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      Mom: I saw your teacher, Miss Wormwood, in the supermarket today. She said to say hi.

      Calvin: You saw Miss Wormwood?? She shops at the supermarket?

      Mom: Well certainly. What did you think?

      Calvin: I dunno... I kinda figured teachers slept in coffins all summer.

      -Calvin and Hobbes

      

      “Your psycho-analyst may say one thing, Blatworthy, but I say another. And my treatment is free.”

      -Molesworth

      

      It is typical of the average boarding school story that it’s (often irreverent or hostile) attitude to the school’s tutors can be neatly illustrated by Molesworth, whose chapter on the teaching staff includes sections like ‘Know the Enemy or Masters at a Glance’ or ‘A TOUR OF THE CAGES or MASTERS ONE BY ONE.’ This attitude of casual disrespect for schoolmasters, in an era where the cane was used freely, is trumped by the droll suggestion Molesworth himself should become a teacher. He is, after all, perfectly qualified: he cannot pass an exam and he doesn’t have any brains. Of course he will become a schoolmaster – there is no other choice.

      The Molesworth books were not alone, of course, in their somewhat stereotypical presentation of schoolmasters (and mistresses). Headmasters are either kindly (and often old) or tyrants the boys must rebel against, no matter how hard the war. Teachers are strict and firm and often sadistic, or incompetent figures of fun; the other staff, from nurses to janitors, either sweet and friendly or unpleasant and vile. The idea that schoolmasters could actually be human, in fact, appears to be quite hard for some of the writers to grasp, although the students might well have seen the masters solely as one-dimensional enemies or figures of fun. Indeed, most boarding school stories tended to centre on a couple of teachers and leave the rest as names and little else. It was rare to give them moments of actual humanity.

      This changed, a little, as the boarding school genre became more developed. Teachers took on personalities, although there was often a gulf between the adults and their younger charges that ensured they’d still be rivals if not outright enemies. The Jennings books, for example, put the strict Mr. Wilkins and the much more easy-going Mr. Carter front and centre, with the two men playing a good cop/bad cop game with the students; there were few, if any, moments of understanding from Mr. Wilkins, although the boys certainly respected him as well as feared him. The headteachers were, in those books, often more distant figures, characters the boys held in awe … not without reason. The teachers might disperse the low and middle justice, but the headteacher was the only one who could expel the students if they really crossed the line. There were very few interactions between the headmaster and his students in most boarding school stories. Indeed, the science-fiction take on the genre presented in Fisherman’s Hope (1996) is remarkable for how many times the main character, who is effectively a boarding school headmaster, interacts with his students.

      This was, I think, a reflection of how the historical boarding schools had developed, particularly for older students. The headmaster was never just the head of the school. He was responsible for everything from arranging funding and enrolments, dealing with maintenance and many other tasks that kept him away from his students; he would often have to play a political game to stay in his post, even if that meant he had to make himself a barrier between the outside world and the school. The staff, by contrast, primarily taught specific subjects and their roles as supervisors and disciplinarians were secondary to that, while the rest of the staff body had specific roles to play within the school.

      It was never an easy job. Staff had more freedom than students, but they were still called upon – fairly often – to work at all hours of the day. There was less time to relax and decompress, let alone put the past where it belonged and move on. Constantly stressed and irritated, staff could be snappy and unpleasant and even hateful to their students, which was often difficult to handle. Being more aware of the outside world, staff also had understandable inclinations to avoid making enemies of students who would become powerful when they attained their majority. Nor is it any surprise that the job often attracted people with less than pure intentions, relying on the isolation of a boarding school and the headmaster’s fear of bad publicity to cover up often horrific crimes.

      Magic school stories took the original concepts of the genre and ran with them. The very first magic school story, The Wall Around The World, had a teacher who was very typical for his era, only to later reveal himself to be an observer from the outside world. The Worst Witch showcased Amelia Cackle, and the extremely strict Constance Hardbroom, as nice and nasty teachers respectively, without giving much coverage and character development to other teachers, an oversight that was not corrected until a movie and three television series were developed by the BBC. It was often hard to see the situation from their point of view, leaving the reader wondering if Miss Hardbroom is a nasty teacher who favours the school bully – Ethel Hallow – or a more perceptive observer who is constantly exasperated by Mildred’s tendency to be brilliant but lazy.

      Harry Potter, to a very large extent, managed to turn that on its head as the series grew from one reasonably self-contained novel to a seven-book series. Nearly every teacher at Hogwarts gets some development, including most of the ill-fated DADA teachers, with Professor Snape and Headmaster Dumbledore in particular becoming well-rounded characters in their own right. This owes much to Rowling’s talent for pencilling in character sketches, but also for her gift of taking the normal tropes and applying them in a manner that forces her readers to look beyond the obvious. The contrast between Professors Snape and Lupin illustrates this very nicely. Snape, for all his overt nastiness, goes well out of his way to do his duty; Lupin is a moral coward who should have acted to protect the students and, instead, puts them in serious danger. He deserved to be fired at the end of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and while he may have blamed it on Snape, the truth is that Dumbledore had little choice but to fire him regardless.

      The series is, in a way, a primer of the stresses and strains faced by the teaching staff and how their constraints, in a manner unseen by the students, impact on their decisions. Hagrid’s expulsion from Hogwarts, for example, has often been raised as an excuse to bash Dumbledore; the blunt truth is that Hagrid really was guilty of keeping dangerous animals at Hogwarts and while his pet wasn’t responsible for the murder of a student, he was guilty and should have been expelled – which he was. Dumbledore’s urgent need to keep James Potter and Sirius Black on his side and prevent the exposure of a (at the time) blameless werewolf, led him to effectively blackmail another student to stay quiet, turn a blind eye to bullying that ran all the way up to sexual assault and hampered the development of two other students, turning one into a moral coward and the other into a traitor. Dumbledore’s need to fill a particular teaching slot every year made things even worse; he was forced to rely on a traitor, a fraud, a moral coward, an imposter, and a person he dared not risk too openly. It also left his position open to outside interference, allowing his political enemies to force him to accept a bigoted meddler with an agenda that clashed both with him and the needs of the war.

      It is interesting to look at the power struggle between Dumbledore and Dolores Umbridge from a more adult point of view, as it illustrates how gaps in a person’s reputational armour can be turned against them. Umbridge is entirely correct to argue that Hagrid and Trelawney are terrible teachers and should be fired, a point that is difficult to dispute if one happens to be an adult, which gives her the impetus she needs to challenge Dumbledore himself. From Harry’s point of view, Umbridge is an interloper even before she reveals herself as a bigot; from the average parental point of view, Umbridge is bringing much-needed reform to Hogwarts.

      There is a reason, of course, that Dolores Umbridge is perhaps the most detested character in Harry Potter. Voldemort is an evil wizard who wants to rule the world and his servants are terrorists, but most of us will never encounter such a figure. Umbridge, on the other hand, is the personification of the sadistic bureaucrat, the person who gathers power to herself and uses it to make everyone else’s life miserable. She is, as one writer put it, deeply personal in a way Voldemort is not.

      Most school stories, be they magical or mundane, revolve around the students. It is easy to argue – many do – that Dumbledore is a terrible headmaster, allowing Harry to solve problems that the staff should have handled, but from the point of view of the reader this is absurd. We don’t want Harry to go running to Dumbledore – we want Harry, and Mildred, and everyone else – to solve the problems on their own. This also raises the issue of the staff being seen through the eyes of their students, rather than a more objective point of view. Harry idolises Dumbledore, Hagrid and Lupin and loathes Snape; a more objective assessment would suggest that all three of Harry’s heroes should be fired, while Snape should be treated with a little more nuance than Harry would prefer. (And Snape, objectively speaking, has quite a few reasons to dislike Harry that have nothing to do with his father.)

      These stories, by contrast, revolve around the staff.

      It is not easy to be a teacher in any sort of boarding school, dealing with students who test your patience and fellow staff, or superiors, who have agendas of their own. These stories look at the issues such people face, from their point of view, and portray the staff as human (and their problems as human too) rather than one-dimensional characters in someone else’s story. We see one teacher grapping with a superior who has a dark agenda of his own, another trying to set up a school despite opposition from reactionaries; we see many more, in a very different take on the genre.

      Enjoy!

      And, as always, if you enjoyed this volume, please leave a review.

      Christopher G. Nuttall

      Edinburgh, 2023
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      Clark University is supposed to be a place where knowledge is shared and even those without magical connections can learn, but so far, almost none of the staff has shown up to work -- and they seem to have a poltergeist. But school guidance counselor Stacey Bradford didn’t upend her life and former career to give up without a fight. She believes something more is going on, and she’s willing to stand up to powerful sorcerers to uncover the truth. “Wilderness Asylum University” is a stand-alone short set in the Cassie Scot universe, long after the events of the novels.
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Wilderness Asylum University

      The fact that the school building used to be an asylum should have been Stacy’s first clue that this job was not going to be her dream come true. But twenty-five years working in public high schools had left her broke, and her husband had taken off as soon as their youngest had gone to college. All she had was Clark University and the hope that finally, after years of watching magical students come through her office with no way to guide them, the world finally had a place for people to learn magic.

      People like her, if she was being honest. Empathy came naturally to her, but everything else?

      Come to think of it, the fact that a magical university had hired a guidance counselor with no practical magical knowledge should have been her first clue.

      The lobby, which staff had tried and failed to rename “the entrance hall,” would be a beautiful space with gorgeous hardwood floors and ornate chandeliers—if they could get the money to redecorate. At the moment, its scuffed floors and wood-trimmed walls were a painful reminder of how far they still had to climb.

      So was the fight between two students, a dark-skinned girl named Jessie, whom Stacy had personally recommended, and a light-skinned girl whose name escaped her. The two girls were circling, reaching out and pinching or grabbing one another’s hair, while a dozen or so students circled and cheered.

      College, it turned out, was not that different from high school. Or maybe this was one more inauguration-year headache.

      “What’s happening here?” Stacy cast her voice to be heard over the crowd, a skill borne of long practice.

      The crowd parted. Jessie and the other girl leaped apart at her approach, revealing ugly red splotches all over the other girl’s face. She looked near tears.

      “What’s going on?” Stacy asked with as much authority as she could muster.

      “She cursed me!” said the splotchy girl.

      “I did not! Dr. Bradford, I saw Ali trip, and when I went to help, she attacked me.”

      Ali. Right. That was it.

      “Who else could have done it?” Ali asked. “We were the only ones here.”

      “I didn’t do it!” Jessie protested.

      Stacy nodded; she knew Jessie hadn’t done it, judging by the emotions rolling off her: anger and fear, mainly. No guilt. She was telling the truth.

      “Of course, you’d believe her!” Ali cried. “She’s one of your hand-picked favorites.”

      “I wouldn’t even know how to curse you like that!” Jessie said, and suddenly her anger turned to Stacy. “I haven’t learned much of anything since I got here.”

      “It’s only been a week,” Stacy said. “Give it a chance.”

      “Who’s going to teach me?” Jessie shot back. “Do you know how to curse someone like that?”

      “Or cure it?” Ali asked, pointedly.

      She wasn’t sure, and that was exactly the problem. The White Guard, a group that claimed to be trying to unify the magical world, had put together the money for the school. The Clarks had donated the building, hence the name Clark University. They’d recruited low to mid-talent students, promised access to knowledge that would help them maximize their power, and then…well, Stacy hated politics, so all she really understood was that infighting was threatening to kill the project before it got off the ground. The promised teachers had not yet reported for work, leaving them with a skeletal staff and about 100 students who were supposed to “share and learn from one another.” But none of them knew anything!

      The anger was coming at her from all directions, seeping into her heart. She closed her eyes, tried to remember that she wasn’t the angry one—although maybe she was. The White Guard had made promises to her, too, that they hadn’t delivered.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. She reached for her emotional center, the part that was uniquely her and no one else—a skill she’d learned through desperation and trial-and-error. She’d barely made it through college, as her transcript would attest, but she’d done it. And more than anything, she wanted to make things easier for these kids.

      “Ali,” Stacy said, using her teacher voice, “let’s get you fixed up.”
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        * * *

      

      Stacy’s main goal had been to get Ali away from the eagerly gawking crowd, which she accomplished by heading for the administrative offices located down a long corridor behind the front desk. Her own barely unpacked office was down here, as was Dean Huang’s. The feisty woman was talking on the phone as Stacy walked past, and from the few words she could overhear, she was having the same conversation she’d had yesterday. And the day before that. And…

      “Where are we going?” Ali asked.

      “My office.”

      “Why? Do you have a cure in there?”

      “I have some books I borrowed from the library.”

      “The library has fewer books than we have students, and most of them are copies of A History of Wilderness Asylum.”

      “A few are on magical herbs. I’m sure we’ll find something.”

      “Or we could try the potions lab.”

      Stacy stopped just shy of her office door and turned to stare at Ali, who was scratching her blotchy chin. Stacy had to stop herself from scratching her own face, the feeling was so strong. Poor girl.

      “The potions lab?” Stacy asked.

      “Yeah, I found it this morning when I was exploring the school. Most of it’s unused space, but if you go upstairs and all the way to the end of the east wing, there’s a room full of beakers and vials and soap. There’s a lot of soap.”

      Did that mean—was it possible they were about to get a potions teacher? That would definitely help raise spirits.

      “You didn’t know, did you?” Ali asked, and for a moment scorn came across more intensely than itching.

      “I’ve been busy.” It was true. Over the past week, while they all waited for classes to start, she’d made a point of speaking to every student one-on-one.

      “You must be the only one, then,” Ali said. “The rest of us are getting bored.”

      “Let me grab a book, then you lead the way to the potions lab.”

      “Sure, take your time.” Ali leaned against the wall. “I’m just in pain here.”

      Ignoring the snark, she slipped inside her neatly organized office and grabbed the book from a shelf, pausing when she felt despair so strong it was leaking through the wall she shared with the dean. Briefly, she laid a hand against the wall, wanting to absorb some of that pain into herself, but the dean had forbidden such an action the day they met. Had it only been a week ago?

      Save your empathy for the kids, the dean had said, they need it more than I do.

      She didn’t think it would be a hard rule to follow; she’d always found it easier to use her empathic gifts with children. Which was, perhaps, part of why her marriage had failed.

      Five minutes later, they were in the potions’ lab, a room that reminded Stacy strongly of a high school chemistry lab. She supposed there was little difference; even the burn marks on the ceiling looked the same. The only difference, and it was significant, was that the room only contained a single large worktable in the center.

      This wasn’t a classroom. It was a workroom. Which meant no teacher had come to set it up. So what was it doing here, in an old asylum?

      While Stacy considered the mystery, Ali opened the door to a large supply closet filled with jars, boxes, vials, and cans. Stacy upgraded her assessment of the room to well-stocked workroom, which didn’t lessen the shock when a ghostly figure tore through the wall opposite the supply closet. It was pearly and white and looked like a middle-aged man with a goatee.

      “Get out!” it screamed.

      Ali slammed the closet door and ran. Stacy hesitated, then found herself screaming when an explosion from within the supply closet shook the room. The closet door flew off its hinges, and she instinctively covered her head as she followed her student out of the workroom.

      The door slammed shut behind her.

      Ali laughed, a truly happy sound. “That,” she declared, “was the best thing that’s happened all week.”
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        * * *

      

      The school is haunted, Stacy thought over and over. She tried thinking it in different tones: excited (like Ali), scared, blasé, and spooky, but in the end she felt mostly resigned.

      Dean Kara Huang was pacing her office when Stacy brought her the news—and the girl who still had some kind of itchy rash across her face.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Kara said, still reeking of desolation. “I’ve just spoken to the teachers who were supposed to be here last week and not one of them is coming.”

      “Why not?” this from Ali, whose excitement popped like a balloon.

      They probably shouldn’t be having this conversation in front of her, but Kara went on as if she hadn’t noticed a student in her office, “It’s about secrets. All about secrets.”

      “They don’t want to share what they know.” Stacy had run into the attitude often during her many years of searching for answers to help herself and her students. Oh, she got tips here and there, enough that she knew her teacher voice came with a bit of magical compulsion, but the idea that “knowledge is power” held a lot of sway.

      “It’s not just that,” Kara said. “They supposedly worked that part out before they recruited students and hired us, but the day before classes were supposed to start, Leonard Clark quit.”

      Stacy already knew that. “So? He’s just one teacher.”

      “He’s the one teacher associated with the family who donated the building. Now the others are afraid of what traps might be lurking here.”

      “You mean like a ghost?” Stacy asked.

      Kara laughed, but she wasn’t at all amused.

      “So that’s it?” Ali asked. “The school’s closing?”

      Silence.

      “I had an offer from Stanford!” Ali cried. “I came here to prove to myself I’m not crazy, that when I see things happening somewhere else, they’re really happening.”

      Farsight was a powerful gift, one Stacy would like to learn more about, but not right now. Ali wasn’t the only one who’d had other plans, who’d been made promises. She herself had quit her job, broken her lease, sold most of her belongings and stored the rest.

      Maybe it had been impulsive. She should have known better than to make a major decision a week after her husband of twenty-five years had walked out. But when they’d called and offered her the job based on all the good work she’d done identifying magical students in her school, she’d just…needed it.

      They all needed this. Stacy opened her mouth to say just that, but Kara beat her to it.

      “I’m not done fighting,” she said.

      “Me neither,” Stacy agreed.

      “Me neither,” Ali said. “I can help. The students can help. Just tell us what we need to do.”

      Kara started to say something, then stopped. “What’s wrong with your face?”

      Ali scowled.

      “She was hexed.” Stacey paused then added, “We think by the ghost.”

      “It can’t be a ghost,” Kara said.

      “It looked like a ghost,” Stacy said, “all white and pearly.”

      “Ghosts are incorporeal, without substance. They can’t interact with the physical world and can only speak through a medium.”

      “Then what is it?” Stacy asked.

      “I don’t know.” Kara shook her head, and her sense of feeling overwhelmed nearly made Stacy take a seat.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Stacy said quickly. “I’ll handle the ghost. You handle the teachers.”

      Kara nodded, steeled herself, and turned to Ali. “If that’s a basic hex, you can probably use lavender. Or basil.”

      “To the kitchen?” Stacy asked.

      Ali started to nod, then hesitated, frowned, and shook her head.

      “What?” Stacy asked.

      “Well, I’m not good at controlling my ability, but…I think the kitchen’s on fire.”
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen was on fire. Chaos reigned for the rest of the afternoon as they fought to keep the damage contained using fire extinguishers, buckets of water, and a fire starter whose forehead beaded with sweat as he said again and again, “I usually start fires!”

      The nearest fire station was thirty minutes away, which would have been plenty of time for the building to burn down without seriously quick thinking on the parts of many students. They were smart and capable, each one having had to learn the hard way how to manage a power they barely understood.

      Intense pride welled up inside Stacy as the cook tried to explain what had happened to the fire chief. All her students needed was a bit of guidance. Look what they’d done on their own! Look…

      “…and I swore I saw, for just a second, a ghost zipping away from the trash can. But it was on fire so maybe I was seeing things.”

      “It was a ghost,” said a student who’d been helping in the kitchen at the time. “It looked like a middle-aged man with a goatee.”

      No! Stacy would not let this thing, whether it was a ghost or a spell or a mass hallucination, ruin her school. She needed this as much as the students did, and she wasn’t leaving without a fight.

      Letting the dean handle the rest of the fallout of the kitchen fire, Stacy slipped into the library in hopes one of the copies of A History of Wilderness Asylum would contain useful nuggets of wisdom. Half an hour later, she was ready to claw her eyes out, either to keep them from crossing or to keep herself from having to read further. The author’s soporific tone threatened to make her head split in two as she desperately sought knowledge through a sea of repetition, passive voice, and overused adverbs.

      “I would very much really just like to throw you across the room!” Stacy looked around to make sure she was alone, then slammed the book shut and gave in to her impulse. The book slammed against the far wall with a satisfying smack!

      “That’s no way to treat a book,” said a deep, echoing voice from behind her.

      She whirled. The ghost was there, in the library, sitting atop one of the bookshelves. She tensed, preparing for another explosion or fire or hex, but none came. At least, not immediately.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Walter Clark.” He drifted to the floor and took a bow. “This is my asylum; you’re trespassing here.”

      “What do you mean your asylum? Your family gave it to us to use as a school!”

      “My family is full of sharks. They’d eat their own young if they thought it would gain them power. I’m not sure why they’d want to start a school, but if they do, I’ll have no part of it.”

      “This isn’t really about them,” Stacy said, talking fast. “It’s about young people who grow up not knowing anyone who can teach them how to use their powers. Some of them have family who’ll teach them just enough to keep them from hurting someone on accident, but there’s so much good they could do if they learned real magic.”

      “Knowledge is the true power,” Walter said.

      “Exactly!”

      “Which is why you can’t read that book.”

      “Huh.” Stacy looked across the room to the tome she’d thrown so unceremoniously against the wall.

      “I have to give you credit: you fought the sleep spell for a long time. Longer than any of the students.” He chuckled. It sounded like a cackle. “It’s why I decided to talk to you, but I’m only going to warn you to leave.”

      “Or what? You’ll burn the building down?”

      “The building was never in danger of burning down,” he said. “This is my home, after all. But I will deal with trespassers.”

      Stacy paused and tried to read him, seeking clues as to why he was doing this or at least how he felt. Nothing. It was as if he really were dead, despite what the dean had said earlier. He was the first person—other than truly powerful sorcerers who could shield their minds—she hadn’t been able to read.

      She shivered. Maybe he was the ghost of a truly powerful sorcerer.

      “Why did you put the sleep spell on the book?” she asked.

      “Me?” He laughed again and began drifting upward. “Who said I did it?” With that, he disappeared through the ceiling.

      “Wait!” she called. “Who did? Why did they do it? Who are you, really?”

      He popped his head back through the ceiling. “Me? I’m an inmate, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Stacy drove to Leonard Clark’s home. He lived in a large, three-story mansion overlooking Table Rock Lake. The street he lived on was called Lakefront Drive, but Stacy had it on good authority that the locals called it Sorcerer’s Row. This was where the families of those who had promised to teach lived.

      And this was where she planned to get answers.

      When she’d told the dean what she wanted to do, the other woman had said only, “Be careful. The family knows a lot more magic than you do.”

      Looking at the house, the warning seemed an understatement. As soon as Stacy drove up, she had the feeling that dozens of pairs of eyes were watching her, and when she stepped out of her car, the feeling intensified. The eyes were warning her not to make trouble and making sure she knew she was on their turf.

      The asylum was their turf, too. Maybe this was why the others had been so wary of traps.

      It didn’t matter, she reminded herself. She needed to do something. She needed this job. If she left, where would she go? The house she’d shared with her husband was gone, sold, the profits split between them. Not that there’d been much after they paid off the mortgage. Her daughters were gone, too, off to different colleges where all reports suggested they were doing well despite their parents’ breakup. She was happy for them, truly happy. They couldn’t know she’d failed. And neither could the husband who’d believed in her once, believed in her power, but left her when it all became too much.

      She had brought home the overflow of her students’ emotions. Maybe she shouldn’t have, but maybe he should have found some way to let her know before it all became too much. The fact that she hadn’t noticed was the single biggest regret of her life. And if she didn’t make this work, it might be relegated to second-biggest regret.

      She rang the bell. Something like a gong sounded through the house, and she stepped backward on the porch, eying the potted plants warily. Ivy, she thought. Wasn’t that in her book? It was for protection, she thought.

      The door opened to reveal a lean, sixty-something man with gray hair and beard. He smiled at her with straight white teeth, looking like nothing so much as a predator.

      “May I help you?”

      “Leonard Clark?” she asked.

      “That’s my son, and he’s not here.”

      “Oh.” She considered leaving, but she’d come this far. “Why did he quit?”

      “Because I told him to.”

      She stared at the man blankly. “Um, Mr. Clark, didn’t you donate the asylum to the school?”

      “Yes.”

      “Didn’t you ask that your family’s name be put on the school?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why won’t you help us?”

      His smile grew wider. “Because I never intended for the school to succeed.”

      Stacy opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. “I’m not good with politics, so you’ll have to walk me through this.”

      “The council was on board with the idea. It was clear it would happen. I could vote against it and be a silent minority, or I could throw in with the majority then make sure it was a disaster.”

      “A disaster?” she repeated. “You mean, because it’s haunted?”

      “You’ve met dear Uncle Walter, then?”

      “He says the asylum’s his.”

      “He’s crazy. Hurls hexes at me if I get too close. You can see why I wouldn’t want my son to teach there.”

      “Is he a ghost?” Stacy asked.

      “I tell you what. If you find out, let me know.” He started to close the door.

      “Wait!”

      “What? I need to feed the basilisk.” He eyed her up and down. “He usually goes for chicken, but he’ll make an exception for annoying guests.”

      Stacy shivered as she looked into his cold, merciless eyes. She’d seen eyes like that before, when her stepfather had tried to beat all that magical nonsense out of her. Just one of many reasons she had spent a lifetime trying to help teens like herself.

      “Never mind,” she said, and hastily retreated to her car.
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        * * *

      

      When she returned to the asylum—the school—half the students were out on the lawn and many more had red, blotchy faces. Others had no faces at all—or, she checked herself, invisible faces. There were horns and tails and a group of five students barking like dogs.

      The dean rushed to meet Stacy as she climbed out of her car, but Kara couldn’t speak, she could only gesture and point. Not that Stacy couldn’t catch her drift.

      The school was under attack.

      Well, Walter had warned her that he wanted them out. She supposed he meant business. At least he hadn’t set a basilisk on them.

      “Are basilisks real?” Stacy asked.

      Kara shrugged.

      “Well, then, I suppose I’ll have to ask the one person at this school who might actually know.”

      Kara shook her head.

      “Thanks, but I just noticed something important.”

      Kara cocked her head to the side ask if to ask, What?

      “None of his attacks has been fatal. And they could have been.”

      She walked past the dean without waiting for an answer, although she could have guessed at one: just because they haven’t been, doesn’t mean they won’t be. It was true, but her interaction with him in the library yesterday gave her an idea that Walter might be approachable, with the right care.

      She’d made a career out of listening to and sometimes soothing angry teenagers. She could do the same with a ghost (or whatever he was).

      Inside, the lobby was empty, but that was no surprise. Everyone was probably outside—or hiding. Stacy swept through the massive entryway calling Walter’s name, then headed for the library. The book she’d thrown remained on the floor, but Walter was nowhere to be seen.

      Where would he hide? This might be his asylum, but what part was most his?

      The answer struck her almost immediately—the workroom. He’d attacked quickly and viciously when they entered that domain. Plus, hadn’t Ali said she’d found the room that morning?

      Racing up the stairs, she found the workroom as clean as it had been when she found it the day before. Which was odd, since she’d left on the heels of an explosion from the storage closet.

      “Walter!” She headed for the closet. “We need to talk!”

      He popped his head out of the oddly intact closet door. If the explosion had been illusion magic, it was the most convincing she’d ever seen. Her heart pounded in recognition that she was indeed dealing with a powerful man. As strong as his family, but as vicious?

      “How much more convincing do you need to leave?” Walter asked.

      Stacy made a show of finding a chair and taking a seat. “I think we need to talk.”

      “About?”

      “About whether basilisks are real.”

      His face twisted into a look of such twisted agony she almost felt it despite his empathic blocks. His body drifted downward, through the floor, until only his head remained.

      “Walter? Are you okay?”

      “My father used to threaten me with the basilisk,” he said. “It was asleep most of the time, a stone statue in the garden, but he had spells to wake it up. And if we ever misbehaved…”

      Stacy felt sick. “Did he…?”

      “He fed Mom to the basilisk.” Walter’s voice was oddly small, almost young. “I was eight. He made me watch. And he just laughed, enjoying my pain. Said I needed to learn to toughen up. But I didn’t. And after that, I kept having these episodes. Blackouts. When I came to, I’d never know what I’d done.”

      Stacy worked to keep her horror from her face; it wouldn’t help Walter now.

      “They sent me here because I was a danger to myself and others. But this place was…” He shuddered and stopped talking.

      “They hurt you,” Stacy supplied. “This would have been in the 50s, right? So probably electroshock therapy?”

      He nodded. “Eventually, I convinced them I was better. Hid my episodes. But I didn’t want to go home, so I stayed here. They let me work. Let me play. Let me do my research.”

      “What kind of research?”

      “I was looking for a way to drag my father back from the grave so I could kill him again.” He lifted his arms and gestured down his body. “I got the process right, but missed the target.”

      “You spent your life seeking revenge,” Stacy said on a sigh.

      “Do you see?” he asked. “Do you see now why you have to go? Why I can’t let my family have this school?”

      “I see that you have it all wrong. Your family is using you to make sure this school never happens.”

      “No!” Walter retreated into his closet.

      “Don’t go!” She’d almost had him. She couldn’t let him slip away now. “You can get revenge! You can! You can make sure this school succeeds.”

      He popped his head back through. “And how do I do that? I’ve been listening to your dean on the phone for days, begging people to come teach the kids. You’ve got bigger problems than me haunting the place.”

      “Why don’t you come and teach, then?”

      “Me?” He drifted a little further into the room. “What would I teach?”

      Stacy gestured around the room. “How about potions?”
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        * * *

      

      A huge swell of excitement lured Stacy from her office and into the lobby, where a mob was encircling two students. She recognized one as Ali, her face free of red blotches, but not the other. She was one of fifty new students Stacy hadn’t yet gotten a chance to know.

      Ali flung a spell at the other, who dodged. The spell hit a bystander, who started whimpering with pain. Ali’s opponent formed a ball of fire in his hand, preparing to throw.

      “That’s enough!” Stacy said in her teacher voice, which instantly commanded everyone’s attention.

      The fireball went out.

      “You,” she pointed to Ali, “and you, report to the dean immediately. You,” she pointed to the bystander who’d been hexed, “get to the nurse’s office. And the rest of you, don’t you have someplace better to be?”

      They scattered, all of them, leaving Stacy alone in a gleaming lobby (it would probably never be called the “entrance hall”) with restored hardwood floors and freshly painted walls. Inhaling the fumes, she smiled.

      Walter Wilderness Asylum University was finally open for business.
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        * * *
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      Teachers are responsible for much more than the lessons students do in class. They are also responsible for ensuring students' safety and maintaining discipline. In the midst of everything, children might be surprised to learn that teachers don't usually like detention either. 

      "Should the Punishment Fit the Crime?" takes place at Roanoke Academy of Sorcerous Arts as does the Unexpected Enlightenment series, but this story takes place about ten years before Rachel Griffin begins her first year.
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Should the Punishment Fit the Crime?

      “That boy has me at my wits end,” Molly Brown’s best friend, Rosie Stone confessed as the two women sipped coffee together after dinner. “He wasn’t allowed to speak during the whole of his detention, and he still managed to be disruptive and set every one of my Art students to horsing around instead of doing their work. I think the only thing he didn’t do was pull out his violin. How am I supposed to make the punishment fit the crime if he just keeps committing the crime while serving the punishment?”

      “If he likes attention, make sure everyone pays attention to him and that he doesn’t like it when they do,” Rosie’s husband, Harvey advised as he returned from putting their children to bed. Reaching back to his years of active-duty experience in the U.S. Army Fulgurator Corps, he continued, “Next time he acts up in class, punish everyone who laughs but don’t punish him. Just have the other kids thank him for their punishment while he sits there the whole time. If that’s not enough to get him to change his attitude, his classmates will lock him on when no one’s looking.”

      Both women stared at him blankly for a moment before Rosie responded, her Virginia drawl growing more pronounced with shock, “Harvey, I can’t… Dean Moth would not allow punishment that encouraged the children to go after each other like that!”

      “You might be surprised at what Dean Moth would allow,” Harvey told his wife. “She remembers the old-school ways that the staff and faculty used back when they had to manage a much bigger student body and the Upper School and College kids had more freedom in where they went around the island.”

      "Dean Moth has been hiring faculty who would not be the same as the ones in the old days," Rosie countered.

      It had been ten years since Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts had reopened to continue its 450-year tradition as the only school in the world that taught all seven of the great Sorcerous Arts on the magical island of Roanoke. As alumni, Molly and Rosie were very sensitive to the failings of the old faculty that had led to the school’s three-year closure. Both women had graduated only a few years before the Battle of Roanoke, when the Terrible Five led their army in an attack on the school where some of the last great sorcerers passed their wisdom to the next generation despite the war that had covered most of the globe. All but two of the staff members who were not killed immediately had fled. One tutor (as Roanoke called their faculty), the same Miss Jacinta Moth who was now the dean, and one proctor, Mr. Maverick Badger, who was now head of campus security and grounds, were the only ones who lived through the initial attack and stayed to protect their charges. Dean Moth was put in charge of the Upper School and College when they finally reopened. She was very clear with her new faculty about her expectations for student safety.

      "I'll take him, Rosie," Molly offered so she could prevent the ensuing marital spat. She mostly taught specialized courses for the college students who were interested in conjuring, canticle, or veterinary enchantment, but it wouldn’t hurt her to work with a new Upper School student from time to time. "He’s what, fourteen? That’s old enough that he can do an afternoon of barn chores that will make him too tired and sore to clown around in class. I'll make sure he doesn't enjoy his detention this time."
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        * * *

      

      Even at Roanoke Academy, with so many animals everywhere, it was not normal for a horse to walk into the faculty lounge. Lilla Gubbin, Molly’s familiar, entered the room and snuffled her bright auburn hair just as she had started to eat her lunch.

      “What are you doing here?” Molly exclaimed as one or two of her colleagues made friendly jokes about whether it was more accurate to say she was Unsinkable or Pippi.

      The mare did not answer but plucked at Molly’s sleeve with her teeth. While Lilla Gubbin didn’t talk, she was intelligent enough to come get her mistress when there was a problem in the menagerie, the stable-barn where familiars lived if they were too large or otherwise unsuited to living in the dormitories with their students. Molly left her lunch untouched and climbed on the horse’s bare back. She rode out of the faculty lounge and out of Roanoke Hall to go find out what was wrong. 

      The menagerie was in shambles when she arrived. Feed, bedding material, tack, blankets, and other supplies had been strewn everywhere. Stalls had been opened and animals of all sorts were meandering about. Molly had seen several menagerie residents wandering around the front campus on her way here. Fenoderee was scampering about, trying to herd the animals back into their stalls. The hairy little Manx fey was nearly in tears when Molly asked him what happened.

      "Boggles! Whole gang of boggles crashed through everything as soon as the Mistress of the Beast left campus!"

      The Mistress of the Beast was the title for Flora Towers Skaife, the woman in charge of the menagerie, whom Molly assisted as part of her teaching duties. Miss Skaife had standing appointments each quarter to update the regular orders of supplies that were delivered to the school for the care and feeding of all the animals on campus. There were only a few score animals in the menagerie now, compared to the hundreds there had been when Molly was a student, but familiars could conceivably be any specie of animal and almost every person who lived or studied on the island of Roanoke had a familiar, not to mention pets and other animals, so there was a great variety of creatures to provide for. 

      Before Molly could think of a plan for getting them all back to their stalls quickly, an elephant ambled up behind Fenoderee and picked him up in its trunk. Fenoderee squawked and sputtered angrily as the elephant lifted the 30-inch-tall fairy high over Molly's head.

      "Fire!" Fenoderee screamed as soon as he realized what the elephant was trying to show him, "Salamander in the rafters! Fire!"

      "Get it!" Molly cried without thinking.

      Fenoderee immediately reached out and grabbed the small red and black reptile in his bare hands, pulling it out of the rafters. He screamed as the scorching heat of the salamander's body burned him and he let it go. Heart in her throat, Molly caught the salamander with the tiathelu cantrip before it hit the piles of straw all over the ground. It squirmed, suspended in the air by the cantrip, as she told the elephant to take Fenoderee to go get ointment for his hands. She quickly put the little salamander in a fireproof cage and started to search for signs of fire in the barn, hoping that the salamander had not stayed in one place long enough to do more than singe the magically protected beams of the menagerie's structure.

      Fire in a barn was a danger that horrified Molly. Not only had the menagerie been her favorite place on campus while she was a tutor or back when she was a student, but all of her other professional experience had been with horses and in barns. It filled Molly with dread to think about the boggles releasing a salamander to set fires in the barn. It showed how malevolent the creatures were compared to the domestic fey that she and other Roanokeans were used to. Even with magic, finding small fires in a large building was not easy. Catastrophe seemed imminent the whole time she worked.

      After a few hours, Molly had gotten the menagerie into a state that would make one believe she had a plan for getting everything back in order. She had sent a message to Dean Moth before doing the slow search of the unoccupied majority of the menagerie buildings, asking her to make a general announcement about the animals that got out and for the three student workers who had jobs in the menagerie to be excused from afternoon classes to assist her. Most of the animals were now in heated outdoor paddocks, based on which could safely be penned together. Molly trusted that the remaining familiars would either make their way back when they had fresh food and tidy beds, or their masters and mistresses would bring them back in due time. 

      Molly was hungry, sweaty, and exhausted by the time the bells rang four o’clock to note the transition from classes to the sports period. It was a toss-up whether she would want to bathe, sleep, or eat as soon as she had time to sit down. She was remembering more and more frequently that this whole fiasco had prevented her from eating lunch. At those times, she vaguely wondered if hunger was making her hallucinate. Occasionally, as she worked, she thought she heard faint sounds like giggling from shadowy empty corners of the barn. Even if she did need to eat, taking care of the menagerie was much more important. She should have things back in order well enough in time to go to dinner.

      “Miss Brown?” a confused-looking Upper School freshman boy with a wool coat over his subfusc uniform and commoner's cape and neatly trimmed dark brown hair stood in the entry of the menagerie. “Mrs. Stone said I had to redo my detention in the menagerie today.”

      “Ah, Mr. Dare! I’ve just about gotten everything ready for you,” Molly quipped.

      In truth, she had completely forgotten that she had promised to supervise Thomas Dare’s detention for Rosie today. There was no way she was going to let him know that, though. If he thought that she had gone to the trouble of turning the menagerie upside down for his benefit, she was certainly willing to use that to her advantage. Molly showed Thomas Dare where to hang his bookbag, coat and short sleeveless academic robe and taught him how to lay new bedding in the stalls. Her veterinary enchantment student, Henri Bodie, had been carefully collecting the unsoiled loose straw so the animals would have bedding until more supplies could be delivered to the island. Hopefully, Dean Moth had been able to reach Flora Skaife while she was still meeting with suppliers so she could place emergency orders right away. 

      “Mr. Bodie will bring you clean straw to use in the stalls,” Molly explained to Thomas Dare once she was satisfied that he could handle a pitchfork without damaging himself or his surroundings. “Tell him when you finish this one, and he will show you which one to do next. You will follow his instructions if he corrects you or gives you another task before I get back.”

      “You’re Thomas Dare?” Henri asked in his stubborn Creole accent. He scrutinized the younger boy with a cold gaze, “You’re in my sister’s Art class. She thought you were cute until she realized you make the misére so much that your class is two weeks behind the other freshman core groups.” 

      Molly walked away before she started to laugh. Pairing Thomas Dare with the one student who would not find him amusing was also a convenient accident. Rosie had complained to her previously that one of her classes had fallen behind because of a disruptive student, but she had not paid close-enough attention to realize Thomas Dare was the same troublemaker. Likewise, she had not known that Yvette Bodie was in the same freshman Art class when she paired Thomas with Henri. Thomas Dare was certainly not going to enjoy his detention.

      “Maybe I should eat something,” Molly muttered to herself as she imagined hearing that soft giggling again.

      While Thomas bedded stalls and Henri reclaimed the straw that had been strewn everywhere and the other two menagerie workers were attending to their own cleaning tasks, Molly went to check on Fenoderee. Ointment had not been enough to address the burns he suffered from grabbing the salamander out of the rafters. Since he was fey rather than human, he and Molly had deemed it more appropriate that he go to Professor Plunket for healing enchantments instead of the infirmary. The Professor did not specialize in medicinal magic, but he had more familiarity with the fey than any other enchanter among the faculty or staff. He was much more likely to have learned the different melodies that healed the fairy folk. Just as with veterinary enchantment, fairy healing did not always use the same spells as healing humans.

      Cleaning everything up would have been so much easier if Fenoderee had not been hurt. His magical specialty was barn chores. Every kind of domestic fairy had some cleaning specialty. That was why there were so many different kinds of fey to be found at Roanoke Academy. Bwbachs kept living spaces tidy. Ban-Tighe did laundry. Brownies cooked and baked. Book Bogies organized libraries. Domovoi maintained stoves and boilers. Fenoderee would have been able to sift the clean straw and have it neatly spread in each stall in the twitch of a cat’s whiskers, had he not been distraught and injured.

      Molly dismounted Lilla Gubbin at the entrance of Roanoke Hall. She asked the mare to wait for her by the door while she visited Professor Plunkett’s office in the Music Department. Unfortunately, no one was there when Molly knocked on the door. With no sign of the professor or Fenoderee, Molly gambled on a trip to the infirmary in case the professor had needed assistance healing the fairy’s burns. She remounted Lilla Gubbin and rode across the other half of the snowy campus to the infirmary, hoping she would find Fenoderee on her second try. 

      Molly was well acquainted with the infirmary ever since her student days when she transitioned from the Roanoke Lower School to the Upper School. She had reveled in the freedom of being old enough to manage herself when she graduated from the secluded Lower School to the main campus of the Upper School and College, even if Nurse Moth (not to be confused with Dean Moth) or the old Saami nurse from her youth, Noaidi Biejjenniejte, did not agree with how well she did it. Molly still broke bones from time to time when she and Lilla Gubbin rode too recklessly, though it happened far less often now than it did when she was in her teens. 

      The music of a flute duet and the scent of crabapple blossoms tinged with something unrecognizable greeted Molly when she entered the infirmary. The footfall of her work boots made far less noise on the green marble floors than one might expect. She had learned long ago to adopt a respectful silence when walking past the flame-colored curtains that separated the infirmary beds from each other. She didn’t need to go deep into the large main room today. Green and moonlight-colored sparkles surrounded Fenoderee where he sat on one of the beds closest to the entrance with Professor Plunkett and Nurse Moth as they played. 

      The students and faculty of Roanoke Academy came from all over the world, so it was common to hear enchanters play any number of rare traditional instruments. Still, who besides Professor Plunkett played an alto flute anymore? Molly recognized the dominant melody Nurse Moth was playing on her concert flute as the spell to heal burns. Somehow, the lower register of the harmonizing instrument the professor played reminded Molly of Fenoderee’s gruff voice. 

      She listened for a few bars and began to recognize the complexity of the two-person healing enchantment. The melody Nurse Moth played was composed for the healing of burns. Professor Plunkett adapted a melody of explicit Fenodereeness into a counterpoint harmony to restore his wounded hands to their proper nature. Had the two of them composed an impromptu fey-healing spell, or had they found one documented somewhere within the library collections on campus? Either way, Molly was truly impressed and grateful for the two master enchanters. 

      “Never in my life have I had so much coddling from humans,” Fenoderee declared once the healing was complete.

      “Good work and loyalty are rewarded, Fenoderee,” Professor Plunkett told him magnanimously. “We are grateful for everything you do for us every day.”

      “Courage, too,” Molly added, alerting them to her presence. “He faced down a gang of boggles on his own.” 

      “Ah.” Professor Plunkett smiled at Molly, then at Fenoderee. “The gingers stick together.”

      Molly snorted the hint of laughter that was all she had energy for. He had a point. The scraggly hair that covered Fenoderee’s whole body, with exception to the space between his brows and nostrils was only a touch more orange than Molly’s own red hair. They were both gingers, though in all the years she had known him while she was a student or a tutor at Roanoke, she had never thought of it as a commonality that might bind them together. The menagerie and their love for animals had always been their bond. 

      “Are you ready to get back to work? I left the unoccupied stables for you since there's no rush there.” Molly told Fenoderee, “Lilla Gubbin is waiting to take us back to the menagerie if you are well enough.”

      “Ride the Laeth Horse?” Fenoderee’s eyes went wide with wonder. 

      Molly smiled. All the way back to when she and Lilla Gubbin had first arrived at Roanoke, Fenoderee had called the mare Laeth Horse, using Molly's middle name instead of the horse's own name. Molly didn’t know how Fenoderee knew her middle name to apply it to her familiar, much less why he chose to do so. Fey had a strange understanding of the human world. Who knew what made them do or say what they did? 

      Fenoderee disappeared. Molly, Professor Plunkett, and Nurse Moth exchanged looks and shrugs before Molly left the infirmary. He was already mounted on Lilla Gubbin’s back and hugging the mare’s neck by the time Molly stepped outside. The mare was reaching around and nuzzling him in return. Now that she was thinking about it, Molly noticed that Lilla Gubbin could also count as a ginger, if one regarded her spots instead of the white canvas of her coat. It seemed that gingers did stick together.

      Molly had not expected Fenoderee to be so excited to ride Lilla Gubbin. He had known the horse for so long, ever since Molly was seven years old and her parents had enrolled her in Roanoke’s Lower School, which did not have its own stables. Most students did not bond with their familiars until they started Upper School, but Molly’s mother had insisted that she be bonded with the horse if she were going to attend boarding school. When she was little, Molly only had to imagine tugging on the mystical bond she shared with her familiar and Lilla Gubbin would walk down to the Lower School campus from the menagerie, and they could be together. No matter how many times she had tried as a child, she found no way to convince the adults to let Lilla Gubbin live with her in the children’s dormitory. That meant that Lilla Gubbin had lived in the menagerie for most of Molly’s life and the mare and Fenoderee were very old friends indeed. Had he never ridden her before?

      Molly had asked the elephant to take Fenoderee to Professor Plunkett earlier that afternoon, since he had been unable to hold on to a mount by himself with the burns on his hands. Now she looked down at Fenoderee, mounted in front of her so he could easily see the horse’s head as they rode together. His hands seemed fine now. Even the singed hair at his wrists had been restored. That was unusual for healing magic. 

      “You gave the Professor and Nurse Moth quite a challenge today, I take it,” Molly began. 

      “Hmph.” Fenoderee snorted. “Didn’t realize right away that they had to get rid of the fire stains from the salamander before my hands could heal. Salamanders don’t affect humans that way.”

      “You didn’t realize, or they didn’t realize?” Molly asked, trying to make sure she understood the fairy’s speech pattern here.

      “Them!” Fenoderee exclaimed gruffly “I know myself!”

      “Did you tell them what they needed to do so you wouldn’t have to wait for them to figure it out?” Molly asked, fond of Fenoderee’s taciturn habits. 

      “Aye.” He nodded. “The baron knows how to listen.”

      “The Professor passed his title to his heir decades ago, Fenoderee,” Molly reminded him. “He’s not a baron anymore.” 

      “Humans do not change their nature like a fey gone bad,” Fenoderee told her. “He was a baron; he is a baron.”

      “A fey gone bad changes its nature?” Molly asked, intrigued. 

      “Aye,” the fairy nodded. “Boggles from today, they were the bwbachs that lost their purpose after the school closed. Not enough students now for them to tidy-up after. No cream for them to eat. Bwbachs are needed. Boggles are not needed, get in the way.” 

      Fenoderee’s mention of the boggles raised goosebumps across Molly’s skin. A bwbach could go bad and become a boggle? The boggles today that made such a mess and caused Fenoderee’s injuries had once been trusted bwbachs who cleaned the dorms and classrooms? Closing the school and not having students on campus to give them valued work to do caused them to go bad? Molly knew all fairies were dangerous by right of being so alien from humans, but she didn’t realize that Seelie domestic fey had the potential to become dangerous Unseelie fey. 

      “Would they change back into bwbachs if they had their jobs again?” Molly asked. 

      “Boggles make mischief,” Fenoderee pronounced. “They would not agree to do their old jobs anymore.”

      They arrived back at the menagerie on that troublesome note. The students had all made steady progress while Molly was gone this time. Tack, blankets, and gear had all been collected and the girls were organizing the supply closets and tack room. Henri had piled straw along either side of the barn aisle, just outside the stalls for Thomas to spread as animal bedding. Molly was surprised at how many stalls Thomas had finished already. She poked her head into a stall with only half a pile of straw, ready to offer taciturn praise for the class clown. Thomas was nowhere to be seen. A giggling boggle was flinging straw all about the stall. Even though he did it playfully, all the straw ended up where it needed to go. Molly was both stunned and horrified. 

      “Where’s Thomas Dare?” Molly called. “Mr. Bodie, when was the last time you saw or heard any sign of him?”

      Henri set down his wheelbarrow and looked inside the stall after Molly as he answered, “I thought the work gettin’ done was a sign of him. I should have noticed that it was gettin’ done too quickly and too well to be a freshman servin’ detention.”

      The boggle giggled and tossed more straw. “Boggle Boy trade!”

      Molly fought to think through her panic. Now that she was face to face with a boggle, she recognized the giggling that she had heard off and on all afternoon. A student she was responsible for was missing, and fey were involved. What kind of danger was he in? How was she going to get him back?

      “Boggle Boy?” This time, Molly needed to make sense of everything this fairy was saying, no matter how strange or nonsensical. 

      Henri blanched and cleared his throat, “Miss Brown, that may be my fault. I might have told Thomas he was no better than the boggles that made this mess after I caught him trying to use his violin to cast an enchantment to spread the straw faster. I didn’t realize the boggles were still around to hear.”

      Molly sighed wearily. She looked from Henri to the boggle. She couldn’t blame Henri entirely. Molly had heard signs of them all afternoon without recognizing what was happening. How could she hold a young man of twenty years to a higher standard than she could meet herself? On top of that, even though a college student was expected to have better judgment than a fourteen-year-old boy, Thomas Dare should have known better than to wander off with boggles. He was a descendant of the founder of Roanoke Academy; his family would certainly have taught him the dangers of fairies.

      There was no time to wonder what Thomas Dare’s parents did or did not teach him before he came to school. He was Molly’s responsibility now and she would find him and then he would really be in trouble. 

      “What is your name?” Molly asked the boggle in the stall with her.

      The boggle froze and stared at her in surprise. 

      “You are doing the chores that I assigned,” Molly said plainly. “Since you do as I tell you, tell me your name.”

      The boggle seemed unable to resist this logic and after a blink exclaimed, “Cwtshhafod!”

      “Cooch-haffod,” Molly nodded in introduction, “I am Miss Brown the veterinary tutor. Where did the others take Thomas Dare?” 

      “Went to play elsewhere,” Cwtshhafod shrugged and then broke into a grin, “I stay and work!”

      Thomas Dare was playing with boggles? 

      The significance of Cwtshhafod’s declaration penetrated and reminded Molly of what Fenoderee had said earlier. Apparently, boggles would work if they thought there was mischief in it. Once they started working, might there be a hope they could rekindle their original nature? Sadly, this question was a distraction from finding Thomas Dare before he could be harmed by those boggles that had not been lured into work. If this little fey could not help her find him, she would have to think of something else quickly.

      “Well, I appreciate the work you are doing, Cwtshhafod, just as much as Mr. Bodie does. Keep it up. I must get back to my work as well.” 

      Molly dismissed Henri back to his chores and took another look around the menagerie. One of the girls, an Upper-School junior, had started bringing in the animals from the paddocks one by one, as their stalls were ready. Seeing the familiars return gave Molly an idea. The Mistress of the Beast kept records of all the familiars on campus. Just as sorcerers could use the bond they had to their familiars to summon the animals to them from anywhere, a familiar could track down its master. Molly remembered that Thomas Dare had been alone when he arrived at the menagerie. If his familiar was not with him now, perhaps she could use it to lead her to the wayward class clown. According to the files, Mr. Thomas Dare had a beagle that resided in Dare Hall with him. 

      “Miss Hödel,” Molly called to the girl who was leading a reindeer the size of a pony into its stall. 

      “Ja, Miss Brown?” Sofie Hödel responded as she dropped the latch of the reindeer’s stall. 

      “Would you send your familiar to find Proctor Stone, please?”

      Sofie looked thoughtful for a moment and then a black kite swooped down from the rafters and landed on her shoulder. Even though she was fluent in English, like all foreign students were required to be, she spoke to the kite in her native German.

      “Proktor Stone soll herkommen, bitte.” 

      The large bird flew out of the menagerie without a sound.

      “Thank you, Miss Hödel. Please let me know when Proctor Stone arrives. I’ll be updating the inventory until he gets here. Call me if anything else happens.”

      Molly tried to get some work done in her office while she waited for Harvey. Calculating the supply losses from one rampage of a gang of boggles was frustrating. Knowing that the boggles were out there and ready to wreak havoc at any time was daunting. Knowing what kind of danger the boggles could be to any Unwary student who was not raised to be careful of the fey, or any of the rest of their students who happened to be foolhardy enough to follow fairies in spite of what they were taught, was terrifying. They needed to be dealt with. Granted, this was not the same level of threat as the Terrible Five had been, but Molly was responsible for protecting the students from any kind of danger. There was no excuse for letting a child be abducted. Molly wanted to rush out and find him right away, but she would do Thomas no good if she ran about with no rhyme or reason. As a female tutor, she also couldn’t barge into the boys’ wing of Dare Hall with no respect for the other students who lived there. Harvey Stone would bring Thomas Dare’s familiar back here, and then she could track him down quickly enough. Patience was never easy.

      Harvey arrived sooner than expected; it had only been half of forever. One of the students must have told him where she was when he arrived. It startled her when he knocked on the door frame.

      "Shut it," she told Harvey and eyed the door.

      He raised a curious eyebrow and sat in the chair beside her desk.

      "Thomas Dare was taken by boggles. I need you to get his familiar from his dorm room, assuming it's there, so we can track him down."

      "Boggles? How did he…?” Harvey could not finish his question for the horror of it.

      “We found one of them. It traded places with Thomas Dare who went off to play with the others,” Molly explained.

      “Molly, I hate to disagree with a lady who’s not my wife but grown boys don't get kidnapped like babies from a cradle. If Thomas Dare is off with the fairies, it's because he followed them." Harvey raised his hand to prevent Molly from interrupting. "Even if they tricked him, the onus is on the boy for falling for it. He knows better. He's a descendant of Virginia Dare for cryin' out loud!"

      Molly's expression changed. She was thoughtful for a moment.

      "Seen from that perspective, he's likely to be expelled as soon as we get him back safely… if it wouldn't look so bad to expel a Dare."

      “The Board of Visitors and Governors are not going to like it. That boy is turning into a much bigger headache than any of us realized. Think his parents might try to buy him out of an expulsion after they finish freaking out that their son went off with boggles? It would be a blight on the family name.”

      Molly sighed, her expression grim, “We’ve got to get him back before we start wondering what Dean Moth is going to do with him.”

      “Better to think about that than what happens if we don’t find him soon enough.” Harvey stood and brushed the barn dust off his trousers, “Thomas Dare lives in Dare Hall, I take it.”

      “He has a beagle named Roman.” Molly nodded.

      “Not Snoopy?”

      Molly rolled her eyes, and Harvey took that as his dismissal. It didn’t take him long to retrieve Thomas Dare’s familiar. Roman was everything a boy was expected to want in a dog, floppy ears, lolling tongue, wagging tail, black and brown saddle markings, medium size, and a curious nose. He appeared to be leash trained for when he wasn’t walking with his master because Harvey was having no trouble with him. 

      “Mr. Dare appears to be a flying polo fan,” Harvey reported as if he had done detective work.

      Molly raised a brow.

      Harvey gestured at the dog. “Cornell Roman? Plus, there’s a poster in the bunk where the dog was sleeping.”

      Molly took the leash and pet Roman’s ears as she replied absently. “I’ll watch real polo.”

      “Molly, you’re lying to me,” Harvey returned in mock disappointment. “Anyone of the Wise is going to recognize Cornell Roman as easily as any red-blooded American would recognize Tom Brady.” 

      “Who?” Molly taunted him in return as she summoned Lilla Gubbin with a thought.

      “Oh, right, your mom is from Australia,” Harvey teased. “You’re not 100% American.”

      “And my dad played professional football,” Molly countered.

      “Real football or soccer?” Harvey accused.

      “Both.”

      She ignored Harvey’s banter when the mare arrived. She couldn’t be certain that Roman would understand complex instructions from a person with whom he did not share a bond. Luckily, Molly and Lilla Gubbin together could use a Master Conjuror’s trick to make the dog think his master was calling him. One of the uses of a familiar was to assist in the art of conjuration. Conjurors pulled imaginary objects from the dream realm into the waking world for a brief time. Familiars could see into the dream realm and make sure that only the desired object crossed through the veil of dreaming. Unless one was an elite master of the art, conjuring without a familiar was highly dangerous. Molly’s mother had been just such an expert conjurer and had taught her an additional trick about familiars seeing into the dream realm. In dreams, the bond between sorcerer and familiar could be visible. While Molly was blind to the dream realm when she was awake, she could ask Lilla Gubbin to spot the bond that connected Roman to Thomas Dare like a string.

      The humans who were watching could only see the speckled mare nosing about near Roman and then nudging empty air. The dog perked up in response as if he heard a dog whistle. Roman started to sniff the ground and air around the barn until he found the stall where Molly had found Cwtshhafod in Thomas’ place. The elephant was in it now, but Roman paid the animal no heed. He passed right through the stall and under the other gate to the outside. 

      Magic allowed Roanoke Academy to combine the architectural traits of a center aisle barn with those of an exposed shed row barn and retain the benefits of both. The large center aisle allowed staff and student workers to reach stalls on either side of the barn from the middle, but the stalls could also be accessed from the exterior when students came to get their familiars. Magic barriers against the cold and elements allowed the menagerie to enjoy the best of both designs.

      “Molly, your coat!” Harvey reminded her before she could completely unlatch the exterior stall door to let the dog continue his pursuit.

      A moment later, Molly and Harvey were following Roman along the edge of the snowy paper birch forest that marked the western border of the cultivated campus. They passed the back side of Marlowe Hall, where conjurers lived. They walked among the trees as they passed behind Spencer Hall, where the canticlers lived, and Dare Hall, which was completely surrounded by birch. Roman veered toward the building when they came to the back side of Dare Hall. 

      “Don’t tell me the dog’s just going home?” Harvey complained.

      “No,” Molly answered cautiously, “a student would only teach his familiar to use the front door. There’s no reason that Roman would have followed the service paths instead of the front walkways if he were just going home. He’s following something.”

      Roman scratched on the service entrance that student workers used when delivering animal supplies for those that lived in the dormitories. Rather than heading down to the cellar where the animal feed was stored, the dog led them up the service stairs to the unused floors of the dormitory. Once they got past the second floor, the steps were so dusty that they could have followed Thomas Dare’s tracks without Roman’s help. The dust and disuse struck Molly as being so out of place. When she was growing up, there had never been any dust anywhere on campus.

      Unlike when Molly was a student and all the dormitories were full and lively, the current student body, since the academy reopened, was still so small that students in the Upper School and College lived on one floor of each of the immense dormitory buildings along with the unmarried faculty that specialized in the same corresponding Sorcerous Art. Conjuring students and faculty, including Molly, lived in Marlowe Hall next to the menagerie. Canticlers lived in Spencer Hall where everything was built and designed to help one learn the Original Language, upon which the art of canticle was based. Enchanters lived in Dare Hall where the theater and musical practice rooms were. Warders lived in DeVere Hall where every hallway and room were separated by a testing door that only unlocked if you could correctly identify which creature could be held at bay by what warding method, and the tests on the doors changed daily. Thaumaturges lived in Drake Hall, which had special chambers for summoning magical creatures so the practitioners of that art could collect their magical energies for later use in complicated spell work. Alchemists lived in Raleigh Hall where centuries of magical experimentation had resulted in a building where every object in and part of the building was animate and bespelled. Scholars lived in Dee Hall, which was so full of books that it made a person wonder why there was also a library inside Roanoke Hall.

      The academy had regrown enough over the last ten years that they could justify using all seven dormitories again instead of the small male and female dormitories in the faculty village where only unmarried tutors had lived when Molly was a student. In the first few years, when most of the students were those who had decided to risk waiting for Roanoke to reopen so they could complete their college degrees rather than transfer elsewhere, everyone could have lived in one building, but it still seemed prudent not to let young men and women live together in such close proximity. As soon as more new students started enrolling in the College and Upper School, they moved students out of the Faculty Village and into the specialized dormitories. That way, the families of staff and faculty could have a little peace and privacy, and students could again have the benefit of living in environments that were designed to reinforce their studies. The academy might have been a bit ambitious in reopening the seven halls so soon.

      Molly had never bothered to think about how the academy closure and slow rebuilding affected the fey who lived on the campus. There were so many fairies of different sorts hidden all over the place when she was young. It was as if there was always some immortal creature just out of sight from the corner of your eye. She had not understood when she was young that they needed people as much as people needed them. Without the work that gave them purpose while everyone had lived in just two buildings, the unneeded bwbachs had turned into rambunctious boggles, the opposite of what they had been. Now that they were boggles, there were just enough bwbachs to tidy the dispersed living spaces but not enough to maintain the unused floors. If these boggles harmed a student, it would be the academy’s fault because they had created the situation in which the boggles had become what they were. She did not envy Dean Moth for having to find a solution to this problem on top of everything else she had to manage. 

      Roman barked and his tail started wagging with the speed of a propeller as soon as they caught the soft hint of violin music wafting down the stairwell from above, causing Molly to almost sigh in relief. The twenty-pound dog began to pull against the leash with the force of an animal five times his size. There was no question that he knew his master’s playing. 

      The music grew louder as they came closer to where Thomas Dare and the boggles were playing. Thomas was the only one with an instrument, but the boggles all appeared to be singing and dancing as he played. The tune was something akin to a waltz combined with “Dueling Banjos.” Thomas played for a bit and then a boggle sang; and then Thomas played a variant on what the boggle sang while the others danced around. The music was charming. It had an otherworldly quality but not with the dangerous edge that made a mortal lose track of the fields we know. Molly had to admit that the boy was extremely talented for his age even if he had no appreciation for the danger he was in. 

      Once they caught sight of Thomas Dare, Molly released Roman and let him run to his master. The dog surely had no ear for the complexity of the music, but his arrival instigated a new wave of joyousness to the play. One of the boggles tried to take hold of the leash that trailed behind Roman. Before anyone could do anything but play with the dog, Harvey unlatched the leash from his collar to ensure the boggles would not harm him or make-off with him.

      The proctor’s intrusion into the merrymaking brought mortal and immortal revelers to a standstill. As they all stared at Harvey, an expression came over Thomas Dare’s face that gave Molly the sense that he just now realized the significance of his actions when he left his detention to go play elsewhere. Until today, the boy’s misbehavior consisted of distracting fellow students with silly antics in class. It had been the frequency of his mild infractions that had led to the problem of his repeated detentions. He had never broken a significant school rule before. Thomas’ playful grin turned into an expression of real contrition and perhaps a hint of fear for the consequences he was about to face.

      Strangely, the boggles appeared serious, too. There was no sound of the giggling Molly had heard throughout the afternoon. They looked up at Harvey and Molly as if the proctor and tutor had authority over them somehow. Molly scrutinized the little fey more carefully. There was something about the way they all stood around Harvey and Thomas that reminded her of the little boggle they left in the menagerie. Cwtshhafod had also stopped giggling after he had told Molly his name and she had set him back to work. In that moment, had the little boggle started to turn back into a bwbach? If so, why did the boggles here seem so similar? They were misbehaving and playing rather than working. They had been acting exactly as one would expect a boggle to act, except perhaps for not making new mischief on top of the old. 

      Molly could not explain what was happening, but she had a hunch that this was an opportunity. She thought back on everything new she had learned about the fey this afternoon. Boggles were the Unseelie incarnation of bwbachs. Bwbachs defined their nature in part by their purpose and being needed. These boggles were more than a nuisance; they could be a real danger to the students and the whole campus community if they grew more malevolent. Other kinds of fairies may transform in such a way as well, based on what Fenoderee had told her. Fenoderee… Healing his hands today had required a duet that had been a mixture of the normal human healing enchantment with harmonization that was particularly evocative of him. 

      Molly’s area of expertise in the art of enchantment was limited to working with mortal animals. She had no special talent for enchanting fey creatures, but perhaps Thomas Dare had some natural talent like Professor Plunkett’s. The dueling melodies she had heard him playing when she and Harvey arrived seemed to vary a little bit in response to each singer who took a turn. Was Thomas accidentally rekindling in each of them the memory of their original natures? No one else seemed aware of it if he had. It was up to Molly to take advantage of the situation before the effect wore off, and the boggles cemented themselves once again as a danger to the campus and student body.

      “These hallways and stairwells are so dusty that it was all too easy to find you, Mr. Dare,” Molly said, paying more attention to the boggles than to Thomas. “Anyone who wanted to make real mischief would keep their hideouts tidy so there would be fewer tracks.” 

      “Molly,” Harvey looked at her aghast, “what are you talking about?”

      Molly gave Harvey a quick, purposeful glare. 

      He cleared his throat and corrected himself after using her first name in front of a student. “Excuse me… Miss Brown.”

      That was not why Molly had glared at him. She thought he knew that, but he clearly didn’t know what she was trying to accomplish here. When she returned her attention to the boggles, she noticed one of them was pushing the dust on the floor around with his foot, making little piles on either side. 

      “The other reason we found you so quickly, Mr. Dare, is that Cwtshhafod worked too quickly and too well for the chores to have been done by a student,” Molly continued.

      “Cwtshhafod is bwbach’s name!” two or three of the boggles exclaimed.

      “Yes,” Molly nodded, as bluffing had worked well enough for her for much of this afternoon. She figured she would keep it up as long as it was successful. “He told me his name when I found him.”

      Many of the boggles stared at Molly with a look bordering on hope. 

      “I think,” Molly pretended to muse, “that I might let Mr. Dare continue to play for a little while longer, in exchange for seeing all of this dust tidied up. I remember a time when there was never a lick of dust anywhere on this campus. Mr. Dare, what was that last tune you were playing?”

      “Um.” Thomas looked at the violin in his hands and shrugged. “We were just playing. I don’t think it’s called anything.”

      “Do you think you could play it again?” Molly asked. 

      Thomas raised his instrument to his shoulder and set the bow to the strings. It was far from perfect, but even though he started roughly, the music took on a life of its own soon enough. One of the boggles started to hum along as he spun in a circle and waved his arms around causing the dust to swirl up around him. 

      “Aelwydref!” the boggle declared with joy, except when the dust around him dispersed it revealed a bwbach and not a boggle. 

      Another boggle jumped in front of the restored bwbach and started to sing to Thomas Dare. The voice and violin performed a merry duel, just as Thomas had been playing with the boggles before. This time, however, a fountain of moonlight-colored sparkles started to rise from the violin as happened when casting a powerful enchantment. With each interval, the boy altered the melody slightly until each boggle stopped singing and dancing and shouted out its name and transformed into a bwbach. Molly and Harvey watched the proceedings in amazed silence. When it ended, the old freshman common room they were in was gleaming and filled with the most lovely otherworldly scent. Thomas didn’t seem to understand what had just happened.

      “You’ve made quick work of all this dust,” Molly declared with authoritative approval.

      She was reluctant to call attention to what had just happened. Fairies were hard enough to understand in normal situations. She had no idea how to deal with fairies that had just changed their nature or what to expect them to think or remember. Better for them to all avoid the obvious conundrum if they could and try to get back to normal as quickly as possible. The bwbachs gathered around the three humans and the dog, chattering happily.

      A bwbach named Bendythty asked, “What will we do when the dusting is done?”

      “For now, you will all go to the menagerie and help Fenoderee clean the mess that was made earlier today. It’s not my place to assign duties around the whole campus,” Molly admitted to the bwbachs, “but I can speak to the dean about finding a way to ensure that you are all needed, and enough cream will be set out for everyone. Proctor Stone, could you use an extra bwbach at your house to pick-up after the children now that your youngest is getting more mobile?”

      “I imagine my wife could use a little more help while she has lessons to plan and homework to grade every night.” Harvey nodded. “That is, if the dean will permit it. She may have more than enough work for these bwbachs to do.”

      The bwbachs jumped up and down joyfully at his words and then vanished, intent on their new purpose even if it was a temporary assignment. Molly, Harvey, Thomas, and Roman walked back at a more moderate pace. Thomas was very quiet until they had almost reached the nearest outbuilding of the menagerie. Roman whimpered a little, sensing his master’s distress.

      “Miss Brown,” Thomas Dare asked hesitantly, “am I going to need to see the dean, too? For leaving detention without permission?”

      “Yes, Mr. Dare,” Molly nodded solemnly. “Your behavior today went beyond what a tutor can appropriately discipline. It will be up to Dean Moth to balance your infraction against the service you did to the bwbachs. Sincere contrition and the promise of good conduct from here forward may persuade her that you don’t need to be expelled.”

      “Expelled?” Thomas gasped.

      “That would be the most severe punishment for your infraction,” Molly answered. “But Dean Moth may determine that it would be better for you to stay here and master the gifts you have. If you stay here, Professor Plunkett could provide extra training in fairy-related enchantments. We might find enough work for you, so you don’t have time or energy to horse around anymore. You need to decide whether you want to earn the privilege of staying here.”

      Thomas gulped, wide-eyed, and nodded. Perhaps he understood that there was nothing he could say that would make his circumstances any better before reporting to the dean. Once they reached the menagerie, Thomas collected his robe and coat. Harvey volunteered to escort him to Roanoke Hall so Molly could resume her work supervising the bwbachs cleaning-up and update the Mistress of the Beast when she returned to campus. Molly would need to talk to Dean Moth as well, but that conversation did not need to take place tonight in front of Thomas.

      It was well after eight o’clock when Molly sat back down at her desk. Mr. Bodie had left a note listing everything the three student workers had completed before leaving when it was time for dinner. There was also a message letting her know that Flora Skaife was delayed with the extra orders she needed to make and would have a late dinner in the city and then return. Well, at least everyone else got to eat. The thought of everyone else eating dinner reminded her of one last chore she needed to do before she could call it a night. She collected a dozen feeding dishes, each of a size that would serve a faithful dog and filled them all with cream and a dollop of honey. She would not fail the restored bwbachs on the first night, but she headed to her own rooms in Marlowe Hall as soon as she was done. 

      Four hours ago, Molly could not have said whether she most wanted a bath, a meal, or her bed when she was done. Now that the choice was before her, or at least two of the three options, she was so covered in dirt and dust that she went straight to her bath and nearly fell asleep in the tub before the water could cool off. She woke at the force of her stomach growling in response to the smell of food. She got out of the tub and dressed in her nightgown before stepping out of the bathroom to investigate. 

      Cwtshhafod stood on Molly’s coffee table next to a meal tray with a domed cover. 

      “You brought me dinner? Thank you.” Molly smiled gratefully at the little bwbach. 

