them. “They’re not talking about fighting any more. They’re talking about hiding.”

      The door to the dining hall swung open. Ardmoor strode in, and his face was a thundercloud. Tallmadge, Urbanis and Gleeman followed him in, looking cowed and ashamed. Ardmoor leaped onto the dais and waited impatiently for the rest of them to join him.

      “I’m not going to shout or repeat myself, so I would like all of you to join us as near as possible to this end of the table,” he said in an even voice.

      The werewolf students at the back of the room stared at him coldly.

      “I said, get up and move down here. Now.”

      Slowly, the six young men and women pushed themselves up out of their chairs and, taking their time, slouched over beside Edric and Ian and threw themselves down into their seats.

      “Oh, thank you,” Ardmoor said. “I will keep this as brief as possible. Your instructors here, under Dr. Plumbgood, were given charge of you. To teach you to be capable and well-adjusted young sorcerers and sorceresses, overcoming your challenges as best you could. In this charge, they have failed, choosing instead to treat you as monsters, who could neither be trusted nor taught to use the powers that are your birthright. Instead, they have taught you to hide yourselves and conform. Dr. Plumbgood, who is most responsible for this sad state of affairs, is dead. And justice for his foolishness has been served as far as that is possible.”

      Karen raised her hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Sir, is it true what Edric has told us?”

      “I am going to assume that because Edric is a responsible young man, he has told you the truth: that the Dark Lord has corrupted Henry Mason, the Chosen of Prophecy. It is all true. The White Council is dead. And the Dark Lord will soon be coming here with all of his strength.”

      Edric very nearly lost control at that. Karen swayed in her chair. Callahan looked sick.

      “How could they possibly know where to find us?” asked Tallmadge.

      “The White Council was raising Henry Mason up to fight the Dark Lord,” said Ardmoor. “They kept few secrets from him. He learned the location and importance of Calarzat. Better than you, it would seem.”

      “But why would he come here?” Urbanis demanded. “You still haven’t explained that.”

      Ardmoor gave him a withering look: “Perhaps just to thank you for doing nothing for the last ten years and leaving him a tender and appetizing morsel for dessert, now he’s polished off his main course. Or perhaps for leaving him some very powerful allies.” 

      “Don’t blame me for that, Ardmoor! It was Plumbgood who gave the orders here.”

      “And you obeyed them. That is precisely what I am blaming you for.” Ardmoor turned back to the students. “As of now, I am taking charge of this school as its Acting Headmaster. I’m very sorry for what’s happened to you. You are not monsters. It’s not your fault that you are at Calarzat. It’s even less your fault that you have been taught so little.

      “Despite that, the real situation is this: You—we, in this room—are now the last defense of mankind. That is one of the reasons, in fact, that Calarzat was founded. Professor Plumbgood was more concerned with making you safe and normal than he was in making you adults.” Ardmoor took a deep breath.

      “Therefore, as much as it may pain you, I need to see what each of you are capable of.”

      The biggest of the werewolves rose. Cocked his head. “The Dark Lord is coming here?”

      “That is what I said, yes.”

      “And you want to see what we can do?”

      “If I have to repeat myself after every sentence, it will be a long night, Mr….”

      “You want a name? Wolves don’t have names. Don’t need ‘em. I’m Alpha.”

      “Thank you for volunteering, Alpha. Show me what you can do.”

      “What I can do?” Alpha hopped from foot to foot, as if he could hardly contain himself. “What I can DO?”

      Ardmoor didn’t move. Just stared.

      “It goes like this!” and in an implosion of gray fur, the angry young man was gone, and in its place a huge wolf galloped toward Ardmoor, jaws wide and slavering.

      “Fulgurum!”

      Lightning shot from the end of Ardmoor’s stave. It had appeared in his hand faster than anyone could follow. Alpha screamed and fell twitching to the floor. The wolf seized, and the young man reappeared in its place, with black, smoking burns scorched into his body.

      “Submit,” said Ardmoor, putting his foot on the young man’s shoulder.

      “Fuck you,” snarled the boy.

      “As you will,” said Ardmoor. He stepped back. “Ogu zvoguuz!” A black beam shot from his stave. The young man convulsed once, and died.

      Ardmoor took a step forward and locked eyes with the rest of the pack. “Would any of the rest of you like to show me what you can do?”

      The biggest girl dropped to her knees. “Pack leader,” she grated. The rest of them followed suit.

      “Pack leader. Pack leader.” 

      “So long as that’s understood,” said Ardmoor. “What’s your name?”

      “Vyelka, Pack leader,” said the girl, keeping her eyes downcast.

      “Are the rest of you as capable as your erstwhile leader?”

      “Almost. Pack leader.”

      “Then I’d suggest that if it comes to fighting a real wizard, you confine yourselves to leaping out of shadows. Unless some of you have managed some real offensive magic? Or even defensive magic?”

      “We were never taught such things,” Vyelka said.

      “Of course, you weren’t.” Ardmoor turned a baleful eye on Urbanis.

      “Well, what did you expect us to do, make them deadlier?”

      “You were expected,” said Ardmoor frostily, “to teach them something practical. Something that would keep them safe. In case, they, trying to live lives as normally as possible, might be attacked by someone who decided that the only good werewolf was a dead one. A shield. Or concealment. Something!”

      “We… that is, Professor Plumbgood thought… in case they should, ah, behave antisocially as adults… the responsible thing…”

      “Would be to leave them as vulnerable to destruction as possible. Yes. I see they’ve learned that lesson well. So well that their leader was willing to turn on us because he’d decided that his entire lack of education was a plot to make him easily killed.”

      “And that is not your plan?” asked Vyelka.

      “No. You have no reason to believe me, I suppose. But if the Dark Lord wins, he already has several adult werewolves who are fully-trained sorcerers as well. That makes you weak. And he is not gentle with weakness.” Ardmoor turned. “Let’s see this end of the table.”

      One by one, Edric watched his classmates demonstrate their skills again. Ardmoor looked at the dark sphere.

      “And what is your name?”

      “Nyctera.”

      “And what is that you are in the middle of?” he asked.

      “Like Ian, my parents tried to conceal me from the Dark Lord. Since he is known for using darkness as a weapon, they tried to protect me from it.”

      “What is the effect?” asked Ardmoor. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I see in the dark,” said Nyctera. 

      “See in the dark?” echoed Ardmoor. “That seems far too simple.”

      “I see only in the dark,” said the voice. “But I should show you.” The field of darkness shrank, and shrank, and suddenly, there she was, her skin paper white, dressed in a long, white skirt and blouse. Her eyes were blank orbs of onyx. “I can’t see anyone now,” she said.

      “They blinded you?” asked Ardmoor.

      “It’s worse than that,” muttered Tallmadge.

      And suddenly, the lights in the room went out. All was swallowed up in the most complete darkness Edric had ever experienced. Something brushed past him. Ardmoor gasped.

      “My table knife is at your spine, Professor,” Nyctera said. “Your light spell will not work. I keep my field of vision limited as a courtesy to my fellow students. But I would not want you to think we were all helpless.”

      And suddenly, the lights came on again, leaving Professor Ardmoor half-engulfed by the sphere of darkness.

      “Indeed not,” he said, taking a long step away. “Well done.”

      Ardmoor’s gaze swept over Edric and Karen. “Karen, I have known since I brought her here. And Edric…” he trailed off.

      Don’t tell them what I become, Edric thought. Did Ardmoor read his mind? “Edric knows more of Porcinoma than probably anyone here in this room.”

      “All right,” Ardmoor said. “It’s time for our Council of War. I think we will not find a better location for it, seeing as we are all here.” He waved his stave. Immediately, a map in three dimensions, made up of glowing wires, formed in the air in front of them. It formed a rough cone made up of concentric circles descending until it hit a glowing red shape. Something was wrong with the shape, Edric realized. It looked as though it had been folded into directions that shouldn’t—that couldn’t, really—exist. It sucked at Edric’s attention like the hole left by a missing tooth.

      “Professor Urbanis, please summarize what we will find, and where.”

      Urbanis sighed. “Calarzat has one entrance, but it’s not designed to keep people from getting in. The largest circle contains the student dormitories and the dining hall, where we sit. The next circle down, is for classrooms, where the students spend most of their time. The aquaria and terraria are on the fourth circle, as are the exercise rooms. The fifth circle is magical resource storage and hazardous labs. The sixth circle is professorial quarters and…” Urbanis hesitated, but under Ardmoor’s glare, continued. “And the relic laboratories.”

      “Is there anything there we can use?” asked Ardmoor.

      “Used?” yelped Urbanis. “They can be investigated with the most extreme care. But if you meddle with them, I won’t even be on the same floor, Ardmoor. I swear it!”

      “In this, I trust your judgment, Urbanis,” said Ardmoor. “But am I correct in seeing that multiple staircases connect each floor, except from the fifth to the sixth?”

      “Yes. There is but a single entry,” said Urbanis. “And from the sixth circle to the Chamber.” He gestured to the shape.

      “What about teleportation?” asked Ardmoor.

      Urbanis shook his head. “Only known faculty can do it here.”

      Ardmoor turned to the students. “The Chamber is why the Dark Lord and his new allies are coming here.”

      “Stop dancing about it, can’t you and tell us what it is!” roared a voice. With shock, Edric realized it was his. 

      He braced himself for a stunning rebuke, but Ardmoor merely nodded. “Sorry. Sometimes I forget that I am talking to pupils. But you are also soldiers, now.

      “The Chamber contains an… artifact of tremendous power. The Dark Lord now dominates the whole of the sorcerous world. With Calarzat’s power at his command, he will be, effectively, a god.”

      “Excellent,” muttered Karen.

      “Now let’s see what you know,” said Ardmoor. “Karen, what can we expect the Dark Lord to attack with, besides of course his formidable magical skills?” 

      “Undead, of course,” she said. “It’s not as though his strength ever was in originality. He’s just extremely powerful. He’ll throw hordes of wights at us. Plus whatever wannabe dark lordettes he decides to bring along.”

      “Correct. Among those will be now be Henry Mason. What do we know about him? Callahan?”

      “I don’t know. I always thought he was good. At everything, I mean.” 

      I thought he was good, too. We all did. 

      “He’s good at flying, I know that,” put in Gwen.

      “Yes, all those years on Porcinoma’s Skyball team,” put in Ian. “I saw him play, once. Don’t you know him, Edric?”

      “He’s in his sixth year,” said Edric. “I’ve seen him maybe twice.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “Until now, he’s never killed,” said Nyctera, from inside her sphere of darkness. “He always defended himself with paralysis compulsions.”

      “Very good,” said Ardmoor. “Not many people know that. Anything else?”

      “He’s always in the company of his best friends, Roger Shrewsbury and Harmony Farmwell,” said Karen.

      “Yes. What do we know about them?”

      “Harmony Farmwell is some sort of magical prodigy. She’s won just about every award Porcinoma has. Some people say Mason cheats off of her.”

      “She is an exceptional sorceress,” said Ardmoor. “Edric, you do know her. What’s she like?”

      Edric’s mind spun. Everyone was looking at him. He hadn’t mentioned that Harmony had tutored him along with some of the other struggling Owltalon second-years. She’d been kind. Willing to help.

      Just days ago, when he’d sent her an owl asking her in desperation for advice on Theriomorphosis… had she been planning to turn even then? Had she sabotaged him?

      “She’s brilliant,” he heard himself say. “She just sees how magic works. If you’re wondering whether you know a spell she doesn’t, you don’t. She knows exactly how smart she is, but sometimes…” he trailed off.

      “Yes?” prompted Ardmoor.

      “Sometimes she assumes that she’s solved everything,” Edric said. “She’s overconfident.” 

      “Thank you, Edric. Did you ever meet Roger Shrewsbury?”

      Edric shook his head.

      “Isn’t he Henry Mason’s best mate?”

      “I heard he played chess. On the school team,” said Edric, suddenly. “His first year. But never since.”

      “Yes. And you’ve never heard anything else about him, have you?” asked Ardmoor. “What does that lead you to conclude?”

      “I don’t know, sir,” said Edric.

      “Yes you do,” said Ardmoor. “You know exactly what I’m driving at.”

      Edric thought furiously. “You mean he’s a strategist,” he finally said. “That his strength comes from being unknown. Like a chess player who tries to fool his opponent.”

      “Exactly.” Ardmoor gave him a wintry smile. “And chess is all about positioning. About timing. The ideal place to stop them is in the choke point between the fifth and the sixth floors. They will be expecting this. And they will hope for it, because it will mean abandoning the Institute’s magical resources to them. Therefore, I am throwing them open. You will all arm yourselves with whatever you know how to use. If you find yourself overwhelmed, retreat to the sixth-floor staircase.

      “I want the teams arranged as follows: Edric and Ian, Callahan and Nyctera, the wolfpack, and Karen and Gwen.”

      “Sir,” said Edric, gaining confidence. “If I may, it should be Gwen and Ian. They’re the deadliest together in the light.”

      “Here, what about me?” said Ian. “Sorry, Gwen, but if I take a look behind me…?”

      “Don’t,” said Ardmoor. “All right, what else?”

      Edric gained confidence. “Nyctera and Karen,” he said. “Because whatever Karen’s going to do, she could use the cover of darkness.” Karen snorted and looked like she was going to say something, but subsided at a glare from Ardmoor. “And that leaves me with Callahan,” said Edric.

      “Why do you think your combinations will work against our attackers?” asked Ardmoor.

      “I don’t especially think they will, sir,” said Edric. “But if they do, well… when Henry Mason and his mates fought the Dark Lord, they won because they stuck together. They still will stick together. And we have to be at our best together.”

      Ardmoor nodded. “All right, then. Everyone follow me, and we’ll gather our supplies. Choose carefully; we’ll have to destroy the rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Callahan and Edric sat crouched beneath Calarzat’s north stairwell. Explosions sounded from the upper floors. They’d been going on for about a half-hour. Calarzat’s locks and wards were still holding.

      “So, what you said about the pairs complementing each other, that made sense when it came to Nyctera and Karen, and especially Ian and Gwen,” Callahan said. His hand was alternately glowing like embers and then flaring off bright bursts of yellow flame.

      “Yes?”

      “But I don’t understand how we complement each other. In fact, I still don’t know why you’re here.”

      “Right,” Edric said, lightly. “Because we don’t have to talk about it; that’s the rule, right? According to Karen.”

      “Bloody unfair to those of us who can’t help confessing,” Callahan grumbled. “I need to know.”

      Edric turned to him. “All right, boyo,” he said, affecting Callahan’s Irish brogue as best he could. “When they come down those stairs, they’ll be looking at me. Don’t you be doing that.”

      “Why not?” asked Callahan.

      “Because I don’t want you deciding to burn me instead of them.”

      “How could you think I’d…?”

      “Trust me.”

      Callahan opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. “How long do you think it’ll take before…”

      A final roar of thunder sounded from up the staircase, and a horde tumbled down the stairs at them.

      The bodies were gray-fleshed and rotting. Here and there crawled a few that looked a bit fresher. Some of them wore remnants of Porcinoma robes. Those were half-animal, or insect, warped by the power of the Baleful Transform in death, and mercifully unrecognizable.

      Edric raised the cryostave he had taken from the stores of Calarzat. 

      “Psychra!” he cried, and a beam of ice-blue swept the horde of maddened and undead.

      Some of them froze outright. Others merely slowed. But those shielded by the newly frozen dead clambered over them and howled at Edric.

      Then Callahan cut into them. The white heat slammed into the undead and clung to them. Edric was forced back by the heat of it. Where it hit the frozen dead, they melted into thick, blackish-grey goo, running over the floor in a foul ichor. Edric thought, for a moment, that he could see something that looked like a girl made out of flames caressing one of the taller zombies and ripping him apart in soft, slow caresses. The fire is my friend, Callahan had said. It looked like rather more than a friend, Edric thought.

      Edric shifted his aim to the zombies crowding the door. “Psychra!” he shouted again.

      Just then, Edric heard a familiar voice from the top of the stairs. “Roger, darling?”

      “Yes?” the answering voice was bland.

      “Our dear colleagues seem to be having trouble overrunning a couple of children down this flight of stairs. Take care of it, won’t you? I have some dogs to put down.”

      Harmony’s voice. It sounded just like it had in the Owltalon common room, but all the warmth had been sucked out of it. Only a cold, brassy confidence remained. Edric felt his control slipping, his body starting to flow at the edges. Hold it together. Hold it…

      “Of course.”

      Roger.“Callahan,” called Edric, barely able to spare thought to speak. “It’s Roger! He’s coming.” 

      Chess-player Roger. He remembered when he’d heard Roger had played chess; it was after he’d overheard him talking in the halls with Henry Mason about using his knights to…

      …attack from unexpected angles.

      Edric whirled.

      Behind him stood a boy not much taller than himself. His face was nothing particular. Edric wouldn’t have recognized him at all except for the bright red hair that was the trademark of the Shrewsbury family. He cocked his head.

      “I know you,” Roger said. “From Porcinoma. How did you end up here? And still recognizable?”

      “With difficulty,” Edric heard himself say.

      “I’ll bet,” said Roger. “And that toy in your hand. Was that harder to come by? Klepsei!”

      The cryostave slipped from Edric’s fingers and flew into Roger’s. “Thank you,” the traitor said, leveling it at Edric’s face. Time seemed to stop. Death colder than space gathered in the stave’s tip. “And good-bye.”

      Edric’s last vestige of control snapped. He dissolved into a snarling, snapping mass of limbs and teeth, morphic field gone. His flesh ran off his bones and over the floor, arms and fangs spasmodically forming and dissolving. It was agony of chaos and ecstasy of release all at once. 

      Roger screamed in terror and backpedaled. Edric threw himself forward blindly. Eyes. He had at least four, but none of them were pointed the right way. He snapped out with mouths, lashed out with tentacles. He felt one of them connect and bit convulsively. 

      Roger screamed again: “Ogu Zvoguuz!” 

      The death-curse was high and sharp, and Edric felt it pass above him in a wave of deadly cold. There was another scream, but not Roger’s. Edric focused on the mouth-bearing tentacle he had formed. He poured his strength into it. Roger yelped and pulled. Edric frantically reassembled himself, willing bones and joints into the limb. They formed, and he tugged, flexing the joints. Now he needed a spine. He concentrated, assembling himself as fast as he dared. Heart and lungs had to stay together, separate from his intestines. Insides had to stay on the inside, that was very important, he thought blurrily. Now, long bones and muscles, skin over them. Edric stood up and blinked, all his eyes pointing the same way again. 

      Roger was struggling to his feet, ankle bleeding where Edric had bitten him. But Roger was staring past Edric. Following his gaze, Edric saw Callahan’s body, lifeless, eyes staring up in death. Water dripped from his hands, their flames at last put out.

      And beyond him, a fiery shape crouched over the last charred wight. A pair of white-hot eyes blazed out, dripping tears of magma.

      “I think you may have made a very serious mistake,” Edric said.

      She screamed like a wounded forest fire and leaped past Edric in a searing blast. The girl-shape elongated, reaching for Roger and stuck, wrapping him in a fiery embrace. He had time for a strangled scream, his arms flailing through and wrapped in the grasp of his foe.

      Then Roger Shrewsbury was no more than a pile of bone and ash. The girl-shaped fire-spirit stood and gave Edric a look from alien, white hot eyes. Tears of glowing lava ran from them. 

      “Please,” said Edric. “We need your…” 

      But she was gone, leaving only a shimmer of heat behind.

      Edric blinked against the after-glare of her passing. He still had four eyes. The two new ones were just outside his normal ones. His wider field of vision made him stagger. Carefully, he closed the new eyes, and the world came back to normal. His palm itched. Looking down, he saw that a sharp-toothed, boneless mouth nestled there. Try as he would, he couldn’t reshape it as he had in the stress of combat. And yet he had, then. Was he learning to control this curse? Was that a good thing?

      Is this where I become a monster?No time for such thoughts. Callahan was gone. Edric was alone. Vulnerable. Gathering up Callahan’s stave and his own, Edric staggered off in search of any allies he might be able to find.
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        * * *

      

      Groans and growls echoed around the arcing halls of the sixth circle. There was a sound like someone hammering a half-dozen quick blows, and then silence. 

      “Stop right there.” Edric froze at the growled command. A muscular figure slipped from a side door: one of the wolf-boys. His yellow eyes fixed on Edric. “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am,” said Edric. “Tallmadge introduced me.”

      The boy bared his teeth. “Someone who looked like you, yeah.” He stepped forward, blocking Edric’s path. “But seems to me that the Dark Lord probably knows how to metamorphose his followers. How do I know it’s really you?”

      Edric’s temper flared. “How about you ask Roger Shrewsbury if it’s really me?” For a moment, the smug expression left the young wolf’s face. “I left him and Callahan back at the last staircase along with what’s left of the undead. There’s nothing else left: now do you want my help, or don’t you?”

      Slowly, the boy’s arrogant sneer reasserted itself. “Might not need it. They haven’t dared show their faces.”

      “Do you really believe that?” asked Edric. “The Dark Lord commands hundreds of wights, but won’t face a half-dozen teenage werewolves? Harmony Farmwell is either right behind me or coming through your friends.”

      The boy licked his lips. “If you and fireboy could take Roger, we can handle one smartass bitch.”

      A wet cough sounded behind him and the wolf-boy whirled. Horrified, Edric stared at Vyelka, staggering around the arc of the corridor. She clutched at her belly, and a stream of blood spurted through her fingers. The boy ran to her, and she screamed at his touch. The scream dissolved into paroxysms of coughing. Blood ran from her lips, and she spat a smoking fragment of tarnished silver onto the floor. “Run,” she gasped. “Vulk. Run!”

      A clear, cruel voice rang out. “Has it finished running? Or has the she-wolf led me to more cubs?”

      “Run!” screamed the wolf-girl.

      It’s too late to run.Edric thought.

      He panicked, and his body dissolved in agony, organs and limbs sprawling into chaos. A single eye floated in the mass, giving him blurred vision.

      Harmony leveled a nickel-plated semiautomatic and shot the boy three times through the belly. He screamed and folded, smoke pouring from his flesh.

      Harmony put a last round through the back of the girl’s head.

      “Nice wards,” she said. “Quite effective against magic. But I keep saying, would the mundanes have conquered the world if we couldn’t learn from them? And they wondered why I took Mundane Studies. This was a special project,” she said, slamming a magazine home. Absently, she regarded Edric. “Hmmm,” she mused. “Messy. Roger must have been a little rushed with this one.” 

      Suddenly, a shapeless purple light filled the corridor. Harmony lowered her weapon, and bowed. “My lord.”

      A thin, high voice spoke up. “Hazadral is having trouble at the West Stair.”

      “Trouble?” she asked.

      “He and his wights have been petrified. His followers are cowering with their hands clapped over their eyes. I am quite displeased. Show them how displeased I am.” 

      “Lord, I have cleared your way here. You may assault the next stair.”

      “Clever girl,”said the deadly voice. “But their real sorcerers await us there. I wish the children dead first. Nor do I intend to leave any cowards or traitors alive to witness my transcendence. We shall kill them now.”

      “No trouble, Lord.” She muttered a spell and shining discs gathered around her head; then walked off, gun at the ready. The purple light winked out.

      As soon as she was out of sight, Edric began to reassemble himself. They didn’t see me, he thought. I fooled them both. I survived.

      But Gwen and Ian. They would be next unless he could do something. 

      He would have to race her around the hub, not knowing what was between him and the others.

      And he would have to know how to deal with her when he got there.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Edric reached the staircase Nyctera and Karen were supposed to be holding, he had reshaped himself into what he hoped was a passable imitation of a walking corpse. It was surprisingly easy. All he’d had to do was relax his morphic field and watch his body swell, fester, and flow.

      As he approached, he saw a group of the Dark Lord’s sorcerers huddling around the exit from the stairwell leading upward. Their wights milled around them, groaning. They all stared at the black surface of Nyctera’s field.

      Edric shambled forward at a steady pace. In front of him, a wight shuffled into Nyctera’s field. Paused, halfway in.

      And then it disappeared. Sucked in without a trace.

      “What in damnation is that?” hissed one of them.

      If Edric’s jaw hadn’t already been hanging slack, it would have dropped. Whatever Karen and Nyctera were doing to the undead, it was completely invisible, and therefore absolutely terrifying. It had an entire force of the Dark Lord’s sorcerers and wights completely stalemated.

      If Edric hadn’t been so terrified, he’d have laughed. Instead, he focused on shambling, one step at a time, hoping they wouldn’t notice him.

      “Hey, what’s that? Asmod, is that one of yours?”

      A chill ran through Edric’s blood. “Not one of mine. Rynulf?”

      “Naw. Must be a spare from one of Hazadral’s.”

      “Hell, I’ll fix it anyway,” said Asmod. A crawling sensation played over Edric’s flesh. “Thanatodiatazei.”

      Edric willed himself not to respond. Step. Step.

      “Thanatodiatazei, wight! Turn, I say!”

      He wasn’t going to make it. But if he ran, he’d be dead before he got three steps. Plod. Step.

      “Turn, damn you!”

      Liquid ran down Edric’s leg. He wondered what had struck him and then realized that he’d simply been frightened enough to pee himself.

      Rough laughter sounded behind him. “Asmod, I think you’ve got enough undead to handle, now. Leave it alone; we’ve got a job to do. Leave it!”

      Step. Shuffle. Edric managed not to sob with relief. As silently as he could, he mended his body. Rearranged it, remembering Harmony’s gun. He shuddered with the effort of it. If he could beat Harmony around the sixth ring, he might just be able to turn the tables on her. He ran.
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        * * *

      

      He almost made it. Edric had a moment to see a forest of statues fill the corridor ahead of him. Twisted human shapes, committed to marble, their faces a horror of pain and hunger. The Dark Lord’s curse had been more potent than he’d wished, perhaps. Edric drew breath to warn Gwen to close her eyes.

      Then Harmony popped up from behind a statue. “I’ve had about enough of this,” she snarled. And she faced directly down the corridor, gun out.

      And she did not petrify. Shining disks protected her eyes. Two more of them slid into position just outward of them. Edric realized what they were just as Harmony fired. 

      Mirrors. She’d made herself binocular periscopes out of pure magical force.

      Gwen screamed. Edric stared. Then Harmony was looking at him. She blinked. “I know you,” she said. “You’re Edric. You wanted help with Theriomorphosis.” The voice that had been welcoming now dripped with contempt.

      Edric’s heart thudded, and he stiffened. Where was Ian? Had he run away? Did Harmony know he was there?

      “Why?” he asked.

      Harmony snorted. “You literally could not understand my reasoning. But a Porcinoma student, here. And still alive. That’s got to be a good story. Did you really beat the Living Spell?” Her eyes narrowed. “No. You’d never have needed my help if you could have done that. And you wouldn’t have known to come here.” Her eyes brightened. “You tried the Theriomorph transform. It wasn’t theoretical.”

      Edric’s breath accelerated. “Did you do it on purpose? Did you sabotage me?”

      Harmony shook her head. “No. Poor boy. Nobody understands. They all think that somehow the problem is my explanation rather than their own stupidity. Still,” she gave him a measuring look. “You’ve survived this long. And survived your own mistake. Obviously, you’re not hopeless. You could join us.” Without pausing, Harmony raised her right hand and fired once, angled downward. A spray of blood erupted two feet from the gun. Edric screamed. Ian’s body slammed into the floor, visible in death, the back of his head blown out.

      Harmony looked down at the small corpse. “Really, you thought you could sneak up on me because you were invisible? Henry Mason has an invisibility cloak; I got used to listening for him in the shower, the little perv.”

      Harmony turned back to Edric. “But he is a gifted little perv. I’ll talk to him. What do you say, Edric? Join the survivors of Porcinoma? You can be Owltalon House all by yourself. Just you, me, Roger and Henry.”

      Edric gaped. She’d just killed Ian. Polite little Ian. And she spoke as though she’d swatted a fly. “Or just you and Henry,” he managed.

      Harmony blinked. “What did you say?”

      “Roger’s dead.” He held up his left hand and bared its teeth at her, advancing. “I held him down with this. While he burned.”

      Harmony’s face went white. She brought up the gun and shot Edric twice at twenty paces. Spikes of pain slammed through his chest, but Edric kept walking. Harmony shot twice more, eyes widening, then shifted her aim and put the last round into Edric’s skull. There was the sharp ping of a ricochet.

      Harmony Farmwell dropped the pistol and fell, blood soaking her chest.

      She struggled to focus her eyes on Edric. “No shield…” she murmured. She reached for her stave, but Edric took it from her weakening fingers.

      Edric leaned over her. “The theriomorph shattered my morphic field,” he told her. 

      “You killed me…” she gasped.

      He tapped his skull. “You killed yourself. Solid bone. My brain and heart are in a dozen other places, now. I don’t think I could put them back if I wanted to.”

      Her mouth formed an “o” of realization, and then she died.

      “Edric.”

      Edric whirled. Ardmoor stood looking at him. His robes were blackened, and his left arm hung limply at his side. “I thought you were dead.”

      Edric looked down at the holes through his body. How badly was he hurt? Healing the wounds seemed now a matter of reshaping the blood vessels and muscle. Painful, but he could do it. 

      Ardmoor stared at Harmony’s body. “By God, son,” he said. “You may have just given us a chance.”

      Edric’s mouth worked. “Where have you been, sir?”

      “The Dark Lord has more experienced friends.” He was breathing hard. Something fierce flashed in his eyes. “Or at least, he did. But he himself won’t be held much longer. Did anyone else make it out with you?”

      “No, sir. Karen and Nyctera…?”

      “Waiting for us at the sixth circle stairs. Come with me.” 

      Ardmoor took Edric’s hand. There was a lurch, and the teleport was over. They were in a length of corridor almost the size of a ballroom. Karen wheeled over to them. 

      “Where have you been?” Her voice was sharp with fear.

      “The wards are coming down.” Nyctera’s voice sounded calm, but tense. Her sphere of darkness was nestled at the far end of the room.

      “Are you wearing your ring?” asked Ardmoor.

      “Yes.”

      Quickly, Ardmoor handed Edric and Karen each a silver ring. A sharp blow rang against the door. 

      “What’s this?” asked Karen. 

      “No time. Put it on when the lights go out and you will see.” There was the sound of rending wood. Nyctera’s darkness raced away from the splintering door. “Now!” roared Ardmoor.

      The bubble of darkness expanded, washing over them. Edric was utterly blind. He forced the ring onto his finger.

      And suddenly, he could see.

      He could see himself, from outside his body. He stood there, in bloodstained robes, a stave in each hand. The teeth in his palm bit down on one of the staves. His ears had flared out, batlike, to catch sounds in the dark, and his skin bubbled and oozed. Beside him stood Ardmoor, and to their left sat Karen, one hand on a wheel of her chair and the other holding a staff leveled at the door. But where was Nyctera?

      I’m seeing through her eyes.That was what the ring did. It linked them to her strange darksight. It was actually beautiful. He’d assumed that all would be gloomy to her, but there were no shadows. Everything existed in brilliant, unshaded color. He turned his head. What he saw didn’t change, but he found that he could focus on the edges of her vision.

      “Remember, Nyctera. Stay back and watch our targets.” 

      “Yes, sir.”

      The door exploded inward in a vortex of clashing magics. Wights stumbled in, but whatever senses they possessed besides their eyes, it was plain that Nyctera’s unnatural darkness still affected them. They stumbled about, bumping into one another.

      Edric raised his stave and Callahan’s together. It was bizarre, directing himself as though he were a character from a video game. 

      “Lysei!” he shouted, and actinic light melted the flesh from the bones of the wights. They collapsed. It was surprisingly easy. Karen held a gravity staff like a rifle. Each of her targets was yanked off its feet and slammed into a wall, leaving a thin paste of blood and crushed bone. And Ardmoor…

      Edric had never seen a full-fledged warmage cut loose. Even one-handed, he whirled his staff, and slammed lightning bolts into the horde, convulsing them, shaking them apart. Screams outside told him that Ardmoor’s bolts were arcing into living flesh.

      But the ease of their victory was short-lived.

      Choking clouds exploded into the room. 

      “Don’t breathe!” screamed Ardmoor, and conjured up a silvery shield that held the fog back mere inches from Edric’s flesh. He felt a sizzling and an itch on his arm. Backing away, he caught a glimpse of himself through Nyctera’s eyes. His skin was blistering. A hail of dark-red arrows exploded into the room. They pierced Ardmoor’s shield, and two of them struck the wizard. The shield flickered, and then a gust of wind tore at everyone in the room. The remnants of fog were flushed out, but Ardmoor groaned in agony. 

      “Karen,” he choked. “Cover us.”

      Karen looked back at him. Her face went grim, but she nodded. And she unbuckled herself from her wheelchair. Then, one at a time, she unstrapped her feet from their rests. To Edric’s astonishment, she rose onto her toes, and for an instant stood perfectly still in her red shoes.

      Another wave of wights flooded through the door. Their eyes glowed, and they moved with a deadly speed. Taken aback, Edric raised his staves.

      Karen exploded into the wights, legs moving like steel batons. Every step was a dance, and every kick was devastating. She spun into them, shattering skulls, legs and ribs. The wights did not die, but they were reduced from their deadly agility to a pathetic crawl. Karen’s own face was rapt with the ecstasy of her dance, the shoes carrying her into combat, her staff scattering foes as if they were feathers.

      That’s her curse, Edric thought. The wheelchair was her cure. She was both beautiful and terrifying. Edric had never even heard of such a powerful cursed item. Then he was lashing out with beams of fire and ice, no time to think.

       A robed shape appeared in the door, clad in deadly violet light. It raised a staff and hissed in no language Edric had ever heard.

      And his vision was wiped away. Blinking in the sudden light, Edric once again looked through his own eyes. A high, tearing scream split the air. Nyctera, fully visible, her veil of darkness gone, shuddered and collapsed. 

      Ardmoor staggered to her side and practically flung her at Edric. “Get her out of here! Down the stair! Go!”

      The pale form seemed almost weightless. Karen screamed in rage. Edric risked a look over his shoulder. She kicked high and just missed a flying shape. Edric flung himself flat. A darkly handsome young man with empty eyes bore down on him, riding a broom that trailed fire. The heat of it washed over him.

      Henry Mason vanished through the doorway, seeking the stairs to the sixth floor. Karen aimed a second kick at the Dark Lord while stabbing at him with her staff. A lazy wave of his hand reflected her gravity pulse and pinned her to the wall, holding her there.

      “Go, boy!” shouted Ardmoor. “Face me, Lord of corpses!” He drew himself up, and Edric ran for his life, carrying Nyctera.

      In the stillness of the Headmaster’s Office, Edric saw the stair. It wasn’t any regular structure of wood or stone. A column of light set behind the headmaster’s desk angled downward at a forty-five-degree angle. The steps were solidified fog. There was no other retreat. Edric hurried down, Nyctera’s head thumping against his chest. Behind him, he heard a scream.

      Then he was at the bottom.

      Edric stood on a marble bridge suspended in the air. The sky, filled with clouds and bathed in light that came from no sun, stretched to either side and above. Far below, an unbroken sheet of clouds rolled. Before him, hovering on his broom stick, sat the boy he had always been taught was the Chosen, Henry Mason.

      Mason just gazed at him, blocking one end of the bridge. His eyes flicked to the stair. “D’you think anyone else is coming?” he asked, lightly. It was the same voice Edric had heard in the halls of Porcinoma. The same face he’d cheered for at skyball games.

      “You traitor,” Edric said.

      A half-smile creased the famous face. “Traitor?” he said. “I never asked to be anyone’s hero. To fight anyone’s war. You called me the Chosen, but no one offered to help. You just stood about, watching the Dark Lord grow stronger, waiting for me to throw myself in his path and win by,” he spread his hands, “well, magic. Only magic isn’t all that simple, is it? So why shouldn’t I choose the winning side, if it’s willing to share power? I’m Henry Mason,” he said. “And I’ll choose for myself. Aphoplisei.” He waved his stave, and all four of Edric’s staves shot from his pockets and fists. They hovered before Henry Mason, and his face went white.

      “These belonged to my friends. The only two I ever had. For that, you’ll fall forever.” And he charged.

      Edric barely ducked out of the way. He regained his feet and ran for the other end of the bridge, Nyctera in his arms. Twice, he skidded, and once nearly put a foot out into the endless sky as Henry Mason tried to ram him off the narrow catwalk. Then he was running down a stone corridor with metal-bound doors on either side. 

      Behind him, Mason laughed. “Keep running! Run faster!” He punctuated his words with paralysis bolts. The end of the corridor loomed up. There was nowhere to run. 

      Henry Mason’s paralysis bolt hit him full in the back. Edric’s body collapsed into itself, and then he was falling, falling down stone steps, wrapped around Nyctera: a pain-filled boneless mass. He crashed to the bottom of the stairs, and everything went black.

      Moments later, he came to. His body was flaccid and spread out. Painfully, he reassembled himself. With lungs and vocal cords came a voice. 

      “Please don’t be dead,” he whispered. “Please.”

      He lay in a dark corridor of ancient stone overgrown with moss and fungus. He could still see, though there was no light. He had fallen through an illusory floor. Henry Mason flew back and forth above him, clearly wondering where he had gone. At the other end of the corridor, a strangely bent portal squatted, sealed in stone.

      “Edric.” Nyctera’s lips moved.

      Edric almost sobbed in relief. He didn’t know Nyctera. Hell, the person he knew best in all of Calarzat was the one who’d just tried to kill him, arguably. But he didn’t want to be alone. 

      “Nyctera,” he whispered. “Don’t move.”

      “She cannot hear you,” Nyctera whispered. There was a strange timbre to the voice. It spoke slowly, as if struggling. “The Dark Lord has pushed back the darkness that is anchored in her. Pushed it back into her own mind. Even her thoughts are dark. But the rings we wear will let us hear each other through her for a little while.”

      “Ardmoor?” asked Edric.

      “Yes, Edric. I am nearly gone. The Dark Lord holds me at the very edge of death. Stripping my mind for what I know of the relics. And for fun. Only this little corner of my mind remains to me, but it knows the Dark Lord’s plans.”

      “Sir, where are you?” asked Edric. “Henry Mason chased me into the seventh floor. I don’t know where I am…”

      “Quiet, Edric,” said Ardmoor. “I know where you are, and because of that, we have a last hope. But there is little time. You have stumbled into the Chamber. You are at its outer gate.”

      The Chamber. “What the Dark Lord has come for?”

      “Yes. He believes the relic within will give him control of what lies within. It will not. He will merely release it, and destroy all of humanity.”

      All humanity. “What’s in there?”

      “A being of vast power, dormant since prehistory. Alien and pitiless. Released, it will consume the world. But he has also shown me what we did not know before: how to banish this thing forever. Go through the portal. Descend the steps. Then, atop the platform, place one of your hairs across the circle. If the ward's broken when he invokes the relic, the invocation will become a banishment.”

      “What happens then…?”

      “Hurry!”

      Scooping up Nyctera, Edric stumbled toward the portal. The smooth stone slid aside before him, and Edric looked down into a nightmare.

      Below him, bent and crazed stone steps led onto a gigantic, ring-shaped balcony. From it, a tongue of stone led out over a vast gulf, terminating in a crude platform. And at the bottom of the gulf, a vast mouth, ring-shaped and filled with thousands—no, millions—of spear-length teeth, opened. Vast tentacles of shadow rose from it, lashing mindlessly at the air. 

      The balcony surrounding it was bigger than Calarzat itself. It was full of creatures that crawled and shambled over each other. They had a dozen legs, and none. Mouths and eyes of all numbers and shapes. They gibbered and chanted an insane threnody. Every now and then, one of the shadow wisps would congeal about one and draw it down into the vast maw.

      Edric’s knees shook so hard, he nearly fell. A hundred of the shambling creatures at least stood between himself and the platform. Some snapped teeth at him. At the bottom of the steps, a line of runes glowed white: wards, holding the creatures back.

      “Hurry, Edric,” said Nyctera, in Ardmoor’s weakening voice. “The wards protecting the path will hold until you reach the platform.” 

      “What path?” Edric cried. “There’s no path!” 

      Then he saw it. Just where the tongue of stone jutted from the balcony. Two corpses, half-gnawed to bones. He told Ardmoor.

      “Plumbgood,” Ardmoor said. “He broke the wards.”

      Plumbgood. “You said… the professor, Urbanis. He said that Plumbgood died handling an expulsion.” Horror gripped him. “That was a student,” he said. “He was feeding a student to that thing. And you knew it. Why would you build a school here?” His hearts, all of them, began to race. “That’s why you built it here. So you could do this to us. This is what you do to us? This is what you brought us here for?”

      “No!” croaked Nyctera. “We wanted you to live. To master your gifts. Your strange, agonizing gifts. But Edric, you saw the werewolves. What they had become. They couldn’t be allowed to go back out into the world. Not if they were eager to turn to the darkness. And those endowed with magic are difficult to kill, if killed they must be.”

      Edric wanted to shake the man. His fingers tightened on Nyctera. “You have an execution chamber here! To use on us!”

      “We knew we might have to. We couldn’t know what you would choose to be!”

      “You think we’re monsters! I should join the Dark Lord, too!”

      “I think everyone can be a monster! Look what the so-called Chosen and his friends became. No one is Chosen, Edric: everyone chooses! And now the choice is yours. You cannot hate me more than I do myself now, at the end. You cannot change what has happened to you. And you cannot save yourself by joining him. But if you reach that platform and prevent his victory, you’ll have died a better man than any of us!”

      Edric looked across at the platform. Hundreds of shamblers stood between him and it. “It’s impossible.”

      But Ardmoor did not answer.

      Edric collapsed. His morphic field vanished, and his body, semi-liquid flesh, flowed down the stairs toward the waiting shamblers. Nyctera’s body sprawled on the steps. It might as well happen now. He fell, and fell, and flowed down the stairs and onto the balcony, waiting for unmentionable fangs and claws to rend him apart.

      Nothing happened. For awhile, he lay there. The shamblers crawled over him, straining to reach Nyctera.

      But they ignored him. Edric lay stunned, trying to assemble thoughts across his dissociated brain. Slowly, he assembled an eye.

      I’m one of them. The thought burned through him. Here, amid the misshapen and chaotic forms of the shamblers, he had become unnoticed. Another monster.

      A monster that could cross the floor.

      Dragging himself by undulating, malformed limbs, Edric crawled toward the platform. Ropes of shadowy tentacles plunged down around him. He dodged one. Two. A shambling form with foot-long fangs screamed at him, and he scuttled aside. At last, he reached the edge of the balcony.

      He was too late.

      Above him, the Dark Lord strode on thin air, twenty feet up. In his hands, he bore Karen’s struggling form. Beside him flew Henry Mason on his famous broomstick, Nyctera’s limp body in his hands. Shamblers screamed in frustration and lashed out uselessly. They flung themselves at the tongue of stone, but like the stairs, it was warded. 

      The wards hadn’t worked on Edric, though. Carefully, he extended one of his arms… and it slid along a smooth, yielding wall. 

      The wards had let him in. The shining runes would not let him out. The Dark Lord and Henry Mason were descending, now, backs to him, paying him and the shamblers no more mind than they would to ants.

      Edric stared, frozen. He could reassemble a human body. But would the wards let him cross even in that form? Or was he irrevocably inhuman? A gruesome vision painted itself across his vision, of himself ripped to shreds while hammering at an invisible barrier.

      Or he could watch humanity die.

      Edric concentrated on shaping a limb into his right hand. Slowly, he assembled it and pressed it against the barrier. 

      It slipped through. The runes dimmed.

      Edric’s breath came faster. Quickly as he dared, he followed the hand with an elbow. A shoulder. His head was the hardest, and he pressed it against the barrier. It wouldn’t give until he got rid of all but two eyes. A growling sounded behind him. 

      Twisting his neck, Edric saw that his coalescing body had not escaped notice. He tried to speed up, pushing his chest through the barrier a rib at a time. Stalked eyes and quivering antennae examined him. Fangs glistened. His belly was through. His second shoulder. His right leg. His left knee. 

      The barrier caught around his left hand, and the serrated mouth that he couldn’t get rid of. Concentrate as he would, it would not go away. A tentacle stroked his left ankle. Edric pulled away with all his might.

      The wards finally concluded that too much of him was on the other side, and it let go. Edric fell for a heart-stopping moment, coming down with one hand on the stone bridge. He looked up in panic, but Henry Mason and the Dark Lord ignored the shamblers’ howls of rage. 

      Not daring to breathe, Edric crawled across the wards and toward them. Ten feet. Twenty feet. He could make out their words.

      “…kind of them to leave us sacrifices. It will make the ritual even easier.” He handed a knife to Mason. It was a glass knife, black and jagged. It glowed in the unholy unlight.