      “Fenoderee correct, plenty of work doing chores for Sinkable Molly Brown!”
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      Only enchanted treasure could drag a pair of master thieves back to school. Hired on as teachers, Pricilla and Chase must once again navigate the halls of Washington Academy, dodging teachers and students alike in order to steal Vivienne’s Locket. It’ll take all their skills, plus some extra credit, to pull off this heist.
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      Their new Professor wore a long frock coat in the latest fashion. The coattails fluttered behind her like bird’s wings. She came around her desk, fixed the class with a withering look. Don’t look away from me, it said, I’ll judge you a lost cause for that.

      After a moment, she took a piece of chalk and completed the summoning circle on her desk. Seconds later, a coffee service with a plate of gingerbread cookies appeared. Every classroom at Washington was equipped with summoning circles. That way, the teachers didn’t have to go down to the cafeteria for their meals.

      Coffee was poured, a cookie was eaten. The class was silent, tight with anxiety. It was always this way with new teachers. Year by year, you never knew what you were going to get and there were two new professors this year. The first day was always the sum-up. A test to see how the rest of the year went. Bette Carr, a Junior, was well acquainted with this ritual and was overtly tired of it. She made a show of digging into her bag for a paperback novel when the new professor finally spoke.

      She pointed at Billy Rex, who always shared a desk with Bette. “Name?”

      “William Rex.”

      “Alright, Mr. Rex, can you get the door?”

      Rex was a worrywart; he hated being the center of attention. That was why he always sat next to Bette. Teachers usually looked to her for answers and ignored him. Bette was more than happy to do it; she and Rex had been as thick as thieves since elementary school.

      Bette offered him an encouraging smile. He opened the classroom door, jumping back with a yelp so loud it startled the class. He fell back against his chair, Bette rushed to help steady him, then nearly dropped him as a white leopard stalked into the classroom. Its eyes evoked that not-quite-rightness of magical transfer.

      So, it’s true. Bette watched the big cat saunter down the center aisle. Rumor said one of the new teachers had an unorthodox familiar. They were increasingly uncommon, having fallen out of favor since the last war proved more than just animals made familiars. The practice never shook that revelation off entirely. A snow leopard! Bette always doubted school rumors, but she’d be doing some of the whispering now.

      “Don’t mind Pepper,” the teacher said. “She’s never gored anyone I didn’t tell her to.”

      “Have you?” Roman Burke asked from the front row. “Have you ever made her gore someone?”

      She chuckled and sat on the edge of her desk. The leopard pressed its head into her open palm. “Ask me again at summer break. I may have a different answer for you.”

      She made a motion. Pepper yawned and stretched and crossed the room to curl up on a large dog-bed shaped like one of those Victorian fainting couches.

      “Well,” the teacher stood and clapped her hands together, the universal call to bring a class to order. “I’m Professor Lovett. Welcome to Advanced Ethics in Magic. I graduated from Washington Magician’s Academy back in 2010. I’ve held a number of freelance positions, including private tutoring. I am a recipient of the Blue Crown of Mystical Excellence for my work in animalistic transfer as well as a First-Class Transmutation Merit Star from the Freelance Magician’s Society for my contribution to the Craft and blah blah blah. I’m highly qualified, but no one cares about that, and neither do I.”

      Lovett took a sip of her coffee.

      “Who wants to tell me about this room?” She peered around the class, sipped her coffee, and took another cookie.

      Bette raised her hand to get the class moving.

      “It’s not an illusion.” Bette felt it since they came in. The classroom wasn’t so much a classroom as it was the cozy library of a New England cottage, with plaster walls, inoffensive impressionist paintings, and shelves of well-loved paperback novels. Bette had been in the basement level classrooms before. They didn’t have windows and certainly didn’t overlook the ocean. Washington Academy was in the heart of Manhattan, down the street from the Empire Building. As a mage tower, it stood in this spot even before the dream of an Independent Kingdom of America was even born.

      Lovett nodded, approving. “When dealing with unknown magic, it is always best to eliminate what something is not before you attempt to figure out what it is.” She shifted, sat on the edge of her desk, and crossed her legs. “Care to look around?”

      Bette rose, aware of Roman’s eyes on her. She didn’t meet his. There was too much soreness between them. It was pure unluckiness to have three classes together after so painful a breakup.

      Taking a deep breath, Bette drew a finder’s circle in her mind’s eye and let it guide her. It was unstable and dissipated as soon as she opened her eyes. But she knew the general direction and went towards the “window.” The closer she got, the easier it was to hear the roar of oceans waves, the gentle cry of seabirds. She stepped out of its cone of influence and the sound softened, distorted, then was gone.

      She turned to Lovett. “It’s a partial transference.” She walked over to the nearby bookshelf and took down an old copy of Pride and Prejudice. “Is this your home office?”

      “Close,” Lovett went over to her chalkboard. She drew a finding circle, pressed her finger to it, feeding it energy. The classroom dimmed as the folds of magic began to unwrap. Five transfer circles glowed at multiple points around the room, all of them positioned to face a central circle on the floor.

      “Five full transfer circles,” Lovett explained, “more work, better results. I never like to be parted from my books for long.” She motioned for Bette to go back to her desk, then broke the finding circle.

      “This won’t be an easy class. I am not a perfectionist, but I can’t stand sloppy work. The Craft shouldn’t tolerate sloppy. In freelancing, subpar casting will get you killed. I’ve seen it; I’ve cleaned up after it. Maybe in your other classes, mistakes are accidents. But in mine, they could mean the difference between life and a sticky end.”

      She let that last sentence float around the class, smirked. “Not literally, of course.”

      She picked up her coffee cup and drained it, filled it again, then turned back to the class, raised her right hand and a burst of white-hot flame erupted from her palm, startling Emily Lambert in the front row.

      “Now that,” Lovett chuckled, taking a perverse joy in Emily’s squeal of fright, “is magic, raw, unfiltered, consuming—you can’t get something from nothing, children—that’s the first thing we all learn, isn’t it? Every spell costs a little something, energy, strength, spirit, mana if we’re being dramatic. Whatever you call it. Use too much and your organs start shutting down for lack of that energy. Use too little and the spell is ineffective.”

      She went over to the chalkboard. “No one knows who drew the first circle. Adam, so goes the story.”

      She drew a basic fire circle, pressed her lefthand against it and flicked her fingers, conjuring fire in the palm of her right. She closed her fist, the flame was quashed, then took her hand away from the circle. “Circles tame the chaos, or allow you to control the intensity of a spell by tapping into the energy of the object, the air, the very matter.” She erased the circle and wrote: Non es Deus, non potes ex nihilo creare. “The motto of the first Confraternity of Magicians, circa 801 in Aachen Germany…” She trailed off as Roman raised his hand.

      “Question, Mr.—”

      “Burke,” he said.

      From her place in the back of the room, Bette could only guess at the way he would lick his lips in that all too confident way of his.

      “Miss Lovett, this is Advanced Ethics; why are we going over freshman theory?”

      Bette felt the change in Lovett’s demeanor.

      “Mr. Burke,” Lovett began, a smirk of thinly veiled contempt drawing across her face. “The nature of your question is exactly why we’re reviewing basics.” She drew up to his desk and leaned down, looking him right in the eyes. “Only a fool thinks it a waste of time to study the basics. Magic builds on every successive skill because you can’t get something from nothing.”

      She rose and went back to her board. “When in doubt, start from the bottom. I don’t know you or your skills. So, from the bottom, Mr. Burke.” Under the Confraternity’s motto, she drew a complex transfer circle with overlapping strata. As she got to the fifth pass it began to take on the shape of a mandala. “This is a third-class trans-modification circle. I’ve used it once, and I will probably never use it again. You get little return for energy used, but I needed it to make a canteen that never empties. In order to sort the complexities of it, I started from the bottom.” She drew a basic circle. “Then layered it.” She drew more of the circle. “And again, and on and on.” The pattern began to come into focus; a dizzying lattice work of overlapping circles and lines and connecting circuits. “Then, I reversed the pattern to carve onto the connected cistern. I will reiterate, you cannot get something from nothing.”

      She turned away from the board. “What are the four Ethical Principles that came out of the Confraternity’s first meeting?” She began pointing out students, expecting answers and moving on impatiently when they faltered. “You can’t get something from nothing, yes, obviously.”

      Bette was no stranger to disagreements with teachers, but never had one irked her so quickly.

      “Yes, a craft demands practice, very good.”

      Lovett pointed at Rex, who stammered out his answer. “Responsibility belongs to the conjuror?”

      “Excellent, Mr. Rex.” Lovett pointed at Roman. “Mr. Burke? What’s number four?”

      “Harm no man or beast unless life and limb demand it.”

      Freelancers, Bette knew, had varying reputations. Some were greatly admired. Others, less so. They were thought of in the same vein as hired mercenaries–the kind who ignored the Magicians Treaty of 1949.

      There was something about Lovett that didn’t seem right. All the whispering, her thinly veiled contempt for the class. Then, there was Professor Stoya Stoyanov’s icy silence regarding her hiring. He’d warned Bette to keep an eye out for odd behavior but didn’t elaborate further. For now, all Bette could do was watch.

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      Of the one-hundred and forty-five floors of Washington Academy, Professor Chase Samuels had narrowed the vault’s location to thirteen. He still wasn’t sure which floor, but thirteen was a manageable number. What wasn’t manageable was the kids.

      Every single floor was a barrage of screaming, yelling, chattering children. It was nearly enough to drive him mad and almost enough to make him long for his Kensington days, where speaking in the halls earned a demerit. Enough demerits, and well, he ended up at Washington to the embarrassment of his father and the constant derision of his so-called friends.

      Sent to the colonies, old chap? Bad luck. Preparing the way for our triumphant reconquering, eh, Chase?

      “Sod,” he muttered, earning an odd look from the fourth grader walking beside him. America was the best thing to ever happen to him, even if they couldn’t brew a pint worth a penny.

      Another child, walking against the current, sneezed. To Chase’s horror, he felt droplets as he passed through the cloud of germs. How is it that Pricilla got the high schoolers? At least they knew how to cover their mouths when they sneezed.

      Chase reached the staircase and crossed the demarcation line. The warding circle flashed red, indicating his teacher status. Cilla’s class was on the third basement level.

      Of course, “basement level” was just student vernacular for the last three floors before the final forty floors that made up the entrance hall at ground level, the library, several theaters, the Georgie Ballroom, three age-appropriate cafeterias, two gymnasia, and the restricted floors that included the teacher’s lounge, the laundry, and kitchens.

      He passed through the circle marking the middle school levels. He took a break midway through the middle school and tried to focus his thoughts in the quiet stairwell. The vault was somewhere between the first three middle school floors and the top ten high school floors. Proximity meant Pricilla should be the one searching for the vault, but Chase was the recon man. She was the safecracker. They worked best when they played to their strengths.

      Chase reached Floor 85. The high school levels took up the bulk of Washington. It catered to a wider variety of students; foreign transfers, advanced studies, occupational coursework including an airship repair bay and an enchantment laboratory. There were also several study and rec-rooms. The last, and therefore highest of the high school floors was the Hall of Fame, where the school showed off the achievements and projects of current and former students.

      It was nearly dinnertime, so he cut down the hall and took the elevator the rest of the way down.

      There were students in the hall, milling around the shelves, ogling family awards, or showing off last year’s accomplishments. A rec-room door was open, the sounds of laughter drifting down the hallway to mix with the sharp crack of billiards. A stern-faced Bailiff in sharp pressed khaki pants and blue polo shirt nodded as Chase passed. He wore glasses etched with finding circles to keep the students from using magic outside school hours.

      Chase and Cilla used to have a good run-around with an old Bailiff named Cotter. Once they got ahold of a pair of finders, the spell was easy to counter. They infested the library with snakes and inverted their glamour to counter the school’s finding spell. Cotter never did figure it out, although he suspected them. The entire student body suffered a four-hour lecture in response to the fiasco, but it was clear that Principal Shaw had been impressed.

      The last stretch of hall was dedicated to the founders and benefactors. There were eighteen full-sized oil paintings. Reverend Lord Cecil Collins, the school’s original Founder and first Principal, had the place of highest honor. He stood in all his severe pilgrim glory, replete with black and white hat and a miniature model of the original school building on the table beside him.

      The largest and most splendid painting featured His Majesty, George Washington I, First Citizen of the Independent Kingdom of America. The king sat on his white horse and watched as Reverend Collins and his companions welcomed him to the nation’s first Mage Academy. The Royal Family were Washington Academy’s most ardent patrons.

      Even now, her Highness, Princess Georgianna, of the Class of ’98 held the school’s highest honor as Patron of the Decade. Her painting was hung across from her splendid ancestor and namesake. She stood on the bow of her airship directing the bombardment of Kabul.

      Chase reached the elevator and hit the call button. He felt the back of his neck twitch and turned around the hall. He’d spent most of his teenage years hiding illicit workings.

      Here! He smirked as the elevator chimed and opened.
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        * * *

      

      “Darling, I think I’ve found it,” Chase said as he entered Pricilla Lovett’s classroom.

      She looked up from her desk and made a glance at the student sitting opposite her. The student, Chase almost laughed, looked bothered by the interruption.

      “Found what, Chase?” Cilla tented her figures in disapproval.

      “My watch.” He chuckled and showed it off. “Remember how I lost it when we were packing?”

      The student rose and gathered her bookbag. “I’ll let you—”

      “It’s all right, Miss Carr,” Pricilla said. “This is Professor Chase Samuels; he’s taken the grade school position. He would have been a better pick for the Sophomore Conjuration, but the academy won’t let us work in the same school for fear of scandalizing the student body. Gossip or something like that.”

      Chase, putting on his English Gentleman’s accent, offered his hand to the girl. “Pleased to meet you, miss. Forgive me, I thought my wife was alone.”

      The girl shrugged. “No problem. We were finished anyway.” She turned back to Cilla. “Thanks for hearing me out.”

      “Anytime. My bark is worse than my bite, and feel free to tell Mr. Burke that. I’m harsh, but I promise, you’ll learn more in one month with me than you’ll learn in one year elsewhere.”

      The girl nodded, heaved her bookbag onto her shoulder and left. Chase waited a minute before he spoke again.

      “What’s that about?” He locked the door.

      Pepper was suddenly under his feet rubbing against his legs and demanding his attention. He gave her a scratch around Pepper’s ears, then gently pushed the leopard aside in order to get to his chair.

      “Just an ornery student.” She took chalk and finished the summoning circle, calling up a pair of turkey sandwiches with chips and a pot of tea for their dinner. “She took offense with my methods and wanted me to know.” Her smirk told him there was more to the conversation, but he didn’t press. They wouldn’t be here long enough to build any deep student-teacher relationships.

      Chase took a fry and examined it. Crinkle cut, unseasoned, limp, just as he remembered them. “This weekend, I say we find a proper pub.” Then, he added, “What are your methods?”

      “I embarrassed the boy she likes.”

      “Birdie, that’s not nice. And on the first day, too?” He chewed the fry slowly, warmed up to it, had another. “Remember how red you got when Cohen chewed me out for cursing the boy’s toilet?”

      She poured tea. “That’s different, Boyle did that—not you. Relax, I didn’t raise my voice. I just explained the importance of the basics.”

      Chase heaved a sigh and took his teacup. “They’re nearly adults, Cil; they think they know everything. We used to be like that.”

      “And I’m going to prove them wrong.” She took her sandwich. “And how was your day with the fifth grade?”

      “Fourth,” he corrected. “Boring. We spent each class introducing ourselves, I played my guitar. Mrs. Babcock kept popping in to check on me. Have I told you about my dislike for other people’s children?”

      “You’ve mentioned it.” She giggled softly. They ate for a few minutes, enjoying each other’s company. It had been long time since they spent any length of time away from each other. They were newlyweds, but that was a formality. It had been Chase and Pricilla since they were fourteen.

      “So, what did you find?”

      Chase set his half-eaten sandwich down. “The transfer is good?”

      “Yes, Bette—the student, figured it out after I brought attention to it. Now it’s scenery, poor content for rumor.”

      Chase went to the shelves for a well-worn copy of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. He took a pencil from the holder on Cilla’s desk and drew a privacy spell onto a random page. He set his finger on the circle. A soft glow emanated from the book. He shifted his shoulders, felt the gentle tug of energy as fed the spell, filling the book for twenty minutes of utter privacy.

      He withdrew his hand and picked up his sandwich. “The Hall of Fame. Behind the painting of the Princess Georgianna.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded, and with his mouth full of bread and turkey said, “I trust my instincts.”

      Pricilla pushed aside her dishes and rifled through her coat pockets. She drew out the school blueprints, gifted by their patron. She flipped through the pages looking for the 85th floor, flipped to the 86th and smirked. “Stoyanov’s office is just above that spot.”

      Chase took the map and flipped to the 84th floor. “The Sharon Lecture Hall is below it.” He finished his sandwich in a few quick bites and wiped his hands on his trousers. Ignoring Pricilla’s frown, he stood up and leaned over her, smoothing the map out and looking at the vents and windows.

      Pricilla motioned for Pepper. She fed the rest of her sandwich to the big cat and scratched her ears while she watched Chase trace the ventilation system.

      “It dead-ends here.” He fell into his seat. “Makes it look like it’s part of the elevator shaft—perhaps an appropriated maintenance tunnel?”

      “That’s a lot of alteration. How easy is it to hide that kind of impression?”

      Their jobs were always like this; bouncing bits of information and theory off each other like a game of tennis. It went on like that for the remainder of the privacy spell’s lifespan. Normally, the school was equipped with counterspells for such conjuring, but Cilla’s transferences were tangling up the system. It wasn’t strictly against the rules; but it was considered shady activity, and Principal Cohen was already suspicious. He was Beadle when they were students. He knew their tricks almost as well as they did. But that was fifteen years ago; they were professionals now.

      “Well.” Pricilla brushed crumbs off her skirt. “I’m Dormreeve for the month. I better get up there before the kids finish dinner.” She took the map and stowed it in her coat.

      Chase grabbed her hand and drew her in for a kiss.

      “Good night.” He smirked and leaned into her ear to whisper. “I’ll have a look at the hall in a few days.” He kissed her again. “Try not to pick fights with the students, dove,” and piled up the dishes on the transfer circle to go back to the kitchens.

      Cilla closed out her transference spell. “I’ll try.” The room returned to its normal ugly blue carpet, cinderblock wall, fluorescent-light self. They parted ways at the Junior Dorm.
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        * * *

      

      It took a month before Chase was able to go back to the Hall of Fame. It was late on a Saturday night, just after curfew, when the rec-rooms, open until 9:30pm, were finally, blissfully silent.

      He started from the teacher’s lounge, made some tea in the “world’s greatest teacher” mug that Cil got him as a gag. It was enchanted. She wasn’t the kind to give useless gifts. He couldn’t remember when she’d perfected this particular enchantment, somewhere between the third or fourth date missed due to detention. Just outside the lounge door, he lit his first cigarette in weeks.

      The circle etched into the bottom of the mug glowed softly, made the air shimmer for a moment, and enveloped him in an invisible bubble. It filtered the smoke and kept it hidden from the charm detectors drawn along each floor and room. He’d been working on a similar enchantment for months before he met Pricilla. It did nothing but get him caught. After her, he never got caught again, at least not for smoking.

      If only they used cameras, Cotter might have gotten that longed-for expulsion. Magicians had a sneering disregard for cameras; there was something about independent magicless technology of that type that was inelegant to them. Truthfully, Chase thought it was more about money than elegance. Why pay for a camera and electricity when a dynamo spell soaks energy right out of the earth to power an alarm charm? Why put gas in a car when you can enchant it to run instead? Why fly a plane, when airships fly on the energy in the air?

      Chase took the elevator to the next floor, slowly walked it, sipped his tea. He snuffed his cigarette against the heel of his shoe and threw it in a nearby trashcan. Hope someone finds that; it’ll be a grand goose chase. He took the stairs to the next floor, followed the hall, and reached the elevator. He went up to the Hall of Fame and walked towards the stairwell.

      The school was still tracking him, cameras or no. He wanted this to look a certain way, something he could explain when one of the nightshift Bailiffs came to check on him. Sleepless, he would say. Need to walk myself tired. Thought I’d admire the art.

      No. He lit another cigarette. Too predictable. He turned around and paced back to the paintings, stopping in front of Princess Georgianna.

      He touched the inside of his coat sleeve to activate the finding circle inscribed on the button sown into it.

      Even with the finding spell, the locking mechanism was hard to see. The painting itself, he smirked, was enchanted. Not sloppy work, but juvenile—a student’s attempt at a minor glamour. Ah, a reverse-glamour. Someone doesn’t want the painting noticed. It seemed unlikely that a student would be trusted enough with something like Vivienne’s Locket.

      He set his cup on the floor and leaned in closer. The glamour was to hide the art, camouflage it among the other pieces, make it background noise. Intent left an imprint on even the most advanced magics. It took years to learn how to hide intent.

      Chase put out his smoke and pulled another from his case. He tapped it on the side of the case to wake up the sleepy little flame circle engraved there. He took a long drag and let the taste of tobacco takeover his senses. It cleared his head, strengthened his sight. He looked back up at the painting and peered right through the immature glamour and dove into the white, cloying mist of a far more expert piece of magic.

      He could see it glowing like molten iron. It was gouged into the wall by a steady, practiced hand. The glimpse was incomplete, but the circle hinted at an oily clandestineness. Hide it because it must be hidden because if we are caught, we’re ruined.

      The mist refused to part completely. It left him with a partial read—Lorenzo’s Lock. The pattern flared in his mind, millions of configurations, layers upon layers upon layers of completely circular patterns with interlocking loops and hooks. Trigger mechanisms and a klaxon alarm system to alert the caster if triggered. A labyrinth of spells twisted up into one massive, complex vault.

      And Chase had just enough of it to give a pair of master thieves the edge they needed to rip off the school they loved to hate.

      Chase pulled back from his finding spell, took a deep breath, then went back to his cigarette just as he heard the stairwell door open. He didn’t run. Instead, he leaned down and picked up his tea cup, cold now. Without the heat, the enchantment lacked the energy to work.

      Expecting a night Bailiff, Chase nearly dropped his cigarette but kept his cool. “Mr. Cohen.”

      “Mr. Samuels.” The principal cleared his throat. “I should have expected you.”

      Chase raised the cigarette is mock salute. “Never kicked the habit, I’m afraid. Need to show me some cancerous lungs or something?”

      “We’re not allowed to do that anymore.” Cohen sounded like a wistful old friend. “It scares the children.”

      They shared a laugh that Chase had never expected to share with a stodgy old man like Cohen. “How things change.”

      Cohen nodded. “Though some of us remain the same, Mr. Samuels. No matter how respectable we seem to be.”

      Cohen, like Cotter, had hunted Chase down like a rabbit at the first sign of any trouble. And when the former Beadle learned the class good-girl, his future apprentice, was going steady with a troublemaker like Chase, Cohen did all he could to pull them apart. Cohen never forgave him for stealing his star pupil. She was supposed to go to Marston University and come back to Washington, teach Enchantment, make her way through the school’s ranks and inherit his seat as Beadle, then Principal, and finally help Cohen work his way to King’s Chief Magician. At the top, Cohen could rest on his laurels, the master to a glorious apprentice who would enshrine his greatness by following in his footsteps exactly.

      Instead, she was a freelancer, barely respectable. A toyshop tinkerer, enchanter-for-hire, doomed to make black-market charms, or worse—an assembly-line mage who etched the circles for cars and airships, who made magic for the enjoyment of the normal people.

      Cohen was a true believer in the orderly post-war era. Great magicians were meant to stay in their Mage Towers and diligently ply their skills to the edification of other mages. The rest worked in factories or designed spells to make a better microwave. Great things--if there were great things--were done in Towers.

      “You know.” Chase drew another puff from his cigarette. “I met her right here.” Cohen turned towards him, eyes wide, surprised at the mention of so sensitive a topic. “Of course, it was a different painting then. Or maybe a cabinet? I don’t recall. It was here, she was talking to you. Looked bored out of her mind.” He smiled his most dashing smile. “She kept her hair up back then, wore this stupid hair tie, the one with the kittens. I thought to myself, reckon a chap like me can get a date with a girl like that?” He leaned towards Cohen like he was telling a great big secret. “I stole that hair tie. Told her I’d give it back if she let me buy her a milkshake.”

      Cohen snorted. “Not particularly romantic, Mr. Samuels.”

      Chase chuckled. “It wasn’t, she kicked me and stole it back—well, tried. I gave it back and made her buy me a milkshake.”

      The principal sighed. “I still don’t understand it.”

      “It’s love, Cohen, the most mysterious magic of all.” He couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed.

      “You take perverse pleasure in picking at my broken heart. She would have been great.”  Cohen took a deep breath. “What’s your excuse for smoking on school property?”

      Chase snuffed his cigarette and tossed it into a nearby trashcan. “No excuse. Just reminiscing. Needed a smoke.” Cohen blinked; his frown deepened. “I’m thirty, Cohen. I stopped being afraid of you when I was thirteen.”

      “You’re here at the Princess’ request, Mr. Samuels. If not for her patronage, I wouldn’t have let you through the door, much less put you in charge of children.” He sighed again. “The children like you, for what it’s worth. Mrs. Babcock told me you play your guitar at the end of each class as an incentive to finish work. I’ll never begrudge a teacher who can properly motivate his students.” He hardened his expression, then, throwing his shoulders back the way he used to when he was younger. “But we’ll see what their report cards say.”

      Chase nodded. “Sure, sure.” Then, he chuckled. “Oh, that’s it. Birdie loves a man who plays guitar.”

      “She is your wife, Mr. Samuels.” Cohen was the kind of man who made it his business to be perpetually insulted on someone else’s behalf.

      “She is indeed.” He bragged, turned towards the painting. “Who did this one?”

      “A student,” Cohen said. “I hesitate to name her, all things considered.” Chase rolled his eyes. “She’s a fantastic enchanter, but her true passion is art. This was her sophomore art project. Bette has a talent she seldom shares.”

      Ah, Chase thought, Bette Carr, then.

      “Well, I admire the art.” He cleared his throat. “I better let you get to bed, Principal.”

      “Yes. You, too.” He turned to leave but turned back. “Mr. Samuels, if you must smoke, go outside.” He frowned and added, “If this enchantment finds its way into the student body, Mr. Samuels, I’ll know who to blame. No one knows that impression like me—the, I-want-to-hide-the-man-I-love intention. It’s unmistakably Pricilla.”

      Chase shoved his hands into his pockets the way he used to as a teenager. “We both know that no one knows better than me.”

      He turned for the elevator and took it back up to the dorms.
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        * * *

      

      That Sunday, after Mass, they found a pub and had a roast. They settled into a far booth where the shadow and noise would insulate them. The beer was decent; the roast was better. They spent an hour enjoying each other’s company before they got to business.

      “Lorenzo Lock.” Chase took a pen from his coat and drew what he recalled on the edge of a napkin. It was missing portions, but they were both familiar enough with the type of spell to make a guess. The problem was in probability.

      Cilla took the napkin and turned it over several times. She laid it down, took the pen from him, and began to draw on another napkin. He loved watching her when she worked. He could almost see the finely tuned neurons flaring like circuits as she studied the pattern, traced out possibilities.

      She kept on drawing until the napkin was dotted with little circles, each a bit different than the one before. Chase ordered another round. When the beers arrived, most of the napkin was overtaken with small circles. Cilla took her drink, downed half of it without saying a word, and got back to her work.

      Chase amused himself, watching her and feeding little scraps of meat and potatoes to Pepper, who lay curled under Cil’s feet.

      “It’s definitely got a trigger mechanism,” he added, absently, reaching under the table to scratch Pepper’s ears. “Happens all at once, or it doesn’t happen at all.”

      Cil looked up from the work. “That adds another layer then.” She threw her pen down. “I should see it myself.”

      “Might be odd for Cohen to see us both in the same place. He’s already suspicious, won’t even let us have a couple’s suite—all currently occupied, or so he claims.” Chase examined Cilla’s latest drawing, then looked back up at her and felt the keen sting of their separation. Anything for a successful job.

      “If he gets spooked,” Chase continued. “He might move the prize.” He told her about his interaction with Cohen.

      A disgusted smirk tugged on Cil’s lips. “Damn that I ever met Everett Cohen.”

      “He barely knew you then.” Chase leaned over to kiss her. “Doesn’t know you now, my Queen of Mischief.” Another kiss. “Troublemaker.” Another kiss. “Love of my life.”

      She put her hand up to catch him. Across the pub, the hulking, grey-bearded figure of Stoya Stoyanov sauntered up to the bar with a few of his teacher friends. Chase kissed her fingers. She pushed him away; he threw his arm around her shoulders and leaned into her neck. She laughed but must have noticed Stoyanov and didn’t push him away but didn’t yield either.

      “Tell me about the coffee cup.”

      “It worked,” he breathed against her neck, making his amorous intentions clear to her and any onlookers. “Didn’t seem to notice the finding spell at all.”

      Chase felt her shiver, felt Pepper’s tail swish against his legs.

      “Good,” Cil picked up the pen again. “I should try tomorrow, before dinner?” Her voice was shaky.

      “With students around?”

      “Sure, I enchanted a pen. I can—stop that.” She hissed. He pressed his advantage, kissing her neck like he used to when they were younger.

      Pricilla and Chase were the kind of people who didn’t like change. They preferred their way, preferred their own little world. They’d been building it since they were teenagers, necking in every dark stairwell they could find. From the moment he found her charming spiders in the abandoned service hall off the teacher’s lounge, Chase knew. This girl is mine.

      “Let’s get a hotel.” Chase muttered, throwing a crisp hundred on the table. Pricilla grabbed up the napkins and followed him.

      
        
        Chapter 3

      

      

      They walked back to Washington, hand in hand, looking to the world like honeymooners out on a stroll. The school loomed in all its gothic glory where 5th met Broadway. Once it boasted the title of tallest mage tower in the world. Now the world was outpacing her. But it seemed the same as Pricilla remembered. Dark, brooding, confining.

      Better than home, of course. There was little love lost between her and the family she left behind. But with age came perspective. Cilla didn’t relish the coming Monday, and personally, would have been more content to have turned down the job entirely. But Vivienne’s Locket was at stake.

      Lately, she’d wondered what her life would look like if she’d followed the plans of her mentors and masters. She clutched Chase’s hand a little tighter. The thought struck her with fear; he noticed, because he always noticed.

      “Alright?” he shouted over the late afternoon traffic.

      “Just thinking,” Pepper was leading the way, people parted for fear of her, clearing their way. Cilla always enjoyed watching the reactions her familiar seemed to force from the unwary. “Wondering what I’d be like if I really was a teacher.”

      Chase laughed. “Ah, dreadful, truly, birdie. Bit like you are now, dour, cruel, gloomy, just more boring.”

      She gave his arm a playful slap. “I’m not gloomy, just pensive.”

      He sighed. “I don’t like it either, but the locket, Cil. Remember the locket.”

      “Yeah,” she assured him. “That’s why I’m going to check out that painting. We need more of that lock, we can’t risk setting off the trigger. I don’t really want to fight my way out of the school. With Stoyanov a floor above—”

      “I see your point.” Chase agreed.

      The doorman greeted them at the front entrance to Washington. The boundary spell glowed green to admit them. Parents and children mulled around the lobby, eating cake at the café, sorting shopping parcels, and saying goodbye.

      Several parents stood on the demarcation line by the elevators, unable to cross by the spell placed on the entryway. They watched their children take the elevators before heading home. Sundays were always like this. Children younger than sixteen had to be picked up by parents on Saturday mornings and returned by five on Sunday. The juniors and seniors were granted weekend passes with parental permission.

      Naturally, she and Chase had been getting past the barrier spells since they were fifteen. A joint effort, their first project together. Probably time to dust that off, Cilla thought as they crossed the elevator boundary. It would need updating, but at least this time, they wouldn’t have to steal a teacher’s pass.

      “Shall we have a drink?” Chase asked.

      They had drinks and played cards in the lounge until suppertime. Night was always the worst time at Washington. Cilla was grateful she wasn’t Dormreeve this month, but she still wasn’t used to spending her nights alone. She missed the simple things, like sewing while Chase plucked on his guitar, or reading together, or watching the sunset from their porch.

      She was not high enough in the professorial hierarchy to get a bedroom with a window and Cohen insisted all the couple’s suites were unavailable. Cilla knew him well enough to suspect he was trying to keep them separated. Whether that was out of spite or to confound their plotting was irrelevant. Cohen was in for a surprise.

      Cilla made do and contented herself with chalking a transfer spell on the wall and summoning her sewing table. Chase needed a new blazer, something sharp and modern, with all his favorite spells embroidered on the inner lining.

      She’d been sewing spells into clothes since she was fifteen. The circles lay dormant until used. She wasn’t the first person to think of it, but some of her choices might raise a few eyebrows. What does a teacher need a surge spell for? Or Porphyry’s Lash? Good heavens Mr. Samuels, is that dragon’s wrath sewn into your sleeve? She could practically hear Mrs. Babcock’s disdain.

      Combat magic wasn’t unfamiliar to the school, but Washington stopped teaching it back in the 70s, well before her time. Everything Cilla knew, she’d learned from Chase. It was his aptitude. Boys like to brawl, he’d say with a shrug. As a sixteen, she thought it was just an excuse to wrestle her to the ground so he could kiss her.

      Whatever his excuse, thanks to his teaching, she could hold her own in any situation. Except talk to children. Cil put her mind on the click-clack of her sewing machine, trying not to think about Monday. Chase was a natural with people; his students loved him while she had two dropouts from her morning class, and a total of five from her afternoon sessions. You started off too harsh, Chase told her. You’re letting your feelings for the school taint your perception of the students. We were like them once. She agreed, but consistency was her preference. She couldn’t pull out the charm the way Chase could.

      In the morning, she presented the class with their first test, promised to them last Friday with a whole weekend to study. Not that they would’ve; she rarely had.

      While they worked, she went over her pub napkin scribblings, copying them into a notebook. When in doubt, start from the bottom. She traced a pattern she thought could be the start. She changed her mind a second later and scribbled it out, started again. The next one held more promise; she continued with the next circle, following the logic of the pattern. Magic was innate to the writer; the circle was all math. Spells followed a pattern; but the more layered and complex they got, the more effort was needed to unravel and reverse them.

      Lorenzo’s Lock was a masterpiece of complexity. It was designed for customization, which meant thousands, even millions of variations. The key was usually a simple object with the inverse of the lock inscribed on it. It could be anything: a book, a necklace, a cigarette case. That ruled out finding the key; they would have to make one. Finesse was more their style anyway. She was going to pick this one, just like all the others. With or without the missing portion—but if she got the missing portion, things would move along a lot faster.

      She was on her fifth minor alteration when she felt eyes on her. Carefully setting her pen down and arraying her hands over her work, Cilla looked up and met eyes with Bette Carr. “Question, Miss Carr?”

      The girl shook her head and went back to her test.

      Cilla took her pen back up and worked until the clock drew down to the last ten minutes of class. She received the first finished test from Bette, then Roman. She excused them, and they left together.

      Hmm, reconciled maybe? Then Billy Rex quickly jumped up and threw his test on her desk before rushing after them. She rolled her eyes and tried to remember her high school days; it was harder in the glare of classroom lights than a secluded pub booth.

      She waited the final ten minutes and called out, just before the bell rang. “Time’s up. Just leave them on your desks.”

      The bell rang, and the class took off, some barely pushing in their chairs.

      Her next class wouldn’t start until after lunch. She collected the exams and piled them up. She spent a few minutes looking at her workings. Her head was already spinning. She needed a break.

      Guess I’ll grade these, she reached for the tests, frowned. Looked down at her scribbles. She shook her head. No, no, that’s sailing too close to the wind. Across the room, Pepper stirred. The cat huffed.

      Cilla flipped through the exams. There were some good responses, very rote, the typical well-practiced answers of bright school kids who had yet to discover the wonders of not being a student. She looked back at her work, thought about the variations, and succumbed to the temptation.

      No one was going to pass this test. Extra credit would be required to finish her course.

      
        
        Chapter 4

      

      

      There was something about Mrs. Lovett that Bette couldn’t put her finger on. Seedy wasn’t the word. Shady? Still not exact enough. Bette watched her from one of the rec-rooms. She stood, mug of steaming coffee in one hand, ballpoint pen in other. She was clicking it absently, eyes pouring over Bette’s painting. Stoyanov told Bette to watch for odd behavior; she supposed this counted. But she wasn’t about to alert Stoyanov over something that could be as innocent as it seemed.

      Although it was annoying that it was Bette’s own painting.

      Before she even knew what she was doing, Bette set her playing cards down.

      “Just a minute,” she told Rex, and to prove it she left her bag with him.

      Rex, perpetually anxious, said: “Wh-where are you going?”

      He didn’t follow when she didn’t answer.

      The clicking didn’t stop, even as Bette approached. Mrs. Lovett’s attention was clearly elsewhere, and for a moment, Bette turned towards the painting to see if maybe there was something there worth seeing.

      But it was just the same old painting of Princess Georgianna, stylized as the assignment demanded, like one of those ancient academy pieces of Napoleon or King George. It was good, not her best, like Cohen insisted, but it was decent. She could sense her own magic and the glamour on the back. Most of Bette’s peers never gave the painting a second glace—as intended—but Mrs. Lovett was enrapt.

      Is it fading? She doubted that. The spell’s energy source was right behind the wall—hot water pipes that fed up from the lower levels to the middle school dorms.

      “Mrs. Lovett?” she finally spoke, breaking the teacher’s concentration.

      Lovett stopped clicking her pen and looked away from the painting. “Oh, Miss Carr. How long have you been standing there?”

      “Not long,” she offered.

      That didn’t relieve the professor of her embarrassment, but she tucked the pen behind her ear and apologized again. “I was thinking,” she explained, then added, “you painted this one?”

      Bette nodded.

      “It’s good.” She smiled. “There’s energy in the brush strokes. I like it.”

      “Thank you, Professor.”

      “Next time you do a glamour, I recommend you invert a circle within a circle, make the energy pulse back and forth. Uses less energy.”

      Bette had never heard of such a thing. “Does that work?”

      Lovett took a sip from her coffee. She tapped a manicured finger to the side of the white mug. A flicker of silver revealed a simple warming spell etched into the ceramic. “Keeps my coffee hot. The energy is the heat of the coffee when it goes into the mug; the spell radiates in and then back out. It can be tricky, and it only works for minor spells. Anything larger than say, a basic charm,” she indicated the painting, “can build up and backfire. Which is why you’ll never see it power a car or an airship.” She took another sip. “Make sense?”

      Bette nodded. “Yeah, kind of. Like ripples in a pond?”

      “Indeed.” She smiled, and it was startlingly pretty, like she’d taken some deep satisfaction in passing on her knowledge. “Honestly, Miss Carr. You shouldn’t put a glamour on your work. It’s a lovely painting. Very classic. Her Highness would be very impressed. I’ll be sure to tell her about it.”

      “You know the Princess?” She didn’t mean to sound so surprised.

      “She’s my patron. She’s how Chase and I got our positions.”

      That was surprising and seemed to flout everything Bette thought about her new teacher. Having a royal patron wasn’t something a freelancer could earn on merit alone. No disreputable freelancer would have access to royalty, and especially not the Royal Family. Perhaps Mrs. Lovett was just what she claimed to be? A freelancer looking for easy work while she began her new life as a married woman?

      Professor Stoyanov didn’t think so. It struck Bette as odd that he hadn’t mentioned the royal connection. But Stoyanov was a hard man to impress, and he was old enough to remember when Mrs. Lovett was a student. There was some kind of falling out, irreconcilable differences between Master and Apprentice, he’d admitted only after she pressed for details.

      It wasn’t unheard of. The apprenticeship ritual was older than sin, permanently binding, and emotionally taxing. The books described it as a torrid love affair without the benefits. The apprentice was always trying to one-up the master, while the master tried to keep the apprentice from eclipsing them. That was why Bette hadn’t committed to Stoyanov yet.

      “How did you meet the Princess?” Bette asked.

      Lovett smirked and looked around as if she were sharing a piece of very juicy gossip. “Did some work of a delicate nature that greatly impressed her Highness.”

      “Okay.” Bette wondered what a magician as accomplished as the Princess needed a freelancer for.

      “You know, every magician should take up an artistic pursuit.” Lovett motioned to the painting. “Reminds us that real magic comes from the heart.” To make her point she tapped her own chest.

      Bette smirked. It was the kind of aphorism taught to the first graders. “You don’t really believe that, do you Mrs. Lovett?”

      She shrugged. “There’s truth to it. A basic truth.” She drained her coffee cup. “Do me a favor, Bette, don’t let anyone—especially a teacher—tell you who you are or what you ought to be.”

      Bette bit her lip to keep from rolling her eyes. Lovett’s voice took on that quality she most associated with school. Saccharine and serious, as if these were the most important days her life, and one wrong move would ruin her forever.

      “But, then again, what do I know? I’m just a teacher.” Lovett smirked that shady smirk, reminding Bette that, regardless of her patroness, there was something about Pricilla Lovett-Samuels that was off. Maybe it was that she seemed to take joy in discomfiting others, or the way she smirked to hid her thinly veiled tolerance for everyone around her, or maybe—Bette thought miserably, she reminds you of you.

      Lovett went on. “You’ve got plenty of time to decide what you want.”

      She looked across the hall at the game room. A burst of raucous laughter tore through hall. Bette knew Roman’s laugh better than she knew her own. He and his buddies were playing billiards. The Bailiff cut off the sight and shouted a warning.

      “Do what you want, Bette. Not what others want of you.” Lovett took a deep breath and smiled as if she offered some great and mysterious advice henceforth unknown. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve exams to finish grading.”

      Bette nodded and watched her go down the hall before returning to her card game. “Sorry, Rex,” she said as he dealt another hand. “I had a question about the test.”

      “Did she answer?”

      “No.”

      Rex shook his head. “Jeez, she’s weird.”

      Bette nodded and spent the rest of their game trying not to look across the hall at Roman Burke.

      
        
        Chapter 5

      

      

      “Well,” Chase rubbed his chin. “It’s bloody bold, dove, but—”

      “But what?” Pricilla yawned. She hated getting up early but a morning meeting was all they could swing before classes started. At least, the coffee was hot; the kitchen had been sending it up cold the past few days. She was starting to think someone was doing it on purpose.

      “That’s it, isn’t it? It’s bold. Maybe too bold.”

      “Oh, Chase.” She rolled her eyes. “There are thousands of possibilities. It’s not like Lorenzo’s Lock is rare.” She showed him four reproductions, each unfinished, a single segment missing. All they needed was a few lines to complete a layer of the spell. It was the perfect little extra credit assignment that her students would need in order to pass her very difficult and demanding exams.

      “I’ll give them a new one every few days. Even if they’re incorrect, it’ll narrow the combinations.”

      “I’m just not sure we should be outsourcing our labor, Cil. What if Cohen decides to do a visit? He’ll know it, and honestly, birdie, orange isn’t your color.”

      Cilla took a long drink of coffee and looked at the timer on their privacy spell. She pressed her fingers to the page and provided them with another five minutes. Her first class would start in ten. She didn’t tell him that Cohen would never send her to prison; there were facilities for mages “like her.”

      “It’s a brain teaser, Chase.” She pressed her palms together, suppressing a shiver. Why didn’t he understand? It was killing her being back in these halls. “I want out,” she muttered, thinking of straitjackets and sedatives. “I want to go home. I’m tired of playing teacher. I’m tired of pretending I don’t still hate Mrs. Conner and that Mr. Hale doesn’t creep me out.” She met his eyes and said, as she said on the eve of their graduation; “Get me out of here, Chase. Take me anywhere but here.”

      Chase rubbed his face and gently settled his hands on her shoulders. “I hear you. I’m sorry.” He cupped her cheek. “It’s not just any trinket we’re after, Cil. Vivienne’s Locket is at stake. It’ll be the biggest payday we’ve ever seen, and once it’s over, I’ll take you home. We’ll go to Egypt; we haven’t been there in ages. You loved Egypt.”

      She leaned forward and touched her forehead to his. “I’ll be careful. We should prepare a bug for Cohen’s office. No surprises.”

      Her husband nodded. “Alright, we’ll do some serious prep this weekend. We’ll be ready.” He reached for her and kissed her passionately, running the clock on their spell. Stopping with just enough time to close the book before her early arrivals made it through the door. Chase put Ovid back on the shelf, eyed Bette Carr and Billy Rex with something that disapproved of their earliness, and excused himself.

      Cil fixed up her hair and cleared away their breakfast. She sipped her coffee, stroking Pepper’s head until the rest of the class filed in and the bell rang.

      She rose from her chair. “Please take out your notebooks; we’ll discuss the tests later.” She waited for paper and pens to appear. “How many of you are familiar with the Hand of Midas?” Several hands raised, including Carr and Rex. “Good, good, more than I was expecting—for those who don’t, the Hand of Midas,” she took a sheet of paper from her desk and tacked it up to the chalkboard. It was a drawing of the Hand, golden, cut off at the wrist, index finger pointed up in grotesque strain, “is an enchanted object of considerable power. Anything it touches turns to gold, even the wielder.

      “When Midas made this object, his courtiers warned that it would destroy his kingdom. He disagreed, and the story typically ends with him turning his daughter into gold, his royal house dying, and his kingdom collapsing. What actually happened,” she smirked, “was that his currency collapsed because gold became so ubiquitous that it was rendered worthless. Now, the Hand of Midas is lost to us; all we have are drawings of it. Some deny its existence altogether. I, myself, remain unconvinced either way.” Another smile. “Now that we’ve concluded our dive into the basics of Magical Theory, we’ll be shifting our focus. In this class, I expect you to ask two questions: why would someone make something like the Hand of Midas, and what kind of person would use it?”

      She peered around the class. “Anyone?”

      Roman Burke raised his hand and spoke. “Greed.”

      “Sure. Greed is a good motivator, particularly for villains, as Midas is often cast. Anyone else?” She waited a minute, let it drag until the class stirred uncomfortably and decided to give them a hint. “Remember, he tanked his own economy.”

      Bette Carr raised her hand. “He gave it out, the gold I mean.”

      “Yes!” Cil said, too excitedly. “Not all motivations are greed and hate. Terrible things are done in the name of love, aren’t they? As Magicians, we have a unique responsibility to question our motivations. Why am I making this? What will I use it for? And who would use it after me?” She waited for the sound of scribbling to subside before continuing.

      “Midas wasn’t the first to conceive of a wealth-making enchantment. Wasn’t the last, either. All things considered, it’s not terrible in the grand scheme of ethics, but what about something truly, actually terrible? What about an enchantment made to rob a man of his personal agency?” She took another page from her desk and stuck it to the chalkboard. Vivienne was drawn holding out a sword to a young man sitting on a stone. “Vivienne du Lac was the greatest Magician of her time. Her enchantments weren’t just feats of expert magic, they were elegant, beautiful. The Pendragons holds Excalibur still, maintaining the unbroken Line of Arthur.”

      She turned back to the picture. “No one would accuse Vivienne of being evil, but there are some things that are always wrong. In a Court that admired romantic liaisons as a sign of virtue, Vivienne was alone. She was admired as a mage but never loved as a woman, and while we can’t know her exact motivations, we know that she fell from Arthur’s grace by designing a locket.” Cilla paused, looked around the class and made herself continue. “This locket empowered the wearer to make people fall madly in love with them. More than that, it made them desperate to please the wearer; a dozen knights were dead before she had the good sense to chuck it in a lake. She retired from public life after that, and she would never expound on the spell used to make her Locket. It was probably an anti-agency charm, better known as a mind control spell. Why, we may ask, would she do this? What compels a person to devise a charm to rob someone of their thoughts, feelings, and actions? I think we can only be grateful that she eventually realized her mistake. The locket is lost to us, thankfully.”

      Ashely Strickland raised her hand. “Well, she was lonely right?”

      Cilla nodded. “So goes the story.”

      “Can we really fault her for it?”

      “We can sympathize, Miss Strickland, but the spell she used replaced their will with hers, obsessed them with herself.” Her breath hitched; she bit her lip, looked up towards the ceiling hoping to play it off with deep thought. “The reason ultimately seems irrelevant, doesn’t it? She stole the inner worlds of those around her.” Pepper jumped down from her bed and came to rub against Cilla’s legs. She touched the cat’s ears. “I brought these stories to your attention because this class is ultimately about motivations. You should always question the outcome of your motivation. Is this charm helpful or harmful? Why do I need this? Who might use it after me?”

      She let those final questions float around the room. When the class became restless, she reached for the exams. “Homework is to read chapters two and three in Philosophy of the Mystical Arts. Answer the questions at the end because we’ll discuss them in class. As to the exam, no one failed, but no one did as well as I expected. This test was about recapturing the basics, and it seems that the foundation is there but dusty. Still, we must move on if we want to complete this course. I’ve decided to challenge you.” She took the first drawing of the first level of Lorenzo’s Lock and tacked it to the chalkboard.

      “This is an example of Lorenzo’s Lock.” She gave them the spiel, explaining the pattern and how it locked and unlocked and challenged them to write the key. “You get points just for participating. But, if you can pick it, so to speak, you’ll start racking up points. Score enough and I’ll exempt you from the final essay.” The class shuffled excitedly. She had to raise her hand to draw them back to her. “The final essay, mind you, not the final exam.” She started passing out their tests. “Personally, I hope you all participate because not having to grade essays would be fantastic.” That earned her some laughter even as the groans over poor test scores filled the room.

      She gave them ample time to copy the lock and dismissed them with a reminder to do their homework. Pepper sauntered away once the class was gone. She plopped down on her bed with a satisfied huff. The only thing to do was wait.

      By week’s end, Cil had sixty-seven completed circles and expected to collect more on Monday. Chase left town that weekend to source a few bugs so they could keep tabs on the teacher’s lounge and Cohen’s office.

      While he was gone, Cilla spent the weekend at their hotel, desperate for some distance from Washington. She separated the “extra credit” into three piles: useless, incorrect, and promising. The useless were easy to parse and took up the majority of attempts. She marked her grading books, giving out three points for participation. She sorted out the incorrect, noting how they were wrong and why. They earned five points in her ledger. She taped them up on the wall across from a large butcher-paper drawing of the Lock.

      The promising circles were still incorrect, but they were incorrect in clever ways. Bette Carr, William Rex, Roman Burke, and another boy from her afternoon class named Pash held the most promise.

      Bette’s, unsurprisingly, was undeniably the best. Cilla tacked it beside the butcher paper and admired it with a weak sort of teacher’s pride that she was finding increasingly difficult to quash. Behind her, Pepper purred and rolled onto her back. She reached over and scratched Pepper’s belly where the circle that connected them was tattooed in red. Familiars were a rarity in the modern era; Cilla thought that a shame.

      “When this is done,” she leaned down and kissed her leopard’s chin. “We’ll get a panther cub for daddy. What do you think? Want a little brother?”

      She picked up Rex’s circle. It showed the signs of teamwork but came to different conclusions. That was impressive for a pair of high school students. She tacked it up next to Carr’s and Burke’s, took out her notebook, and got to work.

      It was late Sunday afternoon when Chase returned with a sack of hamburgers and a bottle of bourbon. “Got the bugs.” He presented a small glass jar with a pair of enchanted cockroaches. “Not your quality, but decent.”

      They ate in comfortable silence before discussing business. She showed what she had for their lockpick, and he offered his suggestions. The lock had ninety-seven layers with three tripwire alarm spells made to go off if the key wasn’t perfectly attuned to the spell pattern. She had fifteen layers stacked from the bottom up and carefully placed in a binder.

      “So, what do we do if I trip a wire?” She flipped through the binder, alert for error.

      Chase shook his head. “You’ve never set off an alarm before. I trust your methods.” He poured out a finger of bourbon and passed the glass to her, filled his own. “To thieves and troublemakers.”

      He toasted, threw it back and poured another.

      “We don’t even know what kind of security is behind the lock, Chase.” Cil dipped her fingers into her whisky and let a few drops dribble onto Pepper’s tongue. The leopard sneezed and huffed and stopped begging.

      “I’m not that worried about it,” he admitted. “We’re not sticking around.” He reached into one of the drawers and pulled out the school map. “The space isn’t big enough for a gauntlet. Illusion spells will only get them so far. My guess, it’s a standard glass case charm. With a sufficient distraction, we can slip in and out. They won’t know till the chaos subsides.”

      “What kind of distraction?”

      He flipped through the blueprints. “I was thinking rats in the kitchen.”

      “Mice in the library.” Cil leaned over the leopard purring between them. “Can you do both?”

      Chase leaned in close. “For you, dove, I’d fill the toilets with frogs, and the dorm rooms with flies. Three-day weekend next week; shall we go pet shopping?”

      “You’ll have to go. I’ve got to plant the demarcation curse, tangle up all the passes.”

      “Bollocks, I forgot about that.” He kissed her cheek and finished his bourbon. “I’ll round up some pests. Can you preset the transfer circles?” He dug into his coat and handed her a torn piece of scratch paper. “I designed the new glamour.”

      She took the scrap and admired his neatly drawn lines. “Our standard circle as base?”

      “Might as well sign our work.” Chase handed her a wad of cash. “Why don’t you take a cab back to the school and release those bugs? I’ll set the feedback spell.”

      She packed her notebook into her purse and kissed Chase good night. With Pepper in tow, she flagged down a cab and returned to the school. The driver stopped just before the front entrance. From there, she walked down the street to the nearest alley, opened the jar, and gently sent the bugs on their way. They crossed the barrier with minimal difficulty and went right up into a vent. Satisfied, Pricilla went to bed feeling more accomplished than she had in weeks.

      
        
        Chapter 6

      

      

      Pricilla and Chase spent Thanksgiving Break huddled together in their hotel room. For all its indelicacy, the extra credit scheme was working. Cilla even noticed that the students were getting better. There was something oddly satisfying about helping them learn new skills.

      That Friday, Chase was going through the bug’s recordings. He leaned against the desk, nursing his whiskey, and looked bored. “Margaret Conner,” he muttered hitting fast-forward on the tape recorder, “is quite the gossip. Still hates you, by the way, doesn’t trust you at all.”

      “Good.” Cil flipped through her binder so that the pictures began to blur into one. They completed fifty-eight rounds; she was mostly satisfied by them. She finished number fifty-nine, one of the tripwire rings, placed it in her binder, flipped the pages, decided it wasn’t right, tore it out and started again on fresh paper.

      “At this pace,” Cil spoke absently, too focused to speak above a murmur. “I might get to sixty-five by Sunday, maybe you can take a break and…”

      Chase hissed, held up his hand, and she went silent.

      He pulled out his headphones, rolled the tape back and hit play. The tape clicked where the bug recorded the time as 10:08am.

      “Is this today?” She jumped up as Cohen’s voice filled the room.

      “General Kovalyov provided his first deposit.”

      “I am not convinced,” Stoyanov was with him, “the Locket is safe.”

      Cohen heaved a sigh. Cil could imagine the way he smoothed his white hair, then his mustache, his suit jacket. “As difficult as it is to believe, I think Pricilla and Samuels are genuine—for now at least. I caught Samuels in the hall, but he was just smoking, reminiscing. He had nothing but a charm to hide his cigarettes.” There was the scrape of chairs as the men sat. “Right now, I’m more concerned about Miss Carr; she’s in Pricilla’s Ethics class.” He sighed again. “I don’t want what happened with Prissy to happen to Bette. I fear her influence. I haven’t had time to sit in on any of her lectures.”

      “Don’t discount Bette.” Stoyanov chuckled. “She’s been asking questions about Pricilla. Told me she’s off-putting.”

      “Well,” he sounded relieved. “Bette is quite a bit brighter. Better family life, after all.” Cilla locked eyes with Chase. He mouthed some clever vulgarity. “Her Uncle is very encouraging.”

      “Come on,” Chase muttered, tapping his leg impatiently. “When will you move it?”

      The two men went on for a few minutes discussing school business and making plans for their preferred students. There were several, but Bette Carr was the clear favorite; they expected her to take Stoyanov’s offer of apprenticeship.

      As they listened, Pepper became restless, hissing and panting in reaction to Cilla’s agitation. Chase reached over and put his hand on her clenched fist.

      “Hey,” his fingers caressed her wrist. “Stay focused.”

      She rubbed her face and took a deep breath. Eventually, the men got back to business, discussing security around the Locket. Chase jotted notes. Then, finally, Stoyanov asked when he would be needed for the transaction.

      “Christmas Eve, when we have the least number of students. I want to cause as little disturbance as possible, so it’ll be after curfew. Kovalyov is a beast, but I will not pass up this chance. We’ll have our new tower, our new school. I lament this, Stoya, but I must think of the future.”

      Chase stopped the tape and cursed. “Kovalyov—mercenary tyrant; Cohen knows better!”

      Cilla looked at her notes. “I’m not sure I can get this done in time for Christmas Eve.”

      They sat in silence. Cilla looked to Chase; he was a master of quick thinking and preferred a tight deadline. She was too occupied with thoughts of Bette Carr; he would have to take the lead here.

      He tented his fingers, closed his eyes. After a moment, he looked up. “Okay, we’ve got most of our plans in place. What else? We planned on walking out the front, taking a cab, but we need to—I can rig an airship maybe?”

      Before Cilla could speak, Chase snapped his fingers and jumped up. “Mum is sick, and she isn’t a fan of you.” He chuckled; his mother loved her. “Oh, dove, let’s use the carpet!”

      Amused by his enthusiasm, Cilla smirked. “Okay, but how are we going to get the carpet into the vault?”

      “I’ll break the wall.” He grabbed her hands and pulled her onto her feet. “Carnage right through it, forget quiet. If we can’t pick the lock, just break it.” He made her twirl.

      Laughing, Cilla let herself be danced around the room. Pepper followed them, jumping from the bed to the sofa, knocking over a lamp and then tripping them both. They fell onto the bed laughing and kissing and only stopping when Pepper jumped into the middle of them.

      “We’ve got work to do.” Cilla picked her notebook up from the floor and passed it to Chase. “I’ll order up some coffee.” She called for room service, and they spent the night bouncing ideas back and forth, working and reworking each other’s circles until they scrawled out another dozen rounds.

      Come Monday, Cilla found she was even more distracted than the students eagerly awaiting winter recess. She phoned in her lessons; when pressed by her students, she told them her Mother-in-Law was ill. She managed to sell the deception with a few missed classes and urgent phone calls from London that became cover for her all-nighters. They accepted her excuse and offered well-wishes and prayers as they headed home for the holidays.

      Two days before the break, Cilla received word from Principal Cohen’s secretary. As she and Chase previously agreed, he “left” school early as his mother checked into the hospital and was asking for him. To sell the ruse, he put his teacher’s pass onto an airship. Cil doubted that it tracked off campus, but paranoia was a thief’s best practice.

      With the job looming overhead, two days seemed like an eternity. When Christmas Eve arrived, all their preparations were finally done.

      The school was quiet. Most students were back home with their families, as were the teachers. Even the small army of bailiffs had been cut down to a handful. A few teachers remained, required to stay for those students who, for various reasons, hadn’t gone home for the holidays.

      Cilla couldn’t remember the last time she and Chase used the girl’s laundry chute to sneak him up to her dorm. It was nearing the 9:30pm curfew, and the few junior girls that stayed behind were in bed with the help of Cilla’s sandman charm. Cilla stood in the hall linking the junior and senior girl’s dorms, chute hatch open, her flashlight beam highlighting the dust and grime that lived in the chute. Chase was below, using an Icarus spell to slowly rise up the chute and fiddling with their knock-off janitor’s master pass to deal with the demarcation spells.

      She could hear him, cursing and elbowing the aluminum as the fit became tighter and tighter. “Quieter,” she whispered. “You’ll wake the whole school.”

      “Next time, you crawl up the laundry chute,” came his response, whispered, but amplified in the tunnel. Cilla rolled her eyes and slipped a little further inside to give him better light. He was redrawing another section of the janitor pass so he could cross the final border.

      “To the left,” she offered; he glared up at her.

      Even from half-inside the chute, Cilla heard the chimes that alerted her a student wasn’t in bed. She started to crawl back out when she felt the touch on her side.

      “Mrs. Lovett?”

      Cilla yanked herself out of the chute and slammed the door shut, silently apologizing for the earsplitting noise it surely made inside.

      Bette Carr wasn’t dressed for bed and wore a guilty, but concerned, look. “Are you alright?” she asked. “I thought you were stuck.”

      Heart pounding in her chest, Cil released a breath. “Sorry, no, I mean yes. I dropped my wedding ring when I went to put in some laundry, I thought I could reach it.”

      Bette didn’t seem to believe that, but Cilla wasn’t the kind to change her story, only the subject. “Miss Carr, it’s nearly ten. Why are you out of bed?”

      In the white glow of the flashlight, the girl’s cheeks turned red. “I, uh,” she stammered and adjusted the scarf wrapped around her neck. “I was—well, I was with Roman. We’ve made up. We—”

      Cilla put up her hands, a wash of embarrassing high school memories came flooding back. “No, no, no stop. I’m not Mrs. Conner. Say no more.” She took out a pen and drew a quick glamour spell on the back of Bette’s hand. “That’ll hide any…” she couldn’t say the word, “marks. Try not to be late to bed next time, and for goodness’ sake, don’t sleep with him till he marries you.”

      Due diligence done, Cilla motioned Bette Carr to go to bed.

      Looking relieved, Bette rushed down the hall, hand pressed against her head as if she couldn’t believe her luck.

      Cilla waited until the door was quietly shut before she reopened the bin just in time for Chase to reach for her hand.

      “Sorry.” She helped him out and started pulling fuzz off his shirt sleeve. “Student, but I handled it.”

      Chase paid no heed. They turned to Cilla’s room and jogged down the hall. She’d cleaned away the transfer spells. The room was dark and empty, but for her bed, chair, and an ugly fluorescent lamp. Pepper watched them from the chair. They worked without saying a word, drawing glamour charms over the walls, readying the trigger circles for their distraction spells, and turning on the sink and shower to draw up hot water for energy.

      Once completed, Cilla took a fresh piece of chalk and waited for Chase’s cue. He stepped back as she drew a large circle in the center of the room, a smaller circle inside it. She filled in the smaller circle first, preparing a full transference spell with organic energy triggers. Improperly worked, this spell would drain her, but it was the best lock they’d ever devised; it only accepted her signature.

      Once the transference had been drawn, she drew the shield charm.

      “Okay,” she said as she knelt at the northmost point of the circle.

      Chase signaled his readiness and pressed his hand to the first of their distraction spells. Rats kept safely in a warehouse would soon pour out of the summoning circles in the kitchen. He counted down; there was an initial burst of energy, then a steady soft glow as Chase tied the spell to the water flowing in the bathroom pipes.

      Cilla counted sixty seconds and pressed her palms to the starting base of her spell circle.

      Sometimes, magic really could strike her. It flowed from her fingertips, red as blood, to fill the chalk lines. She felt the pull of energy as the circle drank greedily from her lifeforce. It was like running; first the exhilaration as air pumped through lungs, then, as the shield clicked into place and the transfer circle took its turn to feed, there was fear of sudden exhaustion. Running, always running. Running from her parents, running from school. She watched Chase kneel on the opposite end. He lent his signature to the spell, opening the lock. Running into Chase’s arms.

      Forget home, forget school. She would live it all over again if it meant spending the rest of her life running with Chase Samuels.

      Cilla blinked, and it was over. Their storage chest appeared at the center of the circle.

      Breathing hard, she rose on shaky legs, reached for Pepper. Chase handed her a flask, and she took a sip of whiskey, letting her fingers brush along Pepper’s ears. The leopard rubbed against her like a house cat, replenishing Cil’s strength.

      Once she had her second wind, Chase approached the cabinet. Her part was done; now it was his turn. He gently tapped his cigarette case against the aged wood. The key and the matching Lorenzo’s Lock glowed, opened, revealing the second lock. Chase touched his hand to the second lock and fed it until it stopped flickering. Cilla stepped forward to give her signature. The cabinet’s gears clicked and whirred and the door opened without a sound.

      “Here.” Cilla handed over the flask; Chase took a long pull. She opened the cabinet. It was stuffed with the tools of their trade. Sand, glass breakers, invisibility charms, dragon’s teeth, blank keys, and a dozen little enchantments painstakingly collected over a decade of heists and havoc.

      Chase went back into the bathroom to activate their second distraction, mice in the library.

      Glass breaker. Cilla took out a pink rubber ball and stowed it in her pocket then picked a pen to use as a blank.

      “Battle sand,” Chase reminded her. She took two velvet bags of fine-grained sand, tossed one to him, and tied the other on her belt. “I’ve got a feeling.” He reached past her and took out the box marked Flamel’s Timepiece. He slipped his regular watch off, put it in the cabinet, then put the plain silver piece on his wrist.

      Lastly, Chase took out a small diamond ring; Cilla took out a small, plain silver band. He slipped the diamond on her finger, kissed her hand. She did the same for him.

      Now, we’re unstoppable, he said without saying a word.

      They closed the cabinet, locked it, and transferred it home.

      “Alright, I put the carpet in the alley. Ten-till-ten. I won’t activate the last trap until you’re off the elevator, call it seven minutes.” He started tuning his watch. “While you break the glass, I’ll melt the concrete for our escape. With luck, we’re gone before they figure out the rats.”

      Cilla nodded. “Ready to write this key?”

      She was always apprehensive when it came to writing the key. A part of her worried it wouldn’t work. The last several rounds were sloppy, but they were out of time.

      Sitting on opposite sides of the bed, Cilla removed the final draft of the inverse pattern of Lorenzo’s Lock. She set the paper onto the bed, gently laid the pen at the center of the paper, then touched her fingertips to the starting end of the spell. Enchantments were her forte. She pulled her power from the steam in the bathroom, the static in the sub-par bedsheets, the water flowing through the plumbing, channeled it through the circle, and into the pen.

      It took two minutes. The paper curled and burned at the edges, but the pattern was now neatly wrapped around the pen in light silver lines that faded like spiderweb in the moonlight. Cilla took the pen and tucked it behind her ear.

      “Ready?”

      Chase pulled her tight against his chest and kissed her with the life and death passion that characterized their lives.

      On the other side then, birdie. He touched a finger to his left cufflink and vanished. The door opened, closed. Pricilla counted sixty-seconds.

      “Come on, Pep.”

      The moment she stepped out of her room, she could sense the electricity in the air. “Girls, go back to your beds!” She yelled at a pair of seniors watching something from the bathroom doorway. They looked panicked, but followed instructions, slamming their door. She called the elevator and stepped inside. The doors closed just as the girls tore out of their room screaming: Rats! Frogs!

      Cilla smirked and counted the seconds it took to reach the Hall of Fame. I’m here. She sensed Chase’s affirmative. Behind her, the elevator doors closed. She turned to watch the demarcation spell go haywire. The lights flickered; doors opened and closed across the hallway. The stairwell door began to shutter; the handle twisting wildly in utter confusion. The entire school filled with a cacophony of noise as the demarcation system went wild. The spells were reading ID badges but were mixing up the categories, plunging the network into chaos.

      A sleepy looking bailiff forced his way out of a rec-room. Looking more confused than fearful, he locked eyes with Cilla and ran forward.

      “Mrs. Lovett, what the devil is going on?” He had to yell over all the slamming doors.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Cilla smiled sweetly. “Just some crossed wires. It’ll stop once someone has the good sense to shut off the dynamo charm.” She grabbed him by the chin then. “Nighty-night.” And activated the sandman spell neatly sown in her breast pocket.

      He was out in a second. She caught him and gently lowered him to the floor, then jumped up, combat ready as something came at her from the other end of the hall. She looked down at a little green frog. It croaked at her.

      Darling, did we do frogs? She looked at a water fountain where another frog was fighting its way through the open drain.

      No. I was being hyperbolic.

      Well, don’t be alarmed, but we may have competition. She grabbed the painting of Princess Georgianna, set it aside, and stepped back. Here we go. She pressed the pen to the wall and stepped back as Lorenzo’s Lock glowed like molten iron.

      The pen stuck to the wall, rotated, stopped, rotated again. She could hear noise from behind the wall, watched each layer cool as the key passed through. She counted the rounds. Sixty-five. Felt a rumble in the floor, there was some screaming from above. Seventy-nine. Another frog hopped across the hall. They were multiplying.

      She felt the tower shake, a soft explosion sounded above. Was that you? Chase asked.

      No. We’re almost through. She was too focused. The last five rounds, then four. Her palms were itching. Pepper paced with anticipation. Two. Cilla bit her lip until she drew blood.

      The pen clattered to the ground. The wall slid open. Cil released a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding and stepped inside.

      It wasn’t a large room, about the size of her classroom. The walls were unadorned; the glass case spell glimmered from the ceiling and floor. Vivienne’s Locket sat on a pillow of red velvet at the center of a display case. Above, just right of the glass case, was a hole in the concrete. William Rex was dangling from the ceiling, his legs kicking frantically for purchase on the wall. He gave up, or lost his grip, and dropped down onto the floor with a whoosh of air.

      “Oh, Bette.” Cilla smirked; Carr came around the other side of the case, looking scared and nervous and exhilarated all at once. “I’m not really surprised, just,” her eyes flicked up at the hole. “Disappointed. You’re more subtle than that.”

      Pepper curled around her feet, growling darkly.

      “I didn’t have the time to make a key. It took me too long to figure out what was going on.”

      “Okay, enlighten me. What is going on?” Cil watched Rex stumble to his feet. His glasses were askew, one lens cracked. She reached into her pocket and took out the glass breaker.

      “You’re a thief, here to rob the school. You want,” Bette looked at the case, “whatever that is.”

      Chase, you’re not going to believe this. “You don’t know what it is? Didn’t bother to ask why it’s in a school full of children? Tell me, Bette, do you have any idea what goes on in this school? Do you know what happens to talents like you?” She bounced the ball and caught it, rolled it in her palm, bounced it again. “The frogs are cute, by the way.”

      “Thanks.” Bette sneered. “But Roman did them. He’s better at that kind of stuff.”

      “So is Chase.” Cilla smirked. “They sell you on helping the world, making things better. It’s a sham. The post-war paradigm is that mages exploit mages. Get them while they’re young, feed them into the system, lock them in with the chains of apprenticeship.”

      Bette rolled her eyes. “You’re a burn-out. Bitter because you couldn’t make it.”

      Cil could sense Chase on the other end of her ring, cautioning her. She’s just a bystander, love. Put her to sleep and let’s get out of here. He was already on the other side of the wall burning his way through. Cilla took a deep breath and bounced the rubber ball again, let it build up speed, kept bouncing. Bette watched it, her lip firmly held by her teeth, anxiety pooling in her brown eyes.