      “I’d feel better if we had the boy, too, Master,” said Mason.

      “Doubtless we passed above his remains,” said the Dark Lord. “Now, my student: remember: When we speak the ritual, there will be pain beyond imagining. You— – perhaps even I— – shall know fear. But together, our wills and knowledge shall master the Great One, and we shall be as gods. Beyond pain. Beyond fear.”

      “Beyond pain,” breathed Henry Mason. It sounded like a prayer. Edric inched closer.

      “Together, then,” said The Dark Lord. 

      He and Henry Mason raised their knives above their victims. They glowed black in the unholy light, and Edric was still forty feet away.

      Time seemed to stop. Edric knew what Ardmoor would choose. The knives would descend, and in that moment, when they were in the middle of their ritual, he would strike. To save humanity at the cost of two lives. Two cursed, monstrous lives. He wouldn’t hesitate.

      Edric willed all his force into his monstrous left hand, and struck.

      His flesh flowed outward, flowering into a deadly tentacle. His needle-toothed maw sank into Henry Mason’s thigh. The older boy screamed and jumped, whirling to confront his attacker.

      He stepped right off the platform and for an instant met Edric’s eyes. He lunged for his broomstick.

      Missed it by a fingertip.

      Then he was gone.

      The Dark Lord turned, his purple eyes glowing white with shock. Edric whipped his arm back, but a nova of purple flame burst into being about the Dark Lord, and pain seared through Edric’s arm.

      “YOU DARE TO RAISE YOUR HAND TO ME?” he screamed. “I SHALL FLAY YOUR LIVING SOUL FROM YOUR…”

      An unearthly roar shook the Chamber. It was almost… satisfied.

      The Dark Lord screamed, an inhuman sound that cut into Edric’s eardrums like a hot knife as his soul, spliced to Henry Mason’s, was consumed by the Great One. Violet fire screamed downwards, pulled by an irresistible force. The black cloak collapsed into a boneless heap.

      And a sphere of blackness snapped into being about the Chamber. Suddenly, Edric found himself looking out of Nyctera’s eyes. They fluttered open, and he saw the platform with Karen’s bound body, surrounded by nothingness. The sphere extended.

      “No!” Edric shouted. He reformed his left hand. The mouth within his palm had been burned away. He clapped it over her eyes. “Don’t look. You don’t want to see.” The sphere stopped. Contracted. Edric concentrated. From outside the darkness, he could see through his own eyes and hers. He crawled across the bridge to the two girls. He took his hand from Nyctera’s eyes and watched himself crawl face-to face with her.

      “Edric?” she asked. “Did we win? Did we beat the monsters?”

      He watched a tired grin spread across his own face.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Yes, we did.”
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        Cast your mind back to those college days, where in your study-fogged brain it seems a good idea to go to club meetings at 10 PM despite 8 AM classes, or to declaim poetry to the Beat stylings of a brass player with a detached organ pipe.

        If you’re below a certain age, cast your mind back further, before smartphones, nay, even cellphones; when email existed but professors were so confused by it that all assignments must be turned in with hardcopy, and woe betide the student whose procrastination led to a long line at one of the few printers on campus, or who had no computer of their own and had to fight with other last-minute students for a shared one.

        Now think of a small college in the Pacific Northwest, where the weather has finally given up its confusion as to the season, and the glorious spring days are undercut by the desperation of studying for final exams.

        There. You have it. That’s it exactly.

        Well, except for the elves.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Finals

      

      

      It was, as they say, bad study weather.

      I pulled my gaze away from the Ultimate Frisbee players deftly avoiding the potential hazards of the bronzing sun-worshippers and back to the dense biochemistry book open in my lap. For the twelfth time in an hour. The view of the guys was infinitely more attractive, but I did have a final in a few hours, which I had to pass to keep my scholarship.

      My cover was obnoxious, but never more so when the sunny weather allowed a game of Shirts versus Skins.

      I once again drew my attention back to the book held open on my tartan-clad lap (thirteen) and passionately wished that Central had decided to send somebody else—or that they had chosen some cover other than that of a dweeby scholarship student. I mean, the ankle-length skirt and bulky sweater were acceptable within the parameters of certain religious groups, but the bottle-bottom glasses were just too over the top.

      It might have been worth it if I’d gotten any breaks, but I’d been here for eight months without a hint. I was tempted to fail my final so they’d have to pull me out.

      While contemplating this path, I realize I was once again watching tanned skin in the sun. I carefully avoided swearing and jerked my eyes back to the same page I’d had open for half an hour. Fourteen.

      “Hsst. Maureen.”

      I hate that name.

      “Maureen.”

      I closed the book on my finger and looked off the porch. It appeared that the pyracantha bush had sprouted eyes. “Chris, what are you doing?”

      He looked around somewhat wildly. “I need to get inside.”

      “What, did you forget your code again? Honestly, how you ever got in the Honors Program with a mind like yours…”

      “C’mon, Mo…”

      I glared at him for a moment and then stood to get the door open. Behind me I could hear an inordinate amount of muffled swearing as he extricated himself from the bush. I smiled at the yelps of pain – anyone who doesn’t know to keep out of a bush with thorns deserves what he gets.

      Chris ran through the door the moment I had it opened and immediately closed the curtains in the main room. When he turned around, the lanky frosh was quite visibly trembling.

      “I’m in trouble,” he said.

      “I’d gathered,” I replied in the somewhat adenoidal voice I’d adopted.

      “I broke into the Delta Sigma house…”

      “You WHAT?” I screeched.

      He flinched and looked at the ceiling. “What if there’s…” he started.

      I cut him off. “Everybody’s out celebrating the rare appearance of the dayball.”

      “But it’s the director’s office hours.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Which means he’s probably golfing. How you managed to spend a year in Honors without realizing that I’ll never understand.” I looked at him closely. “The point. What possessed you to break into a sorority house?”

      This time he looked at his shoes, playing the hangdog expression as far as it would go. I guess I was glaring again. “They were going to declare on Vero.”

      Deep breath. Relax. Be calm. “What made you think that breaking in was going to help protect her?” I said quietly.

      “I thought I could steal the info and they’d chase me.”

      “And did they?”

      He swallowed. “Yes.”

      I got a grip on my temper and tried to keep the frustration out of my voice. “Details. I need details if we’re going to get out of this.”

      He perked up when I used the word we. “Does this mean you’ll help?”

      “I can’t help if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

      Chris finally took the hint. “Lisa overheard a bunch of them talking about some obscure insult that Vero apparently made. They were laughing because by adding in some time she’d run out of tickets and turned them away from a show, it was barely enough under the law to make it a matter of honor, so they could start hunting her. So I thought I’d break in and screw up their documentation, lose a few files, but I got interrupted. They chased me out, screaming.”

      “What were they screaming?’

      “I don’t know… something like ‘aya sheema’ or something like that.”

      Despite the heat I was suddenly cold. “Aja china.”

      “Yeah, that was it.”

      “They didn’t say anything else, did they? Did you hear the word ‘chama’?”

      “Um… no.” He looked worried. Not nearly enough. “What does it mean?”

      “You idiot!” I screamed. “Didn’t your family tell you anything about elves? Nobody should be able to get into a university without at least a basic knowledge of the critical words.” I strode over to him and shoved him down on the couch. “Aja china means you’ve just started a clan war. A clan war, you twit!”

      He shrunk back into the cushions. “I don’t have a clan,” he said in a small voice.

      “Yes, you do,” I contradicted him. “You have several, actually. Your family is a clan of birth. That’s chava. The Honors Program is a clan chosen by authority, in this case the university. You’re lucky; that one’s chama.”

      “Why lucky?” he asked, then cringed when I glared.

      “Because I’d kill you first if that were the case. China is the clan you have chosen, or that talent chooses.”

      His eyes widened. “The Theater Guild,” he breathed. He scrambled to his feet. “I have to warn them!”

      I shoved him back down on the couch. “You go to the computer lab to send out a warning and they’ll catch you. You need to evacuate the whole guild, not just warn them.”

      “We can’t afford that. The university will have our necks.”

      I only wasted a second on the decision to blow my cover. I wasn’t doing much good here anyway. “I’ll cover it,” I said.

      “You? But you’re a scholarship student.”

      “I said I’ll cover it. What’s your evac code?” He opened his mouth but didn’t say anything. “Now,” I hissed.

      He clicked his teeth and gave it. I did a few things with my oversized watch. “Good. Now they’ll be warned as soon as they check the clock or their messages.” Chris still looked like he’d been poleaxed. “Where’s your portal?”

      “It’s in the library basement, in the middle elevator. Evac code on the buttons.” He broke into a sudden grin. “You’re a Mystic, aren’t you? I like your real voice better.”

      I gave a mental sigh. “The proper term is Sibyl.” And how the guys hated it.

      He didn’t stop grinning. “I’ve always wanted to meet one of you! All this time in class, and I never… how come you’re posing as a scholarship student, not being wined and dined by the deans?”

      Because a year ago one of my wined and dined compatriots disappeared, and we’d seen no sign of her since. Because anything powerful enough to take out a Sibyl from the upper echelons without a trace was of serious concern. And I still hadn’t a single lead as to what did it.

      “None of your business,” I snapped.

      Chris was irrepressible. “I’ve always thought you’d make a great actress. How about I go sneak off to the portal while you take care of everything?”

      Give me strength. “You’re a theater major; you know better than to sneak. Be inconspicuous, it’s safer.”

      “Yes, Mother.” Still grinning, he kissed my cheek.

      “Shoo.”

      As soon as he skipped out the door, I allowed a smile to cross my own face. I’d spent eight months carefully constructing a persona of a timid, retiring, cipher. Now I had the opportunity to blow that in one afternoon.

      This was going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      Of course, I was halfway to the chem lab before I realized that eight months of character building were not so easily thrown off. Especially autopilot. I was about to head to the central entrance to the Ad Building when I realized that I was hearing laughter.

      Snide, sneering elven laughter.

      There was a group of three Delta Sigma types eating lunch on the granite steps by the back doors of the Ad. Right next to, I realized, the back door of the theater. I watched the poor beet-red girl whose appearance had occasioned the laughter hurry past.

      Now, you have to realize that elves aren’t so bad when they’re older. They’re so wrapped up in their own concerns that they pay little attention to what we do. While they are still beautiful beyond human ken, as they age they outgrow the petty superior act and actually develop some character.

      College, however, is when they’re at their worst.

      I changed my direction and started ascending the stairs. These stairs are a real hazard, especially when it rains, so it took very little doing to slip to my knees, losing my glasses in the process. I felt around with my hands, pretending to not notice the malicious looks from the sorority elves.

      “Lose something?” one asked, then said in a stage whisper, “Clumsy cow.” She then made a series of observations about my appearance and general (lack of) demeanor that I was obviously supposed to understand, by tone if I were unfamiliar with the language.

      Something else you should know about elves: they’re incredibly sensitive when it comes to magic. Unless they’re distracted by something, such as being cruel to a social inferior, which includes most of the known world. Besides, what I was doing was very small and exceedingly subtle.

      The ringleader stepped down and brought her (platformed) heel down on the glasses. I heard powdering glass crunch as she twisted her foot. Apparently, the extreme prescription that had been foisted off on me was no match for a determined minx.

      “Oops,” she said innocently. Her compatriots giggled. I thrust the hopelessly destroyed glasses onto my face, grabbed my biochem book, and made good my escape. The elves went into hysterics as I all but ran, but I didn’t allow myself a smile until the door closed behind me. In about half an hour, they were going to suffer the worst case of food poisoning I could devise.

      Looks like biochemistry could be useful after all.
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        * * *

      

      I dumped the now-useless glasses in the trash and adjusted my eyes back to normal. The main doors of the theater were, as of right now, untouched, but that could change if I wasn’t quick.

      Confusion to the enemy and all that. Which of course meant the network had to go down.

      The servers were in the basement, but were pretty well guarded against the typical student. While I could crack the door codes without too much trouble, the time it would take could be crucial. I thought a moment, then ascended the stairs to the second floor and the computer lab. If I could take that out, I might slow down Delta Sigma’s call-to-arms enough to give the Theatre Guild a chance. Personal computers are, you might say, so very gauche and human, so most of them would only waft in to the lab one in a while if they really needed something.

      They’ve got the history of the school on the walls, but the Ad is so long that the computer lab is surrounded by the photos of barely a decade ago. I trailed my hand below the graduating classes of years gone and sensed what I was looking for only a few feet from the door.

      The wires were nine inches apart, but my hands are big. I spread my hand on the wall, glad there was no one in the hall to see, and arced the current through it.

      The collective noise of disbelief and horror from the computer lab as the lights went out and hours of unsaved last-minute term papers went to byte heaven was sorrow itself. Thankfully, the sound covered the involuntary whimper of pain I made as I worked my way back to the water fountain and thrust my hand in.

      The emergency lights had come on in the stairwells, and traumatized students began pouring into the halls, debating as to whether acts of God and the electric company were sufficient excuses for overbearing professors. I had no doubt that some remained behind, jealously guarding their seats lest the computers revived. I didn’t want anyone to see that I had my hand in the fountain, so I hunched over.

      Which meant that when somebody gave me a shove, my head smacked into the paneling. I half-fell as I turned around and saw a group of elves in the increasingly familiar Delta Sigma shirts. Their grim expressions told me that my effort at the lab was too late, and they were already on the hunt.

      “What are you doing?” the leader asked.

      “Just—get—getting a drink,” I stammered. The question made no sense to me until I looked up and noticed the sign over my head. Dr. Thompson, Theater Director. Silly placement of an office if you ask me, right past a water fountain and next to the women’s bathroom… and right next to the theater’s second floor. Oh.

      The leader looked me over carefully, then sniffed and decided that I couldn’t possibly be one of their targets. She turned to go and was all but knocked down by one of my tormenters from the stairs, who made a mad dash for the bathroom. I guess the microbes were faster than I thought.

      A couple of the Delts followed my victim into the bathroom. Pity food poisoning isn’t contagious. I didn’t dare try anything with a half-dozen elves staring at me. Then the leader stalked off down the hall, confronting the occasional despairing student, and the rest of the group, followers all, trailed behind.

      I was staring after them when a voice floated down the stairwell. “Ah, Miss Maureen, fellow Honors student. Could I interest you in a little project?”

      Palmer Canby, a senior engineering student, thumped down the stairs. He is quite brilliant and quite mad. He is also, for the most part, absolutely unflappable and a reassuring presence. I struggled to my feet, snagged the ubiquitous biochem book, and answered warily. Whatever he needed me for was undoubtedly a way to get me into a more useful position, but it wouldn’t be innocuous. But if I helped him, I could possibly use him later…

      “This isn’t another lightbulb experiment, is it?” He shook his head. I muttered, “You’d think four engineers could figure out how to power down a microwave.”

      “Three engineers,” he corrected. “And a physics major.” He made a bow and gestured me to precede him. “It was merely a misapplication of technique.”

      “It was green,” I countered. “The lightbulb turned lime green, Palmer.”

      “And we never would have discovered that side effect if the experiment had gone as planned,” he replied calmly. He fell silent for a moment, considering. “You are done with finals, are you not?” I nodded, a little disturbed. “Good,” he said, and held the door open for me.

      He hadn’t noticed my lack of glasses. However, this was the same person who had checked to see if the paint on the walls had changed when a sophomore had told him he noticed nothing—when the difference was a rather dramatic haircut. I relaxed.

      A bit. This was still Palmer, after all.

      He led me to his ancient powder-blue van and opened the rear doors. “Put these on,” he directed, and handed me a pair of thermal gloves that looked like vastly oversized oven mitts. I did so, and he unscrewed a large canister, which started misting into the air.

      “Palmer…” I started dubiously, but he waved my unexpressed concerns away and used a set of tongs to draw out a canister of shaving cream. He placed it in my gloved hands sideways and pulled out a box cutter, which he used to score the can. Then he started peeling the metal away from the (I now realized) frozen contents.

      “What on earth…?” I exclaimed, as he pulled the frozen mass free with the tongs, and lobbed it into the open sunroof of the car next to us, which was wastefully taking up no fewer than three of the all too precious parking spaces. I dropped the canister, which had thawed enough that it didn’t shatter, and Palmer cooly stated, “Liquid nitrogen. Wonderful stuff, really.”

      I was staring in horror at the vanity plates of the car. They read “CRYSTAL”, and I knew of only one Crystal who would park like that. “You… you…” I stammered, and this time it wasn’t feigned. The shaving cream suddenly, explosively, thawed, and the car was filled with a white foamy mass. “You just trashed the car of the head of Delta Sigma!”

      He nodded. “She really shouldn’t park like that.” As I was still gaping, he took a walkie-talkie from his belt, and spoke into it. “Stage B,” he said. “Roger that,” replied the voice on the other end of the device. “We’re just about ready.”

      “Stage B?” I asked faintly.

      “The tangerine cannon.” He grinned. “We did ballistics tests over Spring Break, and from the fourth floor of the Ad you can easily reach the Ice Palace.”

      The Delta Sigma chapterhouse. “You’re going to fire tangerines at them?”

      “Rotten tangerines,” he confirmed. “The Cog was throwing them out.”

      “Remind me to never annoy an engineer.”

      The walkie-talkie hissed to life. “We’ve got a problem, Canby.”

      “What is it?”

      “They’ve got a prisoner.” There was a pause as I imagined the sniper adjusting his binoculars. “Looks like Chris.” My heart sank.

      “Which Chris?” asked Palmer.

      “Skippy,” came the reply. At my look, Palmer asked, “They got something on him?” I nodded. He told the sniper to hold on for a minute, then dragged me into the van.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Aja china,” I admitted. Unlike Chris, he knew the term and nodded grimly.

      “So. How shall we rescue him? I’ve got a few implements that could be helpful.”

      “Just drive. I’ve got an idea.”

      For the two blocks, Palmer was silent. As he pulled up, he turned to me and said, “What’s your…” and trailed off.

      Even unobservant Palmer couldn’t fail to notice the fact that I no longer looked like a dweeby college froshling. Instead, I now looked like Crystal, the head of Delta Sigma. Right down to the platforms.

      “I thought we’d try the frontal approach,” I stated.
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      Despite Palmer’s objections, pulling a glamour in front of elves isn’t suicidal. Most of the time, anyway. The younger generation lives in a world bound by strictest propriety, and the lower echelons don’t tend to question—or even look at—the higher ranks too closely. With sufficient distraction, I could get in and out before anyone started wondering at my actions.

      At least, if I could get in the front door. Luckily, one of the sorority saw me coming and opened the door. “Ljesh karan,” she said. A bit archaic, but at least I knew the formal reply. “De nepienthre.” She backed into the foyer ahead of me, and I ventured to speak.

      “Mineala chi ana alef ajanaha.” I heard that we caught a prisoner.

      Her smile was a little feral. “En ajanaha te urulaia kol cuai.” Definitely not polite. Her eyes flicked to a door near the back. “Uruloa ke a’nem, sem t’natha deresh.”

      Alarm bells went off in my head. Ill treatment was one thing, and to be expected, but the phrasing she was using was a little more… final. She looked at where my belt would be, and frowned.

      I was saved from what would undoubtedly be an unfortunate speculation (what had I missed?) by a thump from upstairs, and then the sound of breaking glass. The tangerine gun had been deployed on schedule.

      Doors opened throughout the foyer. The sorority started scrambling around in an attempt to make sense of this new attack, and I made my way to the back. At one point I helpfully pulled the fire alarm, and the noise level tripled. None of the elves was looking my way as I entered the room.

      Chris was a mess. Aside from the scratches all over his arms from the earlier embrace of the bush, he’d since received a black eye and various other bruises. I didn’t like the way he was holding his arm, either.

      “Get up,” I commanded in my best Crystal imitation. He staggered to his feet and turned white. That arm was definitely broken.

      “Come with me,” I said, and grabbed the unbroken arm. He didn’t even muster a protest as I almost dragged him into the now-empty foyer (I could hear the screams of rage from upstairs clearly over the din from the fire alarm) and out the back door. Palmer’s van was idling by the sidewalk and I broke into a run, shoved him in the side door, and followed myself.

      Palmer let me out at the river. He’d offered to take me with him (and Chris) safely across state boundaries, but I declined. They hadn’t identified me yet, and according to the reader on my wrist, there was still one Guild member that had to get out.

      “In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess,” I said as I retrieved my book from the backseat. Chris was in a state of shock and (for once) said nothing. “You two going to be all right?”

      Palmer laughed. “The university legal boundary ends at the river. Even if it didn’t, in ten minutes we’ll be out of the city, and in two hours into the back of beyond. You know that sorority girls can’t stand the country.”

      I eyed his decrepit van and asked again, “You’re sure you’re going to be all right?” This received a bigger laugh, and he rolled up his window and pulled away.

      I took the bike trail back to campus. This had been a favorite walk of mine during the long months posing as a dweeb. Dweebs have no social life, but they are allowed a little nature.

      The sun beating down on my neck reminded me that I didn’t have to pose anymore. I took off the bulky sweater and left it on a bench. The little white collared shirt beneath would pass inspection once I unbuttoned the top button. The shoes broke apart to reveal sandals that, while not quite the cutting edge of fashion, were passable, and the tight little bun came apart nicely. My hair was almost down to my waist. I’d forgotten that, wearing my hair up all the time.

      There was nothing I could do about my skirt, not without a knife, but at least I now looked merely odd instead of completely cloistered.

      The campus seemed almost deserted when I returned. Ultimate Frisbee players and tanners alike had adjourned to dinner, or to their dorms to prepare for post-finals partying. I was able to slip into the back stairwell of the library without being noticed. The back door was closer to the science buildings where, my reader advised me, the last of the Guild students was finishing a final.

      She finally arrived, carrying a small, flat box and a roll of duct tape on her arm. I didn’t ask. Theater types are weird that way. “Maureen? What are you doing here?” I recognized her from numerous visits to the Honors house; the surprise was that she recognized me.

      “I’m getting you out, Lisa,” I replied. “What took you so long?”

      She frowned. “The professor’s a stick-in-the-mud. I couldn’t leave without an explanation, could I?”

      “So what’s in the box?” I asked.

      “It’s my grandfather’s old dissection kit. I couldn’t leave it behind.”

      “Is there a scalpel in there?” There was, and a few quick slices had my skirt shortened, though a bit messily. “So here’s the deal. There shouldn’t be more than a few students in the mailroom. I’ll lead the way and deal with any elves, and you get to the elevator.” I picked up my biochem text, held it like a shield, and opened the door.

      The mailroom was echoingly empty aside from an all-too-familiar figure. She gave us a close-lipped smile as she walked toward us. She was also fingering a large bronze knife at her waist.

      “Crystal,” I breathed. Her gaze flicked past me, recognized Lisa behind me, and came back to my face.

      “So,” she said. “I thought there was a little too much organization behind the problems we’ve been having.”

      I threw caution to the wind and tried to give her a migraine. Not only did it not work, Crystal started laughing.

      “Another Mystic. What fun.”

      Another one? My stomach dropped to my ankles. After eight months, I’d finally fulfilled my mission, and it didn’t look as though I’d live to tell about it.

      “She’s an Adept,” I said out loud, hoping Lisa would get away and be able to tell someone. “A what?” I heard from behind me. Crystal frowned.

      “No need to give away secrets, saresh’ta.” She stepped forward again, and I realized she was trying to back us into a corner. “While anfala china would have been nice, you two will do just fine.”

      “What’s an Adept?” Lisa hissed behind me. I threw my book off to the side so my hands would be unencumbered. Crystal drew her knife, and I knew that I was eight months out of shape as I assumed a fighting stance.

      “Blood magic,” I whispered back, keeping my eye on the knife. “Whatever happens, just get out.”

      When you’re in a fight, you have to stay focused. But my mind was whirling with the fact of an Adept in the upper ranks of the elven community on campus, an elf who could kill—had killed—a powerful Sibyl without a trace or trail. I managed to keep track of the knife, but not of the foot that knocked me over.

      It wasn’t long before I was pinned down, my right cheek pressing into the institutional carpet, right arm underneath me and left screwed up behind me. I think Crystal was kneeling on it.

      There’s ways to get out of such holds, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember any. Crystal grabbed my hair, wrapped it around her hand, and used the knife to cut it off at my neck.

      “Short hair is always better at an execution,” she purred. Never let an Adept get any part of you, I recalled from training long ago. I couldn’t do anything to Crystal, but my hair…

      I burned it with a thought. She made a disappointed sound (I could almost see the affected pout on her face) and carefully wiped the ash off her hand on the carpet in front of my nose.

      Which meant it was impossible to miss the scalpel that came down and pinned it to the floor, sinking through her hand like a stone into water.

      Crystal made a high-pitched inhaled shriek and tried to lift her hand over the top, but a probe was fixed to the top with duct tape (duct tape!) and hit the back of her hand. I managed to roll out from under her and shake the short ends of my hair out of my eyes just in time to see Lisa slam my discarded biochem book into Crystal’s head.

      Crystal went limp. Lisa dropped my text on top of her and looked at the pinned hand, which was beginning to char. “Interesting,” was all she said.

      I stood up, a bit shakily, and motioned to the elevator. “Come on, Lisa, let’s get out of here.” We got into the elevator and activated the portal. I looked sideways at Lisa. “How’d you know about the iron?” I asked, curious. “They try to keep that hushed up.”

      She shrugged. “Any elf in biology uses obsidian scalpels. They try to act like it’s pretentious, but I noticed that they never use steel pins, either.” She looked at the wall, smiling. “And it’s a sure thing that the campus just layers the flooring. I bet there’s old linoleum under that carpet, just like there is in the theater.”

      Hmmm. Good thinking on her feet, an ability to put things together… “I might just recommend you for a job.”

      “Maureen?”

      “No. Not anymore. Call me…” I thought of my burned hand, the abrasions on my face, my fraying skirt and simple sandals, and ran my (unburned) hand through my newly short hair as the portal opened onto forest. Ah. That was it.

      “Call me Sylvia,” I said, and stepped out the door into the sunlight.
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        Dr. Marcus Thompson, Professor of ancient lore at Tulane, sat at his desk, looking around at the volumes of collected stories, some dating back to the time where histories were handed down by elders telling the stories to the young as they sat around the communal fire at night. Shaking his head, he looked back down at the thin volume in front of him. Plain, with no embossed title, it recounted a fanciful story of a great battle in what is now Germany. It told of men, elves, giants, and other beings out of myth and legend coming together to stop an invasion through a portal from another world. At the end, it told of how the surviving mages came together to close all portals, to close off the energy of magic from this world. A unique story, not recounted anywhere else, Dr. Thompson had considered it just one more embellishment of a fight between Roman forces and the local tribes.

        But then, his students began to recount a night when a young woman, accompanied by others, kneeled in Jackson Square and, as she kneeled, energy ripped up from the earth and lit up the sky for miles. He closed his eyes as he remembered that night; a night where unexplained lightning ripped through the air on a cloudless night.

        After that night, all sorts of rumors and stories swept through New Orleans, and were even being reported from around the world. Reports were bombarding the news shows and social media about beings of myth and legend appearing out of nowhere, walking the world as they would have so many millennia before. On top of that, people were finding that they actually had the ability to use the powers of magic. And, in the heart of this massive change in the world, was that unique young woman who was now being called the Witch of New Orleans.

        So, Dr. Thompson decided that, since he was here at the time that magic returned to this world, he was in a great position to record the events for future readers. His fingers began to fly across the keyboard of his computer, recording the events of the last several weeks. As the shadows of sunset began to creep in the windows, he stopped and pushed back from his computer. Nodding, he turned to the diminutive fairy setting cross-legged on his desk. “Well, Nalati, have I got it right?” The fairy just smiled and nodded.
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      Butterfly Lane, wearing a rumpled T-shirt and jeans, with a backpack holding her computer tablet and notes, sat disconsolately on the front steps of the dilapidated Central Dallas High, staring south at the downtown Dallas skyline. She absolutely hated this school. Built in the 1920s, it was a prime example of preservationists keeping a historical building instead of letting the school system raze it and build a new one. The wood flooring was uneven and stained, the walls showing multiple colors of paint, now mostly a dull, faded green. The lighting had been replaced in the '60s, but that was it. Air conditioning consisted of window AC units, with a boiler for radiator heat that had seen its better days. But that wasn’t the reason that she dreaded setting foot in the school.

      The reason for her fear was simple. The school was in the middle of an area was a hot-bed of gentrification, with the older 1900s-1920s homes either being razed for new McMansions or being purchased by some young upscale owner looking to gut the interior and make it new. The result was that the low-income families which had moved into the neighborhood decades ago were now being pushed out by ‘urban pioneers’ such as the Lanes. The great majority of the kids who remained in the school, after seeing their friends and local extended family members pushed out, hated the newcomers. They had formed into gangs that effectively ruled the school. You either belonged to one or you were a target, and Butterfly, being one of the newcomers, a so-called ‘privileged’ kid, was a target.

      The great majority of families with children who had moved into the area sent their children to one of the several private academies in the area, schools that catered to the children of parents who had actually had a clue as to what was taking place in the failing inner-city school. When Butterfly had told her mother what was happening and had begged to be allowed to go to a private school, or just get her GED and get out, her mother told her bluntly that she was no better than the poorest of the poor and she had to go to school where they did.

      So Butterfly sat on the rough concrete steps, facing the inevitable sound of the bell calling the students to class, or what passed for classes in the inner city, decaying school building. Even as she pondered how she could avoid going in, Janie Fraley plopped down beside her. One of the very few friends that Butterfly had made at the school, Janie was one of the so-called ‘braniacs’ in the class. Short, pert, with shoulder-length raven hair, she was wearing her trademark glasses with flowers on the corners, a happy-face t-shirt and jeans. She dropped her bag between her feet and bumped shoulders with Butterfly.

      “Hey. Did your mom agree to let you bail?”

      Butterfly didn’t answer, just shook her head.

      Janie saw that her friend was absolutely crushed, and she understood it. She’d pretty much avoided being harassed as she had pretty much grown up with the kids in the school and wasn’t an outsider. Determined to change the subject and to try to cheer Butterfly up, Janie dug her cell phone out of her bag. Forcing a smile on her face, she turned it on and opened up a video channel. “So, have you seen the latest videos about the Witch of New Orleans?”

      Butterfly turned her head and looked quizzically at Janie. “The who? I’ve never heard of, what did you call her, a witch? What. Is she dressed like Elvira and carries a black cat or something?”

      Janie threw her head back, laughing. “No, silly. But, seriously, you haven’t heard of the Witch of New Orleans? She’s all over the internet. It’s full of her videos.”

      “I never go there. I mean, well, look. I don’t have anyone to talk to on chat sites or whatever the recent go-to place is. I’m just trying to finish my junior year at Western College online. That’s what I’m doing, not wasting my time looking at cat videos,” Butterfly finished with a snort.

      Janie was frantically scrolling across video links on her phone, determined to cheer Butterfly up. “OK, so you’re not aware that people are saying that magic is both real and now all around us, either,” she exclaimed, breathlessly.

      “Now you’re just trying to make fun of me. There’s no such thing as magic; it’s only misdirection and fakery.”

      “And you don’t believe in elves or flying horses, either. Right?” Janie asked with a mischievous grin.

      “Just myths and fairy tales,” Butterfly said sadly, looking back at the Dallas skyline. Flying horses, elves; now that would be something, she thought, morosely. The only flying horse around here is that sign on the old oil company building. At least it would be something different instead of being tortured in this school day after day.

      Seeing that Butterfly was still miserable, Janie keyed a video icon. “All right, so, what do you make of this?” Janie said, hitting play and holding the phone up where Butterfly couldn’t avoid seeing it. The video was obviously of Jackson Square; the location was iconic with the statue of the general in front of the cathedral. It took a moment for Butterfly to figure out what was going on. Several black SUVs along with a pair of NOPD police cars were pulling up. Armed security men, dressed in black tacticals and armed with rifles as well as the NOPD piled of the cars out and summarily proceeded to clear the square. As Butterfly’s attention was diverted from her own misery to the video, Janie elbowed Butterfly, saying, “Now, watch this.”

      Butterfly glanced over at Janie for a moment. Then, as she looked back at the screen, there was something happening, something that she didn’t know what to call it at first. The scientific side of her mind took over and her eyes widened as she realized that she was looking through a hole in the air to another location. It was a wormhole. She could clearly see what appeared to be the courtyard of a home through the hole that was blocking the view of the cathedral. Then a woman stepped through the hole. She was wearing a brown outfit, with an embroidered tunic top, split skirt, matching boots, a cape with a cowl, and holding a staff in one hand.

      “What the hell?” she exclaimed.

      Butterfly quickly reached out and, taking the phone from Janie, touched the pause button. She manipulated the image, expanding it on the screen until they could see the woman’s face clearly. The face was the textbook image of a young Irish woman, complete with red hair and freckled nose, until you looked closer. The eyes were a deep green but were slanted up on the edges. That could possibly be explained by an Asian background. But the ears! She could clearly see one of the woman’s ears, and it was pointed; it wasn’t a ‘Spock’ ear but a gentle but definitely distinct point.

      Butterfly turned to Janie and looked questioningly at her. Janie just grinned and mouthed, “just keep watching.” Butterfly shook her head; then, clicking play, watched the scene play out. The woman walked sedately out of the hole, as if she controlled everything around her. The hole closed behind her, leaving no evidence behind. Butterfly could hear people cheering and shouting ‘it’s the witch’. The point of view of the camera swung hard to the right, away from the woman, and focused on another wormhole opening up. As it opened, a winged horse, no, a winged unicorn, stepped through, again with the wormhole closing behind it. It walked daintily up to the woman, and then kneeled before her. She motioned for it to rise, and then the two stood together, apparently communicating somehow, even as the crowd noise grew even louder. Finally, at a wave from the woman, another wormhole opened, the two stepped through, and they were gone, the wormhole closing behind them.

      Butterfly looked wide-eyed at Janie, astonished at the video. “What the hell did I just see?”

      “She’s the Witch of New Orleans, silly,” Janie responded, grinning widely. “Haven’t you been following the news? Magic is real. There are reports of creatures from mythology popping up everywhere. And apparently it all started in New Orleans.”

      “That’s impossible,” Butterfly stated flatly, her clinical mind denying what she had just seen on the video. “Magic would break all the rules of physics. You can’t just wave a hand and…” she looked back at the video, which had been backed up to where the flying unicorn was stepping out of the wormhole. “No, that’s got to be special effects, a trick of some kind.” She looked Janie square in the eyes. “You stole this from some fantasy movie, didn’t you,” she demanded. “Tell me the truth. This isn’t real…is it?”

      “Apparently it is real. Remember that odd storm that came out of nowhere? The strange lightning that lit up the sky even though there wasn’t a cloud?” Janie demanded. Butterfly nodded. “Well, apparently it happened everywhere, at the same time. Even the news stations commented on that.”

      Butterfly shook her head. “My parents don’t listen to the newscasts. They subscribe to some internet stuff that they follow, mostly political stuff.” She scrunched up her eyes in thought. “Ya know, I think I heard them saying something about that, but Mom blamed it on global warming.” She shook her head. “You’re telling me, you’re positive, that actual magic is real, somehow? And it started with that lightning storm?”

      Janie nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah. Here. Let me show you the video of that night. It’s on here, too.” She scrolled to another video, and opened it up. The video showed a team of men and women, dressed in black tacticals, taking control of Jackson Square. Then the woman in the earlier video, wearing the same brown outfit, walked out of the darkness to a particular point in the square and, kneeling down, bowed her head. A tall man, dressed in black tacticals, stepped up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, as if to brace her. As the video unfolded, the woman bent over and her arms went down to the ground. As she kneeled on the ground, the air around her began to ripple as if it was being shaken. Then, with a roar, bright, golden energy ripped up out of the ground, streaming through the woman. She was thrown back into the arms of the man, her head back and eyes shut, arms outstretched, as the energy tore through her. It erupted, lighting up the sky for what appeared to be miles around. Even as it started to dissipate, small points of light began appearing all around the square and started congregating over the woman. She was helped to her feet, and, accompanied by the man and what was clearly her security team, walked out of Jackson Square. Before the video cut off, Butterfly saw people actually starting to kneel as she passed.

      “I don’t get it. What does it all mean?” Butterfly demanded.

      “I don’t really know, but people in New Orleans are saying that those lights that appeared? They’re fairies. And you saw the flying horse. They say there’s a whole colony of different beings living outside of New Orleans now. There’s crazy stuff going on,” Janie said, a big smile lighting her face. “I’d love to see, I don’t know, even a fairy,” she said, looking away from her friend for a moment, imaging what they could be like. She turned back to Butterfly, a poignant smile on her face. “But I haven’t seen anything yet. Now, if you do,” she said, elbowing Butterfly, “let me know. OK?”

      At that moment, the bell rang, calling the students into class. As Butterfly started getting up, Janie put her hand on her arm and leaned her head in close to Butterfly. “Just be careful. I’ve heard rumors. Keep your head down and don’t be afraid to run.” Butterfly looked quizzically at Janie. “Remember. Just be safe, OK?” Janie urged her, seriously. Butterfly nodded, and then, grabbing her backpack, joined the crowd entering the main building.

      Head down, roughly combed brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, Butterfly elbowed her way down the main hallway that ran through the crowded, old, inner-city Dallas school. Around her, the kids moved back and forth in the hallway. They were laughing at each other for the most part, pushing and shoving, occasionally deliberately bumping into Butterfly.

      She sighed. This was why she hated this school. 95% of the kids weren’t there to learn, and the ones that tried were treated as outcasts, like Butterfly. There was minimal discipline in the school, and virtually none in the halls. The teachers fed the students the answers to the annual advancement tests, and learning was hit or miss. The kids showed up, the school district got the money for the kids being there, and the gangs actually ran the school. For kids like Butterfly, survival was the name of the game. And survival was a fact. Just last week, two gangs had gone at it in the hallway; two boys were knifed in the fight. One was in ICU, the other in jail.

      Shaking her head, she pushed through the crowd, headed for first period, just hoping that Angelina Ramirez and her gang missed her this morning. Angelina had been harassing her for a month now. “Hey, you. Butterfly. Hey, girl, I’m talking to you.” Damn. Here we go again.

      With a deep sigh of resignation, Butterfly stopped and turned around. Of course; there was Angelina, along with her whole gang, over a dozen girls. Most had served time in juvenile detention for crimes ranging from simple shoplifting to armed assault, and were only in school because of the free lunch or to keep the probation officers off their rears.

      “What do you want, Angelina?” Butterfly asked with a sigh, as if she didn’t know.

      “Girl, I told you to get lost. We don’ want your kind in this school. I run this school, not that useless principal or her staff. Me! What part of get out of here don’ you understand?” Angelina snarled as she walked up to Butterfly. Behind her, the other girls began to spread out to encircle Butterfly.

      Butterfly glanced around, seeing what was happening and remembered Janie’s warning. Oh, shit. This is bad; real bad.She started easing backwards but found herself backed into the hallway wall. Past the ring of girls, others were forming into a pack to watch what happened. Butterfly glanced down at Angelina’s hands. A knife. Oh, God, she’s got a knife! She’s gonna kill me, right here! She frantically looked around for the school resource officer but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “Look, Angelina,” Butterfly stuttered, “mom makes me come. I don’t want to. Really. I just want to get through the day. I’m not bothering you, and I really, really don’t want any trouble.”

      Angelina looked away from Butterfly, looking around at the girls surrounding Butterfly. “Bitch don’ want trouble. Aw, ain’t that a shame,” eliciting a laugh from her followers. She looked back at Butterfly. Even though Angelina was several inches short of the 5’8” frame of Butterfly, she seemed to Butterfly to tower over her. Tears began leaking out of her eyes. “Aw, bitch is crying.” Angelina’s face hardened. “Well, it’s time to give you something to really cry about.” With that, she drove the knife at Butterfly.

      Butterfly, without thinking, swung the backpack she had been carrying in her hand in front of her, deflecting the knife momentarily. Frightened beyond any point in her life, adrenaline surging, she screamed, “Go AWAY!” and pushed Angelina, pushing with her entire body. But instead of just shoving Angelina back a step, Angelina flew backwards across the hall, knocking several other students out of the way as she smashed into the empty school lockers, crushing the doors, and leaving her bleeding and unconscious on the floor.

      The crowd that had been surrounding Butterfly and egging Angelina on turned away from Butterfly, stunned and silent now, staring at the school bully lying crushed against the lockers, as well as the students who had been knocked to the floor. Butterfly stood there, shaking in fear and shock. She stared down at her hands, seeing a strange glow around them. She looked up at Angelina, still lying unconscious on the floor as her cronies surrounded her, momentarily ignoring Butterfly. The crowd had worked its way between the gang and Butterfly, some checking on the other fallen students, momentarily hiding her from the gang. Butterfly looked around frantically. The school resource officer as well as the school staff was nowhere to be seen. Oh, God; oh GOD! What happened? What did I do? She looked at Angelina one more time. Oh, shit, I think she’s…did I KILL her?Terrified, with no help coming, she panicked, focusing only on escaping; escaping Angelina’s gang, escaping the school, escaping everything.

      She desperately pushed past the stunned crowd and fled out the front door of the school, oblivious to the shouts behind. As she ran across the school yard, she saw one of the city transit busses approaching the bus stop across the street. Pulling her bus pass out of her pocket, she flagged down the bus and jumped on board, not caring where it was headed; only that it was going away from that hellhole of a school.

      As she rode on the bus, she buried her head in her hands, crying both in fear and in relief; fear as to what her mother would say, not to mention the police that she knew would come for her, and relief that, no matter what, she would not be going back there. The school would be sure to expel her. After all, she wasn’t part of one of the gangs, so the principal would have no reason to let her get away with what she did, even if Angelina survived. As her heart slowed its frantic beat, she started thinking about what had happened. She remembered trying to push Angelina away, but…something else happened. She’d felt a surge of strength, of energy that she had never felt before. For a moment, just a moment, she felt as if there was nothing she couldn’t do; she’d felt strong enough to rip the doors off the school, let alone throw Angelina across the hall.

      She looked down at her hands. They were still trembling from the shock of the attack, and yet, and yet it was as if there was something else there…some kind of energy around them. She closed her eyes, trying one of her mother’s meditation exercises for a minute or so, then opened her eyes again, looking at her hands. Nothing. It was all just an illusion, she thought to herself, a reaction to the shock.But it still didn’t answer the question of how she threw Angelina across the hall.

      She sat up in the worn bus seat, looking out the dirty window, and realized she was in downtown. That’s far enough. They won’t look for me here. They’ll be at the house, if anywhere.She reached up and pulled the cord, stopping the bus at the next corner. Climbing off, she realized that she had no idea where to go. She had her cell phone, but who to call? The police and the school would be calling her parents, and there is no way they would listen to what she had to say. She opened up the small billfold she carried; the bus pass; her cafeteria card for the school, useless now; and five dollars. At least Angelina and her gang hadn’t taken that from her, but that wasn’t going to help much. It wasn’t going to even get her lunch.

      Butterfly looked around, and realized that she had been dropped across the street from the Dallas Museum of Art. Shrugging, her backpack tossed over one shoulder, she walked over to the doors. She could see the staff moving around inside, but the museum was still closed since it was still early morning. Aimlessly, she wandered the grounds around the museum, walking past the brown jumpsuit-clad landscaping crew tending the grounds, and found herself at the rear of the museum in the wooded and landscaped sculpture garden. Spying the benches on the shaded patio overlooking the garden, she sat down, thinking about what she could do. Again and again she went over in her head what had happened, and she couldn’t make sense of it. How did I push her across the hall, she thought. How did I do that? I don’t have that strength. And then…my hands. Did I really see something around them?

      Deep in thought, trying to figure out what had happened and what to do, she had not seen the tiny being hovering near her, nor did she pay any attention to the crackling sound near her. It just faded into the background noise of the bustling city. She didn’t even know she wasn’t alone on the bench until a soft female voice said, "Hello."

      Deep in the depths of her morose thoughts, she glanced around, catching the sight of brown pants and boots. Someone from the landscaping crew, she thought, turning her head back down, staring at the ground in front of her.

      “Hi,” she mumbled.

      ”My name’s Sherry. What’s yours?” the woman asked, quietly. Butterfly shook her head, immersed in her inner sorrow, the drone of the big city a background to her pain. “Come on, now. I told you my name. Now, please, what’s yours?” came the quiet, calm voice again.

      Finally, Butterfly gave into the urge to talk to someone, anyone. “My name is Butterfly. Butterfly Lane and I hate my name.” She didn’t know why she added that, but it felt right to let it out.

      “Hello, Butterfly. So, why do you hate your name? It’s a lovely name.”

      “My mother, a useless hippie at heart, came up with it. She told me that it would fit my floating and flying soul. She didn’t give a damn of how others would react to that name. I’ve been picked on for it for, well, forever,” Butterfly muttered.

      “Don’t your parents love you?” the soft voice asked. “Your clothes are not bad; you’re clearly in good health. Is there something else going on with them,” the voice continued, coaxing Butterfly to let her open up her soul, perhaps for the first time.

      “Huh. You’d think. I go to school, I come home, I go to my room. I study on my computer, I go to bed, get up in the morning, and do it all again…and again…and again. My father is a vice president at some downtown Dallas bank. Mother, well, she’s a lawyer for some do-gooder group. She spends far more time and is far more interested in helping the so-called downtrodden. I mean, I can sometimes go almost a week without saying a dozen words to her. Really, she’d have us living in some commune, having me weed some group garden instead of going to school if dad let her get away with it.” Even as Butterfly finished, tears came to her eyes as she gave voice to the heartbreak of her broken family. All she had ever wanted was to be loved, to be held, to be cared for. Instead, she was treated as a piece of furniture by her parents.

      “I’m so sorry, Butterfly. You shouldn’t have to live like that. So, you ran away from school and now you’re sitting here because you’ve reached the end of your rope with your family?” the voice prompted.

      Butterfly’s shoulders dropped, and the tears began to flow. “No,” she choked out. “I was in a fight at school. A girl tried to kill me. I fought back, and I hurt her. I mean, I really hurt her bad. She might have died.” As the sobs came out, Butterfly felt the woman’s arm reach around her and pull her in close. “Are you going to call the police? I mean, I know they’re probably looking for me right now.”

      The woman’s voice laughed softly, and she gave Butterfly a gentle shake. “No, I won’t be calling the police. I don’t think that is going to be necessary. Do you, Elinane?”

      “No, Your Majesty, I don’t think that will be necessary at all,” came a tinkling voice in response.

      Butterfly’s head jerked up to see a small, glowing, winged being, hovering just feet in front of her. Her eyes grew wide in shock. What the hell! A fairy?Jerking her head around, she found a young, red-haired woman with slanted green eyes and pointed ears, dressed all in brown beside her. Butterfly jerked away to the other end of the bench, her head spinning as she looked from the woman to the small winged creature she still couldn’t believe was actually there.

      The woman smiled softly. “As I said, my name is Sherry, Sherry Martin. But my birth name is Sha-Ri a’ Alean de Camlin,” Sherry explained. “And I am here because you have come into your power, not to call the police.” She then pointed to the small being. “And Elinane is a fairy. She’s the one who felt you come into your power and alerted us.”

      Butterfly closed her eyes. Power? Fairies? This is insane. I don’t have any power. And yet, she remembered looking at her hands and seeing the strange glow around them. She thought back to the videos Janie had showed her, what they’d been talking about. “Wait a minute. You don’t mean magic?”

      “Young lady, you have, quite emphatically I might add, embraced your ability to control the power that exists in this world,” Sherry explained with a smile. She paused, looking away for a moment, then back at Butterfly. “You are out on the internet, looking at the videos.” Butterfly shook her head no. “Haven’t you seen the videos of people doing extraordinary things, people saying that magic has returned?”

      “No. I mean, my friend Janie showed me some this morning. She was trying to cheer me up. Mother wouldn’t let me leave school so she showed me some videos of a woman…” If it was possible, Butterfly’s eyes would have gotten even larger.

      “Oh. My. GOD! I’ve seen you, on those videos Janie was showing me. You’re who people are calling the Witch of New Orleans!”

      Sherry laughed gently at Butterfly’s reaction. “Yes, people are calling me that. Now, I am not a witch. A better term is a possessor of power. I don’t stand over a cauldron making potions to turn people into cats; I don’t make spells to do the things I do. I just have the ability to control the power that exists in the natural world, an energy that was sealed off for almost two millennia…and so do you,” she finished, pointing at Butterfly.

      Butterfly, shocked and amazed, looked down at her hands. They weren’t glowing; they looked normal…but they had glowed when she pushed Angelina. ”But, I don’t feel any different.”

      “You probably don’t right now. You haven’t learned to relate to the energies around you. Now, tell me what happened; and I mean everything. What you saw, what you did, what you felt,” Sherry instructed Butterfly. As Butterfly related all that had happened, her eyes still jerking back to the improbable fairy now floating over Sherry’s shoulder, Sherry nodded, encouraging her to tell her everything, even asking questions and asking probing questions as to how she felt when she pushed Angelina.

      As she finally ran down, Sherry nodded. “It is a shame that this is how you came into your power, but it is not uncommon. Some stress, some outside factor, it can trigger the release. In your case, it let off a powerful pulse that echoed through the power. That’s how Elinane found you. As to why she called me, well, you’re right. You are not going back to school. And you are not going to go back to your home, except to pack a couple of bags.”

      ”But…but…I’ve got to finish high school. I’ve got to face the police. I know that,” Butterfly sputtered.

      “No. There will be no police; I have friends that will see to that. Besides, it was clearly self-defense. As to going back to school, back to home, that really won’t be possible now. You absolutely have to get trained to handle what you’ve released in yourself.” Sherry’s face sobered for a moment. “Far too many people have died playing with the abilities they have, accidentally killing themselves, and sometimes taking innocents with them. You see, far too often, one of the first things that people do when they accidentally come into their power is to call up fire. You felt how much power you released when you defended yourself?” Butterfly nodded mutely. Sherry nodded back and continued. “Think how much fire you would have released had you called that up instead of pushing her. It would have incinerated Angelina, severely burned many of those around you, and possibly killed you in the process.” She shook her head sadly. “We just aren’t able to get to everyone quick enough.” Then she smiled. “But we did find you in time.”

      Sherry took a deep breath and then released it. “Now, what is your father’s name and where does your father work?” Butterfly opened up her cell phone, ignoring all the missed calls from her parents, and opened the contacts page. Sherry looked at it, nodding, and then looked at Elinane. “I need spotting at the entry to Butterfly’s father’s office in a place called the Plaza of the Americas.” Elinane nodded and disappeared.

      She stood up, taking Butterfly by the elbow and standing her up as well. She glanced around and saw that they were starting to gather an audience, some with cell phones out, taking videos. “We have to go now. We will start with your father. We can’t have your photo end up on some missing children’s page and have the police looking for you. We have to explain exactly what happened and what is going to happen; and from what you tell me, your father is the one to talk to.” For the first time all day, Butterfly began to feel encouraged. A small smile finally appeared on her face.

      Sherry gave her a grin. “That’s better.” She paused, and then continued. “Well, that’s good. Elinane is at the plaza, and she says your father is in his office, on the phone.” Sherry gave Butterfly a mischievous grin. “I bet he’s talking about you. Why don’t we go pay him a visit? Now, hang on, young lady. We are about to travel like you have never seen before.” She turned her head as if listening to something only she could hear, then reached out and ripped open a portal. Butterfly gasped as she saw her father, phone in hand, staring up from his desk, at her through the portal. A shove in the back and she darted through the portal, Sherry following closely behind.

      He was quicker on the uptake than Butterfly was. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded, pointing at Sherry. Then he turned to Butterfly. “And what the hell did you think you were doing, young lady?” he shouted, pointing at Butterfly, totally ignoring their unorthodox entrance to his office.

      Butterfly instinctively ducked back stepping partly behind Sherry. Sherry, just looked at Joseph Lane for a moment; then, pointing at him simply said, “Silence.” Joseph’s tirade stopped in mid-syllable. He gaped at Sherry, grabbing at his throat. He looked around his desk, grabbed his coffee cup and took a drink, and tried to speak again, only to find he was still unable to utter a sound. Sherry gave him a half-smile, and, pulling out the chair in front of the desk, sat down, gazing at the now frightened man sitting across from her. At a motion from Sherry, Butterfly quickly sat in the adjacent chair.

      “Now, Mr. Lane, we are going to have a discussion,” Sherry began. “Rather, I am going to talk, you are going to listen, and when Butterfly and I are finished, then, and only then, we will talk together, calmly and quietly. And, no,” Sherry said, pointing over her shoulder at Lane’s secretary who had a phone in her hand. “Don’t bother calling security. That would just be a bother and it won’t change anything. Now, go sit down and don’t bother us again!”The secretary dropped the phone, turned, and, with a shocked look on her face, went and sat down at her desk, sitting completely immobile, staring straight ahead.

      Sherry turned back to Joseph. “My name is Sherry Martin, and I am who the internet and news media calls ‘The Witch of New Orleans’. You can look me up on the internet and see the videos, and see the school that I’ve established.”

      “Now, as to what has happened today, one of your daughter’s classmates, the leader of a gang in what passes for a school you send Butterfly to, tried to kill your daughter in the school hallway.” Lane’s eyes widened at that, and he turned to stare at Butterfly, who nodded affirmatively. “She defended herself. Afraid of what would happen next, she fled. I was able to locate her before she hurt anyone or herself accidentally. You see, your daughter is a mage, a magician if you will. And I don’t mean a charlatan dealing in misdirection. I mean a young woman with a lot of actual power; power that can heal, power that can kill. And the thing about the power is that, without training, she can even kill herself accidentally, as well as any around her.”

      Sherry looked down for a moment, then back at Joseph Lane. “I know that this is hard for you to understand, especially since you clearly don’t believe in the power, in magic. But, your daughter is definitely capable of doing big things in the future. It is my job to train her to use the power for good, to use it properly, and to use it without accidentally hurting someone. As I mentioned earlier, I, along with others, have established what is best described as a boarding school.” She held up her hand. “No, there’s no fee. We are endowed and will continue to function on the basis of our income streams and endowment. However, Butterfly will be coming with me, and there will be no argument.”

      “You are going to say that I am kidnapping your daughter. That can be argued, but since she both wants to be trained. . .” Sherry stopped abruptly and turned to Butterfly. “I’m sorry. I forgot to ask you. Do you want to go to this school and be trained?”

      Butterfly just giggled. Here her whole life was being turned upside down. She wanted out of the school she was in, she wanted away from her parents. The offer was being dangled in front of her like a carrot, and here she was being asked if she really wanted this. “Oh, God, YES!” she practically shouted. Joseph Lane’s shoulders drooped at the enthusiastic answer.

      Sherry turned back to Lane. “All right. That’s settled. She wants to go and be trained. She has the potential to become one of the leaders as the world changes, as it faces the fact that the power that the world calls magic is back. How far she goes, what she ends up doing…well, that is ultimately up to her, but we will give her the chance.” Sherry leaned forward and looked straight into Joseph Lane’s eyes. “And that means the both of us, as well as her mother. Now, time for questions.”

      With a wave of her hand, the power that held Joseph Lane’s vocal cords still vanished. He shook his head, cleared his throat a couple of times, grabbed the coffee cup and took another deep gulp, and then angrily faced the two across his desk. “What give you the right…” he began, stopping when Sherry held up her hand.

      “Really, Joseph. You are an important person at this bank. You give orders and expect them to be obeyed. You are used to power.” Sherry held her hand open, and a ball of fire appeared, hovering above her palm. At a thought, it moved towards Joseph, stopping a couple of feet in front of him. His eyes staring at the ball in fright, he pushed his chair back from the desk. “This, my friend, is real power. If I so desired, I could crush this desk with a single thought. I could rip open the vault on this bank, or simply walk through all the walls and empty the vault and no one, and I mean no one could stop me. This is real power, not the false power you have which is dependent on those above you who have granted you the power you have.”

      Butterfly put her hand on Sherry’s arm. “Please, Sherry. This isn’t necessary.”

      Sherry sighed. “You’re right. I just get angry at people who mistreat children, especially their own.” The ball of fire disappeared. “Now, Joseph. Here is the situation. If I don’t train her, she will accidentally injure or kill someone, quite possibly you or your wife given your family situation. She is effectively a loaded, unlocked weapon pointed at those around her. She absolutely has to have the training, for her safety, for your safety, and for those around her.”

      “So, what is your answer, Joseph? Are you going to argue about this, or are you going to agree, and handle telling your wife about what has happened?” Sherry asked quietly.

      Joseph looked across at his daughter, possibly really looking at her for the first time in a long time. Instead of the small child he had once loved, there was a tall, strong young woman who had just defended herself against a gang. And he also realized that she had told him and her mother time and time again about what was going on in that school and he had ignored her pleas. He glanced down at his desk, at all the notes and phone messages. He sighed. Things had to change. He turned to his computer and in moments, had written a letter of permission to attend the school, and giving Sherry full guardianship over Butterfly until she turned eighteen. The now-unfrozen secretary notarized it, and handed it to Sherry.

      Butterfly clambered around the desk and hugged her father. “Thanks, dad. It’ll be fine.”

      He nodded back, tears forming in the corner of his eyes. “I do love you, you know. I didn’t always show it, but I do.”

      Butterfly nodded back. Then, walking around the desk, she joined hands with Sherry as she opened a portal to the front door of Butterfly’s home, to pack and leave for New Orleans.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Butterfly found herself sitting on the front veranda of what could have passed as the backdrop for Gone with the Wind. The large plantation home west of New Orleans, on River Road and backing onto the Mississippi had been converted to a school for girls over a hundred years ago, and had flourished until World War II and the changes that had taken place.

      Looking out over the yard, she was having a hard time accepting what she was seeing. Beneath the tall oaks and flowering magnolia trees, a black Pegasus walked among them, headed towards a white one standing with a colt. Off to the side of the building, elves were working alongside humans to set up what appeared to be a housing project. And then there were the odors; the sweet smell of magnolia and honeysuckle mixed with the mouth-watering smells of home cooking. It was totally alien to the noise and smells of gasoline and asphalt of downtown Dallas that she was used to.

      As she sat there taking everything in, an older dark-skinned woman came out, followed by a young woman, apparently in her early twenties, with golden hair, clad in a workout bra and shorts, very muscular and who walked almost as if she was prowling. They walked up to Butterfly, who jumped to her feet. Reaching out her hand, the woman gently took Butterfly’s in hers. “Hi. I’m Mary Lagrone, and I am in charge of the household operations here, and that includes housing, dining, and, well, everything except teaching you how to handle your powers. You haven’t been told your room number yet, have you?”

      Butterfly shook her head.

      “You have been assigned to room 217, left wing. Now, I imagine that you have read a bunch of fantasy novels where they stick a bunch of girls together with a head girl, and so forth, the Harry Potter stuff. Right?”

      Butterfly just nodded.

      “Those are based on British boarding schools. This is not that sort of school. The reason being that we are teaching people from youngsters to, well, as old as find that they have the ability to channel the power.”

      “Also,” she continued, “not everyone, as you can see, is truly human or even slightly human. We have to be able to accommodate everyone. Finally, we don’t want the sort of issues that such living arrangements can create.” She turned to the young woman standing beside her. “This is Lynda Pence, your roommate. She’s been around pretty much since we opened the facility. You have been assigned to room with her, at least for now, and she has been given the job of getting you acclimated to the school.

      “As to your room; it’s a room like a college dorm. There are two beds, separate closets, desks, etc, with an individual bathroom for the two of you. If you find you are not compatible, both of you will come talk to me, and don’t let whatever is going on between you get out of hand. Now, I will leave you two together to get acquainted. Supper is at six, served family style. So, Lynda, if you’ll show Butterfly around, I have things to do.”

      Lynda reached out and gave Butterfly a quick hug. Stepping back, she dropped her hands and smiled at her. “I imagine this is quite the, well, culture shock?”

      Butterfly nodded, and then turned and motioned at all the beings in view. “I…well, I had no idea. I mean, I saw some videos, but, this…I mean…they are real.”

      Lynda looked out across the yard, and, nodding, turned to Butterfly. “I was given the brief on how you came to be here.” She shook her head. “Yes, you had a hard time but you have no idea about the others.” She turned back towards the yard and motioned out towards the others. “The elves, the Pegasus,” she sighed and continued, “along with so many others, were trapped in between worlds, neither asleep nor awake, trapped in a gray nothingness, barely aware of passing time. Then Sherry Martin came and ripped open the seal that had closed off magic from this world, and, bam! They woke up in this time, in a world that is totally alien to what they left.”

      She glanced over at Butterfly. “Think about the Stone Age villages they find in the Amazon, in the islands. Those are people still living as they did for thousands of years and then here come modern humans in planes, trucks, with their modern conveniences. The culture shock is horrible.” She looked back at those in the yard. “And it is just as bad or more so for these people. And yes, the non-humans such as the Pegasus are as much a people as we are, just as intelligent, just as willing to love, and, yes, to hate as we are.” She shook her head sadly. “And so many had to hide, creeping through the night, scavenging just to survive. Some were even killed before they could get here.”

      Lynda’s eyes seemed to focus on something Butterfly couldn’t see. “In my case, I had a boyfriend. I was training for a marathon. I had just finished law school. Sherry didn’t mean any harm when she released the magic on the world. I know she simply hastened the event by a few days, but I still miss what I lost.”

      She turned to face Butterfly, and stepped back. “Unlike you, the magic didn’t give me real powers to change things, to be able to do what you will be able to do some day. It treated me, along with others, differently. Look at me, please.” Butterfly turned and looked at Lynda and gasped as Lydia started to change. Her body began to warp before Butterfly’s eyes, going from a normal, although tall and muscular, woman to what would appear to be an anime version of a combination of a woman and a mountain lion. The eyes became feline; the teeth became fangs; the muscles became more pronounced; and she became covered with a tawny fur the same color as her hair. Butterfly looked at her, more amazed than anything. As Lynda stood there, the reason for wearing the workout clothes was apparent; the body changes would rip normal clothing apart.

      Lynda put her arms out to the side. “Well, now you know what I am, a shapeshifter. Can you stand to room with me? I’d rather you know now than find out later.”

      Butterfly looked at her, astonished at the change, and then smiled. For the first time, Butterfly didn’t feel like an outcast. There were others who were dealing with issues like she was. “Lynda, you’re beautiful.” She began giggling. “I think I am going to love being here, to be here with you and all these others.” With that, she stepped forward and hugged Lynda, feeling the fur against her skin. As Lynda hugged her back, Butterfly could feel a contented purr.
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        * * *

      

      The days turned into months and the summer passed. Butterfly took her GED and got her diploma. While she was eligible to go off to college, she decided to go to finish her college degree online since she was already a junior. As to her powers, she still had so much to learn, not only about her power, but how it would affect her body.

      The good thing was that Sherry and the others who were overseeing the school were bringing in so many different teachers, and so many different disciplines. One was George Running Bear, a Shoshone shaman, who had learned how to use the small amount of magic leaking past the seals, and was teaching his people’s ways of magic, which were nature-based.

      Then there was Manile, an elven sorceress. She was teaching the students how to blend the power with potions. Butterfly was quickly shown that it wasn’t that the plants had any real powers beyond the normal plant-based powers humans already knew about. Rather, the plants would become avatars for what was being infused into the potion. Valerian root and lavender, each of which normally aid in sleep, could be blended with an influx of power to create a sleeping potion, with the strength varying as to how much power was infused into the potion, not the plants themselves. They just allowed the power to be anchored in the potion.

      And then, there were others such as Jenny Andrews and Elaine McKenzie, who were involved and instructing those with a healing aptitude a form of healing that combined modern medicine with the use of their power to heal. Butterfly had been among several who had observed an operation in a New Orleans hospital, along with a significant number of the surgical staff, as Jenny carefully removed what was once considered to be an inoperable brain tumor from an eleven-year-old child. Butterfly was amazed at the control Jenny had, and was elated at the success of the operation, but medicine didn’t call to her like it did others at the school.

      One of the most important teachers was Rafe McMahan, Sherry’s consort. A very strong magician in his own right, his powers ran to the mental, and he taught a weekly class about how to influence others, how to read minds, and so forth. He was both scary and, yet, comforting to be around. Butterfly could see how he and Sherry actually fit together, especially when they were together in the school.

      The training that Butterfly found herself excelling in was in the use of the power for what would be considered military uses; the offensive and defensive uses of power. The first time she worked with the elven shaman instructors, they were astonished at her power at such a young age. Normally, the power grew as you matured, but she had a strength exceeding some of their most accomplished shamans. Perhaps it was her ability to multi-task, but she was quickly throwing up shields while actively attacking a target within a couple of weeks of beginning her training.

      In the evenings, she would walk the grounds, looking up at the stars, thinking about what had brought her to this place, this ‘college’, where she could be herself. And yet, she was vividly aware of the security guards working the grounds. She’d been told that were sensors set along the far property lines where the brush was thick, while armed guards walked both the levee of the Mississippi at the back of the property and along the road. Occasionally, someone would try to sneak in or fly a drone over to see what was happening, and that would result in a very strong response. So far, no weapons had been discharged, but she wasn’t fooled.

      Before coming to the school, she had paid almost no attention to the media or the internet social sites. But after being shown what was going on in the social media world, she realized that not following what was being said could be very dangerous; both to her and to the school. Especially as there were real threats against Sherry and those with the various powers.

      This fear was brought to the forefront of Butterfly’s thought when she had been told of how a crime lord tried to have Sherry assassinated. Thankfully, Jenny had been there when she was shot and was able to stabilize and ultimately heal Sherry. And then there was the recovery of the clan of elves from the labs of an international corporation. Sherry had led a task force of FBI agents and her own strike team to save them. Unfortunately, they were too late to save several members of the clan, most of who had apparently been vivisected by the lab techs, who considered them little more than animals. Thankfully, they wouldn’t be around any longer to perform their evil. The FBI had found a treasure trove of documents linking several mega-corporations to the lab. However, the entities were so powerful that the government found itself unable to proceed against them. Butterfly did find it interesting that there was a spate of unexplained ‘suicides’ of high-ranking corporate officials, all linked to those same corporations.

      She’d tried not to worry about the hostility of some people towards magic users, the threats that had been made, but it was in the back of her mind that late September evening. Even in south Louisiana, fall was in the air. The leaves on the oaks were starting to change, and there was a dusty smell that fall brings to the land, even among the evergreen pines and magnolias. Butterfly was walking with Lynda along the path that headed towards River Road. The path followed the drive, winding among the magnolias and oaks before swinging around and heading back towards the school. Miss Lagrone’s landscaping crew had installed benches along the path, along with landscape lighting so people wouldn’t step on a snake or an alligator, both of which were ubiquitous in south Louisiana.

      It was the weekend and a bunch of the older students had decided to go into New Orleans and the French Quarter for the evening. Lynda had been invited but had decided to stay at the school and was walking along the path with Butterfly. It was warm, but a weak front had blown through, so the often-oppressive humidity was gone. It was a great night to be out under the stars. Butterfly stopped at a bench, and Lynda plopped down beside her. “We haven’t had time to talk lately, you and I,” Lynda began, then stopped as Larry Rogers, one of the security guards walked past. They nodded. “Hey, Larry. How’s everything?” Butterfly asked conversationally.

      “Oh, it’s been quiet these last few days,” he replied stopping, but keeping his head on a swivel. “You two really need to be around on the back side of the school, where you’re screened from the road, though.”

      “Why? What’s up?” Lynda asked, glancing around.

      “There’s been some odd vehicles driving by, odder than usual. Usually vans or SUVs with blacked out glass. Gunner thinks something is up, and has added more guards on night patrol.”

      As they talked, the wind shifted. Lynda’s eyes grew wide. “Larry! Someone else is here, close by. I can smell them.” With that, she stood and started to change as Larry keyed his mike; but before he could say anything, he grabbed his neck and collapsed to the path unconscious.

      Lynda gawked at him for a moment, and then grabbed Butterfly, jerking her to her feet. “Run! Get out of here. Larry’s been shot with a dart. Now go! I’ll try…” She jerked, her hand going to her side. Even as she turned, growling, her eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed unconscious at Butterfly’s feet. Butterfly’s training kicked in; even as her eyes grew huge at Lynda lying before her, she threw up a shield around them. She looked around and saw dark shadows moving along the tree line.

      She focused, using her power to listen.There was a rustling among the brush and then a voice: “We have two down, missed the third one, but she’s just standing there. Sniper, take the shot.” She heard what sounded like a hiss; her eyes grew wide as a dart hit her shield right in front of her eyes, dropping to the ground. Damn. They’re trying to kidnap us. They’re trying to get ME!

      Even as her mind shied from that thought, the men quickly moved through the trees towards her, only moments away now. Fight, girl. Fight like Angelina is after you. Damn you, fight!Her mind cleared in that moment. She glanced at Larry, but by the time she got to the radio, the men would be there and she didn’t know how long she could hold her shield up against them. As they closed in, she could see they had goggles on their faces. Since coming to the school, she’d played enough Call of Duty to recognize the light-enhancing goggles. Well, if they want light, I’ll give them light, she thought tightly.

      Focusing herself, she grabbed the power around her, focused it into one huge ball of light and turned it loose while closing her eyes. She heard yells from the men as they were blinded by the light. Opening her eyes as the light around her returned to that of a well-lit landscape, she saw six men staggering around. Pulling the energy in again, she took each out with a force punch to the head. She looked around, and then looking up, shot a ball of red light, like a flare, into the night sky. That should get security coming.

      Keeping her shields up, she cautiously approached the men. Stopping in front of one, making sure he was unconscious, she kneeled by him, removed the earpiece from under his helmet, and held it up to her ear. There was a buzz of a squelch, then a voice. “Team 1, come in. Team 1. Report.” There was silence, then, “Team 2. Abort, repeat abort. Assemble at Point Able.” Again silence, then, “Team 2, copy. Be advised we have one of the targets. Repeat, we have one retrieval.”

      Butterfly stood, the earpiece ripped unnoticed from her ear. They’ve kidnapped someone.She looked around frantically. Where are they?A small ball of light appeared next to her as Masine, one of the fairies that hovered around the school, appeared. Butterfly glanced around at the fairy. She could hear security coming but there wasn’t time to waste; the other kidnappers were leaving now!

      “Masine, please, get all your friends. One of us has been kidnapped, and they’re trying to get away right now. Please, try to find them.” The fairy nodded, and then seemed to disappear; but even as Butterfly looked around trying to see the other kidnappers, lights began flickering everywhere. The quick-response team from security came pounding up, forming a perimeter around the three. As Butterfly breathlessly explained what was happening, one of the team who apparently was a medic began checking Lynda and Larry out. In just a few moments, he nodded that they would be all right, were just knocked out.

      Even as Butterfly took a sigh of relief, Masine reappeared. “They’re trying to escape along the service road just east of here. They’re carrying one of the elves from the temporary shelters. We have to hurry.”

      “Show us,” Butterfly commanded, chasing after Masine as she led off across the lawn. Butterfly pulled on the energy to give herself more speed, more stamina even though she knew her body would pay for it later. Quickly outpacing the security team, she reached the point where the dirt access road met River Road. “Where are they?” she asked as she erected her shield again.

      Masine landed on her shoulder. “They heard you. They’ve stopped just a few yards back in the shadows.” Even as she spoke, shadows rose out from the bushes, becoming armed men, one with another person slung over his shoulder.

      There came the hiss again, and a dart slammed into the shield. Butterfly flinched, but stood her ground. They can’t pass. I can’t let them. They’re no better than the bullies at school. I won’t run again!

      One of the shadows nodded, and then as one, the men charged Butterfly. She nailed the one carrying the elf, as well as two of the leaders, but the remaining two pile-drove into her shield, forcing her back. She tripped and fell, the impact shaking her, almost making her lose her concentration. Then one of the men pulled out a suppressed pistol and began shooting at her while holding her down.

      Butterfly’s eyes flew wide. Scared beyond belief now, she knew she couldn’t keep lying there. Sooner or later, her shield would fail and she would be dead. That moment in school when Angelina came at her with a knife came back to her. Her eyes narrowed. ”I wouldn’t let Angelina kill me, and I damn sure not going to let you either,” she growled and pushed with all her might.

      The two men flew well into the sky, crashing into the trees along the road.

      Butterfly slowly and painfully rose from the pavement, standing shakily but safe. As she stood there, the security team arrived and began rounding up the second set of kidnappers. Unnoticed by the security team, a dark van parked down the road cranked up and, without lights, drove away.

      Later that evening, Lynda woke up in the school infirmary to find Butterfly sitting next to her. “How are you feeling?” Butterfly asked.

      “Like a Bourbon Street party hangover. That’s how I feel. What happened?” she asked.

      Gunner Williams, head of security, came walking up to the two. “What happened is that you and one of my guards were taken out by tranquilizer darts. You don’t remember?”

      “Uh uh. I remember talking to Larry, he…fell? And then,” she shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “Well, I’ll let Butterfly, here, fill you in. Elaine says you’ll be okay by morning as the drugs wear off. We’ll talk then.” With that, he wandered on down to visit the others.

      Butterfly reached out and took Lynda’s hand. “You’ll be all right. Now go back to sleep. I’ll be here in the morning.” As she watched, Lynda’s eyes closed again as she drifted off.

      She jerked as a hand fell on her shoulder. Glancing around, she saw Sherry Martin standing there, along with Rafe McMahan.

      “Butterfly, you did very well tonight,” Sherry said, drawing a chair up with a motion of her hand and sitting down beside her. “You protected your friend along with others tonight, stopping an attempt at abducting people who look to us to make this a safe place. You should know that we are very proud of you. You could have frozen; you could have not brought your shield up in time; you could have not taken the initiative to stop the second team of kidnappers. But you didn’t do any of those things. You rose to the occasion and did what you believed needed doing. Thank you.”

      Butterfly looked at Sherry with Rafe standing behind her, and then back to Lynda, a woman who had become her friend, a friend that she had saved, lying safely in bed when she could have been kidnapped, along with Butterfly. She closed her eyes, saying a prayer for whatever brought her to this school, this home.For this school, these people, no matter their shape, their previous lives, these were her friends, her family. This was where she belonged, and where she would stay for as long as she could.
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        A friend’s precocious 3rd Grade class had many questions about how talented students with no family background in magic prepared for their first year as a student at a beloved magical school. Since I have insider-knowledge about this process, I thought I would answer the question with an example. Results may vary from school to school.
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        How to Get into a Magical School

      

      

      Once everyone else in the testing center was gone for the day, Topher Evans’ real job began. After all the test takers had been picked up by their parents and the other proctors clocked out, he logged into his Ouroboros Industries employee account so he could print the “OI Results Report_Regional Recruiting.txt”. This gave him the testing analysis of all the computer-based tests taken that day in Alaska and the western Canadian provinces. He received an error message: “Two tests still in progress.” It was 3:48 p.m. One of the other testing centers must take later appointments than they did here in Anchorage, Alaska. While he waited to print the regional report, he sent his short stack of paper tests through the answer sheet reader.

       The analyses of the paper tests for the region would not be available until the following morning, so he did not usually bother to do this until right before he left work. With only eight paper tests today, the results of those he had supervised might possibly be ready before the daily regional report printed. If he had to wait around to print that report, Topher figured he might as well get a jump start on the work he would have to do in the morning. 

       Topher glanced over each test report as it came out of the printer and immediately shredded it. With his perfect eidetic memory, he would be able to read everything he had glanced after the documents had been destroyed. This would prevent anyone outside of Ouroboros Industries from learning the recruiting techniques and criteria written into the assessment tests used by more and more school districts. O.I. openly used test scores to find candidates for scholarships to elite universities and prep schools across North America, but what most people didn’t know was that they also used the year-end grade completion assessments to find students with magical ability in order to repopulate the communities of the Wise after so many of the previous generations of sorcerers and sorceresses had been killed in the Terrible Years.

       Topher’s summer job was ostensibly to proctor the private and homeschool students who took assessments at the testing center in order to prove to the state of Alaska that they were keeping up with the educational standards of the public schools. The work was not very demanding; a perfectly normal part-time job for a college student. What the other employees at the testing center didn’t realize was that he was also hired to make first contact with families whose children showed a high likelihood of having magical ability but knew nothing about the existence of magic, those whom the magical World of the Wise called Unwary. Such students would be invited to apply for the O.I. scholarship program and participate in another battery of assessments and interviews that would determine if they had sufficient magical talent and could qualify for admission to one of the colleges or high schools that taught one of the sorcerous arts. 

      The highest caliber students, those who had a broad aptitude for magic and academics, earned scholarships to Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts, the only school in the world that taught all seven of the sorcerous arts. This was the school Topher had attended for the last five years and where he had met William Locke, the son of one of the founders of Ouroboros Industries. Topher was determined to prove that he had earned his position by merit and not because of his friendship with William.

       The two Arctic regions were the least populated recruiting areas in North America but such remote environs tended to provide excellent hiding places for communities of the Wise and also the talented Unwary who naturally tended to make their homes where people would be less likely to discover their unusual talents. Topher considered it a toss-up whether he would find anyone in his first summer as a recruiter; it sometimes took years for a new recruiter to find their first Roanoke candidate. Still, this was an excellent opportunity and one that allowed him to live at home with his family for the summer. 

      It was true that Topher could work just about anywhere in the world and still make it home to Chase, Alaska for dinner each night by Walking Glass, but there was something about actually being close to home. Chase was a couple of hours from Anchorage by road, just past the small town of Talkeetna, not that anyone ever noticed it. The U.S. census listed 27 residents in Chase but that did not count the inhabitants of the magically-obscured village of the Wise that was home to the Evans family and others like them who preferred to live far from the hustle and bustle of the Unwary world. 

       Topher was already reviewing the analyses of his paper tests by the time he could run the daily regional report. One test caught his attention. The student was Themistocles Ferguson. He had essentially maxed out the whole eighth-grade test, including the hidden markers for magical potential. His family lived in Talkeetna, just a few miles down the highway from Topher’s house. According to his memory, Themistocles was the youngest of the Ferguson kids and his family called him Temmy. 

      Topher had a passing acquaintance with the Fergusons and used to play hockey with Temmy’s older brother, Hesiod. Mrs. Ferguson’s family had farmed that homestead since the 1930s. The Fergusons seemed to keep to themselves, worked hard, and homeschooled their kids, just like many other homesteading families in Alaska. Topher had to admit that he had lost track of most of his Unwary friends and neighbors since he started attending Roanoke Academy his freshman year of high school. It was entirely possible that the whole family had magical talent but kept to themselves so much that they never discovered the obscured village of the Wise, inhabited exclusively by sorcerous families, just a few miles north of their land.

      Since he was still at work, Topher submitted a candidate report for Temmy and called Mrs. Ferguson to try to schedule a preliminary interview. This could turn out to be quite a feather in his recruiter cap.
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        * * *

      

      The early morning sun shone high and bright through the flowering trees. It was not yet 8:00 a.m. and the sun had risen hours ago. Topher imagined that the Fergusons’ had been up almost that long also. They were farmers, known for being the largest local suppliers of apples and honey to the Denali Brewing Co. just a few miles away. For being on the road system, the Leafson Homestead, named for Mrs. Ferguson’s family, felt pretty remote situated in the southern part of the Bartlett Hills. It would not surprise him if this family was filled with magical talent that had gone unnoticed for generations. Whoever got close enough to them to see if they did things strangely by mundane standards?

      They were not an overly large family. Mrs. Ferguson, her husband, Mike, and their five children lived on the homestead with her parents, Leaf and Kiersten Leafson. All of the Ferguson children in order were Pericles, who was the oldest and now worked for an oil company on the North Slope; Hesiod, who was Topher’s age and worked as a delivery driver for the local craft brewery so he could also help his family on their homestead; Sappho, who was just a year younger than Topher and Hesiod; Penelope, who was part-way through high school and already gaining a name for herself as a state biathlon contender; and Temmy. 

      Topher parked his pick-up at the end of the long gravel drive that led to the Fergusons’ home without bothering to roll up the windows. While a Walking Glass could take him directly from Chase to Anchorage, each Glass needed a partner in the location you wanted to go in order to take you anywhere. The people in Chase frequently used flying umbrellas and bristleless flying brooms to get around the village, just like any Wise or Half-Wary town in the world, but the Alaskan Wise usually preferred to drive trucks or snow machines when they needed to get somewhere outside of the village without a Walking Glass. Automobiles were sometimes more convenient than brooms or umbrellas because they could be used without obscurations, which tended to work better when visiting another small town where folks noticed if they did not see you arrive.

      “Good morning, Topher,” Mrs. Ferguson called from the front door, “we still have some lingonberry bread from breakfast. Come inside.”

      Mrs. Ferguson presented Topher to her mother before leaving the kitchen to call Temmy. Mrs. Leafson peppered Topher with questions about his family and told him stories about his own father as a boy while pouring coffee to go with the fresh lingonberry bread. She chatted as he nodded and ate until Temmy came into the kitchen.

      Temmy had tested in the highest percentile on the 8th Grade Completion Test, including the science section and the unlabeled questions O.I. buried throughout the test in an attempt to identify latent magical talent. He had the complexion and features that showed more of his grandfather's Dena’ina heritage than any of his siblings. His black hair was currently wet from recent washing, and he wore a fresh t-shirt, jeans, and socks. He didn’t say more than ‘hi’ to Topher before filling a bowl with cereal from a plastic container and then pouring what looked and smelled like plain yogurt over it from a ceramic pitcher.

      “Temmy,” his grandmother chided, “the coffee rolls will be ready in less than an hour.”

      “Mm-hm.” Temmy nodded with his mouth full of cereal. “I know.

      “Sorry for making you wait,” Temmy finally addressed Topher. “One of the dogs got into the chicken coop this morning. I got really messy getting him back out.”

      “That’s okay,” Topher replied, “I am sure my dad will be happy to hear that I visited with your folks for a while. I hadn’t realized that our families were so familiar with each other. How about you show me around while we start the interview?”

      “What’s this for, anyway?” Temmy asked.

      “Oh,” Topher stumbled over his words for a moment. “Um, you did really well on your test last week. O.I. is inviting your parents to apply for you to get a scholarship to the same boarding school I go to. It has both a high school and college. If you pass the interview and the final aptitude test, you would get an eight-year full scholarship with a stipend for books and supplies.”

      “It’s an amazing opportunity. How many scholarships do you give out?” Temmy’s grandmother asked.

      “Um, Ouroboros Industries awards two scholarships to Roanoke each year,” Topher stumbled over his words as he searched his memory for the statistic Mrs. Leafson requested, “one for students starting high school and one for students starting college. O.I. funds scholarships to a number of other schools as well. I am just working for them for the summer to help identify the initial candidate pool. I am not sure how many total scholarships they award to other institutions.”

      “Temmy, show Topher around until the coffee rolls are ready.” Mrs. Leafson told her youngest grandson. “I don’t think he has ever been to the farm before.”

      The two of them stepped into the warm sunshine and around the left side of the house to the attached barn where they kept the dogs, a few pigs, and the chicken coop. Temmy introduced Topher to the animals that were worth meeting and warned him which ones were ornery and would bite. He explained the long history and practical advantages associated with using an attached barn. Most of the dogs followed them for the rest of the tour.

      As they walked and talked, Topher made sure to casually include each of the interview questions compiled by O.I. to evaluate scholarship candidates and then listened attentively to Temmy’s answers that were mixed in with the descriptions of farm life in the far north. Their beehives were interspersed among the trees in the orchard or the berry bushes and lilac trees that divided the family vegetable garden from the orchard. They inspired a lengthy description of Temmy’s favorite science projects that all focused on the medicinal properties of honey or fermentation. Later, Temmy pointed out the tractor barn, which was about twenty yards from the house-barn, and explained how his grandfather had taught him and his brothers the fundamental engineering and mechanics of each piece of equipment when they learned how to keep them all in good repair. When asked about electronics and computer controls in the vehicles and equipment, Temmy admitted that his family preferred his grandfather’s old tools and equipment because they could actually fix them if they broke, unlike the modern tractors that were full of computers that required special tools and network connections to make repairs. 

      Past that barn were the workshop with a smithy where they repaired tools and tannery to stretch hides to dry; the harvest silo where they kept apples and honey before they were sold; the greenhouse where they tended more delicate herbs and vegetables; and the dairy where they processed yogurt and aged cheese.

      “You have a dairy but you don’t have cows in the barn?” Topher asked.

      “We milk the goats pastured in the hills. The girls are bringing them in now,” Temmy answered. He gestured toward the northern end of the property, drawing Topher’s attention to an eerie high-pitched singing punctuated by the clanging of bells.

      The voices of Temmy’s sisters were ethereal and haunting. They sang nonsense syllables that echoed off the hills and rang across the farm. Topher had never heard anything like it before. It filled his thoughts with images of some kind of fey creature he might encounter back at school, and he started to wonder if Mrs. Ferguson’s Swedish ancestors had opened a passageway to Underhill even though the indigenous fey of Alaska, like most of North America, were mostly animal spirits.

      Sappho came around the corner of the barn surrounded by giant wooly mountain goats. Except for the situation, she looked like any other modern American teenage girl. She wore a hoodie from the local brewery, cut-off shorts, and rugged rubber boots with the tops folded over themselves. Her flaxen hair was in a high ponytail that bounced around her shoulders as she tromped to the pen with several mountain goats whining softly and clambering over each other to get closer to her. Her wide round face shone with joy as she sang to the animals, accentuating her high defined cheekbones and long button-tipped nose.

      Penelope followed with the stragglers, shooing the last of them into the pen. She was taller and curvier than her older sister with dark eyes and burnished gold hair in a loose braid down her back. She wore jeans with a light jacket over her t-shirt and rubber boots like her sister’s.

       Topher stared after the girls as they penned the theoretically wild beasts. Surely, they had to be using magic, but you couldn’t sing spells, at least not without a whole choir to help you diffuse the magical energy that would otherwise make you choke as the power overwhelmed your vocal cords. This was one of the strangest things he had ever seen. He would clearly need to interview the whole Ferguson family for potential candidates.

      Topher searched his memory for the reports on the tests of Temmy’s siblings. Penelope had taken the sophomore test which meant that it would be one more year before she could be in the running for the college scholarship. Sappho had taken the high school completion test, could she be a candidate as well? They usually looked for college candidates from among the 11th-grade completion tests since most American students spent their senior year of high school deciding what college to attend. A recent high school graduate would have to be of a high enough caliber to bump an existing finalist out of the running. Sappho’s scores had also flagged all the markers for magical ability, and she was in the top percentile for the language arts and history sections of the exam. Unfortunately, her math and science scores were only high-average with spikes in geometry and biology. She would be a good student and probably a fine sorceress, but she was not what O.I. considered scholarship material. Ouroboros Industries was looking for future engineers and developers who could help the company continue to innovate magical production and invention through the use of scientific principles. They were looking for students who excelled in math, physics, and chemistry that also had broad imaginations and magical talent.

      Too bad Sappho was not a STEM girl, Topher thought as he returned his attention to the mountain goat pen and the girls latching the gate. It would have been nice to get to know her again at Roanoke Academy. They had not really even talked to each other since Topher was thirteen, the summer before he went off to boarding school.

      Topher pulled himself back to the reality of the here-and-now.

      So far, Temmy and his family had scored well enough on the pertinent interview questions to make it to the second round of testing. The Second Round tested overtly for magical aptitude. Once candidates participated in Second Round testing, the family would no longer be Unwary. Even if they had no talent with magic, they would know it really existed by participating in the test. The family would become Wary and need to decide whether they wanted to enter life among the Wise or have their memories wiped of the entire experience. Now, Topher had to broach that subject with the Fergusons. Would they believe him?

      “Temmy, Girls, bring Topher in. It’s time for fika,” Mrs. Ferguson called from the front porch.

      “Fika?” Topher asked Temmy.

      “It’s the Swedish word for Second Breakfast,” Temmy answered casually. 

      “More like, coffee break,” Sappho corrected as they all walked toward the house where Mrs. Leafson was setting coffee mugs around the large dining table just off the kitchen. 

      “How did you enjoy the tour, Topher?” Mrs. Ferguson asked while others took their seats around the table, partaking of hot black coffee and fresh cinnamon rolls. 

      The whole family was home for the O.I. interview, even Perry, who alternated weeks home and working on the Slope. They were only waiting for Mr. Ferguson and Mr. Leafson, Temmy’s father and grandfather, to wash up after their morning chores on the farm.

      “It is very impressive,” Topher nodded. “I had no idea there was so much back here.”

      “Homesteads are like that,” Mrs. Ferguson replied.

      There was something in her tone that hinted she might know more than Unwary were supposed to.

      “When was the last time you talked with my parents, Mrs. Ferguson?” Topher inquired, seeming to change the subject.

      “Oh, it must have been over a year since the last time I saw your mom or dad, Topher,” she answered. “We just run into each other by chance from time to time now that you go to school so far away.”

      Topher nodded, “They pretty much just go straight to Anchorage any time they can’t get what they want in Chase these days.”“As much as Chase is a place,” Hesiod muttered into his coffee.

      “Sod! Of course, Chase is a place,” Mrs. Ferguson chided her second son with a smirk. “It has a sign.”