      “Chance a guess on that trinket?” She peered past Bette over to Rex. “How about you Mr. Rex, any ideas?” He froze, looked between the locket and Bette. “It’s Vivienne’s Locket. Remember that story I told you? Now ask, why does anyone need something like that?”

      “I could ask the same! Why would you need it?” Bette snarled. “Mr. Samuels already loves you!”

      “Don’t make half-witted accusations, Bette, you’re smarter than that. Naïve, and reckless coming in half-cocked, though. Do you know how many years I’ve been practicing the Craft?”

      In the corner of her eye, she saw Rex was drawing in the dust with the toe of his boot. She flung the rubber ball at him; it struck the ground by his foot and bounced off the glass case, sending sparks in all directions before coming back to her.

      “None of that, Mr. Rex.” She caught the ball and continued bouncing it, letting the rubber store up energy to crack the charm.

      “It has never crossed my mind to hurt children.”

      Pepper leapt towards Bette, knocking her into Rex and sending them scrambling into the corner.

      “But I’m not like your other teachers. I’ve been in war zones and duels; I’ve matched wits against ancient curses and solved labyrinths. Be good children and stay in the corner until I’m done.”

      She threw the ball; it cracked against the case, spewing sparks then came bouncing back to her. She wound up like a baseball pitcher; the ball struck, and fireballs like starbursts flew around the room.

      “You know, Lovett,” Bette yelled from the corner. “I didn’t trust you from the beginning, but for the short time you were my teacher, I liked your class! All that talk of motivations, it was just to make you feel better! You’re a hypocrite!” Cilla ignored the prattling and kept working on the glass. She was making progress; she just needed the ball to pick up enough speed. “For all your talk of ethics, you’re just a robber!”

      Cilla! Don’t let her distract you! Chase’s thoughts came barreling into hers, she shoved his intrusion away and focused back on Bette Carr.

      “I don’t expect you to understand me. I’ve made mistakes, I’m just going to do something about them!” She hurled the ball against the case. The sparks were blinding. Cilla threw up her hands to protect her eyes. She felt the ball fly past her, turned to look for it.

      Her instincts tingled, but it was too late. A surge came on her from above, knocking her flat. She regained her wits and flung herself out of the way as Stoyanov and his wolfhound familiar dropped in from the ceiling.

      “Throw down your sand, Pricilla Lovett!” her old Professor roared.

      She wasn’t about to duel Stoyanov with children so close. She flicked her wrist, sending a burst of blue-fire dragon’s wrath in his direction. Pepper came out of the corner and tackled the wolfhound, throwing the dog across the room in a mass of snarling, biting, flesh. Cilla jumped to her feet and ducked behind the glass case as Stoyanov’s frost spell turned to super-heated steam in the wake of her fire.

      “Be careful, Stoya,” she called out, looking across at Bette and Rex, curled under a piece of broken concrete. “You might scorch your star pupil!”

      The professor turned; his beard turned frizzy in the humidity created by their spells. “Miss Carr?” He paled under his beard. “Miss Carr, how could you?”

      “She’s not with me, Stoya, she came to stop me.” Cilla spotted the ball and fumbled for it, caught it just before Stoyanov’s wolfhound could. She flung a surge at the dog and sent it flying back to his master. “Doesn’t know what she’s stopping me from! She’s well-trained, Stoya. Reminds me of me. Wouldn’t surprise me if you orchestrated the breakup between her and Roman Burke—like you tried to do me and Chase!”

      “That’s a different matter,” Stoyanov snapped. He wasn’t stupid enough to turn his back to Cilla, but he spoke softly. “Don’t listen to her; she’s only trying to hurt you. I would never do something so cruel to a—”

      That was too much; Cilla felt her temper burst. She hurled the rubber ball at the case and shot sparks across the room. “Tell her about the Locket, Stoyanov!”

      “I know what it is!” Bette climbed out from under the concrete. “You told me what it does, and I don’t know who could possibly want that power! Vivienne’s Locket should have stayed in the lake where it belongs—far away from people like you!”

      Pricilla came out around the case and looked at Bette Carr. “It’s not the original, stupid girl. It’s mine.” She took the bag of sand from her belt and dumped it onto the ground. “And he,” she motioned at Stoyanov, “and Cohen convinced me to make it. It’s not perfect, barely finished even. I was working with incomplete notes and translating archaic French. Remember what I taught you? What kind of lonely, broken girl makes a locket to make others love her? And what kind of people would convince her she needs to make one?”

      Whatever animosity that was between her and Bette collapsed. The girl looked to Stoyanov, her face pale. “Is that true?”

      The old man sucked in a breath. “Bette, it’s more complicated than that—”

      “Never trust complicated, Bette.” Cilla started a circle in the sand. “They only say that when they intend to disappoint you.” Circle finished, Cilla stomped on it, sending a lance of lightning across the room to strike the case and burst the charm.

      She threw herself down, felt Pepper draw off some of her energy to charge across the room and push Bette Carr and Billy Rex out of the blast radius. Stoyanov was thrown by the shockwave; the entire school might have shimmied. Never had one of their jobs gone this chaotic. First time for everything, she told Chase. He was readying his watch.

      Her battle sand was blown away with the impact. Cilla started to draw in the dust when a whiplash curse crossed the breadth of the room, sending her flying into the wall. Her lip broke against her teeth. She ignored the pain and pressed her hand against the wall, felt the surge of water flushing through the pipes. The dust whirled into a cloud of shrapnel.

      Trusting her familiar with the kids, Cilla wiped the blood from her mouth and started for the Locket. She saw the shadow of Stoyanov and his wolfhound, could see the glimmer of his shield as he worked the counter-spell to her whirlwind. Feeling vindictive, Cilla spat onto the floor and with bloody fingers drew a fire circle, catching the wind, melting the sand into glass shards.

      She reached the Locket, felt the imprint immediately. Old, broken feelings, lost childhood, ruined family, foster home after foster home, failure; they don’t love you; they love what you can do for them—a snake wrapped around her left ankle. It pulled her down, dragging her across the floor, ending the whirlwind with deafening silence.

      Cohen held his Porphyry’s Lash with the same tightness he held his disdain. Behind him, General Kovalyov, dressed in a fine Italian suit, watched with mute interest. He smirked in recognition, no doubt hoping he might get his dragon’s teeth back.

      Cilla tried to turn over and draw a counter-spell, but Cohen struck her with the lash, tying up her hands. She struggled, could feel the lash draining her. She felt the sudden weakness in Pepper as the cat tried to replenish her stolen strength.

      “I don’t like to hurt you, Pricilla,” Cohen said softly. “There are facilities for people like you. Mages who can’t control themselves. We’ll tell the Princess that your husband ran off. Mad with grief, you blamed us for his leaving. We all save face.”

      Cilla laughed bitterly. “It’s been Chase and I since I was fourteen years old, sir. That’s never going to change.” She felt him on the other side of the wall. “He’ll come get me; he always does.” She closed her eyes; she couldn’t draw the counter-spell. But Pepper could.

      It wasn’t an explosion; Chase would never risk anyone below the tower. He drew the concrete out of the wall, pulled the pipes, the wires, everything that made a modern skyscraper, and crushed it all into a fine dust. All the attention went off her. Through Pepper’s eyes, Cilla saw her finish the counter-spell, then, Bette Carr put her palm to the circle and fed it.

      Pricilla broke the bonds and sent a surge for Kovalyov. He went flying back into the hall, smacked against the painting of King George, and was out cold. Cilla turned her attention to Cohen, felt the world suddenly grow stiff and slow. Chase was speaking so quickly she could barely understand him. His movements were a blur, but he scooped up the Locket, then touched her shoulder; his steady hand brought her back into regular time.

      Everything and everyone was caught in slow motion. Flemel’s Timepiece drew its power directly from the wearer; they only had a few minutes before it sucked him dry.

      “Sorry.” He dusted her off and pressed a kiss to her forehead. He turned to Cohen. He was slowly working out words that melded together into a slurry of groans. It was angry, and that was all Cilla understood of it.

      Chase wound his watch again and riffled through Cohen’s pockets, taking his keys, his pens, a handful of loose change, then he slipped the enchanted ring off Cohen’s finger and gave it to Cilla. She slipped it on and gave it a good stroke, smirking as the golden-hued whip crackled in the air.

      Chase turned away, then snapped back and planted his fist right into Cohen’s jaw. “Cohen, if you ever touch my girl again, I’ll turn you inside out.”

      He grabbed Cilla’s hand, savoring their victory. They took a moment to brush away Stoyanov’s battle sand. The wolfhound was suspending in the air. Chase turned the dog towards Stoya; they would collide once out of the Timepiece’s influence.

      Chase put his hand on Pepper’s head and the leopard shook herself off.

      “Her, too.” Cilla said, pointing at Bette.

      Chase touched Bette’s shoulder. She came back into normal time looking pale and sick. “Sorry, sweetheart,” Chase said as the girl doubled over and threw up her dinner. “Makes everyone queasy; takes some getting used to.”

      “Thank you, Miss Carr.” Cilla patted her back. “You’re very brave, but make no mistake, what you’ve done is very stupid.”

      “I can’t let you take that,” Bette wheezed, reaching for Chase and the necklace tucked into his belt. “It has to be destroyed.” She might have lunged for it, but Pricilla caught her.

      “Now, now,” she didn’t hit her with a full force of the sandman spell. “Miss Carr, you can’t change this place; you can’t change the world; you can’t change Cohen or Stoyanov or me. But you can change yourself.”

      Chase caught the girl, then gently lowered her to the floor.

      New York winter was spilling in with little flurries of snow and ice. “Madame.” Chase lifted her onto the carpet. Shivering, Cilla began to think an airship would have been a better choice.

      Chase stood on the edge of the broken building and wound down his Timepiece.

      “Hey, Cohen!” he shouted as the man toppled over from the force of his blow. “Our Patroness sends her regards!” He leapt across the gap and landed on the carpet.

      They slipped off into the night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The airship Excalibur was on a pleasure cruise. Despite the turbulent winter waves of the Atlantic, it remained steady in the air. The captain met Chase and Pricilla on the landing. He welcomed them into the warmth of his quarters, where the Princess Georgianna awaited them.

      Half payment in unmarked, non-sequential bills was made in exchange for proof that the item in question was collected. The Locket was placed on the desk, along with all the notes regarding it. Pricilla burned it all to ashes under the heat of a tightly controlled burst of dragon’s wrath. The ashes were scattered into the sea, and the rest of the payment changed hands.

      “I hope this offered you some closure, Mrs. Samuels.” The Princess drew a cigar from her humidor, lit it with the snap of her fingers.

      “Not really,” Pricilla admitted. “But it’s nice to right old wrongs.”

      “Indeed.” Smoke billowed out of the Princess’ mouth as she spoke. “I am grateful for your service. Such objects are dangerous. And now, with Kovalyov in custody, I have undeniable proof of Cohen’s corruption. The Board will have to act. I’ll replaced my brother’s man with one of mine.” She turned away from them. “You may avail yourselves of my facilities.”

      “If it pleases your Highness,” Chase said, “I promised to take my wife home; our honeymoon has been disrupted long enough.”

      The Princess motioned their dismissal with a hand. They took a few minutes to fix up the carpet with a warming charm. They were gone before the Princess could finish her cigar.
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        * * *

      

      Bette’s Uncle was not the kind of man to take any explanation on mere faith, but when Acting Principal Allison Metcalf told him that if not for Bette’s bravery, students might have died, he accepted the praise, the lie, and the offer to meet Princess Georgianna. It was an egregious lie—something about a gas leak and burst pipes. Bette did not consider herself a liar, but Metcalf insisted that the lie was for her, Rex, and Roman’s safety.

      “Do you think Lovett would hurt me?” She’d asked. Trouble was the ever-elusive word Bette had been trying to get at whenever she thought of Pricilla Lovett, but that word never crossed into murderous. Dangerous, certainly. Admirable, absolutely.

      “No.” Metcalf had chuckled like someone who knew far more about the situation than she would ever admit. “She only wanted the Locket.”

      “Then Cohen?”

      The Acting Principal had shrugged. “He made common cause with a Russian mercenary. Like I said. The lie will protect you.”

      So, Bette had lied. She met the Princess, showed off her painting, received a medal of bravery, a short write-up in Magician’s Monthly, and it was all swept under the rug before Easter.

      Classes weren’t going to resume until the start of the next school year. Everyone was given homework to complete the year, but the School Board had started purging teachers and it getting difficult to keep track of it all. A general reprieve was handed down by Metcalf and every student passed with “Course Completed” instead of a letter grade.

      Rex’s parents invited Bette to spend a few weeks at their lake house. She stayed a week; Rex’s anxious nature was starting to grate her nerves. He wanted to do nothing but talk about the Locket and the danger they were in. It made her regret letting him come with her to confront Lovett.

      In the end, she confided in Roman. She was thinking of dropping out.

      The idea startled him, but only because she’d been the class favorite.

      “Well, I guess without Stoyanov…”

      “Its not even that,” she said. “It’s the whole thing—the Locket, Lovett’s claims about it. Not to mention all the lies. Why not tell the truth? Why not admit that you’re stealing a magical object before a greedy, corrupt technocrat can sell it to a mercenary?”

      “You sound like Lovett—why this, why that?”

      Bette sighed and wondered if that was how you got adjectives like trouble and dangerous attached to your name. Why? She asked herself, and answered, why not?
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        * * *
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      Envious of his fellow teachers, Harold, a mundane instructor at a school for magically gifted students, decides to try baking something for the school's upcoming cakewalk. Completely out of his comfort zone, he turns to his fellow instructors for help. Except things do not go as planned and Harold ends up baking up a demon. Now Harold has to figure out how to get rid of a demon intent on collecting his soul in return for... cupcakes.
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Don’t Kill the Cook

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Harold Sylvesterson, teacher of World History at Hogsback Creek Academy, had never felt more out of his element in his life.

      This was a considerable feat in many ways.

      Hogsback Creek Academy, located in a mountain range of Virginia, was a school of magecraft. Harold was considered a Mundane being, or non-magical. He’d accidentally been given a substitute teaching assignment to the school via the mundane school board. Against all understanding, he’d located the school, and begun his temp job completely ignorant of what he’d stepped into.

      Not only had he managed to not get himself, or anyone else, killed, but he’d thrived. The history course he’d come to sub for was a focus on the non-magical history of the world. When the teacher he was subbing for did not return, he was offered tenure. He’d also fallen in love with the gamekeeper. Who just happened to be the retired leader of the Wild Hunt. She’d managed to not kill him either, despite him always calling her “Later” due to a misunderstanding.

      Yet, with all that and more behind him, he felt utterly lost and clueless now.

      The unclimbable mountain before him, the Mission: Impossible of his decades of life, the challenge he could not defeat, stared at him without care or pity.

      It was a recipe for baking a cake. It looked back at him from an old, worn copy of Baking for Dummies, Volume Two, and he could feel the stares of his students and fellow staff boring into his back.

      “Ya don’t actually fold eggs, Harold.” The Scottish brogue of Olan Kram, herbology professor, was even thicker than usual, as he tried to comfort the hapless Harold in a gentle tone. “It means you mix them gently into the rest of the ingredients.”

      “Right, right,” Harold replied.

      That was all he could think of to say. The fact was, to him none of the “simple” instructions read like English. He had just been able to discern that “tsp” meant the measurement in teaspoons. And “tbsp” referred to tablespoons. He thought the latter meant the bigger spoons in a typical utensil drawer but did not want to ask anyone for confirmation.

      He also had no idea how he was going to figure out how to pour three-fourths of either kind of spoon.

      “I don’t have vanilla extract. I don’t have any kind of extract,” Harold complained. He went to fill a spoon with the white powder to his left.

      “That’s not baking powder, Harold. That’s baking soda,” his beloved Later said to him from over his shoulder. He was standing, not sitting. She was just that tall.

      “Oh! There’s a difference? It’s a powder, not a bubbly liquid, so I figured it was the same thing.”

      “Great goblins. Keep him away from any of the yeast until he knows what he’s doing,” bemoaned Olan.

      “He’s trying!” one of the students exclaimed.

      “And a valiant effort he’s making of it. But best to not mix things one has no concept of, be it a potion or a cake,” replied Olan.

      The bell atop the tallest tower of the school began to ring.

      Time for lunch.

      Harold sighed.

      “Class dismissed for lunch,” he announced. Harold began looking around for a different white substance that wasn’t flour, in hopes it would be the elusive baking powder.

      “Come on, it’s taco day. You can come back to this,” Later encouraged Harold. She put one hand on his shoulder and gently squeezed. “It’s okay.”

      “No, no, I won’t have any appetite until I get somewhere with this. Y’all go on and eat,” he said while taking her hand from his shoulder and squeezing it back.

      “Look, I’ve got orange extract and lemon extract in my lab pantry,” Olan offered. “I can grab them on the way back from the commissary.”

      “Huh?” Harold said, before his brain remembered that Olan used other terms for things. Commissary meant the cafeteria, or lunchroom. Then he nodded. “Thanks. Yeah, that would be great. I will try to figure out the rest in the meantime.”

      Later and Olan gave Harold a bemused look before they followed the students out to the eating area. Harold watched them all go and slumped when everyone was out of sight.

      “Why did I agree to make something for the annual school cakewalk?” he asked aloud.

      But he knew the answer. His beloved Later was infamous for the mystery berry tarts she made for the event. Her tarts were either the first or second thing to be chosen at the school-wide event with staff and parents. If Later’s tarts weren’t the first thing, then it was whatever concoction that Olan Kram had devised for that year.

      Last year, Olan had brought lava cakes that actually erupted and oozed red cream filling. The year before, he had brought dancing cupcakes that ended their routine by sitting on the plates of those that had been chosen to eat them.

      Harold wanted to be a part of that. As a thank you for the students and staff who had welcomed him in. Especially the students, who were curious to see how mundane beings make anything, especially if it was edible or entertainment based.

      Except Harold had never, ever been good at baking. He was passable as a cook, but the fine art of desserts and baking eluded him no matter how he tried to learn.

      After looking over the list of ingredients for the tenth time, Harold surmised that he was missing no less than four ingredients. Some kind of sweet extract, vegetable oil, buttermilk or something equivalent, and the damned baking powder. He paced the floor for a full minute, trying to decide if he wanted to just add what ingredients he had to have some progress to show when everyone returned. That meant going against the instructions. Not a process that Harold had used for most of his life, especially when dealing with something unfamiliar.

      Determined to not let this task get the better of him, Harold left his classroom.

      His destination: Olan Kram’s laboratory, greenroom, and pantry. He could at least get the extract and spare his friend the extra trip. Daydreams of triumphantly stopping by the lunchroom to announce that he was well underway toward making a proper cake with buttercream frosting played out in his mind while Harold walked briskly through the halls of Hogsback Academy.

      Since his classroom was near a flight of stairs, it took him only a couple of minutes to reach the next floor up, and Olan’s classroom and lab. He walked into the classroom section and entered the lab from the adjoining door. As a teacher, he could have gone through the door directly into the storage room, which was called “Master Kram’s Office” by all, but he’d never gotten the knack of the magical lock on the door. It wasn’t a matter of he couldn’t see it, and an ability to cast spells wasn’t required to unlock the puzzle. He just couldn’t remember the answers no matter how often Olan told him.

      He darted past the small desk-chair combos for the students, the long teacher desk, into the lab. He always enjoyed Hogsback’s version of labs, with almost no tech from the 21st Century. Most of the equipment was a hundred years old or more but shined like brand-new gear.

      When Harold stepped into the “office”, he had to pause. No matter how many times he’d been there, he was always awestruck. For one, there were floor to ceiling shelves on every wall. They were filled with jars of everything Harold could and couldn’t expect. Plants and herbs grew from the ceiling, hanging down at intervals onto the shelves, dangling above the small table in the center. There was also the light source that didn’t seem to be from any light fixture or bulb, nor a torch, but was always bright enough to illuminate the room. The cauldrons, small and not so small, were lined up by the small hearth where a magical fire burned. There was also a cast iron skillet and Dutch oven. The oven was currently hung over the fire at the hearth. The smells coming from that area were the sweet, not quite yeasty odors of cakes and filling baking.

      Although Harold could swear it all smelled like cinnamon rolls with sweet frosting, he resisted the urge to raise the lid on the oven to take a peek. He didn’t want to cause Olan’s creation to fall like a disturbed souffle, if that were possible. Also, he was looking forward to sharing the surprise of what the Herbology professor made with the rest of the staff as well as the students.

      What he was hoping to find was to the right of the hearth. Olan Kram was meticulous about organization in his workspaces. So, Harold reasoned, the shelves below the hanging skillet and where the Dutch oven usually hung would be the cooking and baking supplies. He began looking at the various jars and vials for the ingredients he was missing.

      It didn’t take long for Harold to be dismayed. He couldn’t understand what was written on anything he was looking at. Olan made handwritten labels and wrote everything in Scottish Gaelic to prevent students from stealing ingredients. Harold suspected it was the native tongue of Olan Kram. Although, admittedly, the labels could have been written in some magical shorthand, and he’d not know the difference.

      He tried to remember what Olan had said in their talks together about the language, or the shelf’s contents. As he looked at labels with such words as blàthach, siùcar, and pùdar bèicearachd, he felt more and more confused.

      Wait, Harold thought, I think the word “pùdar” means powder. And the vials with the word “earrann” look like cooking oils. Just need to look for words that look like baking or orange or vegetable. You can figure this out, Harold. Wait, the larger vials with the word “ola” look like oils, too. Oh boy.

      Knowing he didn’t have all day to look, Harold searched desperately for any words that looked even slightly familiar. He felt a little confident in grabbing the small vial labeled “earrann orains” since the last word sounded a bit like the word “orange” when he said it out loud. But he grabbed the vial next to it, labeled “earrann losgainn”, since the liquid inside actually looked orange in color.

      Checking his watch, he decided he had to wrap up his time in Olan’s office or he wouldn’t get anything made before lunch period ended. He made the sign of the cross, even though he wasn’t really religious, before grabbing the containers labeled “bainne ialtag”, “ola dearc-luachrach”, and finally “gairm pùdar”. At least, they all looked like the ingredients he had been looking for, and none of them smelled bad.

      Using the door that went directly to the hallway, since it wasn’t locked from the inside, Harold made his way back to the stairs and his classroom.

      
        
        Chapter 2

      

      

      Carefully, carefully, Harold measured. He added the ingredients in his best estimation of the correct amounts into the bowl. Once done, he used a whisk to whip it all together. The resulting goo didn’t smell bad at all to Harold. Satisfied, he poured the mix into a nine-inch baking pan. Once he placed that into the small convection oven he’d been allowed to bring to the school, he set the temperature and timer for what the recipe instructed.

      The mix had been baking for just over five minutes when his students returned. Later and Olan came in just after.

      “That doesn’t smell like poison or garbage overheating,” Later declared with caution and a little pride.

      “No, it doesn’t.” Olan agreed. He spotted the vials and jar on Harold’s desk. With a raised eyebrow, he gave his fellow teacher a quizzical look.

      “Oh, I went and got the orange extract,” Harold admitted, “along with the other ingredients I was missing.”

      “Did ya now? Well done, Harold, well done,” Olan said as he walked over and picked up the closest vial. It was the one labeled “earrann orains”. He smiled and said “Sure enough, you got the orange extract! I’m impressed, Harold. You always looked lost at sea when I explained my home language in any detail.”

      Harold, now swelled with pride, smiled back. He opened his mouth to say something when Olan picked up the jar and the man’s expression changed completely.

      With a very serious expression, Olan studied the jar and its label. Harold held his breath, fearing he had made some terrible mistake.

      “Did you think this was buttermilk?” Olan finally asked.

      Harold tried to answer, but only managed a single nod. He also noticed the students were getting quiet and looking concerned.

      Olan looked at the jar with a deep, somber frown. Later moved up next to the herbology professor and looked at the label. Instead of making a similar expression, she immediately started to snicker.

      That broke Olan’s silence, and he began to snicker as well. He was still trying not to laugh as he looked at Harold. “I don’t know how this cake’ll taste, but I’m curious! This is bat milk, not buttermilk.”

      A few of the students made “ewwww” sounds, but most of them started laughing immediately after. Harold looked helplessly at Olan.

      “It's not poisonous, lad,” Olan assured him, and his smile grew wider. “But it doesn’t taste like buttermilk at all.”

      Harold breathed, finally, and tried to make himself chuckle to hide how nervous he had been. Later came over and patted him on the head while she continued to snicker. That improved Harold’s mood, his chuckle became sincere.

      Among the laughter, Olan Kram suddenly burst out with “What the hell?”

      Everyone grew quiet in a hurry. The older man was now looking more and more frantic as he looked at the other vials on Harold’s desk. When Olan looked around, his eyes were wide and wild, his mouth a grim, determined line.

      He pointed at the convection oven and roared, “Don’t let that cake rise!”

      Before anyone could act or begin to react, Olan charged to the oven and yanked the small glass doors open.

      When Harold was nine years old, the house across the street from his home exploded.

      His family lived in a modest, middle-class neighborhood where little excitement happened. Once his older sister, Debra, determined that they were alright and the explosion must have come from somewhere else, the pair went out and watched. They had been fast enough to see the roof of the neighbor’s house, which had flown right off the top and spun a full three hundred and sixty degrees, land back in place. The smoke that poured out of broken windows was thick, obscuring any detail behind it. It was reported that the cause of the explosion was a gas leak, and the family was gone on vacation. But watching that smoke, Harold had been uneasy. And no explanations had ever quelled that.

      The smoke that poured out of the miniature oven reminded Harold of the house. The smoke was the same, with colors of black, gray and blue swirling together. The difference was underneath the sulfurous stench, there was a lingering odor of baked cupcakes.

      Most of the smoke coalesced in the furthest corner of the classroom. Harold looked to Olan, then Later, and saw the same face: that of an adult who knows something bad is coming.

      “Speak your bargain.”

      Harold turned to the source of the low, gravelly voice.

      A nightmare had formed from the smoke. Just under six feet tall, the creature stood on two legs that bent back at the knees and ended in hooves. It seemed to have no skin, but plenty of taut sinew across its broad torso. Then the wings opened up, with a span that surpassed the being’s height. The feathers looked like they were made of seared flesh. What served for a face, centered in the off-shaped oval that had to be its head, spoke to them with the same three words. The words came from a cruelly cut gash that was filled with rotted, almost green teeth. There was no nose or eyes. Only tiny holes that appeared to have been punched into the puckered muscle by the business end of a screwdriver. The head turned left, towards him.

      “Speak your bargain, Harold Sylversterson.”

      Harold passed out.

      
        
        Chapter 3

      

      

      When Harold came to, he was on the floor of his classroom. His head was cradled in Later’s lap. The crown of his head and hair brushed against her canvas breeches and the familiar shape of her thighs. His eyes opened. She was looking at him, with concern etched into all her wild beauty. Olan Kram was sitting on the floor near them both. His expression was a little softer, as if he wanted to make a joke but didn’t have a good punchline. Harold propped himself up a little and looked around.

      The students were gone. No parchment, no books, no quill pens or pencils on any desk or table. The convection oven sat where he had placed it. Something that looked like finished baked goods sat docile inside. He started to breathe a deep sigh of relief, until he spotted the nightmare pacing back and forth near his teacher’s desk.

      “Oohhhhshititsstillhere!” burst out of his mouth.

      His vision started to darken again. Large hands slapped at his face, none too gently. Harold shook his head and opened his eyes once more. Later looked at him with a mild scowl.

      “No, you’re not passing out again,” she firmly said.

      “What…what happened? What is that? Why is that?” The questions spilled out before Harold even knew he could ask them.

      Olan gave a smile before he explained, “The students have been dismissed. The headmaster and several professors are researching what can be done about our unexpected visitor. As for the visitor, it… or they, if you prefer, was summoned by you. You grabbed all the wrong ingredients aside from the orange extract. You grabbed frog extract, bat milk, summoning powder-”

      “Okay, I get what you’re saying. And mixing all that…whatever… was enough to summon a demon?” Harold replied.

      “Very good. At least one of you can say what I am.” The apparition pacing the front of the classroom said.

      “You won’t identify yourself,” Later rejoined.

      “I answer those who summon me,” the demon cut in, “and I can wait for an eternity to address them.”

      “Which is why they are still here,” Olan finished.

      Harold forced himself to a full sitting position. He couldn’t bring himself to continue to look at the creature. When he spoke, Harold looked at the floor between his knees.

      “Why do you say I have summoned you? What bargain am I supposed to speak to you about?” Harold managed to ask. He was certain that none of the forthcoming answers were going to make him feel better.

      “You made a crude potion, added fire, and had a deep desire that you wanted fulfilled. These are the makings of a bargain in my realm,” The demon replied. Harold got the sensation that they moved or gestured in some way as they continued. “My part is done. I await what you offer in payment, to consecrate our bargain.”

      Raising one finger up before him, Harold answered, “I’m going to need a minute or twenty to confer with my colleagues on this?”

      There was a loud huffing sound, followed by the resummed heavy steps of the demon pacing.

      “Added fire?” Harold hissed in a low voice. “What part is done? Payment?”

      “Charming of it to use the term ‘consecrate’ concerning the bargain,” Olan whispered. “I think it fancies ye, Harold.”

      “Not helpful!” Harold whispered back.

      “The little charmer will have to change plans,” Later said. “Because Harold is under my protection.”

      That declaration made Harold feel a little better, but it didn’t answer any of his questions. He looked at Later, gave her a questioning look along with a shrug.

      “Heat. You heated the ingredients until they interacted enough to trigger the proper release of energy for a realm portal. Puckerface over there,” she said with a nod towards the demon, “must have been closest to the doorway that opened. I’m not sure what this deep desire was, so I can’t guess at what the demon has done. As for payment, probably your soul. Just a matter of when you want to surrender it. Perhaps they do monthly installments?”

      While Harold felt his body temperature drop along with his jaw, Olan chuckled. Later smiled and gave Harold a pat on the cheek.

      “That last bit was a joke, Harold. We aren’t giving your soul to anything or anyone,” she assured him.

      “Am I committing to the bargain if I ask them what they did?” Harold whispered. His eyes darted between Later and Olan.

      “No,” the demon answered, “and ‘it’ can hear you all, no matter what volume you speak with.”

      “Right, then,” Harold said as he stood up. He forced himself to look at the demon and asked, “What have you done that I must bargain for?”

      The demon gestured to the convection oven.

      “I made what you desired the most.”

      The three teachers looked warily at each other and slowly approached the oven.

      Harold waited for one of the other two to make a move. When they just looked at him, he gingerly opened the oven doors.

      A half dozen cupcakes, decorated with icing and fondant to appear as miniature cakes with candles, sat in the baking pan. They were so perfect, in fact, that they looked artificial. Harold wondered if they were made of plastic. The wonderful smells of fresh cake and icing could not keep his mind from continuing to ponder what the treats were actually made of.

      “Those look delicious,” Olan said. He leaned towards the oven so far that his red ponytail brushed across Harold’s shoulder. After taking a deep sniff, the herbology professor scratched at his goatee and asked, “Is that orange and French vanilla I’m smelling?”

      “Yes. The finest cakes anyone who has ever walked through this school has ever tasted. French vanilla yellow cake with orange zest. Covered with an orange buttercream frosting and vanilla fondant shaped into small, lit candles. They will be the desire, envy and lament of all who attend the cakewalk,” declared the demon.

      “Vanilla? Couldn’t you be a more clever cliche’ and gone with Devil's Food cake?” observed Olan.

      The demon seemed unfazed, or at least unamused as it responded. “You crave to taste them, and see if your fear that they will be superior to your own creation is true, Olan Kram.” It paused before adding, “They will make you feel inadequate with your own skills.”

      “Demons often speak lies and half-truths,” rejoined Later. “Your kind can also influence the brain of most beings into believing whatever you want them to. We could be eating garbage baked into a toxic wrap, and few would know the difference.”

      The demon shifted its head to face Later directly.

      “Former leader of the Wild Hunt. You and my kind have had several encounters. I cannot stimulate portions of your mind into false euphoria or sensation. Which you know. You may take a cupcake to verify your suspicions. Four or five of these desserts will do as well as six for the cakewalk.”

      With no hesitation, Later snatched the closest cupcake out of the oven. Using her fingertips she pulled one third of the cupcake free. The interior looked like cake, but the colors and swirl had an appearance of a melted creamsicle. She handed the larger portion of the cupcake to Harold. He took it with numb fingers.

      “If anything happens,” Later said to Harold, “avenge me.”

      As Harold opened his mouth to say something, the gamekeeper of Hogsback popped the smaller portion into her mouth and began chewing. Her blue eyes glared in defiance at the demon.

      “Dammit,” she grumbled. “This is really yummy.”

      “I have skills, beastmaster,” the demon said. “I have no need for deception.”

      “I want to know where you get your orange and vanilla extract from,” Later confessed. “Don’t tell me they have garden groves in Hell?”

      “What do you think happens to CEOs when they leave this realm?” challenged the demon.

      “Glad I’ve been a bad boy! I can’t wait to see a Rockerfeller, Kroc or Zuckerberg crying while picking fruit trees,” crowed Olan. He plucked the remains of the cupcake from Harold and chomped it down.

      After two slow chews, the older man groaned, “Damnaidh.”

      “Right?” declared Later. “They’re too good.”

      “I’m glad they’re delicious! But they aren’t worth my soul!” Harold exclaimed.

      “About that,” Olan interjected. His emerald eyes were glittering. “Does it have to be Harold’s soul for the bargain? Maybe we can come to an understanding…”

      “Olan Kram, your humanity is showing,” snapped Later. “Stop it.”

      The classroom door burst open. Headmaster Angus McMillan rushed in, followed by three other teachers. All wore the formal robes of instructors. McMillan had a large cross in his left hand. The other teachers held a Star of David, the other the star and crescent of Islam, and the last had a Khanda. They all thrust the religious symbols they held towards the demon.

      “Exi, immunda bestia!” roared McMillan.

      Nothing happened.

      The first teacher stepped forward, gave the star an extra thrust as she yelled something in a different language. When nothing continued to happen, the next teacher stepped forward and did the same in a different language.

      The demon looked quite bored as the fourth person gave it a go.

      Another period of silence.

      “That didn’t work,” noted McMillan. “We will be right back!”

      He and his not-so-merry band dashed out of the room.

      “As I was sayin’, about the cost of these delightful delicacies,” continued Olan. “Can other souls be volunteered in place of Mister Sylvesterson’s?”

      In the next instant, the right hand of the gamekeeper smacked the back of Olan Kram’s head. Olan was almost lifted off the floor.

      “Quiet, you.” admonished Later.

      “We could give him the soul of ol’ Weatherford. At least ‘Billy Boy’ would actually benefit someone other than himself,” Olan suggested.

      “Tempting,” Later admitted. “But no.”

      With a forlorn look at the remaining cupcakes Olan said, “I tried, lads. I tried.”

      “What if I refused the cupcakes? Said I didn’t want them?” Harold rejoined.

      “You would have to mean it with the deepest part of your soul. And should you manage that, the cupcakes would be destroyed. Never to be seen or experienced in this realm of existence again.” the demon explained.

      “Wait, there’s no need for that,” Olan protested.

      “That would be a shame. They are exquisite.” agreed Later.

      “But not worth my soul!” Harold interjected.

      The demon somehow managed to look exasperated, despite having no human features or even eyes.

      Desperate to change the subject, Harold asked the demon, “Why didn’t the Cross or anything else work on you?”

      “None of them were Faithful. They were just doing what they had read worked for others.” the demon explained. The creature looked bored, even dejected, to Harold. “The results are the same as if the beings you call mundane tried to cast the spells taught in this place.”

      “So if I tried to cast a spell, in other words,” Harold said dryly.

      “You managed to summon a demon. That not something any mundane being can do. Even if they think differently,” said Later.

      “Really?”

      “You’re far from ordinary, Harold,” Olan agreed.

      The demon growled.

      “Sorry, are we wasting your time?” Harold asked as he walked around the room. “Are you bored?”

      “I have presented you with culinary perfection. Yet you seem unfazed. So, yes, you might be wasting my time.” the demon answered.

      “Bit of a diva, aren’t you? Kind of remind me, a lot actually, of several celebrity chefs I see on television programs and social media,” Harold said.

      The demon grunted. “I make an impression on those I bargain with.”

      “That answers so many questions.” replied Harold, but he knew he looked as if someone had slapped him. “Instead of throwing them out, why don’t you take them, um, home? Share them with friends or family?”

      “What?”

      “Seems a shame for nobody to enjoy them if you’re that proud of your work. They appeared to enjoy them.” Harold gestured to Later and Olan. “I bet your fellow demons don’t get to enjoy a good sweet very often. Why not let them? Or keep them for yourself? Have a little something for whenever you get to kick back?”

      For a heavy moment, the demon did nothing. The odd-shaped head twisted in one direction, then another.

      “Oh, why not,” the demon finally said.

      It walked past them and opened the convection oven. When the demon turned around, the baking pan was in one clawed hand at the end of a wing. Only four cupcakes could be seen. Without another word, the demon vanished into a plume of thick smoke.

      Headmaster McMillan came through the smoke an instant later. The three professors were behind him once more. They all carried vials of clear liquid. The foursome looked around, confused.

      One of the professors pointed to Harold and declared, “It’s possessed Instructor Sylverston!”

      “It’s Sylvesterson.” Harold tried to say, but he was interrupted by the four robed masters sprinkling or dousing him with the contents of their vials. Once they were finished, Harold looked at them through soaked strands of hair.

      “Paid a visit to the Vatican, did we? Did they sell holy water in bulk, or did you have to buy it individually?” Harold asked, his mood as dampened as his skin.

      “That didn’t work! Next phase!” A different professor exclaimed. “Don’t worry, Syltston! We will free you!”

      The four plunged hands into their robes to pull out something else.

      “It’s gone. Our fine Harold convinced it to leave without anyone’s soul,” Olan interjected.

      “Indeed he did.” Later agreed, before kissing Harold on the cheek.

      The headmaster and three professors slowly removed their hands from the robes. They each peered at Harold.

      “Very good, then! We’ll see you at the cakewalk,” McMillan declared.

      He was clearly embarrassed by how things had played out. The attending professors looked chagrined as well. They exited the classroom quietly.

      “I don’t want to know what they were going to whip out next,” Harold declared.

      “No, you don’t.” Later assured him.

      “I was curious,” Olan said. When his companions glared at him, he smiled.

      “You two go on. I’ll get dried, changed, and join you after,” Harold said while he fetched his large laptop bag and began pulling clothes from it.

      “Come on, Olan. I’ll tell you what I smelled on McMillan and the others,” Later offered, and took the man’s arm. She led him out into the hallway.

      When the door closed, Harold gave out a heavy sigh. As he dried his hair and face with the towel. He noticed something on top of the convection oven.

      The fifth little cake. The demon had left it, likely for him.

      Not really feeling up to being cautious anymore, he walked over and picked the dessert up. Once he was back at his desk, Harold looked the cake over quite carefully.

      He took a bite.

      And collapsed into his chair. Fortunately, it was right behind him, otherwise he would have gone to the floor.

      Harold held what remained of the cupcake before his eyes.

      “Oh my,” he gasped. “It would have been worth it!”
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        * * *
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      Magus Vetch learns that tenure comes with unexpected dangers when one of his students discovers a strange new alloy that could be worth millions.
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Materials Science

      “Magus, I think I must be doing this wrong.”

      Leonid looked up from his daydreaming. He had plans with Eleanor that evening. He'd managed to secure reservations for The Satrap's Yacht. Technically, of course, it wasn't a yacht, it was a motor launch, which Eleanor pointed out pedantically when he'd shown her the tickets.

      But she'd been smiling when she said it. The six-hour evening cruises—Summerisle to Blackrock Island and back—on the elegantly appointed vessel were the season's hottest attraction. Dinner and dancing under the stars, champagne at midnight, a respite from Dracoheim's oppressive heat and humidity. Scoring the tickets had been a coup, made possible by a former student who was now a managing director at one of the larger refineries.

      Reluctantly Leonid pulled his mind away from reveries of Eleanor's long-limbed frame clutched close to his as the music played and turned his attention to his student. At the moment, the two of them were the only ones in the lab.

      “Let's take a look, shall we?” he said.

      The student—a third-year young man named Garner—had his bench well organized. The material sample was mounted in the pressure rig properly, with the stamped numbers facing outward. The graph sheets that Garner was using to record changes in flux were neatly lettered and the sample numbers matched. The three thaumic resonators were arranged in an equilateral triangle around the pressure rig. The young man's personal items—book bag, coffee cup, jacket—were neatly stowed on the next bench over, not cluttering up his workspace.

      “Everything seems to be in order,” Leonid said approvingly.

      “But these numbers are impossible,” Garner objected.

      “'Impossible' is word we don't use in the craft,” Leonid said automatically, then looked at the proffered chart. “Oh,” he said, once the figures had registered. “That can't be right.”

      Leonid—Magus Vetch to his students—had been awarded tenure last year, and with tenure came a stipend for research. He had arranged to test a collection of new orelchium alloys for thaumic properties. The Ferose embassy provided the alloy samples, in exchange for graphs of the data. Leonid would be able to publish his findings in the Journal of Gnoetic Materials Science. His students—six of them had applied for positions, and he took all of them—would get a pittance for their work but end the term with paid lab experience, which would help in getting their first jobs in the industry.

      The work itself was spectacularly dull. The alloys were all mildly reactive, and their task was to determine how the reactivity changed in response to environmental factors. At the moment, they were testing tensile stress. The samples were placed in calibrated vises and squeezed.

      Write down the numbers on all three thaumic resonators in the spaces provided on the chart.

      Tighten the vise on the material to five pounds.

      Write down the new numbers from the thaumic resonators.

      Tighten the vise to ten pounds.

      Write down those numbers.

      Tighten the vise to fifteen pounds... and so on.

      At one hundred pounds, the students would slowly release the tension, remove the material and replace it in its numbered box, get a new sample, write the sample number on a new set of forms, and begin again, generally after a short break for a cigarette, a cup of coffee, and a walk around the lab.

      The flux numbers were calculated by comparing the readings from the resonators. Applying that formula was the most demanding part of the process. The resulting graphs were nearly flat, with a change of two to five percent across the bottom axis.

      This chart was different.

      At fifty pounds, the flux jumped from .035 (t) to 2.85 (t). Then at fifty-five, it jumped again, to 7.35 (t). At sixty, it went to 22.65 (t). At sixty-five, it registered 47.85 (t), which was well out of “mildly reactive” category. If these numbers were accurate, then this particular alloy became a usable magical source when subjected to pressure.

      But the numbers couldn't be right.

      Leonid examined the thaumic resonators. The scale was set properly, and they read what Garner had written down.

      “Crank it back down to zero,” Leonid told the young man.

      The dials on the resonators dropped precipitously as the student turned the crank.

      They ran through the procedure, and the numbers matched. At forty-five pounds, Leonid said, “Take it to forty-six.”

      They increased at one-pound intervals. The increase in flux was slow at first but then began to rise. By the time they reached sixty-eight pounds, they were reading a flux of 77.40 (t).

      Leonid stopped Garner and went to his briefcase to fetch his ocular. 75 (t) was the lower limit of visual detection.

      Sure enough, viewed through the ocular, the sample was surrounded by a faint blue halo.

      “Crank it down and give me that sample,” Leonid said. “You can get started with the next one in the series.”

      The sample was a metal cylinder the size of a soup can. The designation stamped across the face of it read “OR/MHL/FE/028874”.

      He glanced at through the ocular. Without the pressure, it was inert. He stuck it in his jacket pocket. “I'll be back in a few,” he told Garner.

      He headed for the door, then stopped and went back to collect the boy's charts for the material.

      Two eighty-eight seventy-four, he thought. You are going to make somebody very wealthy. Pity it's not likely to be me.

      Kravitz Welsh, the dean of magic, wasn't in his office. Leonid found him in the office of Dr. Bink, the president. Good, both of them should know about this, and it would save time to go over it once.

      “Leo,” Dr, Bink said brightly. “We were just going over the catalog for the fall term. You wouldn't mind an evening lecture, would you?”

      “No, of course not,” Leonid said distractedly. Then added, “What is it?”

      “Intro to Notation,” Welsh said. “Twodays and Fourdays, nineteen to twenty-one. Basic stuff, just symbol set and graphing. I'll get you the book, and the syllabus is already worked out. I had it down for Schuyler, but he's got a new baby and doesn't want to be out in the evenings if he doesn't have to be.”

      “Sure, that's fine,” Leonid said. “Look, I've run across something peculiar in my materials study I wanted to show you.”

      He laid the chart out on the president's desk. Magus Welsh studied it for a moment.

      “He changed the setting,” Welsh suggested. “Turned the scale up. It's easy to do, he probably just bumped it.”

      “That's what I thought,” Leonid said. “But I reran the sequence with him.” He pointed to the second chart. “We're looking at a significant change in potential across the pressure spectrum.”

      Welsh frowned down at the paper. “Where's the sample now?”

      Leonid pulled it from his pocket. “I have it. I'm going to run a full workup on it, pressure, temperature, light.”

      Welsh nodded slowly. “Use the high energy lab,” he said. “And lock that sample in your office when you don't have it on the bench. Just in case.”

      Dr. Bink looked from Leonid to Welsh and back again. “I'm missing something,” he said. “Remember, I'm not a wizard.”

      “It might be nothing,” Leonid said. “Like Dean Welsh says, it's probably an instrumentation error.”

      “Okay,” Dr. Bink said patiently. “But suppose it isn't.” He waved his hand at the chart. “What's significant about this?”

      “It could turn out to be a very valuable alloy,” Leonid said.

      Welsh picked up the explanation. “What these numbers suggest is that one of the alloys that Leo is testing is strongly transitive, which means that it can be used to convert mechanical energy to thaumic flux, or vice versa. That's what makes orelchium so valuable. Now, the alloys you're testing are what, five percent active materials?”

      “This series is three percent,” Leonid said.

      “As opposed to...?” Dr. Bink asked.

      “Most of the strong transitives are around seventy-five percent orelchium,” Leonid said. “There are some usable alloys for certain application as low as sixty.”

      Dr. Bink chewed this over. “So... what we have here—potentially—is a material that can do that with one-twentieth of the orelchium?”

      “Potentially, yes,” Welsh agreed.

      “What would something like that be worth, do you suppose?” Dr. Bink asked.

      “Millions,” Leonid answered quickly. “The cost of transitive materials is a significant percentage of the cost of any metaclockwork mechanism. It would revolutionize the industry.”

      Dr. Bink stared at him, as if he suspected he was put on. “Yes, you better keep that locked up,” he said at last. “And do a full materials test right away.”

      “We'll want to see that data,” Welsh added quickly, “but don't share it with anyone else.”

      Leonid nodded. He'd expected that.

      “This isn't our material, technically,” Dr. Bink said. “It's on loan from the embassy, for purposes of research. We'll have to inform them of our findings.”

      “Not until it's complete,” Welsh said. “At the moment, we have nothing definite to share.”

      “But why would they send us something like that?” Dr. Bink wondered aloud. “They must know what it's worth.”

      “Because it's not valuable over there,” Leonid explained. “Ferose has different cosmological constants, and materials have different properties. That's why they have to be tested in the Midworld, to find out how they operate here.”

      “Ah,” a light went on behind the president's confused expression. “So it would only work in export items.”

      “Which is a huge chunk of Ferose's production,” Welsh pointed out. A thought struck him. “Leo, can you extrapolate the properties of the material for Nivose constants?”

      “Not accurately,” Leonid said. “I mean, I can give you a projection, but it's only an educated guess until we can test a sample under native conditions.”

      Welsh considered that. “Well, run your sequence and let us know how it turns out, okay?”

      Leonid picked up the papers and left.

      He stopped to check in with Garner.

      “This one's coming out right,” the student said without looking up from his papers. “The graph looks like all the others.”

      “I'm going to run this sample again,” Leonid told him. “It may be contaminated with impurities.”

      “From Ferose?”

      “It happens,” Leonid assured him. “Even the forged ones can make mistakes.”

      “As long as it's not me,” Garner said.

      “No, you're doing fine. I'm going to run this down to another lab. If you need anything, the dean's in the office.”

      “I'm good,” Garner said. “I think Stackhouse is coming in later.”

      Leonid checked the posted schedule. “He should be in already. Tell him to write in what time he actually gets here, okay?”

      “Will do, magus.”

      The High Energy Evocation Facility—which students and faculty alike nicknamed “the Boom Room”—was kept secured at all times when it was not in use. The lock was not on the building master key, and keys were issued only to the qualified magi on the staff. Leonid had one, because he occasionally had assisted magus Winter with evocation labs, but didn't use it often.

      Evocation was flashy, fireballs and lightning bolts. It was the kind of magic that impressed the students—what they expected from listening to the exploits of Magus Crimson, Warchief Smith's lieutenant on Days of the Founders.

      Leonid found it vulgar, but that might have been jealousy. Artificers built the infrastructure that made industrial magic possible. They were responsible for the power that lit the city, the fuel that kept the trucks moving and food in the supermarkets, the machines that did the work.

      But it wasn't sexy. No one ever said, “Oh, you're a wizard? Let me see you plot a thaumic flux decay curve for resonance over time—that's so cool!”

      No matter. The high energy lab did have a perfectly serviceable test bench, and it was the most secure location on the campus. Leonid grabbed what he'd need from his office and set up the experiment.

      Before he began work, he checked the accumulators and frowned. There was a charge he couldn't account for. After a moment's thought he went to the back of the room and examined the sandboxes. Three four-foot square areas, filled with sand, six inches deep. Two were properly raked smooth, but the third was partially covered by a dozen symbols.

      Another reason to dislike evocators—they had a reputation for being sloppy. That should have been discharged and erased at the end of the last term.

      He squatted by the pit, examining the symbols left in the sand. Open kefs and a spiral theta with an inverted rho. The beginning of an energy transference invocation. Even inactivated, it had been left long enough to gather a vicious charge. He got up and fetched a long wooden pole wrapped in insulating wire. Carefully he drew the last few symbols in the sand and completed the circuit.

      The sand erupted into flame and he stepped back quickly, watching the power burn itself out. When the flames died down the sand was perfectly smooth and level.

      He replaced the pole and made a mental note to tell the dean about this. Then he got to work.

      Over the next two hours, he came to know alloy two eighty-eight seventy-four intimately. The transitive properties were every bit as powerful as the initial tests had suggested. The graph resembled most strongly an alloy marketed under the name of Blue Ice Flux but used only a fraction of the orelchium. The mechanical properties were good for industrial use as well, a melting point high enough to take hard use in a gearbox but not so high as to make working it difficult. It was strong enough for most applications—not as hard as steel, but then, it didn't have to be.

      It was photoreactive, but not unduly so. It conducted electricity better than any other transitive substance Leonid had heard of, which was useful in some applications, a drawback in others.

      He wondered if whoever eventually manufactured it in quantity would name it after him. Vetch's Metal, after all, was a much better name than Two Eighty-eight Seventy-four. It would look much better in the advertisements.

      Manufactured using Vetch's Metal, the new miracle alloy!

      Despite his absorption, he made sure to keep a close eye on the clock. He gave himself enough time to summarize his findings on one page, put away his equipment and lock the sample in the hazardous materials safe in his office.

      “This is what I have so far,” he told Welsh. “It'll take another day to produce a full materials and applications brief.”

      Welsh nodded and accepted the sheet. He had several books open on his desk, including both volumes of The Modern Cyclopedia of Metals and their Properties and Traal's classic (if somewhat antique) On the Exporting of Ensorcerelled Items.

      “Any thoughts on how it will function in Nivose?”

      “Impossible to say for certain, of course, without testing a sample over there,” Leonid hedged, “but I think it's likely that the properties will remain constant. Alloys with a similar flux graph tend to keep that behavior in Nivose.” He paused for thought. “Probably in Messidor as well, actually, since there is no silver in the mixture.”

      Welsh studied the sheet. “Very good.”

      “Now if you will excuse me...?”

      Welsh looked up. “Oh, yes, of course. Enjoy your evening. Check in with me here tomorrow before you head into the lab, right?”

      “Will do, boss.”
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        * * *

      

      Eleanor wore a blue gown trimmed with white fur. She looked like a queen, and Leonid, in a simple black suit that she had bullied him into having tailored, was proud to be her knight. He did not think of himself as a wealthy man, but that night he tipped like a millionaire, and the staff of the Satrap's Yacht treated them accordingly.

      He told her about the sample he had discovered—not the technical details, which wouldn't interest her, just that he might have uncovered something valuable.

      “Dean Welsh keeps asking about its possible properties in Nivose, so I suppose someone will have to take a sample there for testing. One could replicate the cosmological constants with an apportation field, of course, but that would get dreadfully expensive. Cheaper to simply go there.”

      “Oh, make them send you!” Eleanor exclaimed. “And I'll go with you.”

      Leonid laughed. “It would hardly be a vacation.”

      “It could be!” Eleanor insisted. “We'll have them get you a suite in Hunger City, and while you're puttering about in the lab, I'll go shopping.”

      “I doubt the board would approve that.”

      “The board doesn't have to know,” Eleanor leaned close. “Please, dearest, I'm ever so ancient, and I've never been abroad. Not once.”

      Leonid raised his hands in surrender. “I will do what I can. I can deny you nothing.” He sighed. “I expect that they'll just send a sample from Ferose and have it worked up in a local facility.”

      “But morauxe can't do magic. They'll need you.”

      “You don't have to do magic to run bench tests,” he pointed out. “And there are plenty of human magi living abroad. I considered it once myself, you know.”

      She nodded. He meant after his late wife Annalise had died.

      “Well, I, for one, am glad that you stayed here,” she said. “Have you digested sufficiently to take me to the ballroom? I simply must dance.”

      “Your wish is my command, my lady.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, much later, Leonid lingered on the front porch of her rooming house but declined her offer of a nightcap with real regret.

      “I mustn't,” he told her. “Not tonight. I have to be in the lab early tomorrow.”

      “My dedicated man,” she said with a smile. “Take me with you to Hunger City; we'll have orange liqueur cocktails for breakfast, and you can dress me all in furs.”

      “First, I must dazzle the board with my brilliant bench work.”

      She made a shooing motion. “Off with you then. Be dazzling.”

      He kissed her—long enough to scandalize the neighbors, if any had still been awake—then got into his car, the sparse traffic on the Quayside Bridge, a quiet neighborhood in Centerburg, and his lonely bed, in that order.

      The next morning he saw Dean Welsh crossing the parking lot.

      “Eager to get to work?” The dean grinned.

      “I should be able to wrap it up today.”

      “Excellent. Get me the findings soonest, then?”

      “Of course. Have the custodian unlock my lab for the boys, will you?”

      “Certainly.”

      “And could you check in on them sometime this morning? They know the procedure, but...”

      Welsh smiled. “I know how students are. I will ensure they are properly monitored to forestall any horseplay.”

      Leonid locked himself in the Boom Room and for the next few hours, losing himself in the work. The precision was soothing, and underneath it was the growing excitement of knowing that he was seeing something that no one had ever seen before. The sample had been made in a factory abroad, packaged, sent on a ship, unloaded, put in the back of a truck, unloaded again, handled, and carried by dozens of men and oneiroi, and, at last, delivered to his lab, but now he, Magus Leonid Vetch, was learning secrets that no one else in the Ten Realms knew.

      The thrill of hermetic knowledge had drawn Leonid into the study of magic in the first place, so many years ago, but the economic reality of making a living doing magic had leeched the wonder out of the craft. It had become a job—a good job, to be sure, one that provided professional satisfaction and a comfortable living and the respect of his peers—but a job nonetheless.

      At long last, he was doing something more than following a procedure that had been worked out by other wizards long ago or shepherding students through an experiment with all the variables controlled and the result known in advance.

      This was basic research, by the Dragon! And while it might have seemed on the surface that all he was doing was writing down numbers and marking lines on a graph, Leonid felt that he was interrogating the great formless chaos of the cosmos itself and forcing it to reveal its mysteries.

      It was a good feeling, and he was rather let down when, by early afternoon, he was forced to conclude that his bench work was complete, and it was time to write up his notes for the dean and Dr. Bink and—eventual—publication.

      He ended up retyping the manuscript three times, cursing his clumsy fingers, with the latest edition of the Handbook Of Gnoetic Materials open beside him so he could be sure to follow the accepted format perfectly. The report came to six pages, three typewritten and three carefully inked graphs. He got up to take it to the dean, then paused and took his earlier attempts out of his office trashcan.

      “Can't be too careful,” he muttered.

      He folded the paper together and wrote a circle of symbols on the blank side of the outside sheet, then set them on his desk. He watched as the paper turned yellow and flaked away into dust, then into nothing at all. Now the only evidence of his work was the pages in his hand.

      Welsh was impressed with his findings. “Let's take this to the president.”

      Dr. Bink studied the report. It was clear that he'd been cramming on materials science, at least enough to make sense of the graphs.

      “This is the genuine article, then?”

      “Yes, sir,” Leonid agreed readily.

      Dr. Bink looked over at Dean Welsh, who nodded and said, “Leo, the college would like to send you to Nivose to run the spectrum of material tests on this sample. The Dracoheim Academy maintains a facility in Hunger City, and they'll loan us lab space for a few days.”

      “Really?” Leonid was surprised. Despite his banter with Eleanor, he hadn't expected them to go that far.

      “We think this is significant,” Welsh went on. “We can apport you to their facility tomorrow.”

      “Oh, I wouldn't,” Leonid said quickly.

      “Wouldn't what?” Dr. Bink asked.

      “I wouldn't advise apporting an untested alloy.”

      “What's the harm in that?”

      “Well, it could explode,” Leonid pointed out.

      “Bosh!” Welsh said. “The risk is minimal.”

      Leonid ignored him. “It's a matter of altering the exothermic profile,” he told Dr. Bink, tapping one of the graphs. “Apportation alters the cosmological constants suddenly, and that can lead to instability on a molecular level. Not always, of course, but it's possible. On a dreamsea passage, the change is gradual, and I can monitor the heat signature for any anomalies.” He grinned. “I can dump it over the side if the box starts smoldering.”

      Dr. Bink looked from one magus to the other, clearly back out of his depth.

      “It's like citrus in Verdemere,” Leonid concluded.

      “Oh, that!” Welsh rolled his eyes.

      To Dr. Bink's confused expression, Leonid explained, “Citric acid becomes unstable under Verdemerian conditions. It can be shipped in, but if you apport citrus fruit to Verdemere, it explodes on arrival.” He gave Welsh a glance. “It's a proven fact.”

      Dr. Bink turned to Welsh. “Is that true? Oranges... blow up if you apport them to Verdemere?”

      “Yes, it's true.” Welsh gave a deep sigh. “But that's an organic substance with a complex deep structure. A bar of metal is a completely different situation.”

      “It's a quantity of a transitively reactive material. Until it is tested for native properties it is simply not safe to apport,” Leonid said. This was his area of expertise, and they both knew it. “The Ferose embassy didn't apport it here, did they?”

      “No,” Dr. Bink agreed. “The samples were on a cargo ship.”

      Leonid turned his attention back to Welsh. “I can take a commercial liner and be in Hunger City in two days. Figure three days in the lab, then the return trip—I'll be back in under a week.”

      “I don't like this,” Welsh said. “That sample is too valuable to risk on a cruise ship.”

      “I'll lock it in the purser's safe,” Leonid assured him. “Besides, nobody will know what it is. Certainly no one in Nivose.”

      “Make sure of that,” Welsh said sternly. “Magical industrial espionage is a major factor in morauxe technology. They can't do magic on their own—they have to steal it.”

      “Or trade for it,” Leonid argued. Then he raised his hands in surrender. “I get your point. Mum's the word, I promise. And the sample will be locked up. The ship's safe, and the hotel safe when I get to Hunger City.”

      “We can assume the Academy's testing facility is secure,” Dr. Bink put in. “I think the risk is minimal.”

      Welsh seemed inclined to argue the point further but nodded reluctantly. “It'll have to do.”

      “I'll have Mrs. Barden book your accommodations,” Dr. Bink decided. “Can you leave tomorrow?”

      “Sure, provided someone can ride herd on my students,”

      “I'll make sure your lab has coverage,” Welsh said.

      Leonid went back to his lab. There were four of the six students there now, all of them actually getting work done. He explained to them that he was going abroad for a week, but that Dean Welsh would be available to help them and make sure their hours were recorded for the stipend payments.

      By noon, he had his travel itinerary from the president's secretary. He had a ticket for the liner The Luck Of Jack Ketch, registered out of Pluviose, departing from the Marsh Parrish docks at 10:00 tomorrow. There was a suite reserved for him at The Trapper's Rest, on Telegraph Square in Hunger City. The Nivose Testing Hall of the Dracoheim Academy for Thaumatological Studies would be expecting him and make a materials lab available.

      Leonid read the paper over several times, unable to quite believe it.

      Then he went up to his office to call Eleanor.

      “Darling, were you serious about wanting to go to Nivose with me?”

      “Absolutely serious.” A pause. “Why? Is it going to happen?”

      “Tomorrow at 10:00.”

      “Tomorrow!”

      “I know it's very sudden, and I'll understand—”

      “Where must I be? And for how long should I pack?”

      “Well, if you're sure...”

      “Leonid Vetch, if this is a prank you will regret it for the rest of your short and agonizing life!”

      “I'll need to buy your ticket—they are only providing one. I'll do that now, and I'll pick you up at...” he considered. “8:00 tomorrow. Pack for a week.”

      “You wouldn't play with me, would you? You know that would crush me. We are really going abroad?”

      “On The Luck Of Jack Ketch, tomorrow at 10:00. Two days each way, then three or four in Hunger City. I'll be busy during the days, testing this damned sample, but we can go out at night. You'll be terribly bored.”

      “I will not.”

      “And it won't disrupt your affairs here in the city?”

      “It's the intersession, you fool. The only affair I have in this city is you.”

      “Then I will see you tomorrow at 8:00.”

      “Oh, you magnificently clever man. You must have truly dazzled them.”

      “I supposed I must have.”

      He left the college, pleading the necessity of packing for his voyage, and headed down to Marsh Parrish. He had no difficulty buying a cabin passage for Eleanor and switching his ticket to a dual occupancy. At a luggage shop near the docks, he purchased a small but stout travel case, iron-bound oak and with a solid lock. The sample fit neatly inside, cushioned with a horsehair-stuffed pillow that the luggage merchant also sold him.

      Then he packed his best suit, his second-best suit, and some dungarees suitable for lab work. After some thought, he added his formal robe and sash—in Dracoheim, he wore it only for graduation, but as a wizard of the Academy visiting a foreign land, it might be called for. The morauxe, forbidden by their nature from working the hermetic mysteries, expected a certain formality from practitioners of the craft.

      He slept poorly that night.

      He wasn't worried about the job he was being sent to do—that was simple, well within the capability of any competent lab worker. There was no technical reason to send a magus, and he assumed that the president and the dean just wanted to be able to put the name of one of their professors on the articles that would come from the work.

      It was Eleanor. He was sure that she would be disappointed. This was, after all, just a business trip. Well, she was a grown woman, and he'd explained the situation. If she was bored, she'd have no one but herself to blame.

      She was waiting on the front porch in a smart charcoal suit and a heavy brown traveling cloak, a suitcase beside her. She hurried up as soon as she saw his car, not giving him time to get out and open her door.

      “Oh, do let's go,” she said, after she leaned over to give him a peck on the cheek.

      He glanced back at her suitcase, which she had slung casually into the back seat.

      “Is that all you're bringing?” he asked. “You said you wanted to do some shopping.”

      “I am sure they sell luggage in Hunger City.”

      Leonid left his car with an attendant, paying the fee and adding a hefty tip. Then they took the trolley to the dock itself. The chaos was impressive, with passengers streaming in all directions, but they managed to find the proper berth with luggage intact and—after some scrutiny of both their tickets and their identification—they were allowed to board.

      The Luck Of Jack Ketch was a modern Pluviose liner. Below the waterline, it looked like mercury frozen in the act of flowing; but it was a passenger liner, and the upper decks were designed for air-breathers. Leonid and Eleanor followed a human purser to their stateroom to stow their bags.

      “I need to store this in the ship's safe,” Leonid said, hefting the wooden lockbox.

      “Oh, is that the magical metal?” Eleanor leaned forward. “May I see it?”

      Leonid obediently opened the box to display the alloy cylinder.

      “Doesn't look like much, does it?” he asked.

      “No...” she agreed, thoughtfully. “But it could be worth a lot, right?”

      “Millions, potentially.”

      “Best get it locked up, then.” She smiled. “I'll be up on deck. This is so exciting!”

      It took Leonid longer than he expected to find a ship's officer who was willing to take possession of the sample and give him a receipt, and when he returned to the uppermost deck the ship was in motion, the alchemical engines leaving a wake of oddly colored bubbles.

      Eleanor was on the uppermost deck, watching the city recede. When she saw Leonid, she pulled him close.

      “Oh, you clever man. How did I find such a wizard?”

      He looked away, blushing. “I'm really just a lab tech. It's nothing special.”

      Just then an amplified voice sounded across the decks. “Attention passengers. Our navigational magi have determined that we are now cleared to begin our transit. Please be advised that directly observing the interstitial space may cause disorientation. Should you feel confused or overwhelmed sit down where the sky is not in your direct field of vision and the sensation should soon pass. If you feel acute mental distress signal a purser for relief.”

      Eleanor's eyes were on the sky—still blue and clear. Quietly she asked, “What do they mean by acute mental distress?”

      Leonid shrugged. “It can be disturbing for an unprepared mind. In rare cases, it can cause your brain to explode.”

      She sneaked a quick glance at him, then faced the sky again. “You're a beast.”

      He mock-pouted. “I thought I was a clever wizard.”

      “You're both.” She chuckled. “My house mother in school warned all the girls against dating a magus. She insisted that the study of magic inclined men to unnatural passions.”

      “I don't have unnatural passions,” Leonid protested.

      “I know. It's been such a disappointment.”

      Leonid opened his mouth but couldn't think of anything to reply.

      Then Eleanor shushed him. The sky was melting.

      It was as if the blue—with the faintest scrim of white clouds—had been painted on a pane of glass and the paint was running off, showing another sky. A night sky, a purple so deep that it made black look gray, with pinpoints of brilliant white exploding and fading away.

      And it was... bigger. Somehow it seemed to dwarf the Midworld's sky. There was a sense of vast gulfs of space, as if the Midworld itself was just a stage set, a backdrop to some theatrical performance; and that, at long last, the curtain had gone down, and the audience left the theater to see—for the first time—the whole of the world outside.

      Leonid leaned close. “What you're seeing is the coruscation of eigenstates as they actualize—” he began, gesturing at the stars winking into and out of existence overhead.

      She cut him off. “Oh, be quiet. I don't want to know, and I wouldn't understand it anyway. It's... magnificent.”

      Leonid shut up. He stood beside her and watched her watching the sky.

      After a long time, she spoke softly. “It's not cold. It looks cold, but I don't feel cold.”

      She looked over at Leonid. He shrugged and mimed zipping his mouth closed.

      That got a laugh. “Let's go inside, wizard, and see if they are serving dinner yet.”

      Leonid glanced at his watch. “Lunch, maybe.”

      “Hush.”

      The found the dining room and their table. They were seated with Chad and Bett, a morouxe couple returning from honeymooning in the Midworlds.

      Chad had recently been awarded the title of savant from the Royal University and worked as a mechanical engineer in Nivose's infant motor car industry. To Leonid's eyes, they looked like pigs walking upright, with human arms and legs. Or maybe humans with the heads of pigs. But he knew he was doing them an injustice. Morouxe weren't a mix of human and beast. Their ancestors had been beasts, given intelligence by the will of the Grimm, Lord of Nivose, tens of thousands of years ago. They were the product of a civilization older than Leonid's.

      If Eleanor found their companions strange, she gave no sign. She introduced herself and Leonid, proudly using his title, which impressed the others.

      Chad gave him a speculative look. With deliberate casualness he said, “Bett and I toured the Blackstone-Tate Pavilion Of Wizardry at Regent's Park.”

      Leonid smiled. “How was that? I've been meaning to go, but I haven't found the time.”

      “Not what I expected,” Chad admitted with a chuckle. “I guess we've got a pretty, uh, romanticized view of human magic in Nivose.”

      Leonid waggled his fingers. “Alaka-zoo! Alaka-zam!”

      Chad nodded. “Yeah, like that.”

      “It's changed a lot since I was a kid,” Leonid observed. “There were still a few old school practitioners when I was in the Academy, robes and staves and daggers, long white beards, all that. But it's really just another branch of engineering now.”

      During the meal, Eleanor became fast friends with Bett. By the time desert arrived, it had been decided that the two would go shopping together in Hunger City. Chad gave Leonid an amused glance over his wife's head, and Leonid shrugged and smiled back. He was amused, but not surprised that Eleanor had found a native guide so quickly. She was good with people.

      Bett advised them to retire early, because of the time change. The ship's clocks showed the time in both Dracoheim and Hunger City, which were currently about six hours apart.

      “At midnight, they change official ship's time,” she explained. “So midnight goes straight to quarter past six in the morning. It wasn't so bad the other way 'round, but it's confusing no matter what.”

      “Especially because it's always night out here between worlds,” Chad added.

      The next day was disorienting. Leonid woke in what his body told him was morning and the clocks claimed was early afternoon, while the sky above insisted it was midnight. He was glad that he would be called upon to do nothing more strenuous than join Eleanor for a lunch that felt like breakfast and a dinner that felt like lunch. Eleanor seemed to adapt to the time change effortlessly, which she credited to working rotating shifts when she had been a nurse at Angel Street Hospital.

      Despite having been up for only a few hours, he was ready to retire when the ship's clocks said it was evening. Transition to Nivose would occur the next morning.

      Whatever “morning” currently meant.

      When the ship's speakers announced that they were cleared for transition, Leonid was on the observation deck with Eleanor and the morouxe couple. Again the sky melted, the deep purple of the dreamsea fading into a pale dawn over the still waters of the Nivose ocean, with the lights of Hunger City glowing on the horizon.

      It was breathtaking.

      After a long moment, Chad broke the silence. “I'll take you to your hotel.”

      “Oh,” Leonid said automatically, “I wouldn't want to trouble you. You must be anxious to get home.”

      “No trouble at all,” Chad insisted. “It's on our way.”

      Bett put a plump pink hand on his arm. “He's been dying to show off his car to a real human wizard. It's the very latest model.”