      “Apologies, Topher,” Hesiod acknowledged his rudeness to his former playmate.

      Topher waved off the offense, much more interested in how much of Chase Mrs. Ferguson was able to see, given that it was hidden from the Unwary world. She would need to have a pretty strong sensitivity to magic in order to see the village behind the obscuration, the kind of sensitivity that would be passed-on to children who could get a maximum score on an O.I. aptitude test. 

      Topher decided that Mrs. Ferguson had given him the best possible opening to address his real subject. 

      “Mrs. Leafson was telling me stories earlier about you and my dad as kids. Did you ever get to go visit the house?” 

      Topher picked apart layers of his unfrosted cinnamon roll and popped them into his mouth as soon as he finished his question, hoping that would prevent his expression from giving anything away too soon.

      “We visited each other only a few times when we were young. One of my sisters had such a crush on your dad, and we were all friends with him and his cousins, but it was a long hike at that age. Your grandparents’ place is further up the river than where you live now. Plus, the four of us were all girls, which kept us from becoming very close friends with him,” Mrs. Ferguson finished a little sadly.

      “But you have been to Grandpa Evans’ place?” Topher pursued. “You have actually seen all of Chase?”

      “Of course, I have seen Chase, Topher,” Mrs. Ferguson laughed. “We drove you home after hockey practice one time when your parents’ pick-up truck wouldn’t start. Don’t you remember?”

      Topher nearly dropped his coffee cup in amazement.

      “I remember. I was six. I didn’t expect you to remember that though.”

      “I don’t remember going to Topher’s house,” Sod interjected at the same time that his mother answered.

      “Of course I remember driving you home.”

      “So, you know what Chase is?” Topher asked tentatively.

      “It’s the village on the other side of the river, Topher. Why wouldn’t I know what Chase is?”

      “There’s a village back there?” three different voices exclaimed almost simultaneously. 

      Topher quickly reviewed his memory to be sure it had been Hesiod, Mr. Ferguson, and Temmy who exclaimed. The others around the table wore slightly puzzled expressions but Topher could not tell if the puzzlement came from surprise over Chase being a real village rather than just an assemblage of homesteads or whether they didn’t understand why this conversation was taking place. Mrs. Ferguson looked very puzzled by the reactions of her family. 

      “What is so special about Chase, Topher?” she asked.

      “You mean, you have been able to see Chase all this time, and you were friends with my dad and his cousins; but you still don’t know? You never saw any of them use magic?” 

      There, he said it. Almost everyone at the table wore some expression of disbelief. 

      “What does this have to do with anything?” Temmy’s grandfather, Mr. Leafson, finally asked. “I thought you were here to talk about a test and a scholarship.”

      “Well,” Topher swallowed, trying to get his bearings again and hoping he hadn’t ruined everything, “it is a matter of what kind of test and what kind of scholarship. Ouroboros Industries is looking for scholarship candidates who have both an aptitude for math and science as well as magical talent. They reward the best of such candidates with scholarships to schools where they can train in all of those areas with the potential for employment upon graduation.”

      “Right, very funny,” Temmy scowled as he pushed away from the table where the rest of his family gaped for a moment in stunned silence. “You really expect the science kid to fall for a prank like that? Magic? After you talked about your family being friends with my mom?”

      Themistocles Ferguson stormed out of the kitchen without another word.

      Topher dropped his head into his hand and muttered, “This is one of the reasons we don’t tell people.”

      “Is that why you were such a weird kid?” Hesiod asked bluntly.

      Topher looked up through his fingers and answered frankly, “No, Sod, I was such a weird kid because I was a flaming nerd who was trying to play youth hockey.”

      “Really, Sod,” Sappho glared at her older brother, “that’s what you think of right now?”

      “What?” Sod asked in response and thrust out his hand, “Mom believes him. I can’t think of any reason for Topher to be playing a prank. Besides, if he were playing a prank, I doubt he would have picked something so far-fetched.”

      “I want to believe you too, Topher,” Sappho eventually murmured.

      Mrs. Ferguson sighed.

      “Tell us about this school, Topher. It’s where you go?”

      Topher looked up into the faces of those who were still seated at the table with him. They were taking him seriously. Maybe he hadn’t just ruined his first attempt as a recruiter. Maybe they would be able to get Temmy to reconsider. 

      “Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts was established shortly after the old Roanoke colony disappeared from coastal Virginia. The colonists were all sorcerers who uprooted and disguised the island in order to escape Spanish invaders or something like that. The island floated around the world for a couple hundred years and collected instructors for all seven of the different sorcerous arts: conjuration; enchantment; canticle; Enochean warding; thaumaturgy; alchemy; and gnosis. It is the only place in the world where you can learn all of them at once… It’s a really amazing place. Roanoke graduates are among the most prestigious sorcerers in the world.”

      Topher continued to describe the academy with its Lower School (which Topher had never attended), Upper School, and college. The majority of students started when they were high school or college freshmen. Very few students tried to apply at points in between. He outlined the standards O.I. used to select scholarship candidates, their goals in providing scholarships, the full scope of the award being offered, the standards recipients must meet in order to maintain their scholarships, and the expectations of scholarship recipients upon graduation, as well as any repercussions for students who do not complete the course of study provided by the scholarship. There was a lot of information for candidates to consider and it invited even more questions. Topher encouraged them to take some time and try to convince Temmy to think about what it would take for him to believe what Topher had said about magic being real. With that, Topher thanked Mr. and Mrs. Ferguson and Mr. and Mrs. Leafson for their time and took his leave.

      “I’ll walk you out, Topher,” Sappho offered.

      They were both silent until they reached Topher’s old pick-up truck.

      “You said you could prove to Temmy that magic was real. What,” Sappho bit her lip on her question, completely distracting Topher from anything she was about to say, “what were you planning to do?”

      Topher had to forcibly remind himself what she was talking about. He stumbled over his words for a moment trying very hard not to stare at her mouth.

      “Um, wing it?” He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced over the front of the house and yard as he scrambled to form a cogent thought, “I meant it when I said he needs to decide what he will accept as proof. There is no point in showing him something he won’t believe.”

      “Can…” Sappho asked tentatively, “can you show me Chase?”

      “Cat’s out of the bag now, sure.”

      Topher shrugged and opened the passenger door of the pick-up to let her in. As he strapped himself into the driver’s seat, a magpie flew through the open window into the cab of the truck and perched on Topher’s shoulder. Sappho giggled in surprise as he introduced her to his familiar, Bifrost. 

      “I am Bifrost,” the magpie chattered in a voice that sounded much like Topher’s.

      Topher turned the key in the ignition and headed toward home. Sappho stared at Bifrost or watched the woods along the road as if she had never seen them before. They drove north through town and followed the Talkeetna River upstream for a few miles. Shortly after they crossed the river, they came to a hand-painted sign that said, “WELCOME TO CHASE” and depicted a guy being chased by a bear alongside a train. Topher turned onto the narrow gravel road that skirted past the sign and continued into the woods. About a half of a mile down the road, they started to pass the driveways that led to outlying homesteads. They were still outside the obscuration that hid the village of Chase, Alaska from the Unwary. After another mile, Topher pulled into a dilapidated gas station with a garage that had much in common with a junkyard.

      “This is your place?” Sappho inquired genuinely.

      “No, this is where most folks in the village park their vehicles if they have them. Magic tends to make objects seem more alive. That doesn’t mesh too well with machines and technological devices. It takes a lot of effort to get them to behave normally when there is a lot of magical energy in an environment. It’s easier just to leave them all in one spot.”

      Topher finished his brief explanation as he pulled into the shabby looking garage that was much bigger and nicer on the inside than it had looked on the outside. The garage was sectioned-off by family. Every section of vehicles seemed to contain a truck or SUV and one or more snow machines. Sappho gawked at the huge, well-maintained parking garage that did not remotely fit with its exterior.

      “Are you ready for some magic?” Topher asked as they got out of the pick-up and gestured around, “I mean, more than this?”

      “This is magic?” 

      Sappho was having trouble closing her mouth as she looked around.

      “There is a magical disguise over the building. The practice is called obscuration. We have done the same thing to the whole village so people don’t notice how we live here. 

      “C’mon,” Topher prompted, “you will hardly believe the next thing I am going to show you.”

      Topher led her into a closet that contained a tall, blue-tinted mirror.

      “Here, take my hand and place the other on the Glass,” Topher instructed with an encouraging smile, “and step forward.”

       As soon as they touched the Glass, their reflections were replaced by a room where a middle-aged man stood at a counter sorting mail with a wall of open-faced post office boxes behind him.

      Sappho gasped in amazement as they passed through the Walking Glass from the parking garage into the Glass Hall of Chase. It was not large as Glass Halls go. There were only two Glasses, the one that went to the parking garage and the other that went to Anchorage. Their Glass Hall was really just one wall of the log cabin post office. Topher greeted the postmaster and introduced Sappho, explaining that her younger brother was a scholarship candidate. The postmaster welcomed her to the World of the Wise as they stepped out of the building.

      The village of Chase was quaint, almost touristy-looking if you didn’t know better. All the buildings were handsome log cabins that had either shingle or sod roofs. Everyone had planters and hanging flower pots decorating their front porches now that it was summer. If you didn’t know your way around, it would be hard to tell which buildings were businesses and which were homes because nothing had a sign. Everyone who lived there just knew where things were. There was a horseshoe court in front of the coffee shop, a small shrine to Aesclepius where the healer lived, a donation bin on the porch of the library, a window full of pretty glass bottles in the front of the Apothecary, a cluster of umbrella tables in front of the market, dog beds with occupants lined the front of the sporting goods store, etc.

      They didn’t bother building roads in Chase since no one drove there. Instead, there was a long grassy park where most towns had a Main Street. There was plenty of room to walk and benches dotted every so often where people could picnic or sit. Any home or business that was not on the park strip was situated wherever the terrain suited it best. Some cabins faced back to front, others were side by side, while many stood alone. Walking trails wound every which way a person might want to go. Several paths led to the river.

      Topher showed Sappho all there was to be seen of the village, and he pointed out the direction of the homesteads that were accessible by the road as well as a path that led to his own home. While they walked around, they even had a chance to see people using flying umbrellas or bristleless flying brooms. Sappho spent most of the tour in wide-eyed amazement even when things looked relatively normal.

      Many people were interested to see a visitor, and some recognized Sappho from trips to Talkeetna or the annual State Fair livestock and beekeeping exhibition. People asked her if she was going to go to school with Topher in the fall. 

      Sappho didn’t bring up any other subjects for conversation until they were on the park strip again, heading back to the Post Office. 

      “There is no way that Temmy could doubt all of this,” Sappho assured Topher. “It’s harder for me to believe we didn’t know about it already. He would be crazy not to want to go to school with you.”

      “Well,” Topher started, trying to sound reasonable and compassionate, “when people are scared, they often act out with anger. I can understand how leaving everything you know for a place where the world does not work the way you thought it did would be terrifying. I was scared to go away to school for the first time, and I wanted it, plus my sister was there for my first two years. Temmy never asked for any of this. That is some heavy pressure for a kid his age.”

      “Do you like going to school at Roanoke?” she asked Topher.

      “Of course,” Topher answered, “I have good friends and interesting classes… I am part of something important there. I’m not just the weird kid or the nerdy guy.”

      “Do you think I would like it there?” Sappho continued hesitantly.

      Topher paused and looked carefully at her before he spoke, “Yeah, I think you would. I think you would do well there, even if you are good at different things than what O.I. is looking for.”

      Sappho sighed, “I shouldn’t be thinking of applying to another school. I already have a scholarship and financial aid package somewhere else and it took months to get all of that organized. But it sounds amazing and Temmy might be more comfortable going if I went too. It would be like you and your sister.”

      Topher shoved his hands into his pockets and stared at his feet as he thought. 

      “I’m a recruiter for O.I., not Roanoke. I don’t know what other kinds of scholarships are available. I can ask my boss if there is some kind of sibling benefit. You could at least apply and see what they are willing to offer.”

      “I’m…” suddenly neither of them could look at the other even though they talked together intimately as if they had never stopped being friends growing up, “I’m almost afraid to try. What if I get my hopes up… I get Temmy’s hopes up… and then we are all disappointed?”

      “Wouldn’t you be disappointed if you never tried and only wondered what would have happened?” 

      Sappho looked up at Topher. The ghost of hope sparked in her eyes, and she smiled at him. Everything else in the world faded briefly into oblivion. Topher’s throat went dry, and he forgot how to speak, then he tripped into a small sinkhole that was disguised by the grass. 

      “Topher, are you okay?”

      He grunted as he picked himself up off the ground, “You have to have some dignity before you can injure it.”

      Sappho caught herself before she said anything and giggled nervously. The death of Topher’s aspirations to impress her resounded in his ears. He wondered for the millionth time why he was only so accident prone at the absolute most inopportune moments. What had he done to so greatly offend some host of gods or spirits?

      There was nothing left but to take Sappho home. He checked-in with Mrs. Ferguson and thanked her again for the opportunity to talk with them all. He quietly assured Sappho that he had included a second admissions application in the inquiry packet he had given to her mom before leaving. He tried very hard not to think about Sappho and Temmy Ferguson for the rest of the day.
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        * * *

      

      “You are in Alaska, William, you don’t need to wear a full suit,” Topher informed his friend as they exited the elevator.

      “I was under the impression that this restaurant has a dress code,” William Locke, partial heir to Ouroboros Industries, replied as he raised his brow and glanced around at the wood-paneled walls, polished brass fixtures, and expansive views of the Cook Inlet from high above downtown Anchorage.

      “That tends to mean something a little different here. They do that to make sure people don’t sit down in flip-flops or with paint on their clothes.”

      Topher himself was wearing a plaid button-down shirt and khakis. 

      As they followed the hostess to their table, both young men saw others attired as they were. Business lunches were taking place just a table or two from casually-dressed tourists who were almost too distracted by the views to eat. Nowhere else, though, were the mismatched styles seated at the same table. 

      “I understand you found a candidate for the eight-year scholarship to Roanoke,” William inquired after they had ordered lunch.

      Topher sighed, “He’s an excellent candidate, if only he would take the final tests and prove it. The kid’s brilliant. He is in the top percentile of every subject and almost the entire family shows signs of magical talent. They are all trying to talk him into going, but he won’t budge.”

      “That is why we use recruiters instead of just sending a letter of invitation. Recruiting among the Unwary is always a gamble. We don’t win them all. Your supervisor tells me there is an interested older sister, however. With regard to our long-term goals, a family with two potential college students is a successful find, even if the boy does not apply to the Upper School,” William offered matter-of-factly.

      “I am not turning into much of a recruiter,” Topher admitted. “Mrs. Ferguson has spent more time talking to my mom over the last nine days than she has to me.”

      “Excellent use of resources,” William countered, “I like hiring people with connections.”

      “Someone who gets their mom to do their work for them?” 

      Topher’s doubt and frustration were seeping into the conversation in spite of his best efforts. His connection to William Locke was part of his concern about doing this job well. Not only did he want to impress his friend but he wanted to make sure that no one else thought he had the job only because of their friendship. 

      “Are you getting your mother to do your work?” William asked coolly.

      “Not on purpose,” Topher adamantly replied. “I found out yesterday that Mrs. Ferguson has called my mom four times since my initial interview. I was already out of the loop by the time I made my one-week follow-up call.”

      “Emotion is clouding your judgement, Evans. Your mother offers something no professional recruiter could; she is the parent of a current student who has already experienced what the Fergusons are considering. According to your report, she was already acquainted with your parents?”

      Topher nodded, “Mrs. Ferguson and her sisters grew up with my dad. They went to high school together for a couple of years. She has known my mom ever since my parents got married and moved back here after college.”

      “This has put you in an excellent position, Evans. The candidate-parents are hooked. Make sure you are available when they have questions for you. If they seek advice from friends as well, it is simply an indicator that they are interested, and you need to keep working with them. The boy is a minor; it is ultimately up to his parents whether he continues in the application process.”

      “There is one more snag,” Top her warned. “They have asked a lot about my experience starting school with my sister there. This might turn into a two or nothing situation, and the older one doesn’t have the math and science scores to put her in the running. She is going to have to accept the scholarship offer she already has to another university, and then we lose the younger one.”

      “If she can qualify for scholarships to a mundane university and has the magical talent to grant her admission to Roanoke, they will find a sponsor to cover her tuition,” William assured Topher. “Roanoke has had many benefactors over the centuries whose interests had nothing to do with those of O.I. We can let her take the aptitude tests with her younger brother. The admissions staff at Roanoke will let her know if she merits a scholarship. I am sure that will be the least of her challenges.”

      Their conversation shifted to other topics over the course of their meal until Topher walked William to his car. 

      “Your experience with this candidate family provides a strong argument in favor of using a network of student and alumni recruiters now that so many states and provinces are using the O.I. Annual Student Assessment Tests. I will tell the department to look into it. Well done, Evans.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I got in, Topher!” 

      Sappho was running out the front door before Topher brought his pick-up to a complete stop at the head of the Ferguson’s driveway. She threw her arms around him before he could close his door. This might have been a good thing since he stumbled back into the door as he caught her, which prevented him from falling over backwards. She laughed as all the air puffed out of him when the door slammed shut under his back. 

      Topher smiled as he struggled to say something sensible. “Congratulations.” 

      This was a development Topher had not expected. Over the last month since his initial interview with Temmy, they had talked a few times. It had always been in relation to some aspect of her little brother’s scholarship candidacy or applying to the Roanoke College. They had not spent time alone together since that first day when he fell flat on his face in front of her. She had remained friendly but had not shown any special interest in him more than in Roanoke and the World of the Wise.

      Mr. & Mrs. Ferguson had accepted the offer to let their three youngest children take the O.I. test for magical aptitude even though Temmy was the only one who could qualify as a finalist for an O.I. scholarship. All three of them had shown talent with such a broad range of magical ability that they would be accepted into Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts. Temmy’s scores on the final O.I. tests had outpaced all other finalists, so the scholarship was his, if they wanted it. The family settled on the plan to send both Sappho and Temmy, if financial assistance could be arranged. Penelope would wait at least a year before applying.

      Mrs. Ferguson had called Topher yesterday to inform him that they had received a response from Roanoke. Sappho had shown both the aptitude and the financial need to qualify for a scholarship sponsored by a benefactor. Temmy was willing to go away to boarding school since his sister would be there with him. Mrs. Ferguson had asked Topher to come over to discuss the supply list and class schedules provided by the school.

      Topher’s part in the discussion was more about encouragement than being informative. The admissions letter, class schedules, supply lists and catalogs were rather thorough. Any family would be capable of sending a new student off to school with the aid of the written materials alone. The Fergusons mostly needed someone to assure them that it would all be okay and that they were not alone in a strange new world. 

      There were a few items on the lists that inspired questions from the Fergusons. They wanted to know if it was better to purchase most of the supplies from the campus stores or buy them ahead of time. Some of the items on the supply list were rather surprising to them as well.

      “They don’t say what kind of musical instrument to bring? What if the kids don’t know how to play anything?”

      “Beginning Music is designed to allow students to spend the first few weeks trying different instruments,” Topher assured them.

      “Some instruments can be pretty expensive. How will they know what they can choose?”

      “This is where Sappho is going to find things a bit more challenging than Temmy,” Topher admitted. “Temmy’s stipend is designed to pay for all required class materials. He can select any one instrument that he has an affinity for. If it takes him a while to figure that out or if he wants to play more than one, he can borrow school equipment until he selects a primary instrument that will fall under the stipend. The same is true of his familiar. Those are each single purchases intended to last over all eight years. You will find other supplies that work that way as the years go on.”

      “What’s the deal with a familiar?” Mr. Ferguson asked. “The kids are supposed to bring a pet?”

      “Not a pet,” Topher corrected. “Familiars are animals with a capacity for magic, just as sorcerers are people with a capacity for magic. Conjuring requires the assistance of a familiar, and they can also be used to help with warding and have other protective uses.”

      “So, how do you know the difference between a regular animal and a familiar?”

      “Most families raise their own or consult a breeder,” Topher answered. “There’s one in Chase we could talk to.”

      Topher promised to make an appointment for the Fergusons to meet the breeder in Chase and answered as many of their other questions as he could. They talked well into the evening, making various plans to order uniforms through the catalogs, reserve school books with the campus bookstore, and make a trip into Anchorage to buy more mundane supplies at the end of the summer once the sales started. 
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        * * *

      

      Temmy laughed as he rolled around in the double litter of Alaskan Malamute puppies. At this rate, he looked like he would never pick one to be his familiar. The breeder Topher and his mother had taken them to, Duke Kaiser, had released every available dog at once and instructed Temmy to take his time and find the dog that spoke to his heart. 

      Duke was an old fashioned romantic when it came to dogs. He had been pleased to meet the Fergusons and help the two new Roanokeans find the familiars they would need for school. He had first talked to Temmy at great length about the dogs they already had at home and whether there was one who loved Temmy above all other people. Bonding with a familiar would be very hard on such a dog, and Duke wanted to spare any animal that kind of pain. If Temmy already had a dog at home, it would be better for him to choose a bird or squirrel for his familiar so the dog did not think it was being replaced. Thankfully, Temmy loved all the family dogs, but he had no special favorite.

      Sappho, meanwhile, picked-up and petted any puppy that wandered away from the fray. She liked dogs well enough, but expected a gentler one would speak to her heart, if any did, perhaps a runt. Unlike her little brother, whose familiar was covered by his scholarship, she also had to be conscious of the expense. She wondered if her family could afford a specially-bred magical dog. They had already budgeted for college textbooks, dorm supplies, a few new clothes, and moving expenses but this was something very different. Normal pure-bred dogs could cost hundreds to thousands of dollars. How much more would a familiar be?

      Sappho and her mother discreetly asked Duke about price. There was no drop in price for small pups since the duties of a familiar were mostly companionship and magical assistance. The dogs’ physical prowess was not as much of a concern to most of his customers as long as it was healthy. Any dog she chose would be far beyond her ability to buy. 

      “Topher,” Sappho sidled up next to him and whispered after the conversation with Duke, “I can’t do this.”

      “Oh, um,” he blushed as he searched for something to say, “there are other options.”

      Topher hadn’t meant to get her into such an awkward situation. He had been trained to work with families who had all the resources of the O.I. scholarship. He hadn’t given that much of his attention to how to help someone find a familiar without either financial or family resources. Now, here she was, looking up at him with her large blue eyes full of doubt. 

      “The school will let you borrow an animal from the Menagerie, so you can get through the required Art classes,” he assured her.

      “You won’t need to borrow a familiar, Little Lady,” Duke addressed Sappho encouragingly. “You will be able to call a wild one. Ask Nancy at the Apothecary to mix you some of her Dreamer’s Blend, then go out and sing what you dream. Your familiar will be the animal that comes both when you are dreaming and again when you are awake.”

      “How,” Sappho started, chagrined that Duke had overheard them, “do you know I will be able to do that?”

      “I am good at what I do because I can read people as well as dogs.” The twinkle in Duke’s hooded eyes seemed to give her more confidence than the words alone, “I also have some magic of my own.

      “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to tell Themistocles and his familiar that it is time for them to get ready to go home.”

      “He finally decided which one he wants?” Sappho asked.

      “Oh, he knew almost right away,” Duke answered. “He’s just been playing for the last half hour. The pups love it, but I need to get them kenneled again so I can go into town.”

      They collected Temmy and his new puppy, whom he named Archimedes, and rode the Evans’ flying umbrella platform back to the village park strip of Chase. The family flying umbrella looked like a square picnic table with four built-in storage benches with an umbrella rising over the table. They parked it next to several other umbrella tables in front of Sokolov’s Market, then found Nancy in the Apothecary. 

      The Apothecary was an alchemical shop. Half of the inventory looked like it belonged in a tea shop while the rest resembled fly-tying materials for fishermen. Nancy understood exactly what Duke had recommended. She set some chamomile tea to steep while she arranged a variety of herbs and objects in a triangular mirrored device on her work table in the back of the shop. When the tea was ready, she took the large rock sugar crystal from the center of the device and dropped it into the brew to dissolve. She instructed Sappho how to use the elixir as it cooled enough to go into a stoppered bottle. 

      The Dreamer’s Blend would allow her to keep her presence of mind when she dreamed. This made it much easier for people to use dream magic or just remember their dreams upon waking. In Sappho’s case, she needed to drink it right before sleeping to allow her to call a wild familiar while she dreamed. When she woke, she would remember the kulning she sang in her dream that summoned the familiar. The wild animal would remember the song as well when it heard her in the waking world and come.

      “Make sure you dream yourself into a safe place before you begin,” Nancy told Sappho. “You don’t want to call the wrong thing. I don’t know why Duke would tell you to try this before you knew what you were doing. Do you have someone who can protect you while you sleep?”

      Sappho’s eyes went wide with the warning, and she turned to Topher. 

      Topher nodded to her solemnly. His mind raced through all the magics he currently had at his disposal to perform such a service. He had been involved in riskier exploits with his friends from school. He was certain he would be up to the task by the time she was ready to try to summon a familiar.
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        * * *

      

      “You need to be careful with Sappho, Topher,” his mother warned him as he helped her cook dinner that evening. “You are going to hurt her very deeply if you just keep treating this like a job.”

      “What? I…” Topher’s mouth gaped open incredulously, and his vegetable peeler slipped off his carrot.

      “Topher,” his mother chided, “you must have noticed that she has a crush on you.”

      “I made a fool of myself in front of her,” Topher countered.

      “Some girls think dorky is cute,” Jenny Han Evans answered with a mischievous smile as she continued to wash the salad greens.

      “Thanks, Mom, that is so encouraging.” Topher rolled his eyes and then paused, “Dad’s not a dork. He’s an architectural kenomancer.”

      “Have you ever seen him dance?”

      “No,” Topher answered skeptically.

      “Let me just say that I know where your awkwardness comes from,” his mother replied and prompted him to finish peeling the carrots. 

      “She hasn’t talked to me about anything except the school or Chase all summer.”

      “You are at least interested in her, aren’t you?”

      “Mom, this conversation is getting weird and embarrassing. Do we need to talk about this?”

      “Think about things from her point of view,” his mother persisted while she started to slice the onions. “You are the one shepherding them through a very confusing and exciting experience. It makes you look confident and sophisticated. Being clumsy in front of her just makes you look accessible and kind of cute. It keeps you from being beyond her reach. Now she turns to you when she needs someone to protect her. You are treading on very thin ice, Topher.”

      “When you put it that way, it sounds like I would be taking advantage of her if I asked her out.”

      “That’s stupid,” his mother countered bluntly. “Her situation might intensify her interest, but it wouldn’t make her feel something for you that wasn’t there already.”

      “We haven’t been friends for years, Mom. We don’t even know each other anymore.”

      “There is nothing to stop you from getting to know each other again now,” his mother encouraged. “It looks like that is exactly what Sappho wants to do.”

      “Nancy was right, Mom. Using dreams to summon a wild familiar could be really dangerous. Who else is Sappho going to turn to?”

      “I know that just as well as Nancy does,” his mother answered. “My point is that Sappho turned to you, not an experienced adult like Nancy or me or Duke.”

      “This is not the most dangerous thing I have dealt with.”

      “Are you talking about that thing that almost got you expelled?” his mother asked.

      “That was just the time we were really in over our heads.”

      “Are you ever going to explain what happened? The dean made it abundantly clear that your friends’ political connections were the only thing that kept you from getting kicked out of school.”

      “I told you, Mom, part of the deal was that I can’t talk about it.”

      Topher’s mother pursed her lips in consternation but let the subject go.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” Topher offered. He put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the head, enjoying the height difference. “Hey, I know this is a bad time but I need to make a call. I’m going to take the truck down into cell phone range.”

      Once he was in the pick-up, Topher turned on the radio and drove aimlessly for half an hour. The call he needed to make didn’t require cell reception, He just needed to be alone with his thoughts for a while before he could talk to anyone. His mother had left him in a state of mind that was not conducive to accomplishing any serious work. By the time he was ready to face practical matters again, he realized he had headed north and was lucky he was not halfway to Fairbanks.

      Topher found a good place to park and shook a black bracelet out from under his sleeve. 

      “Hey, I know it’s late where some of you are, let me know who’s available,” Topher said aloud while thinking of his circle of friends who each wore a similar bracelet.

      “I am still awake,” Lucy Westenra answered first, but then, she probably never slept.

      “I am at dinner,” William Locke answered, “I will return your call within an hour.”

      “I can get away from dinner if this is really important,” Jenny Dare offered, “I am not with William, so my dinner is obviously not as interesting.”

      “I am asleep, in Cornwall, which is nine hours ahead of you,” Gaius Valiant grunted, “so this had better be important, Topher.”

      “Proceed Evans,” Vladimir Von Dread, the crown prince of Bavaria commanded, “we are listening.”

      Well, that answered that.

      “I need to arrange for a safe dream space for an untrained summoning. While I am intellectually aware of the precautions one can take to make such an activity less than deadly, they are outside of my areas of specialization.”

      “Who is summoning what, Topher-honey? You don’t count as untrained, even if you don’t know how to summon the thing you want,” Jenny chattered in her typical bubbly fashion.

      “One of my recruits was encouraged to try to call a wild familiar. My mom or I could probably play the summoning spell if we knew what we were getting, but she was told to call in dreams and again in waking, then see what comes both times.”

      “Who is offering such ill advice to an inexperienced Unwary sorceress?” Naomi Coils inquired in her typical detached and slightly acerbic tone. 

      Naomi had not previously made her presence known but she was clearly paying attention. Topher wasn’t sure where she might be at the moment. She was from a prominent Wise family with close connections to the founders of Ouroboros Industries.

      “The local dog breeder who raises familiars,” Topher answered. “He’s Yup’ik. I am not familiar with their traditional dreaming magic. Everything I have heard about it centers around vision quests or spiritual comeuppance.” 

      “Were you thinking of following this girl into the dreamlands? Zoe Forrest is the only one I know who can do that for people. It could take me a few days to track her down during summer,” Gaius offered sleepily.

      “You do not need to physically follow her into the Dreaming,” Lucy corrected. “You are dealing with the paths between the conscious and the subconscious. You will want to ward the dreamer’s body in a highly-ritualistic manner with iron or salt in addition to your familiar’s assistance, while she is conscious but susceptible. That way she will be warded both in the waking world and in her dream. As long as you each carry matching talismans designed to bridge the ward, you will be able to follow her into the same dreamscape.”

      “That’s some pretty complicated spellwork,” Topher observed.

      “You are the one who wants to protect an untrained girl from creatures out of deepest nightmare while she opens her soul to whatever comes,” came Lucy’s retort.

      “Yeah, that’s what I want to do.” Topher sighed and finished the call. “Thanks, I think I can take it from here.”
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        * * *

      

      In the following days, Topher convinced Sappho to wait to try calling a wild familiar until closer to the end of summer. In the meantime, he taught her how to achieve the right state of mind to ensure that the wards he used to protect her body would also protect her sleeping self and learned how to make the right talismans so he could follow her into her dreams. That part made both of them more than a little nervous. Still, he would rather do that than risk her trying to do this on her own.

      Topher spent much more time consulting Lucy over the next few weeks than he liked. She was pretty spooky, but she was the only expert on hypnosis and altered states of consciousness he knew. Sappho would only need to use the Dreamer’s Blend and sleep. Topher would have to put himself in a meditative trance that would allow him to dream without completely leaving the waking world.

      The talismans took longer to make than Topher had expected. Sappho was understandably anxious the last week of August when he was still putting the finishing touches on them. Topher was anxious, too, truth be told. By the time he finished making the magical tools, they had only days left before classes started at Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts. 

      Topher and Sappho reviewed the plan again before putting everything in place to really cast the spell. They would each carry their talismans, small identical dream catchers with handles that made them look like a mini tennis rackets decorated with magpie feathers. Sappho would sleep within a six-foot diameter warding circle, so when she found herself dreaming, she needed to make sure not to move beyond it or scuff any of the lines. Topher would station himself just outside it but within a larger concentric circle so that anything that wished her harm would have to get past two wards and him to reach her. Since most of Topher’s attention would be on Sappho’s dream, Sod would stand watch in the waking world armed with a high caliber rifle and a shotgun loaded with special rounds packed with rock salt and iron pellets. 

      “What if nothing happens?” Sappho asked nervously.

      “At the very least, you have received a preview lesson in warding and will get to experience lucid dreaming. Nancy’s elixir will definitely work, so you will have the presence of mind to sing in your dream, like Duke told you to do and when you wake up, you will remember everything that happened while you were dreaming,” Topher assured her. “Ideally, you will summon the dream version of a familiar and then wake up to do the same thing again, and it will all be as uneventful as Duke described. Then, you can tease me for making such a big deal over nothing.”

      “What do I do when it comes?”

      “Wake up, I guess,” Topher shrugged. “This isn’t really the kind of magic I have been studying.”

      “What do I do to wake up?” she asked.

      “That part usually takes care of itself.”

      “What do I do with my familiar once it comes for real and we are finished?” Sappho persisted.

      “You care for it exactly like any normal animal of its kind. How you take care of it normally depends on what comes. Are mountain goats the only animals that usually respond to you?”

      “Kulning was originally used to call cattle and goats and sheep. My great grandfather slowly gathered and bred our herd of mountain goats when he settled here. People have also been known to attract swans and coyotes and foxes, sometimes even geese or ducks or other curious wild animals.”

      “Well, there you go,” Topher offered, “you could be dealing with just about any type of animal by the time we are done. Just know that familiars are not quite like wild animals, nor are they tame. Once one bonds with you, it will be yours for the rest of your life, or until you release it. The bond will extend the animal’s life to match yours.”

      “Oh,” Sappho blinked, “that… sounds nice.”

      “You ready?”

      Topher took a fortifying breath and went with Sappho to go get Hesiod and do this thing. Sappho had chosen her favorite place, a clearing on the far side of the orchard at the base of the hills. It was big enough for Topher to mark out all of the circles of the concentric wards. It was also peaceful and green and warm on this particular sunny day at the end of August, and everything smelled ripe and ready to harvest. 

      Hesiod took a position under a tree and prepared to watch and wait. Sappho helped set out a few supplies before settling on a picnic blanket in the center of the clearing and drank her elixir. Topher described the significance of everything he was doing with each step until he needed to keep silence. He hoped that the sound of his voice and the repetition of the warding lesson would help Sappho preserve her sense of the wards as she dreamed, just as Lucy said they would. Sappho blinked a few times as if she were trying to be sleepy and then settled down for her nap. Topher, meanwhile, sat in the western gap between the two circles and slowed his breathing until he could put himself in a meditative trance and focused upon the dream catcher talisman in his hand. With luck, this would be all Sod saw until the two of them woke.

      The talisman Topher held was not only a match to the one he had given Sappho, as he had originally made the two of them as halves of the same object. He carved them as one piece from a single piece of wood and strung the dream catcher nets from a single thong tanned, stretched, and cut from a single hide, then decorated both ends with feathers from his own magpie familiar since magpies were closely affiliated with the bridge between worlds. Only after it was completed did he break the two halves apart where the handles were conjoined. Using the principles of sympathy and contagion, ‘once touching, always touching,’ he hoped to catch Sappho’s dreams up into his own and use the magpie feathers to bridge the gap from his dreaming to hers. 

      Since he was only in a trance and not asleep, he never left his place between the two warding circles. The sun grew brighter. He dreamed that Sappho stood up and started to sing. Then, as is the way of dreams, Topher realized that his surroundings had changed. The sun was brighter because the trees were gone. The warding circles were exactly the same but now they were on the peak of an isolated mountain. The bright open landscape below them was visible for miles in all directions. Nothing would be able to sneak up on them from this vantage point. Topher realized that this was Sappho’s idea of following Nancy’s advice and dreaming of someplace safe to do her summoning. 

      Sappho’s kulning had an even more ethereal quality than when Topher had first heard it in the waking world. He could almost see her voice carry across the vast landscape below them, as if tiny indigo sparks traveled through the air. He dreamed that animals from all over the dream lands perked up their ears at the sound of her voice. Many turned away again when they recognized the song was for someone else, but others wandered closer, curious. 

      Topher started to pace the circular track between the two wards, watching to see what kinds of creatures continued to approach as Sappho sang. Suddenly, outside the wards, where nothing had been, a small fluffy puppy appeared. It had not climbed the sheer cliffs but was simply there as is sometimes the way of dreams. The puppy was small and vulnerable, clearly the runt of the litter. It was exactly what Sappho had been looking for the day Topher took her to Duke Kaiser’s kennels. 

      The puppy sat and looked up at Sappho, wagging its tail. 

      Sappho smiled at it and stepped forward, only barely catching herself before crossing her circle of protection.

      The puppy whimpered and looked up at her. It laid down on its haunches a few feet beyond the outer ward and started to shiver. 

      Sappho crouched down at the edge of the inner circle and started singing again. She stretched out her hand to the puppy, inviting it to come the rest of the way to her.

      “I am so cold and so tired,” the puppy whined to her. “It is such a long way to the top of your mountain. Come get me.”

      Sappho remained mindful of what Topher had taught her about using wards. They would fail to protect her if she broke them. Instead, she changed her kulning so that she sang strength and encouragement to the one she called. 

      The puppy sat up again. It seemed to grow larger. With a stronger voice, it pleaded again, “Come get me.”

      Sappho’s foot inched forward and scuffed a break in the circle of the inner ward. Topher stepped in front of her to prevent her from breaking the second circle as well. She started to sidestep him as she continued to sing to the puppy as it grew. It was definitely getting larger. Topher grabbed her around the waist to prevent her from leaving the safety of the ward. Something worried him about the behavior of the animal that had come.

      When he looked over his shoulder at the puppy again, it had grown to full size. It was no longer a cute fuzzy malamute but a dark hairless dog-beast. It growled in frustration when the two teenagers stayed behind the ward, beyond its reach. This was not a familiar. The Keelut, a beast from Inupiaq legends, had come upon them in search of easy prey.

      Sappho gasped in fear when the beast revealed its true appearance. She searched Topher’s face with wide frightened eyes. 

      Topher reached his right hand toward the beast as he continued to hold Sappho close. With all of his fingertips and thumb together forming a beak, he pointed at the Keelut and cried, “Argos.”

      The cantrip was supposed to trap its target in Glepnir Bands, bands of magical golden light that wrapped around the captive and prevented it from moving. Unfortunately, the Keelut disappeared before the golden bands reached it each time Topher tried. A split-second later, it would reappear at a different edge of the outer ward. 

      Topher tried to cast three other cantrips. Every time, the beast seemed to blink out of existence and then reappear somewhere across the circular ward. It moved faster than Topher could think. Any spell that required aiming at the creature was not going to work. 

      He pulled his wand from his pocket, a two-toned length of wood carved from diamond willow with a clear flawless diamond at the tip. While cantrips could be cast with a single word and gesture, spells from the other arts were more complicated and took longer to cast, like the dreamcatcher talismans he had made in preparation for this summoning. In order to be able to use other types of magic quickly in response to a threat, they needed to be cast ahead of time and stored in a gem. 

      He pointed his wand at the Keelut and cast the spell to bind evil. Golden sparkles flew from the diamond at the tip of his wand and surrounded the Keelut. Unlike in the waking world, hints of the enchantment melody Topher had played on his saxophone lilted in the air with the sparkles. Still, the Keelut vanished before the sparkles could fully form into bands of while light to trap it. 

      Golden sparkles flew from his wand again. Rather than chasing the Keelut this time, they followed the circular line of salt and iron filings of Topher’s outer ward. Once the circle was complete, the golden light seemed to pulse and expand to the tempo of the faint strains of the saxophone melody that repelled evil. The Keelut inched back slightly.

      So far, it had not tried to cross the ward. Topher assumed that it could not cross it and knew better than to try. That meant they were safe within the circle, but they were also trapped.

      “Just wake up,” Topher counseled her quietly. “This is a dream.”

      “Yes,” the Keelut growled, “wake and go about your business. Now that I have smelled you, I can track you through the worlds and hunt you wherever you go. I will only be the hungrier for it when I devour you.”

      Sappho clutched Topher in terror and buried her face in his chest. 

      Topher frantically searched his memory for tales of the Keelut. There was little that people knew about it. Strange dog tracks that ended suddenly were all most people ever saw of it. Now Topher understood that where its tracks ended suddenly, the Keelut stepped into the dreamlands. This creature had the same power that Zoe Forrest could use to step between the waking and dreaming worlds or perhaps it had meant that it could travel to any of the worlds on the World Tree like the lords of the fey. If that were the case, there really was no place they could be safe in the waking or dreaming worlds once they left the wards Topher had drawn back in the clearing where their bodies still rested. There was no known means of catching or stopping this creature in any recorded myths. 

      “Sing,” Topher whispered to Sappho. “This is not the one you meant to call. If we are stuck here, you might as well do what you came to do.”

      Sappho looked up at Topher and wiped away her tears with a trembling hand. Her voice trembled as well. It took her four tries before she could dredge up the courage to resume her kulning in spite of the bloodthirsty beast prowling around the outer warding circle.

      Topher changed his grip around her waist to allow her to stand straight so her voice could ring high and clear across the dream landscape. She turned to look out over the terrain below her mountaintop with her back against Topher’s chest for support. Her voice grew stronger. Her song was different yet again. Topher could tell that now she summoned a specific being with purpose where before she had been merely calling in the naïve manner that invited doom upon so many novices.

      Ignoring the Keelut was an insult that combined with its frustration and hunger to drive it into a rage. It lunged at them with a fierce roar.

      The golden light flared at the same time that a giant white blur barreled into the Keelut’s side mid-leap, driving it across and over the far edge of the mountain peak. A loud crisp clap of thunder resounded across the dream landscape a second after it disappeared, quickly followed by a second. Clouds rolled across the sky to follow the thunder. 

      “My brave mistress,” whispered a deep, compassionate voice.

      A giant shaggy mountain goat stepped daintily across the dream ward to nuzzle Sappho’s hip. 

      “How did you get across…?” Topher gaped. 

      The mountain goat lifted his narrow head to address Topher, “It is a defining part of my nature to cross boundaries. I am made partly of warding stuff.

      “Wake now, mistress,” he addressed Sappho in his deep solemn whisper, “and call me to you once more. The danger is gone.”

      Topher and Sappho stood in the sunny clearing at the foot of the Bartlett Hills surrounded by trees. Hesiod stood over the carcass of a large beast at the edge of the outer warding circle and fired again with his rifle. He then switched to his shotgun and fired a round directly into the open wound at point blank range, making sure that all the salt and iron pellets penetrated deep into its flesh. 

      Sappho let out a trembling breath and looked from Sod to Topher. She swallowed once and began to sing her third kulning from the dream. Shortly after she began, a large mountain goat ram with no bell stepped through the trees and nudged her hip.

      “That’s what was supposed to happen?” Sod asked stoically. “Well it’s a good thing you asked me to play along with you two. I don’t know what this thing is, but I am pretty sure I can get Fish & Game to believe it’s a black bear with mange.”
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, Topher escorted his first scholarship recruit, Themistocles Ferguson, and his sister and their familiars through a series of Walking Glasses to the Hudson Highlands in upstate New York where they took a ferry to the magical island that concealed Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts. 

      He and a proctor led them through gardens and past the reflecting pool to the primary building on the campus, a large spired castle known as Roanoke Hall. First Temmy, then Sappho entered a seven-sided room with walls covered in shelves adorned with a wide variety of objects. By choosing an object from one of the shelves, the proctor was able to tell them which of the seven dormitories would be the most suitable place for them to live and study during their first year. 

      The serious young Themistocles and his Alaskan Malamute familiar, Archimedes, would be in for a shock living with the Alchemy students in Raleigh Hall. Sappho and her mountain goat familiar, Heimdall, on the other hand, were sure to be very happy in Marlowe Hall, the conjurer’s dorm. Topher made sure that each of the siblings were settled and promised to collect them for dinner before he went to unpack his own things in his dorm room in Dee Hall. 

      Sappho shyly followed Topher back out toward the campus commons. 

      “Thank you,” Sappho chirped when she caught up with him. “This place is even more beautiful and amazing than I imagined.”

      “I am glad I could bring you here,” he assured her.

      “Now that we are here,” Sappho continued reluctantly, “is your job done?”

      “Working for O.I. was just a summer commitment.” He searched Sappho’s nervous expression and nearly fell over himself again when she bit her bottom lip. He smiled slowly at her and continued, “Now I can go back to my real job, what I should have been doing for the last five years, being your old friend Topher Evans and keeping track of when you might need me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        There are a lot of magic schools people talk about these days. But very few want to discuss or even admit the existence of the oldest. Mentioned in legends for centuries, the Deep School produces very capable witches.  Of course, there is a cost. But really, it’s not that bad. Really.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Deep School Tuition

      

      

      When May first heard about the Deep School, she was skeptical. She had tried Wicca, Daoism, Shamanism, and even Tantric Magic, the latter which seemed to be an excuse for the “master” to sleep with as many women as possible. The sex was good, and some of her classmates, which leaned heavily toward male, were excellent in the sack. But the damned stuff didn’t work.

      And working was the point. She was in marketing, which was incredibly competitive because, let’s face it, it wasn’t like you needed any special skills or a lot of smarts. Most of it was common sense. Hell, you didn’t even need to work hard. Just give the impression you did and if things didn’t work, well, the market was soft this year. Or the market was contracting. Lots of lies could cover up the fact you weren’t really doing anything different or unique.

      You could make it work. One could always swap a bit of special attention at the National Sales Meeting to get some old guy to tell your boss what a great job you did. Or you could make up a harassment claim like she did to get that asshole fired, who saw through the smokescreen. His boss was easy: a little extra attention and some lube in the parking lot kept him happy. The HR rep was a bit harder: the old biddy actually wanted a relationship. Well, women like her were easy to lead on.
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        * * *

      

      She walked down the sidewalk in the Short North to the address. The snow from yesterday’s storm was mostly cleared from the walk, and the upscale restaurants were open. This gave her hope. After all, those other “magicians” barely could afford rent, never mind a place in this part of town. Not a great indicator of any sort of power when you couldn’t pay the bills. A way to clear the rest of the obstacles from her career path without leaving evidence. One working curse was all she wanted.

      No one bothered her. She learned early on if you were going to use these tactics, you needed to look “safe.” She always dressed demurely. Made your complaints more believable. The groups of young guys walking by barely gave her a glance. Good. Last thing she needed was some dude wanting a relationship. They were good for one-night stands, if that long.

      May really wished this Deep School was the real thing. She knew that magic existed. She had seen what her grandmother could do. The old hag refused to teach. May needed that edge, and if it required some sort of oath to an imaginary being to learn it, well, it wasn’t the first lie she told. Wouldn’t be the last either.

      She followed her GPS to the address she was sent. Weird, that. After months of digging, some guy came up to her in a coffee shop one evening and just dropped a card on her iPad. A very good looking, very well-dressed guy. High-end tailored suit, Italian shoes, leather overcoat. Dark glasses, even at night. All the card said was the Deep School in red letters on black, with an address, a date, and a time written on the red back. Nothing else. He didn’t talk or anything. She tried to catch him outside but he seemed to vanish.

      The neighborhood was very trendy and the address led to an expensive high rise. She entered and took an elevator to the 14th floor. She gasped a bit when the doors opened. Whoever’s suite this was, it took up the whole floor. This was the kind of wealth she expected real magicians to have, not the low-rent places she had been before. A young woman in a fitted business suit, the skirt coming to mid-calf, moderate heels, and perfect make-up was waiting there.

      “Excellent, you are right on time,” she said. “The master, I mean Dr. Faustus, will see you now.”

      “Faustus?” May asked. “That’s an odd name. Seems like I should know it.”

      “It’s an old German name,” the girl answered. “Heck, there is even a hotel named that in Fredericksburg, Texas.” May caught the twang in her voice then. The girl smiled and pointed to the red door. “You can go into the office.”

      May pushed the heavy door open, marveling a bit the color was the wood and not paint. The room on the other side spoke of wealth and luxury. Fine Persian rugs partially covered a hardwood floor. Antique furniture decorated the rooms. The walls, done in exotic wood wainscoting and rich wallpaper above, were hung with paintings. Strange paintings. She recognized one as that weird Dutch painting. A voice, cultured and accented with a tint of German, broke into her thoughts.

      “Ah, I see you like my Bosch. What do you think of the Bruegel?

      “They are interesting,” May answered. Her mind raced. If she remembered right, and these were originals, they were nearly priceless. She turned to see a gray-haired man, clean shaven, and dressed in a tailored suit, standing still by a desk at the end of the room. His face was surprisingly gaunt and lined but the five-thousand-dollar suit and Italian shoes were what held her attention. Behind the table desk of some dark wood with gold inlays, he looked extremely wealthy. The desk itself looked like something from a museum. On top, it held only a tea pot and two cups.

      “Come, sit, and tell me why you are interested in the Deep School,” he said, sitting behind the desk. It was politely said but still felt like a command.

      As she sat, he spoke again. “Tea?”
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        * * *

      

      Later, May would wonder if the tea was drugged as she found herself telling him everything, her wishes, her dreams, the things she had done to move toward them from destroying a kid’s life at college to gain a scholarship to cheating on exams to stealing from her employer. He said little but asked a question or two. Finally, he asked, “So what will you do to gain power?”

      For once in her life she answered truthfully. “Anything.”

      He suggested some specifics, each fouler than the previous. She agreed to each. She would really do anything to get the power and wealth she wanted. He nodded.

      “The course of study is this. For three years, you are a supplicant. We will teach you the small magics, and there will be tests and tasks. Fail in them and you are out. After three years, you will make an offering to the King of the World, and if accepted, you will enter the inner door. There for seven years you will learn the dark sciences and deep magics. At the end, of those that survive, the King takes one of every six as his due. The rest of you are then free to go where you will.”

      It seemed damned cult-like, and she was about to say something, when he smiled, and said, “Of course, right now you see no reason to believe we are, as you Americans say, for real.”

      He paused for a minute and said, “In your purse, you have a bar of Godiva chocolate you’ve eaten some off.” He gestured and said a word under his breath. “Take it out.”

      May reached in her purse and found the bar. It seemed strangely heavy. She took it out and at his nod, unwrapped it. It appeared to be gold metal.

      “Take that to a jeweler and you will find it is twenty-four carat gold. Ask your dentist to check the bite, and he will tell you it matches your teeth.”

      He gestured again, and she felt a wave of lust rush over her for the girl who'd walked her in. Another, and she was filled with hatred for her. Then a third, and she was back to normal, not caring about the servant at all.

      “Things of this world are the King’s to command. Materials, emotions, what fools called luck. Go now. Your classes start next week and will require several nights a week. It will be hard, and if you are strong enough, you will be accepted into the School.

      “One man sold his co-religionists and his family to a government the King favored, and he is now one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the world. A young woman betrayed her father and her first husband and then married a man from an important family who she secretly despised, leading him to betray his family, his country, and his duties. She has been given fame and wealth.”

      He stared directly into her eyes and asked, “Questions?”

      “You said the King?”

      “Humans anthropomorphize everything. It works better using words like that, but it’s all just energy. Another educated knows there is no God or devil, anymore than there is a Santa.”

      He paused and looked at her carefully. “Our path is only for the strong and ruthless, for the weak are trampled. Go. My sla… my secretary will give you the address.”

      May left. As she did, the girl handed her a black envelope. Inside was an address, a date, and a time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      May didn’t even think about the tasks when the jeweler finished looking at the bar. He told her what seven ounces of gold was worth, but the artwork, the craftsmanship in making the chocolate bar, complete with a bite mark made it worth ten times as much. The next three jewelers gave similar numbers. The last, an old Jewish man wearing the funny cap, looked at the bar and refused to handle it. He also asked her to leave immediately.

      Superstitious old fool. He’d get paid for treating her like that.

      She went to the first class, held in an underground room in the Short North. The room was dark. Deep School was taught in total darkness, even the supplicant classes. The table was heavy wood and scarred, and the seven members of her class sat around it. The chair was rough and uncomfortable. A single candle burned at the table. The first order of business was signing the initial contract.

      She read it quickly. She was promising to faithfully attend classes, to do all the tasks given her, and to attend all special ceremonies. May laughed to herself. It’s like those silly student agreements with private religious schools. What crap.

      Signing it in blood was different, through.

      Lessons were written on a wall or a board or the wall in a glowing ink that faded with time. She was expected to copy everything perfectly. The papers they used were burned after each class. Lessons had to be learned by heart. Not being letter perfect got one punished. Mockery at first; later, pain would be inflicted.

      Words were taught in languages long dead or unknown to her. Many were strange, throat-mauling sounds that did not sound like any human language.

      When she asked the instructor about why, she was told this was like kindergarten, where she would be prepared so she could learn. She would create her grimoire if she passed through initiation. Until then, all was rote.

      They were taught small spells to practice, little glamors to make her more likable: hexes to make others have bad luck, incantations to summon small imps to give her knowledge of things she couldn’t see. She used all at work, and her success in her career continued. People who were in her way got sick at unfortunate times, and bad luck haunted rivals. Favors were easier to get.
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        * * *

      

      May walked past the conference room and waved at John through the window. He nodded back, but she noticed the room went silent. She headed back to her office, a simple room with one window near the outer wall. It was sparsely decorated and mostly utilitarian. The chair and desk were standard office furniture, the bookcase of gray metal contained some work books, a few binders, a small plush panda, and one or two trinkets to give it the appearance she was invested in working here, She'd got them at a flea market when someone had commented her office was sterile-looking. She also got a picture frame and cut a photo of a smiling man out of a magazine. “The boyfriend.”

      Closing and locking the door, she took her cup of black coffee from the desk and put it on a piece of paper. She drew a double circle and a pentagram around it and chanting the spell, added the names between the circles. She then pricked her finger and let a drop of blood fall into the coffee.

      The surface changed to cloudy, and she said the last part of the spell. Suddenly, it was as if he was on the ceiling of the conference room looking down. John, Greg, Josh and Carol sat around the table.

      “She’s not that bad. May’s just driven and a bit weak in people skills,” John said.

      “Whatever you call it,” Josh replied, “she’s very set in always getting her way and tends to run over people. Makes her hard to deal with.”

      “And if she were a guy, that would be fine,” Carol said. “My concern is: does she get her work done? Greg, you haven’t said anything.”

      “I don’t like to judge,” Greg said.

      May snarled to herself. She hated Greg, that damned Goodie-Two-Shoes. His desk was covered with religious crap, and she heard he went to Mass most days. He was supposed to be activity in charities and pro-life stuff, too. Just being near him made her skin crawl. Just another old man hiding behind a facade of niceness when she knew what he really wanted.

      Carol spoke and pulled May back from her thoughts. “Greg, I need to know what you think. We’re thinking of promoting her.”

      Greg nodded and fiddled around under the table. He was probably messing with that rosary he carried.

      “Josh is right, and it has nothing to do with her sex,” Greg finally said. “She just treats people poorly. She also makes a big deal of working hard, but there isn’t that much to show for it if you look for an ROI. I dunno.”

      May clapped her hands and releases the spell. She was livid. How dare that fucking fossil from another age question her? She took deep breaths and broke the circle. Grabbing another piece of paper, she cut her finger and started drawing another pattern. This one in blood.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, she heard the news and acted as shocked as the rest. There was a horrible accident near the office yesterday night. John, Josh, and Carol had been killed in a car crash as they went to dinner after work. Greg, in the same car, had been bruised up but miraculously survived mostly unharmed. She pretended she was glad of that at least.

      At least until she got to her office. Then the door closes, she raged about the hex misfiring. Yeah, it killed Josh, the asshole, but it also caught her mentor, Carol, and missed that damned bastard, Greg. She didn’t know what she did wrong, but she’d find out.
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        * * *

      

      When she got a chance at her next class, she asked about people who the spells didn’t take on. Not only did the hex spare Greg, but her attempt to enchant him and get him either on her side or in her bed failed, too. He was polite, not friendly but not rude, and she ended up with quite a headache.

      “Interesting question,” the instructor said, turning his white-eyed gaze on her. “There are a couple of possibilities: one, he is stronger in the craft than you, or two, he has a patron who shields him.”

      “So there is nothing I can do?” May asked.

      “Not at your level. Once you enter the Deep School, there are greater spells and curses that can open him up to your attacks. For now, you would do best to avoid him.”

      “What about mundane methods like accusations of harassment or something?” May didn’t want to give up.

      “Risky. Depending on how strong his protections, they might backfire. Your attempt, and the fact it got three other people says it worked, will have activated them.”

      May wasn’t happy, but she figured sooner or later Greg would slip up. Until then, or until she learned the greater spells, she’d avoid him.
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        * * *

      

      As they were told that first night, there were tasks, which started small like stealing a little something from work. They got bigger as time went on. Some weren’t bad; some, like the orgy she participated in, were kind of fun although some of it was degrading, and one of her classmates wept openly afterwards. Others were disgusting or sickening. One time, they were told to get an animal from a shelter and kill it. One of her classmates balked.

      “Why?” he asked. “The dog hasn’t done anything to me, and, well, it’s a dog.”

      “Because you need to learn to be detached from emotions and caring. To succeed on this path requires ruthlessness and strength.

      “But you want me to vivisect it! To make it suffer for no reason!”

      “Yes. We do,” the instructor said. “Are you refusing?”

      “Damn right. This is fucking nuts,” the man said, rising.

      Two other instructors grabbed his arms and dragged him off. May wasn’t sure what happened, but she heard him screaming and then crying through the rest of the class. Served him right. If the pussy wasn’t strong enough, he shouldn’t be here.

      Later, she thought she saw him in a homeless camp near the outside of town, looking like he was drugged out of his mind. She did the assignment. Hers was a kitten, and while she threw up afterwards, she completed it. Somehow, she knew the instructors could tell if she didn’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several months later, when there were only four of them remaining in her class, she was told to find someone and betray them. One of her classmates set her father up for child abuse. Another framed his coworker for child porn, while the third set up his boss for embezzlement. She decided to use this to get rid of Angie, the HR supervisor she was having an affair with. It was getting tiring, pretending to care for the old cow. She must have been thirty-five by now, and the kids she’d had took their toll on her body.

      May suggested they find a way to sneak away for a long weekend in Cabo or someplace warm. Anyplace that wasn’t boring old Columbus. Angie was excited and suggested they could attend a conference in San Antonio on diversity training. While not May’s department, Angie could request that someone from management come too.

      They spent three days drinking and partying in San Antonio while pretending to be at the Conference. Like many of these, the Conference posted everything online, and your attendance and continuing ed certificates were issued the first day. After the conference ended, May was seriously tired of Angie.

      As they drove down to Nuevo Laredo, Angie was getting a bit of the jitters.

      “You sure this is safe? There is horrible stuff on the news about Northern Mexico.”

      “Angie, I’m shocked.” May pretended to be upset. “You sound like one of those redneck Republican trumpkins we have in the office.”

      “No, I don’t mean it like that. You just read things…”

      Angie spent the rest of the ride trying to convince May that she wasn’t a bigot. By the time they got to the bridge, she was nearly in tears. May relented enough that she calmed down by the time they cleared customs and drove over the border.

      The place they, well Angie, was checked into was a bit rundown, but May pushed the idea of the authentic experience. Internally she was screaming at what a clueless and dip this woman was. They dumped their bags in the room, and May dragged Angie out for drinks and dinner.

      Mostly drinks. And by the time they headed back to the hotel, she barely needed to add the roofie to one of Angie’s drinks. As they staggered inside, she saw the gang member she had made contact with waiting in the lobby. She hustled Angie into their room and left her lying on the bed. Hustling back downstairs, she slipped the bellman one hundred bucks to tell the gangster the room number and that she would meet him there. She then hurried outside and grabbed the car.

      By midnight, she was back at the conference hotel, where she’d never checked out from. She amused herself by using a charm and a bit of Angie’s hair to watch what was being done to her by the gang members. Then, smiling, she went to bed. Served the bitch right.
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        * * *

      

      A week after May returned to the office, the police called to talk to her about Angie’s disappearance. Two detectives turned up, a man and a woman. She told them the prearranged story, that they had gone to the conference and then run over the border for a day. Angie had decided to stay longer; maybe she was meeting her husband?

      While she was talking to them, she drew the figure and cast the charm for belief. By the time the conversation was over, she could tell the police officers believed Angie was involved in an affair. There were apparently indications in her personal effects. May told him how they had been friends; and she hinted at a boyfriend, but she really didn’t know. As she did this, she traced the glyphs of the charm again on her leg. When the officers finally left, they were comforting her over the loss of her friend.
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        * * *

      

      That night was not a class night, so May hit the clubs to relax. She planned to drink a lot more than she should, dance, and enjoy herself. Not that she wanted to take some guy home like she used to; the sex at the school had kinda killed her interest in that. She needed to blow off some steam and make a decision. She was about to have to decide if she wanted to really study in the deep school or were the small magics enough?

      The true Deep School would mean leaving her career and her life for seven years. That was scary, since she'd started this to improve her career. It would also require mutilation, specifically removing her left nipple with her own hand and offering it to the flames. And then there was the risk that one student would be enslaved by the Devil at the end. But all those that survived and graduated became wealthy and powerful.

      She was lost in these thoughts when she stepped off the curve in front of the bus.
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        * * *

      

      Suddenly, there was a loud noise and a burst of pain, and she was standing looking at her body under the tire of the bus. She noticed it was hot, and when she lifted her hands, they were shackled with chains of iron. She heard a noise behind her, and Dr. Faustus was there, standing in front of a shapeless shadow.

      “What…” May stared around and everything seemed to be on fire. It hurt.

      “Welcome to hell,” Faustus said. “You belong to us now.”

      “But I didn’t take the oath,” May whimpered. “And why does everything hurt.”

      “You didn’t need to. Your actions damned you. Your soul was the tuition. The rest was just window dressing.” Faustus laughed, but it was a grim and painful laugh. “This pain is the presence of that accused God. Without the flesh to mask us, we can always feel His presence as a burning flame.”

      “But, but…you said there was no God. There was just energy”

      “I lied. Just like your modern world does.”

      May started to cry. Dr. Faustus gestured and two demonic creatures grabbed her.

      “Oh, shut up,” he said. “Like me, you chose this, except your soul grants me ten more years in the flesh.”
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        * * *
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      In the world of Schooled in Magic, common-born magicians leave their homes when they come into their powers and travel to one of the magical schools to learn magic. By the time Emily entered Whitehall, the process of transforming a commoner into a magician was well-understood and their stories generally ended happily.

      This story, set roughly fifteen years before Schooled in Magic, is not one of them.
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      “Clubfoot! Clubfoot!”

      Gennady stayed low as he ran into the undergrowth, trying to put as much distance between him and his father as possible. The man had come home blind drunk, as always, and would beat Gennady to a pulp if his father caught him before the drink finally sent his father into a drunken stupor. He’d been drinking more than usual lately, ever since Huckeba—Gennady’s elder brother—had married some poor girl from the neighbouring village and moved into her shack with his in-laws. Someone had probably reminded him that his son was a cripple, a disabled boy in a world that cared nothing for disabled boys, and he’d gone home to take out his frustrations on his son.

      He gritted his teeth as his ankle started to hurt, a grim reminder of why everyone—even his parents—called him Clubfoot. It wasn’t a real clubfoot, he’d been told, but it was bad enough. Gennady could barely keep up with the women, let alone the men. He was weak, too weak to handle anything from farm work to the late-night drinking and fighting that occupied the men when they weren’t working the fields. There was no way he’d ever be allowed to marry, let alone have children. His father would probably disown him, sooner or later. There was no way he could pass the family’s tiny shack to a cripple. Gennady’s younger brother would probably kick him out even if their father didn’t. And no one would say anything about it at all.

      The bitterness welled up, again, as the shadows grew and lengthened. It wasn’t fair. He hadn’t chosen to be a cripple. He wasn’t one of the idiots who tossed axes around for fun and accidentally cut off their own legs. He hadn’t done anything to deserve being the runt of the litter, the laughing stock of the village ... he hadn’t. His bones ached as he stumbled to a halt, gasping for breath. The louts had beaten him yesterday, chasing him from the vegetable gardens and into the forests surrounding the village. No doubt they’d hoped he wouldn’t come crawling back. Gennady himself wasn’t sure why he hadn’t simply walked away and allowed the forest to kill him. No one in their right mind ventured out of the village after dark. The night belonged to the other folk.

      He stumbled to a halt, sweat trickling down his back. His father’s voice had stilled. Gennady knew what that meant. The old man had probably gone back to the shack, to take his anger out on his mother instead. He felt a pang of guilt, mixed with relief that it wasn’t him. He knew he should be ashamed of himself for letting it happen, for doing nothing, but ... he couldn’t help it. He’d been beaten down so often that he knew he had little sympathy to spare for anyone else.

      Why should I, he asked himself, when no one has any sympathy for me?

      He warily looked around. Few people came this close to the Greenwood, save for the lonely, the lost and the desperate. The tangled branches and undergrowth up ahead were impassable, even to a strong man with an axe. No one in their right mind would try to get in, not if they knew what was waiting for them. The other folk lived there, in a realm so overgrown the sun never shone. They’d kill anyone foolish enough to enter their world. Gennady forced himself to start moving again, giving the Greenwood a wide berth. There were times when he thought he could hear voices, urging him to walk into the alien realm. He knew if he did, he’d never come out again.

      Birds flew through the forest as he trudged onwards, despite the growing pain in his ankle. He forced himself to keep scanning the ground, noting mushrooms growing near the taller trees. They didn’t look ripe, not yet, but they were edible. If he was desperate ... he promised himself he’d come back later to pick them to take home for his mother’s stew. If he could get them home, without having them stolen by one of the village louts, his mother might be pleased.

      No. He knew better. She could never forget what he’d done to her, simply by being born.

      It wasn’t my fault, he told himself. It wasn’t his fault that the village woman had cracked jokes about Gennady’s mother lying with the other folk, before his birth. It wasn’t his fault that her husband had come very close to kicking her and her cursed child out of the shack, throwing them into the cold to die. I was just a child.

      The thought didn’t comfort him. How could it? He was a cripple. There was no place for him in the village, no place anywhere. It was only a matter of time until he was exposed to the elements and left to die. The village couldn’t afford to feed useless mouths. Gennady knew, all too well, that his father only kept him alive because he was good at scavenging. He had to be. There was no way he could kill a wild pig or catch a bird or do anything useful for the village. The day he stopped bringing home mushrooms or herbs or anything else along those lines was the day he’d die. He knew it with a certainty that could not be denied.

      He flinched as he heard something moving in the undergrowth, something big. A wild pig? A boar? Hogarth, the strongest lout in the village, wouldn’t dare tangle with a wild boar in the forest. Even the count who owned the village and the surrounding region of the mountains would hesitate to don his armour to hunt a wild boar. Such a creature was strong enough to pose a threat to anyone, save perhaps a sorcerer. Gennady hadn’t met many sorcerers. He’d been kept firmly out of their way the last time the roving wizards had visited the village. He hadn’t cared. Sorcerers could be childishly cruel at times.

      The sound grew louder. Gennady turned and inched away, resisting the urge to run for his life. The boar—if it was a boar—would give chase, if it thought he was scared. It was all he could do to saunter away, despite the sense of unseen eyes studying his back and trying to decide if he’d make a tasty meal. Gennady had to struggle to breathe, despite a suicidal impulse to turn and walk towards the boar. It would be over quickly, then his family could pretend he’d never existed. He knew what happened, when someone was exposed and left to die. Their families never mentioned them again.

      He sighed inwardly as the sound died away. He moved towards one of the paths, towards one of the few safe walkways between the villages ... as long as one wasn’t a tax collector or someone else who might be quietly murdered a long way from civilisation. Gennady had met a couple of tax collectors, overweight men gloating as they skimmed what little they could from the village ... one had laughed, openly, as the villages sweated to meet their dues. He’d insisted he was exacting revenge for everything the villagers had done to him, once upon a time. Gennady wanted to be like him, even though he knew it would never happen. No one would be scared of him. He’d just vanish, somewhere in the forests, and no one would give a damn ...

      ... And then he noticed that someone was walking down the path.

      Gennady froze, convinced his father had found him. His father ... or one of the village louts. It didn’t matter. He’d get a beating no matter who found him. He peered through the trees, breathing a sigh of relief as the walker came into view. Primrose. A girl who’d smiled at him, once or twice. The only person who’d ever been nice to him. He found himself staring, despite himself. Primrose was beautiful, with brown hair that seemed to glow with light and health. She wore the simple smock that all village women wore, as she was now old enough to wed, but she made it look like a dress. Gennady was smitten. He knew he wasn’t the only one. Every boy in the village—and the surrounding villages—wanted to pay court to her. He was surprised she was alone, outside the stockade. The custom of kidnapping brides might be outdated, yet it persisted. Primrose would have no choice but to stay with someone brave and bold enough to take her, marry her and bed her before informing her parents. She would be his ...

      He found himself turning to follow, shadowing her, as she hurried down the path to a small clearing. He wanted to call out, to tell her he was there, but he couldn’t find the words. He could never talk to Primrose, not when she was the only village woman not to mock him for an ugly gnome. The others were cruel, but Primrose ... she was sweet and kind and simply wonderful. He dreamed of impressing her, of convincing her that he was the one, yet ... he knew it wasn’t going to happen. There were boys in the village who owned—or would inherit—entire shacks, tracts of land, even a handful of sheep. What did he have that could compete? Nothing. Primrose’s father would laugh in Gennady’s face if he came courting. Of course he would.

      Primrose didn’t look back as she made her way into the clearing. Gennady followed, frowning inwardly. It didn’t look good. The clearing was small, too small. It wasn’t a place to rest, when walking through the trees. It was a place for meetings between lovers ... he felt ice shudder down his spine as he saw Hogarth beneath the trees, a look of cruel anticipation on his face. The brute was waiting for Primrose ... Gennady shuddered again, realising he was looking at an ambush. Hogarth was waiting for her and ... Gennady’s mind shut down. He couldn’t face what was coming. The thought of Primrose being married to Hogarth ...

      He felt sick. The village louts were big and bad, but Hogarth was the biggest and baddest of them all. A walking slab of muscle, too dumb to count past ten without taking off his boots ... and sadistic enough to beat up anyone who got in his way, even the older villagers. Gennady had felt Hogarth’s fists often enough to know the bastard took delight in hurting people, in picking fights with people who couldn’t fight back. Bitterness threatened to overwhelm him again. It just wasn’t fair. People like Hogarth had everything. What did intelligence matter when it could be smashed down at will? Why ...

      His stomach churned as Hogarth stepped forward, took Primrose in his arms and kissed her. The sound was loud, possessive. Hogarth held her tightly, his arms inching down... Gennady felt envy, followed by hatred and fear. Primrose didn’t look happy, from what little he could see, but what could she do? Hogarth was both admired and feared by the entire village. She probably didn’t want to marry him, but so what? If Hogarth asked for her hand in marriage, her father would give Primrose to him. What else could he do?

      Hogarth looked up. Their eyes met.

      Gennady froze, suddenly unable to move. He was too scared to try, too scared to even think as Hogarth pushed Primrose to one side and bounded towards the undergrowth. Hogarth was the kind of person who’d make it hurt all the more, if Gennady tried to run ... not that he could. Hogarth could run like the wind. Gennady would start limping within a few seconds if he tried. He heard Primrose say something, but it was too late. He hoped she’d have the sense to run away. Hogarth would beat her for interfering with his fun if she tried to stop him.

      “Clubfoot,” Hogarth snarled. “You little ...”

      Gennady whimpered, trying to raise his hands to protect himself. But they felt as if they were too heavy to move. Hogarth was too close, his face a mask of hatred. Gennady stumbled back, too late. Hogarth punched him in the chest, the pain making him retch as he doubled over. A second blow—a fist, a knee, he didn’t know—smashed into his face. He thought he felt his teeth coming loose as he hit the muddy ground, instinctively trying to crawl into it. But it was impossible. A hand grasped his neck and yanked him up. He found himself staring at Hogarth’s face. He knew, with a certainty he couldn’t deny, that it was going to be the last thing he saw.

      “Little filthy spy,” Hogarth said. He drew back his fist. “You wretch ...”

      Gennady barely heard him. The pain was all-consuming. He would have curled into a ball if he wasn’t being held, dangling from Hogarth’s hand like a cat might carry a mouse. It wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t fair. The thought pounded through his head, bringing stabs of pain and grief and something with it. He couldn’t think. He felt as though he was far too close to the Greenwood, to the other folk. Blue sparks flashed at the corner of his eyes as Hogarth tightened his grip. The world seemed to blur ...

      “This is it,” Hogarth said. Gennady believed him. He was going to die. He was finally going to die. And it wasn’t fair. “Goodbye.”

      His fist started to move. Blue sparks flashed, a surge of twisted power flowing through Gennady and into Hogarth. The bully screamed, his face contorted with pain. Gennady stared, unsure what was happening as the blue light grew stronger. His awareness came in fits and starts. There was a blinding flash of light. He was flying through the air. Pain, pain, pain ... and a sense of power that almost overwhelmed him. Primrose screamed, the sound dragging him back to himself an instant before the darkness swallowed him. Gennady opened his mouth ...

      ... And the world went black.

      He tried to think, but it felt as if he was trapped in mud. Darkness crawled around him, as if he was on the very edge of going to sleep but somehow unable to shut down. He heard voices mumbling, their words growing louder and louder ... he heard his father’s voice, the shock yanking him out of the unnatural slumber. The real world crashed around him as he opened his eyes, realising in horror that he was lying on a blanket in the hovel. His mother stared down at him, her stern face unreadable. For a moment, Gennady thought he’d dreamed everything. But the throbbing power within him was undeniable.

      A face came into view. A man, a stranger ... short black hair, clean-shaven ... Gennady winced inwardly, fearing the mockery that would be directed at someone unable or unwilling to grow a beard. And dressed from head to toe in black ... sorcerer’s black. Gennady started, trying to sit up but unable to do even that. Cold terror washed down his spine, mocking him. He had to show proper respect or ... he’d wind up being cursed or ... or something. And yet, his body refused to obey. The dull pain was threatening to drag him back into the darkness. He felt as if his body had turned to mush. Maybe it had. There was a sorcerer standing over him.

      He felt his heart twist as his father stepped up beside the sorcerer. The man looked as if he’d sobered up the hard way, his hands twitching as if he was in desperate need of a drink. Or to work off his frustrations by hitting someone. Gennady frowned, inwardly, at the look in his father’s eyes as the old man stared at him. Fear. Real fear. It both attracted and repelled Gennady. It felt good to have someone be scared of him, for once. It felt good to have someone grant him respect, even through fear. It felt good ...

      ... And yet, it didn’t.

      The sorcerer removed a gourd from his belt and held it to Gennady’s lips. Gennady didn’t want to sip, but he had a feeling he didn’t have a choice. The liquid tasted unpleasant, worse than the brackish water he’d been forced to drink over the winters, yet ... he felt an odd surge of energy flowing through him. His body tingled, jerking uneasily as he lay back down The discomfort would pass. He knew it would. He was far too used to pain.

      “Gennady.” The sorcerer sounded odd, as if he’d learned the language by rote. It was very clear he’d been born and raised somewhere very far from the Cairngorms. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.” Gennady saw his father pale. He’d forgotten the honorific. The entire family would be cursed if he didn’t fix it, quickly. “Yes, My Lord.”

      The sorcerer nodded, sternly. “How much do you remember?”

      Gennady forced himself to think. He’d been in the forest. He’d seen Primrose. Hogarth had attacked him. Hogarth had nearly killed him. He’d ...

      “Power,” he said. Blue sparks seemed to dance in the shadows as he remembered Hogarth screaming. The brute had deserved it. And worse. Gennady liked the thought of making Hogarth suffer. He’d done it. Yes, he’d done it. “I remember power.”

      “Yes.” The sorcerer smiled, very briefly. “Power.”

      Gennady swallowed, hard. “What happened?”

      “Magic,” the sorcerer said. Behind him, Gennady saw his father flinch. “Gennady, you’re a magician.”
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      The sorcerer—he’d announced himself as Lord Timothy of Whitehall, when Gennady finally worked up the nerve to ask—didn’t waste any time. As Gennady recovered from the beating, Lord Timothy murmured to Gennady’s father and arranged for Gennady to leave the village. Gennady wasn’t sure how he felt about that, even though he could feel the magic pulsing in his heart. He wanted—he needed—to go to school, to earn the respect everyone seemed to give Lord Timothy, but there was a part of him that didn’t want to go. He could pay court to Primrose now ...

      A thought struck him as the sorcerer led the way out of the shack. “My Lord ... what happened to Hogarth?”

      Lord Timothy shrugged, as if it wasn’t important. “Oh, your power gave him a shock and he took a nasty blow to the head. His mind was a bit scrambled, as were his memories. I don’t think he recalls clearly what happened.”

      Gennady felt a flash of vindictive glee. He’d seen men who’d banged their heads a little too hard. Some turned violent, some ... just sat there, doing nothing. Eventually, they were exposed. Hogarth deserved to suffer for daring to lay hands on Primrose. She didn’t deserve to be shackled to a brute for the rest of her life. Hopefully, Hogarth would never recover completely. It would do him good if the pack of thugs he’d been nurturing turned on him and rent him limb from limb.

      “Take a last look at the village,” Lord Timothy said. “Your father sold you to me. To Whitehall.”

      “Oh.” Gennady was too tired to care. Much. “Where ... where are we going?”

      “Whitehall, eventually.” Lord Timothy shrugged. “Take a look around. When you return ...”

      I’ll be a sorcerer, Gennady thought. The village looked deserted. Only a handful of older women were in sight, picking herbs from the tiny gardens beside their shacks. They were careful not to look at the magician ... at both magicians, as if looking at them would draw their attention. Gennady felt an odd little thrill as he turned away. People were respecting him. And when I come back, I’ll be a big man.

      He followed the sorcerer as he walked towards a big black horse. The creature eyed him nastily, as if it knewGennady had never ridden a horse in his entire life. There weren’t many horses in the region, save for the beasts ridden by the aristocrats. Lord Timothy helped Gennady into the rear saddle, then scrambled into his own and took the reins. The horse neighed loudly as it broke into a trot. Gennady grabbed the sorcerer’s back as the beast picked up speed, trotting through the village. The sorcerer grunted, but said nothing. Gennady was too scared to care.

      The road seemed to grow wider as they rode down the hill, heading away from the village. Gennady had explored much of the surrounding area—he’d been looking for places the others couldn’t go—but it wasn’t long before the landscape became unfamiliar. He’d known better, back then, than to explore too far from the village. If he’d been caught in another’s territory, he’d have been lucky to simply escape with his life. It would have been harder for a girl ... his heart twisted as he thought of Primrose. What had happened to her?

      “I believe she was the one who suggested they call me,” Lord Timothy said, when Gennady asked. “I was only four villages away.”

      “And you came.” Gennady smiled, feeling a flush of affection for the sorcerer. “Thank you.”

      “I had to come.” Lord Timothy didn’t sound as if he cared. Much. “Recruiting newborn magicians is part of my job.”

      Gennady smiled. Primrose had saved his life. He was sure of it. His father ... he smiled again as he remembered the fear on his father’s face. All the beatings ... Gennady could avenge them now, if he wished. He could go back to the village and teach his father—and everyone else —a lesson. It was what they would have done, if things were reversed. No doubt they would have killed him, if Primrose hadn’t called the magician. The law was strict—newborn magicians were to be reported at once—but fear of magic ran deep. His father might well have killed him before he could wake, if there hadn’t been another option.

      The sorcerer’s answers got shorter and shorter, the further they moved from the village. Gennady took the hint and shut up, resigning himself to looking around as they rode through ever-larger villages and towns. He’d never really understood, not intellectually, how large the world was before. His universe had been limited to the village and its surrounding environs. But now ... he stared in disbelief at towns that housed hundreds, if not thousands, of people. They looked so ... wealthy compared to his family. He looked down at his tattered shirt and trousers, patched and handed down through the generations, and felt a stab of shame. He looked like a rube. The city dwellers would laugh at him. He promised himself he’d beg or borrow new clothes as soon as he could. And yet ...

      I have no money, he thought. It was rare to see money in the village. He’d certainly never handled any. The villagers normally bartered for food, if they couldn't grow it themselves. How am I going to get new clothes?

      The road grew wider still. They cantered through a thicket, then found themselves looking down on an even larger city. Gennady couldn’t believe his eyes. The cluster of buildings was immense. They couldn’t all be houses, could they? He thought he spotted an inn or two, but he didn’t know. The giant mansion in the centre of the city looked ... weird. A castle? It didn’t look anything like the count’s castle, the one he’d gazed upon with awe and trepidation. It looked as if whoever had built it had no reason to fear attack.

      He leaned forward, half-expecting to be taken into the city, but the sorcerer picked a road that led around the walls instead. The city’s stone walls looked impregnable, as if they had nothing to worry about from anything. Gennady had grown up on horror stories of raids from the forests, of villagers who had sometimes attacked other villages because they were starving and desperate or simply didn’t have anything better to do. He’d heard all the stories, but ... he’d never seen it happen. He’d never really believed it happened. And yet, this city looked ready for attack. The handful of guards on the walls peered down at them, then saluted. They didn’t seem to realise he was from a village.

      A faint pulse of magic flashed through the air as they rounded the city and headed towards a glowing square of light. A pair of guards stood next to it, but otherwise ... he felt the light calling him, and he wanted—needed—to go to it. He felt almost as though he was going home. The sorcerer pulled on the reins, slowing the horse. Gennady loosened his grip, suddenly aware of aches and pains in muscles he hadn’t known he had. Clearly, horses were not the romantic creatures of children’s tales. Or maybe noblemen had tougher arses. He doubted it. They weren’t that different.

      “Brace yourself,” Lord Timothy said, as the horse walked towards the light. “This may be ... interesting. And illuminative.”

      Gennady opened his mouth to ask what Lord Timothy meant by that, but the horse went through the light before he could form words. There was a flash of blinding light—he squeezed his eyes shut, too late—and a sensation of pain, then nothing. The pain felt odd, as if he’d imagined it. The sensation was gone almost before he was aware of it. He opened his eyes, blinking in shock. It had been mid-morning in the Cairngorms, but now it was late afternoon and ... and they were riding towards an even larger town. This one was secure, he thought. There were no walls protecting the residents from wandering bandits.

      “Welcome to Dragon’s Den,” Lord Timothy said. There was a hint of disappointment in his voice. “Your home for the next few months.”

      Gennady leaned forward, drinking in the scene. There were towering mountains in the distance, their peaks lost in the clouds ... it took him longer than it should have done, he thought mournfully, to realise that they weren’t the Cairngorms. They’d travelled hundreds of miles in a split second the moment they’d ridden through the lights. He stared at the mountains, then turned his attention to the town itself. It was crowded with people, more people than he’d seen in his entire life. And they all looked wealthy, wearing fine clothes and riding horses and ... he felt another stab of shame. He really didn’t fit in.

      The people didn’t seem to notice—or care—that two magicians had just ridden into their town. They were doing ... whatever they were doing, without paying any attention to Gennady. He was relieved, despite himself. He felt so utterly out of place that he almost wanted to ask the sorcerer to take him back home. And yet ... Lord Timothy had bought him. Gennady wondered if that made him the sorcerer’s slave. He was willing to be a slave—or worse—if the man taught him to use magic. He’d do anything to learn, anything at all.

      Magic sparkled through the air. A magician stood in the middle of the street, performing tricks for children. Gennady watched in awe as flames rose and fell, the fires darting around the magician's hands and into the magician's mouth without burning the man. The kids whooped and cheered, drawing his attention to them. He felt a surge of sudden hatred, blinding in its intensity. They were so free and happy, enjoying themselves ... running wild, instead of the work he’d had to do from birth. The kids looked more than old enough to work the fields ... it wasn’t fair they were free to do whatever they liked, while he’d had to work and be beaten for not working enough. Even the count’s son had to work ...

      He looked away and blinked in surprise as he saw two teenage girls—they looked to be around the same age as Primrose—wearing dresses that exposed the tops of their pale white breasts. A third wore trousers. Tight trousers. He could see the shape of her legs ... He stared in shock, torn between fascination and a grim belief they were prostitutes. No decent woman would expose so much of herself, not in the open. Even a wife wasn’t supposed to get naked in front of her husband. They had to be loose women, the kind of lady the cities bred ... he swallowed hard, forcing himself to look away. He’d heard the stories, but ... they didn’t look unpleasant. They didn’t look as if they were going to corrupt him with their city-ways.

      His voice shook. “Those girls ... are they whores?”

      Lord Timothy laughed. “No,” he said, in a tone that suggested Gennady had asked something very stupid. “Judging by their clothes, they’re the daughters of wealthy merchants.”

      “And they’re dressed like that?” Gennady found it hard to believe. He’d met a couple of traveling peddlers. They’d always dressed like villagers. “They’re ...”

      “That is the fashion,” the sorcerer said. His voice suggested boredom. Gennady didn’t believe it. “They’re trying to attract husbands. They’ll wear their hair up once they’re married.”

      Gennady forced himself not to stare at the girls. It wasn’t easy. He’d heard all the stories, all the bragging from the lads, but he’d never had a chance to look himself. Hogarth had claimed to have seen every girl in the village without her scarf, let alone the rest of her clothes, yet ... Gennady was sure he was lying. The women of the village were decent. They were decent because they had to be. The girls behind him ...

      Primrose would never dress like that, he thought. He tried not to admit, even to himself, that he would have liked to see her like that. She’s a decent woman.

      He felt his heart start to beat faster as the horse cantered through a pair of gates and into a small courtyard. Primrose would wait for him. He was sure of it. He’d go back to the village with power and ... and she’d wait for him. There would be no objections to the match, once he was a sorcerer. Her father would be proud to have a sorcerer for a son-in-law. And anyone who objected would be made to pay. Gennady smiled, remembering all the humiliations that had been heaped on him. He’d make them pay. He’d make them all pay.

      A wisp of magic brushed against him as the horse came to a halt. Lord Timothy swung his legs over the beast’s side and dropped to the ground, then held out a hand to help Gennady clamber down. The horse snorted rudely, but stayed still as a pair of stable-boys came around the corner and took the reins. Lord Timothy gave them each a silver coin, then directed Gennady to follow him. Gennady was stunned. Silver coins? He’d never seen so much money in his entire life.

      Lord Timothy led him straight towards a large stone building and in through the door. More magic brushed against him, feeling decidedly unfriendly. Gennady shivered, making sure to stay close to the sorcerer as they walked into the lobby. A middle-aged woman in long green robes was sitting at a desk, reading a parchment scroll. Gennady frowned as she looked up, then stood. She looked old, yet young. Her face didn’t carry the scars and pox marks that blighted his mother and sisters.

      “A newborn for you,” Lord Timothy said, curtly. He glanced at Gennady, then pointed to a chair. “Sit there and wait.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” Gennady said.

      “He has good manners,” the woman said. There was a faint hint of mockery in her tone. “They’ll stand him in good stead.”

      Gennady felt his cheeks burn as he made his way to the chair and sat down. He was used to being mocked—he was the only village boy to be mocked by the girls—but ... he put it out of his mind as he tried to relax, catching sight of his reflection in a shiny surface. No, a mirror. It wasn’t the first he’d seen, but it was the largest. He forced himself to look at himself through new eyes. His skin was marked and pitted, his eyes dull, his hair a bird’s nest, his clothes stained with mud and blood and the gods alone knew what else ... he looked like something the cat had dragged in. Pathetic. He looked pathetic. No wonder they'd mocked him. Shame prickled as he waited, resolving he’d clean himself up as quickly as possible. If he was going to be a magician, he was going to look the part.

      It felt like hours before Lord Timothy and another woman, wearing blue robes, came over to him. The woman looked him up and down, then nodded. Gennady looked back, sensing the magic around her. She looked formidable, like a farmwife in her prime. And yet ... there was something about her bearing that suggested she wasn’t used to hard work. The magic did it for her. It was hard, impossibly hard, to deduce her age. She seemed ... timeless.

      “Gennady, this is Lady Flower,” Lord Timothy said. “She will be one of your tutors, preparing you for school.”

      Gennady blinked. “I need to be prepared?”

      “Yes.” Lord Timothy sounded surprised. “You don’t know how to read, let alone write. You don’t know basics that most students learn from their parents. So ... Lady Flower and her fellows will be tutoring you. Once you’re ready, you’ll be sent to Whitehall.”

      He lowered his voice. “And don’t give her any problems, or you’ll be turned into a toad.”

      “I have never turned a person into a toad,” Lady Flower said. She had an aristocratic voice Gennady hated right from the start. “I’ve always preferred slugs, myself.”

      Gennady shivered. The threat was terrifying. And yet ... he’d always been weak and helpless, unable to defend himself. Hogarth would have had a real problem with women in authority, if their places had been swapped. Gennady was too used to being bossed to care.

      “Yes, My Lady,” he said.

      “Lilly was right,” Lady Flower said. “You do have good manners.”

      Lord Timothy stepped back. “Do well,” he said, gruffly. “I’ll see you after you graduate.”

      Gennady felt a flash of panic. “You’re just leaving me here?”