      Leonid smiled, “Well, in that case, we accept. Thank you.”

      Hunger City was an architectural kaleidoscope, sprawled across the coastline. Even from a distance the different styles of building—reflecting the different bodies of the builders—gave the impression of a patchwork quilt.

      Bett pointed. “That tower there is the Gleamer's Watch. Just past it is Oakshire, where we live.”

      “Good to be going home?” Eleanor asked.

      “Oh, it's been a lovely trip. Dracoheim is an amazing city,” Bett said, then looked out over the water to Hunger City. “But, yes. It's good to be home.”

      “Attention all disembarking passengers. Please ensure that you have collected your possessions. We will be docking in approximately thirty minutes.” The speakers announced.

      “Time to get organized,” Chad said. “Wait for us at the passenger pickup lane. I'll collect the car and meet you there.”

      “Thank you again,” Leonid said, offering his hand. Then he rushed to the purser's office in time to collect the sample from the safe while Eleanor collected their bags.

      

      At ground level, the city's patchwork came alive. Leonid and Eleanor came down the gangplank from the ship and into a mad profusion of shapes and sizes. Morouxe filled the streets, from fox-faced ones the size of schoolchildren to furred behemoths like bulls on their hind legs. At first glance, every one seemed different, but on closer inspection, tribes or clades became apparent. Leonid forced himself not to think of them as a menagerie. They were all morouxe, all people, walking upright and wearing clothes and all contributing to the din of mingled voices.

      Other species—humans, incubi, chigoes, forged ones—were lost in the mix.

      The traffic on the street was mostly drawn by animals, yaks and dogs and horses and great lizards, which was fortunate for Leonid because it made it easy for him to see the sleek bulk of Chad's motor car when it arrived. The metal was painted an iridescent blue, garnished with gleaming chrome. Chad tapped the horn, but Leonid was already hastening towards it with their luggage and Eleanor in tow.

      The car was impressive. The passenger compartment was roomier than human-made vehicles, which gave it a feeling of luxury. Each leather seat was independently adjustable. In the short drive from the docks to Telegraph Square, Chad managed to demonstrate all the amenities. There was a tape player—no radio, of course, since the Nivose cosmological constants didn't allow for radio transmission—with studio-grade sound quality. Air conditioning and heating, although neither was needed on such a fine day. The windows, including the windscreen, folded down by means of an ingenious system of cranks. The headlamps and running lights had three settings, daylight, nighttime, and fog. That last was an innovation that Leonid wished his own car back in Dracoheim had.

      “Any of your designs in this car?” Leonid asked.

      Chad laughed. “Not this model. I'm in drive train and transmission. We're running about three years from drawing board to production.”

      “He's only been with the company for about a year,” Bett added.

      At the hotel, a uniformed bellman—a hulking brute with a wrinkled gray hide—collected their bags and ushered them in, with Bett demanding that Eleanor call her to set up plans for lunch. She asked, “You won't forget, will you?”

      The suite was on the third floor and had a bedroom, a sitting room, and a huge bath. Leonid didn't take time to investigate it; he simply left his bags, made sure Eleanor was happy with the accommodations—she took her eyes off the picture window that overlooked the street to tell him everything was wonderful and to collect a quick kiss—and then he headed back to the lobby to have the doorman call him a cab.

      The Nivose Testing Hall of the Dracoheim Academy for Thaumatological Studies turned out to be somewhat less impressive than its name. It was a brick building with thin slit windows. Through the heavy front door was a small antechamber with a large sign reading, “Warning: Thaumaturgically Active Materials. No Unescorted Visitors Beyond This Point.”

      Once he'd proved his identity and been provided with a graduate student to escort him, though, he was ushered into the familiar bustle of a research facility. Most of the staff was human, with a handful of morouxe working as assistants. The materials lab that had been set aside for him was small, but the equipment was well-maintained. He thanked his hosts and got to work.

      The transitive curve was similar, but not identical to the curve he'd traced in the Boom Room in Leeshore. As Leonid performed his calculations and plotted the results he felt again the thrill of discovery. It was not simply discovering the properties of this metal but catching a glimpse of how those properties changed as the cosmological constants changed. There was a structure here, unknowably vast, that ran the length of the Ten Realms, through the Dreamsea. Understanding that structure, seeing it in its totality, would lay bare all the secrets of the universe. He was counting grains of sand on a beach on the edge of an infinite sea of knowledge. The bits he had hinted at a grace and majesty that moved worlds, the music of the spheres.

      At one point, the graduate student opened the door to ask about lunch, and Leonid grunted a negative without looking up from his graphs. Later on, when he was running current through the sample, increasing the voltage incrementally, the student came back to tell him that he was very sorry, but they had to close the institute for the day.

      Leonid stared at him like a man awakened from a dream. He looked at his watch, realized that he'd neglected to set it for local time, and tried to do the conversion in his head, gave up, and asked, “What time is it?”

      “Nearly 18:00,” the student replied. “We have to be going.”

      Leonid hastily shut down the grid and removed the sample, placing it in his case. “Of course, I'll just grab this. Could someone call me a cab to take me back to the hotel?”

      Eleanor was lounging in the sitting room when he returned, wearing a new brown dress and leafing through a local magazine. She got to her feet and smiled. “How did it go?”

      “It's the genuine article,” Leonid said. “It's going to be just as valuable here as back home.”

      “Wonderful,” she came forward to give him a hug. “My clever man. Now, I have some recommendations for dinner, if you're not too worn out from the lab.”

      With his arms around her, he felt her dress, and it wasn't fabric but thin leather, clinging to her delightfully. “Not too worn out at all,” he said, pulling her tight. “But maybe we could skip dinner?”

      She laughed and pushed him away. “I insist on dinner, first—and a quality meal. Maybe even a drink as well.”

      “As many as you'll let me buy you,” Leonid agreed. The dress was extraordinary, and she must have had it tailored to fit. “That looks like it cost a fortune.”

      “I had some pin money put aside,” she said. “You like it?”

      “I love it,” he said honestly. “I don't know if you'll be able to wear it at home.”

      She ducked her head and grinned coquettishly. “I can wear it for you.”

      “Any time you want,” he agreed, reaching for her.

      She pushed him away, laughing. “Dinner first, you brute. I need a steak—and I bet you never had lunch, did you?”

      Leonid thought back. “No,” he admitted. Now that he was thinking about it, he was ravenous. “Lead on, and let us murder some steaks.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day he finished the electrical series and ran through the light sensitivity tests. Again, the curves were similar to the results he'd obtained in the Midworld, but not the same. All three curves rose more sharply, and then leveled off sooner. He began to itch to run a series in Messidor, but there was little chance that the college's resources would stretch that far.

      He finally set his watch to local time, and even went out with some of the staff mages for lunch. They had savory sausage rolls and talked about the news in Dracoheim. None of the humans assigned to the institute stayed long, nor wanted to.

      “The money's good, and it'll be a nice entry on my resume,” one admitted, “but I wouldn't want to emigrate.”

      “Why not?”

      He looked around nervously. “Most of the locals are great, but—” He broke off and lowered his voice. “It's nothing to worry about if you're still a Midworld citizen. Even the bad ones won't risk an international incident.”

      “Bad ones?” Leonid was confused.

      “You hear things,” the mage went on, looking uncomfortable, “about some of the locals. Look... we're not supposed to say it, but they're still beasts, down inside. And some of them, well, they see humans as prey.”

      Leonid nodded gravely, but he didn't believe it. It sounded to him as if the man was just uncomfortable being around morouxe and looking for a justification for his prejudice.

      After lunch he started in on the thermal properties test and was pleased to see that it also showed a sharper rise and flatter top than the Midworld curve. He wanted to finish up in the morning, so he found the grad student who assured him that he could leave the sample in the freezer overnight.

      “Once we lock up for the night, this is one of the most secure locations outside of the Bone Fortress.”

      That was good enough for Leonid. He left his notes in the lab and the sample in the freezer, two floors up. He waited while the last mage locked up and set the alarms, then flagged down a cab. For a long moment, he couldn't remember the name of his hotel, then it came to him. Two days of intensive bench work—after the disorienting transit across the dreamsea—left his brain feeling wrung out.

      He needed a good meal in the company of a good woman, in a place with hot music and cool lights, a few turns around the dance floor, and a good night's sleep. In the morning, he would wrap up the material series and make arrangements for the return trip.

      He found himself humming “On Blue Dolphin Street” in the elevator to his floor. He wondered if Eleanor had gone shopping again, and what exotic skins she might have found to wrap herself in. He opened the door of the suite, still humming.

      The song died on his lips. There were two figures in the suite, neither of them Eleanor.

      The one in front was a massive brute with a doglike face, covered with thick black fur. He was dressed in a cheap imitation of a human style suit, with a blade the size of a machete on his belt.

      The other was Chad.

      “I'm so sorry, magus,” the pig-man said. He showed signs of a beating, his face was bruised and his clothes were torn. Blood spotted the front of his shirt.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Leonid asked. He felt cold.

      “Just hand over the metal,” the big dog-man said, “and everything will be fine.”

      “Metal?” Leonid raised his empty hands. “If you're talking about the Ferose sample, I don't have it. It's at the Testing Center.”

      “What?” Chad cried.

      The dog-man backhanded him, and he crumpled.

      “That's gonna be bad news,” the dog-man growled. “Bad for you, and bad for the ladies.”

      Leonid felt rage overcoming his fear. “If you've hurt Eleanor—”

      The dog-man drew his blade. “Ain't hurt her yet, wizard. But we will if you don't come across with that metal.”

      “But...” Leonid thought furiously. “I can't get it until the morning. It's locked up.”

      “So unlock it.”

      “I can't! I don't have keys for that place. I'm just a visiting technician.”

      “Who does?”

      “It would be the staff from the Academy.” Leonid tried to think. “Magus Anton Draker is the operations director. He'd have access after hours if anyone would.”

      The dog-man gestured at the phone on the sitting room desk. “Call him.”

      “I don't have his home number.” Leonid argued. “I'm just here to use a lab for a few days. I've got the address of the testing center and a couple of contact names. That's it.”

      The big morouxe worked his jaws as if he was literally chewing that over. He came to a decision and picked up the hotel suite's phone. He gestured with his blade. “No funny stuff, now.”

      Leonid spread his hands placatingly.

      The morouxe dialed an outside line, waited while it was answered.

      “We gotta problem. The ape doesn't have it. He left it at that testing place.”

      A pause. Leonid looked over at Chad, who was sitting very still on the floor.

      “Right.”

      Another pause.

      “He'll cooperate as long as we got his woman.”

      A long pause.

      “You gonna send a couple of the boys, just in case?”

      A short one.

      “Got it.”

      The dog-man hung up the phone and turned to his captives. “We gonna sit and wait, real civilized, until my friends get here. Then we're all going to go see the boss.”

      “Go where?” Leonid demanded.

      “To see the boss,” the dog-man said slowly.

      Leonid gestured towards Chad. “Let me help him clean up.”

      “Leave him.”

      “You really want to take him through the lobby looking like this?” Leonid let some of the anger he felt come out in his voice. “You don't think anyone will notice?”

      The dog-man growled, then nodded and gestured towards the suite's bathroom. “Okay. But remember we got your women.”

      “I haven't forgotten.”

      Leonid went to Chad, moving slowly, and offered his hand to the pudgy morouxe. “Come on,” he said gently. “Let me help.”

      Chad looked up warily, then took the proffered hand.

      In the suite's bathroom, Leonid started the tap running, adjusted the temperature. Very softly he asked, “Who is this goon?”

      “He's a buck-cutter,” Chad whispered.

      Leonid didn't know the term. He soaked a washcloth and started gently washing the blood from Chad's face. “Is that a gang?”

      Chad nodded, wincing at the roughness of the washcloth.

      “And they really have Eleanor and Bett?”

      Another nod, then Chad looked away.

      Leonid pulled his face back and kept washing him. “If I give him the sample, do you think they'll let them go?”

      “No, you mustn't,” Chad whispered.

      Leonid shrugged. “Why not? It's just a chunk of metal. It's the manufacturing rights that are valuable, and some forged one in Ferose owns those.”

      The dog-man came up and banged on the door frame. “Time to move.”

      Leonid shut off the water and passed Chad a hand towel. “Dab the water off. You don't want to open any of those cuts.”

      There were two more of the hulking dog-men in the suite. To Leonid, they all looked identical, even to their crude suits. They all wore long knives on their belts. Leonid had noticed that a lot of morouxe carried blades, but these seemed well used.

      The five of them squeezed into the elevator together, the dog-men keeping Leonid and Chad separated. Just before the elevator reached the lobby, one of them said softly, “One word and your woman spends a week dying.”

      Leonid believed him. The threat had been delivered in a calm, even tone. It was a promise.

      There was a big cargo van parked at the curb. One of the dog-men opened the rear door and pushed Chad in, then Leonid. Two of the dog-men followed, then the third got up front to drive.

      The van was an import, manufactured in Dracoheim for sale in Nivose. The back was a windowless box and pitch dark when the doors were closed. Leonid took the opportunity to go through his pockets by feel. His late wife, Annalise, had always complained about his habit of sticking oddments of his profession in his pockets, particularly as he often forgot to empty his pockets before dumping his clothes in the laundry.

      It was a habit that he'd never been able to break, though, not even for her. In the dark in the back of the van, he inventoried two scribes, an athame, a pocket slide rule, an object that confused him until he worked out that it was an ocular monocle that he seldom used and only packed to save space, a screwdriver with the odd crescent-shaped head that morouxe favored. The last object he had borrowed to adjust a locally manufactured bit of equipment and really should have returned to the lab assistant before he left.

      In addition, he had his pocket watch, a ballpoint pen, a small but extremely sharp knife, his wallet, his key ring, and the key to his hotel suite.

      How this collection of objects would help in his current predicament he had no idea. If the dog-men were telling the truth and would let them go once they had the Ferose sample, then all he had to do was keep calm and cooperate.

      He doubted that was the case, though. What these “buck cutters” was doing had to be against local laws. Criminals back home were known to make inconvenient witnesses disappear, and Leonid suspected that was a tradition that transcended Realm borders.

      The van stopped and the dog-men opened the back door, letting in weak artificial light.

      Leonid waited for them to beckon him to leave the van. There were more of them waiting outside, not just dogs but also tigers and bears. All predatory animals.

      Chad moved slowly, and Leonid helped him climb down to the floor of the garage. The pig-man was terrified. Leonid's suspicions hardened into certainties. These were killers and had no intention of letting any of their captives live. As long as they hadn't hurt Eleanor—and Bett, of course—yet, then there was still hope he could come up with something.

      If they had harmed the women, then Leonid would make them pay. He was a middle-aged academic, a teacher at a trade school, a widower who drank too much and got out of breath climbing the stairs to his apartment.

      But he was also a wizard, and he was armed.

      The time wasn't right yet. He could wait and see what they had planned, get a feel for the lay of the land. They would keep up the pretense that they would release him unharmed until the morning, to gain his cooperation getting the sample when the testing center opened.

      The group of morouxe formed up around them like a military unit. The garage was large—some commercial building—and seemed to be underground. It was filled with pallets of crates. Some kind of depot, then, for goods wagons to be loaded. It was old, built from brick and timber. The strings of electric lights were recent, with soot staining the walls from old gas fixtures. It stank of damp and mold.

      They reached a wooden door, and a tiger and a dog escorted them through it. The office was big, but cluttered, filled with ledgers stacked haphazardly. At a desk sat a big morouxe, a tiger-man who must have weighed four hundred pounds. This had to be the boss.

      “Magus,” he began, his voice low and reasonable. “I am sorry—”

      Leonid interrupted him. “Where are Eleanor and Bett?”

      The tiger looked annoyed. “They're safe.”

      “If you want my cooperation, you'll let me see them.”

      “If you want to ever see them again—”

      “This is not negotiable.” Leonid used his lecturer's voice, speaking over the tiger without shouting. “Show me that Eleanor and Bett are safe. Let me talk to them. Then we can discuss how to get you the metal sample you want.”

      Leonid waited while the tiger-man glared at him.

      The boss waved to the dog-man. “Get the women.”

      The dog-man left, and Leonid looked around the office, feigning indifference. In fact, he was studying the room. The place was a mess. He glanced down at the floor. It was filthy. Idly, he scuffed the toe of his shoe across the tile and observed the line he left in the dirt.

      He shifted his weight from foot to foot, careful not to move far. Two more short lines and a longer curved one. Rho.

      He glanced at the tiger-man. The big morouxe was glaring at him, but in annoyance, not suspicion.

      Leonid stretched and used the movement to scuff a loop, then crossed it with two slanted arcs. Kesh.

      The door opened, and two of the dog-men entered, pushing Eleanor and Bett before them. The women's hands were bound behind them, but they didn't seem injured.

      Leonid took a step towards them, dragging his foot in the dirt. Ascending arc.

      The other tiger waved him back angrily. “Stay put.”

      Leonid took a step back, drawing another short straight line in the dirt.

      “Eleanor, I am so sorry,” he said. “I promise, I'll do whatever they want. Whatever it takes to get us out of this.”

      He looked down, shuffling nervously. Short line, circle, two crossed lines. Aleph.

      “It's okay,” Eleanor. “They haven't hurt us.”

      “Good,” Leonid said. “We'll get through this.”

      He looked down again. Swept his foot around. Completion arc.

      The light in the room turned red.

      Leonid crossed the floor to the desk. The boss sat frozen. Leonid was moving at sixteen—no, wait, recalculate for Nivose values of rho—eighteen times as quickly as the ambient timestream. He slid his pen out of his pocket and scrawled a pax invocation on the tiger's shirt.

      Then he went to the other tiger and did the same, then both dogs. He moved as fast as the thick air would allow. The effect wouldn't last long.

      He had just started sawing at Eleanor's bonds with his pocketknife when the red faded out of the light. The buck cutters all slumped the floor, deeply asleep. Leonid breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn't been entirely sure how the pax charm would work on morouxe, but they were all asleep. Maybe they wouldn't wake up ever again, but he wasn't much concerned about that.

      “What?” Eleanor stared around the room. From her perspective Leonid has just blurred out of sight.

      “We're getting out of here.” Leonid said. “Chad, grab one of the goon's knives and cut your wife free.”

      He had Eleanor free. She turned and threw her arms around him. “I knew you'd come for me,” she whispered. She was shaking.

      He held her tight. “I had to,” he whispered back. “I can't get a refund on your return trip.”

      She gave a ragged laugh. “Bastard.”

      He gently disengaged himself. “We're not out of danger yet.”

      Leonid turned to Chad and Bett. The two morouxe were embracing, both crying.

      “Bett!” he ordered. “There's a phone on the desk. Call the police.”

      She obeyed meekly, picking up the phone, then looking at him, stricken. “I don't know the address here.”

      “It's a freight depot,” Leonid said patiently. “It's bound to be written all over this paperwork.”

      She nodded and shakily began to hunt through the papers on the tiger-man's desk.

      Leonid has spotted something. “Chad, get me that walking stick.”

      Chad fetched it, and Leonid got out his scribe and got to work. As he scratched runes into the wood, he said, “These goons won't be quick to interrupt the boss, but they won't wait forever. We have to be able to hold them off until the cops get here.”

      He looked at Bett. She had found a bill of lading and was talking on the phone. Her voice was tense, but she wasn't hysterical. She told the story clearly.

      Leonid reviewed the Nivose cosmological constants in his mind, then added another series of runes to the walking stick.

      Chad held the knife in a two-handed grip, looking at the door.

      “Give me the knife for a minute,” Leonid said.

      Chad passed it over, and Leonid scribed symbols on the handle with his pocketknife, then held the knife carefully, watching the blade. The metal shimmered, then a corona of blue fire formed around the blade. Leonid carefully offered it back to the morouxe, who stared and made no move to touch it.

      “The handle is perfectly safe,” Leonid said firmly. “Just don't touch the blade.”

      Gingerly, Chad took it. After a moment, he swung it carefully, testing the feel of the weapon.

      “With any luck you won't have to use it,” Leonid said. “It's just supposed to scare them.”

      “It's scaring me,” Chad said. But he was grinning.

      “Do this one,” Eleanor said, holding out another blade.

      Leonid studied her a moment, then nodded and took the knife. He scribed the runes and handed it back as the metal began to flame.

      Then he bent to the cane again. As he was working through another series, there was a knock at the door.

      “Mr. Frenck?” The voice was tentative. “Everything all right in there?”

      Leonid held up a hand for the others to wait and completed his sequence.

      Another knock. “Boss?” The voice was insistent. “What's going on?”

      Leonid crossed to the door and put his hand on the knob. He waited for another knock, then slammed it open. The force of the swing would have knocked a man off his feet, but the great bear-like morouxe on the other side just staggered back a step.

      Leonid stuck his cane through the opening and unleashed lightning.

      Over the crackle of electricity, he heard morouxe screaming. All the lights went out.

      Not what he'd intended. He must have messed up a constant in his sequence. Oh, well, it couldn't be helped now. He activated one of the other sequences, and the end of the cane flared into light, brilliant as an arc lamp.

      He used the end of the cane to push open the door. In the light of the flare, he saw morouxe crowded around the door, most of them on the floor, some twitching weakly.

      “We are leaving,” he announced to the ones who could still hear him. “You will not stop us. If you try, you will die.”

      He stepped over the twitching bodies. Eleanor and Chad, both armed with flaming blades, followed him. Bett brought up the rear.

      No one tried to stop them. They heard the approaching sirens before they reached the door to the street.

      In the end, they only had to stay an extra two days in Hunger City. Leonid had expected more, but the Grimm's guard assured him that his recorded testimony would be sufficient, and there was no need for he and Eleanor to be present at the trial of Kaizer Frenck and his associates.

      He was concerned for Chad and Bett. They seemed to trust the local authorities' ability to protect them from any reprisal from the gang. Leonid hoped they were right.

      There was a long meeting with a nervous human from the Midworld consulate who was concerned about possible negative repercussions from the incident. Leonid and Eleanor reassured them that they had no intention of causing trouble and agreed not to talk to the press of either Realm.

      Leonid had already had more than enough publicity after the Summerisle Ferry fire. He rather hoped this entire incident could be decently forgotten.

      He finished up his work in the testing facility and wrote up his notes. The facility had a facsimile translator—a very expensive piece of specialized hardware that Leonid had read about but never seen. They were able to send photographic images of his notes directly to the corresponding device at the Dracoheim Academy, who would forward them to Magus Welsh.

      Leonid kept his own copy of the notes. He didn't trust modern technology.

      Their last day in Hunger City they spent with Chad and Bett. Chad apologized—again—for his part. He'd been talking to a coworker about Leonid's presence in Nivose and the reason for it. One of the cleaning staff had overheard and passed on the message to a relative who was a buck cutter, who passed it on to Frenck.

      Leonid told him not to fret about it. The whole affair was stupid in any event. Yes, the metal was potentially very valuable, but it was not as if that sample could be sold for millions. It was the manufacturing techniques that would arise from use of the metal that would make someone rich.

      They toured the Grimm's gardens in the shadow of the Bone Fortress, then had a long lunch in an open-air steakhouse off the square. It was a beautiful city, all things considered.

      Still, he wanted to get home. Eleanor probably would have been happy to stay another month, and he had to promise her that they would come back next summer—on a real vacation this time. Chad and Bett said they would be happy to have them stay with them, and if they had time, they could tour the countryside around the city.

      At last, it was time to go. They returned on a Ventose liner, crewed by chittering chigoes. The accommodations were suitably luxurious, if a bit odd by human standards.

      They stood together on the rail as the ship left the harbor, waiting for the spectacle of transit.

      “You never told me you could make flaming swords,” Eleanor said, her body close to his.

      “You never asked,” Leonid said reasonably. He slipped his arm around her shoulder.

      She cuddled close. “Would you make me one when we get home?”

      “Well, sure,” he said. “If you want one.”

      “Silly man,” she said. “What woman wouldn't want a flaming sword?”

      And she kissed him as the sky melted into a wilderness of alien stars.
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        * * *
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      Einarion teaches Magical Theory at the Farandimium Academy of the Magical Arts. One day he discovers a wounded creature outside his office window. Believing himself incapable of caring for it, he summons assistance—which doesn't go as planned…
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The Flying Feline

      Einarion, Junior Lecturer in the Department of Magical Theory at the Farandimium Academy of the Magical Arts, unlocked the door to his office. Upon viewing the room—long but narrow, bookcases down the left-hand wall, barely wide enough for him to be able to squeeze past his desk to sit in his chair, back to the sole window—he reminded himself again how lucky he was. In any other magic school, he’d either have to share an office with at least one colleague or be stuck in a staff room. Only FAMA had the space to give all its teaching staff an office of their own, even if his was amongst the smallest in his department.

      As Einarion made his way past the desk in order to work on the pile of parchments he’d half-marked the previous evening he heard a scratching or rustling sound from outside the window.

      Einarion glanced out, not expecting to see anything interesting. Instead, he saw a small creature huddled on the windowsill, with blood pooled and congealed beneath it. It was still moving.

      Einarion had no idea what to do. He hadn’t studied any form of Magiveterinology since he’d been a first-year student at FAMA, and the fact that he hadn’t gone beyond the introductory course was a sign of how unsuited he was to that particular field. But he was a member of staff at Farandimium, which had one of the best Magiveterinology departments in the known world.

      Einarion focused his magic through his right hand and spoke the incantation for a Request for Assistance spell, adjusting it on the fly to specify that he needed magiveterinary assistance, and not just any of the support staff. (Not something he’d be sanguine about should one of his students do it, but as a staff member in the Magical Theory department, he would be very embarrassed if he wasn’t able to adjust a spell as simple as that on demand.)

      Now to wait. Einarion didn’t know who would be sent, but he kept looking out of the window. The little thing was still moving. It looked as if it was trying to squeeze itself even closer to the far side of the window frame, into the corner where the window frame, the windowsill, and the outer portion of the wall met.

      A knock on the door told him someone had arrived. “Come in!” he responded.

      It was Elegria—employed as an Assistant Researcher in the Magiveterinology department, tall, competent, long hair permanently plaited down her back, and in Einarion’s opinion one of the most beautiful and elegant women on the staff at Farandimium. He had admired her from afar for months.

      Unfortunately, that was where it had remained. Einarion had been too busy to get to know any member of staff outside the Magical Theory department that well. But that meant that he still didn’t really know what Elegria was like. And on matters of the heart Einarion was cautious, so he needed to get know someone before he risked asking her on a date.

      “You said you needed magiveterinary assistance.”

      Einarion heard the lack of a question and was surprised by how pleased it made him. “Yes. There’s an injured creature on the windowsill.”

      Einarion eased himself back around his desk to free up the room for Elegria to make her own way around it to review the scene for herself.

      “The poor thing. I’m going to need to bring it inside to review its wounds. Can we move this desk to give us the space we’ll need?”

      ‘We.’ That one word generated a warmth in Einarion’s spirit. “Yes. There’s room to move the desk. We can rotate it a right angle and move it halfway to the door. Clockwise, it’ll need to face the bookcases.”

      “Do you want to cast the spell, or should I?”

      In most departments, that would be a polite request for the office’s owner to cast a spell and move the desk out of the way. But magical theorists didn’t always have the magical power of their fellows, so in this case the question was genuine.

      “Would you mind? I’m not that good with furniture rearrangement.”

      Elegria smiled. She pointed the palm of her left hand at the desk and muttered a short incantation.

      At this, Einarion smiled also. Old Lantar might not be a fashionable language for spellcasting, but he was fluent in it, and understood her instructions perfectly. He knew before the desk moved upwards into the air, turned, moved into its new position, and then settled back down on its four legs, what it would do, and that it would end up where he had suggested it should go.

      “Nicely phrased. Well done.”

      Elegria smiled again. Then she turned back to the window. Fortunately, it hinged inwards, which ensured that it could be opened without disturbing the creature more than necessary.

      She opened the window and cast another quick spell to calm the creature. Then she reached out with both hands and picked it up. She brought it inside the room and knelt to place it gently on the floor. Then she started to examine it.

      It was at this point that Einarion recognised it for what it was. A cat’s body, golden fur, long golden tail, and golden bat wings. It was a flying feline. He didn’t know much about the species—they weren’t common, they were preferentially nocturnal hunters … and that was about it. Einarion wasn’t sure if he’d even seen one as an adult.

      Elegria murmured as she worked. “She’s been in a fight. The claw gashes are quite deep on the hindleg and flank. It looks as if she crashed into the wall. Her wing’s broken. They don’t normally hang around the ground long enough for this to happen. I wonder…”

      She finished her work. “I’m sorry, but flying felines don’t do well if they’re moved too much from where they were found. I think we’ll be alright if she recuperates in here, but I fear if we move her to the magivet wing, she may never recover.”

      Einarion’s heart sank. He knew that he couldn’t ask Elegria to take the flying feline away with her, given what she’d just said, but the last thing he wanted was to have to look after a recuperating creature while he was trying to get his marking and all his other teaching preparation and paperwork done. Not to mention—and he wasn’t intending to—that he wasn’t very good at this. He was the only one of his class to fail the practical portion of Introduction to Magiveterinology. He’d avoided looking after any sort of creature since, but under the circumstances could do so no longer.

      “Then she’ll have to stay here. Do you have any baskets I could borrow? What food does she eat? Could you come around to check up on her?” Einarion was pleased that he’d managed to think of the last one. Not only did he think he needed her assistance to do this task to any sort of standard, it also gave him opportunities to get to know her better.

      “Yes, although, initially, a cage might be better. We’ll discuss and get back to you. I’m afraid flying felines don’t eat carrion, only live prey. We’ll get you something suitable for her to catch, but I’m afraid you’ll need to clean up after her. And yes, I’d be delighted to keep an eye on this little beauty.”

      The next hour was busy. Einarion had no time to sit down at his desk to get on with his marking—not because he was expected to do something but because there were too many other people in his office doing stuff that kept distracting him.

      Firstly, Elegria summoned help from her department, which arrived in the person of one of the other magivets on the school’s staff carrying magiveterinary supplies. The pair worked together on the creature’s wounds, cleansing the gashes and binding them up with bandages. The broken wing was realigned and splinted.

      Then the cage arrived. As Elegria explained it, flying felines were inveterate flyers. She would try to fly in spite of the damage to her wing unless clearly restrained from doing so by a suitable cage.

      The cage had a floor that was raised about six inches off the ground. It was divided into two parts. One, which was placed closest to the window, was intended as the nest area. The floor was covered in suitable nesting materials, which were spread out haphazardly—Elegria explained that flying felines like to make their own nests and dislike using anything pre-made for them. This had two doors on opposite sides, both large enough for the creature to pass through easily, even on foot. The external door hinged outwards, while the internal door slid open. In one corner, next to the external door, the floor dropped into a small hollow.

      On the other side of the internal door was a hunting area. The mesh on this section was finer, and there was a small opening in the roof. Einarion was supposed to drop the prey into this area through the hole on a regular basis and then let the flying feline in so that she could hunt it for her meal.

      Finally, the creature was placed in her new home, and the door closed.

      “I’d prefer to use a healing potion, but that won’t work,” said Elegria. “She won’t drink a potion—we’ll be lucky if she drinks any water in the next few days. And she won’t eat anything solid we put it in. Injecting it into something we give her to eat is a waste of time—all its magic will be used up keeping her prey alive before she consumes it. So, I’ll need to cast healing spells daily until her more serious injuries heal.”

      Elegria held out her left hand again, pointing the palm at the flying feline in its new cage, and spoke the incantation for the healing spell.

      Einarion was impressed. Reciting a spell of that complexity from memory wasn’t easy (unless you were an excellent magical theorist), and that one needed adjusting at key points to match the patient and its needs, adding an extra layer of complexity. That she could do so was a sign that she was an extremely competent magivet.

      Elegria stood still for about two minutes, presumably the length of time necessary to safely focus the required magic—either for the caster and/or the patient. Then she lowered her left arm, looking drained.

      “May I bring the prey at lunchtime?”

      “Yes. When time are you thinking of?”

      “Around noon? She’ll probably need three hunts a day until she’s mostly healed, and first thing, noon, and late evening makes for a roughly regular hunting cycle.”

      Einarion agreed. Then Elegria said her goodbyes, before Einarion opened the door for her to leave the office—she hadn’t said anything, but she really did look as if she was badly in need of a rest.

      Alone once more—save for a flying feline that was still very dozy from the spells needed to calm it and make it docile for the magivets to do their work. Einarion fetched his chair from where it still stood, its back facing the window, and placed it where it now belonged, behind his desk, facing the bookcases.

      Einarion sat at his desk and restarted his marking.

      He’d just finished making his way through the entire stack of parchments, when he heard the background rustling get significantly louder. He put the marked parchments in the corner of his desk he reserved for homework to be returned and looked across the desk at the new addition to his office.

      The flying feline—he couldn’t keep calling her that, she needed a name if she was going to be staying in his office for a few days. It would only be temporary, but if he was going to care for her, she needed to be a ‘she’ not an ‘it’. Felina perhaps? He’d discuss it with Elegria at a suitable opportunity.

      Anyway, Felina had got up on all four legs and was doing something with the bedding material. As he looked he realised that she was building it up into a type of nest.

      Einarion had a lesson to teach first thing that afternoon, so he couldn’t keep watching Felina distract him. He stood up, walked around the desk and crossed his office to the bookcases opposite. He extracted the file with his lesson plans for Layering Theory, Level 1, and took it back to his desk.

      Once safely ensconced in his chair, he reviewed the lesson he was planning to teach, reminding himself of the tricky bits that he had to explain well.

      By the time he was finished, it was noon. Elegria knocked on his door again. She looked a lot better than she had done when she had left the office that morning. As she came in, she had a small basket in her left hand. At Einarion’s quizzical look, she smiled and opened the basket.

      Elegria took out a small cage, containing a live mouse, which she handed to Einarion.

      “This should be an easy hunt. We’ll go through the full range of prey over time, but we’ll start at the simpler end.”

      Einarion wasn’t sure what to do, so Elegria continued. “You need to take the mouse out of the cage and drop it into the hunting area. Once it’s safely corralled, you can let the flying feline through to hunt the mouse.”

      The instructions seemed so simple when Elegria gave them, but Einarion didn’t find them straightforward to follow. It wasn’t entirely obvious how to even open the mouse’s cage, and then the mouse managed to wriggle free from his grip and fall to the floor. Elegria quickly cast a spell to prevent it from escaping, and Einarion was able to pick it up again, this time more securely. Then the mouse didn’t want to enter the hunting area, but Einarion was able to persuade it in eventually.

      Einarion could hardly claim to be disappointed at his performance. It reminded him too much of feeding time when he was studying the infamous Introduction. But he worried that he had disappointed Elegria.

      Felina was already pacing the internal mesh between the two parts of her cage when Einarion let her through. It didn’t take her long to corner the mouse and kill it.

      As Felina ate her meal, Elegria extracted a small bowl and a container out of the basket. Opening the main door of Felina’s cage, she placed the bowl in the corner (the other side of the door from the hollow), and filled it with water from the container. Then she closed and secured the door again.

      “We’ll be lucky if she drinks any of the water over the next few days. Flying felines are notoriously wary of still bodies of water. But they get most of their water needs from the creatures they kill, so it won’t matter unless she’s still not drinking from her bowl about a week from now.”

      Elegria turned her attention to Felina, still eating the remains of the mouse. “You note that she’s trying to fold her wings. They like to store them folded on their backs when they’re not needed. But the broken one needs to be kept open to allow the bones to heal, and they must fold both wings simultaneously. They can’t fold one wing only; their muscular structure doesn’t allow it.”

      Einarion couldn’t help smiling. While he still had absolutely no interest in magiveterinology, nor in the finer details of a flying feline’s musculature, Elegria’s enthusiasm was infectious.

      Felina finished her midday snack.

      “Now, which corner will she put it in?” mused Elegria.

      “Sorry?” asked Einarion.

      Elegria kept her focus firmly on Felina, not even turning around to answer. “Flying felines don’t like leaving their leftovers near their nests. When they’re encaged like this, they tend to use one of the far corners as their waste dump.”

      As if on cue, Felina picked up some of the remains in her jaws and took them to one of the corners. She took three trips to take all of it to her chosen corner. Then she licked up the final traces of blood at the kill site before returning to her nest.

      Elegria closed the internal mesh door once more before getting a container and something else out of the basket. She walked around the cage to the corner where Felina had left the remains.

      Then she knelt down, put her hand under the cage, and tugged. A section of the cage floor slid diagonally outwards before coming to a sudden stop. Elegria dropped her hand, and the section came down with it, along with all the remains of Felina’s meal. When all of the remains were below the floor of the cage, Elegria brought them out from under the cage.

      She placed the floor section she’d extracted on the ground beside the cage before picking up the thing she’d extracted from her basket. As she maneuvered it, Einarion finally recognised it as a replacement for the extracted section of cage floor. Elegria pushed it upwards before pushing it diagonally inwards to lock it into place.

      The remains of the meal Elegria put in the container. Then she made her way back to the basket, and put both full container and cage floor section in it.

      At Einarion’s somewhat quizzical look, Elegria explained. “If we leave the remains in the cage, she’ll use the other corner after her next meal, and then she won’t have anywhere to use and she’ll get upset. Apparently flying felines used to try to dig through the floor of the cage if they were left in that position. So we came up with this solution.”

      “Will I have to do that?”

      “I’m afraid so. I’ll leave you a few spare corners this evening, and I’ll take the used ones away as needed to be washed. I’ll take the remains away as well.”

      Einarion swallowed. He couldn’t help remembering his past failures as a student. But it was lunchtime, so perhaps he could redirect the conversation, and also claim some of Elegria’s attention—she had been primarily interested in Felina since she’d entered his office. “Do you need to do more here, or do you want to head to the staff canteen?”

      Elegria agreed, and the pair headed out, Elegria taking her basket with her.

      After lunch, Einarion returned to his office to pick up his materials for teaching Layering Theory, Level 1. After he had taught that class, he returned to his office, and after checking that Felina seemed to be comfortable in her nest, he extracted his copy of Spells, Ancient and Archaic from the bookshelves.

      Sitting back at his desk, he opened the book at the first page and began to read. This served two purposes. Firstly, reading old spells in old languages he could speak and read fluently was his favourite way to relax. Secondly, like all Junior Lecturers in the Department of Magical Theory, he was expected to assist in the class on Introduction to Old Languages. He assisted the lecturer once a week, and his slot was this afternoon. Reading spells in some of the languages the class was being taught was good preparation.

      About an hour later, he closed the book and put it back in its slot in his bookcases. A quick glance suggested that Felina was dozing in her nest. He smiled at the sight despite himself, and headed out to assist.

      After Introduction to Old Languages, he made a slight detour to the Department’s main office, where he picked up the homework submitted by his class on Basics of Spell Construction. On his return to his office, he glanced down at Felina’s cage—she was still dozing—and then set about marking the pile of parchments.

      As he had come to expect, the pupils frequently made basic mistakes as they attempted to solve the spell construction problems he’d set. But as his department head had pointed out when Einarion had complained about this, they’re only basic mistakes to an expert. It was a good point. These students were only now learning magical theory. They hadn’t had the time to develop the understanding that would result in them avoiding all the obvious traps they so frequently fell into.

      Einarion made mental notes about what aspects of theory he needed to review at the start of his next lesson, two days hence.

      He was only about halfway through the pile when there was a knock on the door. It was Elegria again.

      “How’s the patient?” she asked as she came in through the doorway.

      “She’s asleep. No,” Einarion corrected himself as he glanced across the room, “she woke up sometime in the last hour.”

      There was a twitch that suggested Elegria had quickly stifled a smile. Was she smiling at him or at Felina? It probably didn’t matter.

      “They do have a tendency to doze in the afternoon, and then wake up come evening.”

      Einarion was expecting a repeat of his difficulties in extracting the mouse that Elegria had brought with her for Felina’s evening meal. But instead Elegria took pity on him, and demonstrated how to extract it from its transport cage and insert it into Felina’s hunting area.

      Einarion had mixed feelings about this. On the one hand he was grateful for the assistance—perhaps this time, with her help, he might be able to take care of a magical creature. On the other hand, if she kept having to teach him how to do it she might end up not viewing him as an equal.

      Then, once Felina had finished her meal, and deposited the remains in the corner of the cage—the same one as before this time—Elegria guided him through removing the section of floor that held the leftovers, and how to put in the replacement corner section. The remains went in another container.

      Felina was back in her nest, resting.

      “They normally hunt at night only as long as they need to. After that they return to their nests and rest until day. We can leave her be now until morning.”

      Again, Einarion couldn’t help smiling at Elegria’s enthusiasm. “When do I need to be here for Felina’s breakfast?”

      “Felina?” Elegria looked confused.

      “I couldn’t keep calling her the flying feline, so I gave her a name. Felina.”

      Elegria chuckled. “Felina. It fits. Shall we say an hour after first light? I’ll need to check how she’s healing after she’s fed.”

      An hour after first light wasn’t that much earlier than Einarion had unlocked his door this morning. He quickly agreed to the arrangement. After all, it ensured he’d see Elegria again.

      Elegria left him with a set of four cage floor corners, which he put onto one of the shelves of his bookcases, in front of the books. Then she picked up the empty transport cage and the container of remains and said her goodbyes.

      Einarion looked down at Felina in her cage, smiled, and headed out, locking his office door behind him. The day hadn’t been a disaster, so perhaps he could look after Felina, with Elegria’s help.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Einarion unlocked his office door three-quarters of an hour after first light. He’d already had his breakfast at the staff canteen.

      He quickly checked on Felina. She seemed to be resting contently in her nest.

      Elegria arrived shortly after, with Felina’s breakfast. Another mouse.

      Einarion was expected to drop the prey into Felina’s hunting area again. He carefully extracted the mouse from its transport cage, doing his best to follow Elegria’s instructions of the previous evening. Then he dropped it into Felina’s cage. The whole process was a lot smoother than his first go the previous day—not perfect, but smoother. He was relieved to have avoided a repeat of the previous day’s disaster. Although he wasn’t looking forwards to when Elegria decided to vary Felina’s food, and he had to deal with other, potentially more dangerous creatures.

      While Felina hunted, and then ate, her prey, Elegria opened the main door of the cage. She scooped up the bedding material in the hollow and put it into a container, then replaced it with more bedding material.

      Again, she deigned to explain herself to the magiveterinology ignoramus. “Flying felines tend to defecate at night and like to bury the results. By giving them an obvious low point in the floor of the cage, we can predict where she’ll do the deed. I’ll remove the remains daily for now. Once we can let her out to hunt, she’ll find somewhere outside to use the garderobe.”

      Einarion was grateful that Elegria wasn’t proposing asking him to deal with the waste, and that she wasn’t intending on letting it remain in the cage longer than necessary to stink up his office.

      After Felina had successfully hunted, and finished her food, Einarion was set to extracting the remains from the corner of the cage (the other corner this time), while Elegria examined her.

      After Elegria had cast the necessary spell to keep Felina calm, she removed the bandages and splints. “Her wing bones have healed nicely. The gashes on her body have healed much less than I’d like. I wonder…”

      “Anything we need to worry about?”

      “It’s probably either very good or very bad. We’ll find out if it’s the latter tomorrow. For the former, we may have to wait a few days. If we don’t get proof of either I’ll need to ask the experts.”

      Elegria clearly wasn’t planning on voicing her ideas. Einarion was a little irritated by this, but he was prepared to wait. He’d find out eventually if it was relevant to him caring for the injured creature. He also didn’t feel that irritating Elegria unnecessarily would help the development of their friendship.

      Elegria rebandaged Felina’s wounds before casting another healing spell. As before it took a couple of minutes to cast, and left Elegria looking drained.

      Elegria took away the remains from Felina’s meal and the used corner when she left.

      The rest of the day was almost normal. Elegria visited his office at noon with Felina’s lunch, and then again in the evening with her evening meal, and both times her interest was primarily in her patient. Felina looked like she was moving around on all fours more easily now that she could fold her wings up. He had lunch with Elegria in the staff canteen. Otherwise, it was a standard teaching day. He’d handed back the set of homework parchments he’d finished marking the day before and managed to complete marking the homework on Basics of Spell Construction as well.

      The following morning, Elegria came around to check on Felina. As per the previous day, Einarion dealt with her prey and then the leftovers, while Elegria dealt with Felina’s rear excretions while Felina was hunting.

      Meanwhile, Elegria checked Felina. She smiled. “They’re healing nicely. I won’t need to cast any more healing spells.”

      “Why didn’t it work earlier?” Einarion was still curious.

      “If I’m right, we’ll find out soon. No more than a week would be my guess.”

      Elegria then glanced down at the floor of the cage. “And it looks like she’s started to drink the water, so we won’t need to worry about dehydration anymore.”

      Einarion didn’t like Elegria keeping her ideas to herself this time any better than he did the previous day. But he kept his peace, for the same reasons as on the previous day. And he hadn’t been worrying about Felina suffering from dehydration—if it was something he should worry about, Elegria would worry first, and alert him to the need.

      Elegria took the remains and used corners away with her after saying her goodbyes.

      The next couple of days fell into a routine, only slightly different from what had previously been normal.

      On the third morning, things changed. When Elegria glanced into Felina’s nest she squealed, “Look!”

      Einarion looked, and there were a number of small, wriggling things in the bottom of the nest. He wasn’t quite sure what he saw. He glanced quizzically over at Elegria.

      “Felina was pregnant. She’s given birth to her litter.”

      “This means she’ll be a fixture for a few weeks yet?”

      “I’m sorry. You’re stuck with her until the kittens fly off.”

      Einarion sighed. He still had limited confidence in his ability to look after Felina alone, so how was he going to look after her and her kittens? He was also starting to look forwards to the day when he could have his office to himself again. There were downsides to this—not seeing the beautiful and elegant Elegria on a regular basis being the primary one—but he would once more be able to devote all his time to his work.

      “I assume we still need to feed her?”

      “In the wild, she’d fly off every so often to hunt, but at this stage she’d return as soon as possible. The little ones only drink milk until they fledge, and they need it on a regular basis.” Elegria thought for a bit. “We’ll need to let Felina out at night soon, or she’ll get out of practice, but I think while the little ones are as small as this continuing to feed her three times a day is best.”

      “Fledge?” It seemed a weird word for a creature without feathers.

      “You’ll see. It fits, even though it shouldn’t.”

      This morning, Elegria had a new type of prey for Felina, a type of shrew. “This will give her more of a challenge, which is what she’ll need if she’s to hunt on her own again.”

      After Felina had caught her morning’s prey, she ate it and cleaned up as usual, then headed straight back to her nest.

      As Einarion was extracting the floor corner, Elegria noted, “She won’t leave them now until we feed her her lunch.”

      The rest of the day went similarly to the previous ones. Felina was more distracting, being more active, constantly looking after the little ones (not that they could be seen unless Einarion looked into the nest). This meant that his work took longer. And the little ones started to make high-pitched noises at irregular intervals—making it difficult to keep his mind on his work.

      The next few days went similarly again. The little ones (five of them) were growing, both in physical size and size of distraction—but, Einarion noted, at different rates. A little careful observation revealed why. He asked Elegria about it one lunchtime.

      “The biggest one seems to be grabbing most of the milk, leaving little left for the rest. Should I help the others out?”

      Elegria smiled broadly. She may have been tempted to laugh, but Einarion wasn’t sure. “No. Two reasons. Firstly, this ensures that flying felines can raise a litter even when food is poor. In some years, the mother only produces enough milk for one kitten, and this ensures that that one kitten survives to adulthood.”

      “But that’s not the case here. She has three guaranteed meals a day, so she doesn’t need to worry about only one kitten surviving.”

      “This is where the second reason comes in. By raising her kittens this way, Felina ensures that they fledge one at a time. Thus she only needs to teach one kitten how to hunt at any one time. By the time the next kitten has fledged, the bigger sibling has already left the nest.”

      Einarion was unconvinced. “So I should allow greed to be rewarded?”

      Elegria laughed, though it was unclear if she was laughing at him or his ignorance. “Nature finds its own solutions to problems. Respecting them generally results in fewer complications than otherwise. Pragmatism is our guiding principle.”

      Einarion shook his head slowly. He still wasn’t convinced, but Elegria wasn’t going to budge. She was the expert, he was the ignoramus, so he decided to trust her and not interfere.

      Elegria looked in the nest again. “I think they’re all large enough. Felina needs to be let out to hunt, and it’s past time for her to start doing so again.”

      “Tonight?”

      Elegria smiled. “Yes. I’ll come around empty handed tonight if that’s alright with you.”

      More time with Elegria—of course it was going to be alright with Einarion. He swiftly agreed to the idea, and then suggested that they head out for lunch in the staff canteen.

      That evening, Elegria knocked on the door of his office. Upon entry the pair set about preparing for Felina to head out to hunt.

      All the parchment piles on Einarion’s desk had a weight put upon them in an attempt to ensure that Felina couldn’t blow them everywhere with her wings.

      Then the office window was opened. Finally, the main door to Felina’s cage was opened, and the two stepped back to give her room.

      Felina’s attention had been focused on the hunting area, but she changed course when the door was opened. She walked into the office and spread her wings.

      A few flaps and she was standing on the windowsill. She furled her wings before walking through the open window. Then she spread her wings once more before taking to the night sky.

      “Do we wait for her?”

      “I don’t think that’s wise. She’ll head back once she’s successfully hunted, but that might take a few hours. If she’s not back by morning, that’s the time to worry.”

      Einarion didn’t like the sound of that. It sounded like his office would get colder than he would like through being open to the elements overnight. “I’m going to have to leave the window open all night, aren’t I?”

      “Sorry. We don’t know when she’ll return, and we can’t shut her out.”

      Einarion smiled, despite himself. “No, we can’t leave the little ones all alone. Shall I see you at first light?”

      “First light. I’m looking forwards to seeing how she did.”

      “You’ll be able to tell?”

      “Not always. But flying felines normally have a frustrated air if they haven’t been successful overnight.”

      It went against all Einarion’s instincts, but he left the window open as he left his office. He said goodnight to Elegria and then locked the door.

      The next morning, Elegria was waiting outside his office door at first light. She looked as if she couldn’t wait to see what was inside. As ever, her enthusiasm was infectious.

      Einarion unlocked and opened his door. As had been the pattern for the last week or so, his gaze went first to Felina’s cage. He smiled broadly when he spotted her back on her nest, her kittens in front of her, her tail wrapped around them all. He didn’t know when she had changed from being just an annoying distraction that he somehow had to care for to become a welcome element of his office.

      Elegria followed him in. “Success!”

      Einarion was heading to the window. It needed closing, so that he could bring the office’s temperature back to reasonable levels. The room was now colder than he liked, having cooled due to interaction with the cool late-summer-night air outside.

      He paused, then asked the obvious question, more to engage Elegria in conversation than to obtain the answer. “How can you tell?”

      “She’s content, perhaps even happy. If she’d failed all night, she would be visibly irritated.”

      Einarion closed the window before asking his next question. “Do you know what she killed?”

      “No. She’ll have buried the remains somewhere near where she ate. I do know what she’ll have for breakfast.”

      Einarion couldn’t help smiling. He knew why Elegria knew—she’d brought the creature with her in a cage. He let Elegria drop the prey into the hunting area of the cage while he focused his magic through his right hand and cast a spell to gradually raise the office temperature to more normal levels.

      While Felina fed, Elegria cleared out the hollow. Einarion was a little confused, as Elegria had previously said that Felina would be defecating outside now that she was hunting at night.

      But Elegria took pity on him again. “Felina may be going outside now, but her kittens can’t, and they’ll use the garderobe wherever they’ve seen their mother go.”

      Once Felina had fed, he cleaned up after her.

      Elegria promised to return at lunch, and then said goodbye.

      Thus the pattern of the next two weeks was set. Elegria would meet him at the door of his office at first light. She would bring with her Felina’s breakfast, then go away to return at noon with Felina’s lunch, by which time Einarion had brought the office temperature back to normal. Einarion and Elegria would have lunch together in the staff canteen, sometimes with his colleagues, sometimes with hers, occasionally just the two of them. He enjoyed their conversations, irrespective of who they sat with. Her colleagues were very friendly, and Elegria got on well with his. He realised that he greatly enjoyed her company. After lunch they parted to carry out their own tasks. Then Elegria would join him in the evening when they would let Felina out to go hunting. One final conversation, and then it was time for them to part once more in order to head to bed.

      Then the fledging began. As Elegria had said, all those weeks ago, it fit.

      The largest kitten suddenly sprouted wings. It took about three days for them to grow from barely discernible lumps on the shoulders to fully functional appendages that looked as if they could support the little thing in flight.

      “Right on schedule,” was Elegria’s only comment when she spotted the change.

      About two days into the fledging process, Felina changed her behaviour. Rather than killing and eating her midday snack, she caught it, and brought it back to the nest. There she held it down while the fledging kitten killed it, and then they shared the meal. Afterwards, Felina dealt with the remains as per normal.

      “This is how they teach their kittens to hunt,” explained Elegria.

      This happened every morning and midday meal (probably not the evening meal, as there was no evidence that Felina was bringing her catch back to Einarion’s office for joint consumption) until one evening, about a week after the fledging process had started, the largest kitten followed its mother out into the evening sky.

      “How many evenings will she teach it to hunt?”

      Elegria smiled. “None. The kitten will head out alone. If it fails to hunt, it’ll be back in the morning. If it succeeds, it will have left the nest for good.”

      “But doesn’t it need to learn how to hunt?”

      “She’s taught it how to kill—and that’s the crucial bit. The rest is just a matter of practice.”

      The next morning, all five kittens were in the nest. The fledged kitten had failed to kill the previous night.

      As before, Felina brought her morning and midday meal back to the nest for the fledged kitten to kill and share.

      That evening the two flew out into the night sky once more. But only one returned.

      Elegria was happy. She saw it as a success. Einarion had mixed feelings. He was happy that the kitten had made it to independent existence but was sorry to no longer see it in the nest, interacting with its siblings and mother. He had come to enjoy those distractions, even if they did cause his work to take longer than it should.

      But the remaining kittens were growing, and the next kitten fledged within three days.

      The next five weeks saw the remaining four kittens fledge one at a time, be taught how to kill, and then head out to see if they could hunt. A couple took two nights to succeed and not return, one took three nights, the last took four.

      The morning after the last kitten failed to return, Elegria commented that it was time to stop taking care of Felina. This morning’s meal would be the last she’d be providing the flying feline. It was also the first time in weeks that she didn’t clean up the waste in the hollow—as Felina wasn’t using it anymore, and none of the kittens were either, having all left the nest, it was no longer a necessary act.

      Einarion surprised himself by feeling disappointed. Somehow, Felina had wormed her way into his heart, and he took pleasure in looking up from his work and seeing her in her cage on the other side of the office. It was also bad news in another way, as Elegria would no longer need to visit to help him take care of her.

      Both of them expected that Felina would fly off into the night that evening and not return after her hunt. Einarion had somewhat vague notions that Felina was only staying in his office because she was injured, and then she only stayed longer because that was where her kittens were. Now they’d all flown the nest there was no need for her to stay longer, and so she would return to the freedom of the outside world.

      Elegria explained that flying felines were generally wanderers, usually moving from one place to another every week or two. Normally, the time it took for their kittens to fledge was the longest period the mother stayed in one place all year.

      So that evening, Einarion opened the outer door to the cage for the last time, then opened the window. He waited for Felina to launch herself off the windowsill, then left the office, closing and locking the door behind him. He didn’t expect to see the flying feline again. Elegria would be around in the morning to pick up the cage. And then he would need to find some excuse to keep seeing her.

      In the morning, Einarion unlocked the door to his office with a somewhat heavy heart. He was expecting it to be cold and empty—at least from tomorrow it would be warm and empty, back to normal. He was already thinking at what point tomorrow or the day after he would return his desk to where it belonged.

      Except that his office wasn’t cold and empty. Sitting, curled up in her otherwise empty nest, was Felina. Einarion stopped in his tracks, momentarily uncertain as to what to do. Then he cast a quick communications spell, informing Elegria that she might wish to visit earlier than they had planned.

      Message sent, Einarion closed the window, cast the spell to reheat the office, sat down at his desk, smiled across at Felina, and then set about his work.

      About half an hour later, Elegria knocked on the door. On being invited in, she also appeared surprised to see Felina, but she swiftly came up with an explanation.

      “It’s rare, but sometimes flying felines find a nest site they like enough to stay a while. As long as the hunting remains good enough, she’ll probably stay here semi-permanently.”

      “So, I’m stuck with her?” Einarion asked, only semi-facetiously.

      “I’m afraid you’re stuck with her for as long as she wants you to be.”

      “Oh, well. I’ll just have to live with it.” Einarion couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Despite his expectations all those weeks ago, he had found that he enjoyed Felina’s company, and would have been very disappointed had she left.

      Elegria smiled. “You’ll be needing the cage for the foreseeable future. I’m no longer needed to look after Felina, so I’ll say goodbye.”

      Einarion thought quickly. He’d enjoyed the time he’d spent with Elegria while they were looking after Felina, and it wasn’t just that she’d helped him do something he’d thought was beyond him. He’d enjoyed their lunchtime meals together after Felina’s noontime hunt. He’d even enjoyed it when Elegria told him about her day of an evening, with most of the details going completely over his magiveterinologically-ignorant head.

      “Would you like to join me for an evening meal in town? Sometime this week?”

      Elegria smiled in response. “I’d love to. I’ll check what nights I’m helping to look after our patients in the magivet wing and get back to you.”

      Einarion wasn’t currently planning on doing anything in the evening this week. So that was a most delightful response.

      The pair said their goodbyes, and Einarion was left with Felina and his work.

      Einarion had cold mornings to look forwards to, but also at least one very pleasant evening with Elegria. If the latter went well, it could lead to better things, and be by far the most important of the two.
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      AC Young trained as a pure mathematician, before leaving academia behind with more letters after his name than anyone really needs. He currently resides in Hampshire, where he works as a Senior Consultant for an engineering firm.
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      Victoria Thornburg is the new professor of summoning magic at Phoenix Valley University, and she's overwhelmed, both by the responsibilities of being a professor and by the strange traditions of her new school. But when her graduate student gets lost near the mysterious underground key shop, can she embrace those traditions in order to save him?
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The Key to the Phoenix

      They called the tradition “invoking the phoenix.” Dean Winterman had told Victoria Thorburn all about it when she was hired at Phoenix Valley University, the biggest magical university west of the Mississippi. “It’s a simple summon of the local fire spirits, which we then shape into the mascot of the school. A bit silly, perhaps, but it makes all of us feel more connected to PVU. Most of us do it every morning right before class begins for the day. You’re not required to by any means, but you might think about participating. It brings on a bit of school spirit.”

      So on the first morning of classes, what happened was not unexpected. Victoria stood in her classroom in Dunsany Hall looking out the window at the students gathered outside. Most of them were standing expectantly, looking to the east, to where an old mission-style clock tower showed a time just before eight o’clock. Then, exactly when the bells began to toll, the quad became a blaze of light. Fire elementals appeared out of the ground, out of the air, and from the hearts of trees. For a moment, it looked like the campus was burning. Then, the elementals all rushed to the students who had called them, surrounded their bodies, and took form. Most of the students focused on making dramatic wings appear on their backs, though a few made more of an effort at the tail, and one boy standing near the entrance to Dunsany Hall put most of his elementals on the task of creating a fluffy crest that ran along the center of his head. Most impressive of all was a girl who had summoned elementals in every color of the rainbow and had gotten them to arrange themselves in a spectrum so that, though her body glowed orange like everyone else’s, the ends of her wings and tail faded to yellow, green, and blue before becoming the purest violet at the tips.

      Victoria started, realizing that she had been so intent on watching the students that she hadn’t bothered to invoke the phoenix for herself. Quickly, she raised her arms—and nothing happened. Come on, Victoria. You’re a professor of summoning, you can call a handful of fire elementals, this is kid’s stuff. She closed her eyes, emptied her mind, and visualized a flame. When she opened her eyes again, a dozen fire elementals had appeared. She held out her hands and called them to her—and then yelped with pain as the elementals touched her skin. Idiot! You forgot to make them warming elementals! She quickly did a banishing, wondering how she could have made such an elementary mistake. She tried to do another summoning, but before she got a chance, she heard people in the hallway behind her. The invoking time was over; it was time for classes to begin.

      The door opened, and Victoria’s heart sank when she saw the laughing students come in and take their seats around the table. Among them were the boy who’d made the crest as part of his summoning and the girl with the beautiful multicolored phoenix. She swallowed hard as she watched those two take their places at the oval table along with half a dozen other students. Victoria took a deep breath and began.

      “Good morning. This is the Advanced Seminar on Environmental Factors in Summoning.” Why, oh why, did the seminar have to be her first class? Why couldn’t she have started the morning with the freshman-oriented Introduction to Summoning class? She could have been reasonably confident that she was the best summoner in that group. Here, among the best undergraduate summoners Phoenix Valley University had, she wasn’t nearly so sure.

      Victoria continued. “My name is Victoria Thornburn. You can call me—Professor Thornburn.” It had been on the tip of her tongue to tell them to call her Victoria or even Vicky. That’s what all of her favorite teachers had done when she had been a student. But Victoria felt that she had to hold on to her title, the only advantage she knew that she had over these students. “Any questions?”

      The girl who had invoked the rainbow phoenix raised her hand. “Are we going to be studying the specific factors that make summoning in Phoenix Valley both uniquely difficult and capable of bringing forth elementals and spirits unable to be found elsewhere?”

      Victoria floundered.

      “Um, we’ll be starting off with general environmental factors, but there will be time later in the semester for topics of particular student interest. The environment of Phoenix Valley could be one of those.” Which meant she was going to have to learn something about Phoenix Valley, a place that hadn’t even been on her radar until she’d started applying to be a professor. She didn’t know anything about the specific factors of Phoenix Valley or the unique summons that could be found here—or even that there were unique summons that could be found only here.

      Another girl asked, “What about emotional factors in summoning, such as those involved in invoking the phoenix?”

      Of course, she would bring up invoking the phoenix.

      “The state of the summoner is really beyond the scope of this course,” Victoria answered. That part at least was true enough.

      One of the boys raised his hand. “What about the way that the summoner interacts with the environment?”

      At last, a question she could answer. “We’ll be getting into that. When a summoner is in an environment either particularly suited to him, or one particularly not—” And then Victoria’s mind went blank. I know this. I was asked about it at my thesis defense. She knew the answer was in her somewhere, but she couldn’t manage to call it up. “—at any rate, we’ll be getting into that,” she repeated lamely. “If there are no other questions, let me hand out the syllabus, and we can go over that.” She quickly started passing out papers before there could be anymore questions.

      Victoria thought she did okay while she was reading through the syllabus, but when she was done, the questions started up again. Back at the Gotham Institute, where she had done her graduate work, the students would have have been asking about her grading rubric, her policy on late assignments, and exactly what format she wanted for essays. Here, those who had signed up for the seminar wanted to know the exact readings they’d be doing, whether other readings might cover the subject better, why the subject was worth covering at all, and if an alternative might be more useful. Explaining her curriculum, Victoria felt like she was back in her oral exams, only this time she didn’t have an advisor who was even nominally on her side.

      Twenty minutes before the period was officially over, Victoria dismissed her students. “I don’t want to waste your time,” she said. “We’ll have more to say on Wednesday after you’ve done the first reading.” But a couple of the looks she got as the students filed out convinced her that she wasn’t fooling anyone.

      Victoria slowly gathered up her things, waiting until she was certain that her students would all have left the building before she stepped out of the classroom. She tried to convince herself that her first class hadn’t been a total disaster, but her powers of self-deception weren’t quite up to the task. What went wrong? she asked herself. What happened to Victoria Thornburn, most gifted grad student at Gotham? The one who could win awards for her research and teaching without breaking a sweat? Did I leave her back East somehow?

      Victoria was so lost in her own thoughts that didn’t even see what she tripped over. One minute, she was walking; the next, her legs had been yanked out from under her, and she found herself flailing to keep upright. She managed to grab onto the frame of her office door and just barely keep herself from landing in a heap in the hall.

      Once she caught her breath, Victoria looked around. There was a young man sitting in front of her office door clutching his shin. He had a red mark on his lower leg that looked distinctly like the toe of Victoria’s designer shoes. It didn’t take someone with Victoria’s PhD in Spirits and Multidimensional Magic to figure out what had happened.

      “Did I trip over you? I’m sorry.”

      “I should be the one apologizing. I didn’t mean to make myself a hazard.” The boy stood up and looked her over. “Are you Professor Thornburn by any chance?”

      “Yes….”

      “I’ve been looking for you! My name is Dylan Green, and I’m…. That is, I think I’m supposed to…. Well, I’m a first-year graduate student, here to study summoning. I was supposed to work with old Professor Ryan, he’s the one who accepted me; but then he retired this summer, and they told me at orientation that you’d been hired in the same area….”

      Victoria tried to sort out the rambling. “So what you’re saying is that you’re my grad student?”

      “Yes!” Dylan seemed relieved that she’d managed to pull a point out of his disjointed sentences.

      “Well, come on into my office, and we’ll chat.” Victoria was of two minds on this. On the one hand, she hadn’t really considered a research project she could do with a grad student; everything she’d done so far had been designed so she could do the research alone. But on the other hand, she knew that mentoring the next generation was a part of her job. Besides, Dylan was the first person she’d met today who seemed to be even more lost than she was. That made her both sympathize with him and feel a tiny bit more confident. She didn’t want to send him away.

      Victoria went to open her office—and found it locked. She rattled the handle a couple of times. And just what good do you think that’s going to do?

      Dylan looked uncertain. “Is there a problem?”

      “I never got a key to my office.” Dean Winterman had shown it to her the day her appointment became official, less than a week ago, but he hadn’t given her the key. And this morning, she’d been in too much of a hurry to get to class to stop by her office. She tried to sound confident. “Just an oversight, I’m sure. I’ll head to administration and get it sorted out. You maybe should come with me, too. Have you been assigned an office yet?” Dylan shook his head. “Then you should. Come on.”

      Somehow, Victoria managed to find her way to the administration office without embarrassing herself further. She went in to find the department secretary hunting for something beneath her desk.

      “I’ll be with you in a sec,” she called. A moment later, she popped back up carrying a white box. “Burn-healing potions,” she explained when she saw Victoria’s and Dylan’s curious looks. “First day of school, everyone is invoking the phoenix for the first time in months, and inevitably, there are a bunch of idiots who forget to make sure the fire elementals they summon are safe.”

      “Indeed, what a bunch of idiots,” Victoria tittered nervously. She glanced down at her arms to make sure that the marks left by her own attempt at invoking the phoenix weren’t visible.

      “But what can I do for you?”

      Victoria explained the situation. The secretary nodded but said, “That’s not my department. To get keys, you need to go to Access Services.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “It’s kind of underneath the gymnasium. If you go to the flying practice field and walk along the west edge, you’ll find a place where the athletic building is elevated, and there’s a tunnel that goes under it. Access Services is at the back of that tunnel.”

      “And what about me?” Dylan asked.

      The secretary consulted her records. “We’d been holding off on assigning you an office until we knew exactly what sort of lab space Professor Thornburn would need for her group. But I should assign you a temporary place, at least.” She scribbled something on a parchment and handed it to him.

      “I don’t suppose you can give me the key?”

      “’Fraid not. But you can go to Access Services with Professor Thornburn. It might be easier if you were together.”

      I’m not getting a good feeling about this, Victoria thought. But Victoria thanked the woman before she and Dylan made their way across the campus to the athletic facilities. They had to walk along the practice field twice before Dylan finally spotted the tunnel. The entrance was low enough that Dylan had to duck under the doorway, and even Victoria found herself feeling a little bit claustrophobic as they wandered along the dim, curving path. From somewhere in the darkness, Victoria heard a loud groan.

      “What was that?” Dylan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Victoria said, with a part of her regretting that she was a mage. In a normal university, she could be reasonably certain that the sound was just some bit of machinery. Here, it could be that, or it could be some dragon or cryptid that was the subject of study in the biology department, or perhaps some otherworldly spirit that a careless student had forgotten to banish. She didn’t think it was one of the souls of the damned crying in torment—but she wasn’t totally prepared to rule it out either.

      Victoria wouldn’t have seen the door if she hadn’t been carefully looking for it. It was made of a wood so black that it was indistinguishable from the darkness. There was a metal plaque in the center, but it was too tarnished to be readable. Victoria ran her fingers over it and felt the letters A-C-C-E-S-S. “I think this is it,” she told Dylan.

      “Shouldn’t we go inside?” Dylan asked, but Victoria noted that he made no move to reach for the door handle.

      “I guess so.” She and Dylan looked at each other for another few seconds, and then she took a deep breath and opened the door.

      The room behind was paneled with some wood Victoria couldn’t identify. It was rough and splintered and looked to be at least fifty years old. Iron hooks were drilled into the wall, on which hung keys of every description. A rough workbench near the back of the room appeared to be the only furniture. There was a vague red glow coming from somewhere behind the workbench but no other light. Victoria couldn’t see anyone else.

      “Hello?” she called. “Hello?”

      “What do you want?” a voice snarled from behind her.

      Victoria and Dylan both jumped. They turned around. There was a man standing between them and the door. He had white hair that fell just past his shoulders, and the red light cast shadows over his uneven face, making his wrinkles look like canyons. But he was tall and muscular, and when he pushed past them, there was nothing slow or stiff about his movements.

      “Um, hi,” said Victoria. “Are you in charge here?”

      “Hiram Castellano, Lockmaster of Phoenix Valley.” He studied her. “You must be Victoria Thornburn. I was expecting you this morning.”

      “I didn’t have time before class….” Victoria hadn’t felt like this since her advisor had found six typos on the first page of what was supposed to be her final draft of her thesis.

      He snorted and turned to Dylan. “And you? Who are you?”

      “I’m Dylan Green. I need a key to my office….”

      “I wasn’t expecting you. Do you have authorization?”

      Dylan reached into his pocket and pulled out the parchment the secretary had given him. The lockmaster studied it for what seemed like a long time, tracing the letters with the tip of his fingers. At last he said, “It seems to be in order.”

      The clear indication of that “seems” was that Dylan’s parchment was obviously a forgery, and it was only a matter of time before Castellano found the proof.

      Castellano made his way to the workbench. Victoria followed him. He busied himself with a couple of tools resting there, seemingly ignoring his two visitors. She tried to wait patiently, but he remained at his task.

      Eventually, she said, “So, can we have our keys?”

      “I need to make them.”

      Victoria looked around. “So none of these keys are the keys to our offices?”