      “I have to watch for others like you,” Lord Timothy said. He buckled his coat. “Lady Flower will tutor you and your fellows. She will take care of you.”

      “You’re not the first person to come here,” Lady Flower assured him. “You’ll be fine, as long as you work hard.”

      “I will,” Gennady promised.

      “Good,” Lord Timothy said. He nodded to Lady Flower. “I’ll tell your family that you’ve settled in nicely.”

      “You’re going back to the mountains?” Gennady leaned forward. “Tell ... My Lord, please tell Primrose that I’ll make myself worthy of her.”

      Lord Timothy’s face went blank. “If that is what you wish, I’ll pass on the message next time I see her,” he said. “If, of course, I ever do.”

      “Thank you, My Lord,” Gennady said. He hoped the sorcerer would pass on the message. Primrose would want to hear from him, wouldn’t she? “I will make myself worthy of her.”
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      On one hand, the boarding house was the best place Gennady had ever lived.

      The food was good—and plentiful. He shared a room with three other boys, but there was more room—private room—for himself than ever before. There were no drunkards waving their fists as they crashed through the rooms, no savage beatings for simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time ... in many ways, it was perfect. He never wanted to leave.

      But, on the other hand, it was the hardest thing he’d ever done.

      Gennady had never learnt to read, let alone write. The thought of learning to write so he could send letters to Primrose had died when he’d realised she couldn’t read either. He’d never thought he might be ignorant until he’d left the village, seen a far wider world and discovered—too late—that he was woefully unprepared. The villagers hadn’t prepared him for studying reading and writing, let alone magic. Even the more complex forms of arithmetic were beyond him.

      It didn’t take him long to discover just how far behind he truly was. Lady Flower and her staff were patient, but Gennady rapidly grew frustrated as they helped him work his way through hundreds of exercises in the hopes some of it would stick. He’d always had a good memory—he’d needed one, as he’d never been able to write anything down—yet it wasn’t good enough. Other students came and went, but Gennady felt as if he wasn’t getting anywhere. The frustration burnt at his mind as he memorised thousands of letters and sigils, remembering what each one meant without being able to modify them to suit himself. He could—and he did—learn by rote, but it proved impossible to make the jump to actually understand what he was being taught.

      He was tempted, more than he cared to admit, to simply run away. It wouldn’t be hard to leave. The boarding house wasn’t a prison. He’d spent enough time exploring Dragon’s Den to be sure he could get out of town if he wished. But where would he go? The magic pulsed within him—Lady Flower had taught him a handful of exercises to control it—but he didn’t know how to use it. Not yet. He couldn’t go home until he did. Primrose would reject him if he wasn’t a sorcerer. And Hogarth and his cronies would kill him. Gennady still had nightmares about their last meeting.

      “I just don’t understand,” he confessed, after two months in the boarding house. “It just doesn’t make sense!”

      “You’re lacking the basics,” Lady Flower said, calmly. “And until you master those, you can’t jump ahead.”

      Gennady looked at the walls. There were a handful of ancient textbooks on the shelves, each packed with knowledge ... knowledge he couldn’t access because he couldn’t read. His own journal was empty, mocking him. He could copy a paragraph word for word, like a common scribe, reproducing the words without actually being able to comprehend it. It was frustrating as hell. He knew it was just a matter of time before he got kicked out, yet ... it just refused to click.

      “I don’t know,” he said. He stared at her, wildly. “Is there no way to teach me through magic?”

      Lady Flower’s lips thinned. Gennady felt his heart sink. He’d seen that expression before and it always meant trouble. Lady Flower had no qualms about smacking his hands or his arse with a ruler, if she felt he was being deliberately thick-headed or malicious. The other students whined and moaned about it, as if it was the worst thing in the world ... Gennady knew, better than any of them, that there were worse things. His body was so used to pain he could shrug off something that would leave his fellows crying like babies and begging for mercy. It wasn’t something he intended to tell them.

      “Not in the sense you mean,” she said, finally. “Yes, I could cast compulsion spells to make you learn. But they wouldn’t really make you absorb the knowledge. And ... there are potions that are supposed to improve your wits or sharpen your memory ...”

      “They sound ideal,” Gennady said, wistfully.

      “You’re not stupid,” Lady Flower told him. “You have a very good memory. Your problem is a lack of comprehension. There’s no magic I can do to aid with that.”

      Gennady looked down at his slate. The words mocked him. He knew what they were supposed to say, but ... he didn’t, not really. The words had meaning, yet ... collectively, they had a different meaning. He felt his heart sink, once again, as he parsed them one by one. They seemed to contradict each other.

      “You know what the words mean,” Lady Flower said. “You just have to learn to put them together.”

      She stood, leaving Gennady to his work. He barely noticed when she left. He was too busy trying to parse the sentences. The writing was as crisp and clear as he could have hoped, yet understanding was denied him. He felt his head pound as the dinner bell rang. They wouldn’t let him stay forever, not if he couldn’t learn to read and write. They’d kick him out, and then ... and then what? He’d been too frightened to ask.

      He forced himself to put the slate aside and walk to the dining room. The cook was a pleasant woman, yet ... he found it hard to like her. She was massively overweight, a sign she was eating more than her fair share of food. He knew, intellectually, that the cook wasn’t stealing from the rest of the household, but it was hard to believe. She ladled out a huge bowl of stew and potatoes, made a comment he barely heard and pointed him at a chair. Gennady ate slowly, trying to think. His headache was growing worse.

      It makes no sense, he thought, desperately. His thoughts ran in circles. It just makes no sense.

      He caught sight of his own reflection as he finished his meal and stood to pass the tray back to the cook. He looked ... better, he supposed, but still out of place. They’d given him new clothes and trimmed his hair and yet ... his ankle twanged in pain, a dull reminder that they hadn’t bothered to do anything about his clubfoot. It was hard not to resent it, not when he knew he was stronger than any of the other boarders. He’d been comparing himself to Hogarth and his fellows for so long, it had never occurred to him that he might be stronger than a city dweller. It was just a shame that his fellow boarders had magic too.

      The thought mocked him as he donned his robe and headed downstairs to the door. The afternoons were put aside for free study, but he’d been told he could walk and clear his head if he wanted. He’d enjoyed exploring the town, once he’d figured out how to move around without getting lost. The town—it was hard to believe there were larger cities out there—was fun, even if one didn’t have money. And yet ... he was alone. He wasn’t part of the city’s population.

      And not a student magician, not yet, he mused, as he walked through the muddy street. He’d been cautioned not to walk too close to the buildings. The locals had a habit of throwing the contents of their chamberpots out the windows and anyone unlucky enough to get drenched would be laughed at by everyone else. Where do I belong?

      He felt a stab of pain as he spotted a handful of chattering student magicians heading towards the brothel. He wasn’t one of them, not yet. He was careful to give them a wide berth, remembering the horror stories the boarders had shared about pranks played by students on unsuspecting—and defenseless—townsfolk. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Magicians might turn people into frogs rather than beating them up, he thought, but the principle was the same. The strong picked on the weak, who had to grin and bear it. He promised himself, once again, that he’d be one of the strong. The magic pulsed within him, reminding him that he had yet to learn. He needed to understand what he was doing.

      I need to find a shortcut, he thought. But how?

      The wind changed, blowing an icy gust into his face. Gennady set himself against it and kept walking, even as the streets rapidly cleared. The weather was dangerously unpredictable this close to the magic school, although no one understood why. Gennady suspected the magicians were doing it deliberately, constantly reminding the townsfolk that they could wipe the entire town off the map if they stepped out of line. Bullies always bullied, just to ensure their victims never lost their fear. Weakness invited attack. His fists clenched at the thought. He’d never be weak again.

      He turned and made his way back to the boarding house as the temperature continued to fall. He was used to cold, but ... he knew to take winter seriously, even though it was supposed to be early summer. A pair of giggling girls ran past him, one sporting a third eye on her forehead. A prank? Or something she’d done to herself? He didn’t know. Another girl followed, shouting words Primrose would never say. Gennady got out of her way fast. The local women were different and many of them had magic. They had different ideas of how they should behave.

      Hogarth wouldn’t last a day here, Gennady thought, as he passed the brothel and walked back into the boarding house. He’d be blasted to smithereens or turned into a snail and crushed within the day.

      “Gennady,” Lilly said. The secretary gave him a cold look. “Report to Master Hathaway. He has something for you.”

      “Yes, My Lady,” Gennady said. Lilly was at the bottom of the hierarchy, in the boarding house, but he’d always been afraid of her. “Did he say what?”

      “No.” Lilly shrugged. “But I’d hurry if I were you.”

      Gennady nodded, took off his coat and rushed up the stairs. It wasn’t fair. Master Hathaway hadn’t toldGennady he’d be coming, had he? No, he hadn’t. And yet, Gennady was going to get the blame. He was sure of it. He’d probably been meant to stay in the bedroom or the classroom and wait, even though he’d had no reason to think anyone was coming. It just wasn’t fair.

      Master Hathaway looked up as Gennady entered his office, then nodded curtly. He was a tall dark-skinned man, the darkest person Gennady had ever seen. There were quite a few townsfolk who didn’t look anything like Gennady himself, but ... Master Hathaway was the strangest human. The demihumans were even stranger. Gennady had never even heard of a gorgon until he came face to face with a man who had snakes for hair.

      “Lady Flower informs me that you are having problems translating your understanding of the words into understanding of complete sentences,” Master Hathaway said. “Is that correct?”

      “Yes, My Lord.” Gennady shivered. This was it. He was going to be booted out of the house and sent home in disgrace. “I just can’t put them together.”

      “Some people are better at abstract reasoning than practical stuff,” Master Hathaway said. He didn’t sound angry. “Others are more inclined towards practical matters. Your upbringing may lead you to be one of them. I’ve often found your people to be ruthlessly practical.”

      “No one is greater than the all,” Gennady quoted, bitterly. It was an old folk saying, one that would have meant more to him if he hadn’t been on the receiving end too many times. It was funny how people had no difficulty suggesting that someone else be selfless, while reserving the right to be selfish themselves. “I don’t want to go home.”

      “I quite understand.” Master Hathaway pointed to a chair. “Bring that over here, then sit down.”

      Gennady obeyed, watching numbly as Master Hathaway produced a set of tiles and placed them on the desk. “Your problem is that you don’t see a connection between what you read and what it means. Don’t take it too personally. I had the same problem myself. You don’t see meaning and thus you don’t see the pattern behind it.”

      “Yes, My Lord.” Gennady hesitated, unsure what he was being told. “How did you overcome it?”

      “I learnt the meaning,” Master Hathaway said. He shuffled the tiles, then smiled. “Let’s see how well you do now.”

      The exercise seemed foolish at first, Gennady discovered. It was hard to pretend, in many ways, that the tiles really were what they represented. His upbringing didn’t leave much room for flights of fancy, let alone imagination. And yet, as it clicked, he found himself finally seeing the pattern behind the letters and words. The sentences might be cumbersome—Master Hathaway pointed out that sorcerers rarely used one word where ten would do—but they made sense. And the more he worked on it, the more sense they made.

      He found himself smiling as the dinner bell rang, again. He’d been so occupied with his work that he hadn’t realised how quickly time was passing. Normally, it dragged. Now ... his smile grew wider as he contemplated the books on the shelves. Their secrets were within his grasp, now and forever. He could unlock them at will.

      “You did well,” Master Hathaway said. “Would you like a reward?”

      Gennady blinked. A reward? He’d never had a reward before, not even when he’d picked more mushrooms than anyone else. Punishments, sure. Rewards ... a flicker of suspicion shot through his mind. A reward might be a punishment in disguise or ... or simply snatched away, the moment the giver regretted giving. He was scared to clutch at the promise, fearing that it might be a trap ...

      “Yes, My Lord,” he said, carefully.

      Master Hathaway smiled. “I’m going to teach you a very basic spell,” he said. “Watch and learn.”

      He held up a hand and muttered a handful of words under his breath. Gennady sensed a flicker of magic—and his own magic, responding to it—as a surge of ... something flashed past him. The walls lit up with an eerie shimmering light, which faded into the background, leaving only a handful of ... he swallowed as he turned to see glowing light pulsing around the doorknobs. The magic called to him, but—at the same time—it pushed him away. He wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “It’s beautiful,” he breathed. “What is it?”

      “It’s a spell to detect magic,” Master Hathaway said. The remaining glows faded into nothingness. “You will learn to sense magic, as time goes on, but ... you may find it useful to be able to spot magic without walking into the field and getting stung. It’s quite easy to hide a transfiguration hex on a floor, keyed to trigger when someone puts their foot on it. By the time they sense the magic, it’s too late.”

      Gennady swallowed, hard. “That happens?”

      “Students practice their magic on each other,” Master Hathaway said, dryly. “You know what they do here? People enchanted? People humiliated? It’s worse in school. Believe me, students are jockeying for position all the time. You’ll have to fight to maintain your boundaries if you want to get anywhere in life. Believe me ...”

      “I believe you,” Gennady said. “Teach me the spell.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” Master Hathaway said, with heavy sarcasm. “Right away, My Lord.”

      Gennady flushed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t do that to the tutors at school or you won’t be sitting comfortably for years,” Master Hathaway said, dryly. “Listen carefully.”

      Gennady listened, mouthing the words as he sensed the magic building and shaping itself around them. The glow flared up, then faded away before he could make out the spells surrounding the room. He knew where they were, but he couldn’t tell what they were. One of them was probably designed to keep intruders out. The others ... he couldn’t tell. They were just ... there.

      “We’ll be covering how to take spells apart to study later,” Master Hathaway said. He was watching Gennady’s spellcasting with some amusement. “It’s a rare magician who can untangle and rewrite spells on the fly.”

      Gennady cast the spell again and again, grinning to himself as the walls glowed with light. It was a pointless light show, yet ... it was his. He was casting the spell. It was his spell, his magic, his ... his everything. Power bubbled around him, through him. It was all his.

      “Don’t work yourself too hard,” Master Hathaway advised. The bell rang again, louder this time. “Go eat. Stuff yourself. Tell the cook to give you an extra portion if you need it. And then go straight to bed. I want you here bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      Gennady stood and bowed. He’d done it. He’d learnt how to read! He knew ... he knew it wouldn’t be easy, even now, but he’d taken a first step towards becoming a powerful magician. He smiled as he headed out the door, his power crackling around him. His head started to hurt, again, but he ignored it. He had power. For the first time in his life, he had power. Real power. No one would ever be able to humiliate him again. He’d be a man of significance when he returned home. He had power ...

      And he loved it.
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      “Welcome to Whitehall,” a grim-faced woman said, as Gennady and two of his fellow boarders scrambled out of the carriage. “Make your way through the door and into the Grand Hall, if you please.”

      Gennady barely heard her. He was too busy staring. He’d heard so much about Whitehall, over the past few months, that he’d thought he’d known what to expect. He was wrong. Whitehall was massive, a structure that seemed to change every time he blinked ... white walls, topped with glowing towers that seemed to shift in and out of his view ... his head swam as the crowd of students pushed him into the building, down a long corridor and into the Grand Hall. He’d never seen so many people in all his life. Magic hung in the air, crackling with power. His hair tried to stand on end as he clasped his hands behind his back, bracing himself for ... he wasn’t sure. It felt as if everything was going to change.

      An aura of power flowed through the chamber as a small man took his place at the podium. Gennady stared. The man was short, with a cloth wrapped around his eyes, but there was an aura of power around him that suggested he was someone to respect. Gennady felt a flash of envy, mingled with a grim determination to equal or match the man’s power himself. He wanted—he needed—to be respected. It was the only thing that would make his life worth living.

      “Welcome to Whitehall.” The man spoke in a soft voice that somehow echoed throughout the hall. “For those of you who don’t know me” —there was a hint of amusement in his voice— “I am the Grandmaster.”

      He paused. “Whitehall has a long history of teaching magic to students, dating all the way back to the days of Lord Whitehall himself. By entering the building, you join some of the greatest sorcerers and wizards in recorded history. You become heirs to traditions that put us above the common herd, charged with maintaining those traditions and passing them on to the next generation. The school can and will offer you everything. You just need to reach out and take it.”

      Gennady felt a thrill of excitement as the speech continued. It was hard to follow some of the Grandmaster’s words, but it didn’t matter. He still felt as if he’d been singled out for something special. Waves of magic drifted through the air, brushing against his newborn senses. Master Hathaway had taught him well. The handful of spells he’d mastered were tiny, he’d been warned, but they were a beginning. He’d do well, he promised himself. He’d make everyone—particularly Primrose—fond of him. His heart ached as he told himself, once again, that he’d be able to go home in the summer. He’d be a sorcerer. They’d all bend the knee to him.

      The Grandmaster's speech finally came to an end. He nodded as the new students raised their hands in salute, then stepped through a door and vanished. A taller man stepped up to the podium and peered at them, his eyes cold and hard. Gennady knew, instinctively, that the newcomer wasn’t someone to mess with either. The man looked as if he was permanently on the verge of administering extreme violence to anyone who got in his way. Gennady knew the type. He’d met too many people like that already.

      “I am Housemaster Fredrick,” the man said, gruffly. “Tonight, we get you settled into your rooms. Tomorrow, you attend your classes. Try and make this easier for all of us by keeping your questions to yourself. We’ll sort through such matters later.”

      He paused, then continued. “Girls, accompany Housemistress Ethel,” Fredrick said. He pointed to an older woman with a nice smile, standing by a large door. “Boys, accompany me.”

      Gennady joined the throng as Fredrick stepped off the podium and marched through a separate door without looking back. His fellow students looked either nervous, utterly unsure of themselves, or strikingly confident even though most of them would never have visited the school before. They all wore the same drab robes, covering themselves from head to toe. Gennady wasn’t sure quite what to make of the outfits—they reminded him too much of dresses for his peace of mind—but no one was going to mock him in Whitehall. They all wore the same clothes. The sense of magic grew stronger as they walked up a long flight of stairs, climbing higher and higher until it seemed as if they were on the verge of walking onto the roof. Whitehall was the largest building he’d ever seen. His tutors had told him it was bigger on the inside too.

      They passed through a locked door and into another corridor, lined with smaller doors. Orbs of glowing light hung in the air, casting an eerie radiance over the scene. Gennady shivered, despite himself, as he walked under one of the light globes. The magic felt odd, as if it was reaching for him. He thought he felt something hot splattering down his backside, although there was nothing there. It felt as if it would take far too long to get used to the new environment. Dragon’s Den had been reassuringly normal compared to this.

      Fredrick came to a halt. “Line up,” he ordered. His eyes flashed over the boys, narrowing in disapproval of something. Gennady cringed inwardly, even though he wasn’t sure what he’d done ... if he’d done anything. “I’m only going to say this once. Anyone who doesn’t pay attention will regret it.”

      Gennady shivered, helplessly.

      “These are the First Year dorms,” Fredrick informed them. “Boys—men—only. Girls have their own dorms, on the other side of the school. They’re not allowed to enter your dorms” —he glared at a pair of boys who moaned in disappointment—“and you’re not allowed to enter theirs. You’re also not allowed to enter any of the other rooms without permission from the occupants—all of the occupants. Your bedroom is your haven. I expect you all to remember that.”

      He went on, outlining rule after rule until Gennady started to fear he would never remember them all. Rules for navigating the school, rules for using the libraries, spellchambers and other resources, rules for entering and leaving the dining halls ... there seemed to be a rule for every occasion. Fredrick even added a warning about contraceptive potion, making it clear that the infirmary would supply doses without asking any awkward questions. Gennady snorted inwardly at the very thought. He was saving himself for Primrose. And, even if he wasn’t, it was a point of honour to get one’s wife pregnant as quickly as possible. People would start making pointed remarks if a couple didn’t announce a pregnancy in their first year of marriage.

      “Allan, Barr, Bertram,” Fredrick said. “You’ll have the first room.”

      Gennady felt another thrill as Fredrick pointed to a room, dispatching the first trio of boys to their lair. It was a shared room, but ... it would be better than the dorms in the boarding house, let alone the shack his family had shared. There would be room to grow, room to ... there would be actual privacy.He wanted it, more than he could say. There had been no privacy back home. There had certainly been nowhere to hide.

      “Gennady, Charlus, Simon,” Fredrick said. “You’ll have this room.”

      His eyebrows narrowed as only two boys stepped forward. “Charlus will be along shortly, I’m sure,” he said, in a tone that promised trouble for the absent Charlus. “You two can get inside. Dinner will be served when the bell rings.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the other boy said. Simon, Gennady guessed. “I ...”

      Fredrick pointed at the door. “In.”

      Gennady was already pushing the door open. A faint tingle of magic flickered through the air as he stepped inside and looked around. The room was bigger than he’d dared expect, with three beds, three wardrobes, three bookshelves and a single small door in the rear of the chamber. There were no windows. Light was provided by a single glowing orb, drifting just below the ceiling. He inched forward, struck with wonder. It was his. It was all his.

      “Excuse me,” Simon said. He had an accent that reminded Gennady of the shopkeepers in Dragon’s Den. “Can I come in?”

      “Yes, sorry.” Gennady felt his face heat. “I’m ... I’m Gennady. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Simon.” Simon stuck out a hand. “Glad to be here.”

      Gennady nodded, studying Simon with interest. The young man—boy, really—couldn’t be any younger than Gennady himself, but he looked younger. His face was pale and unmarked, his brown hair long and floppy rather than cut close to his scalp ... he looked secure, as if he thought he had nothing to fear. Gennady felt envy, mingled with bitter regret. He could have been secure, if he’d grown up somewhere else. No one was truly secure in the Cairngorms, not even the aristocracy. You never knew when the other folk would reach out their hand and take you.

      “I’m from Dragon’s Den,” Simon said, confirming Gennady’s earlier thought. “Where are you from?”

      “The Cairngorms,” Gennady said. His village didn’t have a name. He’d never realised how strange that was until he’d discovered that every town and city outside the mountains did have a name. “That’s a long way away.”

      “I’ve never been there,” Simon said. He had an infectious smile. “What’s it like?”

      “Harsh.” Gennady turned away, trying to hide his jealously. Simon could talk freely about traveling ... of course he could. “I’m glad to be away.”

      He opened the rear door and peered inside. A washbasin, a shower, a toilet ... he shuddered, remembering how hard it had been to use the toilets in the boarding house. He was too used to doing his business outside, converting his waste to night soil that would—eventually—be used to fertilise the fields. Indoor toilets struck him as dirty and disgusting and—worst of all—wasteful. He told himself, firmly, that he had no idea what happened after he did his business. For all he knew, Whitehall sold compost to the local farmers.

      Simon kept chatting, telling Gennady more than he wanted to know about his merchant family, their life and a whole string of issues that made absolutely no sense at all to his captive audience. Gennady tried hard to keep his face under tight control, torn between the urge to tell Simon to shut up and the grim awareness that Simon was just trying to be friendly. The merchant boy was probably as nervous as Gennady himself. He listened quietly as he chose a bed and sat down, opening the drawer under the bed to see a selection of robes, underwear and towels. The tutors had told him that everything would be provided. He hadn’t really believed it until now.

      “The beds look small,” Simon said. “We’re supposed to get bigger beds if we pass our first tests.”

      “Are we?” Gennady looked at Simon, then at the bed, then back at Simon again. “It looks big enough for me.”

      Simon shrugged. “It’s the principle of the thing.”

      “I had to share a blanket with my siblings,” Gennady said, as he ran his finger over the duvet. It was easily big enough to cover him from head to toe. “This is so much better.”

      The door burst open. A young man stamped into the room, looking pissed. Gennady glanced at him, then froze. His instincts recognised a threat when they saw one. The young man was wearing robes, just like them, but there was something fancy about the stitching that suggested they were customized. Gennady’s tutors had mumbled something about students who bought their own robes, rather than drawing them from the school’s stockpiles. He hadn’t understood what they meant until now.

      He felt his fists clench as he stared at the newcomer. He—Charlus, Gennady assumed—was tall and haughty, with a face that was entirely too angular for Gennady’s peace of mind and a nose that was tailor-made for sneering. His eyes were sharp—and angry. Gennady saw a hint of loathing in the eyes ... no, not loathing. Charlus thought they were too lowly for him to loathe. Gennady was sure of it.

      “I’m Simon,” Simon said. “You must be Charlus ...”

      “That’s LordCharlus to you, peasant,” Charlus snapped. “Lord Charlus of House Ashworth!”

      He lifted his hand, spread out his fingers and jabbed them towards the other two boys. Gennady felt ... something ... hit the back of his neck, a blow that wasn’t a blow. The world seemed to grow larger all of sudden, something dark landing on top of him as magic—alien magic—pulsed through his body. It took him longer than it should have done to realise that Charlus had cast a spell on him. The room went completely dark as something warm and soft brushed against his head. He reached up and felt cloth. It made no sense.

      The ground shook. Gennady nearly panicked. Fear held him frozen as the warm object was pulled away. Light flowed into his eyes, almost blinding him. It was hard, so hard, to make sense of what he was seeing. Charlus had become a giant, looming over him. His face was so large that ... Gennady started back as he realised that Charlus hadn’t grown larger, not really. It was Gennady who’d been shrunk. The room was suddenly so immense that it would take far too long to reach the door. He glanced down and realised, to his horror, that he was naked. He clamped his hand over his manhood as Charlus laughed. Tears filled his eyes as he bowed his head in shame. Charlus was no better than Hogarth. He’d used magic rather than his fists, but otherwise ...

      He looked at Simon, who’d also been shrunk. They were barely two metres apart, but it might as well have been a thousand miles. Charlus peered down at them, his face a cruel rictus of amusement. He continued to laugh at them. Gennady felt a surge of sudden hatred that burned through him, demanding an outlet. But there was nothing. There was nothing he could do. He was helpless ...

      “They told me I couldn’t share a room with my friends.” Charlus spoke quietly, but it felt as if he were shouting. “They told me I had to ... expand my mind. They told me ...”

      His voice rose. “Get this through your heads. I’m in charge. When I tell you to do something, you do it. Or else I’ll punish you like the vermin you are.”

      Gennady clenched his fists, knowing it would be useless. Charlus had all the power. There was nothing he could do to fight back. Not yet, perhaps not ever ... no, he told himself, firmly, that he’d study hard and learn how to best Charlus at his own game. The aristocrat had cheated, but ... he wouldn’t win. Gennady was grimly determined to make him pay.

      “You can’t do this to us,” Simon protested. “You can’t ...”

      Charlus snapped his fingers. Simon’s tiny form fell to the ground. “Yes, I can. And I will.”

      He tossed his carryall at one of the beds, then turned. “I’m in charge. Don’t you forget it.”

      Gennady watched him walk out the door, staring in horror as he realised they were still about two inches high. The floor shook as Charlus closed the door behind him. Gennady swallowed hard, then tried to cast the cancellation spell he’d been taught. It didn’t work. He gritted his teeth and tried again, telling himself that Charlus was just a student. There was no reason to believe his magic would last for more than an hour or two, but ...

      “Gennady!” Simon was running towards him. It looked as though he was running a race. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah,” Gennady lied. It was a mistake—it was always a mistake—to show weakness. The boys would see it as an invitation. The girls would laugh and mock. “You?”

      “I’ve been better.” Simon looked pale. “What a toffee-nosed bastard!”

      Gennady flinched, despite himself. Someone might be listening. Someone was always listening, back home. The village had few secrets. Here ... who knew? Someone might be watching them through magic. He’d heard enough stories from his tutors—tales of Lord Whitehall and Lord Alfred and Robin De Bold—to know there were few true limits to magic. And then he remembered he was naked, that they were both naked ...

      Simon didn’t seem to care. “A year of him,” he said. “It’s going to feel like an eternity.”

      “Yeah,” Gennady said. The thought was unbearable. Hogarth had been horrid, but at least Gennady hadn’t had to share a room with him. “We’re going to have to study hard. We’re going to have to beat him.”

      “If we can,” Simon said, pessimistically. He sat down, resting his hands on his knees as he waited for the spell to wear off. “He’ll have been raised in a magical household. He’ll know more than us ...”

      “People like that never stop, unless they run into someone hard enough to stop them,” Gennady said. He’d heard that bullies were always cowards, but it wasn’t true. Bullies were rarely cowards because they rarely ran into someone who could stop them. They’d never tasted defeat, let alone the humiliation of being a victim. He promised himself that Charlus would taste it for himself before he was done. “We have to study hard.”

      But he knew, as he tried to cancel the spell once again, that it wouldn’t be easy.
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      The spell proved to be very resistant. Gennady tried again and again to cancel it, but he finally had to admit defeat and wait for the spell to wear off. He found himself growing back to normal just as the dinner bell rang for the last time. They hurried to dinner, snatched a quick meal before the older students chased them out and returned to their room. There was no sign of Charlus until Lights Out, when he returned, showered and went straight to bed. If he noticed the rude gesture Gennady made at his back, he didn’t show it.

      Gennady didn’t sleep well. The sense that—at any moment—he might be turned into a small hopping thing kept him awake. He tossed and turned for hours before he finally slept, only to be tormented by nightmares of a giant Hogarth—who blurred into Charlus—lifting a foot and crushing him under his clogs. The howling alarm didn’t seem to make any difference, or to go away ... it wasn’t until Simon shook him that he realised he needed to get up. He rolled over, clambered out of bed and stumbled into the shower. Charlus, mercifully, was nowhere to be seen. His bathroom supplies, on the other hand, dominated the washroom. Gennady resisted the urge to pour the bottles of sweet-smelling liquid down the toilet. The faint hint of magic in the air suggested that trying might prove fatal.

      “I heard you cry out,” Simon said. “Were you dreaming?”

      “Just a little,” Gennady lied. He thought Simon meant well, but he didn’t know.Revealing weakness to anyone could be very dangerous. He liked Simon, yet ... his life had taught him that true friends were few and far between. “Did you have a good sleep?”

      “Once I managed to block out the snores,” Simon said. He pointed a finger at Charlus’s bed. “He snored so loudly I thought it was a thunderstorm.”

      Gennady laughed as he donned his robe, then headed to the door. A handful of students were running up and down the corridor, including a couple of snooty-faced aristocrats who looked down their noses at him. He guessed they were Charlus’s friends. They probably were. The local aristocracy back home hated each other, yet they were friendly at the same time. It probably made sense to them, he reasoned, but to him it was just stupid. The aristocrats needed some real problems to keep them from fighting over trivialities.

      “Gennady,” Simon said, as they entered the dining hall. “I’d like you to meet one of my friends.”

      Gennady looked up and blinked in surprise as a red-headed girl made her way over to meet them. She wore a long robe that covered her curves—a decent woman, part of his mind noted—but her hair was uncovered, and her smile wide and welcoming. Gennady felt a confused mixture of emotions, a faint sense she might be interesting combined with the dull awareness that she hadn’t covered her hair. And ... he told himself, firmly, that it didn’t matter. The newcomer wasn’t Primrose. Gennady would stay loyal to his girl.

      “Lyndred, Daughter of Milstein,” Simon said. “This is Gennady, my new friend.”

      Lyndred dropped a curtsey. Gennady smiled, almost despite himself. No one, absolutely no one, had ever called him a friend before. He supposed Simon and he were friends, of a sort. They certainly had to work together against Charlus. He bowed in return, feeling oddly unsure. Lyndred was clearly neither a low-born village girl or a high-born aristocrat. He honestly wasn’t sure how to treat her.

      They chatted as they ate breakfast, then collected their bags and made their way to their first classes. The Housemaster had set out their timetables, along with instructions for getting from the dining hall to the classrooms, but they were very nearly late by the time they reached the room. Gennady felt his heart skip a beat as he saw Charlus and a couple of other boys sitting at the rear of the room, sneering at all and sundry. It was hard to force himself to turn his back on them. He told himself, desperately, that it was an insult. But, in the classroom, Charlus was unlikely to notice.

      And he might not know that turning your back on someone is an insult anyway, Gennady reflected, mournfully. He’s from a whole different world.

      He looked up as the tutor, a middle-aged woman with a warm smile, strode into the chamber and looked around. It wasn’t easy to take a woman seriously as a person of authority, but ... Gennady was learning. Sorceresses had personal power as well as positional power. They were hardly as helpless as village girls, who could be bought and sold or stolen as the whim struck their menfolk. And ... he reminded himself, sharply, that he’d been in the same boat until his magic had emerged. He squared his shoulders and listened as the woman—she introduced herself as Mistress Irene—launched into a complicated lecture on charms. Gennady didn’t find it easy to follow.

      His heart sank as she started to toss questions, and practical exercises, at the class. Charlus, damn him to the other folk, seemed to know everything. He answered each and every question that happened to be directed towards the rear of the class, showing off for the teacher. Gennady and the other students, the ones who didn’t come from magical stock, found it harder to handle the exercises. Simon had his hand rapped for mixing up his spellwork, creating something that—the tutor informed them—would have caused a disaster if it had actually been tried. The sniggering from the back of the room gnawed at Gennady’s mind. He promised himself, once again, that he’d do anything to shut the bastards up.

      “This spell isn’t going to work,” Mistress Irene said, looking down at his slate. “Why not?”

      Gennady scowled. He barely followed the notation. He wasn’t sure he understood the link between his diagram and actual magic. His head pounded as he tried to make sense of his work. Perhaps ... he tried to tell himself it didn’t make sense. But it was a straight line ...

      Mistress Irene took pity on him. “You’re wasting energy,” she said. “Every step in the diagram costs your spellwork a little more magic. By the time it reaches the end of the line, there will be little power left. You need to compress your spellwork to conserve magic.”

      The sniggering grew louder. Mistress Irene looked up. “Do you find something amusing?”

      Charlus snickered. “I was merely reflecting on the absurdity of inviting unprepared imbeciles to Whitehall.”

      “Indeed.” Mistress Irene’s voice turned cold. “I shall be sure to inform the Grandmaster of your opinion. I’m sure he will take it very seriously indeed. Until he sees fit to appoint you to the admissions committee, you can write me a short essay on the lives of Lord Brentwood, Lady Pelham and Lady Helen of House Ashworth. I’m sure you will find them very interesting indeed.”

      The snickering stopped, abruptly. Gennady blinked in surprise, an odd warm feeling flooding through his chest. Mistress Irene had punished them? He found it hard to believe. No one ever punished his tormentors, not ever. Maybe she was more annoyed at the sniggering than the target of their amusement. Or ... he clung to the thought that, perhaps, there was justice after all. Charlus wasn’t laughing any longer. Gennady shared a wink with Simon as the class came to an end. It wasn’t much, but they’d take what they could get.

      He was quick to leave the classroom once the bell rang, trying to put as much distance as he could between Charlus and himself before it was too late. He’d known too many people like Charlus. The bastard would seek to make Gennady pay for his humiliation, even though he’d brought it on himself. Perhaps especially because he’d brought it on himself. Simon and Lyndred followed him, half-running to the next classroom. The corridors seemed jammed with students, ranging from boys only a year or so older than them to adults in fancy robes who looked ready to move on with their lives. Gennady felt a stab of envy as he saw a pair of students who were clearly in their final year. They looked so confident, so sure of themselves ... he’d be one of them soon, he promised himself. And then he could go home and be a big man. Everyone would respect him.

      Their second class—alchemy—proved to be no better than the first. The alchemist gave them a long lecture on safety precautions, focusing on the importance of following instructions, then taught them how to prepare herbs for the cauldron. Gennady felt oddly unsure of himself as he julienned a plant with an unpronounceable name, torn between the sense that cooking was woman’s work and the grim awareness that alchemy wasn’t cooking. Charlus didn’t seem to have any hesitation in getting to work either. Gennady tried to tell himself that it was proof that Charlus wasn’t as masculine as the bastard would like to believe, even though he knew it wasn’t true. He had little else to cling to as he poured the ingredients into the boiling water and felt the magic surge ...

      The cauldron shifted, tilted, and tipped over. Gennady jumped back as boiling liquid splashed on the floor. Faint sparks of magic flared as the charged potion brushed against the remnants of other potions, even though the stone floor had been washed thoroughly between classes. The alchemist had told them it was safe, yet ... Gennady heard the snickering from behind him and knew, with a sick certainty that could not be denied, that Charlus had hexed the cauldron. He’d come far too close to scalding all three of them.

      “Stay behind,” the tutor said, as the dinner bell rang. “You can clean up the mess.”

      Gennady ground his teeth as the tutor showed the three of them how to demagick the remnants of the potion and wipe it up without causing further problems. It would have been an interesting lesson, and much more practical, if he hadn’t known Charlus had intended to get them in trouble. The alchemist had given the class a whole series of dire threats about what would happen if they did anything stupid in his class. Gennady wasn’t sure if the cleaning up was the punishment or if there was worse to come.

      “I saw him do it,” Simon muttered, as they were finally dismissed. “And he got away with it.”

      “Yeah,” Gennady said. “We’ll get him for it.”

      The corridors felt oddly empty as they hurried to the dining hall. Housemaster Fredrick had made it clear that anyone who didn’t get to dinner during dinnertime would go hungry, unless they had a very good excuse. Older students might get some leeway, but junior students wouldn’t. Gennady felt his stomach rumble as he headed to the stairs. He wanted—he needed—to eat before it was too late. And ...

      “Well, well, well,” a voice said. Charlus’s voice. “What have we here?”

      Gennady froze. Charlus was standing ahead of them, one hand raised in a casting pose. One of his friends stood next to him, his arms crossed over his chest. Gennady knew, without having to look, that Charlus’s other friend was behind them. An ambush. It was an ambush and they’d walked straight into it. Fear gripped him, once again. Hogarth was strong and brutal, but Gennady knew what to expect from him. Charlus, on the other hand, could do anything.

      “Get out of the way.” Lyndred’s voice shook. “We have to get to dinner ...”

      “You don’t belong here,” Charlus said. “Base-born brats with no magic ...”

      “We do have magic.” Gennady forced himself to speak. It was hard, so hard, to break the habits of a lifetime. Cold logic told him he was probably stronger than Charlus, but it was hard to believe. He’d dealt with too many bullies who’d only grow worse if he tried to fight back. “We belong here ...”

      “We do,” Lyndred agreed. She took a step forward. “Get out of our way.”

      “Little slut,” Charlus said. “Let’s see you, shall we?”

      He made a gesture with his hand. Lyndred yelped in shock as she was yanked into the air by an unseen force, then flipped upside down. Her robes fell, revealing her bare legs and her underwear ... Gennady stared in helpless shock, torn between a surge of desire and shame, hating himself for daring to look. Lyndred was a decent woman. She didn’t deserve to be exposed like that, not against her will ... not ever. Charlus leered at the poor girl as she tried to cover herself, manipulating her body so her robes kept her arms trapped. She couldn’t break free, let alone hide.

      Simon yelled and threw himself at Charlus, fists raised. Charlus’s friend cast a spell and Simon froze, as if he’d run straight into a brick wall. Gennady swallowed hard ... anger burned through him as he tasted, once again, the bitter pill of humiliation. The anger turned to fire, raging through his mind. He drew on it, feeling his magic pulsing around him. The rage was directionless, yet ... he forced himself to throw it at Charlus. Red light flared as raw magic blasted the aristocratic boy ...

      Gennady staggered, flames pulsing at the corner of his eye. He suddenly felt tired, very tired. His vision blurred. His legs buckled. He blinked hard, convinced—as his vision cleared—that he’d forced Charlus and his friends to run. And then he saw them, laughing at him. The corridor was scorched and pitted, but the aristocrats were unharmed.

      “Is that the best you can do?” Charlus snickered. Gennady was starting to really hate that sound. “An unfocused blast of magic? Really?”

      Gennady had no time to say anything before he felt his body lurching forward, his hands hitting the ground as he prostrated himself against his will. He struggled against the compulsion, but it was no use. The power was just too strong. He couldn’t even lift his head as he heard Charlus approaching.

      “That’s how I like you,” Charlus mocked. “On your knees.”

      Gennady heard Charlus turn and walk away. His entire body felt utterly exhausted, as if he was too tired to go to sleep. He tried hard to break the spell, but his headache grew worse and worse every time he tried. People were laughing at them. He was sure people were laughing. The exposed girl, the frozen boy, the prostrate boy ... he wondered, briefly, what would happen if he reported Charlus to Mistress Irene. She’d punished him once already, but ... Charlus had taken his anger out on the three of them. Who knew what he’d do if he got in trouble again?

      “And what,” a cold voice said, “are you doing?”

      Gennady felt a surge of magic, spinning through the air and brushing against him. The spell broke, leaving him sagging against the floor. Beside him, Simon’s body hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. Lyndred was luckier. She was lowered to the floor by an unseen force. Gennady tried not to look at her underclothes as she fought desperately to conceal herself, rolling over again and again until her robe was back in place. She stood, tears glistening in her eyes. Gennady forced himself to stand too, despite his tiredness. She was his friend. She needed his support.

      “Answer my question,” the voice repeated. “What are you doing?”

      Gennady turned suddenly to see an older student standing behind him. He wore fancy robes, with a golden badge on his breast. The Housemaster had said something about a Head Pupil, hadn’t he? Gennady found it hard to remember. A pupil with tutor-like authority? It sounded like a recipe for disaster to him.

      “We were practicing spells,” Lyndred said. She sounded as if she was searching for an excuse. “And things got out of hand.”

      “Really?” The Head Pupil didn’t sound like he believed her. “What sort of spells?”

      Gennady felt himself flush. Lyndred had every reason not to talk about what had happened. The rules might be different here ... or they might not. Admitting what had happened to her would weaken her future prospects, whatever they were. He wanted to tell the truth, but ... what would happen if he did? Nothing, at best. Gennady felt a surge of bitter hatred, mingled with grim determination. He was going to study hard, he promised himself again and again. He was going to study until he gained the power to make Charlus suffer, then he’d make him suffer. And Hogarth and everyone else who’d ever mocked him ...

      “I’d advise you to learn protective charms,” the Head Pupil said. His eyes never left Lyndred. “There are spells you can cast on your robes, wards to protect you against all sorts of spells. The library has thousands of them.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lyndred was flushing bright red. “Thank you, sir.”

      Gennady felt for her, more than he’d ever felt for anyone before. The thought of Primrose in such a state ... he felt conflicted, then ashamed of himself. He shouldn’t think of Primrose like that. She was a decent woman. And he’d never do that to anyone.

      “And you might want to make sure you’re never caught alone,” the Head Pupil added. His voice was very cold, yet ... there was a hint of dispassion in it, as if he were talking about something as mundane as the weather. “Worse things can happen.”

      Gennady swallowed. He had a feeling the older student was right.
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      Gennady had never really believed things could get worse, but they did.

      Charlus was a thoroughly unpleasant roommate in so many ways. He bossed Gennady and Simon around, handing out tasks as if they were servants—or slaves—and he was the untouchable master. The three of them were expected to clean their room, but Charlus made Gennady and Simon do all the work. He’d have his friends come to visit at all hours of the day and order his two roommates to leave, when they weren’t being used as targets for his spells. He even had the nerve to gloat about how his roommates were helping him practice his magic.

      It didn’t get any better in classes. Charlus was a past master at doing tricks without being noticed—and the tutors, damn them, seemed to give him a pass, the few times they caught him being a bully. Gennady hadn’t understood, at first, until he’d worked out that Charlus’s family was very powerful. The tutors were afraid to berate him because his family could—and would—make a terrible fuss. Gennady found it hard to keep up with the rest of the class, if only because Charlus was constantly damaging his work or disrupting his concentration. He knew, all too well, that he was at the very bottom of the class. His tutors were already talking about forcing him to repeat the year.

      He would have gone mad, or simply fled the school, if he hadn’t had a couple of friends. Simon and Lyndred were slightly above him, socially speaking, but the gulf between them and Charlus was unbridgeable. Charlus was thoroughly unpleasant to them too, as were the rest of his class. Lyndred even admitted that her roommates managed to be nastier than the boys, blaming Lyndred for ... something. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to have done, or why they were blaming her, but it didn’t matter. They were blaming her. The three of them clung together, practicing their spells in what little privacy they could, because there was no one else. They knew they couldn’t expect help from anyone.

      The hell of it, Gennady knew, was that he was better off at Whitehall. No one made fun of him for having a clubfoot. He didn’t have to force himself to limp from place to place, or stay on his feet until his ankle gave way and he collapsed. Simon and Lyndred might be shocked at the corporal punishment that seemed to be administered at the drop of a hat—even Charlus had been sent to the Warden, by one of the few tutors who didn’t give a damn about his family—but Gennady was unfazed. He’d take the Warden over his father any day. It would have been a good life, if he fitted in a little better. If there was anyone else from the Cairngorms in the school, they were keeping themselves to themselves.