      Castellano glared at her. “Oh, there are keys to your offices alright, but none of them are your keys. I don’t know how they did things at your old school, Doctor Thornburn—” Victoria hadn’t known it was possible to say the word “doctor” with that much contempt “—but here, each key is made for a specific person, expressing the link between the mage and the territory that belongs to them. Nothing else can release the locks.”

      That was definitely not how they had done things at Victoria’s previous school, but she had to admit that it made a certain amount of sense. It would probably improve security if nothing else. But it was awfully inconvenient knowing she’d still be locked out of her office. “How long will it take you to make the keys?” she asked.

      “I’ll start the ordeal now.”

      That wasn’t an answer, but Victoria was too concerned by his choice of words to press the point too much. “Ordeal?”

      He motioned to Dylan. “Both of you, put your hands here.”

      Victory and Dylan put their hands on the workbench. Despite looking like the same old wood used in the paneling, it was hard as stone and smooth as glass. It was cold, too, and Victoria felt as if the warmth was being sucked out of her all the way to her core. But then the table started to heat up. The cold disappeared, and then it became warm, and then hot. Soon, Victoria had to yank her hand off before it burned. Castellano glared at her but said, “I’ve got what I needed. You can go now. Come back later to pick up the keys.”

      “How much later?”

      Castellano just glared again.

      “An hour? Two hours? This afternoon? Tomorrow?”

      Again Castellano looked at her like she was speaking a foreign language. But he said, “It should be before this afternoon. If you need a time, you can come back then.”

      Victoria scurried out of the key shop as quickly as she could, Dylan close at her heels.

      “I don’t think I’ve met anyone like him before,” Dylan said.

      “And I hope I don’t again,” Victoria muttered. She wasn’t happy about the fact that she was going to need to come back here, but at least for the moment she was free. She hurried through the tunnel, eager to get out of this dungeon and back into the sunlight.

      When they were going into the tunnel, Victoria had noticed it had quite a few curves, but it wasn’t until she was coming back that she noted just how twisted the tunnel was. It went up and around and then zig-zagged back and forth. She ran into several intersections that she hadn’t noticed on her way in. At each of those, she went straight. I would have noticed if I turned, wouldn’t I? But she wasn’t sure. The path in hadn’t been straight, nor were the intersections perpendicular; if she’d made a sixty degree turn or so, would she have noticed? I’m lost. I know I’m lost. I’m going to spend forever wandering around down here until I die of starvation and some ambitious necromancy student calls up my lost soul!

      But then the light appeared before her. Victoria let out a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding and ran to it until she saw the sunlight surrounding her and felt the warm wind blowing through her hair from the south. The greenish brown grass of the flying practice field stretched in front of her, and right now, it seemed like the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

      She enjoyed the sight for a moment, then tried to put her professorial mask back on. “Okay, so I guess we can’t go to our offices just yet, but how about we go to the library and see if we can find a study room where we can discuss your research tasks for the semester.”

      There was no answer.

      “Dylan? Dylan?” Victoria spun around.

      There was no sign of Dylan. She looked over the fields, trying to find where he might have gone, but there was nothing but flat grass. There was no place he could be hidden—except the tunnel. A feeling of dread filled her. She looked back into the tunnel and called again. “Dylan?”

      All she heard was the echo of her own voice.

      Victoria tried to remember when she had last seen Dylan, but nothing came to mind after she left the key shop. She stepped back into the tunnel and walked as far as the first curve. Again, she looked and called. “Dylan?”

      Please answer, please! I can’t go back in there to look for you, I just can’t. But all was still darkness and silence. Victoria turned around and looked back towards the exit. I should go back. I can call campus security, let them know what happened, and they can send someone who knows his way around down there to look for Dylan. She took a step back towards the light, then paused. But Dylan is my student, and my responsibility. She remembered how her advisor had guided her when she’d first arrived at graduate school, not only helping her select her classes and getting started in her research program but showing her around the campus and helping her understand the school’s culture. I can’t do that for Dylan! I don’t know anything about it myself! But she owed him more than to just leave him wandering around under the gym. I won’t do him any good if I get lost too. She looked into the tunnel, and determination filled her. I won’t get lost. I can keep track of my path. I owe it to him to at least try.

      “Dylan?” she called one more time as she started into the tunnels.

      As she walked, Victoria was careful to keep track of exactly what was around her, not only physically but magically. Doing so made her realize just how complicated this place really was. Not only were there more alcoves and side paths than she’d seen even on her trip back, but the air was filled with a kind of old magic. Victoria tried to determine the nature of the spell. She eventually came to the conclusion that there wasn’t one; what she was sensing was the residue of hundreds or even thousands of spells that had been cast in these tunnels over the years.

      This place is old, probably the oldest place on campus. The thought gave her chills, even though she knew that it shouldn’t. After all, the Gotham Institute was much older than even the oldest place in Phoenix Valley, and the Augustine School where she’d been an undergrad was older still. But there was something about the oldest part of even a relatively young place that tended to collect the dim, dank things that everyone would rather forget about.

      Victoria reached the door to Access Services without finding Dylan. She opened the door and put her head in.

      “Mr. Castellano? I’m looking for Dylan Green. Is he still here?”

      There was no answer. She stepped inside and looked about. The room seemed darker than it had on her first visit, and neither Dylan nor Hiram Castellano was visible. That doesn’t mean anything, she thought, remembering how the lockmaster had appeared before. But though she turned about twice and continued to call, no one showed up in response. The red glow at the back of the shop flickered and faded to almost nothing.

      Victoria returned to the tunnels. The light here wasn’t much brighter than in the shop. So now what? Do I just stumble about in the darkness until I find Dylan? I need light! She snapped her fingers and brought a small sphere of white light. It brightened the area around her, at least, and made her feel a little better. But there was still an oppressive dimness beyond her. The magical residue she’d sensed before seemed to cling to the walls and reflect her attempts to bring light back at her. I need more than light. I need something that can bring me both physical and magical clarity. She considered the problem. A powerful fire spirit of some sort, maybe? What I need is…. The realization came to her. I need a phoenix!

      Victoria raised her hands to summon, then stopped. Summoning was an art that required confidence. Yes, she had knowledge and experience, but controlling a summoned spirit required her to believe with all her heart that she could do it. And somewhere within her she was remembering her complete failure at summoning that morning. She’d hurt herself, and she hadn’t even been trying to summon a real phoenix, just a few fire elementals to make a copy of one. You were in a hurry, and you panicked. You don’t need to do that now. Center yourself, focus, and bring forth a phoenix.

      Victoria focused and tried to sense the spirits in the area. There was a phoenix here, and a powerful one. She reached out her mind to it. Help me, Flame of Rebirth. Lend me your power to cleanse this place and bring clarity. She reached for the phoenix and did her best to call it forth. A sphere of flame about the size of an apple appeared in front of her.

      Victoria rolled her eyes. “Thanks, but that wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”

      I can do this. I have to. Victoria tried again, doing her best to remember everything she knew about summoning creatures like this. The words from her morning class came back to her. Unique features of Phoenix Valley…. The phoenix hovering just beyond her reach was probably one of those. Emotional state of the summoner…. The link between the summoner and her environment. There was likely the problem. Victoria had no link to this environment. She was a stranger here, and even the lowest freshman understood this place better than she did. She would never be able to reach into the spirit world and bring forth the phoenix because she didn’t belong here.

      But, damn it, I do! I’m a professor here. I’m new, yes, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t belong. They hired me, I accepted this job, and I fully intend to do everything I can to help this university. I’ll learn everything I can about this place and the spirits that can be summoned, sharing that knowledge with the magical world and bringing glory to this university. I’ll teach every student, from the freshman just trying to summon his first salamander to the senior who may be better than I am at this. I’ll share all my knowledge with them and show them how to seek further on their own. And I will protect my grad student. The power to do so is here, and I call it forth now!

      Victoria felt rather than saw the success of her summoning. The powerful, renewing fire of the phoenix rushed through her and shone through every part of her body. The tunnels glowed with a light as bright as the Phoenix Valley sun, and she felt as if she were hovering above the ground, lifted on wings of flame higher than the ceiling of the tunnel should have allowed. But then, nothing about the tunnel seemed substantial at the moment. The fires that were part of her stretched for what felt like hundreds of yards in every direction, and everything they illuminated, she saw. She saw the cooling ducts bringing the air touched by the magic of Boreads to the gymnasium and the pipes that brought the pool water to be filtered by undines. She saw the lockmaster at work in his key shop, standing before a forge that seemed to be powered by the same fire that was part of her at the moment. She saw him suddenly smile, then stand up with two shining silver objects in his hand.

      And then she saw Dylan. He had obviously made a wrong turn almost as soon as he left Access Services and was wandering deeper and deeper underneath the gymnasium. Under ordinary circumstances, even knowing exactly where he was, Victoria might have had a hard time getting to him. Under these circumstances, it was no problem at all. Victoria flew to him on the wings of the Phoenix, moving through both the spirit world and the physical one as easily as she would have moved through the desert air. She snatched him up in her talons, then brought them both back to a place just in front of the door to the key shop.

      The power of the phoenix slowly receded from Victoria. Thank you, she thought as it went away, and she felt a touch on her mind that, if she had to put into words, seemed to say, Okay, you’ll do. It was an oddly flattering feeling, knowing that the great fire spirit found her acceptable.

      The fires of the phoenix went out, leaving the tunnel with the same dim light it had had to start with. At last, Dylan spoke. “What just happened?”

      “We got some help,” Victoria responded. “I think you and I will do alright at this school.” She motioned to the door. “Let’s go. Our keys should be ready.”

      There was no sign of Castellanos inside, but on the workbench were the two silvery keys she’d seen him finish while she was in phoenix form. Victoria picked up one of them.

      Dylan looked at her uncertainly. “Are you sure those are ours? I would hate to take the wrong one by mistake….”

      Victoria could understand the desire not to anger the lockmaster, but she had no doubts on that score. “Pick it up. What do you think?”

      Dylan did so, and on his face, she could see the same emotions she was feeling. Connection. Belonging. A sense that there was work to do, and that they had found the place to do it. He nodded, and Victoria said, “Let’s go, then. Back to the office. We need to start planning your research project.”

      “Well, when I came here, I was hoping to do something with elemental personas.”

      “That’s a broad topic, but I can recommend a few papers related to that to get you started. My own opinion….”

      Victoria and Dylan emerged from the tunnels back into the sunlight. As they made their way across campus, Victoria felt that she was welcome here at last.
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      New professor Andrew Lyons teaches Introduction to Clerical Matters at the Citadel. He expected a simple training quest for his first-year clerical students. A night camping, and then they'd solve the Dean's riddles and find whatever he had planned for them. However, an old enemy of Andrew's has other plans. Years ago, Andrew got Craig Hammerstein expelled from the Citadel. Craig's gone Evil—with a capital E. He now serves Loki.

      Craig intends to remove Andrew by any means necessary. Andrew and the students must call on their angelic patrons as the wheels come off their training quest.
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Does a Training Quest Have Wheels?

      In his ocean blue and royal purple robes, Andrew Lyons crouched outside the fire ring his students from the Citadel had cleared for their camp out. One of the students, Mr. Stephen Thompson, had placed the logs very particularly. Then, when Andrew prepared to light the fire with a simple prayer, Mr. Thompson had stopped him.

      “Well, Teach, it's only right that I show you something you've never seen. We call this a bird's nest.” The brown-haired, blue-eyed young man wearing flame-red robes held up a bundle of leaves, twigs, and twine he had fussily unwound until it was single threads. With a twinkle in his eyes, he placed a small piece of blackened cloth on top. “This is char cloth. I get one little spark on it, and it will catch.”

      He placed the bird's nest on the ground and knelt over it with a piece of flint in one hand and steel in the other. “I'm going for one strike.”

      He struck the flint down against the steel, and two orange sparks landed on the char cloth. Stephen immediately picked up the nest and blew on it. Once it lit fire, he placed it on the kindling and waited. He didn't have to wait long until the kindling caught and, once it transferred to the tinder and then larger logs, the six people had a roaring fire going.

      “Where did you learn how to do that so fast?”

      Stephen, a cleric of Uriel, smiled. “My dad and my friends' dads started taking us camping as if we were colonials years ago. No tech that wasn't around at the American Revolution or couldn't be reasonably constructed from materials and methods they had. We all learned how to handle axes, shoot black powder, and light fires with flint and steel.”

      “Amazing. I've never seen a fire lit so fast without prayer or magic, and I've been on many quests.” At twenty-four, Andrew was only slightly older than most of his students, but he had started living in two worlds early in his college days.

      “And I went slow. A buddy of mine went from strike to kindling aflame in eight seconds.”

      “That's astonishing, homeboy,” said Bart Pierce, a wiry student with spiky, sandy hair and sunshine-colored robes. Mr. Pierce stood the tallest of the bunch. He habitually stooped because he hit his head on hanging lights so often.

      “Yeah, and he came in second at the latest competition,” Stephen continued.

      “Second!” This shout came from Silversun, another student, having just emerged from the women's tent. The Sioux woman wore her ancestral garb for the camp out, moccasins and a soft, fringed dress sewn from doe hide. Jet black hair cascaded down her back, brown eyes that were almost black, and delicate features looked out at others. The silver medallion showing a hooked staff around her neck marked her as a cleric of Raphael, the angel of healing. Her doe-hide dress was dyed a bright blue, the color worn by all clerics of Raphael. She carried herself regally.

      All of the campers were clerics from the Citadel, the school for clerics of Good. The six campers represented all three alignments from the Good end of the pool. Andrew had a total of fifteen students, but only five were here tonight. He would take the others camping over the next two weekends.

      Two other student clerics came up from the lake, hauling poles and a string of freshly caught fish. “I hope you like trout,” grumbled Jennifer Green, a slender cleric of Selaphiel, angel of prayer, clad in robes of storm-cloud gray. The clerics were always careful to point out they did not worship the angels; they merely used them as examples for the virtues they exemplified.

      Jennifer pushed her brown hair back from her face. She smiled but the smile did not reach her blue eyes.

      Bart stated, “Well, I prefer catfish, compadre, but I'll eat whatever you caught.”

      “What luck,” said Max Foot, his brown eyes and hair offset by golden robes. “We caught a single cat.” The lantern-jawed cleric of Raguel held up a catfish weighing at least ten pounds. Max had once dreamed of being a Federal marshal, but Raguel called him to serve a higher justice. “Beauty put up a fight!”

      “Get those things skinned!” shouted Stephen. “I'm starving.”
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        * * *

      

      After a fine supper of fish and fruit, the six campers sat around the campfire, eating Mr. Thompson's pan-fried apple fritters.

      “Anyone going to Athens for the Olympics this summer?” Jennifer asked.

      Bart laughed. “You're asking the starving clerical students if they have enough money for that?”

      “Hey,” Max snapped. “I went eight years ago, when they were in Atlanta. It's memorable.”

      “And,” Jennifer said, “a cleric with the Travel domain could get us there. One such professor has a sign up in the women's locker room about it.”

      “One in the men's, too,” Stephen said. “You've seen it, haven't you, Bart?”

      Bart shook his head. “I try to avoid locker rooms. Get in, get out.”

      “What's our quest, Teach?” Stephen asked.

      “Just a simple one to find the silver chest that Dean Thorton hid somewhere on that mountain.” He indicated Mt. Fain, the tallest in the region, yet barely meeting the definition for mountain. Most people considered it a glorified hill. “It's just to get you ready for when you're in actual questing parties.”

      “A training quest.” Bart Pierce asked, “Does it have wheels?”

      “Will there be riddles?” asked Silversun, wrinkling her forehead and ignoring her yellow-robed companion.

      Andrew closed his eyes and nodded. “Most certainly. The dean is notorious for riddles.”

      “Whoot! Whoot! We're in like Flynn, then,” Bart said, smirking.

      Silversun poked him in the ribs. “You do solve every riddle in his class.” Then, she looked at Andrew. “Teacher, why does Dean Thorton grimace whenever your name is mentioned?”

      Andrew bit his lip as he fed a few more medium-sized logs into the fire. “Remember the welcome I gave all of you on the first day of class?”

      Jennifer laughed, “Oh, yeah! He doesn't like that?”

      “Not in the slightest. He recently asked me not to use it again as long as he is dean.”

      Bart laughed. “Can you say it again? I loved hearing that.”

      With a sorrowful smile, Andrew answered, “To quote it even now would break the spirit of the Dean's command. I will not do the speech where I refer to the Citadel as 'the Lyon's Institute' again.”

      The students laughed.

      Bart said, “Well, if the rule is as long as he is dean, we maybe could arrange to get homeboy replaced?” He waggled an eyebrow while holding a small dagger in his hand.

      Silversun punched him in the arm, hard. “You're Chaotic Good, not Chaotic Evil. You shouldn't even joke about such things! This isn't like re-shelving the physics books into the fiction section.”

      The teacher blinked. “Wait. Bart, you are the one who moved the physics books?”

      “Yeah, Teach.”

      Andrew burst out laughing. “I shouldn't laugh! Oh, that was the talk of the lounge for a week!”

      All the campers laughed until tears came from their eyes.

      Bart started to say something else, but Andrew interrupted him. “However, Mr. Pierce, Silversun is correct. Laughter does a heart good like medicine, but not every joke is a good joke. We don't joke about acting Evil.”

      Bart ducked his head. “Sorry, man.”

      Finally, Andrew asked, “How are you five doing in your second semester classes?” This was Andrew's second year teaching Introduction to Clerical Matters. Students went through the Citadel in cohorts, with all members taking the same required classes each semester. They would begin adding electives to their schedule in their fourth semester.

      “The Theology of Prayer with Thorton is a killer,” Stephen said.

      “Oh, that's my easiest class,” Jennifer said. Selaphiel was the angel whose charges most focused on prayer in their studies and teaching. The medallion she wore had the image of an incense burner.

      They went around the fire, each cleric talking of their classwork. All were doing well in one class or another and struggling in something else.

      When it was her turn, Silversun said, “Intro to Latin is my hardest class. I just have to ask why? Did Satan have free rein over the earth until Latin came along?”

      Andrew chuckled. “So say we all our first year. Even though you may say your prayers in any language you know, Latin shows up everywhere in our books.”

      After a pause, he asked, “What was hardest for you guys in my class?”

      Jennifer spoke up. “We grew up hearing about magicians and casting spells in the mundane world before we learned about this world Beyond. Our prayer books overlap with their grimoires quite a bit, at least in name and effect. We do some things like them, but not everything. We don't cast spells; we say prayers. We have patrons, like warlocks do, but they aren't the same. We didn't make a pact. They just selected us.”

      Stephen answered for Andrew. “What we do is quite different from all other classes. Our prayers are not about us. They are about asking our patron to petition God for--”

      Jennifer interrupted, “I get that! It's all in my head, but in my heart is different. I just have to work through it.” She smiled at Stephen. “I appreciate your attempt to help, though.”

      The fire popped as the steam inside a log super heated, sending a shower of sparks into the air.

      Andrew took a deep breath of the chill night air. They had the mix in the fire just right to give the most heat and the least smoke.

      “I'll tell you what's even worse than Latin for me,” the Sioux woman said. “It's the need for martial clerics. We should be out there healing those in need, not striking down enemies.”

      Andrew sighed to himself. He then noticed that Silversun was the only cleric on this quest who carried neither mace nor club. Holy Father, why did you put a pacifist in my second class, and such a beautiful one? “Evil does not give us the option of choosing not to fight. We have been chosen to enter the fight.”

      “Raphael is a healer. All clerics can heal. With fighters, martial monks, knights, and barbarians, why do clerics need to fight? We should just all be healing.” She stared at the club her teacher wore at his side.

      “You'd be happy as a walking first aid kit, amigo?” Bart joked. Everyone laughed, even Silversun after a minute.

      Silversun continued when Andrew did not answer her question. “Jesus did not fight those on the way to the cross, but He defeated them.”

      Andrew hefted his club. “Do not compare our duties to that of our Savior when He was enacting the order of salvation. King David killed his ten thousands, and Scripture refers to David as a man after God's own heart. Not all of David's actions were Lawful Good-many were not even Good, but never once is he condemned for defending his people. One of his worst sins is that he did not go to war with the army one year. In fact, that sin led directly to the Bathsheba fiasco and David's murder of Uriah.”

      “That is Old Testament.” She crossed her arms, looking at him directly across the fire.

      “Yes, it is, yet that makes up three quarters of inspired writ. We ignore it at our peril. It was given to teach us. St. Paul describes the Christian life as one of war against spiritual forces. St. Peter fought a magician. If we do not prepare for war, war will come when we are not ready.” He paused for just a moment. “Silversun, have you read any hagiographies, that is, the lives of the saints outside the New Testament?”

      “I have not,” the olive-skinned young woman said.

      “You may find it beneficial. I suggest starting with St. Martin of Tours and St. Olaf Haraldsson.”

      Teacher and student stared at one another in silence for over a minute.

      Finally, Bart broke the silence. “Hey, I brought my guitar with me, lads and lasses. Let's sing. Everybody knows Kumbaya, right?”

      “Ah, no, let's save the songs for the night's finale,” Max said.

      “What's left, amigo?” Bart asked.

      “The ghost story,” Max replied, with a smile on his face.
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      “A ghost story,” Silversun replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm. She pulled her legs up underneath her and straightened her dress. “Aren't we a little old for a ghost story at the campfire?”

      “Well, no,” Max said, firelight dancing off the golden robes of Raguel. “I still like them. You should have seen my son with the last one!”

      Silversun rolled her eyes.

      “Perhaps not a ghost story,” Andrew said with a smile. “What about a morality play? It would serve the same function.”

      “Ghost stories have a function?” Jennifer asked.

      “All things have a purpose,” Andrew replied. He thought for a moment. “We all know that our patrons have exacting rules of conduct for us to follow. You know that failing in that conduct means losing your clerical abilities until you’ve atoned.”

      He waited to see them all nod. “Older clerics in the Citadel tell of a cleric of Barachiel named Frederick. While none of you have Barachiel as a patron, one in your cohort does.”

      “Paige,” Jennifer said.

      “Yes, Paige. She can tell you more about Barachiel than I because she has stood in the angel's presence. Barachiel is the angel of blessing and grace. One of the greatest blessings from God is children, and Paige already has three.” Paige, in her mid-thirties, had become a cleric much later than most. Max was in his late twenties, but all of the other students were between nineteen and twenty-two.

      Andrew continued. “Frederick had been a cleric for several years when he fell back in love with his former girlfriend, Betty. He had run into her in their home city after completing a long-term quest. She thought he had been in Korea for the war.”

      “That is a l-o-n-g quest,” Bart said.

      The others nodded.

      Silversun's brown eyes got wide. “Betty had never crossed over!”

      Andrew pointed at Silversun. “Correct. She remained in the normal world, unable to see Beyond the Veil.”

      The campers squirmed, imagining having a relationship with someone who could not cross.

      Those who went Beyond lived parallel lives to those who remained, able to see the scientific technology of the normal world and the magical fantasy of this one. Those who remained behind re-interpreted everything having to do with Beyond in ways they understood.

      Jennifer shuddered. “But relationships can't work in such a situation. You can't keep something so fundamental away from your partner.”

      Nodding, Andrew continued, “And Frederick didn't try to keep it from her as their flame rekindled. He told her everything about this side; his abilities as a cleric, his quests, and his patron.” Andrew smiled. “The miracles he called forth in her presence were mere parlor tricks in her eyes. She interpreted his quests as war stories and his patron as a patron saint. She thought her good, Methodist boy had converted to Catholicism!”

      Everyone laughed except Bart, who tensed. “What's wrong with Catholics, homie?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Andrew said, pulling his rosary beads out from under his blue and purple robes. He let them hang next to the medallion of St. Michael the Archangel standing over a defeated Lucifer.

      Bart relaxed. “Ah, I get it.”

      “What happened to Frederick and Betty?” Jennifer asked, leaning forward. “Did they get back together?”

      The wind shifted, blowing smoke from the fire towards Jennifer and Silversun.

      “For a time,” Andrew said. “He kept trying to tell her. She became frustrated at him telling her the same stories all the time. He became frustrated that she kept mishearing. He eventually gave up trying to tell her and simply requested she not ask him about his time in the war. He let her think that he had seen some very bad things overseas and even been captured for a time.”

      “He began to live a lie!” Stephen shouted. “That's going to hurt his alignment!”

      “Sin always takes you farther than you meant to go,” Andrew said. “He not only lived that lie, but let go of his clerical duties and eventually lived with her outside wedlock.”

      “And all the Good patrons require chastity,” Jennifer said softly.

      “Before marriage,” Max interjected. “And monogamy afterwards.”

      “Which is also chastity,” Andrew said quickly.

      “That's when Frederick fell,” Silversun said, drawing them back to the story. “Did he ever atone?”

      Andrew shook his head and looked into the fire. “My great uncle failed his atonement quest and never set foot in a church thereafter. Betty left him to his whiskey, and he has been bitter ever since.”
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      Andrew woke the next morning an hour before sunrise to Bart shaking his shoulder. Andrew had taken the last watch so that he would be awake for the sunrise. Going on quests the last few years, he’d discovered how much he loved watching the sunrise.

      The fire had gone out sometime in the night, but the three tents had kept enough cold out to stay comfortable. Not even a wisp of smoke rose from the ashes.

      Andrew sat in the morning chill, feeling the breeze. The dawn light would allow him to see well enough to start a fire for breakfast and put on a pot of coffee. Off in the distance, a bird greeted the morning.

      He arranged the logs as Stephen had last night and looked about. Stephen had packed up the flint and steel. He needed to get the fire going but he didn't want to use a prayer for such a mundane task. Then again, he would be replenishing new ones within minutes.

      “St. Michael, please give me a Spark.” That single request, and seconds later, he had a fire going and was placing a pot on the grate.

      “Make it double strong; I'll need it,” Silversun said, emerging from her tent, wrapped in a blue blanket over her Sioux clothing. She looked like she had been awake for some time already.

      “Did you sleep well?” he asked. Her presence made his heart skip a beat.

      Silversun glared at him. “Horrid dreams of atonement quests.”

      Andrew grimaced at the thought that his tale had cost her sleep. “I dreamed of Bart's horrible song about a taxi driver.”

      The woman snorted. “It's not horrible. Just because you don't like modern ballads...”

      “Not that. I don't like hippies, and that song has all the earmarks of a hippie song. They have been gone for more than twenty years, yet their effects on our culture will be felt for years to come.”

      Silversun tilted her head. “Point. Bart did sing about getting stoned at the end. He's a great guitar player, though.”

      “No question. Maybe he'll consider multi-classing into bard one day. Won't be the first time a cleric did that.” Andrew changed the subject. “Morning prayers done?” He added more coffee grounds to the pot. She was right; they would need the extra pep today.

      “First thing, Teacher,” she said, formally.

      He wished she would be less formal with him but had already requested it three times. “Good. I would appreciate it if you would watch the fire while I make my own preparations for the day.”

      The Sioux woman nodded, and Andrew retired to his tent just as Bart emerged. Once inside, Andrew knelt and prayed to the Savior for guidance and wisdom. Then he opened his mind to allow St. Michael the Archangel to give him the daily allotment of prayers. He was advanced enough to have more than thirty a day. None of his students had more than eight. He remembered being there himself, the struggle on starter quests, learning the ropes to being a cleric, and finding out how every answer resulted in two more questions. The only thing he missed about those days was how quickly his patron would grant the prayers each morning.

      A cleric's prayers were ordered by strength. As the cleric advanced, he could call upon mightier prayers, limited each day in what they termed “slots.” After praying for a miracle, a slot of the appropriate strength would close. Until the next refreshing, he could make any prayer within his ability at any time, provided he had an open slot for it. Each morning, a Good cleric would pray to reopen those slots (Evil clerics refreshed at dusk). Andrew started each day with the normal six basic-level slots, four 1st-level slots, and so on, plus bonuses for specialties and wisdom.

      Emerging from the tent, he saw all five students had gathered at the fire. Max quickly poured him a cup of coffee. An odd feeling came over Andrew. It was too quiet. He motioned for Stephen and Max to join him.

      “Gentlemen, you've spent more time in the woods than the rest of us. Does anything feel off?”

      Stephen squinted into the distance and stood very still. “I've never been camping in this part of the U.S., but, now that you mention it, I would expect to hear birds.”

      Max agreed.

      “And that you don't? Max?”

      The student looked up into the sky. “Something's coming this way. Something that has scared the birds. Dean Thorton must have pulled out all the stops for our little quest.”

      “Doubtful. The Dean doesn't like me, but he won't take it out on my students. From him, we'll see nothing more than low-level constructs and wild animals. Would those...?”

      Stephen shook his head. “Certainly not the animals. Would he send an ambush of constructs while we're just awake?”

      Andrew feverishly shook his head.

      The three clerics hurried back to the fire. “Prepare yourselves. We've got trouble coming!” Andrew shouted.

      Before any student could answer, an arrow thunked into Jennifer Green's boot. Screaming, the redhead fell to the ground.

      “Scatter!” Stephen Thomspon shouted.

      Andrew saw that Bart looked like he wanted to stand and swear but grabbed the young man's yellow robe. They fell to the ground just as another arrow whizzed through the air where Bart had been.

      The clerics scattered, with Silversun staying next to Jennifer. Bart struggled to his feet and ran to help the two women.

      Bart said, “I did not order a side of ambush with my breakfast this morning!”

      Andrew looked around from the ground. Where were the attackers? He couldn't imagine only one enemy attacking a group of six.

      He grabbed hold of his medallion. “St. Michael the Archangel, Defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the Devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray, and do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Hosts, by the power of God, cast into hell Satan and all the evil spirits, who prowl about the world seeking the ruin of souls. Amen.”

      He crawled to the three students in the middle of the camp. The other two were putting offensive prayers to use.

      Andrew almost swore. Each one they used was a slot closed until tomorrow! Yet, if they didn't, they might be killed now. This wasn't supposed to happen! It was a training quest, for Michael's sake!

      “Bart, go help Stephen and Max. I'll stay with the women.”

      Andrew realized how seriously Bart was taking the situation when the student ran without a single joke or halfhearted protest.

      “Silversun, can you-”

      “I need to get the arrow out first!” the Sioux woman stated. “Protection From Arrows would be nice!”

      “Not available to clerics!” he answered. “At least not without an amulet or bead.”

      “That suddenly seems so shortsighted!”

      “If I knew if our enemies were more Chaotic or Evil, I would do the appropriate Protection prayer!”

      “Teacher! There's something!” She pointed.

      Andrew followed her finger. A creature made of dirt was headed their way. He pointed at it, and intoned a prayer. “Shatter!”

      The dirt monster burst into a dozen pieces.

      “Good! There's ano-”

      Andrew whirled to see why Silversun had stopped mid-word.

      His student lay on the ground, slumped over Jennifer. Before he could find out why, something hit him in the side of the head, and everything went black.
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      Andrew came to, lying face down on the ground, with a gag tied around his head and his hands tied behind him. His vision was blurry, but he could tell from the smell and shadows that they were inside a tent.

      “Good, you're all three awake.” Rough hands grabbed Andrew's arms from behind and forced him into a sitting position.

      Andrew couldn't see the person moving him, but the voice was in front of him. At least two of them in here.

      “Be gentle with the others,” the same voice said. It sounded like a man and one Andrew had heard speak long ago.

      “Ahh!” Jennifer screamed.

      Ah, Andrew thought. Miss Green is one of them with me!

      “I told you to be gentle!”

      “It's her wound, boss. It's gonna hurt until it’s cured.” This voice was a woman and completely unfamiliar to Andrew.

      “Let me cure her,” Silversun insisted.

      And Silversun is the other. Andrew did not know if he was relieved to know she was here or frustrated because she was in danger.

      With a few blinks, Andrew's eyesight finally cleared, not that it helped much. The tent was only dimly lit by the sun coming through the opening. He sat against a support pole in the middle of the tent. Jennifer lay to his right, and the unknown woman was helping Silversun to her feet.

      “Try to run or go on offense, and it'll be the last thing you do,” the woman said. With braided light brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and a Roman nose, she wore a light leather tunic adorned with various trinkets and brown leather pants with boots up to her knee. A quiver on her back marked her as a ranger. Her face showed no empathy for her captives and perhaps a slight glee in their plight.

      “I'll do nothing but help Jennifer,” Silversun promised.

      With a knife in her charge's ribs, the ranger guided Silversun to her campmate.

      “I need two things,” Silversun said. “First, this is a touch prayer. Untie my hands, but rest assured, I will do nothing to endanger my fellow questers. Second, remove the arrow from her leg.”

      The ranger undid Silversun's bonds and grabbed hold of the arrow. With a yank, she pulled it out.

      Jennifer's screams rang throughout the tent.

      Silversun went immediately to her knees and placed a gentle hand on the other cleric's knee. “Cure Light Wounds.”

      No matter how many times Andrew saw it happen, it never ceased to bring praise to his lips. The bleeding stopped, and the flesh sealed.

      “Jeanne!” the standing man said and struck the ranger with the back of his hand. “You had no reason to inflict further hurt to the cleric of Selaphiel. Your share of the bounty will be reduced.”

      Jeanne snarled as she tightly tied the ropes around Silversun's wrists again. She pushed the healer down to sit on the floor.

      Finally, the speaking man came into Andrew's line of sight. He had a short brown beard with streaks of iron gray. His head was shaved, and he wore green and yellow robes. A cleric's holy symbol hung from his neck in shadow, but Andrew knew from the robes that this man served Loki. His eyes were completely black, like they were holes in his head.

      “Do you remember me, Andrew?” He pulled down Andrew's gag.

      “You look familiar, but I can't say more.”

      The man shook his head. “Bah. Then you won't know why I've gone to such lengths for you.”

      “Obviously, no.”

      “Tell me, does the name Craig Hammerstein mean anything to you?”

      Andrew almost heard something click in his brain. “Craig! You were in my cohort! But you're my age! You look old.”

      “Premature gray in the beard from the stress you caused in me! After you turned me in to Dean Thorton, I was barred from the Good clerics.”

      “You were scrying on the women's locker room and dorm. That's quite far from Good.”

      “But you didn't have to tattle!” Craig shouted, spittle flying.

      “Tattling is when a child tells his mother how big sister is getting into the cookie jar. What you did was an invasion of privacy! To not stop you, I would be an accessory.” He stared at Craig. “Listen, I did as the Gospel of Matthew says. First, I spoke to you alone. When you refused to change, I went to the Dean. Surely, he offered an Atonement Quest!”

      “I refused it! I was tired of the rules Good has to live by.”

      Andrew squinted in the dimness. “Why are you mad at me, then? Sounds like you were ready to leave the Citadel anyway.”

      With a snort, Craig stood up and walked away. “Come, Jeanne, we'll leave them here so we can find the other three.”

      The ranger waved a crossbow at the clerics. “Let me stay. We need a guard on them. You and the others can search.”

      Andrew growled to himself. It had been a vain hope, but he had hoped these two were alone except for any more clay golems.

      Craig nodded. Jeanne took up a place next to the entrance, her crossbow readied.

      “What do we do, Mr. Lyons?” Jennifer asked. “I could summon a--”

      “Hush!” he said. “Jeanne is still in this room. Only speak of things that aren't related to our need to escape or rescue.”

      Silversun shook her head. “What use is it? However many they have, Craig alone is higher level than all of us except Mr. Lyons. What can Max, Stephen, and Bart do against these?”

      Andrew kept staring at the brown-clad ranger at the door of the tent, making sure to only refer to Max in a way the ranger less likely to recognize. “Don't count the cleric of Raguel out.”
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        * * *

      

      The three escapees watched the campground, squatting in the grass atop a high hill.

      “We need a plan,” Stephen said. “Preferably a good one,” he added as Bart's eyes lit up.

      Bart became serious and looked down at the camp. “We can't do this alone. We're too weak to do almost anything in battle against all but the weakest foes. We are walking first aid kits, right now, and the personal variety not the family size. We couldn't even summon anything stronger than a Celestial Porpoise.”

      Stephen nodded as the wind picked up momentarily. “Mr. Lyons packed a Sending scroll in the equipment in case of an emergency. We could use it to contact the Dean, but I don't know if it went into the bag in my tent or the one in the women's tent.”

      “Good idea,” Max said, nodding. “And we might be able to use other equipment, too. There is something in my tent that would truly help us.”

      “Really?” Bart asked, an eyebrow raised. “How so?”

      Max grinned and twirled a twig between his fingers. “I've not told anybody in the cohort this, but I'm higher level than Mr. Lyons. He knows, of course.”

      “What!” Bart almost shouted. “How?”

      “Keep your voice down,” Max stated. “I crossed about six years ago.”

      “So how are you in the Citadel only now?” Bart asked, holding his head.

      “He multi-classed!” Stephen said, working to keep his voice down. “You have levels in another class.”

      Bart grinned with glee. “Is it a martial class? Please tell me it's a martial class!”

      Nodding, Max opened his mouth to answer.

      “You're a paladin!” Bard exclaimed, plucking a long blade of grass from the ground and chewing on the end.

      Max shook his head. “I'm Neutral, not Lawful. Besides, being a holy warrior with a patron, a paladin is almost a cleric, anyway. No need to multiclass.”

      “Barbarian?” Bart suggested. “Get your rage on in purple pants. 'Max Smash!'”

      “No.”

      “Then is it--”

      Stephen interrupted. “Come on, Bart. Just let him answer. They need us down there.”

      “Fine. Max, what class do you have?” Bart crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Eight levels of Fighter.” He flexed his muscles.

      Bart visibly deflated. “Fighter. You took eight levels in poking things with a stick?”

      “That's not all we do.” Max grimaced and snarled.

      “Yes, it is. Forgive me, brother, I thought you were about to offer us help.” Bart turned away to look back at the camp.

      Max made a fist before Stephen put a hand on his shoulder. “Max! Not now. Words won't change his mind. You'll have to put actions into play.”

      Max shook his fist at Bart. “I intend to!”

      The cleric of Uriel said, “Not like that! Come up with a plan and execute it.”

      “You're Chaotic,” Max said. “Why are you stopping me?”

      “Because I am Chaotic Good, like Bart, but with more of an emphasis on the Good than the Chaotic. They need our help more than we need to prove ourselves. Put that brain and experience to use. You have two Chaotic Good clerics and a Neutral Good Fighter/Cleric. How can we rescue our comrades?”

      Max nodded. “Okay. Bart, truce. We rescue our friends. Once that is done, we won't have anything left to prove to one another.” He held out his hand to Bart.

      Bart's cheek twitched before he took the offered hand. “Okay. We do this your way.”
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        * * *

      

      Max stood up from his sketch in the dirt. “Everybody know what we're doing?”

      Stephen nodded and said, “I wish we had changes of clothing. These colored robes don't do anything for stealth.”

      “Could be worse,” Bart said. “At least, we aren't wearing armor. That would send our stealth to the floor.”

      “True,” Stephen said, “Too bad they were unlikely to bring undead. That would be a walk in the park for clerics like us and the ladies. Their charisma means their patrons give them extra Turn Undead prayers daily.”

      Bart chuckled. “Our enemies are Evil, not stupid, though the two are not mutually exclusive.”

      “True,” Max said, “some of my past enemies have been evil and stupid while others were stupid and evil.”

      Bart sighed and shook his head. “Let's get this party started.”

      The three clerics snuck closer to the camp. They could see two male guards at the edge and another talking to a cleric in the middle.

      “Four we can see; there may be some in the tents, guarding our friends,” Bart said.

      “Five. There's another guard on the other side of the camp,” Max whispered.

      “Why aren't they coming after us?”

      “They expect us to come at them. Good clerics don't leave their comrades behind.”

      “I know. I want to vote for finding Dean Thorton at the mountain, but...”

      Stephen nodded. “We don't have the time.”

      The three got closer to the camp, slinking through the trees. With the other two watching out for him, Max slit the back of his tent and slipped inside. His sword lay under his sleeping bag; he always kept it within reach when sleeping.

      The emergency supplies had been split between two tents, his and the ladies. Max grabbed the green bag and retreated back into the woods.

      The three clerics met further away from the camp near a stream.

      Max showed them his sword and the bag. “Got 'em!”

      “And I managed to get the bag from the ladies' tent,” Bart said, holding up an identical bag.

      “I'm sorry,” Stephen began. “I couldn't stop him.”

      Max glared at Bart. “The more tracks we leave, the more likely they are to see we've been there!”

      Bart shrugged. “I figured with you having slit the one tent, another wouldn't matter.”

      The other two shook their heads. Max said, “Let's see what we can use. One of these bags has a scroll of sending.”

      They opened the bags and began to look.

      “First Aid kit. Wilderness straw. Emergency rations. Oh, knives.” Max said, holding them out to the other two.

      The Chaotic clerics shook their heads. “Can't use weapons that draw blood unless we've called on spiritual weapon from our patron.”

      “And none of us are high enough clerics for that,” Max said. “At least, I can as a fighter. Either of you have ranks in warhammer?” He held up the last item in his bag.

      “I do,” Stephen said, reaching for the weapon. “Don’t ask.”

      Bart held up the sending scroll from his bag. “Jackpot!”

      He didn't say anything further, but his look became haughty.

      Max sighed and said, “Okay, if you hadn't gone into the other tent, we'd be without the scroll. What else?”

      “Vials of holy water, a staff of healing...”

      “That'll help,” Max said, grimly. “We can use it in place of the few healing prayers we have, and use those prayers for something else.”

      “But first,” Bart said, unrolling the scroll, “we use the scroll to call Dean Thorton.”

      “We've only got twenty-five words. Make them count.”

      “I've been working on this all day, amigo,” Bart said. “Sending: Dean Thorton. Students on training quest ambushed--”

      The cleric broke off and covered his ears with his hands. “There's static! Severe static!”

      Max's blood ran cold. “They've jammed us. We can't call for help.”

      “Not this way,” Stephen agreed. “Evil, not stupid.”

      “But!” Bart started, “if you'd started in Ranger instead of poking-with-a-stick, you could talk to animals, and we could send a bird to find him on the mountain with a note on its leg.”

      “Would you knock it off!” Max said, huffing and his face turning red.

      “I've got a better idea,” Stephen said, “Thanks, Bart, the birds made me think of it. There should be a summoning amulet in there.”

      “We're too low-level to call a deva to fight for us, or even a Celestial Lion.”

      “The amulet is only for Summon I, but,” Stephen said, “we could call a Celestial to take a message to the Dean.”

      Max agreed, catching a leaf that blew by in the breeze. “Of our options, Celestial Giant Fire Beetle is least likely to be seen. They're small and can move fast.”

      “Celestial Monkey might be better,” Bart said. “They're tiny, so less likely to be seen and faster movers.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the captives' tent, the three sat crowded in the middle. A noise outside took Jeanne's attention.

      “What's going on out there?” she shouted to Craig.

      “Jeanne,” they heard Craig shout. “Bring out the prisoners! We need to threaten the clerics.”

      Jeanne pulled the three clerics of Good to their feet. “That'a way. Quick.”

      Andrew and the two women, hands still bound, stumbled out into the late-morning sunlight. Holding a large sword, Max stood over an unconscious guard. Craig and the remaining attackers stood at the ready.

      Max looked over at Bart and nodded at the unconscious guard. “This is why I have levels in poking-with-a-stick.”

      Craig snarled. “Touch another of my men, and I will gut all three of these clerics. I have prisoners, and I am not afraid to use them. The only one I must have is Andrew.”

      “Mr. Lyons,” Silversun whispered, “be careful. I don't want anything to happen to you.”

      Andrew turned his head to look at his olive-skinned student and smiled softly. “I will.”

      “You mean a lot to me.”

      Andrew's eyes got wide.

      Silversun realized what she had said. “Not like that! You were my teacher for Introduction to Clerical Matters. Many more students need the opportunity to learn as I have.”

      Andrew bowed his head, hoping to hide his disappointment.

      The cleric of Loki came over to them, smiling wickedly.

      Andrew felt a drop of sweat emerge from his forehead. He knew Craig's next move.

      “Jeanne, kill one of the women to make it clear to these... gallant... rescuers.”

      Jeanne smiled as she walked in front of the trio. She held her dagger in front of her. “You bet. My favored enemy is Female Goody Two Shoes.”

      The cleric of Michael tensed. He stood in the center of the two women clerics; Silversun to his right and Jennifer to his left. Whichever one Jeanne attacked, Andrew intended to throw himself between.

      “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, stab a doe and watch her bleed!” She drew back the knife.

      Before Andrew could move, he felt Jennifer leap behind him, arms somehow free of her bonds. Shouting, “Protection from Chaos!” the woman attacked the ranger. They fell to the ground in a heap.

      Still tied up, Andrew jumped at Craig. At the edge of the camp, the other three men entered the fray with the guards.

      Andrew knocked Craig down and fell on him. He knew he had no chance unless he got his hands free. Michael's Might would do it, but it was just beyond his ability.

      “Patron’s Power!” he shouted and burst his bonds as the surge of strength came over him.

      Andrew punched Craig in the face, preventing the Evil cleric’s prayer. Around them, the others were fighting. Not knowing that Max had higher levels, Craig had only brought low-level minions.

      “Why are you coming after me?” Andrew asked.

      “My... contractor was very particular. She wants you out of the way.”

      “But I'm just a teacher, and fairly low-level one so far!”

      “Your own book says how important good teachers are. That this is personal is icing on the cake. Loki, give him Lesser Confusion!”

      Andrew's mind blanked. He knew everything that was going on but could not speak intelligible words.

      Craig easily pushed him over and stood up. He pulled a knife and held it to Andrew's throat. “Now, I say again, I don't need the rest of you.”

      Standing over a wounded minion, Max said, “Then let the rest of them go. I'll fight you for Mr. Lyons.”

      “Why would I do that?” Craig laughed. “I have what I want.”

      Andrew's head cleared. “Fight me, man to man, Craig. Let them go.”

      Craig pulled Andrew to his feet. “That may be the best idea I've heard in some time, at least partially. I'd love to fight you.”

      Craig backed up and took a ready stance. “There's no reason a cleric fight has to be boring!”

      Andrew quickly looked over his students. All five were conscious and watching him. Silversun's dark eyes especially locked on him.

      “Protection from Evil,” Andrew said. A shimmering field surrounded him before fading. The effects were still there, but it was now invisible.

      “Protection from... Law,” Craig said.
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        * * *

      

      The two clerics stood facing one another. “Not Protection from Good?” Andrew asked. “All of us are Good, but not all are Lawful.”

      Craig shook his head. “I've told you, I don't believe in that false dichotomy. I won't even make use of it for protection.”

      “Strength of a Bull,” Andrew said, preparing to attack. “Yet, you obviously believe in Law and Chaos?”

      “Endurance of a Bear,” Craig replied. “Those are observable while Good and Evil aren't. One may simply look at an object and tell how close it adheres to order. I simply prefer chaos.”

      The two clerics circled one another. Andrew swept forward with his leg.

      Craig jumped over the sweeping leg.

      “Michael's Sword! You abandoned your calling!” Andrew said as a flaming sword appeared before him.

      “Loki's Resistance,” Craig said with a wave of his hand and the sword disappeared. “I found a better one. This one lets me be me without imposing man-made rules. If I wanted to be 'Good,' as you call it, I can be. I don't. Bestow Cur-” he reached for Andrew but missed, causing his curse to fizzle.

      “We appear pretty evenly matched,” the cleric of St. Michael said.

      “We do, but I have a surprise for you. I've got a prayer that you've never seen before!” Bending low, Craig rushed towards Andrew.

      Andrew was unable to dodge quickly enough and fell to the ground. Struggling to his feet, the cleric grabbed whatever he could. Craig kneed him in the gut, bending the cleric forward.

      The onlooking students gasped. “Oh no, Teacher!”

      Craig took hold of Andrew's arm. “See how you really rate by this dream! Loki, show him Cosmic Dread!”

      Andrew gasped and crumpled back to his knees. He looked up, his mouth hanging open.
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        * * *

      

      The space around Andrew turned black. He couldn't feel anything, not even the ground beneath his knees. Stars twinkled into existence. Andrew saw the Milky Way galaxy spinning before him and then he was falling into the space between the stars.

      Faster and faster he fell into the Orion-Cygnus arm, and then stars flew by too quickly to count until he arrived at Earth's solar system. He came to a sudden halt on the Earth's surface but with no lurch or sickness.

      Laying on his back, he looked up. No moon shone down to interrupt the star light.

      In front of him, two film screens appeared. The noise of school projectors rose from behind the cleric.

      “Andrew Lyons,” Craig said, appearing in front of Andrew as insubstantially as a ghost. “This was your life!”

      Movies appeared on the screen. Andrew saw his life roll past at fast forward on the right. On the left, the same scenes, identical in people and happenings except Andrew was absent.

      “Surely,” he thought, “there will be a ripple effect. The absence of my life will impact people in larger circles, like ripples from skipping a rock across the river.”

      But no other difference appeared. Andrew saw his high school prom, his lovely date dancing with Andrew's rival on the left screen. On the right, he saw himself dancing with her. However, she looked happier dancing with Tim on the left.

      The scenes continued to unfold. Andrew held up his hand, trying to block his view of the screens. Andrew gasped as his hand drained of color and turned translucent.

      When the film showed him teaching his first Introduction class at the Citadel. Andrea, a cleric of Raphael, taught it instead, and the second year, the year with Silversun, Bart, Max, and the others had a golden-robed cleric of Raguel teaching.

      Everything happened the same on both screens. If anything, the screen on the left seemed to have better outcomes.

      Andrew screamed silently as the film started over.
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        * * *

      

      “Andrew!” Silversun shouted, seeing her teacher on his knees. The Sioux woman started to go to him.

      “No,” Jennifer said, taking hold of Silversun's arm. “He must overcome this on his own. He asked that the fight be one-on-one.”

      Silversun stared at Jennifer. “I believe this quest was not supposed to have an attack. I say Craig's team already cheated.” She shook Jennifer's hand off her arm. “Andrew needs me!”

      The Sioux woman pushed her way forward to stand behind Andrew. and put her hands on Mr. Lyons' head. As she entered his dream, she heard Bart ask, “Did Silversun just call Teach, Andrew?”

      Silversun's cheeks turned hot as she realized she had called him by that name.

      Inside her teacher's mind, the cleric of Raphael saw a dreamscape of a clear, night sky. Andrew lay on his back on the ground, looking up at two film screens, projecting similar scenes. It took Silversun a moment to realize they differed only in whether or not Andrew was present. The pictures and everything around were in full, vibrant color, but Andrew was monochrome and faded.

      “Andrew?” she called.

      “You can't help him, Sioux Doe,” Craig said, his transparent form appearing in front of her.

      Without paying him any attention, Silversun ran right through the evil cleric.

      “Andrew!” she shouted, again seeing her teacher on the ground.

      He slowly turned his head from the screen to look at her.

      Silversun locked her dark eyes on his, squatted down next to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder. “What has happened to you, Teacher?”

      “Silversun,” he answered, his voice weak. He tried to place his hand on top of hers, but he couldn't raise it. If possible, he became more transparent. “Don't you see? My life is a waste. I make no difference.”

      “He's right,” Craig's form said, floating beside her. “He makes no difference.”

      “By God's holy power as ministered through the angel Raphael, Be Silent!” she shouted at Hammerstein.

      The cleric's mouth continued to move, but nothing came out of it.

      Silversun's dark eyes narrowed at Andrew. “Difference? Waste? Shame on you, Teacher! You are fearfully and wonderfully made! God called you to serve, and you swore to serve. That is all you need to do. If He calls you to greatness as a cleric, so be it. If He calls you to serve as layman, so be it. Moses spent forty years in the wilderness. Joseph, over a decade in slavery and in prison before God used him to save untold lives. Amos was a shepherd before he became a prophet. Hosea, well, you know the personal torment he experienced during the course of his calling. Joseph, earthly father of Jesus, says not one word in Scripture, but his ministry as a father has touched millions.”

      Andrew's color returned, and the cleric of St. Michael rose to his feet with Silversun keeping her hand on his shoulder. “Yes. Yes, I needed to hear that. As long as I serve as called, I have done my part.”

      The stars faded, and the blackness became deeper for a moment. A storm gathered above them.

      The cleric of St. Michael said, “Looks like Craig isn't letting go that easily.”

      Biting her lip, Silversun squeezed his shoulder. “Another thing. Andrew, you have made a difference to me.”

      Andrew raised an eyebrow at the beautiful Sioux maiden. “Another could have taught Intro to Clerical Matters. It's right there in the film.”

      “Perhaps, but another teacher would not have made my heart dance like a doe.” Her fingertips ran down the sleeve of his purple robes.

      Blinking in shock, Andrew began to glow brightly. The storm clouds above receded and faded out. Shining like the sun, Andrew burst out of Craig's spell.
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        * * *

      

      Seeing the battle in front of him again, Andrew clenched his jaw and grabbed Craig's hand. The two clerics strove together; Silversun stepped back to give them room.

      “You turned on your oath, Craig!” Andrew yelled as the wind picked up around them.

      Craig laughed. “If what I did was so wrong, why didn't your god stop me?”

      Punching the evil cleric in the face, Andrew said, “He did! He used me to kick you out!”

      The cleric of Loki held his bleeding nose and started to say another prayer to his patron.

      “The Lord rebuke you through Michael's Holy Smite!” Craig shouted.

      A burst of energy blasted out from Andrew in a circle, knocking over Craig and all his minions.

      Craig looked up from the ground. “I'm blind! I'm blind! What did you do to me?”

      “Max, Jennifer, bind and gag him. Everyone else, bind a minion. This battle is over!”
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, looking down at the prisoners and his fellow students, Max asked, “Jennifer, how did you get out of the ropes Jeanne tied you in?”

      “Simple. I have more ranks in Use Rope than she does.”

      Every one of the Good clerics laughed.

      In the middle of the camp, Dean Thorton materialized and looked around at the tied up evil cleric and his forces. He was an elderly cleric and stooped. Yet he carried himself with more than just a quiet dignity but as a man used to wielding power. His robes and medallion were the same as Andrew's for they served the same patron. He stroked his short, white beard. “I see you have everything under control.”

      “You have arrived too late, or are you going to tell us that epic clerics always arrive exactly when they mean to?”

      The Dean smiled from beneath his shaggy white hair. “That's wizards, my boy. I am no wizard. I am late because I could not find a high enough cleric with the travel domain to get me here earlier. Teach me to get complacent.” He harrumphed.

      The dean walked among the students and examined the tied enemies. “Nothing should surprise me after eight decades and change on earth, six of those decades as a cleric, yet sometimes it still does. Craig Hammerstein. You keep finding ways to disappoint me.”

      The bound cleric growled through his gag.

      Dean Thorton turned back to Andrew. “I do congratulate your team. Never has this kind of thing happened! You have done us all proud. I regret the danger you were in, but I hope you learned something?”

      “Yes, sir,” Andrew said. “I believe we all did.”

      “Very well. I declare your training quest to be a success due to succeeding against outside interference.”

      The six clerics all beamed and looked pleased with themselves.

      “Sir,” Andrew said to the dean, “he said they came after me because his boss believes I will be a grave threat to them. He indicated he was working for a female patron.”

      The dean stroked his beard. “Most interesting.” He knelt next to Craig and examined his holy symbol. “Mr. Hammerstein became a cleric of Loki, certainly not female. Chaotic Evil clerics may also be chosen by-or work for-Ashera.”

      “That's not the only other option,” Max stated.

      “The Dragon Queen?” Dean Thorton shook his head. “She has been dead for decades--trapped in the deepest parts of Tartarus. He could be on a mission from any of the evil patrons. They aren't picky, you know.”

      Unwilling to push it further, Andrew said, “Let us pack up. Check everything for damage.” He looked towards his tent.

      “Mr. Lyons,” Silversun began.

      “Please, call me Andrew,” he reminded her, remembering what she had told him in the dream.

      “Yes, I suppose that would be proper with what I am about to ask,” the cleric of Raphael said.

      Andrew cocked his head. “Oh, what's that?”

      Silversun smiled. “I have seen today the benefits of clerics with martial prowess. Would you be willing to teach me?”

      “Certainly. Though there are more advanced martial teachers at the Citadel.”

      Silversun ducked her head. “Perhaps you can at least show me the basics.” She took his hand. “Does this count as a grapple?”

      Shocked, Andrew slowly smiled. “Yes, it does.”

      Bart whistled. “And-y and Silver-sun sittin' in a tree. K-I-S-”

      “Hold Person,” Dean Thorton said, causing Bart to freeze mid-word.

      “Thank you, Dean,” Andrew said. “I wanted to do that every day of the first semester.”
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        * * *
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      Dr. Jihan Bishara thought that a job as the veterinarian at The Academy Arcane would be more interesting than the standard vet practice. She expected the fire lizard, sick from eating candy, but she certainly didn’t expect animals, including a wild wyvern, to start showing up with strange injuries and in no apparent pain. What she finds when she sets out to solve the mystery shocks and surprises her and her vet techs. Jihan has to use a side of her Life magic that she hasn’t used in years to keep not only animals, but students safe from injury or worse, death.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




Always Something

      The young boy anxiously held up the carrier, peering at the fire lizard curled up inside. “Is he going to be okay, Dr. Bishara?”

      Jehan nodded. “Yes, Leonel, he will. But candy is not good at all for fire lizards. Rusty will be fine, but you need to make sure that nobody feeds him anything except approved fire lizard snacks. I’ll give you a list of things he absolutely cannot eat, and you can tape that up near where Rusty sleeps. Okay?”

      “Okay. I’ll make sure. I promise,” the boy vowed, walking toward the front door.

      Jehan smiled and opened the door of the clinic for Leonel and Rusty. Leonel turned and gave one last wave before heading back to the dorms, carefully carrying Rusty.

      Alex, the lead vet tech, raised an eyebrow. “Always something, isn’t it, doc?”

      Jehan gave him a wry smile. “Yep. You know it.”

      When she’d first left veterinary school, she hadn’t yet decided if she wanted to specialize in one magical species, like gryphons or wyverns, or ordinary house pets or be a generalist. Her cousin was an established veterinarian with a generalist practice and had given Jehan the opportunity to work for him for a year so she could get some experience and a better idea of the direction she wanted to take.

      Toward the end of her year at her cousins’ clinic, Jehan had treated a dog suffering from a ghoul bite. While she was explaining aftercare for the bite, the owner, a teacher at The Academy Arcane, had mentioned that the part-day, part-boarding school really needed an on-site veterinarian. The last one had retired the previous year, and it was difficult for the students who boarded to get care for their familiars and pets without someone being on campus. The school was also home to a small herd of pegasi and several gryphons.

      Jehan had been intrigued, and now, three months later, found herself the official veterinarian for Academy Arcane. The job was a cross between a large-animal country vet, who traveled to see patients, and a city or suburban vet who had a clinic.

      “Go be a vet at Academy Arcane, they said. It’ll be fun, they said. Lots of different animals, they said,” Jehan muttered to herself, while Alex grinned. She sighed and turned around as the bell over the door announced another potential patient.

      “Dr. Bishara? Ginger cut his leg on something.” The young girl held up a large, resigned-looking, orange cat with a towel wrapped around one front leg. Blood soaked the towel.

      Jehan frowned and gently took the cat out of the girl’s arms. “Oh, no! What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” the girl sniffled. “He was out last night, and when I found him this morning, he had the cuts. But he acts like he isn’t hurt.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. Why don’t you wait out here with Kayleigh, and I’ll take a look at Ginger. I promise we’ll fix him up, but he might have to spend the night here, okay?”

      “O-okay.” The girl hesitantly perched herself on one of the chairs in the waiting room. Kayleigh, the other vet tech in the clinic, came around from the reception desk and sat next to her.

      “It’ll be okay, Emilia. I promise. Dr. Bishara is the best veterinarian around.” She gave the young girl a hug.

      In the exam room, Jehan, with Alex’s help, carefully pulled back the blood-soaked towel and examined Ginger’s front leg. The cat appeared to be in no pain, which was very odd considering he had two deep slashes down the leg. Both were bleeding heavily, although the blood was starting to clot. Jehan frowned and gave the cat a local anesthetic before she started to clean and then stitch up the wounds.

      “How is this cat not screaming in pain?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t like it. It’s as if whatever cut him, numbed him at the same time. I’ve seen some strange stuff in practice and in vet school, but nothing like this,” Jehan replied, carefully finishing a neat line of stitches on the second cut. She tied off the end and looked at the cat. He lay on his side, purring and rubbing his head against Alex’s hand.

      Alex glanced up at her and Jehan shook her head. “Weird. Well, he’s spending the night here, so if you’ll get him settled in one of the cages, I’ll clean up and go talk to Emilia.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      Back in the waiting room, Emilia was still perched on one of the chairs, listlessly paging through a book about cats. When Jehan came back into the room, she jumped up.

      “Is Ginger going to be okay, Dr. Bishara?”

      “Yes, he’ll be fine. You don’t have any ideas about where he might have gone last night, do you?” Jehan asked her.

      “No. He doesn’t usually go out at night, but last night, he snuck out! I was really worried; but I can’t leave the dorm after ten o’clock, so I couldn’t go looking for him.” Emilia’s eyes glistened with tears. “I don’t want him to get hurt!”

      “I know, I know,” Jehan soothed. “It’s okay. He’ll be fine. He’s asleep now. I’m not blaming you. Don’t worry. I had to give him some stitches so I want Ginger to spend the night here so I can keep an eye on him. If you come by after breakfast tomorrow, or when you have a break, you can take him back to the dorm then.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Dr. Bishara.” Emilia sniffed again and trudged out of the clinic.

      Once the door had closed behind the tearful Emilia, Jehan glanced at the large clock on the wall behind the reception desk and turned to Kayleigh. “Okay. Let’s call it a day. I’ll come back after dinner to check on Ginger and the others. Would you let Alex know, please?”

      “Sure thing, doc. Have a good night! I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kayleigh said, heading toward the back of the office to find Alex.

      Jehan locked the main office door, flipped the sign from “Open” to “Closed” and made sure the sign with the emergency number was lit. She was the one on call tonight so the number would forward to her phone.

      She sat down at the reception desk and wrote up the day’s events. Finished with that task, she sat back and stretched her arms over her head. It had been an interesting few months at The Academy Arcane, and she was truly enjoying the work. Life magic let her create patterns that helped to reveal the extent of injuries and illnesses and allowed her to come up with specific solutions when treating her patients. She really felt like she was helping people and animals.

      She shook herself out of her thoughts, stood up, and stretched again. She’d go find some dinner and then come back and check on Ginger, before heading back to her apartment on campus. When she’d accepted the job, the headmaster had told her that the guest house behind his house was available for her use if she wished. Jehan had decided that for the first year, it might be interesting to live on campus, and adding to the enticement, the guest house was rent-free.

      After an early dinner from the dining hall (another perk of living on campus), Jehan returned to her small clinic tucked into one of the academic buildings and strode to the back to check on Ginger. He was curled up on the blanket in his cage, the bandaged leg stuck out in front of him. When Jehan stopped in front of the cage, he cracked open one eye and mewed at her. She opened the door and reached in to pat him on the head.

      “I hope you’re feeling better, sweetie,” she murmured. “I wish you could tell me what happened.”

      The cat purred and pushed his head into her hand. Jehan smiled and gave him the requested pets. He closed his eyes, and the purring rivaled a motorboat at full throttle.

      “Okay, sweetie. I’ll let you get some sleep. I have to go check on the others,” Jehan told him, closing the door to the cage. “Sleep tight.”

      She made one more inspection of the overnight area, making sure all her guests were settled and had food and water for the night as necessary. In addition to Ginger, there was a firebird, another fire lizard, two more cats, and a dog. After making the rounds and telling them all good night, Jehan let herself out the back door and headed down the hill towards the barn, home of the Academy Arcane pegasi and gryphons.

      The daytime caretaker, Paul, let the pegasi and gryphons out to pasture during the day, and the flying animals oftentimes ventured off to other parts of campus and the woods beyond. Since they were all spoiled rotten, nobody worried whether they would come back for dinner and a comfortable place to sleep. When they did return, Paul fed them and put them in their stalls for the night. Jehan liked to swing by and check on them before she went home.

      Jehan entered by the smaller, person-sized door set into the main door at one end of the barn. This put her on the side closest to the gryphons. She made her way down the aisle, entering each stall and checking the occupant. In the third stall, a young male gryphon lay on his side with one front let sticking out in front of him. Jehan took one look at the long, deep cut on the leg and cursed. How did Paul not see that? She turned around and jogged back to the small tack room where they stored supplies and pulled out the medical kit she kept there.

      Stepping into the stall, she kept up a soothing murmur and gently straightened out the leg. The gryphon just tilted his head and watched her curiously. Once again, like the cat, it appeared that the gryphon didn’t feel any pain. He just couldn’t use his leg properly. Jehan decided to accept that small blessing and proceeded to clean and stitch up the wound. As she started to wrap up the leg, whatever numbing chemical that had been in the cut appeared to wear off, and the gryphon started moaning in pain and made a half-hearted snap of his beak in her direction. Jehan ducked the beak, put a numbing salve over the stitches, and quickly bandaged the leg.

      “Okay, buddy. That should take care of you. I’ll come by in the morning to check on you,” she told the gryphon. She picked up her supplies and the bag and backed out of the stall, closing the door behind her.

      On the chalk board hanging outside the tack room, Jehan left a quick note for Paul to let him know what she’d found and to call her immediately the next morning if he saw anything unusual with the young gryphon.

      Puzzling over the similar injuries to both Ginger the cat and the young gryphon, Jehan left the barn and trudged back up the small hill and across campus towards the headmaster’s house, situated at the north end of campus, and her guest cottage behind it. The headmaster was out of town this week at a conference, so she was looking after his two dogs while he was gone. To make it easier on herself, she had moved the dogs into the guest cottage with her, which made it a bit crowded with her own dog and cat, but she enjoyed the controlled chaos animals tended to bring to a house.

      As she approached the house, some movement or change in the light caused Jehan to bring her head up sharply. She stopped in her tracks and peered into the darkness at the edge of the yellow circles of light cast by the lamps along the path. Nothing seemed unusual, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something rather large had moved rapidly away from her.

      After watching and listening for another minute, Jehan shook her head, got her housekeys out, and continued walking towards the house, scanning the area around her. When she reached the front of the house, she followed the narrow path around to the right leading to the back gate. Still not sure of what she had seen or felt, she quickly unlocked the gate and slipped into the yard. Carefully locking the gate behind her, she walked along the side of the house and into the backyard. The guest cottage was tucked into the far corner of the large yard.

      Coming around the corner of the house, Jehan stopped and stared. There had been something moving in the dark earlier! And now it was curled up on the back deck of the house, trying to get under as much cover as possible. The dogs, who had spent the day in the yard, had pushed themselves hard against her front door, trying to get as far away as possible from the wyvern huddled on the deck. Jehan was certain she would find a dog-shaped dent in her door.

      “Oh, dear. Are you hurt?” Jehan asked the young wyvern.

      She held her hands out from her side and walked slowly toward the creature. As she neared, it became apparent that the wyvern was badly injured. Jehan got her second shock of the night. Blood, looking black in the dim lights of the deck, pooled under one leg, and the webbing on the wing she could see looked torn. First the cat, then the gryphon, and now a wyvern? What was going on? Who or what was attacking animals on campus?

      The wyvern wasn’t as big as she expected from her earlier impressions of something moving in the dark. It was about the size of a large pony in height and girth, just longer. It gave a nervous snort accompanied by a small flame as she approached.

      “Shhh. It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. I want to help you. I know you can understand me. We’ll get you inside and I can fix those cuts. C’mon. Let’s go inside. You can’t stay out here in the cold.” She sidestepped toward the cottage as she spoke, keeping eye contact with the wyvern while continuing the soothing chatter.

      The wyvern eyed her but didn’t move until she reached the door of the cottage. Jehan unlocked and opened the door, and the dogs raced inside, tore through the small living room, and skidded into her bedroom. The wyvern gave what sounded like an amused snort and slowly uncurled itself from the deck.

      Jehan inhaled sharply when the wyvern stood up. There were at least two long gashes on one of its back legs, running from the hip to the heel. The wyvern slowly moved off the deck and into the yard, clearly trying to keep weight off the leg. Like the cat and the gryphon, the wyvern did not appear to be in as much pain as it should have, given the blood Jehan could see.

      “Oh, you poor thing! That must have made it really difficult to get over the fence into the yard,” Jehan said. Knowing that the wyvern would want to show as little weakness as possible, even favoring a leg that didn’t work, Jehan stayed by the door to her cottage and waited for him? her? to approach.

      Fortunately, it was only about forty yards from the back deck to her front door. The wyvern was clearly having difficulties but walked as quickly as possible across the lawn. Jehan thought it probably really wanted to get out of the cold.

      “At least it’s not snowing,” she muttered.

      The wyvern eased its way into the cottage, head slowly weaving back and forth as it took in the new surroundings. Jehan closed and locked the door behind it.

      “Why don’t you lie down in front of the fireplace? The dog beds are pretty comfortable.” She pointed to the three beds lined up in front of the hearth where the dogs liked to lounge when she had a fire going. She moved around to the side of the fireplace and grabbed some kindling and logs, which she’d fortunately remembered to put inside this morning.

      She stacked up the kindling and went to look for her lighter. A small foosh and the crackle of flames made her turn and look. The wyvern glanced up at her and gave a small nod. It had started the fire with its own flame. Jehan smiled and retraced her steps to grab a log and put it on the now merrily burning kindling.

      “Thank you,” she told the wyvern. “I wish I knew your name. I can’t just keep calling you ‘wyvern’.”

      I am Chyvi.

      “Oh!” Jehan jumped. She knew from her research in vet school that wyverns could communicate, but all the texts implied that was done through gestures and limited facial expressions. She’d never read anything about telepathic speech. Of course, she’d never closely studied wyverns and their care either.

      “Um, yeah. Okay. Chyvi. I’m Jehan. Um, if you could turn around so I can see your injured wing and that leg, I can start figuring out what I need to do for you.”

      Chyvi cocked her head to one side, and Jehan could swear there was a smile there. The wyvern shifted around on the dog beds and repositioned herself so that Jehan could see the deeply gashed leg.

      Jehan pulled her emergency medical kit out from under the kitchen sink. She kept it there for those on-call nights when she got pulled out of bed in the middle of the night.

      When she got an up-close look at the leg Jehan let out an involuntary gasp. The gashes down the leg were deep and still oozing blood. There were three parallel cuts in the leg all starting at the hip and running down to just below what would be considered the knee.

      “What the hell happened to you?” Jehan muttered as she trotted back into the kitchen to grab a couple of clean dishtowels.

      Sword, Chyvi answered quietly.

      Jehan looked up and stared into unblinking golden eyes. “A sword? Who…? Where…? Never mind. Let me take care of these wounds, and then you can tell me what happened.”

      An hour later, Jehan put one last butterfly bandage on the tattered wing. Hopefully, the bandages would allow the wing to heal without having to resort to stitches. Jehan was honest enough to admit that she had no idea how one went about stitching up a wyvern’s wing, but if the bandages didn’t work, she’d have to figure something else out.

      Chyvi had fallen asleep at some point and was snoring softly. Questions would have to wait until later. The dogs had ventured to the door of the bedroom and were worriedly staring out at Chyvi. Finished with her work, at least for the time being, Jehan sat back on her heels and looked over the sleeping wyvern. She didn’t see any more cuts or scratches. Sighing, she repacked the medical kit, made a note of the items that needed to be replaced or refilled, and put it back in its place under the sink.

      Jehan pulled a spare blanket out of the bedroom closet and draped it over Chyvi. The wyvern had tucked herself into the dog beds and rested her head on one of Jehan’s floor pillows. After feeding the dogs and her cat, Fergus, Jehan decided it was safe to just let the fire burn out. She needed to get some sleep herself. She’d figure out the rest of it in the morning.

      The sun was barely up when Jehan woke up the next morning. The feeling that something was off made her go still and listen to the sounds in the house. All three dogs and the cat were still on her bed, and all of them were looking far too alert. It took her a minute to remember that she’d rescued a wounded wyvern last night.

      Jehan sat up and swung her feet over the side of the bed, searching blindly for her fuzzy slippers. Grabbing her sweatshirt off the floor, she walked into the living room followed warily by the dogs. Fergus elected to stay on the bed.

      Chyvi was crouched on the dog beds tentatively stretching her injured wing. The scraping sounds that had woken Jehan were the wing dragging on the floor. She winced at the scratches in the wood. She’d have to repair those before the headmaster noticed them.

      “How are you feeling this morning, Chyvi?” Jehan asked as she urged the dogs past the wyvern to the front door. Nervous or not, the dogs needed to get outside. Tails tucked firmly between their legs, the three dogs sidled along the far wall and once Jehan opened the door, bolted into the yard.

      The wyvern watched the dogs run out the door and gave a derisive snort. She turned to look at Jehan.

      Better. Thank you. Can’t fly yet.

      “I’m not surprised. How does that leg feel? Do you think you can walk?”

      Not far, but yes.

      “Good. Here’s my idea. Let me know if it works for you. I am the veterinarian for Academy Arcane, which is where you are now. If you can walk across campus, I can put you up in the barn with the pegasi and gryphons. There are some empty stalls, and I think you’ll be more comfortable there, where you can fully stretch out. I will check on you during my regular rounds this afternoon. How does that sound?”

      Chyvi tilted her head and gave Jehan an assessing look. After a few seconds of scrutiny, the wyvern gave a short nod.

      Yes. I like that.

      “Great. Um, I know you hunt for food. The closest I can come to a fresh kill is, um, a roasting chicken I have in the fridge,” Jehan told her. Chyvi nodded, and Jehan went into the kitchen to fetch the chicken. She put it on some paper towels in front of Chyvi and returned to the kitchen to make herself some coffee and figure out how she was going to break the news of a wyvern on campus to the headmaster.

      “First things first,” she muttered to herself. “Drink coffee, start brain. Then worry about wyvern on campus.” Crunching sounds from the living room indicated that Chyvi was eating her breakfast. Jehan poured herself another cup of coffee.

      An hour or so later, showered and fed, Jehan gave the dogs and the cat breakfast before pouring the rest of the pot of coffee into her travel mug. She picked up her bag and looked over at Chyvi.

      “How are you feeling? It’s not snowing, but it is cold out. I can put the blanket over you. I think I can pin it together in front to keep it on.”

      That would not be dignified.

      “Well, no. But it would be warm.” The wyvern stared at her unblinking. “Okay. We’ll skip the blanket, but I’ll bring it with us so you can have it in the barn.” Jehan folded up the blanket and grabbed a second bag for it. Inspiration struck, and she went back to her bedroom closet and dug out two older dog beds she had saved for some reason. Loading all her bags onto her shoulders, Jehan grabbed the two extra dog beds and opened the front door. Awkwardly clutching everything, she gestured for the wyvern to go ahead. Jehan closed and locked the front door and led the way around the headmaster’s house onto campus. It was early enough that there shouldn’t be too many people around yet, and hopefully, they could get to the barn without causing too much of a ruckus.

      Jehan walked Chyvi down the path that led to the barn. Paul met them at the barn door. He raised an eyebrow at the sight of Chyvi but didn’t say anything.

      “Mornin’, Doc. I saw your note. Charlie seems fine this morning. He looked and acted fine when he came in last night. What happened to him?”

      “I’m not sure yet. If you could help me here first, I’ll tell you what I know so far. This is Chyvi. I found her last night. The same injuries happened to her. I’m going to put her in one of the empty stalls near Charlie,” Jehan told him.

      Paul tipped his battered cap to Chyvi. “Good morning, Chyvi.” He glanced back at Jehan. “Sure thing, Doc. I’m on it.”

      He turned and walked quickly back into the barn ahead of Jehan and Chyvi.

      Jehan and Paul got Chyvi settled in an empty stall next to Charlie the gryphon. Jehan looked at the wyvern. “Chyvi…will you tell me how you came by those injuries? I will fix them either way, but if somebody attacked you, I’d like to know who and why.” She kept her voice low and calm, trying to project protectiveness.

      The wyvern kicked straw into a pile in the corner of the stall they were standing in and turned to look pointedly at the dog beds Jehan still carried in her arms. Jehan dropped the beds onto the straw and watched as Chyvi shoved them around. Finally satisfied with their placement, the wyvern carefully settled onto the beds and eased her wings back. Jehan draped the blanket over her and stepped back.

      “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. But I really don’t want to fix you up, send you home only to have you show up on my front steps again because you ran into the same person,” she told the wyvern. She wished wyverns were a little less proud.

      Maybe.

      “Okay. Are you comfortable? I need to check on Charlie, and then go open the clinic. But I’ll be back in a few hours and Paul will be here all day,” Jehan said, gesturing to Paul where he stood in the stall door.

      This is comfortable… Thank you.

      Charlie did indeed seem fine, and Jehan saw that Paul had created a pillow of sorts for the injured leg. Satisfied the gryphon was healing, Jehan stuck her head into Chyvi’s stall once more before leaving. The wyvern was fast asleep, head tucked under her good wing. Jehan closed, but didn’t lock the stall door, and put up the “Do Not Disturb” sign they used for recovering patients. That told anybody visiting the barn that only Paul, Jehan, or one of the vet techs was allowed in that stall.

      Satisfied that everything in the barn, including the new patient, was in order, Jehan headed back up the hill to the clinic. Alex greeted her at the door.

      “Morning, doc!” he called cheerfully.

      “Good morning, Alex. I need to talk to you and Kayleigh about something that happened overnight,” Jehan answered.

      Alex raised one eyebrow.

      “I hope it’s nothing we did… or didn’t do,” he said.

      “No, no. You’re fine. Just something, um, came up,” Jehan said.

      “Oh, okay. I’ll go find Kayleigh,” Alex replied.

      Jehan dropped her bags in her small office and came back out to the reception area. Kayleigh was sitting behind the desk, and Alex was leaning over her shoulder peering at something on the computer screen. When Jehan came around behind the desk, both techs looked up at her.

      “Okay, so…what’s up, doc?” Alex said with a grin.

      Jehan groaned.

      “If you weren’t such a good tech, I’d fire you for the puns,” she told him.

      “I know. That’s why I’m so good.” Alex and Kayleigh both laughed. Truth be told they were both very good vet techs, and Jehan was grateful that they worked for her.

      She quickly filled them in on the almost identical injuries on Ginger the cat, Charlie the gryphon, and Chyvi the wyvern. “So, what I’m trying to figure out, for all of them, is how they got those injuries in the first place. I’d like one of you guys to come with me this afternoon when I make rounds down there and see for yourselves. Chyvi told me a sword did it; but she didn’t say how, and that doesn’t make sense when you think about the cat.”

      By the time Jehan finished, Alex’s eyebrows had climbed all the way up his forehead, and Kayleigh was looking slightly alarmed.

      “A sword? Not many people carry a sword. And, unless a person is attacked by a wyvern, they’re supposed to be protected because they’re so rare, aren’t they?” Kayleigh said.

      “Yeah, they are,” Alex answered. “And why would somebody attack a cat, a gryphon, and a wyvern? That doesn’t make sense.”

      Jehan shrugged helplessly. “I have no idea.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Alex asked.

      “I’m not sure… keep your ears open for anybody talking about fighting a wyvern? Or a gryphon? I just don’t know. Hopefully Chyvi will tell me more this afternoon,” Jehan said. “Alex, will you come with me so that there is a second set of eyes?”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Alex said.

      A few hours later, they were done with the morning patients. Jehan was anxious to get back down to the barn and check on Charlie the gryphon and Chyvi. Ginger seemed to be healing well without any strange side-effects and that made Jehan feel a bit better.

      “Alex, grab the big triage bag, if you would.” She picked up the smaller traveling surgical kit she kept on hand if an animal couldn’t come into the clinic and led Alex at a rapid pace back down to the barn.

      “Chyvi, this is Alex. Alex, this is Chyvi. Alex is going to help me examine your injuries and put on fresh bandages,” Jehan said, standing in the door to the stall where Chyvi, awake and looking better, sat on the dog beds.

      Alex inclined his head.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chyvi,” he said politely. Chyvi stared at him for a moment and then dipped her head in response.

      The wyvern tilted her head and looked over at Jehan. Do you wish me to speak so he can hear me as well?

      Jehan’s eyes widened. “You can do that? Um, yes, please. That would make it a lot easier.”

      Very well.

      Now Alex’s eyes widened. “That’s a new experience!”

      Jehan nodded. “Let’s take care of the injuries first. Maybe, Chyvi, you can tell us more about what happened while we’re working?”

      The wyvern gazed back and forth between Alex and Jehan.

      Very well. What did you want to know?

      Alex took the triage kit from Jehan and set to work, gently undoing the bandages on Chyvi’s wing. Jehan took a moment to organize her thoughts. Why was the wyvern reluctant to talk about what had happened? Did she know the person or people who had injured her? Had she been caught by surprise? Was it something silly and pride getting in the way of talking about it?

      “Well, you told me last night that these cuts were caused by a sword. A cat was brought in yesterday with similar cuts, and one of the gryphons came back last night cut up in a similar fashion. Was it a sword or something sword-like that cut you?”

      Chyvi was quiet for a long moment, only moving slightly as Alex finished rebandaging her wing.

      It was a plant. I’ve never seen it before. Only foolish creatures attack a wyvern. Plants never do.

      “A plant?” Alex asked sharply, looking up. “Was it about my height with wide brown and green striped leaves?”

      The wyvern nodded, surprise showing in her golden eyes.

      “You know about a plant that attacks animals?” Jehan asked in astonishment. It was the first time she’d heard of anything like it.

      “When I was a little kid, we lived in Vatuchevo, at the edge of the Red Fields. There was a plant there, I forget what its official name is, but we called it the sword plant. It would attack you if you got too close. The leaves were huge, just like a broadsword, and had super smooth, extremely sharp edges.” He rolled up one sleeve and showed Jehan a long scar that went from his wrist past his elbow. “I was stupid and tried to see how close I could get.”

      “But how did it get here? That’s about half-way around the world,” Jehan commented.

      There are four such plants in the woods on the edge of the school, Chyvi told them.

      “Four?” Alex stared at the wyvern. “They’re only native to that one area of Othana. I think the empire made it illegal to take the plants out of there because of how dangerous they are.”

      Jehan felt a little bit better knowing it was unlikely a person was wandering around attacking wyverns and cats with a sword. Still, that didn’t explain how apparently illegal, and very dangerous, plants wound up in the woods at the edge of campus.

      “Alex, would you please finish up here and when Kayleigh shows up, if the two of you would do the afternoon rounds for the pegasi and gryphons, I’m going to go find somebody to talk to about these plants.”

      “Sure thing, boss. Lemme know what you find out. I’m curious to see who would smuggle something like that out of the empire,” Alex said.

      Jehan nodded and strode out of the barn. People who did things to hurt unsuspecting animals, even if inadvertently, made her blood boil.

      “And, people, too, don’t forget. A student could have walked right into those things,” she muttered to herself.

      She decided to investigate the woods at the edge of campus where Chyvi, and likely the gryphon and cat, had been hurt. She wanted to see these plants for herself. A quick ten-minute walk took her to the far side of campus and the woods that bordered it. She walked along the edge, searching for the green and brown striped leaves that Alex had described.

      Not seeing anything Jehan ventured a little further into the trees. The grasses grew taller just before the trees, and it was difficult to see through them. She carefully scanned the area trying to find the distinctive leaves.

      A sharp whistling sound was all the warning she had before pain exploded down her right side. She screamed and fell to the ground, which probably saved her life. A bright green and brown striped leaf, the size of a large broadsword scythed through the air where her head had been. Jehan screamed again and scrambled backwards crab-like, not daring to stand up.

      The leaf slashed overhead once more before rolling up and disappearing. Sobbing with fear and pain, Jehan clutched her right arm at the elbow. Her hand came away covered in blood. The pain immediately started to subside, but she moved backwards several more feet before daring to stand up. Still crying, she tried to push herself off the ground, but her right arm wasn’t cooperating. Strong hands gripped her under the arms and pulled her upright.

      “Dr. Bishara! What happened? I heard you scream! Who attacked you?” a male voice asked from behind her.

      Jehara did her best to stifle her tears and turned around. Michael Scaramucci, the kinetics teacher stood behind her, one hand still on her shoulder to steady her.

      “I… I’m not sure. But I think I was attacked by a plant,” she told him.

      “A plant? What… never mind. You’re bleeding badly. We need to get you back to the medical office immediately. Here. Come with me.” He took her left hand and frowned in concentration. Jehan could almost see a pattern forming in front of them. Michael stepped forward into the pattern, pulling Jehan with him. After a moment of disorientation, they stepped onto the path leading to the front door of the small medical center on campus.

      Michael laid his right arm lightly across Jehan’s shoulders and guided her gently into the office. She was very grateful for the numbing qualities of the plant. Now she knew why the animals she’d seen had not experienced any pain.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Davidson. Is Dr. Jacobsen still here and is he available?” he greeted the receptionist.

      Mrs. Davidson took one look at Jehan’s arm and side and picked up the phone.

      “Dr. Jacobsen, Dr. Bishara is here, and she has a serious wound on her arm.” She listened to the response and then hung up. “Follow me,” she said briskly.

      With Michael still guiding her, Jehan slowly followed Mrs. Davidson. Michael glanced down at her.

      “Is there anybody I should contact for you?” he asked.

      Jehan paused. “Um, yes, please. My vet techs at the clinic, Alex and Kayleigh. If you could let them know. Um, I don’t really know anybody else that well on campus…thanks.”

      An hour later, stitched and bandaged, Jehan emerged into the medical center’s waiting room. The plant’s numbing effect had worn off, but the doctor had given her a low dose painkiller to take until the pain subsided. Alex and Kayleigh were slouched in two of the less-than-comfortable chairs that populated the lobby area, waiting for her.

      Alex gave her a wry grin.

      “From what Mr. S. said, you decided to tangle with a sword plant, didn’t you? My warning fell on deaf ears!” He sighed dramatically.

      Jehan laughed. The adrenaline rush had left her shaky and jumpy. Alex’s humor was just what she needed. “Yeah, it was stupid of me. I wanted to see if I could find the sword plants. Guess I succeeded!”

      “Seriously, are you okay?” Kayleigh demanded.

      “I’ll be fine. The doctor cleaned me up and stitched up the cuts.” She looked down at her clothes, crusted with dried blood. “I should probably go home and clean up before I do anything else.”

      “Yeah, people might start asking questions.” Alex grinned. Jehan’s eyes went wide.

      “No worries. We’ll walk you home and make sure you’re not spotted,” Kayleigh said, poking Alex in the side.

      Alex opened the door to the clinic and almost knocked over Michael Scaramucci as he was reaching for the door to enter.

      “Oh! I’m terribly sorry,” Michael apologized. He looked at Jehan. “How are you feeling? I was actually hoping to find you here. If you’re up to it, I’d be interested in hearing what happened to you… how you got those cuts.”

      “I’m happy to tell you. I’ve been wondering who I needed to tell. But I really need to get clean clothes. If you don’t mind walking back to the headmaster’s house with me, I can tell you on the way,” Jehan told him.

      “Of course! Thank you,” Michael said.

      It only took about ten minutes to walk from the clinic back to Jehan’s guest cottage. On the way, with help from Alex and Kayleigh, she filled Michael in on the injured animals, including Chyvi, and her decision to go in search of the plant.

      “A sword plant?” Michael sounded thoughtful. “I know the empire has restricted their export.”

      “Banned it, last I heard,” Alex said.

      Michael glanced at him.

      “That makes it even more interesting to some people,” he said.

      Jehan stared at Michael. “You mean, somebody, brought that thing… those things, here… knowing what they are? What did they hope to accomplish by that?”

      Michael sighed. “Your guess is as good as mine. But first, we need to eradicate the plants that are here before any more sprout. The last thing we need on the edge of school grounds is a bunch of plants waiting to attack whoever or whatever walks by.”

      They reached the cottage, and Jehan unlocked the door. “Come on in, everybody. I’m just going to change and then maybe we should figure out how to get rid of these plants.”

      Standing in her bedroom, Jehan could hear the murmur of voices coming from the living room. She quickly shed the blood-stained clothes and put on a pair of jeans and an old sweater. She grabbed a pair of warm socks and her hiking boots out of the closet. If they were going back to the woods, she wanted to be dressed appropriately.

      She walked back into the living room and sat down on the couch next to Kayleigh to put on her shoes.

      “I heard you guys talking. Did you come up with a plan or something?” she asked, lacing up a boot.

      “I think we have. Alex has a great deal of useful information about these plants and their natural habitat. I believe we can get them back there without too much trouble,” Michael answered. “I have texted Juli Ocampo, the imaging teacher, and she will provide the images we need, based on Alex’s description and with his help. I will create the pattern to send the plants back, and if you will use your life magic skills to round up all the plants, any seeds and seedlings, I think we can clean everything up.”

      Jehan blinked at him. There were a lot of moving parts there, but he seemed confident that they could pull it off. “Um, okay. I guess. I haven’t worked with plants really since school. Are we doing that now?” She ran her left hand tentatively up and down the stitches in her right side.

      “Yes, if you think you’re able. We really need to get rid of these things as soon as possible,” Michael replied.

      “But doc…”

      “Uh, boss don’t you…”

      Alex and Kayleigh spoke simultaneously. They stopped and looked at each other. Kayleigh tilted her head toward Alex.

      “But doc, you just got stitches, and you still look a little woozy. I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Alex said.

      Jehan nodded. “I know. But Michael’s right. We do need to get rid of those plants and the sooner the better. They’re dangerous… ask me how I know.”

      She smiled at the two techs.

      Alex gave her a long, hard look. “Okay. You’re the boss. But I’m going with you.”

      Kayleigh glared at her coworker. “Fine. I’ll go back to the clinic. I’ll stop by the barn and check in on Chyvi and Charlie too.” She gave Jehan a smile.

      “Thank you both,” Jehan said softly.

      While they’d been discussing Jehan’s health, Michael had received a text from Juliet Ocampo, the imaging teacher, and announced that she would arrive in a few minutes. He gave them the details of his plan for dealing with the sword plant.

      Juli arrived not long after, and the little group headed back to the woods. Jehan led them to the approximate spot where she’d been attacked. It was harder to find in the fading winter light, but she was almost certain she’d found the same spot.

      Still not sure what her role in all this was going to be, Jehan stood back with Alex and listened as the two professors worked out a plan.

      “Dr. Bishara, if you and your associate wouldn’t mind…,” Michael indicated that Jehan and Alex should join the discussion. He had an old-fashioned, formal way about him, Jehan decided.

      Jehan learned that she was going use life magic patterns to locate all the seeds the plants had likely spread and push those into the kinetic pattern created by Michael. She thought about which spell would work the best for locating all the sprouts and seeds. It would not be easy as she had to simultaneously locate and move seeds and plants. After her experience that afternoon, she had no doubt the plants would fight back. Hopefully, nobody would get hurt. Alex must have read her mind because he held up the triage bag he’d brought with him.

      “I knew I hired you for a reason!” Jehan gave him a grateful smile.

      “Somebody’s gotta keep you organized, boss!” Alex grinned at her.

      Juli spoke with Alex to get the picture of the Red Fields in her mind so she could create the image that Michael would use as the destination for the sword plants.

      And then they were ready to go. Michael moved into the woods, followed by Juli. Jehan brought up the rear, keeping a hand on Juli’s shoulder. Alex stayed on the edge, acting as first aid and backup if necessary. As they neared the edge of the tall grasses, Jehan saw a movement above and to their right.

      “Look out! It’s starting to move!” she yelled.

      Michael stopped immediately.

      “Juli, please form the image now. Jehan, start scanning for seeds and roots. I’ve got the pattern. Now.” His voice was terse and there was tension in his shoulders.

      Jehan took a deep breath and started exercising a side of the life magic she hadn’t used since before veterinary school. Recalling the patterns and spells, she set a seeking pattern into the soil. She created a circular pattern moving out from where the little group stood. There! A pocket of seeds starting to sprout. She used the pattern to pull them out of the ground and onto a nearby flat rock.

      An inhuman shriek and whistle of air gave Jehan just enough warning to drop to the ground. She saw Michael and Juli do the same. A huge brown and green striped leaf blade slashed the air above them. Jehan felt a wrench in her side and hoped she hadn’t pulled any stitches. She took a deep breath, ran a hand down her right side, and breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t feel any dampness.

      Jehan listened carefully and could hear the others moving about but had no idea what they were doing. Her job was to uproot everything related to the sword plants that she could find. She decided that remaining on the ground was the best approach and went back to hunting for seeds and roots.

      She found three more clusters and pulled them out as well. She was starting to widen her search area when Michael’s voice broke her concentration.

      “Jehan, do you think you’ve found everything?” He sounded out of breath.

      “Give me another second here…” she called back. “Aha! A stray. One more scan… okay. Yes, I got it all. I’ll make sure I come back later and doublecheck.”

      “Excellent. Are those the seeds on those rocks?” he asked.

      “Yes, all the seeds and root clumps are there,” Jehan told him.

      Another shriek rang in her ears, and then cut off. Jehan used her pattern to push the seeds and young plants into the kinetic pattern Michael had created. She saw him take a deep breath, and the seeds and other bits disappeared. Michael bent over and put his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. Juli put one hand on his back, taking deep breaths herself.

      Jehan slowly stood up and brushed off her pants. She felt drained. “Are they gone?”

      “Yes, they are. Thank you for your assistance. Good work, everybody. Now, we need to find out who is responsible for bringing that plant here. I know that the empire not only forbids their sale and transportation but, in fact, is trying to eradicate them altogether,” Michael said. He was still breathing heavily but seemed to be regaining his wind.

      Juli reached into a pocket of her jacket and pulled out three granola bars, handing one each to Jehan and Michael, and tearing into the third.

      “Thank you,” Jehan mumbled around a mouthful.

      “Everybody okay?” Alex trotted over with the triage bag in hand and passed out water bottles. Michael immediately opened his and took a long drink.

      “Thank you.” Michael nodded to Alex and Juli. “I apologize, but I don’t believe I have the energy to create a pattern to get us easily back to my apartment. I’m afraid we’re going to have to walk.”

      “That’s alright. I don’t mind,” Jehan said.

      “Well! Hello! What are you people doing all the way out here?” a voice called from in front of them.

      Michael looked up and moved forward a few steps. “I could ask the same thing of you, Carl. What brings you out here?”

      When the man stepped out from behind a tree, Jehan recognized Carl Berks, the biology and botany teacher. She’d never formally met him, but he’d spoken at a couple of the staff meetings she’d attended.

      “Well, I simply came out here to check on some plants I imported recently. Quite amazing you know. They have a self-defense system that’s ah… well, I don’t want to hold you up… ah, I’ll just be on my way…” Carl’s eyes darted across the group, pausing for a moment on Jehan’s bandaged arm.

      “Carl, what kind of plants?” Michael asked softly, his voice hard.

      “Oh, nothing you’d find interesting. You know us botany types, always gushing over weeds.” Carl gave a weak laugh.

      “I think you’ll find your plants gone,” Michael told him with a frown.

      “What do you mean, gone? What did you do with my sword plants?” Carl went from hesitant to angry in a heartbeat. Jehan drew back a step to put more distance between her and the now red-faced botanist.

      “So, you brought sword plants here? Illegally exported them from the empire?” Michael growled.

      “What? No! I didn’t… I mean that is… I rightfully acquired those plants for research purposes!” Carl blustered.

      “Carl, the empire forbids the exportation of those plants for a good reason. You most definitely did not acquire them legally, no matter how you or anyone else tries to spin that story.” Michael’s voice had gone deadly quiet. “Your plants have injured Dr. Bishara here and …” He turned to Jehan with an inquiring look.

      “Ah, um, a cat, a gryphon, and a, um, wyvern,” Jehan responded.

      Carl glared at her. “And just who are you? And exactly where did you get injured?” he demanded, his eyes sliding past her bandaged arm.

      Jehan held his eyes and raised her jacket and shirt just enough to show him the bandages on her side. “On my arm and my side. The cat, gryphon, and wyvern all suffered similar lacerations to their legs. I should add that, as you are very well aware, wyverns are protected by law. If Chyvi had died of her wounds or been killed outright by the sword plants, you would have been held responsible for that as well.”

      “Fine. You moved my plants. Where did you put them?” Carl deflated a little at Jehan’s comments but didn’t lose any of his bluster and arrogance.

      “I sent them back to the Red Fields. I strongly recommend that you don’t try to import any more sword plants,” Michael told him.

      Carl scowled at Michael. “You’ve ruined my research! You have no right to interfere with my research!” He turned and stomped off, back toward the center of campus. Michael stared after him and shook his head.

      “Dr. Bishara, when did you say the headmaster would be returning?” Michael looked at Jehan.

      “Um, he should be back at some point tonight,” Jehan answered.

      “Very well. I will speak with him tomorrow. I’d like to have all of you accompany me. You can present your views on what we just did and the events leading up to it.” he addressed their little group.

      They trudged back to the center of campus and went their separate ways, agreeing to meet in the morning before speaking with the headmaster.

      Jehan and Alex took a short detour down to the barn to check on Charlie the gryphon and Chyvi. Both were doing well, and Chyvi agreed to speak with the headmaster if he asked.

      Once back in her own living room, Jehan collapsed on the sofa. All three dogs climbed up to sit around and on her and Fergus perched himself on the back of the sofa and head-butted Jehan’s left ear.

      “Okay, okay! We’re all good,” Jehan told the animals, handing out pats and ear scritches as fast as she possibly could. “I have no idea what the headmaster is going to say, but I’ll worry about that tomorrow.”

      She leaned back on the sofa and relaxed into the pile of dogs and cat. “It’s always something, that’s for sure. Tomorrow’s gonna be interesting. I’m a vet, I don’t do plants,” she muttered before closing her eyes.
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      Manu Stewart used to kill dark wizards, but now he tests security against the toughest magic threats. To expedite his payment for a college security audit, the Dean wants Stewart to audit a class on the dark arts. But there's more than one monster in this classroom.

      This takes place after the events of “Lesson Plan” from Fantastic Schools Volume #6
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The Dark Arts Monster

      The monstrous paws landed on Manu Stewart’s shoulders. Its muzzle cast a shadow that showed it was as big as the paws. Its hot breath filled his left ear.

      Stewart was a big man, with shoulders as big as boulders. But the paws were just as big and broad.

      Stewart looked across at Dean Francis Düsseldorf. His gravelly voice low and tense, he whispered, “Do I have to kill it?”

      The Dean blinked, surprised, even startled. “He likes you.” He just stared at Stewart. “He doesn’t like anyone.”

      With a deep, bass rumbling sound, the great beast spoke. “Woof!”

      Stewart blinked and slowly turned his head towards the muzzle. It was a dog: a massive furry dog that looked like it was part bear. Its reddish-brown fur fluffed out around its face like a mane. It took Stewart a minute to realize that it was a Caucasian Shepherd Dog, also called an Ovcharka. Its expression was friendly, with a big doggy grin.

      Stewart blinked at the size of him. He glanced back at Dean Francis Düsseldorf, an elderly administrator in purple standard wizard’s robes. Düsseldorf looked at the dog. “Do you put a harness on him and ride him into battle?”

      The dog chuffed, almost as though it had laughed at him. It bared its large teeth in a doggy grin.

      “Little John?” Düsseldorf barked a laugh. “We wouldn’t dare. He comes with the Dark Arts program.”

      Stewart scoffed. “Dark Arts? For or against?”

      Düsseldorf glared. “Fighting the Dark Arts.”

      The dog’s great head placed down on the crown of Stewart’s head. The dog made a rumbling down that sounded like a car engine. It wasn’t a growl. It was almost a purr.

      “He’s called Little John?” Stewart asked. “Is that like calling a big guy ‘Tiny’?”

      The Dean shrugged. “Sort of. He really does come with the department. Like everything else, Little John is magic. We don’t really understand how, but…”

      Stewart rolled his eyes. Half of his problem with what Saint Mathias Academy taught was that everything was vague and amorphous. No one could explain much of anything. Nailing down anyone on exactly what was taught or how it was taught was like nailing smoke. “Right,” he rumbled. “Of course he is.”

      Dean Düsseldorf sighed. “Look, Manu—could you at least audit the class?”

      Stewart refrained from reacting further. Ever since Stewart had infiltrated the school and blended in by tutoring a student in combat magic, Düsseldorf had tried to talk him into joining the faculty. When Stewart had been in Special Operations, his team had specialized in eradicating dark wizards, necromancers, and other magic criminals.

      But Stewart was the last of his team.

      He didn’t necessarily hate magic users, but the general culture of carelessness irked him.

      Stewart tilted his head up, and the dog Little John climbed off. The dog padded around and dropped his head in the man’s lap. Little John nuzzled Stewart’s hand until he placed it on top of the dog’s furry head.

      Stewart slowly let out a breath. “Let me guess—your adjunct is using Meeks. How many students is Meeks going to kill before you retire that textbook?”

      Düsseldorf frowned thoughtfully at the trouble caused by a thirteenth edition of Meeks’ Dueling Darkness: A Treatise on Black Magic. “I don’t know, Manu. I’ve only been here a few months after my brother disappeared. I don’t have a handle on that yet. It’s bad enough that I have a deficient Dark Arts department. They keep looking into the abyss, and the abyss keeps eating them.”

      Stewart chuckled darkly. “No kidding. In the field, I didn’t have to kill a third of them. I just had to let them overextend themselves and get eaten by what they served.”

      Little John nudged Stewart. He had apparently been insufficiently vigorous in scratching behind the ears. Little John gave a satisfied little whine.

      Stewart looked down at Little John. The deep black eyes just stared up at him and the big doggy grin hadn’t disappeared. Stewart looked back to Düsseldorf and shrugged. “How long is it going to take to approve my funds for the security audit?”

      At that, Düsseldorf smiled in a manner that Stewart would have described as pure evil. “I’m certain that I can arrange to cut the check … as soon as you’ve audited our Dark Arts class.”

      Stewart’s brown eyes narrowed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have saved you from the possessed student.”

      “She wasn’t possessed,” Düsseldorf corrected. “She was compelled. There were no demons involved.”

      Stewart scanned him. “I’ve read Meeks. He’s not compelling at all.”

      “The curse put in the back of the textbook was compelling, not the book.”

      “Don’t be pedantic.”

      Düsseldorf chuckled. “I’m a pedant. How else would I be?”

      Stewart growled. “Fine. I’ll audit your Dark Arts class. And the adjunct. And whatever else will get me the final payment.”

      Dean Düsseldorf nodded. “And we will talk afterwards if you want a teaching position.”

      It was Stewart’s turn to chuckle darkly. “You’ve seen my rates. You can’t afford me.”

      Düsseldorf laughed out loud, a full belly laugh. “We have student alchemists turning lead into gold. We can make the money somehow.”
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        * * *

      

      Manu Stewart walked down the halls of Saint Mathias Academy with deliberate, aggressive strides. The dog Little John easily kept pace with him. The dog looked around the halls with a big grin, his tongue hanging out. He was more excited than Stewart was.

      Stewart reached the door of the classroom and knocked.

      The woman who answered was a tall, slim brunette, with high cheekbones and unyielding ice-blue eyes. The adjunct was sternly beautiful, but Stewart would not have called her attractive. He barely recalled her name as Rebecca Carre.

      Little John growled softly next to him.

      Stewart ignored Little John and held out his hand. “Professor Carre? Manu Stewart. The Dean wanted me to audit your class.”

      Adjunct Carre looked him up and down. With a light, soprano voice and a French accent, she said, “You are a little old to be a student.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Dean Düsseldorf wants me to teach here. He wanted to give me a sample of what you do here.”

      Carre glared at him, hard, looking him up and down. Stewart had even dressed up for this visit to Saint Mathias—he had a jacket and tie and everything. He made certain to keep his tattoos covered up to his wrists and up to his neck. Granted, he was still over six feet tall, and some of his muscles bulged through the jacket, so he still looked like he could punch through bricks.

      Stewart sighed. “If you don’t believe me, call Düsseldorf. If you do believe me and want to kick me out anyway, then go ahead and save me the trouble. You’d be doing me a favor. I can get home to my girlfriend and call this a day.”

      Carre looked down at Little John. “The dog stays out here.”

      Stewart smiled and shrugged. “Hey. If you want the dog to knock down your door because he wants in, that’s your problem, not mine.”

      Little John chuffed, almost a laugh. Then he grinned at Carre… or it could have been baring teeth. Stewart couldn’t tell.

      “Fine.”

      Stewart let Little John go first. The dog padded in and looked at the few students at their desks. The lecture hall was on a slope, with all the student desks pointed at the front of the class. The classroom could easily hold over a hundred students. Since Stewart wanted his back to the wall, he took the stairs up to the back of the classroom and pressed himself up against the wall with the windows.

      Little John took his place one step down. He tried to put his head in Stewart’s lap, but the space between the desk and his leg was too narrow for the dog’s massive head.

      The class slowly filled over the next ten minutes. Everyone kept at least one desk away from him.

      Then Stewart watched them all take out their textbooks: the thirteenth edition of Meeks’ Dueling Darkness: A Treatise on Black Magic.

      Stewart held back a groan. God, give me strength.
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        * * *

      

      Manu Stewart was exceptionally proud of himself. While auditing this class, he had managed to sit still a whole ten minutes before he lost his mind.

      Carre had been discussing how to deal with the fae. The Fae.

      “Are you deliberately trying to get these kids killed?” Stewart roared.

      Stewart rose from the back of the lecture hall and stormed down the stairs. Despite being dressed in a jacket and tie, students recognized enough of a threat to lean away before he ran them over.

      Stewart smirked to himself. If they think I look big and mean now, they should get a look at my tattoos.

      Stewart stormed at the adjunct. “No individual makes deals with the fae unless they want to be dragged kicking and screaming down to Hell. There are committees of lawyers who can barely handle making a simple deal with the fae, and they specialize in that insanity.”

      Carre straightened her shoulders and barked back, “I am teaching the textbook. Meeks has been a respected professional in the field—”

      “Meeks hasn’t been in the field since World War I!” Stewart roared. “The last time he faced any danger, the most threatening thing on the battlefield was a concealed man with a hunting rifle. You get paid a thousand dollars a credit hour?”

      Adjunct Carre blinked. “I do. This is only a part-time job, after all, and—”

      Stewart swiped the chalk away from her. “You’re overpaid. Now sit down. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

      Rebecca Carre opened her mouth. Considering everything that a skilled wizard could do just by speaking, he had to restrain himself. Most of his encounters with dark wizards had come from hitting first. After all, it was hard to hit back if the magic user had turned him into something without limbs.

      Stewart jabbed the chalk at her like a knife. He spoke low and dark when he said, “If anything other than ‘Yes’ come out of your mouth, I will not be responsible for what happens.”

      Carre’s eyes narrowed, and she said nothing. She strode around the desk, off the lecturer’s podium, and sat in a corner desk by the window.

      Stewart turned his glare at the students, channeling his anger into a rant. “First of all, you need to forget this!” He crossed out the Dark Arts 101 on the chalkboard, and drew, in capital letters SELF-DEFENSE.

      Stewart whirled on the class and pointed his finger like a gun. “Everyone! Pull out your focus. Your wands! Your tools! Your musical instruments! Whatever you use for magic. Start now!”

      Stewart looked at his watch as the student reached into their pockets and fumbled for their tool. After ten seconds, he said, “Stop.”

      The students looked around at each other, confused.

      Stewart pointed at five students in the entire classroom. “Five of you took out your wands and such in ten seconds or less. Congratulations, you have survived. Maybe. In the event of an actual threat, the rest of you are all dead.”

      Every student in the hall looked distracted and confused. Stewart shook his head. “Obviously, none of you have had to walk through a bad neighborhood. Either that, or you weren’t paying attention. If you want to survive, no one is going to give you time to pull down on them. You have to be aware of your surroundings and you have to be ready. Since this is an elective, I assume you’re interested in learning that.”

      One of the students in the front row, a good-looking kid with more product in his hair than some supermarket counters, raised a hand. “But some of us don’t need wands and tools. Some of us do most of our magic in our head.”

      Stewart grinned fiercely. “As I said, having your tools ready is only part of it. You could disarm me with your mind? You can convert matter to energy, and redirect that energy at a target?”

      The kid grinned broadly. “Of course.”

      Stewart nodded. “Prepare a spell. Go ahead.”

      The student nodded. “Done.”

      Without a word of warning, Stewart casually reached behind him and pulled out a pistol, raised it, and fired it several times into the cocky student’s chest.

      It took all of the students, and even the adjunct, a full five seconds to realize that Stewart’s gun fired water pellets, and not live ammunition.

      Stewart placed the pellet gun on the desk. “I trust I make myself sufficiently clear. Someone who wants to hurt you isn’t going to wait for you. You need to be able to fight back with a snap of your fingers, or store the spells in a focus in advance, just in case.” He turned around and wrote on the blackboard as he spoke. “Proper prior preparation will prevent you being pounded into paste.” He threw down the chalk on the desk as he turned back to the class. “Got it?”

      Stewart shook his head in disgust. “I can’t understand how there are whole generation of wizards are still alive with training like this.”

      A student raised her hand from three rows back, near the door. Her hair was a mousy brown. Her face was narrow and bespectacled. Stewart had blended in at the school by tutoring her in a homework assignment. This student was then cursed to attack Dean Düsseldorf. Stewart blinked, surprised to see her. She was looking good for only having been compelled to assassinate the Dean just last night. Stewart had just assumed she had taken a day off. Apparently, some students were sturdier than others.

      Stewart remembered that her name was Mary. Mary had some magic chops. She had used basic explosive runes to convert the energy of a door into an explosive force, and even carved them into stones to make them into grenades.

      “I have to ask, Professor,” Mary asked meekly. “What magic do you recommend? What’s fast enough to protect ourselves from threats? After all, a wendigo is like being attacked by a Terminator crossed with a wrecking ball.”

      Stewart laughed. Mary had thrown one of Stewart’s own quotes right back at him from that impromptu tutoring session.

      “The fastest weapon?” Stewart’s eyes scanned the entire classroom, and each and every student. “The fastest weapon moves at the speed of thought. And that weapon is your mind. You see, that’s how this class should work. You teach yourself the spells. This class teaches you to think defensively. Your lab credits should be a firing range and an obstacle course. You should probably all carry guns.”

      Adjunct Carre scoffed. “This is a school for those who have magic. Why should we carry mundane weapons when we can throw balls of fire?”

      Stewart glanced her way and smiled confidently, a cat about to eat the canary. “Do you know what a simple flash bang can do if it goes off in the same room with you? It produces a light seven times brighter than the sun, and louder than a jackhammer next to your ear. If you look at it, it can make your eyes bleed. If you’re just standing too close to it, your ears will bleed. That’s just what nonlethal weapons can do. Would you like to try casting fireballs after being hit with one of them?

      “The thing about guns is you don’t need much of a brain to fire one. You don’t need to think beyond identifying the threat. Once you know what your target is, shooting them is an easy way to engage them.”

      Mary raised her hand again. “But a gun against a wendigo—or something like it—wouldn’t stop it.”

      Stewart nodded. “And that’s true. But it will slow down most anything, or make it think twice. If something decides that you might be a threat, it needs to reevaluate the approach. If it’s another wizard who knows you carry, you can at least keep the attacker busy with volume. But attacking is always better than doing nothing. And running isn’t a help if the attacker has something ready to throw at you from a distance. And that throw can be anything, from a rock, to a spell, to just hot lead. Do you know why the best defense is a good offense?” He glanced around. “Anyone? No? Because, again, if your attacker is too busy responding to you, it’s hard for them to attack. Putting them on the defensive is a great way to keep them back. Even if it’s just accuracy by volume.”

      Stewart looked around the class. “And how is this a problem?”

      Mary’s hand shot right up. He raised a brow and called on her. “Yes?”

      Mary smiled. “You need to be able to tell the difference between what a gun will intimidate and what it will just make angry.”

      Stewart grinned. “Correct. There are countless books on species of magical beasts. New species are created every year, either from creative breeding by animals that don’t know any better, or glitches in magic itself. Remember, magic interferes with nature, and can misfire.”

      Someone in the back scoffed, “That explains the Triple Zetas.”

      Stewart raised a brow at that and made a mental note to double check what that was. “Lucky for you, human mutations are less common.”

      There was a scattered titter of laughter throughout the lecture hall.

      Adjunct Carre stood. “That is enough! Monsieur Stewart, may I talk with you out in the hall?”

      Stewart sighed. He had figured any professor he audited would become annoyed with his commentary. So this wasn’t a surprise.

      Much to his surprise, Little John stood up and galloped down the stairs and stood next to Stewart. He patted Little John on the head. “I think I can take her, boy.”

      Adjunct Carre strode out the door. He looked to the class. “We’ll be right back.”

      Stewart closed the classroom door behind him. Carre walked to the other side of the hallway and whirled on Stewart. “Do you remember when you asked me if I were trying to get those students killed?”

      Stewart scoffed. “If you took offense…”

      He drifted off. Rebecca Carre’s eyes had turned to bright, glowing red. “The answer is yes.”

      Stewart dove forward and to Carre’s right as she hurled a ball of energy from her hand. The plasma ball crashed into the classroom door, blasting it to pieces. Stewart came to his feet, squaring off with Carre. He grabbed her right hand and shoved it against her body—her next energy blast would only strike her.

      Stewart drove his right fist into Carre’s face, snapping her head back into the wall. Her skull bounced off the bricks, leaving a massive dent behind.

      Carre smiled evilly at him. “My turn.”

      Since Carre had taken the hit as thought she had taken a slight tap from a five-month-old, Stewart didn’t want to be this close to her. He grabbed her by her jacket lapels and spun her around, throwing her away from him.

      Stewart darted back for the classroom. He wanted to dive inside, but he would have landed on splinters.

      Carre laughed. “That’s right! Run!”

      Stewart barked at the students, “Cover your eyes and ears.”

      Carre looked down to the pocket Stewart grabbed. He had jammed something into her pocket. It was a flashbang grenade.

      The flashbang grenade exploded in a white light bright enough to make eyes bleed and loud enough to make ears bleed. The explosion had set Carre’s clothes on fire. She screamed in surprise more than pain. Carre roared like some monster five times her size and build. She conjured a knife out of the air and charged into the room, reading to drive it through Stewart’s heart.

      She took two steps into the room and Stewart smacked her over the head with his Colt 1911 handgun. She staggered forward and whirled on him. She looked down the barrel of his pistol and hesitated. She scoffed. “You think that will hurt me?”

      He smiled. “Won’t know until we experiment. Do you want to try? Maybe it’ll work like your curse in the back of Meeks’ textbook.”

      Carre blinked. “How did you know I cursed the textbook?”

      “I didn’t. But how many agents of darkness are on the campus?”

      She smiled evilly. Her glowing red eyes narrowed. “Pity it did not find a more worthy victim to kill Düsseldorf.”

      “Mary came close.”

      Carre scoffed. “Mary? That worthless—”

      Her boasting was cut off by a deep rumbling roar. “Woof!”

      Little John slammed into Carre like a furry, 200-pound wrecking ball. His massive jaws clamped down onto Carre’s right shoulder. Carre bent down and threw herself back, tossing Little John from her. Her shoulder was torn and bleeding, but whatever dark magic fueled her kept her functional.

      “Don’t move!” Stewart roared.

      Carre turned her attention from Little John to Stewart. “You emptied your cute little water pistol, Stewart.”

      “That’s on the desk.”

      Carre’s eyes flicked to the desk. He was telling the truth. She looked back to him in time for the muzzle flash. The forty-five-caliber gun boomed and the first bullet went straight into her left eye, snapping her head back. She staggered, and Stewart didn’t wait to see if the bullet had an effect. He charged in and slammed her body against the blackboard. He jammed the Colt 1911 in her ear and pulled the trigger.

      Stewart expected a mess of blood and gore, but none came. The bullet went in one ear and out the other, with only a trickle of blood.

      Carre twisted back and shoved Stewart away. Her eye was missing, but her dagger glowed red. She raised it like a wand. He was certain she was going to cast something nasty at him. But short of jumping out the window, there was nowhere he could dodge that wouldn’t put a student in danger. He could hide behind the desk, but that depended on what would happen next.

      Carre looked … almost dead, but she was still animated. Stewart couldn’t tell if she was truly still alive, or if black magic was now controlling what was left of her.

      Then Mary leaped in, landing on Adjunct Carre with a scream. She had what looked like a wooden stamp. She smashed it into Carre’s face several times—but only one stamp left a mark, in her left cheek. Mary jumped off before Carre had a chance to strike her.

      Carre blinked and staggered. Her skin had a glow to it—a phosphorescent yellow glow that hummed with power. The place where Mary had hit Carre was a carving of an intricate figure.

      Mary had made a stamp out of the explosive rune… and she had just left the rune in Carre’s flesh.

      Mary had turned the adjunct into a bomb.

      “Get back!” Stewart roared.

      The students charged up the levels of the lecture hall. Little John slipped behind the desk to join Mary.

      Stewart opened fire with the handgun. The heavy bullets slammed into Carre’s chest, knocking her back into the hallway. She didn’t go far, but the middle of the hallway was far enough.

      Carre screamed in rage and agony as her entire body became one solid form of light.

      Stewart dropped to the floor as Carre exploded into a massive fireball, filling the doorway and the hallway with flame.

      Stewart stuck his head up and looked around at the students. “Is everyone all right?” he barked.

      It took a few minutes to catalog all the injuries, but they were few. Some had splinters from when Carre had blown up the door. Some had mild burns. Mary’s vision was blurred, and she thought she might have a concussion. Aside from that, everyone had come away unscathed.

      “Class dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Manu Stewart didn’t really sit in the desk chair as much as fell into it. This time, he had a bourbon. He had undone the tie and opened two shirt buttons. Düsseldorf was drinking water this time, but he said nothing to Stewart about having another drink—after all, Stewart’s day had been much harder than his.

      “So Mary has a stamp to immediately make explosive runes?” Düsseldorf asked.

      Manu nodded. “She had come up with the idea around the time she was possessed—sorry, compelled—by the curse that Carre had planted in the library edition of Meeks’ textbook. She doesn’t remember if she invented it before or after she was being controlled. She wanted to run it past Carre after class for extra credit.”

      Düsseldorf smiled. “That is an amazing achievement for a girl her age. We’ve had to teach making a stamp for runes in classes. Few come up with it on their own.”

      Stewart nodded. “When her time comes, I want her to be my TA.”

      Düsseldorf blinked. “You’re taking the job?”

      Stewart chuckled. “Temporarily. I’ll finish out your semester. It’s the least I can do for putting down your adjunct like a rabid dog.”

      Düsseldorf gave him a sidelong look. “You don’t have to be so mean about it.”

      Stewart sighed. He jabbed a finger at Düsseldorf. “And that’s why you have dark wizards. You coddle them. You want to understand them. Carre gave up her humanity for power. She deliberately taught poorly in the hopes that she would sacrifice every student in that classroom. Pardon me if I don’t weep over her. Heck, I’m not even sure Mary killed Carre.”

      Düsseldorf blinked. “What? How do you mean?”

      “I put a bullet in her ear at close range. It went through and into the blackboard. I think Carre was dead at that moment. There was… something … in her, keeping her alive.”

      Dean Düsseldorf blinked. “That’s … not good.”

      Stewart shook his head. “It isn’t. This is the second time something came out of the dark and tried to kill me. So I think I’m going to stick around and see if anything else is lying around the campus. And then I’m going to put a stake through its heart. Sound like a plan?”

      “As long as you’re teaching, I’m not going to argue.”

      Monstrous paws landed on Manu Stewart’s shoulders. Its muzzle cast a shadow that showed it was as big as the paws. Its hot breath filled his left ear.

      Stewart reached up behind him and scratched Little John’s ears. “Good boy. But next time, let me shoot the evil adjunct before you get in my line of fire.”

      “Woof.”
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        * * *

      

      As penance for his sins, Declan Finn spent over 40 years in New York City. He has since made his escape from New York to Texas. He is the author of books ranging from thrillers to urban fantasy to SciFi, including the Dragon Award Nominated Novel for Best horror in 2016, Honor at Stake, and the 2017 follow-up, Live and Let Bite. He was also nominated for "Best Apocalypse" novel at the Dragons in 2017. He also won the book of the year award with his novel Hell Spawn from CLFA.
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      There's often trouble when two opposing Schools of Thought clash. But it's much worse when Schools of Action do so. The School for Wizards and the School for Assassins have been in conflict with each other for generations. The greatest wizard and the greatest assassin are destined to meet one day. What will happen when they do?
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The Wizard Killers

      There are two mighty schools in the city of Abarak, and the graduates of both institutions dislike each other. The first and oldest is the School for Wizards, and the second is the School for Assassins. The wizards dream of avoiding the assassins, and the assassins dream of ridding the city of wizards. Dreams sometimes come true, and this fact is what keeps both sets of students and masters hopeful.

      Greatest and bravest of all the graduates of the School of Wizards is Alfonso Zango, but despite his courage, he is constantly aware that there are assassins who hope to put an end to his existence; and the shadows of the city palpitate with menace when he moves through the streets on his way home. Alfonso is a regular visitor to the home of the Headmaster of the School for Wizards. There is a good reason for this. The Headmaster is very fond of rare and exotic foods.

      When such foods are scarce, the Headmaster summons Alfonso and asks him to conjure it from thin air. These magical feasts are very tasty but have no nutritional value. They are simply a temporary measure until the real foods can be acquired. Alfonso is the only wizard in Abarak who knows how to summon up the strange cakes and puddings and jellies that the Headmaster is so greedily fond of.

      Alfonso returns from the Headmaster’s home down the narrow alleys as the sun sinks below the unseen horizon. Darkness comes quickly in the city. Dangerous men come out at night, thieves, robbers and kidnappers, and those who wish to slay wizards are often among them. In the same way that Alfonso is the most famous graduate of the School for Wizards, so Boomba Bung-Thunda is the most famous graduate of the School for Assassins, a large man, fleet of foot nonetheless, very quick with rapier or dagger and even quicker with pistols.

      But Boomba’s favourite weapon is the double-barrelled shotgun, and he owns the only example in the city of Abarak. It was crafted by an old gunsmith who hated wizards and gifted it to Boomba Bung-Thunda. The king of assassins feels an immense pressure inside him, within his skull and his body, and he imagines that wizards are trying to silence him from afar, hoping to lethally burst him apart with spells. Therefore he grows even more eager to kill all wizards, so much so that he feels disgruntled when a colleague—and there are many assassins almost as efficient as he—ends the life of a wizard who has eluded him.

      Boomba is determined that Alfonso won’t escape. His mission to rid Abarak of wizards and restore the city to a natural and innocent state is a vital one. He is unable to assault Alfonso in the wizard's abode, which is protected with charms of ancient power. His only real chance is to tackle his enemy in the open, to leap out of the shadows, to pounce like a bulky jumping spider and squeeze the iron trigger of his weapon without delay and blast Alfonso into smithereens.

      Alfonso Zango is acutely aware that Boomba is targeting him, that the assassin daydreams of emptying both barrels of his fearsome firearm into his chest. And so he has taken extra precautions, a series of measures for his safety; for he knows that one day they will meet in the tangle of the streets, and there will be a reckoning. Meanwhile, Alfonso, to the best of his ability, minds his own business. He is a hollow man, as empty inside as Boomba is full. He is a living void.

      One afternoon somewhat late in the year, Alfonso received an urgent summons from his Headmaster, who was demanding magical cakes and puddings. This was a task the wizard alone could accomplish. Reluctantly, he chose a long cloak from a rack, an unobtrusive garment that was also sufficiently formal, and set off for the house on the hill. He could refuse to go, of course, but his reputation for bravery would be damaged. He wanted to remain an inspiration to the pupils of the school. They looked up to him. He was their role model.

      Yet only the previous week, a wizard personally known to him had been ambushed by one of the assassins, and his body left in a doorway, the boots taken as trophies. Alfonso had a premonition that his destiny was about to take a dramatic turn, but he calmed himself and cleared his mind. Down the steps of his tower he went, a tower that rose from a mass of other buildings, some of them dwellings, others shops, and on the bottom step, he saw his immediate future.

      It was a vision that consisted of a vortex of colour, a giddy spin of bright lights and coruscating eddies. Destiny usually gave him messages that were ambiguous, but he felt sure he knew exactly what this one meant. The reckoning was near. With a small smile, he adjusted the cloak more comfortably about his shoulders and began to stride along the alley. He turned the first corner and stopped.

      Boomba Bung-Thunda was waiting for him. The shotgun came up; the assassin made a small bow, never taking his eyes off the face of the wizard.

      “I have no time for conversation,” said the assassin, and there was the slightest trace of pity in his eyes as his finger tightened on the trigger. Regret rather than pity, perhaps, for when we achieve what we have long dreamed about, we are often left strangely distraught.

      With a snort of mild contempt, Alfonso Zango said: “Blast my body, by all means, but that won’t kill me. I have no soul in my body. I have taken it out.”

      Boomba hesitated, and even though a voice within him screamed for prompt action, for the discharge of the weapon, his curiosity overrode it and mentally waved it into silence. He had half-expected Alfonso to be more difficult to destroy than any other wizard. His finger relaxed on the trigger, but the gun still pointed straight.

      “You have placed your soul elsewhere for safekeeping?”

      “Yes, in the body of a carpenter.”

      “Who is the fellow?”

      “His name is Yadda, and he lives on the far side of the city among all the other members of his guild; and he busies himself with carving chairs and wardrobes and bannisters.”

      Boomba grinned, and his teeth gleamed faintly; but he was convinced the wizard was telling the truth. With a sudden motion of extraordinary swiftness, he flung the shotgun over his shoulder, where it clung to his back on a strap, and he tugged a dagger from a scabbard at his belt. He lunged, and the thin triangular point went deep into Alfonso’s beating heart but with no effect at all.

      The wizard shrugged, his cloak rippling like the surface of an agitated sea. Out came the blade, blood-slicked, and Boomba sheathed it moodily and sighed, “I will find this Yadda.”

      “That is not for me to say,” replied Alfonso.

      “And I will kill him and thus kill your soul that is inside him. Telling me his name was a mistake.”

      “I am a wizard, not a tactician.”

      “Too bad for you!”

      Boomba spun on his heel and loped away, his huge bulk as light as an escaped balloon in a carnival. But with each long step the assassin felt a grumbling discomfort, an ache of too much pressure, and his buoyancy was for show. The instant he was out of range of the wizard’s eyes, he slowed to a less agile walk. He gasped for breath, while Alfonso resumed his journey to the Headmaster’s house.

      After he had recovered himself fully, Boomba Bung-Thunda crossed the lower city to the quarter where the artisans lived and worked. He was familiar with the area and had contacts among the craftsmen, some of whom had known his father and even his grandfather. Boomba reached a certain workshop that echoed with the sound of hammering despite the lateness of the hour and he said:

      “I am looking for one named Yadda.”

      “Mr. Boomba, is it? Has been a very long time since you last paid me a visit. Yes, there’s one called Yadda here. He dwells in a house at the end of the crooked alleyway yonder.”

      Boomba bowed his gratitude and set off down the indicated alley with a smile on his face, for, at last, he would be able to slay Alfonso Zango, not directly but effectively all the same. His smile never quite turned into a grin but remained thin and a little pale. Perhaps he pressed his lips too hard together. He had smiled exactly like this when he had graduated with the highest honours from the School for Assassins several years earlier. He reached the end of the alleyway.

      Yadda wasn’t in his workshop. He wasn’t one of those very diligent carpenters who work all night on urgent commissions. So the assassin had to climb the rickety stairs on the outside of the building in order to reach the room where he must be sleeping. He tried the door, found it unlocked, pushed it open. Yadda lay in bed but was awake and frowned as Boomba entered, shotgun levelled.

      “I am given to understand that you are in possession of the soul of the magnificently terrible wizard, Alfonso, and that is why I am here. To kill his awful soul by killing you, too.”

      Yadda blinked in mild surprise and said:

      “Then you must accept my apologies in advance. I agreed to host the wizard’s soul for a fee, for I earn little at my carpentry, but having a pair of souls inside one body was unbearable, so I transferred my own soul to another being. Now I have only Alfonso’s soul within my frame. But you can’t kill it, because to do that you need to kill me, and you can’t kill me because I am soulless. You would have to find the person who keeps my soul safe for me. And you won’t.”

      “Oh, yes? Why won’t I?”

      “For the simple reason that I won’t reveal who she is.”

      “Ah, a female individual!”

      “Yes, the poet Poolpa Fikshun who nightly recites her verse in the oldest tavern of the metropolis.”

      “I know that tavern well. Thank you. I will bid you goodnight, but first I must ask how you managed to transfer your soul into another body? You are a carpenter, not a wizard.”

      “Alfonso told me the secret. He said I should pray to the object that is dearest to my heart and chant the words ‘soli sola susu’ over and over for an hour with my eyes closed while concentrating on the person to whom I wished to give my soul. It worked.”

      “What object is dearest to your heart?”

      “A book of poems presented to me personally by Poolpa Fikshun that I keep on my bedside table. I once carved a chair for her, and she paid me with the volume. She is wonderful.”

      “Perhaps she is. But you are a fool. I will kill this poet and slay your soul and end the life of Alfonso Zango.”

      Yadda grinned sourly, but his eyes were already closing. He was tired and less concerned than he ought to be. A foolish man indeed, thought Boomba as he clattered back down the staircase and hurried to the oldest tavern in the city. The moon was rising between the twisted towers, a thin crescent like the gash of a cut throat.

      While loping down a very twisted alleyway, Boomba was pounced on by a robber, a fellow with a metal club wrapped in dark cloth who swung wildly at the assassin’s head. Boomba ducked, and his reflexes did the rest, his hand pulling out his poniard and piercing the robber’s abdomen. No point wasting a valuable shotgun shell on a common criminal! It was all over in a few startled blinks.

      “I have no time,” Boomba explained, “for games.”

      And yet, life itself was a game!

      True enough, he thought, but he preferred not to concern himself with questions of philosophy. He was an assassin. There was already far more complexity in the universe than was desirable. The killing of wizards was his calling in life, a serious pursuit.

      The robber slowly expired behind him as he continued to eat up the distance that separated him from his destination. He crossed a footbridge over a stagnant canal, passed through a tunnel that ran under a temple and mounted eroded steps to a slightly broader street illuminated by lamps on poles. Drunken people swayed along its length. There were taverns where people could get drunk very cheaply.

      The Headmaster of the School for Wizards had loved wandering here, lurching from one drinking hole to another, and the Headmaster of the School of Assassins had decided it might be the best location to kill him. An attempt was made and almost succeeded. Both Headmasters regarded it as an unlucky place now and avoided it, and thus all the other wizards and assassins avoided it, too.

      And so the street was occupied by ordinary citizens who wished only to enjoy themselves. They wore soft hats with tassels and strolled in curly slippers and sang songs with lyrics that had been adapted from curious poems. Some of those poems had been written by Poolpa Fikshun, and many of them made no obvious sense.

      With a fluid motion, Boomba pushed open the door of the oldest tavern in the city and found himself in a place of expectant hush, chairs turned to face the low stage on which stood a young woman with hair like an explosion of clock springs. She was about to begin. The assassin stood at the back of the room and listened.

      The performance was short and pithy and odd. When it was over, the drinkers exhaled and began bantering with each other, slurping their beer and breaking the precious atmosphere into pieces. Poolpa went to sit in a corner on her own, and Boomba moved to join her. Before she could say anything, he was already explaining:

      “You are in possession of the soul of a carpenter named Yadda. I am sure you have been a most excellent host for it, but now I wish to kill the wizard Alfonso, and thus I must kill Yadda, who is carrying the wizard’s soul. To do that, I shall have to slay you. It is all very complicated, and I am sorry, but this is urgent business.”

      Poolpa digested this and then replied quietly:

      “I must regretfully inform you that my soul is not inside my body. It was too uncomfortable holding the carpenter’s soul and my own in the same frame. So I transferred mine into another body, that of a clerk who is a devout admirer of my work.”

      “Yadda told you the secret of soul transferral?”

      “Yes, he did. I was grateful.”

      “How annoying! What is the clerk’s name?”

      “Pigeonius. He lives in a mansion near the place where the river is crossed by an iron bridge. He collects my books and is very kind, but he is a member of an establishment that is rotten to the core. That is why I am willing to give you his name. To kill me now is impossible. I have no soul. But the clerk is mortal and vulnerable.”

      Boomba Bung-Thunda bowed politely and left the tavern. He chewed his lower lip as he slunk through the streets. He traced a complex route, hands stroking his shotgun, frustrated but determined. Yes, it was always certain that Alfonso would be difficult to destroy. That was no surprise! It might take all night, but eventually, he would succeed. So he ventured to the banks of the river where the clerks and other administrators lived, a zone of elegant buildings behind high fences.

      His meeting with Pigeonius was no more fruitful than his visits to the carpenter and poet. The clerk had disliked having two souls in his body. As Poolpa had told him the secret of moving his soul, he took advantage of it and sent his spirit into a soldier by the name of Grote, a sentry with a pike who patrolled the long city walls.

      Back to the perimeter of Abarak went Boomba, growing a little weary now with all the walking and scurrying, with the hateful words ‘soli sola susu’ echoing in his mind, gritting his teeth and grimly wondering if this Grote fellow also knew the secret of soul transference. Finding the sentry sitting on a perch on the highest rim of the perimeter wall, he called up to him and asked him to prepare for death.

      But it so happened that Grote also knew the secret and had moved his soul into the body of another, for the reason that he had hated the bloated feeling two souls gave him, and for Boomba, another journey was wasted, but he merely nodded and turned away and set off for the next individual in this exasperating human chain. Now he was looking for a merchant by the name of Salathiel, a carpet seller.

      Salathiel took frequent trips out of Abarak to other cities and travelled at times even as far as Amberzar in the west. Boomba learned that he had left in the afternoon on a camel loaded with rugs, and so the assassin was compelled to hire a horse at short notice and high cost in order to gallop after his slower moving target.

      Three hours later he caught up with Salathiel trudging towards the red desert, and he confronted the fellow and discovered that he too was aware of the spell ‘soli sola susu’. Boomba Bung-Thunda howled with rage and self-pity and with unsheathed poniard he stabbed vindictive holes in the loveliest of the merchant’s rugs.

      Salathiel said, “You are a famous assassin but an infamous fool. The value of that rug has increased rather than decreased because now I shall say it was attacked by Mr Boomba himself. You have turned it into some sort of trophy. I congratulate you.”

      The assassin demanded to know the name of the person who had the merchant’s soul and Salathiel told him, “I gave it to a cook who works in the kitchens of the Hotel Splendiferous. One soul in one body is enough for me. His name is Chingbib.”

      The horse was tired, and it was a far tougher ride back to Abarak than it had been leaving it. Boomba had to pay the sleepy guard to let him in through the night gate, just as he had paid him to leave through it, and it was no small sum at this late hour. He returned the horse, paid a fee for exhausting the animal, and walked the twisted streets towards the Hotel Splendiferous. He was very irritated.

      As he approached the centre of the city, he gazed up at a certain house on the hill, the abode of the Headmaster of the School for Wizards. Was Alfonso Zango still there, conjuring gateaux for his master? But the place was guarded by fiendish traps as well as lethal sentries and even the most skilled assassin would be unable to gain access.

      While he was engaged in these thoughts, a blur of colour blocked his view, and it was time again for conflict. A rival assassin had pounced! This happened every so often, and each time it was a harder fight for Boomba. He was growing old, and his rivals knew his ways. Unlike the robber, who had been easy to defeat, this new threat must be taken seriously. Boomba tried diplomacy first.

      “I intend to kill Alfonso Zango, who is your enemy as well as mine. Why disrupt my chance to terminate that wizard?”

      The rival assassin, freshly graduated and still wearing his ceremonial hat and cape, spoke in a nervous whisper:

      “Because if you succeed in killing him, I will forever be humbled in your presence. Already, you are renowned, and I am obscure. That’s why I must try to end your illustrious career.”

      Boomba abandoned diplomacy and leapt back, aiming his shotgun as he did so, but his rival was ready. He swung a thick metal shield into position, covering his head and torso. Even Boomba’s firearm would be unable to perforate such a barrier.

      From the centre of the shield protruded a spike that branched into two points, one straight, the other curved, and the rival was able to lunge offensively even while he adopted a defensive stance. Boomba knew that it was futile to attempt to beat this rival in a fair fight. He decided to take evasive action, to duck and jump and dodge, to retreat and then flee if an opportunity ever presented itself.

      The shield was extremely heavy. Despite the strength of the rival, his arms began to sag after ten minutes of wielding it. He called for Boomba to stand and fight, but Boomba merely grinned and shook his head; at last the rival lowered his shield.

      “Shoot me, if you like. I have had enough!”

      “I am too busy for that. Alfonso must be killed tonight, and the night is almost over. Goodbye!”

      And Boomba fled, his feet sore, his lungs aching, his head throbbing, a feeling that destiny was against him affecting his mood. Yet still he went onward, determined to find Chingbib the cook and kill him in order that the best wizard in Abarak should also die. And he found Chingbib awake already, preparing loaves of bread.

      The kitchens were in the cellars of the Hotel Splendiferous, guarded lightly, and Boomba was easily able to slip past the few guards on patrol, who were demoralised and inattentive. Chingbib’s eyes were red from smoke, and flour covered his arms up to the elbows. He immediately knew who Boomba was and smiled sadly.

      The assassin understood that sad smile. His shoulders slumped and he said, “I suppose you too have moved your own soul for safekeeping into another body? Who is he or she?”

      Chingbib nodded. “A retired but tough old sailor who spends his days dreaming of the distant ocean.”

      “Where does this sailor currently reside?”

      “He runs a pet shop on one of the minor streets parallel with the grand boulevard. His name is Frisko.”

      “Why is it,” wondered the assassin aloud, “that no one is comfortable with two souls inside their body?”

      “Souls inflate the flesh in the same way that yeast puffs up bread. The sensation was quite unpleasant.”

      Boomba nodded and turned to go. His pace was slower now; his bones were aching; his chest hurt a little. Down to the grand boulevard he went as the stars faded in the sky. The night was over already. A new day, one in which Alfonso was still living, had dawned. The assassin cursed softly. He felt exposed in the daylight, unhappy and defeated, but he still had the remnants of enough determination to finish his task. He found the minor street and the pet shop and entered it.

      There was no door, only a ragged curtain, and the space inside was a cluttered medley of empty cages and broken baskets. All the animals had been sold or escaped, it was unclear which, but Frisko himself sat on a stool, wide awake and drinking rum from a tiny goblet. His beard was so thick most of his face was hidden.

      But his eyes twinkled, and he winked at the assassin. “No cats, dogs or rabbits left. I turned them loose.”

      “I come to set a soul free, not to liberate beasts.”

      “Ah, but we are all beasts, my friend, and none of us can ever truly be set free in the manner you mean.”

      “That is cryptic. There is nothing worse than a retired sailor who plays the sage. I plan to kill you. Inside your body is the soul of a cook by the name of Chingbib, and inside his body is the soul of Salathiel the carpet merchant, and inside his body is the soul of Grote the sentry, and inside his body is the soul of the clerk Pigeonius, and inside his body is the soul of the poet Poolpa Fikshun, and inside her body is the soul of Yadda the carpenter, and inside his body is the soul of Alfonso Zango, the wizard I despise. Prepare to be extinguished!”

      “But my own soul has also been transferred.”

      “Did you chant ‘soli sola susu’?”

      “Yes, because two souls were a tight fit.”

      “The same old story! Will this farce never end? To whom did you give your soul? Tell me the name!”

      “Chutney the parrot,” answered the sailor. “I deemed a human vessel to be unsafe, considering the sorts of things that people get up to, but an adult parrot with a long life-expectancy seems perfect. Chutney is clever and amusing. He’s my best friend.”

      “And where might I find this bird? On the far side of the city, I guess? Or perhaps in the Forest of Blur?”

      “Heavens, no! That forest is very far away. Chutney lives with me, the only pet I didn’t turn loose because he is my companion. He stands on a perch over there. Do you see?”

      Boomba blinked and as his eyes adjusted to the shadows that were of a different texture to the shadows of streets at night, he saw the feathers of a colourful parrot with a big beak.

      “Your soul inside a parrot!” he marvelled.

      Frisko nodded, and the assassin approached the perch. It felt wrong to blast a bird with his shotgun, but the doom of Alfonso was a top priority and compassion was redundant.

      He turned to say to the sailor, “Death is an inevitable outcome for us all.”

      “I have avoided it so far,” replied Frisko, “despite whirlpools, krakens, submerged volcanoes, pirates, scurvy, shipwrecks and duels. Whether I continue to avoid it depends on many factors. Nothing is certain, and even inevitability is subject to chance.”

      “You are a fool,” grunted Boomba, as he raised his gun and aimed it directly at the parrot. Just as he was about to squeeze the trigger, the bird opened its beak and spoke to him.

      “Soli sola susu,” it said.

      The assassin lowered the gun, and a tear trickled down his left cheek that he wiped away with his sleeve.

      “You taught him the secret spell?” he muttered and the sailor nodded.