      Not that I blame them, he thought, sourly. Simon and Lyndred had been able to read and write, at least to some degree, before they’d been invited to Whitehall. The gulf between Gennady and his friends sometimes seemed as wide as the gap between himself and Charlus. Being a newborn magician wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. The magical families seemed to expect newborns to keep their mouths shut and do as they were told. I wouldn’t tell anyone if I could avoid it.

      His cheeks burned at the thought. He’d never thought he’d have to be ashamed of his roots. His family had always been proud of themselves, looking down on their so-called betters even as they struggled to survive the winters and make it to spring. And yet ... he couldn’t deny the sheer lack of sophistication in the mountains. Simon and Lyndred had had opportunities that would never have been offered to anyone back home, not even Hogarth or Primrose. He sometimes felt his friends were humouring him, that they’d brought him into their circle as an act of charity rather than friendship. He couldn’t help wondering if they were going to dump him, when they all moved up a level. The next set of roommates might not be so interested in befriending him.

      The days passed slowly. Gennady forced himself to study, even when his head was pounding and his eyes were crying out for relief. He wanted—he needed—to learn everything, but the secrets of higher magic were still a closed book. He’d thought he knew how to read, yet ... he’d only mastered the very basic levels. The textbooks in the giant library, each one a work of art in its own right, were beyond his understanding. It didn’t help that he could barely spend anytime in the library. Charlus seemed to take it as a personal offense whenever he caught Gennady in the library. The librarians didn’t seem inclined to care when the bastard ordered Gennady out.

      One evening, he ate his dinner alone, keeping a wary eye out for anyone who wasn’t Simon or Lyndred. The two merchant children had gone to Dragon’s Den to meet their families, leaving Gennady in Whitehall. They’d chosen not to invite him ... Gennady didn’t want to go, but it would have been nice to be invited. He tried to read his notes as he ate, even though his handwriting was worse than his reading. Charlus had mocked his writing relentlessly, but Gennady hadn’t had time to improve. It was so bad that Gennady was unsure what his notes were about.

      He tensed as he saw Charlus and three of his flunkies entering the dining hall, bragging to each other of their conquests and bold magical deeds. Gennady knew better than to take any of their claims seriously—Charlus was lying through his teeth—but the knowledge didn’t make them easier to bear. The bastard was gloating about a woman in the town, boasting of how he’d seduced her and ... Gennady stood, unwilling to listen to any more. He was sureCharlus was lying, yet ... he felt a flash of envy. None of the girls, not even Lyndred, paid any attention to him. Not like that. He’d have felt worse about it if he hadn’t been saving himself for Primrose. His back itched as he walked through the door, expecting a hex at any moment, but nothing happened. Charlus was too wrapped up in his bragging to pay any attention to Gennady.

      Poor girl, Gennady thought, sarcastically. She probably doesn’t even exist.

      He felt a wave of despondency as he made his way back to the dorms. She probably did exist. He’d seen dozens of girls trying to impress Charlus, choosing to overlook his behaviour in hopes of allying themselves with an aristocrat. Gennady felt quite sorry for whatever girl happened to marry him, even if she was as unpleasant as her husband. He knew what happened behind closed doors back home, if a wife disagreed with her lord and master. Charlus would use magic, rather than his fists, to dominate a wife ... but dominate her he would. Gennady was sure of it. The idea of Charlus forming an equal partnership with anyone was absurd.

      The door opened at his touch. He walked past the Housemaster’s office—the Housemaster himself was nowhere to be seen—and into his room, closing the door behind him with a sigh of relief. Lights Out was a whole hour later on the weekends. Charlus usually spent his weekends with his friends, only coming back to bed shortly before the lights went out. Gennady knew to be grateful, even if he wished—at times—that he was included. It would have been nice if ... he pushed the thought aside, feeling a twinge of bitter hatred. The only thing Charlus could do for him would be to die.

      Gennady reached his bed and stopped, casting a handful of spells to reveal any traps that might be lying in wait for unwary sleepers. Charlus was good at casting spells. Gennady admitted that much, even as he cursed the aristocrat every night. It just wasn’t fair. Charlus had had all the time in the world to learn the theory of magic, before coming into his power when he reached his teens. He was already so far ahead of Gennady that it seemed that gap—too—would never be crossed. Gennady winced as his spells uncovered a pair of traps. Only two. Charlus was being lazy.

      He removed the spells, then sat on his bed and looked around the room. Simon’s bed looked untouched, although ... that proved nothing. The wards they’d cast around their beds were nothing more than a minor nuisance to Charlus. Charlus’s own bed ... Gennady stared, realising the wards around Charlus’s bed were weaker than ever. Charlus could walk through them at will, but ... Gennady froze, scenting a trap. The wards were weak, fading ... was it really a trap? His eyes wandered over the bed, noting the expensive bedding—Charlus was too good for the school’s bedding—and the handful of books sitting on the bedside table. And, beneath them, a set of notes. The books alone cost more money than Gennady had seen in his entire life.

      Gennady swallowed hard and stood, walking slowly towards the bed. His thoughts ran in circles. It was a trap. It might be a trap. It was a trap ... he felt like a hungry dog snapping at a tantalising piece of meat, too hungry to care that it might be poisoned or snatched away before he could take a bite. His heart pounded as he brushed against the wards, suddenly aware that Charlus could come back at any moment. The aristocrat would be merciless if he caught Gennady poking around his bed. He’d had no qualms about hexing Gennady’s bed, but ... he’d be outraged if Gennady did it to him. And yet ...

      The wards wavered as Gennady brushed against them. Charlus had weakened them, without putting them back afterwards. Gennady knew enough to understand that Charlus was cutting corners, although—normally—his confidence would be entirely justified. Neither Gennady nor Simon had the skill or power to weaken the wards to the point the entire network collapsed, like a house built on poor foundations. Gennady smiled as he pushed through the webbing of magic and peered at the aristocrat’s bed. The sense of being somewhere he shouldn’t—and the certainty he’d be in deep shit if he was caught—was one hell of a thrill. He reached for the books before he could stop himself, feeling a twinge of envy that Charlus could read advanced textbooks. It would be easy, very easy, to simply steal them. He could take them down to the kitchens and shove them in the fire. The thought was so tempting that his hands were almost on the books before he stopped himself. He’d heard enough horror stories about charmed books defending themselves—and what happened to people who didn’t return books to the library before they became overdue—to keep himself from taking the chance. It was too dangerous.

      And besides, destroying books is a real crime, he reminded himself. It’s not a common prank like turning someone into a frog and tossing them into a pond.

      He shuddered, then ran his hands over the bedding. It didn’t feel superior to the school’s, but ... he snorted. Half the fun of buying expensive things, he’d noticed, was being able to say that one had them. Charlus was certainly given to bragging about his wealth and possessions, from an entire stable of horses to a giant vault of gold. Simon suggested they didn’t exist, but Gennady feared they did. Charlus certainly had no qualms about throwing money around as if it were water.

      The drawers under the bed were locked and warded shut. Gennady examined the spells, then decided there was no point trying to take them down. Charlus had done too good a job. He’d made sure that Gennady, at least, couldn’t break in before it was too late. Gennady shrugged, then stared at the bed. There was nothing, save for the books. Perhaps he could take them or ... he cursed under his breath. He’d put himself at risk, for what? There was nothing worth stealing or destroying, nothing that wouldn’t lead Charlus right to him. And yet ...

      He shaped a spell in his mind, then placed it just underneath Charlus’s pillow. The spell wasn’t undetectable, but ... would Charlus think to look? Tradition be damned ... neither Gennady nor Simon had had the nerve to booby-trap Charlus’s bed. Gennady found himself shaking as he slipped back, careful not to move too fast as he passed through the gossamer-thin wards and returned to his bed. The spell seemed too bright, too powerful, to pass unnoticed. And yet, he knew where to look. Charlus might not. He shouldn’t have any reason to think he should.

      Gennady lay on his bed, his thoughts spinning in circles as he waited. It wouldn’t be long before Charlus—and Simon—returned. They wouldn’t want to be caught outside after Lights Out, certainly not before the older students and tutors had gone to bed themselves. Sneaking around the school after dark was another tradition, but so was harsh punishment for anyone stupid enough to be caught. Gennady wished, despite himself, that he could risk it for himself. But he didn’t dare be caught outside by the wrong people.

      The spell would work, wouldn’t it? A little of his own back ... the thought was tempting, tantalising. And yet, he feared what would happen when the spell wore off. Charlus would know who’d cast it, wouldn’t he? It wasn’t easy for someone to enter a bedroom without an invitation, unless they happened to be one of the roommates. The handful of students who could were Charlus’s friends. Gennady and Simon didn’t have any other friends. Gennady felt his heart pounding as the seconds ticked by, each one feeling like an hour. He wanted to leave the spell in place, yet ... he also wanted to remove it before it was too late. He’d known too many people like Charlus. The bullies always seemed to take it as a personal affront if anyone dared fight back.

      I can stop Hogarth now, Gennady told himself. A flick of my finger and he’ll never hurt anyone again.

      The door opened. Gennady’s heart seemed to skip a beat as Charlus strode into the room, his face an angry mask. Gennady almost opened his mouth to say something, although he had no idea what. If Charlus was angry ... Gennady knew it wouldn’t make a difference. Who knew? Maybe the girl had turned him down. Or one of his social equals had challenged his petty cruelty. No, that wasn’t likely to happen. There were a handful of other senior aristocrats amongst the younger students, but none of them would go out on a limb for Gennady or Simon. Or even for Lyndred.

      Charlus banged the door closed, glared at Gennady and marched straight into the bathroom. Gennady waited, bracing himself as he heard the sound of running water. Perhaps Charlus had struck out after all. Or ... his thoughts seemed to slow down as Charlus returned, stamped over to his bed and sat down. A moment later, there was a brilliant flash of light, bright enough to make Gennady cover his eyes. He blinked, staring at Charlus’s bed. There was a frog sitting where the aristocrat had been. Charlus ... Charlus had been caught by the spell.

      It worked. Gennady couldn’t help giggling. It worked ...

      The frog seemed to blur, the green form wavering weirdly until Charlus snapped back to normal. Charlus blinked in shock, then turned to stare at Gennady. Gennady felt his heart stop, just for a second, as the aristocrat jumped to his feet. Charlus was not going to let this insult go unpunished. And yet ... he’d done it. He’d struck a blow against his tormentor. It wasn’t hopeless! It really wasn’t hopeless.

      Charlus unbuckled his belt. “Stand up,” he said. “Drop trousers.”

      Gennady blanched. “No,” he said. He wasn’t going to submit. Not again. He certainly wasn’t going to make it easy for the bastard. “I ...”

      “Fine,” Charlus snarled. “We’ll do it the hard way.”

      Magic flared over his hand and launched itself at Gennady. Gennady felt his body twist painfully as the magic tore through him, binding him to the bed. Charlus stalked over and brought his belt down hard on Gennady’s back. Gennady bit his lip to keep from screaming, before realising that screaming might be the best thing he could do. Charlus hit him again and again, the pain merging into a wave of pure agony ...

      “Never do that again,” Charlus growled. “Never.”

      I got you, Gennady thought. I got you...

      He gritted his teeth as Charlus turned and walked away. His back was in utter agony. He’d been beaten before, but ... this was different. He tried to tell himself that he’d won a victory, of sorts, yet ... it was hard to convince himself it was true. Sure, he’d discomfited Charlus. He’d struck a lucky blow. And yet, Charlus had recovered and beaten the crap out of him. Hogarth couldn’t have done a better job. Gennady’s stomach turned. He’d always thought he was physically stronger than Charlus. Now he thought that wasn’t true.

      I made him jump, at least, he told himself. But now he’s going to be worse.

      And, he discovered over the next few days, he was right.
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      Gennady had never been scared of the dark.

      It was true, he supposed, that anyone who ventured out of his home after dark risked an encounter with the other folk. It was also true there were enough nasty creatures in the forests that slept during the day to make life dangerous for anyone caught outside, if he wasn’t armed to the teeth and ready to fight. The things that lurked in the darkness that gripped the Cairngorms could be very dangerous indeed. But the darkness itself wasn’t dangerous. In many ways, the darkness represented safety.

      Gennady felt the shadows moving around as he crept up the stairs towards the library. It was half-term, with half the students on their way back to their homes, but he stayed as quiet as possible as he reached the door. Charlus might have gone home, yet some of his friends had stayed behind. The bastard had probably given them orders to make Gennady’s life miserable. Charlus really did have a talent for being unpleasant. Gennady wouldn’t have thought he could get worse, but after the frog prank he had. Gennady, Simon and Lyndred had been lucky to spend more than a day or two over the last couple of months without being tormented.

      He pushed the door open, reaching out with his senses for any spells that might keep him from getting into the library. None of them had been able to study properly over the last few weeks, putting them even further behind. They hadn’t been able to get help, either. The tutors hadn’t cared and the students had either laughed at them or made indecent demands. What they’d asked from Lyndred ... Gennady’s stomach churned at the very thought. Didn’t anyone know how to treat a decent woman right? He hadn’t even known that people did ... he shuddered, swallowing hard. It was filthy! And perverse! And ...

      The chamber was empty, as far as he could tell. He muttered another night-vision spell under his breath, jumping slightly as he caught sight of the statue positioned near the returns trolley. There was no shortage of rumours and stories surrounding the statue—some claimed it had once been a student who’d lost an irreplaceable book, some that it was a statue of one of the founders—but it didn’t matter. It wasn’t real. Gennady took another look around, then cast a light globe. A ball of light drifted into the air, casting a shimmering eerie radiance over the scene. The library was empty. Gennady breathed a sigh of relief as he headed for the shelves. There was work to be done.

      Simon should be here, Gennady thought. His friends had gone home for the holidays. Simon had promised to visit, but ... so far, he hadn’t kept his word. If he was here, we could have brought Lyndred ...

      He took a book off the shelves and sat down, opening the textbook to the very first page. The unnamed author didn’t bother with any introductions, merely launching into a detailed dissection on magical theory and how it applied to more complex spells. Gennady forced himself to work through it, even though he felt as though he was completely out of his depth. The writer never bothered to explain anything, a common problem in magical textbooks. You either understood what he was trying to say or you shouldn’t be reading the book in the first place. Or so he’d been told.

      They’re keeping things from us, he thought, as he parsed his way through a detailed spell diagram. And I have to learn.

      He sighed, inwardly. He was still at the bottom. Charlus, damn him to all the hells, was right at the top. Gennady knew he was advancing, but not fast enough. He needed to learn more, before Charlus did something that would actually get someone killed. Gennady had no faith in the tutors to protect him, not any longer. They hadn’t said anything when Charlus hexed Gennady in the back, or destroyed his work, or caused life-threatening accidents ...

      The book blurred into an impenetrable wodge of text. Gennady stared at it, feeling tears prickling at the corner of his eyes. It was impossible. It didn’t matter how powerful he became, if he lacked the skill to control his powers. Charlus wasn’t that much more powerful, no matter how it seemed. But he was skilled enough to really use his powers. Gennady’s head hurt whenever he thought about it. It just wasn’t fair! He’d moved from a place where the strong dominated the weak to another place that was just the same, only worse. Here, the old would remain magically strong until the end of their lives.

      He went back to the textbooks, but the words were just ... words. Gennady glared in frustration, fighting the temptation to simply tear the book to pieces. But that would probably have gotten him expelled. He looked at the shelves, wondering how he was supposed to proceed if he couldn’t read the books. Every time he thought he’d mastered something, life threw him a new complication. How was he meant to be worthy of Primrose if he couldn’t read well enough to do any good?

      A hand fell on his shoulder. Gennady jumped, whirling around. He brought up his fist, then stopped himself a moment before he slugged Housemaster Fredrick. The man raised his eyebrows, challengingly. Gennady shrank back into himself. There was a tradition of trying to escape, when one was caught after Lights Out, but trying and failing made one a laughing stock. The entire school would know the story by the end of the following day.

      “Gennady.” Housemaster Fredrick was as cold as ever. “What are you doing here?”

      Gennady felt an absurd urge to giggle. Charlus and his cronies sneaked down to the kitchens and stole enough grub for midnight feasts. Or so Gennady had been told. Neither he nor Simon had ever been invited. Others sneaked out to meet female students. But ... he’d been caught in the library. Housemaster Fredrick probably wanted to know why before he frogmarched Gennady to the Warden. Gennady supposed it was a bit odd.

      “Studying, sir,” he said, shortly. “I ...”

      Housemaster Fredrick picked up the book. “And do you understand it?”

      Gennady lowered his eyes. He’d learnt the hard way not to make claims he couldn’t back up.

      “No, sir,” he said. “I ... I just can’t make head or tail of it.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Housemaster Fredrick flicked through the book. “This is a Third Year textbook. You’re in your first year. You’re nowhere near advanced enough to read this book and understand it.”

      “Yes, sir.” Gennady swallowed. His mouth was almost painfully dry. “But I need to master magic.”

      “There are some students your age who might be able to make use of this book,” Housemaster Fredrick said, dryly. “Hasdrubal and his brothers were certainly supposed to be geniuses. But you’re nowhere near advanced enough to make sense of it. Why were you even looking at it?”

      Gennady glared down at his hands. “Because I need to get better.”

      “You won’t get better by trying to jump ahead,” Housemaster Fredrick warned. “Magic is a complex subject. If you don’t master the basics, you certainly won’t master the advanced levels. You need two entire years of study to read this book with a hope of understanding it.”

      “I need to jump ahead,” Gennady protested. “I need to ...”

      “What you need to do is master the basics first,” Housemaster Fredrick told him, as he returned the textbook to the shelves. “You cannot jump ahead. These spells ... yes, you might manage to cast some of them. But if you try without the background knowledge you’ll learn in the next two years, you’ll be unable to do much with them. You certainly won’t be able to alter them to suit yourself. It’s what you need to demonstrate if you want to pass the first set of real exams.”

      Gennady hunched in on himself. There were exams at the end of each year, he’d been told, but the truly important exams would come at the end of his fourth and sixth years in the school. It seemed impossible that he’d pass the exams at the end of this important exams year, let alone the ones in three years. He felt as if he was spinning his wheels, caught—perhaps—in a swamp that grew worse the more he tried to escape it. He couldn’t put his feelings into words. He was sure, all too sure, that Housemaster Fredrick wouldn’t care.

      “It’s not fair,” he muttered.

      “Life isn’t fair,” Housemaster Fredrick said. “What don’t you want to tell me?”

      Gennady found himself answering, in spite of himself. “Charlus is so good,” he said. “And I ... I can’t keep up with him.”

      “Don’t worry about keeping up with him—or anyone,” Housemaster Fredrick advised. His face was an emotionless mask. “Concentrate, instead, on mastering the basics before you move ahead. It isn’t a competition.”

      “It is,” Gennady insisted. He was dimly aware that he was being ... encouraged... to speak, but he couldn’t stop himself. The words came tumbling out without passing through his brain first. “He keeps moving ahead of me and cursing me and enchanting me and it just isn’t fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” Housemaster Fredrick repeated. “Charlus was raised in House Ashworth. He has years of education you never had. It isn’t a fair comparison.”

      “But ...” Gennady caught himself before he could say anything else. He was already walking far too close to tattling. No one would ever trust him again if he did. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. “Sir, I can’t ...”

      “He should be ahead of you.” Housemaster Fredrick cut him off. “His family would be more concerned if he wasn’t. But it really isn’t a race. It doesn’t matter who crosses the finish line first, or last, or whenever. All that matters is completing the race.”

      He let out a heavy sigh. “Forget Charlus,” Housemaster Fredrick said, curtly. “Like I said, concentrate on the basics. Once you’ve mastered them, you can move ahead.”

      “Forget Charlus,” Gennady repeated. “Do you know ... I share a room with him!”

      “You won’t share with him next year,” Housemaster Fredrick assured him. “It’s rare to keep the same roommates for more than a year. You only have five months to go.”

      “He’ll kill me,” Gennady predicted. He felt his clubfoot start to ache. “Sir ... I don’t know what to do!”

      “Forget him,” Housemaster Fredrick said again. “It isn’t a race. Concentrate on mastering the skills you need to move ahead. Charlus ... will no longer be your problem soon enough.”

      His voice hardened. “Now, I’m going to do you a favour. I should send you to the Warden—or thrash you myself—for being out of bounds. Instead, I’m just going to send you back to your room. Do try not to be caught on your way back or you’ll get us both in hot water.”

      Gennady was too depressed to care. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Housemaster Fredrick clapped his shoulder. “Remember what I said. Forget Charlus. Concentrate on learning.”

      Gennady forced his legs—they felt leaden—to stand. He knew Housemaster Fredrick had done him a favour ... although, really, what was one more beating? But the man was an idiot. Forget Charlus? Forget the roommate who hated him, who hexed him every hour of every day ... who’d beaten him with a belt, amongst other atrocities? Gennady couldn’t forget Charlus. The bastard was good at making himself noticed, damn him. Housemaster Fredrick was wrong. Gennady had to keep learning.

      He stayed as quiet as a mouse as he walked down the stairs and glided along the corridor that led to the dorms. Housemaster Fredrick might not get in trouble if Gennady was caught a second time, but Gennady himself certainly would. And ... if someone noticed Gennady had made it back without being caught, they might ask questions. Or jump to the wrong—or right—conclusions. Or ... Gennady cursed everyone, from Charlus to Housemaster Fredrick, as he finally returned to his empty room. It felt wonderful to have such a space all to himself. But he knew it wouldn’t last. Simon and Charlus would be back soon enough.

      Housemaster Fredrick said nothing, the following morning, when Gennady ate a quick breakfast and then hurried back to the library. There were a handful of other early-risers in evidence, but most of them were too old to do more than look down their noses at him disdainfully. It was irritating, yet ... better than being beaten or hexed. He found a pair of books and forced himself to go through them, trying to understand the principles of advanced magic. If he could master a spell to crack Charlus’s wards, just one, he might give the bully the shock of a lifetime. If he turned Charlus into a snail and stepped on him ...

      The thought gnawed at his mind. If only ... he saw the words starting to blur together and knew it wasn’t going to be so easy. Charlus was holding him back, deliberately. The bully had no choice. He knew what Gennady would do to him, when—if—Gennady surpassed him. His only hope was to keep Gennady from mastering the basics. And Housemaster Fredrick was helping him. Gennady wasn’t blind to who benefited from the housemaster’s advice. It might have been wrapped in kindness, a hint of sugar to hide the poison, but ... it was poison. They were trying to hold him back. Of course they were. There could be no other answer.

      His head pounded as he worked his way through the textbooks, going all the way back to the beginning. There were a lot of little tips and tricks he’d missed along the way, things that made life easier as he progressed ... he understood, now, why he’d remained at the bottom. But ... he cursed Charlus under his breath, once again. The moment the bully returned, Gennady would be denied the library. And that would be the end.

      He was still reading the textbooks when Lyndred appeared, wearing a long dress that covered everything below her neckline. She looked ... stunning. Gennady stared, then reminded himself—sharply—about Primrose. Lyndred wasn’t just a girl. She was one of his friends, one of his two friends. He felt his cheeks heat as he looked away. He wasn’t one of the boys who’d made indecent suggestions, damn it. He was ... he was a decent man.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t get back earlier,” Lyndred said. “How’ve you been?”

      “I’ve discovered we’re being held back,” Gennady grumbled. He fought the urge to put the books back and go outside with her. Charlus was a long way away. There wouldn’t be any ambushes if they walked outside the school. “Where’s Simon?”

      Lyndred gave him an unreadable look. “He’s getting changed. Some”—her lips shaped a word she didn’t quite say—“threw eggs at him.”

      Gennady winced, feeling a mixture of guilt and relief he hadn’t been there. What could he have done? He couldn’t have fought back, could he? It would have just ended up with them both covered in eggs. He was surprised Lyndred hadn’t been splashed too. Magicians didn’t seem to think women should be honoured and protected. They were to be treated just like men, in all ways.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, without being quite sure what he was apologising for. He hated—he hated—being ashamed of himself. And yet ... he was always ashamed. “I think we need to study more.”

      “I know.” Lyndred gritted her teeth. “Perhaps I should ask for tutoring. There are older students.”

      “We couldn’t trust them,” Gennady said. His conscience pointed out that prospective tutors might also demand a price they couldn’t—or wouldn’t—pay. “We just have to keep learning.”

      “Right.” Lyndred frowned. “When shall we begin?”

      “Tonight?” Gennady glanced at the clock. It was mid-afternoon. Where had the time gone? He’d spent all day looking at the books, but he couldn’t say he’d learnt anything. He couldn’t even remember the last thing he’d read. “We’ll meet Simon, then come back here.”

      He stood, brushing down his robes. His stomach rumbled warningly, a reminder that he was growing too used to three meals a day. Back home, he’d been lucky to get more than just the table scraps. They’d never been enough food to go around. He promised himself that—when he and Primrose were married—he’d do whatever it took to put food on the table. He had magic. It shouldn’t be too hard. Some of the little charms he’d learnt would be enough to bring in money when he went back home.

      “I wish things were different,” Lyndred said. Her face sagged, a display of weakness that would have marked her for real trouble in the mountains. Hogarth would have started to circle her the moment he saw it. “I wish ...”

      Gennady understood. Things should be different. But they weren’t. Magical society wasn’t that different from the mountains, no matter what they claimed. The strong did whatever they liked, without fear of punishment. The weak ... the weak had no choice, but to take whatever they were given. In one sense, Lyndred was from another world. In another, they were just the same. He followed her as she led the way down the stairs, back to the dorms. He couldn’t afford to listen to the housemaster. They couldn’t afford to listen. Their only hope was to catch up before it was too late.

      And if that means studying till our eyes bleed, he thought as they walked past a pair of older students, that’s what we’ll do.
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      If there was one advantage to exam season, Gennady discovered, it was that even Charlus was worked so hard he had no time to be an asshole.

      It was the only advantage, as far as he could tell. Everyone felt as if they were being worked to death. Gennady, Simon and Lyndred studied and studied and studied, before being herded into the exam halls, searched for contraband and cheating aids and then set to work. The practical side of the exams wasn't too bad, but Gennady sweated blood about the theoretical questions. They were too complex for his tastes, too complex for him to simply bluff his way though. He was morbidly certain he’d completely failed the exams by the time they finished the final set of papers. He’d have to retake the year from the start.

      He couldn’t afford to relax, once the exams were over. He had no idea what he’d do over the summer or where he’d go. His friends hadn’t invited him to stay with them, yet ... could he stay at school? Or should he go home? He’d looked up how to get home, but ... he had no money. How would he get back to the mountains without money? He was still mulling it over when he was called into the Housemaster’s office, two weeks after the exams.

      “Gennady,” Fredrick said. He hadn’t changed a bit in the year Gennady had known him. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      Gennady shook his head. He hadn’t done anything, had he? He’d been too busy taking the exams, then recovering from the exams. “No, sir.”

      “You’re expected to spend the summer doing work experience,” Fredrick informed him. “Was this not discussed with you last month?”

      “... I don’t recall,” Gennady temporised. He didn’t remember. He’d been cramming facts, figures and spell diagrams into his mind for the exams. “I ...”—he gritted his teeth, feeling the ground shifting under his feet once again—“I don’t recall.”

      “Evidently,” Fredrick said. He sounded irked, although—for once—Gennady didn’t think it was directed at him. “Your progress through the year has been good, but borderline. You haven’t attracted any patron who might be interested in taking you on for the summer. I’m afraid you’ll be going back to Dragon’s Den.”

      “To the boarding house?” Gennady wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He hadn’t visited the town in months, ever since Charlus had ruined it for him. “What am I meant to be doing there?”

      “You’ll be working as a shop assistant in one of the apothecaries.” Fredrick held up a hand. “I appreciate this probably isn’t what you wanted to do. However ... you don’t have a choice.”

      Of course not, Gennady thought. Bitterness welled up in him, again. There’s no way anyone would take me as a client.

      “Thank you, sir,” he managed. “I ...”

      “You’ll be staying at the boarding house from tomorrow till term resumes, after summer,” Fredrick told him. He picked up a parchment scroll and passed it to Gennady. “I advise you to spend what time you can studying. Your grasp of the basics has improved since our last conversation, but you still have a long way to go. You may find yourself advised to retake the year.”

      Gennady winced. He’d heard stories of students who’d had to retake the year. They were mocked, even though retaking the year would have given them more time to master the basics. He hated to think what Charlus would have said, if Gennady had had to retake the year. The bastard would make fun of him for years, damn him.

      “Think about it,” Fredrick advised. He nodded to the door. “You can go now.”

      “Wait,” Gennady said. “Why ... why can’t I stay here?”

      Fredrick’s lips twitched. “You’d want to stay here?”

      Gennady nodded, unwilling to speak. Whitehall had Charlus, but ... it also had showers and baths and good food and the library and everything else that was missing from the Cairngorms. The showers alone were wonderful. He hadn’t realised just how badly he’d stunk—how his family back home had stunk—until he’d stepped into the shower and watched the torrent of water wash away the mud and dung and everything else. The school was wonderful. There was a part of him that wished he could stay forever.

      “It’s the summer,” Fredrick said. “We rarely let pupils stay, outside term. Us teachers do require breaks, you know.”

      “Yes, sir.” Gennady nodded, reluctantly. “Thank you, sir.”

      He stepped through the door, refusing to let himself sag until it closed behind him. He wasn’t going to get to go home. He ... he snorted at himself for wanting to go home, even though he knew enough magic—now—to teach Hogarth a lesson he’d never forget. It would be easy, so easy, to turn him into a mouse and throw him to the cats. And there was Primrose. She’d listen to his suit now, wouldn’t she? Her father certainly would.

      The thought comforted him as he walked back to the dorms and peered into the common room. Simon and Lyndred were sitting in comfortable armchairs, looking as tired as Gennady felt. They smiled at him as he entered, but there was something slightly off about their smiles. Gennady understood, better than he cared to admit. The three of them had worked themselves to the bone over the last few weeks. Right now, all they wanted to do was sleep.

      “Charlus is playing games outside,” Simon said, waving a hand at the wall. “He’s going to lose.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Gennady agreed, as he took a seat. There had been no way to avoid Charlus’s bragging over having secured a place on a sports team. Gennady didn’t care. It kept Charlus from bothering him at night. “I’m going to Dragon’s Den for the summer.”

      Simon blinked. “What for?”

      Gennady sighed. “Apparently, I’m going to be a shop-boy,” he said. “Or something like that.”

      “Ouch.” Simon winced. “I’m going to Coven. I’ll be working there ...”

      “I ... I’m happy for you,” Gennady said. He’d hoped to see Simon in Dragon’s Den. He kicked himself. He should have realised that Simon would be going elsewhere for his work experience. “What ... what did they tell you?”

      “That there was a magician who’d taken an interest in me,” Simon said, awkwardly. “And that I was to make of that what I liked.”

      Gennady tried to keep the envy off his face. If someone had said that in the mountains, it would only have meant one thing. But here ... he still didn’t understand how sorcerers could build up elaborate patronage networks that tied masters and students into endless chains of obligation. The whole system made no sense to him. But it had also rejected him. If someone had taken an interest in him ...

      Simon’s smart. Gennady tried to feel happy for his friend. He’ll go far.

      He forced himself to look at Lyndred. “What about you?”

      “Apparently, I’m going to spend the summer with a wandering healer,” Lyndred said, a little too brightly. “He travels with a bard. Imagine that.”

      Gennady snorted. He’d met a handful of bards, men who made a living traveling from place to place and singing for their supper. They’d had a kind of glamour that even Hogarth had respected, although most folk regarded them as weaklings who’d never done a real day’s work in their lives. Girls talked of running off with them all the time, but Gennady had never known anyone who had. If rumour was to be believed, anyone unfortunate enough to do so would be dumped the moment she fell pregnant. The poor girl would never be able to return home.

      “Watch yourself,” he warned. “Bards can be ... dangerous.”

      Lyndred’s eyes flashed fire. “I can look after myself.”

      Gennady opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. Lyndred had magic. She could look after herself. And even if she hadn’t had magic, her family had power. Real power. It would protect her.

      “Do you want to be a healer?” Simon changed the subject, a little too quickly. “You’ll spend most of your life making people better.”

      “There are worse things to be,” Lyndred pointed out. “And a healer can practically write her own ticket.”

      She looked at Gennady. “What about you? Have you thought about what you want to be?”

      Gennady shook his head. “I have to get through six years—five years—of schooling,” he said. “And survive whatever he throws at me.”

      “Charlus will be sleeping somewhere else next term,” Simon said. “We’ll be able to sleep properly for once.”

      “Yeah.” Gennady wasn’t so sure. Simon was his only friend. His only male friend. The odds were good he’d be sharing a room with one of Charlus’s cronies. Thankfully, Charlus seemed to think his friends—the nasty part of Gennady’s mind insisting Charlus was paying his friends to be friends—should come to him, instead of going to them. “You think we should ask to share a room again?”

      “I checked.” Simon scowled. “It isn’t allowed, unless we get special dispensation.”

      “And we won’t.” Gennady felt another surge of bitterness. “We’re nothing special.”

      He forced himself to stand. “I’m going to the library,” he said. “Coming?”

      Simon and Lyndred exchanged glances. “We’re going to go for a walk,” Simon said. “We’ll see you later.”

      And you don’t want me along, Gennady thought. He wasn’t sure where that had come from, although ... he felt something twist inside him as he remembered, once again, that Simon and Lyndred were from the same town. They had something in common, something Gennady didn’t share. And you don’t have everything at stake.

      He nodded to them and left the room, feeling alone. Simon and Lyndred were ... happy where they were. Their families didn’t consider them outcast—it crossed his mind, suddenly, that his family might have disowned him completely—and their siblings weren’t planning to kill them. Gennady’s clubfoot ached, despite all the salves he’d smeared on it. His older brother might have left the village, but his younger brothers would kill him if they were given a chance. Simon and Lyndred could afford to relax. Gennady could not. He wanted—he needed—to learn as much as he could before he was kicked out.

      Perhaps I should apply to repeat the year, despite the shame, he mused, as he walked into the library. It was nearly empty, save for a trio of older students working their way through a giant pile of books. It would give me more time ...

      He shook his head as he chose a selection of books for himself. The advantages—he wouldn’t be sharing classes with Charlus and his cronies—would be heavily outweighed by the disadvantages. No one would regard him as a great magician if he had to repeat the year. And Charlus would boss him around ... the older students were allowed, even expected, to treat the younger students as their servants. Gennady snorted, inwardly. There’d be no change there, then.

      The dinner bell rang, three hours later. Gennady placed the books on the trolley—one cold lecture from the librarian on not putting the books back on the shelves had been quite enough—and headed down to dinner. The hall was nearly empty, surprisingly enough. Simon and Lyndred were nowhere to be seen. Gennady wondered, suddenly, if they were courting. They were from the same social class ... he felt a twinge of envy, which he pushed aside with an effort. It wasn’t as if he was interested in Lyndred. He had Primrose.

      Maybe I can find a way to sneak up to see her, before term resumes, he thought, as he took a tray of food and dug in. He was going to miss the school, even though the boarding house served good food too. I’m sure she’d be happy to see me.

      He finished eating and made his way back to the dorms. A grim-faced older student stood outside the door, arms crossed over her breasts. Gennady hesitated, wondering if he should turn around and go in the other direction before screwing up his nerve and walking past her and into the chamber. Something had happened, a few days ago, something that ... he shook his head. He hadn’t heard the details, but it had clearly crossed a line. Perhaps it had been Charlus’s fault. He would have bet money on it, if he had money.

      The room felt ... odd, as if it wasn’t his any longer. He glanced around, making sure he was alone before parting the wards around his bed and checked for unwanted surprises. The exams were over. Charlus had time, now, to resume his bullying ways if he wished. He’d be in a perfectly beastly mood if his team lost, too. Gennady hoped Charlus had lost. It wasn’t as if he’d be any nicer if he’d won.

      Gennady sighed, then opened the drawer and gazed upon his handful of possessions. He didn’t have much that was truly his. Even the clothes he’d brought from the mountains didn’t feel like his. He’d known they’d been passed down from wearer to wearer for the past few decades, mended and patched so often they weren’t the same garment any longer. He ... he packed what little he had in his trunk, putting the school clothes aside. They’d be passed down to the next wearer, he was sure. He’d get new ones when he returned for his second year of schooling.

      And I don’t have much else, he thought. He’d been given a journal and a handful of quills, when he’d walked into the charms classroom, but ... there was little else that was truly his. He had no money, no toys and games, none of the vast array of possessions that Charlus claimed as his own. The boy threw around more wealth than Gennady had seen in his entire life. It just isn’t fair.

      His heart clenched again as his vision blurred. It really wasn’t fair. He’d worked so hard, studied so desperately ... he’d even gone to the library after Lights Out, instead of raiding the kitchens or trying to sneak into the female dorms. He’d worked so hard, yet ... he scowled as he realised, once again, just how lucky Charlus had been. The bastard had had years of training before he’d come into his magic. He’d known what to do with his power before he hit puberty.

      Gennady heard the door opening and straightened up, quickly. He didn’t want Charlus —or Simon—to see him crying. And ... it was really too early for Simon to come back, if he was courting Lyndred. Gennady felt a wash of magic crossing the room and knew, with a sick certainty, that Charlus was behind him. It was bad manners to broadcast one’s magical power, he’d been told, but Charlus didn’t give a damn. Gennady turned, slowly. Charlus was in a good mood.

      He won, Gennady thought, sourly. That’s unfortunate.

      “We won,” Charlus said, echoing Gennady’s thoughts. “We won!”

      Gennady bit down a sarcastic remark. It really wasn’t fair that Charlus was almost as good as he thought he was. The games captains would hardly have let him play if he hadn’t been good, no matter what bribes they were offered. They’d be seen as fools who threw victory away. And ... he shook his head. He didn’t care about games. He’d never been able to play at the village, let alone school. No one had wanted him on their side.

      “And I’m off to the White City tomorrow,” Charlus added. “In your face, pig-boy!”

      “Lucky you,” Gennady managed. Pig-boy? Pig-boy was a step up. Not, he supposed, that it made any difference to Charlus. “I ...”

      “I’m going to be working with my father,” Charlus boasted. He started to undress, chattering all the while. “We’re going to be passing laws that tell people what to do.”

      He went on and on, bragging about the people he intended to meet and what he intended to do with them. Gennady paid as little attention as possible. He was fairly sure Charlus was talking out his arse, but ... it just wasn’t fair. Charlus would have a chance to meet and impress all the movers and shakers, all the important magicians and mundanes who haunted the White City like flies on shit. He’d have a chance to make himself important ... it was hard to believe, somehow, that Charlus wasn’t that important. The aristocrat could probably get away with murder.

      “And where are you going?” Charlus didn’t sound interested. “Dung-gathering? Or ...”

      The door opened. Simon stepped into the room. “And where were you?” Charlus switched subjects at the drop of a hat. “Out with that ugly girl?”

      Simon glared. “She’s not ugly,” he snapped.

      “She does have nice legs,” Charlus said, with the air of one making a great concession. “And her tits are pretty big. But her face, a disgrace ...”

      Gennady felt his cheeks burn, his fists clenching helplessly as Charlus went on and on. Lyndred was pretty. He wanted to defend her, but ... there was nothing he could do to defend her. Nothing at all, not when Charlus could simply brush his most powerful spells aside. Or stop him in his tracks, if he tried to hit the bully.

      “She’d shame the backside of a cow,” Charlus continued. “Really.”

      Gennady turned away. Dragon’s Den wasn’t much, but it did have one great advantage that made up for almost everything else. He clung to the thought, grimly, as he packed his possessions and clambered into bed. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had.

      Charlus would be a very long way away.
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      Gennady would have enjoyed working for Master Antony a little more, he supposed, if the man hadn’t seen him as little more than a slave.

      The apothecary itself was a fascinating place. It was a larger store than most of the others in the town, with a large chamber open to the public and two storerooms crammed with potions supplies and rare elements from all over the continent. Gennady had worked with all sorts of ingredients in alchemy classes, but he’d never seen so many—some borderline legal—gathered in one place before. And there was a giant pile of books and scrolls, ranging from outdated textbooks to tomes written in languages no one could read. It was the sort of place, he supposed, where he might have been happy.

      But its master was a harsh man, so harsh he’d driven away the other shop boys. Gennady had been confronted by a pair of shop boys, when he’d returned to Dragon’s Den, but their objections—which he only half-understood—had melted away when he’d told them who he was going to be working for. Master Antony was so strict that Gennady found it impossible to keep up with his demands, from sweeping the shop every morning and evening to cutting up and preparing a whole string of dangerous ingredients. There was no time to brew anything for himself, let alone continue his studies. The only upside, as far as he could tell, was that he was saving a little money. He simply didn’t have time to spend it.

      “Boy!” Master Antony handled the customers, rather than leaving it to his shop-boy. “Fetch me the powdered rhinoceros horn!”

      “Yes, Master,” Gennady said, tiredly. Master Antony got cranky every time Gennady failed to show the proper respect. Gennady wasn’t ignorant enough to believe Master Antony really was at the top of his field, despite his claims, but he was a big man in the town. “I’ll bring it for you right away.”

      He hurried into the backroom and searched the shelves for the powdered rhinoceros horn. His lips quirked as he found the jar—there weren’t many uses for powdered rhinoceros horn, only one of which was really practical—and carried back to his master. A middle-aged woman with a smile that didn’t quite touch her eyes was standing in front of the counter, resting her arms on the wood. Gennady recognised her from his previous stay in the town. She ran the local brothel, taking care of the girls and protecting them from all comers. Gennady had never dared visit. There’d been too great a chance of running into Charlus or one of his cronies.

      But I could go now, he thought. He felt a twinge of uncertainty. He was saving himself for Primrose, wasn’t he? I could go and ...

      “Give it here.” Master Antony took the jar from him and started to pour it into the scales. “Fetch me the crimson brew while you’re at it.”

      “Yes, Master.” Gennady resisted the urge to point out that Master Antony could have called for both ingredients at the same time. His tutors hadn’t been too concerned about students overburdening themselves with heavy jars. “I’ll fetch it right away.”

      “And then bring me a mug of kava,” Master Antony ordered. “And then ...”

      Gennady hurried away, understanding—all too well—why the real shop-boys hadn’t tried to drive him away. Master Antony was just too demanding, even for them. Gennady found the supplies, then slipped up to the kitchen and put the kettle on. Master Antony insisted on using a real kettle, hanging over a stove, rather than using spells to heat his water. Gennady didn’t understand why. He’d seen the master use a wand to cast spells over the last few weeks.

      He poured the steaming water into a mug and carried it downstairs, resisting the urge to spit in it before handing the drink to his master. Master Antony would notice—of course—and then ... and then what? Gennady had no idea, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t like it when he found out. Instead, he passed the drink to Master Antony and hurried into the backroom before Master Antony could find something else for him to do. There was a stack of books he needed to sort before they could be put up for sale. He’d been doing that when he hadn’t had anything more important on the list.

      And most of the books are outdated, he thought. They were still expensive. Even Charlus would hesitate to splash out and spend hundreds of gold pieces on a single book. That doesn’t mean they’re not useless.

      He glanced through a pair of old textbooks, one marked with a name he vaguely recognised, and shrugged. They’d be helpful, if someone didn’t have anything more modern. Gennady put them to one side, for Master Antony to price and stick in the window, then worked his way through a selection of scrolls. They detailed potion recipes, ranging from very simple brews to fantastically complex pieces of work Gennady couldn’t even begin to follow. He wasn’t even sure if they were real. They seemed to insist the brewer should be breaking rules Gennady’s tutors had drummed into him from the very first day.

      Master Antony will have to look at them, Gennady decided, as he put them on the desk. And ...

      A strange sensation, as if he’d touched something ... uncanny, ran up his arm as he brushed his fingers against a small leather-bound volume. It looked like a journal, although there was neither a school crest nor a personalised emblem anywhere to be seen. He cast a pair of spells to check for traps, but there were none. There were a couple of spells that clung to the covers, only one of which he recognised. It was designed to keep the book safe, even in the midst of a fire. The other ... his fingers tingled again as he opened the book, glancing at the handwritten notes inside. It felt ... it felt as if he was doing something deliciously naughty, something he knew he shouldn’t be doing but was going to do anyway. It was a strange feeling, both good and bad. He wasn’t sure he liked it.

      The handwriting was better than his, but not by much. Gennady had to struggle to make out the words, then parse the sentences for meaning. Whoever had written the notes—he was sure, now, it was a scholarly journal—had been trying to conceal their work behind a facade of incomprehensibility. Gennady felt a twinge of fellow feeling. He’d been trying to do the same to hide his work from Charlus, although he rather suspected Charlus wasn’t stupid enough to copy Gennady’s homework. Gennady really wasn’t as good at magic theory as Charlus and they both knew it.