      “Into whom did he transfer his soul?”

      Frisko stroked his beard and then pointed at Boomba’s chest. “Into the deadliest assassin in Abarak.”

      “Into me? Ah, that explains the feeling.”

      “Indeed. The bloating, the pressure, the bursting sensation. A parrot’s soul is a small one but still large enough to fill you up uncomfortably. He is a sly bird, clever enough to understand that you were the best recipient for his spirit. That is everything.”

      Boomba lowered his head. Yes, the night was over. He had failed. The weariness he felt blunted the edges of his despair. Time to go home! With a small wave at Frisko, he pushed back out through the ragged curtain and made his slow way to his abode.

      He lived in an apartment halfway up a crumbling street in the western half of the city. The sun was up, and people were stirring. He turned into a quiet alley and collided with someone who was coming the other way. He uttered an apology before he realised that he knew this person. It was the great wizard himself, Alfonso Zango, returning from an all-night culinary session with the ravenous Headmaster.

      “You have won,” said Boomba Bung-Thunda.

      “Come now, cheer up. To kill me, you would have to kill yourself, and that is why I feel confident my life will be long. But I walk around with a missing soul. I am an empty man, a husk. It is rather awful. You have two souls inside you, as your shotgun has two barrels, and even your name is double-barrelled. I have an idea.”

      “Tell me,” replied the demoralised assassin.

      “Discharge one of those barrels! I mean, give me your soul. Then we will both be comfortable in life.”

      “You want me to pray and say ‘soli sola susu’?”

      “Why not? It’s a solution.”

      “If I pray, then it must be on the object dearest to my heart. I’ll pray to my gun. Will you wait for me?”

      “We are both very weary, but I will wait.”

      “Good. I appreciate it.”

      And so, after an hour of chanting, Boomba Bung-Thunda, deadliest assassin in the city of Abarak, transferred one of the two souls inside his bloated body into the hollow space where Alfonso’s soul had once been. And now the circle was complete, the loop closed. Wizard and assassin had helped each other. A mutual liking had begun. Boomba even held out his hand for a shake. The wizard said:

      “One day, the rivalry between the School for Wizards and the School for Assassins will end, and good times will return. There will be carnivals, and the musicians will relearn old tunes.”

      The assassin smiled and went on his way, lighter and happier, and the wizard strolled off too, heavier and better, and historians of Abarak later described this morning meeting as the first reconciliation between the two most significant schools in the strange city.
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      For many decades, the Coven of Loyal Faculty had been a burr under the saddle of the Lord High Rector.  By vigorously asserting their rights and privileges, they have made the Rector's life miserable.  Now he's sent the Coven to roust out a few campers from the remote Sun Tower.  A shame, he considers, that the 'campers' are a Wake of Sun Mages, who will reduce the Loyal Faculty to heaps of ash.  His wish—the Loyal Faculty will no longer be a burr under his saddle—will surely be granted.
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The Lord High Rector Gets His Wish

      “On the bright side,” Master Mage Anthony Stanton said, his voice the sweet alto that had driven to distraction generations of university administrators, “our faculty Pelnir Bridge team got several days of practice, all the time it wanted, so perhaps this year you beat the graduate students.” His observation was greeted with grumphs, snorts, guffaws, and a giggle.

      Stanton leaned back in his seat, his tabard a chromatic fantasy of greens, yellows and golds, then took in the view from the windows of the levitator’s forward cabin. The sweep of glass, interrupted by support pillars, nonetheless ran the width of the forward cabin, and then along both sides, so that a dozen passengers could lounge comfortably, watch the trees drift by in the morning light, read, or use the center table to play at cards.  Earlier he had spent a little while looking for wild animals, there were none to be seen, and then turned back to the papers he’d been reading. Now, towering chestnut trees shaded the road. Directly ahead, the tail and rump of their draftdragon obscured the landscape.

      “Thus speaks the man who will have nothing to do with playing games,” Master Mage Joseph Starsense grumbled, shrugging his broad shoulders under his solid black tunic. “We’ve beaten them. In this century, even.” He glared at the sad remains of his hand of cards.

      “It is a strange human custom,” Senior Stone Mage Johan Peterson countered, his voice the deepest of bass rumbles. “You play at cards, and in the end you are neither richer nor wiser than you were before. Nor are you able to brew a finer grade of wine. Speaking of which, I did open a bottle of Mother-of-Honey this morning so that it would air properly for lunch.”

      “Wine? Who can compete with the stone cutters and their deep caves in which wine may age to perfection?” Grass Mage Heidi Parker answered. “Of course, if you want something from outside a cave, there is no substitute for the best beer, as brewed by families such as mine. Oh, that’s my round, I claim the remaining hands, and once again I make contract.” Her remaining cards dropped one by one from her calloused fingers as she explained why she won. A series of groans circled around the table.

      “Perhaps a break?” Joseph said. “Just because my score is massively negative is no reason for me to quit, but it’s been several hours since breakfast.”

      “I believe,” Academician Gabriella Ericasdotr said, clearing the falls of her dark black hair from her ears, “that we have not yet exchanged humorous tales of the glorious student triumphs of this past term. That seems better then getting trounced again over the table.”

      “Pass,” Anthony said. “My upperclassmen were excellent. Also, I have neglected to be trounced, doubtless because I am wisely sitting over here.”

      “There is a simple spell,” Johan said, “for cutting stone into mosaic tiles. It demands a bit of strength, but most of our freshmen have no difficulty with it. In any event, it’s a lab exercise in Sorcery II. And one fine day, one of our geniuses came into my office to complain that his grade on that lab was ‘You have flunked the course.’ After all, he had a fine writeup, noting he had a six-by-six limestone plate and chopped it into 36 squares. They were nice squares, too, very cleanly cut.”

      “This was a difficulty?” Heidi asked.

      “We had changed the shape of the block to be sliced,” Johan said. “This year, it was two-by-eighteen. I commented that something half a yard long, and narrow, did not look like a square. He stormed out of the office.”

      “That seems to be an odd mistake,” Gabriella commented. “Why was it a flunk?”

      “He dry-labbed it by using his lab partner’s data sheet to generate his report, rather than going to lab and doing his own work,” Johan explained. “Unfortunately for the two of them, his lab partner, instead of going to lab, had also dry-labbed it. He’d procured a data sheet from last year’s lab, altered the names on it, and claimed he had done the lab.”

      “The cheater was cheated,” Joseph said, “though whining about the level of punishment is to be expected.”

      “They were flunking the course, anyhow,” Johan said, “and we got very tired of this sort of nonsense half-a-millennium ago.”

      “Beer? Wine? We’ve only heard this conversation how many times?” Janet Fairweather called down from the driver’s box, her voice a clear upper soprano. “Mentioning hearing, Snapdragon here is whuffling whenever we pass a eucalyptus stand, so when we reach the next one, that being the one up ahead where there’s also plenty of water for her, we had best let our draftdragon eat her fill.”

      “Bravo for that,” Anthony said. “Actually, it has been the better part of four hours since we ate. The meat and tomato stew should be ready, noodles and bread have been in timestop containers since this morning, so food for us is good, too.”

      “We still have a bit of time before we stop to let Snapdragon graze. My tale is duller,” Heidi said. She spoke with the sharp consonants and soft vowels of the further south. “I had two students descend on me. They couldn’t understand why they flunked, because they had studied so hard.”

      “Sounds ominous,” Senior Mathemagician Sidney Davis interjected. “In any event, the sun is high in the sky, so it is surely time to stop for lunch. Unless you want someone to try serving while we are in motion.”

      “The sun,” Joseph said, “is still a good half-hand from the zenith, so it must be time for second breakfast.”

      Heidi continued her story. “One of the flunkees had worked five times every homework problem that I assigned, after learning the answers, working the same problem over and over. He was absolutely sure he could work any problem. He was dismayed that the exam problems did not word-for-word match the homework problems. After all, they had in high school. The other student appeared to have memorized the textbook chapter, since she wrote down what was in the book. Actually fairly accurately. The chapter was not the answer. So I pointed at a step in her solution. ‘Why did you multiply by two here?’ I asked. ‘Because the book says so.’ Well, it did. It’s just that the reason ‘the area of the square is twice the area of the interior triangle’ works poorly for a hexagon divided into six identical triangles.”

      “Inadvisable to serve while moving,” Anthony said, “especially with the stewing tomatoes, though I can certainly smell the tomatoes and ground beef stewing in the pot I set up this morning. Besides, it is surely time for some of us to trade places with our two drivers, no matter how much you two ladies are enjoying the trip.”

      “Actually,” Janet Fairweather said, “I like sitting up here, a light breeze in my face, fresh air blowing over my shoulders, not to mention being able to see exactly where we are going on this, in some places alleged, road. For all that this is a levitator, so the ride is entirely smooth. Not that you could not see if you looked out the windows rather than playing that silly card game. But I may have a better tale and no, I did not turn the student into a snail.”

      “Sounds really ominous,” Sydney said.

      “Into my office walked a handsome, fit, egomaniacal student of the male persuasion, one I knew was flunking badly. He observed that his family had a vacation cabin, not being used, and proposed that I join him for an incredible weekend. He’d do anything I asked. I smiled at him and asked innocently ‘Anything?’ ‘Yes, anything,’ he answered. ‘Are you sure?’ I questioned. “Oh, yes, absolutely anything,’ he answered. ‘The girls all say I’m fantastic. And we have a hot tub.’ I smiled innocently. ‘Have you considered ... studying on weekends?’ I countered. ‘I have to have a social life!’ he screamed. He fled in terror.”

      “Oh, dear. That one’s never happened to me,” Gabriella said. “I always thought that approach was a fairy tale.”

      “Tweak your agelessness spell, Gab,” Sydney said, “until you look to be sixteen again, like our driver, and you too will suffer these indignities.”

      “Now, now, I’m only in my second century,” Janet interjected. “Besides, I look to be a mature seventeen. Though over lunch I have an amusing story to tell, coming back to your discussion of Scholar Gygacles and his classification of various living creatures.”

      “Always good for a laugh,” Heidi said, nodding profoundly, “though grouping my kind, crocodiles, and trees as the same general type of living things, on the ground that we are all bright green, was certainly creative.”

      “Creative?” Anthony shook his head. “Is that a new definition of creativity? Sounds worse than the complaint my Department Head received from a line of students about my teaching.”

      “Yes?” Heidi asked.

      “I teach one of my department’s core freshman courses, taken in our Spring trimester,” Anthony said. “One fine year, recently, the students worked up the nerve to complain, most of them wisely complaining anonymously.”

      “Complain about you, Anthony,” Janet said, “when my students all say good things about you?”

      “Indeed. Complain. The complaint was ‘Freshman courses are supposed to be easy. This is the hardest course I’ve taken here’ and on in the same vein. My Department Head was supportive of the complaints.”

      “Oh, dear,” Heidi said.

      “Even after I pointed to the students who said this was the first college-level course they’d taken, this being in Spring trimester. He did things to my salary. I referred the matter to the Board of Censors, who have taken the matter under advisement. However, they were looking for a path to shake up academic standards, so they were effusively grateful when I sent them my extended report on academic standards.”

      “That would take us to my other story,” Janet said. “Because Elmsbranch Tree-That-Walks, a few days ago, casually mentioned to me that he had known Gygacles, had discussed with Gygacles the classification of his kind, because Gygacles classified trees-that-walk as a type of stone because their toes are so hard, and tried to talk sense into Gygacles.”

      “Elmsbranch knew Gygacles?” Joseph asked. “I knew trees-that-walk are long-lived, even that long-lived, but I didn’t realize they ever got that far south.”

      “Elmsbranch is the perpetual tourist,” Janet said, “and much wished he could’ve come along with us, but when you’re twelve feet tall and weigh several tons, you would slightly crowd either of our levitators.”

      “Besides,” Sara Silkcloth said from the other half of the driver’s box, “Elmsbranch thought it was hysterically funny that we had found this very clever way to satisfy our faculty service requirement for the next half-decade, a way that would require us to do almost nothing, and then discovered what the Rector’s decree involved.”

      “Travel out to the Sun Tower,” Anthony said, “smile politely at the idiots who set up camp at its base, and tell them to leave. That sounded simple enough. I had to talk the Lord High Rector into sending all eight of us. I claimed that the tower is warded against trespassers. That’s even true. I said that we needed all of us spread out around the base to lower the wards. Well, we could. I didn’t mention that it might be simpler to have one of us speak the password. That would drop the wards. Either way, we would go inside and tell the intruders, who must be completely non-magical, to go away.”

      “Only after we signed on to the deal,” Sidney said, “did he bother to mention that the trespasser in the tower was known to be a senior Sun-Mage, and that he piously hoped that the eight of us would survive dealing with this idiot.”

      “I suspect,” Heidi said, “that his hopes were a bit different. I even know which of his sycophants he would choose as our replacements, after we were incinerated.”

      “The odds should be very much in our favor,” Johan said, “if for no other reason than the two young ladies driving the draftdragon are both very senior combat magicians. That’s combat magic, standing well back from the fray and frying the idiots who’re waving swords, axes, bows, and the like.”

      “It beats hand-to-hand,” Janet said, “having been there a few times. Nothing like some idiot apporting almost into your face and trying to eviscerate you. Steel armor is good.”

      “Perhaps over lunch we should go over our plans again,” Sara said, “and do a rehearsal.” Her companions nodded agreement.

      “Mind you,” Janet said, “I’ve faced sun mages before. Even if this one has some tricks up his sleeves, either of us up here should be able to flatten him.”

      “Should be,” Anthony said, “the Invincible Sun having a certain well-earned reputation. In an effort against him, I can contribute next to nothing. Yes, I have dutifully checked my memory of the three flash spells I was taught as a freshman, a few years ago, but that’s not going to be much of a help.”

      “A few years? More like a few centuries, isn’t it?” Johan asked. “Or are you getting absent-minded?”

      “Should be,” Sidney said, “but the two of you do have the six of us backing you, which really should be enough. And then some. That’s even before our delayed colleagues reach us.”

      “Also,” Master Mage Gabriella Ericasdotr said, “once we around the next bend there will be the bay between us and the tower, so I should be able to get a good look at whatever is actually there, while being far enough away that we are unlikely to be noticed. With some luck, it’s three or four runaway apprentices, none of whom can cast more than a single spell, and we get a good laugh at the expense of the Rector, and two weeks vacation. Meanwhile, he’s hoping that it’s a convention of sun mages, and when we show up we get turned to toast, meaning the troublemakers, excuse me, us, the loyal and virtuous champions of the eternal rights of the tenured faculty, will no longer bother him, except perhaps from beyond the grave.”

      “Two weeks vacation,” Johan said, “except the Rector decreed that this was a service mission, so we could not bring our spouses along, those of us with spouses.”

      “We gave them all an excellent alternative,” Anthony said. “Fortunately they all like each other. And they are all fond of a little shopping.”

      “A little?” Janet asked. “The bill will be larger than the annual income of a smaller principality. You guys will be lucky not to be bankrupt afterwards.”

      “Tell me,” Johan said. “But after your first century, you can be away from your spouse for a few weeks and be happy, because the contrast will be welcome when you return. Mentioning happy, I am happy to report that our missing colleagues got the needed repairs on their levitator and have left Granitehead. They’ll be here in time for dinner.”

      “Beyond the grave? Does everyone know the librarian joke?” Anthony asked.

      “There is a joke about librarians?” Sidney said. “Are you sure we’re far enough from the University to be safe to tell this gem?”

      “As it was told to me by the Lady Librarian herself,” Anthony said, “I’m sure that it’s safe. In any event, we have the office of the Lady Librarian, and seated across her desk is a Medium with diamond gazing ball, predictive cards, an ouija board, and other appurtenances of her alleged craft. The Librarian slowly explains that the library has a difficulty, namely that the library is haunted, and the Medium is clearly the correct person to deal with the problem. The Medium responds ‘oh, no, dear, I can’t help you. I’m not an Exorcist. I’m a Medium.’ To that the Librarian says ‘oh, no, you don’t understand. We knew that. These are the ghosts of our deceased patrons. We want to know how to serve them better.’” Anthony was greeted by hysterical laughs from the driver’s box and groans from some of his other colleagues.

      “It was beyond the grave as a joke,” Gabriella said. “In any event, it has been a very pleasant three-day trip out here, a day by draftdragon to the edge of the University wards, a day to wait for the portal from Portshead to Granitehead to align, and now, as we are a thousand miles to the north, a final half-day to approach the Sun Tower. Though perhaps we should pause soon, since in approximately the right direction there are some very peculiar clouds, as though someone has managed to set up a lightning storm near our destination.”

      The draftdragon snuffled happily as it spotted the next eucalyptus grove, and even more happily when it realized it was being steered toward its favorite meal. The destination reached, thirty feet of levitator carriage sank onto its landing legs. A hobbled draftdragon was allowed to feast. The side porch on the carriage extended, picnic tables and chairs were deployed, and buccatini, salad, meat sauce, and fresh-baked bread straight from a time-stop container were set out, followed by a jug of rose wine.

      “Hopefully we get back in time for the defense,” Anthony said. “People doubt my choice of wine?” He pointed at a large jug of sun tea.

      “We’re combat mages,” Sara said. “We take combat seriously. Watered wine is for afterward.”

      “Defense?” Joseph asked.

      “For Academician. Haven’t seen one of those in a while,” Anthony said. “Karen Whitacker and her volumes of spell collections.”

      “Mentioning spell collections,” Heidi asked, “what can we see from here of the Sun Tower?”

      “Best answered on an empty stomach,” Gabriella said. She waddled up the stairs to the roof of the levitator. “Guys,” she called. “Those aren’t clouds. They’re obscurations around a summoning circle. A large circle.”

      “Close to the tower?” Heidi asked.

      “All around it,” Gabriella said. “And, oops, there’s a release gap in the circle. Whatever was summoned did what was asked, and has long since been sent home with an appropriate gratuity. There’s another spell being cast, a variation on the learning spell, someone in the Tower being taught by someone on the ground. The two aren’t close together, either. The person on the ground must be five miles out from the tower. And the learning spell has been in place for a long time. At a guess, a week. You can see where it’s fraying.”

      “This is a Sun-Mage in the tower?” Sara asked. “There’s a Sun-Mage so humble as to think that someday he might possibly learn one fact from someone else? Is that even possible?”

      “I recognize the traces in his wards,” Heidi said. “We’re indeed facing The Invincible Sun, exactly as the Rector promised, not some solar-powered amateur. We’ll need to approach him with caution.”

      “Your idea of caution being?” Anthony asked.

      “There are two of us combat mages,” Sara answered. “Any of several spells will work. Of course, if he sees us...”

      “As it happens,” Janet said, “we’re behind every obscuration spell Sara and I know, and have been since we left Granitehead. He doesn’t see us.”

      “Also,” Sara observed, “the two of us were aware from the beginning that it was The Invincible Sun. I thought you all knew.”

      “I did not,” Heidi said. “Oh, Anthony, this is fine seasoning in the buccatini sauce.”

      “Good choice of wine, too, Johan,” Sidney added.

      “The demon,” Gabriella said, “from the exit trace, was a Bibliotekus Maximus. I have no idea how it could have been paid off. In the whole world, there aren’t enough books left that one of them has not already scanned.”

      “Perhaps,” Sara said, “one of them has been talked into collecting romance novels.”

      “Already been done,” Johan observed. “The value it assigned to each novel was, let us say, nugatory.”

      “Very odd,” Gabriella said. “Learning a single spell usually take almost no time, but this learning spell stays active.”

      “I should take a look,” Heidi announced as she followed Gabriella’s steps up the ladder. There followed a period of quiet. “Yes, clearly a learning spell. Being cast by ... it’s actually four of them. With the library lifting spell.” She gestured, and a line of arcane runes appeared next to her. “Behold the lifting spell.”

      “The what?” Janet asked. “Doesn’t read like a combat spell.”

      “If you have no defenses,” Heidi explained, “in addition to learning whatever spells you know that the caster doesn’t, at this point, for the villains in question, that’s very few, he gets the content of the books in your library, the ones he does not already have, also likely to be very few, even if you have a huge library of a thousand books. Well, let us finish our leisurely lunch. I’m sure Snapdragon will appreciate the eating time.” She descended the stairs from the levitator roof. “Not that I will complain about time to digest, oh, and Anthony, thank you for preparing enough so we can all have seconds.”

      An hour later, Anthony finally laid out biscotti, whipped cream from another time stop container, and coffee for dessert. The draft-dragon belched contentedly and curled up in a circle, head on forelegs, tail over the top of its nose. The last of the biscotti were almost gone when flashes of light were seen against the clouds.

      “What?” Sidney asked.

      Without pausing to comment, Janet jumped, a lift spell carrying her to the roof of the levitator. “Learning spell going bad,” she announced. “Very bad. What’s Invincible and crew doing?”

      “That’s still active? What’s taking so long?” Gabriella asked as she followed Heidi and Sara onto the roof.

      “Oh, how amateurish,” Sara announced. “The Invincible Sun was never one to understand spells. He just brute-forced them into acting.  And now he’s trying to cancel his own learning spell, when there’s no cutout built into it. That never works. But why is he trying that?”

      “Not clear,” Janet said. “But he’s dragged his minions into the act.”

      “Minions?” Anthony asked. “There’s more than one of them?”

      “Minions,” Janet answered. “Senior sunlords all, I think?”

      “Agreed,” Sara answered.

      “They’re maximum vulnerable,” Janet said. “Line of sight. Slight change of plans.” She gestured.

      Combat speech, Anthony thought, which I can’t read, even if I could see what her fingers were doing.

      “Joseph?” Sara said, “base for shields when we start casting?”

      “Ready as a rock,” he answered.

      “Gabriella?” Sara continued, “shields here while we cast, then attack spells as planned?”

      “OK, everyone else, link for shields, remember we’re covering Snapdragon here,” Gabriella said. “We engage in their mid-spell. Is everyone together?”

      “Ready,” Janet said, her arms outstretched above her.

      That’s not a standard casting pose, Anthony thought. What is she doing?

      “Apocalyptos.” Sara began the casting.

      “Pyrophorus.” Janet continued.

      Not the planned spell, either, Anthony thought. What are those two doing? He could see surprise on this colleagues’ faces. Okay, we’d agreed they’d keep the actual spell they were using secret, lest the Invincible Sun catches stray thoughts from one of us.

      “Shields!” Gabriella screamed. “All of them!”

      “Helios.” Sara closed her half of the spell.

      Anthony decided it was too late to run for his life.

      “Sun’s heart,” Janet added. Her figure became brighter and brighter. Anthony saw her flesh and blood disappear, to be replaced by an incandescent skeleton so blindingly brilliant that he squinched shut his eyes and covered them with his hands.

      A wall of flame, broadening at the top, an immense pyre in the shape of a mushroom, rose where the Sun Tower had been. The ground shook. Trees swayed.  Snapdragon bleated in terror. Fragments of spells bounced off the encampment’s wards. Clouds of dust blocked all sight of the Sun Tower. A huge roar was heard in the distance.

      Several minutes later, the roaring stopped.

      “They’re gone,” Sara announced.

      “Did I singe my hair this time?” Janet asked.

      Sara gestured. “All clean,” she announced.

      “However, Janet,” Anthony remarked, “besides charring the ground where you had been standing, you appear to have volatilized all of your clothing, at least as seen from in back.”

      “It happens.” She shrugged.

      “No sign of the Invincible Sun,” Sara announced. “But his victim is alive and well. Of course, victim was five miles out, and behind a set of wards. Wards have him trapped, but kept the blast out. Those wards are now fraying.”

      “He might be worth talking to,” Janet said. “If he’s still behind wards, he may need rescuing. I’ll be back with him in a few moments.” Her figure faded, became transparent, and vanished.

      “Gabriella, can you see what happened near the tower?” Heidi asked.

      “Too much dust,” she answered. “I can’t perceive the tower at all. It’s as though it isn’t there. But there’s no sign of any wards, and I didn’t see Invincible Sun gating out.”

      “Standard rock-cutting issue,” Johan said. “You cut rock, you get a teeny bit of sand in the air. You just need to know the right spell. Dustfall!” He gestured, his hand trailing a line of sparks. “This will take a while. All the dust will stick and make rocks, but it still has to drop from a fair height. Also, the spell is spread over a lot of rock. Let us be patient and enjoy the rest of our coffee.”

      Janet, defensive shields up, appeared fifty feet from the Sun’s former captive. The wards trapping him appeared as a column of umber counterrotating helices, one inside the other, the prisoner being held in the center.

      “Hello?” she called. He didn’t respond. Soundproof shields, she thought, just as well or his eardrums would be blown out. She set a counterspell, then waited until the shields faded.

      “Hello?” she called.

      He turned to face her. Tall, she thought, clearly in excellent health, totally exotic clothing.

      He smiled, stared at her in bemusement, and said a few words.

      What language was that? she thought. She answered in the Scholar’s Tongue. “Hello, I’m Janet Fairweather.”

      He answered, politely, still in a language she didn’t know. After a pause he spoke again, in what sounded to be a second language, then in a third, and started to walk toward her. She responded in kind, trying each of the four languages in which she was moderately fluent.   He seemed not to understand a word she was saying. He countered with several other languages, none of which she knew.

      Time for the World Translation spell, she thought. She held up a hand, gesturing for him to stop. Okay, warm smile to reassure him. A shield to keep him in place for a moment. The casting took a while, during which time he stared at her as though he had no idea what she was doing.

      Now he’ll understand me, she thought, no matter which languages he speaks. “Hello,” she said, “I’m Janet Fairweather.”

      He looked at her, baffled. “Herro,” he responded, “ima Janet Filweathel”. He paused, said several words that failed to translate, and repeated “Hello, I’m Janet Fairweather.”

      What? Janet wondered. Did he understand what I said? Or is he repeating sounds? She tapped her chest. “Janet,” she said.

      He repeated the gesture, now pointing at himself as he said ‘Janet’.

      “No.” She tried to sound friendly. When he spread his hands, she reached out, grabbed a finger and pointed it at her. “Janet,” she said.

      His brows wrinkled. Then he nodded. He pointed at her, and announced, “Janet Fairweather”.

      She smiled and pointed at him.

      “Robert Murphy,” he announced, pointing at himself.

      With several false starts, she pointed at him and said “Robert Murphy.”

      He said several words she didn’t recognize, then announced “Hello, I’m Robert Murphy.”

      Okay, she thought. He isn’t deaf. He figured out the pantomime respectably quickly. He can’t be an idiot. But the World Translation spell didn’t bite. Is he shielded?

      At this point it occurred to her that he might be The Invincible Sun behind shapechanging spells. She stepped back, bringing her combat wards to absolute maximum, and started casting detects. There was no sign of deception. In fact, it appeared he had never used spellcraft. The spells said he was human, carried no enchanted instruments, had no enchantments on his person or clothing. He very definitely had none of the surgical modifications that marked all sun mages.

      “Okay,” Janet said, “back to camp with us.” She set an apportation spell, bringing them in an instant back to the camp. Sara dropped a fresh tabard over her shoulders.

      For a moment he looked baffled.  Then he announced to the crowd, “Hello, I’m Robert Murphy,” followed by sentences in one of his languages.

      “You didn’t give him a translation spell?” Anthony asked. “I’ll fix that. After all, I’m the linguistics expert.” The spell took some moments to cast, during which Robert looked in bafflement around the camp. “Okay,” Anthony announced, “now we’ll understand each other. Hello, I’m Anthony Stanton.”

      Robert pointed at himself, announced his name, and continued in what appeared to be his language.

      “Odd. The spell didn’t emplace,” Anthony said.

      “It did,” Gabriella countered. “I can see the structure in place. Also the structure of the version Janet set.  But – he’s speaking a language the spell doesn’t know.”

      “How is that possible?” a puzzled Sidney asked. “The world memory spell captured every language in the world, no matter how far away, even extinct ones, including some that don’t appear to match any known species of speaker.” He nodded at Johan and Heidi.

      At this point Snapdragon, who had quietly circled around the camp, decided that it was time to smell, carefully, the new visitor. She pressed her nose, ever so gently, into the nape of Robert’s neck. Robert turned, needed some moments to take in what was behind him, screamed in terror, and fell backwards, to be caught by Janet.

      “Meep?” A frightened Snapdragon recoiled. Sara hugged Snapdragon’s neck and tickled the draftdragon behind her ears. “Mee-eep?” A downcast Snapdragon leaned into Sara’s shoulder.

      “Perhaps he is from farther away than that,” Anthony said. He settled back in his chair. “That would explain why he was terrified of poor Snapdragon.”

      “I know it’s a strange idea,” Sidney countered, “but there is this radical new belief that the world is round, so you can’t be from farther away than halfway round the world.”

      “While you folks were trying to speak to him,” Gabriella said, “I was admiring his clothing, and set an analytic spell on it. After all, I am a Fabric-Mistress. Outcome: animal, unknown species. Plants, unknown species. Rock, known type.”

      “Rock?” Johan asked. “Clothing made of rock?”

      “The spell is unambiguous,” Gabriella said.  “To be precise, clothing made of rock-oil.”

      “Rock oil!” Johan exclaimed loudly. “Turned into clothing? How is that even possible?”

      “Demons are from farther away,” Sara pointed out. “That might be why Invincible Sun made a deal with a bibliotekus. He had this fellow brought from far, far away, beyond even the lands of the imagination.”

      “Words are words,” Anthony said. “How can he not know words? Sidney? You’re the medical expert. I once heard of a strange condition...glossolalia, in which a person lived in a language all their own, or something like that. Could that be his problem?”

      “Well, something like that,” Sidney answered. “Janet, could you please put our visitor gently to sleep, while I fetch a few tools?”

      “Done,” she said. Robert slumped, to be caught in a levitation spell and lowered onto a bench.

      Sydney, returned from the levitator, made passes over the unconscious Robert with a deeply carved bronze tablet. “All right, wake him. Our visitor is in truly excellent health. I could go down a long list, but he’s as healthy a specimen as I have ever heard mentioned. His mind? Nothing wrong. Well, except that he’s as smart as anyone on our university faculty, and has a very full memory space.”

      A slightly puzzled Robert Murphy opened his eyes, tried to sit up, and was helped by Janet into a seated position.

      “Then he was speaking real words,” Janet said. “Words in some language. But words.”

      “Words,” Robert repeated. “Words?” he asked. “Words as dark and sharp as swords! Words as sweet as golden lanterns, glowing in the fading twilight. Words beyond all human counting...” his voice trailed off. “Words. Words. Words.” He gestured with his hands, each turning over the other.

      “What was that language?” Sara asked. “For once I heard the translation spell carry them over to the World Tongue.”

      “Old Kratonic,” Johan said. “Absolutely no accent. It’s a quote from a play, I forget which one. But the translation spell, except right at the end, didn’t catch any thoughts behind the words. He repeated the quote, had no idea what it meant, except he understood ‘words’.”

      She was interrupted by Robert. “Words. Words. Words. Words. Words.”

      “That was five different languages,” Anthony said. “Of which the world memory spell translated the first four. Let me try saying the one it did not translate. ‘Wroods’.”

      The guest smiled. “Words,” he said in his unknown language.

      “Worids,” Anthony repeated. “No, ‘words’.”

      The guest smiled. This time, another word preceded ‘words’.

      “Sydney?” Sara asked. “The medical spell. Is our guest human? Or does he just look that way?”

      “Human. No doubt,” Sydney said. “Are you looking for a new boyfriend?”

      “I don’t know,” Janet answered. “Are you looking to spend a few days as a frog?”

      “We have two weeks we are required to spend here,” Anthony said, “soon to be a dozen smart people here, even if most of you will be playing Pelnir Bridge half the time, and a person who can at least start learning our language, so that he can tell us what the Invincible Sun did.”

      Robert looked at Anthony and swept through five languages. “Invincible Sun,” he repeated. “Invincible – World Tongue. Invincible – Scholar’s Tongue. Invincible – Stonitarn. Invincible – English.”

      “He’s translating,” Heidi said. “That was the same word. In four languages. But what was the last?”

      “He translated ‘invincible’ to a language the translation spell does not know,” Joseph said. “It must be his. ‘Ingilsh’ it must be called.”

      Robert smiled. “English.” He followed with words in his language, mixed with language names.

      “This is a riddle puzzle,” Janet said. “The ‘speke’ was in each...oh. I see.” She pointed at Robert.  “You speak English.” She pointed at herself. “I speak Stonitarn.”

      Robert nodded vigorously. “I speak English,” he said in his own language. “I speak English,” he repeated in Stonitarn.

      “Why is he nodding, saying ‘no’?” Sara asked.

      “Even bet,” Janet answered. “That’s how he signals ‘yes’.”

      “Let me propose,” Anthony said, “that as we have finished eating, those of you fond of smiting things might usefully inspect what’s left of the Sun Tower, look for signs that the Invincible Sun escaped, and the others of us should try speaking with Robert.” He gestured at a chair, watched Robert sit, then ignored the back and forth while most of his colleagues departed for the Sun Tower.

      Sidney produced from the levitator a bag of bolts, and began to count them. “One. Two. Three...” He paused.

      “One, two, three, four, five,..” Robert answered in his language, followed by a count, one to ten, in the Scholars Tongue, the World Tongue, and Stonitarn. He produced from his satchel a pad of paper and an oddly shaped pen, and began to write.

      “What are those squiggles?” Anthony asked.

      “At a guess,” Sidney said, “that’s how English writes numbers. Oh, they aren’t complete barbarians. They invented the zero, see, that circle when he wrote ‘ten’. Yes, they must write numbers left to right. And here come the same numbers in World and Stonitarn, and he knows Stonitarn is duodecimal. And now, oh, those are the arithmetic operations.”

      “This is very strange,” Anthony said. “We didn’t teach him those. He’s pulling them out of thin air, but they’re correct. How’s he doing that?

      More and more elaborate numerical examples flowed from Robert’s pen, followed by a drawing.

      “He won’t win an art prize,” Sidney said, “but the stick figure with the big head is clearly him. and the word in the funny script...?”

      “He said ‘English’, and pointed at it,” Anthony observed. “Oh, he knows English. It’s in his mind. But that big bubble off to the side with a jumble of letters and numbers? And the words ‘Scholars Tongue’? What is it?”

      Robert began to spell ‘Scholar’s Tongue’, one character at a time, in proper letters, inside the sketch of his head. With each character, he erased a letter from the big bubble, and wrote it in the sketch of his head. There followed a peculiar conversation, in which Sidney or Anthony would suggest a few words, starting with ‘triangle, square...’ and a sketch of each, following which Robert would continue with a series of related words ‘pentagon, hexagon...’ in several known languages. As time went on, the flow of words from Robert increased.

      “I think I see how this works,” Sidney said. “He knows English. He speaks English. He has many words. Many Stonitarn words, many World Tongue words, but they are all mixed up. When we talk, and he understands, words move from the bubble to his mind. Then they are in order. He already knew them, and now he remembers them.”

      “Once upon a time,” Anthony said, “One of our colleagues had a head injury. Cured by magic, but he couldn’t remember words. He had to be taught them. Somehow they were there in his mind, but he could not find them. When he did find them, he did not forget again. After a while, he started remembering words he hadn’t been taught yet.”

      “Teach a whole language...they will take forever.” Sidney frowned.

      “Wait. He can read, I think,” Anthony said. “He wrote out ‘Scholar’s Tongue’. Do we have a dictionary? Perhaps he can get by with reading it.”

      “Under the game table,” Sidney said. “Our travelling companions play that spell words game and have arguments if a word is valid. I’ll fetch it.” He soon returned with a half-dozen books.

      “These are histories,” he explained, “including two in that florid Second Regency period writing style, and one that someone’s grade schooler must have left behind.” He handed the middle schooler’s book to Robert and spoke the title aloud. “Richard and Hayley Tour the World.”

      Robert repeated the title while pointing at the words, then opened the book and began to read aloud, at first slowly, then faster and faster.

      An hour later he spoke in Scholar’s Tongue. “I should wait,” he announced. “I found words. Now they are an avalanche. They are still there.” He pointed at the bubble next to the stick figure. “But strings, threads, tie them one to the next. So they pull into where I can find them.”

      His grammar, Anthony thought, is still tangled, his vocabulary is weak, but how does he know things, and not remember them?
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        * * *

      

      Evening shadows grew longer and longer. Snapdragon had finally eaten her fill and curled up for another nap, her jaw resting on her forepaws, her tail wrapped around her, finally draping over the bridge of her nose. Once and again, Johan had waited for a break in the two Pelnir Bridge games to try out the latest verse of his new skaldic lay. The non-players had gone for a walk along the beach. Janet Fairweather sat a distance back, keeping a thoughtful eye on the mysterious Robert Murphy. He appeared to be friendly and harmless, but most traps looked harmless...until they weren’t.

      Finally Robert looked up at her. “Magicians,” he said. “Different work. Healers. Builders. You?”

      “I’m a combat mage,” she answered. “Spells that break things. Spells that kill people. But mostly I teach.”

      “Teach? Teach students. Teach children. Schools. More word, no, words, found I,” he said. “I have words, but all mixed up. I sort them.”

      “You keep finding new words,” she said. “You speak, better and better.”

      “Push on wall. Hard. Push on mind... Need word. I remember. Frustrating,” he continued. “Dictionary helps lot. A lot. Words tied to other words. I find ties, then remember more words.”

      “Be patient,” she said. “Sometimes you sleep on an idea, and it becomes clear, all by itself.” Robert nodded agreeably. “But look, both moons are up.” She pointed at the eastern sky, where two disks, one silver white, one blue and green mottled with dark gray, were now well above the horizon.

      Robert stared, shrank into his chair, and mumbled a few words in English.

      Someday, Janet thought, I will learn what he just said. But he didn’t sound angry or frightened, just uncertain.

      Sidney Davis strolled over to them. “I heard you two talking,” he announced. “Janet here explained that she is a senior professor of the combat arts. I am a mathemagician.”

      “Tie up, no, bind, spells. You use numbers?” Robert asked.

      “Yes. I collect right triangle numbers,” Sydney said. “Right triangle numbers, like 3-4-5.” He drew a right triangle, labelled the sides 3, 4, and 5, and repeated with a 5-12-13 triangle. “Right trangle numbers are rare.”

      Robert looked grimly at the triangle, and drew a fresh right triangle, now with a square attached to each of its sides. “Equal area,” he announced. He labelled the edges 3, 4, and 5, the centers of the squares 9, 16, and 25, and wrote out 9+16=25.

      “Yes,” Sydney said. “That’s a picture of a right triangle number. They are rare.”

      “Fractions,” Robert answered. “Are fractions allowed?”

      Sydney drew another right triangle, the sides being labelled 3/2, 4/2, and 5/2. “Fractions are good. All numbers are good.”

      “Triangle numbers are not rare,” Robert said, “Perhaps. Rules may say ‘no’, like Pelnir Bridge Emperor is not trump.”

      “Indeed,” Janet agreed. “But when did you learn the rules to Pelnir Bridge?”

      “Know the rules,” Robert answered. “Now. You help me remember them.”

      “Why are triangle numbers not rare?” Sydney asked.

      Robert responded with his original drawing of a right triangle, a square attached to each side. Then he drew the three squares in a line, inserted a plus and an equals sign. “Always,” he said, pointing at the line.

      “What?” Sydney responded in bafflement. “Someplace, you have a word wrong. You can’t mean that.”

      Robert responded by drawing two large squares, one with the two small squares inside, the other with the large square dropped in at an angle, followed by marking four triangles inside each square. “Equal areas,” he announced.  Then he began erasing parts of each large square, chanting ‘equal areas’ after each erasure. When he finished, all that was left was the original three squares. “Equal areas”, he said, one last time.

      “The all-knowing God!” Sydney exclaimed. “Amazing!”

      “What?” Janet asked. “Even I understood what he just wrote. I’ll repeat it.” She sketched Robert’s shapes.

      “Impossible,” Anthony objected. “Famous riddle, caused three wars.” He drew another right triangle. “The sides are 1, 1, and a/b. What are a and b?”

      “Why a/b?” Robert asked.

      “All numbers are a/b,” Anthony interjected. “1/2. And 3 is 3/1. Right, Sydney?”

      “Absolutely,” Sydney answered. “I think. No one has ever found that fraction, the one whose square is equal to two.”

      “No,” Robert said. “Apologize. Not mean insult. But no.”

      “We weren’t insulted, Robert,” Janet said. “You should hear faculty arguing about the craft, fabrics or languages or even mathemagic. But why?”

      “In this triangle, sides are one, one, and ‘not a over b’,” Robert said. “Proof needs many words. I don’t know words.”

      “Okay, we get to wait,” Janet said. “But you’re remembering words faster and faster.”

      “There are many words,” Robert said. “And sun sets, so I cannot read more.”

      “We have lamps,” Gabriella said. “But first, dinner.”

      “Ah.  But I have no food,” Robert said. “Only the clothes I wear.”

      “No,” Sidney answered. “You are our guest. That drawing?” He pointed at the triangles and squares. “You paid for yourself a hundred times over.”

      “Extra cabin in the second levitator,” Sara observed. “I packed lots of fabric.”

      “Why?” Gabriella asked.

      “I enjoy embroidering,” she answered. “With real needles and real thread. And he needs decent clothing.”

      “But with spells you can embroider so much faster....” Gabriella grumbled.

      “That sort of misses the point, Gabriella,” Sara countered. “It’s like playing Pelnir Bridge.”

      “Humans are so hard to understand,” Johan said. “You have hobbies. It’s not honest work, like stonecutting or crafting skaldic verses, all of which bring banker’s blood and laureate’s ivy for you and your descendants.”

      “But Robert here needs normal clothes, a solid meal ...” Sara began.

      “Instruction in bed clothes unfolding,” Janet continued, “not to mention showing how our baths work. He’s not a barbarian, but, probably, his ways are different from ours.”

      “Yes? Please?” Robert responded. “But why is the Theorem of Pythagoras – those triangles – valuable?”

      “Mathemagic is partly based on mathematics,” Sydney said. “This is a mathematics result. But it’s not a spellcasting result, it’s just about shapes. And it’s completely new. It’s so simple. But no one ever looked for anything like this. Robert, how did you know this?”

      “You...mathemagician. You are a mathemagician,” Robert answered. “In Marik, my home...no magic. In my world there is no magic, but in my world there is mathematics, same as here, and I am a mathematician.”

      “How do you know your math and ours are the same?” Gabriella asked. “After all, human magic and stone-cutter magic are entirely different. We can’t cast each other’s spells, at least not well.”

      “With mathematics, there is no choice,” Robert said. “One plus one is two, no matter who you are.”

      “And you know sophisticated mathematics, like those triangles?” Janet asked.

      “That is, most humble apologies, no insult intended, not sophisticated,” Robert said. “That...lesson for children. I know sophisticated mathematics. Group theory. Differential geometry. Lie Algebras. Stacks. Sheafs.”

      “Gorp theory,” Janet said. “You didn’t translate that.”

      “I can’t,” Robert answered. “I can find math words, but I run out of them. It’s like finding magic words. Example: Correspondences. I try to understand: What is a correspondence? What does it mean? In English, no words there. This evening. You will play Pelnir Bridge. I will read and find words. And, with permission, ask questions to help find words.”
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        * * *

      

      The sky overhead was the color of burnished steel. At the eastern horizon, a scallop-shell of pink and orange first dawn was visible. Robert Murphy stepped out of his cabin, wearing the clothing that was the local custom. The small-clothes and socks were familiar, but the trousers were remarkably baggy, while the short – tabard, Gabrielle had called it – hung almost to his knees. He’d been here for much of a week, learning to remember the local language. He had all their words, and now it got easier and easier to find how to say things.

      “Good morning!” Robert jumped at the sound of Janet’s voice, now close behind him.

      “Oh, hello,” he managed. “I didn’t hear you approaching.”

      “I’m a combat magician,” she answered. “You aren’t supposed to hear me, even before my sound dampening spells keep us from waking up the sleepyheads.”

      “My home was in a different time zone,” Robert answered. “On a different world...you showed me both moons here. We only have one moon, and it is smaller.”

      “When you first saw the moons, you said something. You sounded something, not frightened or angry,” Janet said.

      “I said ‘Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas any more’,” Robert answered. “Toto was a small dog. It’s a literary reference, a long tale.”

      “I hoped you would be up early,” she said. “After you went to bed last night, we had a serious discussion of how you got here.”

      “The demon,” Robert said.

      “Yes. Actually, you somehow know what the Invincible Sun did to get you here.”

      “I have his memories,” Robert said. “Well, some. Enough I hope I don’t find more. Sun Mages...my world’s customs are very different. On my world, his customs would be, ummh, deprecated. No insult meant if you are a Sun Mage.”

      Janet giggled. “Very different? Sun Mages are horrible people. But that’s not what I wanted to explain.” She pursed her lips.

      “Out with it,” he said quietly.

      “We’re the lead faculty at our world’s leading university, well, that’s as close as it comes in English,” she said. “We see no way to send you home. We’ll look further, and consult with experts, but you seem to be stuck here.”

      “Not the end of the world,” he answered. “I have no close relatives. Some years ago, my wife and I divorced. We’re both healthy, but she and I could not have children. My Chancellor just informed me that I would never be promoted, and pay increases would be limited. Moving to another school...my country was having a major depression, imminent war, riots, new jobs weren’t there...not a happy place. So, assuming I can find a job here, learn how to be acceptable to neighbors...I’m not against staying. Finding a job might be difficult.”

      “That kid’s math proof,” she said. “Sidney is Curator of Mathemagics. He says it’s good for a faculty post, all by itself.”

      “And acceptable to neighbors. I owe you an apology. When you first appeared next to me, I stared,” he said. “That was impolite, you being a very young woman, fifteen or sixteen years old, especially given your choice of dress. Well, state of lack of dress.”

      “No insult meant, so no insult taken,” she answered. “I expect men to think I’m attractive. Clothing volatized by really high-power spells is an occupational nuisance, especially in really cold weather. But I’m actually in my second century. If you’re a magician, you get to live a very long time.”

      “I see. And I will try not to let Sidney down,” Robert answered. “Oh, I remembered what happened to the Invincible Sun.”

      “You said ‘Chancellor’. Is that like a king?” Janet asked.

      Robert launched into a discussion of academic ranks. At some point Janet began quizzing him about tenure rules. “Ours are different,” she explained. “But yours sound well-thought-out. Ours are just a lot of random precedents.”

      “You asked about the Invincible Sun,” Robert said. “Now I remember how he killed himself.”

      “Remember?” Janet asked.

      “He toasted himself,” Robert explained. “How? Knowledge is heat.” He saw the puzzlement in her eyes. “In order to implant the least bit of a fact into your memory, a bit of heat must be generated and dispersed. That’s why if you use the learning spell on yourself, and gulp too much of a page of text at once, you perspire. At least, that’s what Invincible thought.  That’s why the Aquamages, who use the learning spell on themselves, extensively, conduct classes with the students in a large pool of water, submerged up to their necks, using learning spells with cutouts if they get too hot.”

      “But that cloud of flame,” Janet objected. “That wasn’t ‘he got a bit warm’. And it wasn’t just my apocalypse spell. What was it?”

      “He put all the facts he learned into his mind-space, inside his head, not into a fact-space, someplace outside his head,” Robert explained. “When you killed him, all the facts he had from me dropped into his mind and overheated it. My memories from him were like the huge attic of an ancient country estate, heaped with old furniture, clothing, books, boxes of letters, silverware...all in no order. I have all his memories, in a fact-space, but finding any particular memory is slow. I keep finding new words, and sometimes what they mean in words I already know. More often, still, not, so I have words and somehow know what they mean in their language but can’t say what they mean in English.”

      “My other question,” Janet asked, “is how you managed to be here, exactly when we arrived.”

      “I don’t...no, I do know,” Robert said. “I just found the answer, which I knew all along. While I was being brought here, in a dream, I spoke with the demon. I thought it was just a dream, but it was real. Invincible has tried for decades to bring here someone from a world like mine. He thought our spells would make him totally invincible. Bibliotekus could somehow predict the future, timed his arrival to make the deal with Invincible and bring me here at the right moment. This moment. The demon thought Invincible’s fate was hysterically funny. He also thought it was time for your world to change. For the better. For your own good. So he brought me.”

      “Supposedly demons’ schemes always make their targets better,” Janet said, “though mostly the victims don’t like the experience.” She paused. “Robert. Seriously. Do not tell anyone else what you just told me. People will say you consorted with a demon. That sets you up to be assassinated.”

      “I shall say nothing,” Robert said. “But your academic politics. They must be even nastier than ours.”

      Soon enough, his audience had gathered around the breakfast table.

      “Put your spells into mind-space,” Heidi said as the conversation continued. “Only sensible. That way all your spells are right at hand, don’t have to be recalled.”

      “Sun summoned my memories,” Robert said, “and all the facts from all the books I’ve been near. Once his concentration was broken by the smiting spell – which also I think was killing him – the resulting explosion was huge.”

      “Wait,” Johan objected. “Wait! This other world you’re from. How many books can it have? Five thousand? Even allowing the books are read a lot, so there are plenty of cross-links, that’s enough heat to kill, not...what we saw”

      “Right thought, but take it the other way,” Janet said. “We saw the heat. How did your world get that many books?”

      “Precisely,” Robert answered. “Your world has the Six Lands, and perhaps eighteen million people. We have more than two hundred countries, more than eight billion people, and, without the destructive spells each of you know, we can live in truly large cities. We also have exploited the simple mechanic arts, far beyond anything you’ve imagined, so only a few hundredths of our people are needed to till the soil, slaughter the cattle, and the like. The rest? I belong to a professional society. It has, studying one branch of mathematics, a solid one hundred thousand members. It is one of many societies that study the scientia that underlies the mechanical and learned arts. So when Sun tried to copy me, he tried to copy all the libraries I could access. That was my university’s library, and all the libraries I have visited. That was tens and tens of millions of books. Hence, he got a bit warm.”

      “All that knowledge, lost,” Anthony said disconsolately.

      “Err, no,” Robert answered. “When a learning spell fails, the knowledge recoils on the source.”

      “True,” Anthony said. “But you didn’t explode.”

      “That’s because my facts all dropped into my fact-space, not my mind space. For the spell, that’s automatic, unless you set the spell to use your mind space, which the Invincible Sun and his minions did. The facts are still there. I can call to mind any of it, so long as I’m careful not to toast myself.”

      “You know all of the Invincible Sun’s spells?” Janet asked. “That’s fantastic!”

      “And all of my people’s books,” Robert added.

      Anthony began laughing uncontrollably, finally managing to stop. “Robert, you are now the greatest scholar, literally, in our world. You are entitled to claim a faculty position. No, under the primacy rule, you’re required to claim the Lord High Rector’s seat, with your world’s ideas about tenure and faculty governance.  From what you told us last night, your ideas are even better than ours, though you will have to explain this ‘parking’ thing again. The Lord High Rector will have apoplexy...and he brought his fate upon himself.”

      “I’m required?” Robert looked around in horror. “I’m required to become a university administrator?” His new friends all nodded gravely. “Oh, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      George Phillies is Professor Emeritus of Physics (“I retired to write full time. So far, so good,” he says) and retired politician (on the ballot for U.S. Federal office twice), He lives in Worcester, Massachusetts, with his cat, the world's largest board wargame collection, and large flower gardens. He is also President of the National Fantasy Fan Federation, the world’s oldest international SF club and President of AHIKS, the world's oldest and largest intercontinental board wargaming society. He edits four SF fanzines, namely Eldritch Science (fiction), Tightbeam (reviews, all genres), The National Fantasy Fan (club news zine), and The N3F Review of Books Incorporating Prose Bono.

      

      Phillies has to his credit nine SF novels, namely This Shining Sea (tween superheroine), Minutegirls (politics and giant space battles), The One World (Amazon swords against Conquistador matchlocks), Mistress of the Waves (economics), Against Three Lands (not-quite-medieval Japan against not-quite-Europeans), The Girl Who Saved The World (tween superheroine), Airy Castles All Ablaze (more of the tween superheroine), Stand Against the Light (yet more of the tween superheroine), and Practical Exercise (student in a magical American research university). He has also written five textbooks on board game design, four books on political campaign finance, a statistical mechanics textbook, the definitive monograph on polymer solution dynamics, and more than 170 scientific research papers, most on light scattering spectroscopy and polymer dynamics.

    

  







            The Chaplain and the Assassin

          

          

      

    

    






C. E. Perez

        

      

    

    
      Father Grief Durham takes his duties as chaplain for the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy—on Pluto, naturally—seriously. So seriously, in fact, that he casts a wide net for possible threats to its students, faculty, and staff. When his net catches advance warning of an assassin coming for someone at the Academy, he, along with a dedicated regiment of troops, move to protect everyone. But who will protect Father Grief?

      Hell itself has its own contract killers, as human as other killers of innocents. The problem with this, from the killer’s standpoint, is that whosoever contracts with Hell is a diabolist–and must answer for this in the final reckoning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




The Chaplain and the Assassin

      Even the habitats of Pluto Prime—and of other settlements on Pluto, for that matter—have their bad spots, bad according to the sort of men whose wills tend to prevail there. I had business at one such bad spot, or, more specifically, at a particular establishment there.

      Officially, it was an upscale dinner house. This only meant it was a place for successful criminals and shady characters to spend their likely ill-gotten gains on superb food. There were also private—most assuredly private—meeting rooms upstairs.

      I was dressed not to be recognized. Most of my skin was covered, and my face was partially obscured by a hood; whatever I left exposed I had lightened from Indian Subcontinent of Tellus to Outer Mongolia, again of Tellus. Most settlements on Pluto, including this one, are predominantly Tartar, though some are Pacific Islander.

      I entered the first-floor anteroom and addressed the porter there, who was either the lighter-skinned sort of Tartar or much better disguised than I was. “I got meeting in room 4063.”

      There weren’t more than ten such rooms upstairs, nor would the next party meeting in that specific room necessarily use the same number to indicate it.

      I was speaking in Pidgin-Common. The porter might well have judged me to be a simpleton; nonetheless, my choice of tongue was the best way not to presume anything in particular about either of us.

      The porter gave his answer in Jive, along with a look on his face that fairly shouted, go home, you don’t belong around here.

      Jive, as a language, is the combination and sublimation of every linguistic attempt to make oneself unintelligible to eavesdroppers, from Thieves’ Cant and Jive Proper even to such simple tricks as Pig Latin and Gibberish. Those who know the seamy side of life can speak it; those who don’t, can’t.

      “100 Sols should do it,” I answered in Jive as I handed him a credit-slug I had handy. I knew the rudiments of the tongue, along with other unsavory skills; set a thief to catch a thief, after all. “Take the extra twenty for yourself, if you can. But don’t take too much and tick off the boss.” I winked.

      Eighty sols was indeed expensive for several hours’ hire of a room, but these rooms were worth it.

      All of a sudden, I was just another, well, hood who didn’t wish to be recognized. The porter showed me the way up.
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        * * *

      

      In the designated room, I met with an informant. Call him Eyes-Around; I do. Never mind his appearance. Our language of choice swayed back and forth between Jive and English—which, among other things, is the language of mayhem close and far, something both of us knew how to dish out.

      He was chiding me. “Sure, you cover up, switch up, and sling the lingo, but you walk and talk as if you’re on a mission from God.”

      “Am I?”

      His mouth twisted into a half-frown. “You may be, with what I have to tell you. But first, the payment.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “A confession?”

      “Yes, and that’s not to be scorned, Father. Not only are you chaplain of the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy, you are a nigh-holy New Man of Tellus on top of that. I’m glad the aliens created your kind. Wish there were more New Men.”

      “Aliens did not create us New Men. Maybe you’re thinking of the Mind-Men of Mars, or perhaps even the Harmonids. Well, all three races are telepathic, and telepathy is exotic tech. No, we were created by men, during the Bloody Century, a happy, improbable accident among many catastrophic eugenic failures, made by those who regarded India on Tellus as land of enlightenment. Hence our Indian looks.”

      “I guess that enlightenment worked. Maybe not all of your kind are authentic saints, but you’re close enough as to make no never-mind. And hey, when does a schmo like me get another chance to be ministered to by someone like you?”

      There is a Plutonic Academy of Technomancy and I am its chaplain. Technomancy itself is bestowed by the exotic technology of aliens long dead. Most of those who encounter such technology and receive its gifts are professional treasure-hunters, who go out into hitherto-unexplored space looking for big finds.

      Technomancy is one of the biggest such finds. Bound spirits—which themselves may only be a secondary phenomenon of the exotic technology—serve the practitioner, casting glamours and rearranging happenstance at their master’s pleasure. This power is strong enough and flexible enough to be one final last chance to solve any number of problems. Because of this, a technomancer’s professional services are staggeringly expensive and those who provide such services are, to a one, full dignitaries—once they have mastered their powers.

      Master their powers they must. Telepathy, by contrast, just works; a new technomancer has much to learn about how to use his power, and generally about how to be a dignitary. Hence, the three-year course of the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy.

      In my pocket, I had a full-sized church building, fully sanctified, for just such an emergency as Eyes-Around was facing right then. It was stored as deployable matter, that is, degenerate matter—with its mass held in abeyance—that remembered its form and substance. This takes rare and expensive custom technology to do. I could deploy the church building to full size, in whole or in part, wherever and whenever I wished.

      This room had enough space and enough floor strength for the confessional. After I deployed it, I slipped into my booth. Eyes followed into his booth a moment after.

      “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned ...” We went over some of Eyes’ transgressions.

      Before long, Eyes came to what really troubled him. “So, I have to do some bad things to keep the information flowing my way. I try to do as little of that as possible, but I keep sinning the same sins over again. How can I repent of that if I keep doing it?”

      I thought for a moment. “What did Jesus do with the high priest’s servant’s ear, when his crucifiers came for him at the last?”

      “He touched and healed it.”

      “So, are you the high priest, out to capture the Christ and put him to death, or are you the servant?”

      Eyes let out a breath. “The servant.”

      “Does the servant answer, in full, for the crimes of his master?”

      “No, he doesn’t.”

      “It is true, the end does not justify the means. However, it is easy to be too slothful to get one’s hands dirty, too cowardly to get one’s hands bloody.”

      “Live by the sword, die by the sword.”

      “Put away your sword when duty no longer calls, and you are not living by it.”

      Eyes breathed deep. “Once again, I’m told to tread the middle ground ...”

      “The Golden Mean is often indeed golden. Not always, but often.”

      “How do I know where in the middle I should be?”

      It was my turn to breathe deeply. “Without more specific counsel, the uncertainty itself is your cross to bear. Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling ...”

      “... for it is God who worketh in you.” Before I was really aware of how much tension Eyes was carrying, most of it left his body.

      I went on. “If your present life becomes too much, if you are asked to go too far, that will be the time to quit the life. When that point comes, though, your life may be under threat, and it may even be too late to save it. I have not the power nor the authority to guarantee your safety in such circumstances, and that very danger may be another cross for you.”

      His breathing was even, and his eyes, such as I could see of them, were steady and unyielding.

      We addressed the remainder of his current sins, along with the penance thereof. The details are no one else’s business.
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        * * *

      

      The food had arrived: marinated, roasted meat and fried cheese, both prepared and seasoned expertly. The victuals tasted as good as they smelled; the savor of them filled the room, and the morsels themselves slid down like silk. It was, I’d say, easily a cut above, though not three cuts above, what the Academy kitchen typically prepared.

      Eyes was emphatic with me. “No, that’s Arcturus, the contract killer. Never mind how he looks, there’s enough build there to be him, and he can’t, or at least doesn’t, hide his bearing.”

      He didn’t seem like that much to me, not then. “If he comes after me or mine, he’s almost comically overmatched. You know the Academy has its own scholastic regiment protecting it. Then there’s the students and the bodyguards they brought with them, with extra bodyguards from the regiment as needed. By myself, I could take him down, with my force-screen and my mind alone.”

      Eyes shook his head violently. “You don’t understand. This guy’s a ghost. He can reach and kill targets he absolutely should not be able to reach, and no one seems to see him until it’s too late. Force-screens don’t delay him. He has tricks ...”

      “Yes, a screen can be negated by another screen. But once his screen is no longer in the way, my mind can blast his before he can pull a trigger; I can even prevent his finger from spasming.”

      “Not if he controls the timing. And he will. You won’t be able to see nor sense him, so you won’t be ready. Be careless and be dead.”

      My gut wasn’t telling me to be wary, but Eyes was. I decided to trust him.

      Direct surveillance might have gotten a nosy informant killed, so what we had was tens of thousands of furtively-gathered data points reconstructed into the moving images–admittedly of past events–we were watching.

      “And now,” Eyes narrated, “we see whom he is meeting.”

      Arcturus had wended his way into an area that was still outdoors—a relative term, given that he was in a habitat—but secluded by twists and turns. Once I saw whom he met—cloaked, and hooded, worse than I had been hooded, with shimmering but no visible face underneath—it was my turn to spit out warnings.

      “That’s Null-Hood. We don’t have any other name for him—her? I can’t tell. That’s a rogue technomancer—obviously, we don’t know which one—known to be in league with the devil. Technomantic spirits won’t pay him heed, they fear God far too much, so he binds demons. Stay away from him. Don’t even try to track him as he leaves Arcturus. If you do, he may sense it and then find and end you.”

      Eyes looked more incredulous than I liked. “Why doesn’t God just smite him, then? Or why, if he has magic and demons and no God willing to smite him, doesn’t he just destroy everyone in his way?”

      “Because men have dominion over their own capabilities, and mankind has dominion over mankind’s world—or worlds, these days. God has granted this and has not withdrawn it. Null-Hood is human and partakes of this dominion. His technomancy, alien tech though it is, counts as one of his capabilities as a human being. He can empower demons with technomancy, but if he relies on them too much, too strongly, angels are apt to intervene. Especially if someone cries out, God help me.”

      I could see belief forming on his face. However, “Isn’t this Null-Hood getting away with too much?”

      “Sinners seem to get away with at least some of their sins because God is showing them mercy. If God was not merciful to sinners, neither you nor I would stand a chance.”

      “Maybe you would.”

      “I’m not rich enough in spirit to take that chance. I’ll continue to beg Jesus Christ for forgiveness.”

      Some of Eyes’ hair started to stand up. “OK, all that makes enough sense for me to be terrified of this Null-Hood character. But what are he, or she or whatever, and Arcturus after? Some of the data point to your Academy, but I can’t get anything more specific than that.”

      “If Null-Hood himself is sending Arcturus toward the Academy, I can think of only one target for him.”

      “Who?”

      “Probably best you don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      “Arcturus’ target is Miriam Talona. Null-Hood is, or has to be, the one who hired him.”

      I was in Chief Instructor Ricardo Pascal’s office, with him and with Regimental Commander William Firewalker, speaking to them in English, which is also the language of signalmen and of command and control. They both cursed under their breath.

      The Academy has three beautiful young girls as students, all on the juvenile side of the Academy. Given that treasure-hunters are mostly men and, in any case, are not selected for good looks, this is quite the anomaly, and could well be a unique turn of events in the school’s history. The fact that none of these girls were treasure-hunters makes their presence together only slightly less remarkable.

      Two things make Miriam Talona the special one of these three. The first one is that she is a Harmonid, as artificial a race as mine, though, like the Mind-Men of Mars, that race was created in the distant past by aliens, then put in suspended animation until they awakened sometime after Mankind reached the stars—in the Harmonids’ case, twenty-odd years ago. Miriam herself is second-generation, with the mahogany skin, black hair and eyes, and telepathy of all her kind.

      The second thing making her special is that she saved the souls of the other two admittedly alluring young ladies who share the juvenile side with her, defeating the forces of Hell twice in the process. That is another story—or rather, two stories.

      I pressed on. “You both know what a thorn in Hell’s side Miriam has been so far. That’s why I can’t imagine Null-Hood sending an assassin after any other target.

      “Arcturus, meanwhile, according to my informant, has the ability to be impossibly stealthy and probably also able to bypass physical security. This bespeaks rare custom technology, maybe even exotic technology.”

      Firewalker scratched his head. “Well, this calls for some unusual tactics. Probably a job for space-knights and space-marines. We’ll have to work out a drill for when an invisible man attacks...”

      Pascal looked at me, “Grief, perhaps you should arm yourself.”

      I said, as Firewalker shook his head in agreement with me, “No, my hands are good enough for close-in work, and I don’t know how to use a firearm. My mind, meanwhile, is a good, solid weapon; my mental attacks can bring down a force-screen as quickly as a longarm I’ll take a hand-held tractor-pressor, though; I might be able to find a use for that.”

      Firewalker nodded but frowned. “You might, at that. Don’t be surprised, however, if you’re not able to put it to good use. You lack combat training for that thing, after all; you’re neither space-knight nor space-marine.”

      I nodded back grimly. “Anyway, I intend to remain vigilant and see if Arcturus’ stealth can keep his thought-screen from reading as a dead zone. I don’t think custom tech could do that, but exotic alien tech might.”

      Firewalker mused, “Maybe Tearshot’s telepathy could help ...”

      “No!” I exclaimed. “She should concentrate on protecting Miriam, as a bodyguard should do. Say, aren’t you two engaged by now? I’m surprised you would put her further into the line of fire.”

      “Not quite. Besides, she’s a space-knight like me. Very hard to kill when each space-knight’s harness itself is rare, custom technology.”

      I continued, “Harmonids—Miriam, Tearshot, and Miriam’s servants Bamboo and Thickbloom—are as strong as I am telepathically. However, Thickbloom and Bamboo aren’t really combatants, and Miriam, the target, should keep her head down while Tearshot protects her. I wish we had more strong-minded telepaths we could use, but I’m it.

      “Oh, yes. Commander Firewalker, don’t even think about using your own telepathy. If Arcturus has any telepathic help at all, your mind isn’t strong enough to reliably overcome it. The telepathy you purchased for yourself is not in the same league as what hereditary telepaths have. Stay behind your thought-screen; a regiment needs its commander.”

      “OK, I’ll follow the counsel of the strongest mind in the room.” Firewalker grinned. “Well, I’ll be announcing another drill. Not our first, eh? Not even our hundredth.”
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        * * *

      

      Miriam Talona transfixed me with her black-eyed gaze in my own chapel as she pushed her way into my mind. I chose not to shut her out.

      This is no drill! Groups of three space-knights and groups of three space-marines are practicing how two of them can attack an invisible foe as it attacks the third. That’s no standard drill I’ve ever heard of. Also, you! You’re like King Rook (king of Harmonids, though not a Harmonid himself) as commander, with Commander Firewalker playing my father Talon the XO. (Talona, her surname, is actually a patronymic.) What’s going on?

      I shot back, Are you a soldier?

      Uh, no ...

      Well, soldiers’ discipline will be called for here. The best thing you can do is stay out of the line of fire. If you can’t, hide behind Tearshot or whoever is in heavy armor. Stay quiet about this, too. The last thing we need is civilians going off half-cocked.

      If it’s dangerous, what about the danger to Karen and Barbara? And Reginald and, she gasped, Erol?

      They’ll be out of the way ...

      Then whatever it is will be after me ...

      Being a soldier’s daughter does not make you a soldier. Just stay safe and as hard to kill as possible, and let Tearshot protect you.

      What about you? Aren’t you a civilian?

      I’m a master hand-fighter while you are only a journeyman. But I don’t have time to defeat you three falls out of three to prove it. Maybe you can use a glamour on yourself to keep from dying.

      Yes, I could.

      Do that, and stay safe, please!

      Her face softened. You, too.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Firewalker’s best signalman was helping me direct the Scholastic Regiment’s Situational Integration into my comms and ocular display. All the new information took some getting used to, but I stopped feeling overwhelmed with it in less than an hour.

      Then I practiced telepathic scans, working to correlate what I sensed with Regimental SI. In about fifteen minutes, I could tell which person matched with each dead zone. Yes, dead zone. Most everyone at the Academy had his personal force-screen tuned to stop telepathy, making a thought-screen out of it. I couldn’t sense a mind within a thought-screen, but I could sense the resulting dead zone.

      About an hour after this, I could sense some sluggishness when it came to RSI keeping up with all the individual factors. This had to be Null-Hood’s interference, using a technomancer’s projected glamours and power over happenstance. When Arcturus made his move, I expected the interference to get worse. What I did not expect was for the RSI simply to tell us what Null-Hood wanted us to see. If he could control everything we sensed, we would attack one another while his assassin slipped unnoticed to his target. If he went that far, angels were apt to intervene. As I pondered this, I could feel an angelic presence pressing onto the scene just a bit.

      I went to see Regimental Commander William Firewalker in person to apprise him of all this. He did not like the news, but as he had no specific countermeasures of his own to apply, he soldiered on. Ricardo Pascal or any of the faculty could have sealed away Null-Hood’s powers entirely–if they could get their hands on him.

      I resolved to stay up as late as it took. I could stand losing up to one night of sleep.

      My vigilance was rewarded. As I was scanning one place after another with my mind, I sensed a dead zone where no one seemed to be, outside of the main hall. No external portal had cycled in the last ten minutes, but there it was. Lag could explain it, but no, wherever RSI said someone was nearby, there was a matching dead zone. We had found Arcturus.
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        * * *

      

      Suddenly, my RSI output started strobing–that had to be Null-Hood–and I lost track of the Academy’s infiltrator.

      My brain shook off the distraction and searched for unattributed dead zones as fast as it could. I found too many. I also found RSI presences without dead zones.

      Damn that lag!

      Well, it was damned creatures–demons bound by Null-Hood–that were creating the lag in the first place.

      Then the RSI asserted itself, and all the dead zones had situational presences catch up to them. All but one.

      Arcturus was in the main hall. From there, he would have to come to the juvenile side into the main teaching room, then go into the girls’ side in search of Miriam’s quarters, avoiding trios of space-knights and space-marines as he went.

      As I made my report over comms—best I could do, I had no time to go report in person—I shot my mind to where Miriam was. She was in an unnatural sleep. I felt for angels; they were present. They would not let her be killed in her sleep, nor would they allow her to wake up just in time to die. On the other hand, if she woke up and took action, her own dominion as a human being would come into play, and what would be would be. So, for Arcturus to be permitted to kill her, she would have to be awake with a fighting chance against him.

      My mind darted across costs and benefits. If Miriam were to die, my own survival would still have worth; I did have many things to do in life that had nothing to do with her. There might be no need for me to throw my life away in her defense. If both of us were awake, both our minds could work at stopping Arcturus, along with her student-level technomancy, and even Tearshot could pitch in. Both of their minds were as strong as mine, after all, and telepathy seemed the strongest effective weapon against Arcturus. Our chance against him together was better than my chance alone. My mind took less than a second to put this up for consideration.

      My heart said keep her safe for as long as I was able.