      He frowned as the collection of rites and rituals sank into his awareness. There were nasty charms to use on one’s enemies—he made a note of two of them, intending to use them on Charlus as soon as possible—and rituals designed to boost one’s power. Gennady read them carefully, realising—with a thrill of excitement—that he could use them. He wanted to use them. No matter how hard he worked, Charlus had a big head start. The idea of catching up was very tempting. And the rituals were supposed to be safe. He and his friends could use them without risk.

      His fingers tingled, again, as he closed the book. There was no way he could buy it. Once Master Antony realised what he had, he’d slap a huge price on it. Gennady swallowed hard, feeling his heart start to race as he contemplated stealing the book. If he was caught ... he’d seen a man put in the stocks and stoned for stealing. But Master Antony was a magician. He could do things that would be worse than death. Gennady swallowed, torn between fear of his master and the grim awareness that he’d never have a better chance to learn the rituals he needed. They weren’t taught at Whitehall. Housemaster Fredrick had made that quite clear.

      He swallowed, again and again. If he was caught ... he hesitated, then stood and carried the book over to his knapsack. If he was caught ... his heart pounded like a drum as he slipped the book into the knapsack, knowing it could be the end of everything if he was caught. Charlus could lie, cheat and steal and get away with it. Gennady could not. But ... he forced himself to back away from the knapsack and go back to work. The die was cast now.

      “Boy,” Master Antony shouted. “Bring me the ...”

      Gennady gritted his teeth as he continued to work, to bring the master everything he asked for. He thought his guilt was written all over his face, but Master Antony showed no sign of noticing anything as Gennady popped back and forth with everything he wanted. The urge to return the book to the pile was simply overwhelming, but ... Gennady resisted, despite the risk. By the time the shop was closed and he could return to the boarding house, he was a nervous wreck. Master Antony didn’t notice. He dismissed Gennady with a curt command to be back at the shop the following morning and not a minute too late.

      Bastard, Gennady thought. His knapsack felt heavy, too heavy to lift. What did your last slave die of?

      He kept walking, even though he knew he’d crossed a line. He’d be in very real trouble if he was caught now, with a stolen book in his bag. He’d stolen a book, a magic book. It wasn’t a harmless little prank like murdering a commoner. He wanted to turn and go back and return the book and ... and he knew he couldn’t. He’d never forgive himself for passing up the chance to boost his powers. The thought of cracking Charlus’s wards with a wave of his hand was just too tempting. He made it back to the boarding house without ever quite being aware of the walk. His thoughts had been elsewhere.

      No one awaited him as he passed through the warded door and slipped up the stairs to the dorms. He’d hoped for a private room, but there wasn’t one. Instead ... he hid the book in his trunk, then wrapped a handful of obscurification spells around it. In theory, the spells would keep anyone from noticing the book unless they already knew to look for it. In practice ... he shook his head. Stronger protective spells would be more noticeable. He had little faith in his ability to keep his peers out, if they wanted in. None of his spells had ever stopped Charlus for more than a few moments.

      And that will change, he promised himself, as he ate, showered and went to bed. I’ll be stronger than ever before.

      The thought haunted him as he slept, uneasily. His dreams seemed to blur into nightmares, mocking reminders of what he’d done and what would happen to him if he was caught. Master Antony was horrible to him, wasn’t he? He deserved to have something stolen from him, didn’t he? Gennady found it hard to respect a man who was so unpleasant ... he had few qualms about stealing what he needed to live, particularly from someone who was doing his level best to work Gennady to death. And yet ... he knew Master Antony wouldn’t see it that way. Gennady had stolen enough food, as a child, to be sure of it. He’d be beaten halfway to death—at best—if he was caught. The thought tormented him so badly that he felt as if he hadn’t slept a wink when the morning bell finally rang. He was so headachy and tired that he almost tried to beg off work. Only the grim certainty that it would have been suspicious if he hadn’t gone to work forced him out of his bunk.

      His conscience continued to torment him as he went to work, slaved for hours and finally staggered back to the boarding house. Master Antony was even more unpleasant, as if he knewGennady had done something without knowing precisely what. Or maybe he hadn’t changed at all. Gennady tried his best to follow orders, finding and preparing ingredients and then sorting books without complaining. But he still felt utterly terrible as the days turned into weeks. He wanted to confess. But the longer he waited, the worse it would be.

      And he’d kill me, if he knew the truth, Gennady reminded himself. He’d taken the time to look up the laws concerning theft, such as they were. Punishments ranged from time in the stocks to enslavement or death. And ... he’d already crossed the line. I can’t ever tell him.

      It was almost surprising, the final day, when Simon walked into the store. “Gennady! How are you?”

      Gennady stared. Simon looked ... taller, somehow. His face was tanned, as if he’d been somewhere sunny. He held himself with a new confidence, a confidence Gennady wished he shared. He’d been tempted to visit Simon’s parents, just to see what they were like. They could hardly be worse than his parents, or Master Antony.

      “You look so different,” he managed, finally. “What happened to you?”

      “Oh, I had a wonderful time,” Simon said. “Do you want to go for dinner? I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “Please.” Gennady forced himself to smile. “Just give me a moment.”

      Master Antony wasn’t pleased to hear that Gennady wanted to leave early, but it was the last day. He merely grunted as Gennady picked up his knapsack and carried it out of the store, without even bothering to wave goodbye. Gennady smiled, despite his fear, as Simon and he hurried down the streets and into a small cafe. He’d gotten away with it. Master Antony had never noticed the missing book. He hadn’t even known he’d had it to lose.

      He smiled, for what felt like the first time in years. “How was your summer?”

      “Oh, it was great!” Simon grinned, brightly. “The guy I was working with? He was an enchanter. I learnt so much about enchanting crap ... you know, I can make a teapot that sings!”

      Gennady felt a lump of something indigestible in the pit of his stomach. Simon had had a good time. Of course he’d had a good time. He’d been having fun, and learning magic, while Gennady had been stuck in a store with a grumpy master who’d treated him as a slave ... he felt his guilt evaporate as envy gnawed at him. Simon had had a good time. It just wasn’t fair.

      “Why would you make a singing teapot?” It was hard to talk, against the growing envy pulsing through him. Simon had learnt something useful.Gennady had wasted his time. “What’s the point?”

      “Apparently, it was to welcome guests and make them feel comfortable. Or something.” Simon shrugged. “The guy who ordered it was an absolute beast.”

      “I know the type,” Gennady said. His friends had practically abandoned him ... he tried to tell himself that wasn’t true, that they hadn’t had a choice, but it was hard to believe it. “Have you heard from Lyndred?”

      “She’s fine; she wrote to me,” Simon said. “The bard is apparently a little too fond of the healer.”

      Gennady felt another twinge of envy. Lyndred hadn’t written to him. Primrose hadn’t written to him, not that she could. It was unfair, but ... he gritted his teeth. He felt alone, even though Simon was with him. He’d always be alone.

      “We’ll be going back to school tomorrow,” Simon said. “Are you looking forward to it?”

      “Yeah.” Gennady smiled, wanly. He was looking forward to going back to school, but he had other problems to worry about. “I have something I need to show you.”

      Simon looked up. “What?”

      “Wait and see.” Gennady tried to wink. “I want to show you and Lyndred at the same time.”

      “Cool.” Simon didn’t seem put out. “I heard someone started a war. Charlus was trying to help his father, and he got into a feud with their family’s allies.”

      “I wish.” Gennady would have liked to believe Charlus had done something even his family would have found unacceptable, but he doubted it. He wasn’t sure there was anything that couldn’t be hushed up, if the aristocrats didn’t simply take it in stride. “He’s probably going to come back to school, bragging about having sorted out all the problems of the world.”

      “He’ll have to devise a plan to retake the Blighted Lands first.” Simon gestured towards the Craggy Mountains and the Blighted Lands beyond. “You remember Duke Fotheringay?”

      Gennady nodded. They’d studied the duke in history class. He’d led an ill-planned attack on the Blighted Lands, which had ended in utter disaster. The necromancers had slaughtered the army and done unspeakable things to the duke, which hadn’t stopped the tutor from speaking about them. Gennady contemplated the mental image of Charlus meeting the same end, then sobered. The bastard would scrape out of it somehow, like he always did, while his entire army was ground to powder. His family’s wealth and power would see to that, no matter who died. And Charlus would probably be feted as a hero.

      “I’m sure people will remember him,” Simon said, when Gennady said that out loud. “As one of the worst idiots the human race ever produced.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Gennady lifted his mug of water. He’d refused alcohol. His father had turned into a brute whenever he drank and Gennady refused to go the same way. “To people getting their just desserts.”

      “Cheers,” Simon said.
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      It was a relief, Gennady found when they made the long trek back to Whitehall the following morning, to discover that his roommates were a pair of aristocrats who’d never paid any particular attention to him. They seemed too wrapped up in their family affairs to change that, as far as he could tell. One was a close friend—or crony, more like—of Charlus, yet he didn’t seem inclined to pick a fight with Gennady. Gennady was sure that would change, sooner or later, but he’d take what he could get. He certainly wouldn’t have felt safekeeping the stolen book in his old room. Who knew if Charlus would have started pawing through Gennady’s possessions?

      He concealed the book within his drawer, then met up with his friends and went to class. It was just as hard as he remembered, with the students hitting the ground running. There was very little time for a private meeting, even after classes formally came to an end. Gennady had to spend the first few evenings in the library, just to catch up with the rest of the class. He had to wait until the weekend—and then reserve a spellchamber—just so he could have a proper chat with his friends.

      “So,” Simon said, once they’d cast privacy wards. “What’s the big secret?”

      “You’ve been dropping hints all week,” Lyndred added. She smiled warmly, her eyes lingering on Simon. It was clear they were steadily growing closer. “What is it?”

      Gennady felt a hint of dull resentment. He didn’t wantLyndred. She was pretty, but she wasn’t Primrose. And yet, he envied Simon for growing closer to a girl. He wanted to do that too. He wanted ... he shook his head. He didn’t have time. He wanted—he needed—to get them to help him.

      He opened his knapsack. “I found this book,” he said. The journal tingled against his fingers as he brought it into the open. “It has a handful of spells we can try.”

      Simon sucked in his breath. “Where did you get that?”

      “I found it,” Gennady repeated. Simon hadn’t grown up with the knowledge he might be killed at any moment, that sometimes one needed to steal to survive. Simon wouldn’t understand the truth. “It belonged to an older student who left Whitehall years ago.”

      “Found it,” Simon repeated. He didn’t sound as if he believed the story. “Where ... where did you find it?”

      Gennady scowled. “The point is, the book includes a handful of rites and rituals we can use to boost our powers,” he said. “We can jump up a level or two overnight, if ...”

      Simon and Lyndred exchanged glances. “That’s dangerous,” Lyndred said, finally. “We’ve been warned not to try ...”

      “Of course, we have.” Gennady felt a rush of anger. She didn’t understand. She really didn’t understand. “They don’t want us to boost our powers.”

      “If that was true,” Simon said reasonably, “why would they teach us magic in the first place?”

      “They’re making sure we never catch up with Charlus and his band of merry bastards,” Gennady snarled. “Don’t you get it? We’ll have power, but not enough to challenge our lords and masters. They’ll cut us down the minute we fail to genuflect to them. And this” —he waved the book under Simon’s nose— “might be our only chance to boost our powers and beat them at their own game.”

      He forced himself to lower his voice. “Come on. Aren’t you sick of being treated worse than dirt?”

      “Yeah, but ...” Simon swallowed, hard. “Gennady, the risks are too great.”

      “Life is a risk,” Gennady snapped. “How long do you think it’s going to be until Charlus does something really dangerous? How long do you think it’s going to be until he kills one of us? Or ... or has his way with one of us?”

      “This is what we were told not to do.” Lyndred took the book and flipped through the pages, then passed it back to Gennady. “The spells all come with dangerous side effects. If something goes wrong ...”

      Gennady stared at her. She was ... she was mad. Or ... she simply didn’t understand the reality of a world where one could be killed at the drop of a hat, where one’s killer would get away with it because ... it didn’t matter. He knew, from bitter experience, that he couldn’t rely on anyone. The Grandmaster wouldn’t give a damn if Charlus killed him or raped Lyndred or ... or anything. Gennady had studied the records. For all the stories about Whitehall’s vaunted neutrality, it was clear that aristocrats had more leeway than commoners. No one would look too closely at a dead body for fear of what they might find.

      “We spent the last year trying to catch up, but the gulf is too wide,” he said. It was hard to think of a way to convince them. He’d thought they’d understand the opportunity as soon as they saw the book. “And it’s just going to keep getting wider. We can’t catch up ...”

      “We have been catching up,” Simon disagreed. “Haven’t we?”

      “If that was true,” Gennady said, “how does Charlus keep kicking our asses?”

      “He has friends,” Lyndred said.

      “Cronies,” Gennady corrected. He knew the type. They’d do Charlus’s bidding as long as he was the strongest and nastiest piece of shit in the school. Hogarth’s friends had been just the same. They’d only turn on their master when it became clear their master was no longer strong enough to smack them down. “And that’s another point. We’re outnumbered. We need to find a way to even the odds.”

      He held up the book. “This is the key,” he said. “We can open our minds and boost our powers.”

      Lyndred let out a breath. “At least, let us think about it,” she said. “Do some research, figure out the downsides ...”

      “There isn’t time,” Gennady said. The longer he kept the book, the greater the chance of one of his roommates finding and stealing it. Charlus would use the rites himself, boosting his powers to the point resistance would be truly futile. Of course he would. Charlus loved power. “If the book gets discovered ...”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Simon said. His voice was low, but very hard. “Gennady, I understand, but ...”

      Gennady felt his temper snap. “Listen to me! This is our one chance to get ahead of them and beat them!”

      “At what cost?” Lyndred’s voice was sad, but unbending. “Gennady, we could go mad. Or worse.”

      “I’ll take the risk.” Gennady gritted his teeth, biting his lip to keep from screaming. “You grew up here. You don’t understand! You don’t know what it’s like! You ...”

      “Charlus showed off my underclothes to all and sundry,” Lyndred snapped. She made a very visible effort to control herself. “I do understand ...”

      “No, you don’t!” Gennady tried to calm himself, but failed. “He’ll rape you next time. Or force you to do ... do whatever he wants! And afterwards ... who’ll give a shit about you?”

      “We can endure three years of schooling, then leave,” Simon said. “I’m not going to stay for the final two years. You don’t have to stay either.”

      He stood. “Gennady ...”

      “You don’t understand,” Gennady shouted. He jumped to his feet, tears streaming down his cheeks. He’d thought better of them. He’d thought they’d understand. Instead, they were dismissing him. “You’re leaving me like ... you’re betraying me!”

      Simon made a gesture with his hand. Magic crackled through the air. Gennady found himself unable to move. He struggled, trying desperately to cast the counterspell, but he’d never managed to master the art of using the magic without moving his hands. Simon stared at him for a long chilling moment, then looked at Lyndred. She stood and headed for the spellchamber door.

      “You’re wrong,” Simon said. He spoke as if he were a judge pronouncing a death sentence. “We’re not leaving you. You left us.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lyndred added. She took Simon’s hand. Gennady felt a stab of envy. He wanted someone to take his hand. “But we really cannot go on like this.”

      Gennady wanted to scream in outrage as his former friends stepped through the door, closing it behind them. But he couldn’t move a muscle. Simon had cast his spell well ... Gennady nerved himself to concentrate, to try to best the spell, but nothing happened. Bitterness welled up within him. He should have known. Everyone betrayed him, time and time again. Simon and Lyndred had sold out. They’d found places in magical society, places that would be forever denied their friend ... their former friend. Had they ever really been friends? A true friend would not have betrayed him. A true friend would not have cast spells on him. A true friend ... he wanted to cry. He should have known. He really should have known.

      They’ll regret it, when they’re no longer useful to their betters, he thought, sourly. He’d known men in the village who’d worked for the count, only to be kicked out when they grew too old to serve. One of them had been lamed, utterly unable to work. Gennady had looked into the man’s broken eyes and seen his future looking back at him. They’ll regret it and ...

      It felt like hours before the spell finally snapped. He fell to the ground, every muscle in his body crying out for relief. Gennady forced himself to focus, half-expecting someone to come bursting in at any moment. Spellchambers were heavily warded—and the privacy wards were still in place—but he was fairly sure the tutors had a way to monitor the chambers. It was what he would have done. There were students who seemed to delight in pushing the limits as far as they would go.

      He gritted his teeth, banishing the pain with an effort. He’d had worse. He’d really had worse. But the feeling of betrayal ... he’d never realised how much he’d come to care for his friends, for Simon and Lyndred, until they’d abandoned him. No one else had spent so much time with him, pooling their knowledge and learning so they could move forward as a group ... had it all been a lie? They were merchant children, while he was from the mountains. They’d really had nothing in common, save for a mutual enemy. And Charlus was no longer sharing a room with them.

      Gennady sat up and reached for the book. Simon and Lyndred might think they were safe, but he knew better. It didn’t matter how much they bowed their head, or bent the knee, or prostrated themselves or ... or whatever. They’d be slaves until the day they died. Gennady, on the other hand, was useless. Charlus would kill him, sooner or later. Gennady was damned if he was going to surrender so easily. He opened the book, searching through the pages for a particular rite. The spell promised to tear open the channels in his brain and boost his powers. Gennady stood on shaky legs, stumbling over to the supply cabinet. He wanted—he needed—to jump ahead. It was his only hope.

      A thought struck him and he froze. Simon and Lyndred might report him. Why not? They’d already betrayed him once. They’d have no qualms about tattling. They might even see it as a chance to boost their status. And then ... his thoughts ran in circles. The book wasn’t forbidden, as far as he knew, but the Grandmaster would certainly ask how it came into Gennady’s possession. And then ... Gennady briefly considered walking out of the school and running away, yet ... he knew it would be fatal. He couldn’t hope to escape, not from magic. His only hope was to perform the rite and hope for the best.

      I’m going to catch up with you, Gennady thought, thinking of Charlus. The aristocrat would never know what had hit him. Gennady would tear him apart, cell by cell, then do the same to his cronies. They’d die screaming. I’m going to burn you all if it kills me.

      He forced himself to work calmly, drawing chalk marks on the floor and preparing the wards as best as he could. The rite was deceptively simple, but it was obvious—even to him—there was little room for mistakes. His tutors had told him, time and time again, that the slightest mistake could cause the spell to fail or the magic to explode or ... or kill the unwary caster. He felt his head starting to pound as he finished his preparations, then checked and rechecked his work until he was sure everything was perfect. It had to be.

      Gennady stepped back, bracing himself. He’d do it. He’d make it work. And then ... he’d crush his enemies at the school, then go back to the mountains and crush his enemies there. And ... Primrose would be happy to see him. Of course, she would. She wouldn’t have anything to fear. He’d take care of her for the rest of her life. Gennady smiled, silently promising her shade that he’d be a better husband than any of the men in the village, then shrugged off his robe. Naked, he stepped into the circle.

      He took a breath, looking down at himself. His body was covered with scars, left by everyone from his father and Hogarth to Charlus and his cronies. His clubfoot ached in pain as he knelt, twanging in tune with the magic. He knew, even though he didn’t want to admit it, that he looked ghastly. No wonder Charlus had held him in contempt, right from the very first day. Gennady promised himself that things would be different. He’d have the power to heal himself, to cure his affliction and wash away the scars. And to teach Charlus a lesson he wouldn’t live to forget.

      The magic pulsed within him, growing stronger and stronger. Gennady focused his mind, concentrating on what he wanted. The ritual seemed to shimmer, as if it already existed in some form ... Gennady frowned, feeling a twinge of concern. He’d used magic for over a year and yet ... he’d never felt anything like it. He told himself, firmly, it was advanced magic. Some of the books he’d read from the library had talked about strange rituals, about spells that couldn’t be built up piece by piece. He hadn’t understood at the time, but he thought he did now. The rite couldn’t be stopped, once it had begun. He had to push his way through, or risk disaster.

      He opened his mouth and started to chant, the words spinning into the magic as power built within the chamber. A stab of pain lanced through his head, so painful that he honestly thought someone had driven a knife into his temple; it faded, almost before he'd noticed it existed. It was just ... part of the background. Blood dripped from his nose as he continued to chant, trickling down his chest and splashing on the floor. He ignored it, telling himself—again and again—he’d had worse. The magic couldn’t be stopped. He had to go through it.

      Light flared, blindingly bright. Gennady squeezed his eyes shut as light—no, magic —burned through his eyelids and straight into his brain. The pain surged again, becoming a constant pressure against his skull. He wanted to clench his teeth, but didn’t dare. He couldn’t stop, not now. The light was growing stronger, the world itself twisting around him. His eyes jerked open. He saw, or thought he saw, Hogarth laughing at him. No, it was Charlus. No, it was Simon and Lyndred, their faces twisted into sneering masks as they pointed and laughed. Gennady felt a flood of shame, followed by rage. He lashed out with his powers, but the phantoms simply ignored him. Their laughter grew stronger and stronger, tearing at his balance. The ghosts were closing in, reaching for him ...

      No, Gennady thought. The magic was burning now, flames licking through his body. Panic snarled at the corner of his mind, mocking him. He hadn’t learnt how to control it! The thought sent him staggering to his knees, power flickering around him as the spell raged out of control. He tried to banish the power, but it was too late. I won’t let it end like this ...

      He hit the ground, dimly aware on some level that the impact had damaged the runes. He’d lost control, what little he’d had left. The magic tore through his mind, pain following in its wake. He ... he staggered as wave after wave of pain, each worse than the last, blasted his thoughts. It was hard to maintain any coherent thought. The laughter grew louder and louder until it became the only thing he could hear. He was screaming. He was sure he was screaming. But all he could hear was the laughter.

      Hogarth reached for him, his face a rictus of cruel amusement. Gennady shrank back, even though he knewHogarth wasn’t really there. His drunken lout of a father stood behind him, his beefy fists ready to beat his disappointment of a son into a bloody pulp. His younger brothers waited beside him, smirking. His mother eyed him, hatred clearly visible on her battered face. His older brother ... Gennady felt one final surge of rage and bitter resentment, then felt the remnants of his mind give way under the onslaught. The darkness reached up and claimed him ...

      ... And he fell, happily, into the shadows.
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      “Wake up.”

      Gennady stumbled back to awareness, feeling ... wrong. His head hurt, but ... he tried to grasp what had happened, but understanding slipped further and further away the more he tried to comprehend ... he wasn’t sure what. His thoughts came in fits and starts, his memories a jumbled mess ... there’d been a book, hadn’t there? And he’d tried to cast a spell ... or had he? He honestly wasn’t sure.

      He opened his eyes. He was in a small room, a cell. The Grandmaster stood over him, his arms crossed over his chest. The Warden stood by the door, holding a long staff in one hand. Gennady looked around and realised, to his horror, that metal bands were wrapped around his hands and ankles, chaining him to the bed. He had no idea where he was, but ... he had to lie back as a stab of pain burned through his head. His eyes hurt, as if he’d been staring into the sun. It was all he could do to remain focused as panic yammered at the back of his mind.

      “I’m going to ask you some questions.” The Grandmaster’s voice was very even, but there was a hard edge to it that made Gennady quail. “You’re going to answer, truthfully. If you try to lie to me, you will not enjoy the consequences. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Gennady managed. He tried to meet the Grandmaster’s unseen eyes, but they were—as always—hidden behind the cloth. “I understand.”

      “Good.” The Grandmaster held up the book. “Where did you get this?”

      Gennady wanted to lie, or to keep his mouth firmly shut, but a compulsion bubbled up within him to tell the truth, the complete truth. Pain flickered at the back of his head. He tried to resist, to hide as much as he could, but he couldn’t keep himself from opening his mouth and answering the question. The Grandmaster had put a spell on him! Gennady felt a surge of pure outrage, but it wasn’t enough to banish the spell. The whole story came out of his mouth, Charlus, beatings, pain, and all.

      “I see,” the Grandmaster said, when Gennady had finished. “And what were you thinking when you cast the spell?”

      “I wanted to boost my powers,” Gennady said, dully. “I wanted ...”

      “Which is the one thing we caution you not to do.” The Grandmaster cut him off, sharply. “Did you feel, perhaps, that we were stopping you from reaching your full powers?”

      “Yes.” Gennady sank back onto the bed. There was no point in even trying to lie. “I thought you were making sure I didn’t catch up with Charlus.”

      “I’m surprised you think we care.” The Grandmaster frowned. “Why? Why did you take the risk?”

      Gennady felt a flash of red-hot pain burning through his eyes as he forced himself to think. “I thought ... I thought ... it just wasn’t fair!”

      “Indeed? How so?”

      “Charlus and his cronies were so far ahead of me,” Gennady said. He tried not to shout at the older magician. “It wasn’t fair! I couldn’t catch up with him! I had to take the risk!”

      The Grandmaster cocked his head. “You’d have us slow their learning so you could catch up?”

      Gennady frowned. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      “I believe you were told it wasn’t a competition,” the Grandmaster said, severely. “It was never a race. Students have to learn at their own pace, to master the basics before moving on to more complex magics. The very process of learning sharpens one’s powers. It doesn’t matter who gets to the finish lines first. All that matters is that you reach them.”

      “But it does matter!” Gennady felt tears prickling at the corner of his eyes. “Charlus ... he treated me like shit, from the very first day we met! I had to find a way to fight back!”

      “Charlus will face his own punishment for his role in this affair,” the Grandmaster mused. “It was a mistake to put three firsties in the same bedroom, clearly. That’s something we’ll have to change.”

      “Charlus won’t be punished.” Gennady was sure of it. “He’ll get away with it, like he always does.”

      “We’ll see.” The Grandmaster shrugged. “He isn’t your problem any longer.”

      His voice was cold. And hard. “You broke a number of rules, rules intended to protect you and your fellow students. The ritual you attempted to perform could have done a great deal of damage to the school. You were extremely lucky to survive. Had you brought the book to one of your tutors ...”

      He paused. “And you stole the book. You really shouldn’t have stolen the book.”

      Gennady felt his heart sink. “What now?”

      The Grandmaster spoke with a finality that could not be defied. “You will be expelled, today. Your possessions are already packed. You will not be welcome within Whitehall and, should you return, you will be summarily executed. I will also be sending a red-flag letter to the other schools, with a full account of your actions. You maybe able to convince them to take you as a student. If not ...”

      “Expelled.” Gennady swallowed. “Please ...”

      “These rules exist for your own safety, and that of the other students,” the Grandmaster said. “And you broke them.”

      “It isn’t fair,” Gennady said. “I ...”

      “The world isn’t fair,” the Grandmaster said. “Yes, you have a valid point. Charlus treated you like dirt. But you used forbidden magics, all of which were forbidden for very good reason. You could easily have killed yourself, or your friends. You’re lucky you’re merely being expelled.”

      He stepped back. “The Warden will escort you to the edge of the wards,” he added, as the metal bands were removed. “I strongly suggest you don’t try to fight.”

      Gennady forced himself to stand on wobbly legs. “What should I do now?”

      “Do whatever you like, as long as you don’t do it here,” the Grandmaster said. “I advise you to put your powers aside and never practice magic again. You cannot be trusted with it.”

      Gennady glared as the Grandmaster turned and swept away. The magic felt odd, pulsing within his heart, but ... it was his magic. He gritted his teeth as he felt another flash of pain, another sense that he was standing on very thin ice indeed. The magic was ... tainted. He told himself he was being silly. It was his magic. He was damned if he was giving it up. He had to go home and ... and what?

      The Warden pointed to a pile of clothes. Gennady swallowed hard, then donned the tunic and trousers of a young apprentice, rather than a student magician. He supposed the Grandmaster or the Housemaster had taken them from his drawer when they’d packed his knapsack. His possessions, such as they were, were crammed into the bag. A handful of clothes, a small sack of coins from his summer work, a knife ... they’d taken his journal. He wanted to demand it back, but he knew it would be futile. The Grandmaster had probably already deposited it in the library.

      Shame washed over him as the Warden took him by the shoulder and marched him through the door, down the corridors and through the entrance hall. Students turned to stare, whispers and snide asides following him as he was expelled. He caught sight of Simon and Lyndred standing by the door, their eyes widening in horror as he saw them. Anger boiled within him, red flashes of magic rising up ... he wanted to lash out, to hurt them as they’d hurt him, but he held himself still. The Warden was powerful. He’d have no trouble stopping Gennady—permanently—if he did anything. Gennady forced himself to look away, grinding his teeth at the unfairness of it all. He’d studied magic for over a year and yet ... he was still as helpless as he’d been in the village.

      The outside air felt cool as he was marched across the lawn towards the low wall that marked the edge of the wards. He allowed himself a moment of relief that there were no other students in sight, just before the Warden opened the gate and pushed Gennady out. He felt his stomach churn as he brushed against the edge of the wards, the network steadily turning hostile. The wall was so low a child could climb over the carved stone, but it was really nothing more than a boundary marker. It was the wards that really defended the school.

      “Go,” the Warden ordered. “Do not return.”

      Gennady stared at the other man for a long moment. The Warden’s face was inhumanly blank. It occurred to him, too late, that the Warden might not actually be human. A homunculus? It was possible, but illegal. Very illegal. It burned at him, as he turned and stumbled away, that the rules were really just for the weak and helpless. The people with power could afford to ignore the rules, secure in the knowledge that no one would come after them. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to walk until he was within the forest. Where would he go? Where could he go? There was no place for him anywhere near Whitehall.

      His legs felt heavy—and grew heavier, the more he walked. He found himself stumbling, as if he’d forgotten how to make his way through a forest. The forest wasn’t safe, but ... it should have felt like home. He kept walking, convinced—deep inside—that if he stopped and sat down, he’d never be able to stand up again. Something moved in the shadows, circling around him. Gennady reached into his bag and retrieved the knife. It felt reassuringly solid in his hands. And yet, he was suddenly very aware that something was following him.

      Ice trickled down his spine as he glanced behind him, seeing nothing. It wasn’t very reassuring. There were all sorts of stories about things hiding in the forest, from werewolves and vampires to giant spiders, basilisks and other folk. Or awful folk. The thought wasn’t remotely reassuring as he forced himself to pick up speed, trying to make it to the road before nightfall. He could make his way down to the town, then walk on until he left the hue and cry far behind. It wasn’t much of a plan, he conceded silently as he heard something behind him, but it was all he had.

      He sensed a surge of magic and ducked, instinctively. A fireball shot over his head and slammed into a nearby tree, burning through the trunk and sending branches crashing to the ground. Gennady jumped, then forced himself to run as another fireball shot through the air. He knew who was behind him. He knew who it had to be.

      “Come out, little rabbit!” Charlus. Of course it was Charlus. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

      Gennady felt his heart sink. This was it. Charlus was going to kill him. He’d bragged about hunting commoners for sport, but ... now, Gennady believed it. He could hear the aristocrat crashing through the trees, not even trying to hide. Or ... Gennady felt an odd little flicker of hope. Charlus wasn’t used to the deep forests. He might have ridden through the fields, crushing irreplaceable crops under his horse's hooves, but the chances were good he hadn’t been walking through them. Who knew what sort of supernatural vermin he might have attracted? The thought gave Gennady hope as a third fireball flew past. This was his element. He might have a chance ...

      “I can see you,” Charlus called. “I can hear you.”

      Nonsense, Gennady thought. There was no way Charlus could see him. Not now. A skilled hunter certainly wouldn’t be making so much noise. Simon or Lyndred would have done a much better job of sneaking through the woods. You don’t know where I am.

      He stayed low, inching around Charlus’s position. The aristocrat seemed to have someway of shadowing Gennady ... Gennady frowned, then cast an obscurification charm to blur his exact location. Charlus might not even realise his spells were being bamboozled if they weren’t being openly deflected. Gennady smirked to himself, then cut himself with his knife and allowed the blood to drip onto the muddy ground. The moment he took himself and his charms away, the blood would draw Charlus’s spells like flies to shit. Gennady smirked at the thought. It was very apt.

      “Come on out,” Charlus mocked. Compulsion hung in his words. It would have worked, if Gennady’s magic hadn’t already been tainted. “I’ll make it quick.”

      Gennady tightened his grip on the knife as Charlus’s voice came closer. He did intend to kill Gennady, to murder ... no, it wasn’t murder. Not to him. Bitter resentment welled up once again as Gennady realised that Charlus and his peers wouldn’t see it as murder. At best, they’d see it as distasteful. Red rage boiled within Gennady as he lurked in the shadows, welcoming them like old friends. Charlus blundered past, making so much noise he had to be scaring the animals for miles around. He really wasn’t a good hunter. Hogarth would have kicked his ass.

      “I can see you,” Charlus called. Another fireball flashed through the air, followed by a transfiguration spell. “I can ...”

      He broke off, abruptly. He’d seen the bloodstain. He knew he’d been tricked. Gennady didn’t give him time to think, time to act. He launched himself forward, knife in hand. Charlus turned, too late. Gennady buried the knife in Charlus’s back, his magic reaching forward and dancing along the blade. He’d seen the rite in the book and dismissed it, knowing he’d have to kill someone for power. That didn’t matter any longer. Magic surged around him, throwing Charlus to the ground. Gennady landed on Charlus’s back, pinning him down. The magic ... the magic was twisted, both attracting and repelling him. Gennady laughed, despite himself. Such considerations didn’t matter any longer, either.

      Charlus tried to struggle, but he’d been caught and pinned before he knew what was happening. The magic—the rite—was making it hard, almost impossible, to fight back. Gennady felt a thrill as he tasted Charlus’s horror at his enforced submission. The sensation was addictive. He understood, all of a sudden, why Hogarth and Charlus had enjoyed making him submit. The feeling was delightful. He was finally wielding power as it was meant to be wielded. And all would bow before him.

      “Please,” Charlus whimpered. “I ...”

      Gennady leaned closer until his lips were almost touching the aristocrat’s ear. “Why? Why should I spare you?”

      Charlus shuddered. His limbs were too weak to fight. “I ... my family will avenge me.”

      “Lucky you.” Gennady snorted. He had a feeling Charlus’s family would be glad he was gone. The idiot was too dumb to realise how many enemies he'd made. “Like they care.”

      “They’ll wipe out your family,” Charlus said. “They’ll kill them all.”

      Gennady laughed, humourlessly. It just wasn’t fair. Charlus was an asshole with magic and a bad attitude and a family that cared enough to avenge him, while Gennady ... his family would be relieved if he died. They’d been plotting his death since they’d realised he had a clubfoot. Now ...

      He found his voice. “You think I care?”

      Charlus hesitated. “Please.”

      Gennady drew the moment out as much as possible. “You want mercy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?” Gennady pressed down hard. It was hard to force himself to wait, to ask the question he’d wanted to ask for over a year. “Tell me, where was your mercy when we first met?”

      He performed the rite. Charlus shuddered one final time, then lay still. Gennady threw back his head and screamed as magic, tainted magic, flowed into his wards. A series of impressions came with it, from parents who loved him to siblings that indulged him and girls who slept with him and ... he felt a surge of envy, once again, for the aristocrat who had everything. Who’d had everything. A red haze fell over Gennady’s vision as magic swirled around him, all of Charlus’s power surging into him. It was hard, so hard, to keep control. It was harder to remember why why hehe wanted to keep control. He wanted to allow the power to destroy his enemies ...

      Gennady laughed, delightedly. His hands felt as if they were burning. His eyes felt as if his brain itself was on fire. And ... he looked down at the remnants of Charlus’s body, blackened and charred beyond recognition. The oaf’s family would probably never know what had happened. He’d be assumed to have left Whitehall and then ... and then what? Perhaps they’d think he’d gone south, to the Blighted Lands. He’d certainly found himself a necromancer. Gennady knew, on some level, that he should be frightened of what he’d become, but it was hard to care. Other people needed to be frightened now. Charlus would be scared, if he was still alive.

      You’re dead, Gennady thought. He kicked the body, watching in delight as the head shattered under the blow. Joy—dark joy—washed through him. He jumped up and down on the corpse, driving the bloody mass into the muddy ground. It was hard to remember that he needed to recover the knife, before it was too late. The blade seemed to have ossified. It had turned to stone. Gennady didn’t care. It’s over.

      He took one look south, towards the Blighted Lands, then turned and stumbled north. His body felt strange, as if he could go on forever. The tiredness was a distant memory, replaced by a faint sense his mind was on fire. He thought of Primrose and smiled. He had power now. He could protect her. He kept walking, one thought dominating his mind.

      It’s time to go home.
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      Gennady travelled by night, heedless of the dangers of being outside once the sun fell and darkness washed across the lands. He knew, deep inside, that there was now nothing more terrible than himself, nothing that could stop him as he made his steady way back to the Cairngorms. He refused to allow himself to be diverted, even when he stumbled across small villages and hamlets hiding from their lords and masters. They couldn’t stand in his way. He knew, deep inside, that something was wrong, but he didn’t care. The power was all that mattered.

      He lost track of time as he kept moving, no longer caring—as he reached the base of the mountains—if it had been days or weeks or months since he’d left Whitehall. He skirted the town, keeping a wary distance from the portal and the magicians who maintained it, and walked straight into the forest. The other folk kept their distance, even when rogue surges of power threatened to set the trees on fire. Wild boars and birds took one look at him and fled, tails between their legs. Gennady exulted, enjoying—for the first time in forever—the sense of knowing the entire world was scared of him. And so they should be. He was power given shape and form. He was ...

      The sun rose above him, bright rays of sunlight penetrating the gloom as he strode into the village. It hadn’t changed at all, as far as he could tell. The kids doing their chores looked younger than he remembered, a couple of older women seemed to have vanished ... probably exposed and left to die over the last winter. The menfolk had already headed to the fields, working to scratch something from the unforgiving soil. He looked up, towards the castle perched on the mountaintop. He’d pay the count a visit, after seeing Primrose. He’d teach the count that he was in charge now.

      He marched up to his family’s house and stopped outside the door. There were sounds inside, shouting and screaming and ... Gennady pressed his hand against the door, trying to cast a simple unlocking spell. The wood exploded as power surged through him, pieces of debris flying in all directions. Gennady’s eyes didn’t have any trouble—now—adjusting to the darkness. His father was clutching his mother’s neck in one hand, his fist drawing back for a punch ... another punch. Blood streamed down his mother’s face, her eye so badly battered it looked beyond all hope of repair. Gennady felt a surge of anger and contempt. The old fool was drunk, again. For a heartbeat, he thought he understood whyCharlus and his cronies had looked down on him ...

      Rage boiled through him. He lashed out with his powers. He’d meant to push the old man away from his wife, but the magic tore through him. Gennady’s father disintegrated, the remnants of his body hitting the far wall with a terrifying splat. His mother screamed as she fell to the ground, her eyes wide and staring as she looked at him. Gennady felt numb surprise, mingled with hatred and bitterness. Didn’t she know him? Didn’t she know her son?

      “Who ...?” His mother scrambled to her knees. “My Lord, who are ...”

      “Gennady!” Gennady was no longer sure if that were true. He’d changed too much. Magicians didn’t always change their names, but ... they were supposed to change their names if they no longer recognised themselves. “I’m your son!”

      His mother stared at him. “Gennady?”

      “Yes.” Gennady felt his patience snap. “I’ve come home!”

      “I ...” His mother started to stammer. “I ...”

      Gennady shook his head. “Where is everyone?”

      “Huckeba went to live with his new family,” his mother managed. “The others are in the fields. Sarah is ...”

      “Primrose!” Gennady cut her off. “Where is Primrose?”

      “In the last cottage,” his mother said. “Gennady, wait ...”

      Gennady ignored her. Primrose was all he wanted now. The thought of her had sustained him during the last few ... he honestly wasn’t sure how long it had been, but he knew he wouldn’t have made it this far without her. He turned and marched through the door, his mother crying behind him. Once, it would have weakened his resolve even though he knew his mother detested him as much as his father. Gennady was living proof there was something wrong with her womb. But now ... he didn’t care. Primrose was all that mattered.

      He walked through the village, heedless of the panic in his wake. Children fled, screaming. Girls stared at him, unsure if they should be running for their lives too. They had to fear that running would merely draw his attention. He revelled in the sensation of knowing he could do anything to them now, to the girls who’d mocked him for an ugly gnome before he’d come into his powers, to the men who’d beaten him for being weak and useless ... oh, he could do anything to them. The thought of making them suffer brought him joy.

      The last cottage rose up in front of him. Gennady hesitated, just for a second, before pressing on. Primrose would be glad to see him. Of course, she would. He would protect her from everyone. He would love her and marry her and she would bear his children and ... he tapped the door, wondering who would answer. Primrose’s father would be in the fields. The man might have sired the most beautiful woman in existence, but he still had to work to feed his family. He’d be working until he could work no more, then he’d be thrown out to die in the cold.

      Gennady tapped the door, as gingerly as he could. It still shuddered under the blow. He stepped back, reminding himself to be careful when he hugged Primrose. He might hurt her, quite by accident. The door creaked, then opened. Primrose looked out, wearing the smock and scarf of a married woman. She’d married? Gennady felt his heart stop in shock. She’d married? It had never occurred to him she might have married ...

      Her eyes filled with horror. “Gennady?”

      Gennady felt his head spin. She’d recognised him? She knew who he was? And she’d still married someone else? He tried to tell himself she probably hadn’t had a choice—she would hardly be the first women to be married against her will—but he couldn’t believe it. A surge of anger rose up with him, a wave of magic making Primrose take a step back. She’d betrayed him! How dare she?

      “Primrose?” Another voice. A very familiar voice. “Who’s that?”

      Gennady stepped forward, his sheer presence pushing Primrose back. Hogarth stood inside the cottage, looking just as Gennady remembered. Fear washed through him, fear and panic and rage. Blind rage. Hogarth stumbled back, too late. Gennady cast the spell. He’d meant to turn Hogarth into a slug and step on him, but the spell was massively overpowered. Hogarth was ripped apart, chunks of flesh and blood suddenly painting the walls. Primrose screamed. Gennady rounded on her. How could she marry someone else?

      His knife was in his hand before he quite knew what he was doing. Primrose gasped, one hand tugging at her smock as if she intended to offer herself to him. It had no attraction for Gennady now. He yanked her forward, stabbing the knife into her heart. Power washed around him, surging into his wards. It felt different, but ... it felt good. And yet ... the surge of impressions was different. Primrose had never loved him. She’d felt sorry for him, but ... she’d never loved him. He couldn’t take it anymore.

      He threw back his head and screamed. Rage—and fire—burned through him. The fire became real, a wall of flame consuming the cottage and blasting on to destroy the village. He sensed people screaming, begging for mercy from gods he’d never believed in, as their entire lives were swept up and destroyed. He knew, at some level, that he’d just condemned his mother and most of his siblings to death, but it didn’t bother him. His family had betrayed him. They deserved to die. They all deserved to die. He stood in the middle of the storm, untouched as the wave of fire scorched both the farms and the tiny fields to ash. It felt as if he was finally putting his childhood behind him.

      They’d be coming for him, he knew. The sorcerers and magicians and aristocrats who’d fear what he’d become. He giggled at the thought, knowing it was too late. He was already too powerful to be stopped easily. And he no longer had the weaknesses of the human form. He couldn’t remember, now, why he’d wanted Primrose, why he’d found Lyndred attractive. It no longer mattered. All he wanted—and needed—was power. He drew in his magic, smiling as it rushed through him. His childhood was gone. Gennady was gone.

      “Gennady is dead,” he said, quietly. The flames abated. The shadows pooling at the edge of the village waited for him. It was time to go. “My name is Shadye.”
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      In the words of that immortal trickster Puck:

      
        
        
        If we shadows have offended,

        Think but this, and all is mended,

        That you have but slumber'd here

        While these visions did appear.…

        ….So, good night unto you all.

        Give me your hands, if we be friends,

        And Robin shall restore amends.
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      Mr. Nuttall 	has been featured in the wonderful story just a few pages ago: Gennady’s Tale.

      
        
        Website: http://chrishanger.net/

        Blog: https://chrishanger.wordpress.com/
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        * * *

      

      L. Jagi Lamplighter is the author of  the YA fantasy series: The Books of Unexpected Enlightenment, the third book of which was nominated for the YA Dragon Award in 2017 and the fourth book of which won the first YA Ribbit Award. She is also the author of the Prospero’s Children series: Prospero Lost, Prospero In Hell, and Prospero Regained. 

      She has published numerous articles and short stories. She also has an anthology of her own works: In the Lamplight. She also edits for Superversive Press and teaches The Art and Craft of Writing.

      When not writing, she switches to her secret identity as wife and stay-home mom in Centreville, VA, where she lives with her dashing husband, author John C. Wright, and their four darling children, Orville, Ping-Ping Eve, Roland Wilbur, and Justinian Oberon.
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