      My soul said don’t look for excuses to be a coward.

      Then my mind jumped back in, pointing out that my chance against Arcturus, then Miriam’s chance, were more likely to save her life than our one chance together.

      That decided me. I would let her sleep while I stopped him myself—with any help I could still get, naturally.

      Arcturus was still in the main hall and had started striking at the guards, one after another. He was using a heavy-duty hand-blaster, not a longarm. Each time, he would negate his target’s shield with his own and blast away at the target’s armor. Against space-marines, he was able to penetrate somewhat and cause wounds; against space-knights, all he could do was damage the armor so that a second unshielded volley might kill the knight. Then the knight would un-deploy his silver-sword while keeping laser-lance handy, deploy his vari-shield, hold it over the damage–and Arcturus would then have to destroy the shield.

      He could have done more at a volley, but each target’s buddies were quick to retaliate, even against an invisible man. The shield-negating trick worked both ways, so he had to stay on the move or get run through, whether by blast or by physical weapon.

      His tactics were effective, though. A team with a wounded or damaged member was no longer effective at full retaliation and had to leave the field. Maybe the damaged one could have left while the other two formed fresh teams. However, this was a new tactic, and reorganizing on the fly might not have been so easy

      I couldn’t help but credit Arcturus for taking the initiative. Had he avoided the soldiers, someone like me, sensing his location as I did, could direct their fire. Even having to suffer through lag, along with some spoofing courtesy of Null-Hood, the assassin would have eventually suffered a good, solid barrage, and that would have been that. So, Arcturus stuck to his rapid blast-and-move, which was getting the job done.

      But soldiers will chatter over their comms–especially about what an enemy is doing and how he’s doing it. This kind of talk, even with an enforced lag to it, was starting to be of help to the undamaged teams. Arcturus had not even run out of guard teams in the main hall when it started getting harder and harder for him to cause enough damage at a volley and still stay untouched himself.

      Arcturus, after taking three separate shots instead of a single volley to render ineffective the last trio of space-marines in the main hall, turned up in the main room of the juvenile side. He took a shot at a trio of space-marines, but by then they had his rhythm; he was only able to cause cosmetic damage to one soldier’s armor.

      He went back the way he came, and I left my own perch in pursuit. I was in the common anteroom of the aforementioned girls currently enrolled at this academy; in the current crisis, safety and practicality trumped propriety and decorum. I wasn’t even alone in that room; I shared it with two trios of space-knights.

      Just off the main hall, there was another anteroom that led into a larger adjoining habitat. Arcturus escaped from there just as I made it to the main hall. The Academy was locked down, but he was able to gimmick his way past even the secured portal. He wasn’t able to conceal the operation of the portal completely, so a barrage of blaster fire chased him out of there. His force-screen lit up for a split-second, then went down.

      He could have made his own exit right through a wall, if he had only known where any of the emergency matter-cages were kept.

      Arcturus wasn’t hurt. I checked this myself. Where he had taken fire, there was no blood, no carbon-dust, only the smell of ozone. The one casualty had been his force-screen, probably heavy-duty, the way it stood up to that barrage. Worse, now that he was out of sight, with the screen down, he could easily swap in a new power supply and have the screen back up at full strength, something he couldn’t do while it was still up.
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        * * *

      

      I would have run right out in hot pursuit, but I didn’t know which way to run. So, I threw out my brain this way and that, in search of a suspicious dead zone.

      There it was!

      He was moving quickly, down and across main throughfares and promenades and such. He couldn’t go where he pleased; Lord Holder Temujin had called out his soldiers, and they were positioned at intersections and the like, forcing the flow of people around them into specific channels. The civilians were unfazed; they typically had nothing to fear from the local lord’s armed forces.

      Each squad’s members were screen-to-screen with one another. This meant that a single screen couldn’t negate any of their screens. This also meant that individual squad-men could not easily react independently of one another. Well, their mission was not to guard nor to hunt but to constrain.

      Maybe Arcturus could have struck down some civilians or even taken hostages, tactically or vindictively. If he had, though, the nearest big battery of tractor-pressors could have just scooped up everyone and everything in the vicinity, then separated it out. No, he would have to stay hidden and harmless.

      My quarry went this way and that, trying to slip the net, I fancied. Then he went down a side street. Lord Holder Temujin had only so many men. Besides, alleyways and side streets are constraining enough on their own.

      I kept after him.

      One turn, another, then he was halfway down an alley just as I stepped into it. I had him. Or so I thought.

      Then I felt a tractor-pressor start to pull me toward him. We would meet, our shields would negate one another, and he would be controlling the timing of our coming together. Even if I managed to stun him with my brain, I would likely end up a mess of bloody bits and hot dust.

      He winked into view—a side effect of using a tractor-pressor? —and I could not describe his bearing as anything other than predatory. I noted in passing that, in my eagerness to give chase, I had left my allies behind. With a cold feeling in my gut, I realized that I had been Arcturus’ target all along.
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        * * *

      

      A hand-held tractor-pressor is strong enough to pull one’s arm, but not one’s leg, out of its socket. So, I planted my feet, managing to get one foot against a reclamation-bin that was fixed in place against the side of a building. Sure, I could have hidden behind it, were I to curl my body into a tight ball. Sure, I could have countered with my own tractor-pressor, if I had training in it anywhere near good enough as the training I had in using my legs properly.

      Arcturus was not working the tractor-pressor hard enough to pull himself off his own feet, so I no longer feared going anywhere. Since I could see him with my own eyes, there was no need to spare any of my mind’s strength to detect him. So, finally, I could give him a proper mental blast instead of just pecking ineffectually at his screen.

      His force-screen shimmered with my first mental attack. It stood up to my mind-blast, not wavering like an ordinary screen. Any doubts that his force-screen was heavy-duty were dispelled then and there. I gathered my strength and attacked again. More shimmering, then return fire from his blaster, making my shield shimmer in turn.

      My attacks were stronger than his. His blaster may have been heavy-duty; but so was my mind, and so was my force-screen, very kindly supplied by the Scholastic Regiment’s quartermaster. If he wanted my shield to come down as fast as his was, he needed a longarm or better, which he just didn’t have.

      What he did have was a mind that could note how much time I took gathering my strength between mental blasts. Just as I gave him my latest love-tap, he leapt up, his tractor-pressor pulling him toward me.

      His timing was perfect. When his shield met and negated mine, I would not yet have the strength for my next mental attack. He would cut me down like butter before a blowtorch. I couldn’t even bring my own tractor-pressor to bear in time; once again, I felt the complete inadequacy of my training.

      Before I could die, I felt myself being pulled back—by the tractor-pressor of an unseen ally. Arcturus’ tractor-pressor was not set strong enough to pull him toward me any faster. I landed into the armored clutch of my unknown protector—and felt space-knight’s armor. The knight within had no thought-screen, so I was able to recognize Miriam Talona’s bodyguard, Tearshot the Harmonid.

      One of her arms had me; the other arm wielded her laser-lance. Arcturus did not stop hurtling toward us, not even when he threw aside his tractor-pressor. He was pulled along by another of Tearshot’s tractor-pressors into the tip of her laser-lance; his worn-down force-screen struck it and collapsed, and the laser-lance transfixed his heart.

      Ozone and iron oxide and burnt flesh assaulted my nose. Arcturus’ body was a mess, but his head was intact.

      “Well done, Tearshot. We’ll be able to bring him back from the ...”

      I couldn’t sense his brain’s death-throes. Not one bit. So, I gave him an ordinary physical scan. Even the rudimentary gear I had could tell me that his brain had been scrambled. There was no brain-scrambling tech in the vicinity, so I concluded that ...

      “He was a contract killer for Hell, with Null-Hood as Hell’s proxy,” I said dully. “His contract was with Hell, so he was a diabolist. That made him the devil’s tool. When he was struck down, he became a useless tool. So, the devil, with Null-Hood as his proxy, did what he does with a useless tool. Make a deal with the devil, that’s what you get.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The post-mortem was in Chief Instructor Pascal’s office, with Pascal himself, Regimental Commander Firewalker, Tearshot, and myself.

      “Good thing I came after you,” Tearshot said, “You’d have been dead and blown to bits.”

      “Yes.” I sighed. “I owe my life to you.”

      “So, who is this Null-Hood character?”

      “He, or maybe she, is a rogue technomancer ...”

      Tearshot was by then out of her armor, so I could see her shiver.

      “... and an agent of Hell. He is the one who contracted with the assassin Arcturus. I thought Miriam was his target, but that turned out to be me.”

      “For an assassin’s target, you tracked and chased like a hound and fought like a wolverine. You made my part easy. Hey, I can detect a dead zone as well as the next telepath, but you had the whole situation in mind. Maybe I could have done that, but I was too busy protecting Miriam. At least, until the time came when she didn’t need me for that.”

      Pascal cut in. “You shouldn’t have risked yourself like that, Father, going after Arcturus. You’re not a soldier ...”

      I wasn’t having that. “In the army of Christ, I am. I had a heavenly mission, and I carried it out. Besides, losing track of Arcturus would have been bad. He would have come at us again from who-knows-what-direction.”

      Tearshot put up her hand. “I’ll have to agree with that. Our disappearing assassin could have come in again to kill anyone. Even if Father Grief was his target, he probably would kill Miriam if given half a chance. Father, thanks for taking him down.”

      I focused my gaze on Tearshot. “You took him down.”

      “No, I took advantage of an assist, which you had set up masterfully.”

      I let that stand.

      “Now,” Tearshot said as she scooted closer to Firewalker, then leaned toward me, “what will we tell Miriam?”

      I pondered, then said, “Nothing she doesn’t already know. I believe the rule of not taking an unhealthy interest in demons applies here. Those who do take such an interest tend to be corrupted by the knowledge they seek.”

      “But demons have already taken an unhealthy interest in her.”

      “Yes, and paid for it with two defeats to her so far. In such cases, the knowledge of how to cope with demons and to counter their intentions tends to come to one unbidden. When it comes to this kind of knowledge, Miriam is a natural. Let her be, and she will keep her soul clean and the forces of Hell frustrated even as she wins her victories over them. Soon enough, without trying, she will come to know Null-Hood and have to reckon with him, unless someone else takes him down first. So, the best thing to do here is to let things be.”

      Tearshot frowned, but then nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, I said one last prayer over Arcturus’ corpse, trusting that the One to whom I prayed was not limited by Time, and hoping that He would reach backwards in time to help even such a wretched blackguard as the sinner whose remains were before me. Maybe even someone who had made a deal with the devil had a chance at redemption. Now this one had every chance at redemption that was coming to him.
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        * * *

      

      C. E. Perez has, as of this writing, nine short stories to his credit (one in this anthology) and one novel (as yet unpublished). The setting of the short stories, which the author calls Lords of the Stars, is his take on a feudal-ish future, a future that always embraces and uses its technology, never rejecting it. The author is also a database administrator, writer of a handful of songs, main vocalist on a recorded and published single, and amateur philosopher.

    

  







            Humble Beginnings
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      When Police Inspector Jonathan Humble meets 11-year-old Airlie Sanderson (in Marti Ward's Time for PsyQ), his life and work are sent into turmoil. But it's not just Airlie, it's her cat Sooty — and in this episode, it is Sooty that sends Humble in a new direction shortly after he begins his new role as Principal of the School for PsyQ (Marti's forthcoming sequel).
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Humble Beginnings

      
        
        Jonathan Humble – Principal/Inspector

        A mundane police officer running an arcane school for the psychically talented

      

      

      

      As the door closed behind the three PsyQ twelve-year olds, Principal Jonathan Humble sat at his desk staring after them in disbelief. How did I get landed with this? Just because my department recognized their potential doesn’t mean I’m qualified, he thought.

      At least none of them have telekinesis or laser vision—yet!

      With a 20-year career in law enforcement, Humble had dealt with a fair few teen and preteen offenders, trained and mentored his fair share of youngish police cadets and probationary constables, as well as for five years being responsible for the training of school liaison officers and youth case managers.

      True, the best-intentioned cadet could make stupid mistakes, but middle school kids with psi powers were an entirely different thing.

      Funny thing was that being a middle school principal still required a fair bit of detective work not too different from his role in Minor Crimes, and these three students were a case in point—and more than just a minor irritation.

      Humble separated the papers in front of him into three piles, each topped by an underage mugshot. He pulled the first pile towards him, then turned around and extracted the three corresponding suspension files from the two cabinets behind him.  The drawers were almost full, even though he had only 98 middle school students enrolled and most of the records were purely electronic. There were still a few who didn’t yet appear in his physical files—electronic ghosts who didn’t distinguish themselves one way or the other enough to have come to his attention.

      He made a note on the computer to order more filing cabinets.

      Luke Mannering, he thought as he studied the picture in front of him, the angelic blue-eyed-blond face hiding a Machiavellian disposition and the almost demonic ability to enter other people’s minds and plant thoughts and suggestions. Presumably, his talents were closely related to those telepathic and telesensory abilities that Airlie and Kate had displayed. It was school captain and amateur detective Airlie Sanderson, of course, who had picked up on his psi version of Peeping Tom when he’d tried it on her, and then had ‘kept a feeler on the link’ as she called it. Once established, it seemed that the link never really went away completely—or maybe it just took a long time.

      They’d agreed that she would avoid actual eardropping or eyedropping. (No eaves involved! Would that require a court order?) But he had deemed it appropriate for her to identify when he was trying to force a link, and with whom—and she had reported several instances.

      “Oh!” He said aloud, as he read that Mannering’s familiar was a snake, a poisonous brown snake. He’d forgotten that. It was probably in the boy’s pocket right now—and when he was here in my office.

      But a snake called Slytherer seemed somehow appropriate... Then he corrected himself. Mustn’t be influenced by the stereotypes: shouldn’t put down the poor snake – or Mannering for that matter. I need to have a positive attitude to the students, even the difficult ones, work to develop their character... They’re not criminals – yet...

      Thomas Tendike, he mused, as he pulled the next file toward him. Luke’s best friend and favourite accomplice. Dark hair, pronounced eyebrows, smart, skinny, pale – rather sallow skin... And his pet is a yearling magpie – a thieving magpie what’s more – didn’t even know you could have a magpie as a pet! Actually, you might need a license...

      Humble grimaced as he read further in the file. Guess anything’s possible when the bird’s nest outside your bedroom window... born no more than two metres from Tommy’s pillow. Anyhow, that must be how they got the keys out of the office: the thieving magpie. Tommy has the telesynaesthesia gift – he can tap into his familiar’s senses, but only his own pet not anyone else’s – unlike Airlie. He describes it as their animalistic feelings and senses getting transformed into strange visual colours: smell and taste occupy a kind of spectrum between magenta and purple.

      Hunble made a note to see about getting the air-conditioning upgraded and the windows meshed – grilled more like it.

      Francis Porquert was next: nickname Bacon to Tendike and the rest of his friends, and Porky to his not-so-friends. And his animal is... a mouse!

      Humble contemplated the trio of companions for a while: mouse, bird and snake. Bird beats snake... Snake beats mouse... Mouse beats egg – and probably hatchling... How do they survive together?

      Humble pulled Mannering’s file over again.

      How can we justify letting a poisonous snake roam the school? he wondered. He remembered Airlie arguing that they couldn’t exclude her friend Lilly’s spider, Parker, just because he was venomous. Airlie would never forgive him if he excluded them... And that set the precedent, but still... How did they sell it to the board, and the OH&S committee? He chuckled as he read Porquert’s case: Slytherer is only a baby.

      Humble chided himself again... Seems I really do have a soft spot for Airlie, Miss Sanderson, he thought. And her girlfriends and the odd brother. I really shouldn’t be calling the kids I already know by first names and others by last names. Although perhaps it is reasonable for Airlie as school captain, as she does have that special status – not to mention her crime-solving experience.

      As for the thought crimes, their virtual voyeurism, how 1984 do I need to get?

      
        
        🐈‍⬛

      

      

      Suddenly Humble had the feeling that he was being watched. His eyes jumped to the window. The curtains were open, and the window itself was a few centimetres ajar, allowing in the morning sun and some cool air – and a hint of perfume from the flowering tree beyond. Some sort of frangipani, he recognized.

      Silhouetted on a branch of the frangipani was a black cat, who gave a gentle meow. He wondered if he’d attracted a familiar – all that milk and cheese he’d been eating must be good for something. But the cat gave a sharper meow, and he quickly recognized it as Sooty, Airlie’s cat.

      Sooty waved a paw toward the window, almost like he was scratching it – but still well back from the glass. So Humble opened the window fully, and the cat bounded to the sill.

      Humble reached out his hand, and Sooty burrowed his head into it for a moment, before looking into his eyes. The cat was alert, even tense, and Humble got the impression something wasn’t quite right, or that the cat wanted something, wanted him to go with it.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked. “Is Airlie in trouble?”

      Sooty’s answering meow seemed somehow reassuring, but the feeling that it wanted him to go with it intensified. It jumped down to the floor and headed towards the door, stopping halfway to look back at him.

      Humble glanced at his watch. His sergeants would be here shortly for their morning briefing – the school was only a couple of blocks away from the station where they were based, and it was a convenient way of keeping his finger on the pulse of things around the district – as well as ensuring that there was good security around the school, keeping the private contractors on their toes.

      Airlie should be finishing breakfast and had almost half an hour to clean her teeth and get to class.

      As he hesitated, Sooty gave another impatient meow. Humble wrote a quick sticky note and exiting through the outer office, stuck it to his secretary’s monitor. She should be here any minute, too. And she has a key, he thought – as he made sure the door locked behind him.

      Tail high in the air – almost beckoning – Sooty led him outside, down the verandah steps and onto the front lawn, before making his way into the shadows that led around to the east side of the main building and between the residential blocks.

      Humble had hardly even noticed the door that Sooty led him to – although it would just about be visible from his office window if he poked his head out.

      He did note that it had a catflap. However, Sooty waited for him to open the door and go in. It was a laundry with four industrial grade washer-dryers, though it was the doorway to the left that caught his eye… that Sooty was wanting him to go into… Some sort of storeroom full of cardboard boxes, as well as stacks of towels and blankets and the like.

      Sooty led him around to the back of a pile of boxes, where bright blue eyes peeked out at him from a mass of cardboard and blanket. Gradually, his eyes adjusted to the shadows, and Humble could make out the white belly of a mother cat with black patches and gold highlights, and what looked like two black kittens and two matching calico kittens nestled against her – three of the newborns seemed to be asleep, but one was staring right into his eyes.

      Sooty wound around his legs and nudged him forward.

      “They can’t be yours, can they?” Humble asked Sooty. “We’ve only been here a couple of months.”

      But Sooty seemed to be telling him, ‘Of course, they are’, brushing past him to nudge the alert kitten, who batted at his head with a tiny white paw marked with a smudge of gold.

      Sooty backed away, curling his tail around Humble’s leg as if to draw him down. He took the hint and crouched, slowly moving his hand forward for the kitten to sniff and lick. He felt a wave of interest and connection.

      But it seemed only a few moments before Sooty slipped in front of him, pushing him back, telling him that visiting time was over. The mother cat opened her greeny eyes for a moment, moved her head forward over the top of the kitten for a casual sniff, then regarded him solemnly, blinking with a small nod as if to reinforce the message of dismissal.

      With a final waft of acknowledgement, with sleepy overtones, the tiny kitten closed her eyes and burrowed its head into its mother’s belly.

      Humble got up slowly, brushing down his trousers, then checking the time. It was well after nine; the time had flown, and he was late!
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      Late afternoon, Airlie came for their regular, twice-weekly, meeting. Of course in practice, they seemed to meet more often than that, as the case required. His constable/secretary led them in carrying a tray with two glasses milk and a dozen cheese-laden biscuits, pausing so that Sooty could race on ahead, then returning to her own desk after placing the tray on Humble’s visitor table. She would listen through the open door and take notes as needed though, and when appropriate she could always open the intercom or monitor the recording. There were indicator lights and override switches on the panel to the right of his desk, with the recording light sitting prominently on top inside a big round pause button.

      “Did you know Sooty’s a father?” Humble opened as they seated themselves on opposite sides of his desk, Sooty jumping up to perch on the chair next to Airlie – paws placed on its arm in such a way that he could easily watch both of them, and potentially even jump into her lap or bound up onto the desk.

      “Yes, his kittens were born last week,” Airlie burbled excitedly. “Mrs. Kerfoops is allowing them to nest in the laundry closet. How did you know? I was meaning to ask if you’d like to visit once they opened their eyes.”

      “One of them already has,” he responded. “And she seems to think I’m a person of interest – and so does Sooty for that matter.”

      “She can’t have visited you,” Airlie commented in a confused tone, half to herself.

      “No, Sooty took me to visit her this morning, so that she could look me over. Mum had a look and a sniff, too. I think I felt a connection.”

      Sooty meowed agreeably, then settled back into a more relaxed posture.

      “Oh!” Airlie whispered, before repeating her “Oh!” loudly in a surprised tone as she recognized the implications.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Sooty joined him in his office for his meeting with Sergeants Sanford and Marks. Marks was looking particularly pleased with himself, after passing his Lieutenant’s exam. While Sooty paid particular attention to El Sanford – and vice-versa.

      Humble didn’t know whether to feel jealous, but Sooty turned a quizzical eye on him, before sitting on Sanford’s lap for the remainder of the meeting.

      At the end of the meeting, Sooty seemed to take charge, turning a dismissive glance on Marks while nudging Sanford and Humble to the door and leading them to the laundry.

      Sooty noted that Marks was following and made a point of letting Sanford and Humble enter, then planting himself in the doorway so Marks would not.

      Marks raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay! I’ll wait out here. Don’t get your knickers in a knot.”

      Humble waved Sanford on ahead, into the storeroom, whispering for her to go in quietly and look behind the boxes.  And as he followed, Sooty came up behind him, to guard the storeroom doorway.

      But very soon, his attention was distracted away from Sooty as he came up behind Sanford to see two sets of blue eyes looking at them. The two identical calico kits stared at them. Then he recognized his friend from yesterday: ‘Alpha’ he named her as she stared into his eyes. From the corner of his eye, he recognized that ‘Beta’ was making similar eye contact with El Sanford.

      All too soon, the queen gave them the eye, imperiously signalling that it was time for them to go. Sooty led them out, circling Marks and giving him some careful evaluation as they waited for Sanford and Humble to exit the laundry and close the door.
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      They visited each morning for the next three days, and while the two Calico females started to get more feisty and inquisitive, mum still wouldn’t allow either Humble or Sanford to pick them up, giving a meaningful murmur at any attempt.

      The two black males stayed close to her and didn’t open their eyes. Marks continued his routine of waiting outside, and Sooty continued his practice of waiting behind to make sure he did before going in. But Sooty did move his guard point further into the storeroom each day, finally ending up on top of the boxes in a place that both commanded the door and allowed him to spy on the antics of the young kittens beyond.

      Sooty also continued to pay Marks some attention on the way out, increasing the amount of leg rubbing and decreasing the amount of sniffing each day.

      The fourth day started quite differently, as Sooty actively collected Marks and drew him into the storeroom ahead of the others. But there was another surprise: Luke Mannering was there, waiting at the laundry door with Airlie Sanderson. Humble was surprised by the regard of deference the older student showed to Airlie – although he noted that the student body did in general have a lot of respect for her.

      The look Humble was given was quite different, smacking of anger and contempt. He hoped it didn’t reflect his own, and ignored the boy’s glare. But he didn’t follow Marks and Sanford in. As he waited outside, he threw an inquisitive glance Airlie’s way.

      “Sooty’s been keeping an eye on Luke for me,” she explained. “He thinks Luke is worthy of a visit but wanted to give your sergeants some alone time with their kits first.”

      It wasn’t long before Sooty led Sanford and Marks out. He’d never seen Sergeant Marks so excited about anything. “We bonded! He recognized me as soon as he opened his eyes. And he’s watching us now through Sooty’s eyes.”

      Sooty came close and sniffed at Marks and Humble, before winding around Humble and giving him permission to enter.

      “Oh yes!” Marks added. “Not just seeing, but scenting and hearing. He wants me to know that the smell is the most important thing.”

      Humble made his way into the storeroom, closely followed by Luke, Sooty, and Airlie. Alpha met his eyes. Beta and Gamma were focussed on what must be a direct line of thought to the outside where Sanford and Marks were waiting, while the final kitten – the second black male – had eyes only for Luke.

      This’ll be interesting, Humble thought, taking a step back as he noticed a reptilian head lifting out of Luke’s pocket, tongue darting out and testing the air.

      Indeed, Alpha seemed to say as she considered the snake, before turning her attention back to Humble and making shaky steps towards him. We’ll keep those naughty boys under control.

      Humble realized he was holding his breath. After quick glances at the tensing queen and the tasting snake, he knelt, placing his hand palm up on the floor till Alpha reached it, sniffed it, and sneezed, then clambered on and curled up. He noticed the strong stench of his own aftershave and wondered whether that was a problem. Maybe he needed to find a low scent variety.

      That’ll be good.

      He hardly dared move as he contemplated the tiny kitten nestled in his hand, chin resting on his thumb, as he became uncomfortably aware of the hardness of the floor beneath his knees.

      I’ll need to grab some of those towels next time, he thought. Or a blanket... Or bring a mat.

      
        
        🐈‍⬛

      

      

      “Tell me about Luke Mannering – I must admit to being rather surprised Sooty would allow him to bond with one of his kittens.” This was matter that had weighed most on Humble over the weekend, and this morning, Mannering was continuing to visit the newborns. He’d almost contacted Airlie on Saturday to follow up, but decided that wasn’t appropriate.

      Airlie responded with a resigned voice and a shrugging gesture. “I know! We both had him down as a bad hat, but Sooty thinks it’s the influence of Slytherer. He’s actually very sensitive, and it’s all too easy for him to pick up habits and attitudes from it – and Sooty thinks the snake can actually influence him subconsciously.”

      “Sooty thinks.”

      “Well yes, although it doesn’t really come out in words, and when I do hear words it’s kind of like my own voice but not my thoughts. Sooty and I have alerted Luke to the issue and given him some ideas about how to recognize the influence and be a bit stronger and more in control. He is very relieved, in an embarrassed kind of way, but Slytherer is very strong and Sooty and I can’t really do anything to stop it.”

      “But Delta can!”

      “Yes,” Airlie responded, nodding firmly. “Already, Deli has established a good bond with him, and is developing a détente... with the snake, a kind of mental alert that allows him to help Luke keep its interactions at a conscious level.”

      “Deli... That’s what Luke’s calling Delta?”

      “Actually, Luke’s quite happy calling him Delta – thinks if it is good enough for his favourite pop star, it’s good enough for his favourite kitten. But the rest of us call him Deli.”

      “And the others?”

      “Alpha has become ‘Alice’ – but she seems happy with Alpha, too – although she is unhappy with you not visiting over the weekend. El calls Beta ‘Betty’, and Betty seems to prefer that. Gamma has become ‘Gary’ to most of us, but Lieutenant Marks...”

      “Marks, of course, supports my original naming and still calls him ‘Gamma’”, Humble concluded.

      “Not exactly,” Airlie responded hesitantly. “But maybe I should let him...”

      “Come on! Out with it, girl!”

      “It’s kind of personal: an in-joke. They communicate easily, and tease each other a lot and played together all weekend. They have become very close already – the bond is now as strong as mine with Sooty. But I’m not sure that I should...”

      “You can’t leave me up in the air like this.  I’ll find out from him tomorrow morning anyway – he won’t disobey a direct order to tell me.”

      “OK...” Airlie hesitated a moment longer before continuing. “His pet name for his new friend is ‘Garrulous Q Psycho’.”
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      Marti Ward blends a mix of science and magic, science fiction and fantasy, in his "Appearance of Magic" universe that explores the fantastic possibilities lurking just around the corner in real science and technology. His fiction writing aims to be positive and uplifting, and just a little educational. His first published fantasy story was written when he was seven as he started his discovery of the creations of Enid Blyton, Agatha Christie, Isaac Asimov, Erle Stanley Gardner, C. S. Lewis and Anne McCaffrey. Hopefully you’ll recognize elements of all of these worthies in his stories.

       

      Marti's alter ego is a professor exploring real artificial intelligence of a kind that is only just starting to be reflected in today's technology, but is explored in story form in his Paradisi Lost novels (Casindra Lost is probably the best starting point for older readers, Moraturi Lost for teens). He is also a pioneer in brain computer communication and control, which provides the background for his Quantum Talents Series, with the first instalment, Time for PsyQ, being enjoyed by middle graders, young adults and senior citizens alike. Humble Beginnings focusses on the police inspector who becomes headmaster of the sequel School for PsyQ. 

       

      https://martiscifi.blogspot.com/ is a low volume blog that introduces Marti's new stories and occasional offers, while https://martiward.blogspot.com/ has periodical thought pieces about the science and technology behind Marti's writing, as well as other matters of related interest to readers and writers.
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      When Emily arrived at Whitehall, she was greeted by Grandmaster Hasdrubal, a blind man who ruled the school until his unfortunate death four years later. But how did Hasdrubal come to be Grandmaster? And what happened to his enigmatic predecessor, in the wake of the Empire’s Fall and the rise of the Allied Lands? This story is told, for the first time, in …

      

  




… The Grandmaster’s Tale.
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      I was not intending, originally, to write this story.

      The truth of what happened, many years ago, to unseat Grandmaster Boscha from his tenure at Whitehall was carefully buried, with good reason. I, the prime mover in those events, and my comrades had every incentive to keep the truth to ourselves. Those who supported Boscha and found themselves vulnerable when his influence was broken had similar reasons to keep their mouths shut. The cover story has remained firmly in place until this day.

      This statement will not see publication, like my prior missive, until after the death of everyone involved. The spells I have woven into the parchment will see to it.

      The background, of course, is fairly well known. The war was over. The empire was gone. The necromancers were a distant threat and the Allied Lands, the union of kingdoms that spent more time fighting each other than the common foe, only existed in embryo. The schools, once loyal to the Emperor and his court of magicians, were effectively independent, practically statelets in their own right. Their masters had authority and influence, at least in part, because no one had the power to tell them no. It was a situation calling for tact, diplomacy and a certain willingness to compromise. Grandmaster Boscha had none of those things.

      He was a … difficult person to understand, let alone like. He had reached the peak of his profession, securing a position that would put his name in the historical records, yet he wanted more. He had little interest, as far as I could tell, in actually ruling the school, leaving the task of keeping the students in order to his staff and prefects. My brothers and I spent six years of our lives at Whitehall, and the only time we ever spoke to him privately, or visited his office, was when we were punished for the heinous crime of defending ourselves against bratty aristos who thought they were better than us just because they knew their mother’s name. It was bad enough that we’d been attacked by nine older students who should, on paper, have wiped the floor with us, but worse that the four of us—after winning the fight—were punished. Boscha didn’t care. Our attackers were well connected and that was all that mattered to him. It made sense to me at the time—who cares about four magicians of dubious origin when their attackers had the purest pedigrees anyone could possibly want?—but as I grew older I found the whole affair incomprehensible. Boscha didn’t need to suck up to anyone, not then. It wasn’t until much later that I found out why.

      It had surprised me, when I applied for the post of Charms Master at Whitehall, that he’d accepted me. In hindsight, I wonder if he even bothered to look at the name on the application letter. I had the skills and experience to handle the job, but my family had effectively disowned me—after the incident that left two of my half-brothers dead and a third lost to himself—and I brought nothing beyond myself. There was never any shortage of candidates for any post at Whitehall, from senior tutor to scullery maid, even though the students were rambunctious and prone to abusing both tutors and maids. The tutors, at least, could defend themselves. The maids … well, let’s just say there was a reason there used to be an orphanage in Dragon’s Den. Boscha didn’t care about that either. I had theories about why, but none of them quite fitted the facts. Perhaps he really didn’t care. Who knew?

      I was quick to establish my authority. Students, particularly ones with magic or aristocracy or both, are like wild animals. You can’t show them a hint of weakness, or they’ll walk all over you, the girls as well as the boys. You can’t be one of the boys—or girls—either, not if you want to be a disciplinarian. The idea of letting yourself become friendly – or romantically involved—with a student is dangerous beyond words. You had to keep a mental barrier between you and them at all times or, at best, you’d wind up humiliated in front of the entire school. At worst … you don’t want to know. Really, you don’t.

      It worked, slowly but surely. I proved I knew what I was talking about—the handful of students who challenged me were effortlessly shown their place—and that I was actually worth taking seriously. Students have no respect for tutors who clearly don’t know what they’re doing or lack the personal authority to make themselves heard, but I never had a problem. The disruptions that shook other classrooms never plagued mine after the first year. Indeed, I was often called upon to help other tutors handle their classes. Not all of them were grateful. But who could blame them? To admit you needed help was to weaken yourself in the eyes of the students. And the tutors.

      I could have been happy, I suppose, if I’d stayed a tutor the rest of my life. I’d done well, and I knew it, rising to the tenured post of senior tutor. I had a reputation as a tutor no one crossed, certainly not twice, and I had far fewer problems with the students once they realised that I could still see, even though I was blind. The world might be shades of grey, rather than bright primary colours, but I had no difficulty living a full life. I could have gone into Whitehall and stayed there for the rest of my life, leaving the rest of the world behind. I could have been happy.

      But it was not to be.

      I had been a tutor for five years when the outside world intruded into my academic paradise, and all hell threatened to break loose.

      It wasn’t until it was almost too late that I realised it had been invited.
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      It began, although I didn’t realise it at the time, in a staff meeting.

      Grandmaster Boscha was not, as I often had cause to reflect upon, a very nice man. He played favourites, promoting his toadies and excusing students he felt might be of use to him, rather than upholding the school’s famed neutrality. He issued detentions that would make a royal torturer blanch, insisting—when challenged, which happened rarely—they built character. He turned a blind eye to rampant bullying, corruption and outright criminality, spending most of his days playing politics while using the school as a personal—and heavily warded—fortress. Worst of all, he held very long and boring staff meetings.

      Personally, I thought they were cruel, unusual, and extremely sadistic punishment.

      He was, and remains, a difficult person to describe. My brother, whose name I will not write, called him the crookered man, a snide remark that had a great deal of truth in it. Boscha was tall and pale, and yet there was something about the way he held himself that made him look misshapen, as if someone had cast a particularly nasty series of limb-lengthening charms on him and the damage had never truly been repaired. His hair was dark and oily, spilling around his shoulders like liquid night; his eyes were darker still, set within a face that had more than a hint of demihuman ancestry, in that it looked subtly wrong to the human eye. I doubted it was true—Boscha wouldn’t have reached his post if there’d been something nasty, or inhuman, lurking within the family tree—but his appearance set off all kinds of rumours. His angry reaction to questions about his ancestry didn’t put the rumours to rest. They just convinced his students there was a gem of truth buried under the mountain of bovine excrement the aristocratic families produced to cover it. I didn’t care. I had good reason to dislike Boscha without dragging his heritage into it.

      And besides, I was hardly able to point fingers at his background without calling attention to mine.

      “The world is changing,” Boscha said. “And we must embrace it.”

      I tried not to groan as he kept talking, hitting us with an endless series of platitudes that meant—as far as I could tell—very little. He had a plummy aristocratic voice that grated on my nerves, a grim reminder of my dear Uncle Mago, and made me want to cast all sorts of nasty charms on him. Or rip out his tongue. I’d never met anyone who was so fond of the sound of his own voice as Boscha, and I’d grown up as part of House Barca, a family known for their egos. They’re still sneering at House Ashworth for being able to trace its bloodline back only five thousand years. Personally, I thought the records had been faked years ago, and nothing more than a few hundred years old was reliable, but there was nothing to be gained from arguing. Uncle Mago had thrown a fit when I’d dared ask how reliable our ten-thousand-year-old records actually were.

      He should have been a tutor, I thought. The students would eat him alive.

      “The old order is gone,” Boscha continued. “It falls to us to consider what shape the new order should take.”

      I sighed inwardly, my sense of magical perception sweeping the room. Daphne—Boscha’s assistant—was eying him worshipfully. I wasn’t sure if her admiration was real or feigned, but it didn’t matter. She had a reputation as a backstabbing sneak who could be relied upon to tattle to her boss if someone did something, anything, Boscha could hold against him. Mistress Constance, the Alchemy Mistress, looked as if she was quietly going through potion ingredients in her head, an old tactic to keep one’s mind from wandering too far. Madame Clover, the Healer, looked incredibly impatient … either that, or she wanted to go to the toilet. I didn’t know. Lady Pepper, the Combat Magic Tutor, looked as bored as I felt. Our eyes met—more accurately my sense of perception met her eyes—and we shared the same thought. How long could our boss prattle on before actually saying something worthwhile?

      My mood darkened with every passing second. I could be in the classroom, preparing my lesson plans, or supervising detentions. Or ... there was an entire list of things I needed to do, before the coming exams, none of which were being done because I was stuck in the stupid meeting. Gods! I didn’t know why Boscha bothered. He ruled the school. He could do whatever he liked and get away with it. As long as he was careful not to push his staff too far …

      “We must take this opportunity in both hands and seize it,” Boscha continued. “Both for ourselves, and for the good of our community.”

      I wished, suddenly, that he’d given the speech in front of the students. Someone would have hurled a tomato by now, even though the student would then have been flogged to within an inch of his life and whatever was left of him put in the stocks. Students have low boredom thresholds, particularly when it comes to kneeling on the stone floor in a manner that is pretty much a stress position, and I couldn’t blame one or more for lashing out. Perhaps I’d volunteer to administer their punishment myself, so I could take them somewhere that sounded unpleasant but was nothing of the sort. Maybe I could convince the Grandmaster that a few hours in the White City, attending pointless meetings, was sufficient. But I doubted he’d get the joke.

      Or he would, I reflected. He just wouldn’t see it as a comment on him.

      “There are matters that need to be attended to,” Boscha said. “And I’m sure we are in agreement on this point.”

      “Quite,” Madame Clover said. I was surprised she’d managed to get a word in edgewises. “We need to do something about students getting injured by other students. And quickly.”

      I winced, inwardly. Whitehall had always been a rough place—students had been establishing the pecking order since the school’s founding, through force of magic, intimidation and breeding—but it had been getting worse recently as the chaos outside the walls started to spill into the school. My brothers and I had been lucky. The four of us had watched each other’s backs, and we’d had the advantage of growing up in a magical household, but other students—particularly the newborns—weren’t so lucky. A student who didn’t even know he had magic a year ago was hellishly vulnerable, when he found himself in Whitehall. On paper, he’d come into his magic at the same time as his peers. In practice, he was so far behind that catching up was incredibly difficult. They tended to find themselves slaving for the older boys. It was the only way to get some protection.

      I’d always felt sorry for those boys and done what I could to help. But it hadn’t been enough.

      “Boys will be boys,” Boscha said, dismissively. “It is of no concern as long as it doesn’t impede their learning …”

      Madame Clover cut him off. I admired her bravery. Very few people would dare lay a hand on a healer, or hurl a spell, but it was still risky to interrupt her superior. Boscha had quite a few ways to get back at her without making it obvious. Or he might just start looking for a replacement.

      “The problem is getting out of hand,” Madame Clover snapped. “Yesterday, I had nine students in the infirmary, all hexed well beyond the point they could heal themselves, and a girl someone had slipped a love potion! She was lucky, sir, that her friend realised the problem and dragged her to me for a curative before it was too late. She could have been raped!”

      I shuddered. Love—lust—potions were nasty. The basic brews would turn their victim into a lusty creature, lost to reason as they tried to satisfy their lusts … with consequences that could easily be imagined. The more advanced and dangerous brews were far worse. The victim would become obsessed, either submitting themselves to the brewer or taking them by force. There were horror stories about people who’d meddled with such potions and wound up hurt, or dead. None of them were particularly reassuring. How could they be?

      “It will teach her a useful lesson,” Boscha said. “She could have checked her drink for potion before taking a sip.”

      Madame Clover glared. “This week, I also had twenty servants who’d been hexed or cursed,” she raged. “Two manservants were turned into toads, a maid was trapped in a mirror, and another spelled into walking around naked …”

      Boscha shrugged, as dismissively as before. “They knew the risks when they chose to work here,” he said. “There’s no shortage of people willing to take their place.”

      I suspected he had a point. Whitehall was a dangerous place to work, if you lacked magic, but the wages were high, and you got your basic needs met, letting you save your money instead of spending it on food, drink and somewhere to sleep. It said something about magical society, I supposed, that while the senior families found magical abuse of mundanes to be contemptible, they rarely bothered to do anything about it. Boscha was unlikely to face any rebukes for not cracking down hard on students who abused the staff. It was much more likely he’d be scolded for cracking down. And yet, he had the power to tell the whiners to get lost. He just had to use it.

      No one in their right mind wants their children to learn bad habits, I thought, crossly. They’ll reflect badly on their parents.

      “The point, sir, is that we are allowing some of our students to run rampant,” Madame Clover insisted. “And it is going to bite us.”

      “It is vitally important we encourage them to develop their powers,” Boscha said, tartly. “That which doesn’t kill them makes them strong.”

      “That which doesn’t kill can still inflict a great deal of harm,” Madame Clover countered. “It is only a matter of time, sir, before someone winds up dead!”

      “Or broken,” I added. “There’s no point in fighting if you can’t win.”

      Boscha glowered at me. I forced myself to look back. I’d met serfs on their plantation fields, working their asses off to grow a tiny crop … serfs who were so battered by their masters that they couldn’t even raise a hand in self-defence or the defence of their wives and daughters. They lived in the mud from birth to death, unable to stand up for themselves. They had legal rights, true, but they couldn’t claim them. Their masters would crush them if they tried. And so they just trudged their way through life.

      “They can win,” Boscha said. “If they apply themselves …”

      “They keep getting knocked down,” I said. “At some point, after being knocked down repeatedly, you start wondering if you should bother getting up again.”

      Boscha didn’t seem impressed. I sighed inwardly. I knew how he felt. It was hard, almost impossible, to understate the gulf between a magician born into an old and powerful family and a magician who was the first in his family. The former knew enough theory to be able to put it into use, when he came into his magic; the latter was learning from scratch, forcing him to scramble to catch up before it was too late. It was like pitting a toddler against a grown man and expecting the toddler to win. Worse, perhaps. It was like migrating to a city-state and discovering, too late, that the rules were different, and your opponents knew how to manipulate them to best advantage.

      Heads, I win, I thought, tiredly. Tails, you lose.

      “That speaks to a weakness in their character,” he said, finally. “They must develop their character, and their ability to handle the ups and downs of life, before they start tackling the more advanced magics. An untrained magician incapable of doing so becomes a major threat, as you know. You’ve certainly killed enough of them.”

      I set my head proudly, and looked in Boscha’s direction. “Seven years ago, I killed a magician who went mad because he was mistreated,” I said. It was true, if one overlooked my brothers being involved and quite a few other details. “He had to die. At that point, he was a maddened creature who couldn’t be redeemed, who posed a danger so great that imprisoning him was not an option. But that doesn’t excuse the way he was treated.”

      Boscha looked back at me. “I was treated poorly until I proved myself, too,” he said, flatly. “I turned out all right.”

      “And if you were treated poorly and still say that,” I snapped, “it’s proof you didn’t turn out all right.”

      Magic spiked. I thought, for a moment, he was going to start a fight. What I’d said had been cutting and unpleasant, the sort of thing he could use to justify cursing me into next week if I didn’t back down and grovel … I gritted my teeth, readying myself. Boscha wasn’t a weakling—he couldn’t have held the wards if he wasn’t amongst the most puissant magicians in the world—but I had a lot of combat experience, particularly at knife-range. I was fairly sure Boscha was nowhere near as skilled. His career before Whitehall was something of a mystery—I knew students who thought Boscha was a homunculus—but he’d never given the impression of having any combat experience. Indeed, the fact he constantly harped on his position was a very strong sign he didn’t feel particularly secure.

      “The problem is spreading to my classes,” Mistress Constance said, breaking the stalemate. “Last week, I had to discipline both Adrian and Walter for throwing dragon’s root into another student’s cauldron, causing an explosion that could have wounded or killed half the class. Frankly, I am on the verge of banning both students permanently. Alchemy is dangerous enough at the best of times, when everyone is behaving themselves, and those students are going to get someone killed.”

      I kept my face impassive with an effort. Adrian of House Rawlins and Walter of House Ashworth had been friends practically since birth, two handsome and cocky young men who would have gone far, if they hadn’t turned their magical talent to making everyone else’s lives miserable. They knew better than to cause trouble in my class, thankfully, but everywhere else … they and their toadies, Jacky McBrayer and Stephen Root, caused havoc. I lived in hope that, one day, they would cross the line to the point they could be expelled. But they were good at making themselves appear innocent …

      “I believed we discussed the matter at the time,” Boscha said. “They insisted it was an accident.”

      “An accident,” Mistress Constance repeated. I could hear the sneer in her voice. “A piece of root accidentally levitating itself into the air, and accidentally flying across the chamber and accidentally splashing into another student’s cauldron and triggering a reaction … all accidentally?”

      “Unless you have clear proof it was done with murderous intent, you cannot bar them from your classes,” Boscha said. “There are rules …”

      Mistress Constance fixed him with a stern look. I had to admire Boscha’s nerve, if nothing else. Mistress Constance was a skilled alchemist as well as a powerful magician and she hadn’t risen to the top of her profession without being extremely driven. If she’d been looking at me like that, I would have feared for my life.

      “They are undisciplined, arrogant, and rude,” Mistress Constance said, coldly. “And foolish, too.”

      I felt a stab of sympathy. It was rare for someone to openly look down on a sorceress for being female—it was a good way to end up a toad—and no one did it twice, but Adrian and Walter were disrespectful as hell. I knew their fathers. The poisoned apples hadn’t fallen too far from the tree. Boscha might not take the disrespect seriously—he might not even be aware it was there—but Mistress Constance had no choice. And she couldn’t teach the little brats the lesson they so sorely needed.

      “They are also talented young lads with astonishing potential,” Boscha said. “They just need some proper guidance.”

      “So give it to them,” Mistress Constance said. “Or tell their parents to send them to Stronghold.”

      “Or to Widow’s Peak,” I muttered. The fact there was a necromancer squatting in the old fortress wasn’t a problem. Adrian and Walter might think highly of themselves, and they did have quite a bit to brag about, but a necromancer would have no trouble turning them both into a quick snack. “Why not …”

      Daphne cleared her throat. “Sir, you have a meeting with Lord Archibald Rawlins in ten minutes.”

      Boscha nodded. I wondered if he was glad of the interruption. “We’ll continue to discuss the matter later,” he said.

      I wondered, idly, what matter? Adrian and Walter … or whatever he’d intended to discuss when he called the meeting. Two hours sitting at the table … for what? I still didn’t know. If it turned out to be something minor, after all that, I was going to be pissed!

      The Grandmaster stood and left the room, Daphne following him like a puppy. I stood myself, exchanging brief looks with the others. We’d had our differences over the last few years, but none of us liked Boscha. Or his willingness to tolerate the intolerable. I made a mental note to ask Mistress Constance for a drink later, in my quarters. If nothing else, we could compare notes and see if we could determine just what our lord and master was doing this time.

      It nagged at me as I stepped through the door and headed down the maze of stairs and corridors to my classroom. Boscha … was a puzzle. I didn’t pretend to understand what he was thinking. I’d known people from all walks of life, from commoner-born serfs and merchants to princes, kings and magicians, but Boscha didn’t fit any pattern. Perhaps he really was a homunculus. Or a dragon in disguise. Stranger things had happened. Or so I’d been told.

      I stepped into the charms corridor and stopped dead, instincts flaring before my conscious mind caught up and realised what was wrong. A banging noise from one of the cupboards … someone was inside. And that meant …

      Someone was trapped.
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      I threw open the door, then stopped and stared in horror.

      A girl was lying face-down on the cupboard floor, her hands tied behind her back and her robe hiked up to reveal her underwear. Someone had wrapped a cloth around her ankles, making it hard for her to move and impossible to get to her feet. She turned her head, revealing that whoever had attacked her had stuffed something in her mouth to keep her from crying out. I swallowed, hard, as our eyes met. Geraldine was a prefect, one of the few students I trusted to actually do the job properly. It wasn't the safest position in the school—interfering prefects tended to be turned into things if they threw their weight around too much—but I’d thought she’d been doing well. Now … cold horror rushed through me as I pulled her hands free, allowing her to cover herself and pull the cloth out of her mouth. If she’d been sexually assaulted, all hell was going to break loose.

      “I …” Geraldine swallowed hard and started again. “Sir, they took my magic!”

      I blinked, then cast a diagnostic spell. The magic surrounding her lit up. I swore. Someone had hit her with a very nasty curse that dissolved her spells as she tried to cast them, rendering her effectively powerless and ensuring she couldn’t free herself in a hurry. The curse never lasted long, and could be countered by a trained magician who knew how to work their way around the edges of the spell, but to a student it was devastating. Geraldine was strong, and advanced for her age, yet she lacked the experience to know what had happened. She could have died a thousand deaths—perhaps literally—by the time the spell wore off.

      “They didn’t.” I cast the counterspell, then looked away as she freed her legs and stumbled to her feet. She didn’t to think I was staring at her after she’d been stripped of all dignity. Boscha would probably fire her when he found out what had happened. How could she command respect after she’d been overpowered, tied up, exposed, and locked in a cupboard? “What happened? And who?”

      Geraldine hesitated. I knew what she was thinking. If the school found out she’d tattled, she’d be an outcast for the rest of her schooling and probably for the rest of her life. I knew students who’d been flogged to within an inch of their lives and yet refused to breathe a word. Poor Geraldine would be better off accepting her defeat and looking for revenge on her own, rather than tattling. The gods knew her tormentors would probably get away with it. Geraldine was a newborn, and newborns rarely had the connections to make people pay.

      “Tell me,” I said, sharply. I could make her talk—it would be easy—but no one would believe it. Damn the Code of the Schoolhouse! Damn it! “What happened …?”

      Someone screamed down the corridor. Geraldine jerked her head downwards. I stood, gritting my teeth, and turned and hurried away, following the sound. I guessed something had happened, something that Geraldine had tried to stop … I heard someone laughing and cursed under my breath. I knew that laugh, the hated hunting call of an entitled brat who thought he could do what he liked, and no one would ever call him on it. A surge of hatred ran through me as I picked up speed, memories of my cousins laughing at me—and my brothers—in just the same way. We’d taught them respect, at least. They’d no longer laughed at us, not to our faces. But other students hadn’t learnt the same lesson …

      I rounded the corner and stared. A young man stood in the centre of the chamber, his body jerking back and forth as he tried to throw off the compulsion charms. Four other students surrounded him, wands pointed at their victim as they chanted heavy-handed spells. I felt the magic crawling through the air, powered by the visceral contempt they felt for their target, and poisoning the world. The audience—students young and old—laughed and jeered. Some thought it was funny—it was always funny, until it happened to them. Others … I saw the fear in their eyes, the unspoken conviction that if they didn’t laugh they’d be the next to be forced to strip in front of a gawking rabble … I hated them for it. There were nearly twenty onlookers, including a bunch of older students. They could have crushed the bullies like bugs—they could have turned the bullies into bugs—if they’d acted as one. They didn’t.

      Fear is the mind-killer, I thought, bitterly. My brothers and I had had each other, at least. We had always known we could rely on ourselves. They’re too scared to think straight.

      I calmed myself with an effort, noting names and faces. Adrian of House Rawlins and Walter of House Ashworth … why was I not surprised? I felt another surge of hatred. Handsome young men, with genuine talents and enough money in trust to ensure they could spend the rest of their days as idle layabouts if they wished, shouldn’t be spending their days picking on the less fortunate. But they did. Their toadies, Jacky McBrayer and Stephen Root, looked torn between resentment and a stubborn insistence they were doing the right thing. I knew better. The two young men—nowhere near as advantaged as their leaders—would be heartlessly dumped, the moment the four brats graduated and left to the tender mercies of everyone they’d ever picked on. I’d seen it happen before, to toadies I’d known in my school days, and knew it would happen again.

      It couldn’t happen to a nicer pair of bastards, I thought. The two ringleaders were capable … I’d give them that much, even if they were assholes. The other two were just … toadies. They had nothing beyond their friendship with well-connected brats and soon they wouldn’t even have that. They’ll have to learn the hard way that their so-called friends don’t care.

      My magic reached out, like a thunderclap. The spells evaporated as I shook the air. Wands hit the floor and clattered away, as if they’d been thrown. The audience looked at me, then turned and fled, pushing and shoving each other as they tried to get down the corridor and out of my sight before I sent them to the Warden. I’d never agreed with Boscha that arbitrary punishment is a perk of power, but the audience deserved it and worse. They’d be in hot water in the coming days, along with the ringleaders and their toadies. I’d finally caught them crossing the line.

      Their victim—Alan, a magician whose origins were a matter of some controversy—stumbled and hit the floor, as soon as the spells holding him shattered. I saw rage and hatred and bleak hopelessness on his face, although he had kept fighting against overwhelming force long enough to impress me. The bastards hadn’t taken control of his mind so much as they’d taken control of his limbs, no different from pushing someone’s hand into their face. Alan was going to be in pain for days, I feared, no matter what the healers did. His muscles had been brutalised.

      “Sir,” Walter said. He had a cocky smile that had charmed dozens of young women … all of whom learnt, too late, that once they surrendered their maidenheads he had no intention of giving them anything in return. Rumour had it he was interested in Geraldine, but she had rejected his advances. Smart girl. “We’re just …”

      “Silence,” I said, sharply. I wasn’t interested in hearing excuses or promises of better behaviour. They’d tortured one student, to a degree that would shock even a king’s torturer, and sexually assaulted another. Boscha might turn a blind eye to students harassing the maids, damn him, but other students …? “The Grandmaster will deal with you.”

      It should have worried them. I could send a student to be caned, or given weeks or months of detentions, or even used as target practice for the junior students, but I couldn’t suspend or expel them. The Grandmaster could. Even a relatively mild suspension would turn them into a laughingstock, once word spread outside the school. No one would question a newborn magician having to repeat a year, but someone who could trace his bloodline far back into the mists of time? The four bullies were in deep shit. And yet, they looked surprisingly … relieved.

      “This way,” I ordered. “Alan, Geraldine, you too.”

      Alan shot me a dark look. I knew what he was thinking. He’d been saved by a tutor … it wasn’t something that could be reasonably blamed on him; he hadn’t tattled to me, but … he was still going to be a laughingstock, too. Geraldine’s face was blank, yet … I could tell she was agitated. She was going to lose her badge and probably her reputation. Sure, most of the puerile bragging one heard in the dorms about sexual conquests was nothing more than stupid nonsense, but … mud stuck, when people wanted it to stick. Geraldine wasn’t the most popular girl in the school. She was too pretty for the girls and too sensible for the boys.

      My unease grew stronger as we walked up the stairs. Adrian and Walter were laughing and joking, until I told them to shut up … it wasn’t the sort of behaviour I expected from boys who were likely to wind up suspended. House Ashworth and House Rawlins would be shamed, to say the least, if their children were suspended. Adrian and Walter might be allowed to get away with sexual assault, if their victim wasn’t anyone important, but not embarrassing the family. It wasn’t a harmless little prank like murder!

      “Hey, Geraldine,” Walter said. “Dinner tonight?”

      I heard a patting sound, followed by a pained yelp. I didn’t need to look back to know what had happened. Walter had touched her ass, and she’d hexed him for it. I pretended not to notice, even as Walter started spluttering complaints. He’d deserved worse … a lot worse. I knew his type all too well. They did whatever they liked and woe betide anyone who had something they wanted, or just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, but when anyone dared to fight back it was unfair. How dare they refuse to bend over and take it?

      The Grandmaster’s door opened as we approached. Boscha would probably have some idea of what had happened, if I was any judge, although I was fairly sure he didn’t pay close attention to the wards that were meant to alert him if there were any major disputes between students. He’d have problems coping, if he did pay attention. There were just so many clashes, as students sorted themselves into gangs for their own protection … Boscha, damn him, didn’t care. There were times when I thought he encouraged the disputes for his own twisted amusement.

      I heard Geraldine suck in her breath as we stepped into the office and nodded in bitter understanding. Boscha’s office looked like a throne room, complete with an actual throne and a heavy wooden desk designed to put visitors in the right frame of mind for approaching the school’s lord and master. The walls were lined with portraits of kings, queens and princes, all of whom had never looked so good in their lives. The Grandmaster himself sat on his throne and studied us all, his eyes dark and cold. I wasn’t impressed. I’d come face to face with demons, necromancers and my own family.

      “Hasdrubal,” Boscha said. I’d never liked the way he said my name. “What do you have for me?”

      “I caught these four torturing one student, after sexually assaulting another,” I said, bluntly. It was hard to keep my voice under control as I ran through the entire story. If the Grandmaster had been doing his job properly, the whole affair would never have happened. “They need to be suspended. Now.”

      Boscha’s face was unreadable. “I see,” he said. “Walter, perhaps you could give us your side of the story?”

      I blinked. “Sir, with all due respect …”

      Boscha held up a hand. “I believe we should not rush to judgement, when the schooling and careers of four young men are at stake,” he said, smoothly. The nasty part of my mind wondered if he’d practiced. “We need to hear their side of the story too.”

      Walter stepped forward and gave his wretched smile. “We were merely teaching … ah … Alan … how to defend himself against some of the nastier charms,” he said, in a tone so sweet it would have been too much for my dear uncle. I half-expected Boscha to tell Walker to take his tongue off the grandmaster’s boot. Or another part of his anatomy. “His resistance has improved in the last few days.”

      My fists tried to clench. I wasn’t looking at Alan, but I could feel his resentment and hatred. And the certainty that there was nothing he could say that wouldn’t make matters worse.

      I spoke for him. “I don’t recall you ever being given the authority to teach students anything,” I said, my tone dripping sarcasm. Walter was no prefect. “What makes you think you have the right to do anything of the sort?”

      “Noblesse oblige,” Walter said. His voice dripped honey. And condescension. I wanted to hit him. “It is the responsibility of those of us born to power and privilege to assist the less fortunate by sharing our blessings. The Grandmaster himself lectured us on our duties to the poor, to those unfortunate enough to be born in ignorance and raised by parents incapable of offering even the slightest hint of magical education. They cannot be blamed, of course, for such unfortunate circumstances, yet those of us who are fortunate …”

      I cut him off. “And tying up Geraldine, and exposing her, and leaving her in a cupboard is … what?”

      “Another lesson,” Walter said, smoothly. “And I didn’t expose her.”

      I felt Geraldine tense. Was Walter lying? Or had one of his cronies exposed Geraldine instead? Or … had she been exposed by her own movements, as she struggled to free herself? Geraldine was the only person who could answer, and she wouldn’t, not unless she wanted to be a pariah for the rest of her schooling. I wanted to demand Boscha use a truth spell, but I knew he wouldn’t. Walter’s family would throw a fit. So would everyone else.

      “I’m glad to hear the matter has a simple explanation,” Boscha said. “I see no reason to take this any further.”

      I stared. “You’re really buying that … that excuse?”

      Boscha looked irked. I wasn’t impressed. “Walter has no authority to teach other students anything, nor does he have any real training or supervision. His methods are …”

      “One should not punish enthusiasm,” Boscha said. “Walter and his friends will each write an essay detailing what they did wrong and why, as punishment for upsetting their tutors. I’ll expect to see the essays tomorrow evening.”

      “Sir,” Walter protested. The outrage in his voice wasn’t remotely convincing. Honestly! He sounded as if he’d been sentenced to death for something incredibly minor. “I have a game this afternoon and tomorrow!”

      “Then you can hand the essays in next week,” Boscha said. He looked at Geraldine. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to turn in your badge.”

      The mild regret in his tone made my blood boil. Geraldine’s life had been ruined and the asshole was making it worse …

      “Sir,” I said. “I …”

      Geraldine pushed past me, her face flushed with anger, and threw the badge on the table. I hated Boscha in that moment, hated him enough to want him dead. Praise in public, punish in private … it was a piece of common sense Boscha had chosen to forget, if he’d ever known. He’d humiliated Geraldine in front of the four bullies who’d assaulted her … even if they’d never actually touched her she’d been rendered helpless, leaving her all too aware they could have groped or raped her if they’d wished. Perhaps that had been a step too far, even for brats who thought they were untouchable, or perhaps they’d planned to come back after they’d finished with Alan and do worse.

      “I’ll appoint a new prefect tomorrow,” Boscha said. “Dismissed.”

      Alan turned and hurried out of the room, Geraldine right behind him. The other four swaggered out, power-walking like knights who’d just won a joust and were now on their way to collect their winnings. I glowered at their backs, all too aware I’d made a mistake. No one would have said anything to me if I’d sent them to the Warden and told him to take the skin off their backs, or assigned a detention so horrible that even the janitor would have wanted to file official complaints, but I couldn’t overrule Boscha. He’d accepted Walter’s explanation, and there were no legal grounds to object, not now. I’d expected him to do the right thing …

      And yet, he’d accepted an explanation that was about the least convincing explanation I’d heard in five years of teaching. Or at least pretended to accept it. Why? Was he afraid of their families? Or … was there something else going on?

      I left the room myself, not bothering to say my goodbyes. An unsubtle rudeness, but one I suspected he’d let pass. Probably. Whatever he was thinking … I sighed, inwardly, as I made a private resolution. Whatever he was doing, I was going to find out.

      And then, I promised myself, I was going to make him regret it.
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      It shouldn’t have surprised me, the following morning, that Walter was announced as the new prefect. It really shouldn’t. The original prefects were nominated by the staff, and elected after several rounds of horse-trading, but the grandmaster had the right to name replacements for any prefect who left the post without consulting his staff. No one else had a say. The female members of staff insisted Geraldine should be replaced by another girl, on the grounds a male prefect wasn’t allowed into female-only places and would be hexed blind if he tried, but Boscha ignored them. He didn’t even try to insist there were no suitable replacements amongst the girls. I wasn’t surprised.

      I wasn’t surprised, either, that it didn’t take more than a day for Walter to become the least popular prefect in the school. He threw his weight around with abandon, backed up by Adrian and his two toadies. They harassed every student they could, including the ones they hadn’t been previously able to touch, often for the silliest reasons. A boy was tormented for not wearing the proper robe, a girl for not wearing the right underwear … I ground my teeth in fury when I heard that one, because I knew what he’d done to find out. There was no point in complaining to Boscha. Mistress Constance did so, only to be told the girls needed to learn how to defend themselves. I didn’t pretend to understand it. It was one thing to turn a blind eye to newborns being bullied, with an absurd explanation providing a fig-leaf of respectability, but quite another to ignore well-connected students who were being tormented. Their families could cause real trouble for Boscha …

      It was a deeply frustrating week. I did my best to keep Walter and the others under supervision, at least in my classroom, but my ability to patrol the rest of the school was limited. They seemed to be aware I was watching them and taking delight in crawling as close to the line as possible, without ever crossing it and giving me the excuse I needed to kick them out of my classroom. It was just a matter of time before someone got really hurt—or killed. I watched the four bullies, and their victims, and silently prayed I could handle it when something exploded. It was going to happen. I knew it.

      And I had to watch, dying a little inside, as Alan and Geraldine lost the will to live.

      I’d never been knocked down that far, not ever. My brothers and I had been tough enough to beat Walter and his cronies, tough enough to take on the rest of our year and make sure they remembered us even if they won by sheer weight of numbers. We had always been able to rely on each other. Alan and Geraldine had no one. They were alone in the midst of a crowd, isolated from everyone else ... no one, I reflected sourly, wanted to be associated with them when it might mean getting targeted themselves. Alan had always been a quiet little thing, but he withdrew even further into himself; Geraldine, by contrast, had been a fun-loving girl when she’d entered the school. Now …

      I probably should have reported it, when I caught Alan reading forbidden textbooks. He was no coward, whatever his other flaws, and he was no weakling either. In his hands, the rites and rituals could be really dangerous. And yet … I confiscated the books, gave him a lecture on the dangers of embracing the darkness, and sent him on his way. Boscha wouldn’t hesitate to expel him, if he knew about the books. He didn’t have to play politics with a boy of no real family …

      But he was playing politics with Walter.

      It took me a while to notice, but he was. Boscha had never shown any real interest in any of the students before, yet now … he was doing more than just showing open favouritism to Walter and his cronies. The pattern seemed odd … Boscha would sometimes override his tutors, when they handed out punishments, or give Walter privileges denied to other students, such as the right to visit Dragon’s Den during weekdays. It puzzled me. I couldn’t imagine any reason for such favouritism, certainly nothing Boscha could get elsewhere. The more I thought about it, the more it gnawed at me. What was he doing? I kept a close eye on the bully, watching and waiting, and eventually I saw him going deep into the school, to the tunnel that connected Whitehall to Blackhall. I was surprised he knew about it. My brothers and I had searched the school from top to bottom, when we’d been students, and we’d missed the tunnel. It hadn’t been until I’d found myself working closely with Lady Pepper that I’d been told about it. And yet, Walter knew?

      Odd, I thought. Walter had never struck me as the kind of student who spent his time uncovering the school’s secrets, not when he could be pulling wings off flies instead. Did the Grandmaster tell him?

      I slipped after him, down to the tunnel, and discovered it wasn’t just Walter. Nine students, all very well connected, were making their way through a passageway they weren’t supposed to know existed, wearing drab clothes that would make them harder to spot in the darkness. I wrapped myself in invisibility spells and followed, wondering just what I’d stumbled across. Walter could have asked for a pass, if he’d wanted to leave the school, and Boscha would have granted it. If he hadn’t asked Boscha … was he doing something that even Boscha would find abhorrent? Walter wasn’t stupid enough to engage in dark rites and sacrifices, was he? Or demon summoning? Or … I wasn’t in the best place to throw stones, but still …

      Perhaps it’s something harmless, I thought. I’d known girls who’d used to sneak out of the school to go dancing, something I wouldn’t have thought would cause any trouble. But then, the thrill of getting away with something was very seductive to young minds. Not that I’d ever done anything like that, when I’d been a student. Of course not. Perish the thought. But with Walter involved … how could it be harmless?

      It wasn’t easy to remain hidden in the tunnel as we reached the far end and clambered into Blackhall. The problem with being invisible is that no one knows you’re there—obviously—and they try to shut doors in your face, without ever knowing what they’re doing. Or worse. I suspected I’d be in some trouble if anyone ever figured out what I’d done. Getting into the hall was tricky—I had to cast multiple spells to conceal my presence and the signs of my presence—and it galled me to resort to such tricks. I was a senior tutor! I should be able to walk through the corridors without being invisible. But … students don’t normally do things they know they shouldn’t when they know a tutor is watching. Even Walter had more sense.

      I expected to see the group head out the doors and into the forest, picking their way to the nearest clearing or heading down to the town. Instead, they headed upstairs, into a large chamber. I had no idea what it had been used for, originally, but now it was a training room for students studying various defensive magics. The students lined up and bowed in unison as someone emerged from the far door and nodded to them. For a moment, I didn’t recognise him. Wearing a training outfit, Boscha looked like a different man.

      My blood ran cold. What the hell is he doing?

      My eyes darted from student to student. There were seventeen students, all from the upper years … all high-born. Most were from magical families of long standing, although a couple were from families that were aristocratic in both the magical and mundane communities. They were all boys … I cursed, silently, as I confirmed there were no newborn magicians, aristo or commoner, in the group. I could barely move. What was Boscha doing?

      “You know what to do,” Boscha said. He sounded crisp, direct … so unlike the grandmaster I knew and loathed that I was tempted to hit him with a spell to check his identity. I didn’t dare move. I’d never thought of Boscha as particularly talented, but it was growing alarmingly clear I’d underestimated him. “Begin.”

      The students did as they were told, running through a series of magical combat exercises that put the ones my family had offered to shame. I watched, feeling my heart sink further with every passing second, as they cast spells on each other, ranging from simple offensive spells to others that were tricky, almost forbidden. I’d wondered where Walter had learnt the spell he’d used on Alan … I knew now. Boscha walked from student to student, offering advice to some and a mild rebuke to others, praising the deserving in a manner that would have impressed me if it hadn’t been so … slanted. They weren’t being praised for doing well. They were being praised for living up to their bloodlines.

      He’s a Supremacist, I thought, numbly. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised. The idea that magicians were just better than commoners had been around for a long time, that magic instantly elevated the poorest and lowliest amongst us to a nobility none of the mundane aristocracy could hope to match. I might have been more taken with it myself, if I hadn’t been so aware of how my brothers and I had been treated. Boscha is a Supremacist and he’s teaching them to be Supremacists too.

      I swallowed, hard. Boscha was pushing at an open door. Walter and his cronies—and the rest of the group—were already convinced of their own superiority. I knew how they treated the mundane servants—and newborn magicians, even though they had magic too. It was easy to be cruel, if one believed the cruelty was amply justified … I wondered, suddenly, if Boscha had given Walter instructions on what excuse to use, if they were caught by the other tutors. Or … I cursed inwardly. It was easy to manipulate simple minds. All you had to do was pretend to be their friend, and excuse their misdeeds, and they’d love you.

      And they know he’s not a weakling either, I mused, as I watched the lesson go on. There’s no sense he’s giving them what they want because he’s afraid of them.

      My head spun. Boscha wasn’t just teaching them how to fight. He was teaching them to work as a team, to think their way through tactical obstacles … he was building an army! My blood ran cold as I inched back, careful not to do anything that might risk discovery. I wasn’t afraid of the students … no, that wasn’t true. Not any longer. Fifteen magicians with combat training, even incomplete, could give me a very hard time. And Boscha himself …

      In these times, fifteen magicians would make a formidable force, I thought. I kept moving, back down the stairs and into the tunnel. And who’s to say there aren’t more?

      The thought nagged at my mind. There were two thousand students in Whitehall. A third of them, more or less, had bloodlines that stretched back at least three or four generations, perhaps more if you overlooked certain … irregularities … in the records that might suggest a combination of forgery and wishful thinking. Even if Boscha restricted himself to the older students, and I suspected he would, he might still be able to put together a formidable force … enough to do real damage out in the world. The Empire was gone. The Allied Lands were constantly on the verge of falling apart. And if Boscha took power …

      I shuddered. I didn’t want to think about it.

      Whitehall had never felt so welcoming, I reflected, even though I wasn’t really safe. Boscha controlled the wards … I hoped, prayed, he hadn’t been watching me as I left the school myself. Would he have worked out where I’d gone? Or … my thoughts spun in circles, trying to come up with a plan. Should I go to the White Council? Right now, I doubted the councillors could agree on anything, even something as important as putting out a fire threatening to burn them to death. Or my family … the thought of crawling back to House Barca, even to warn them, was abhorrent. They’d laugh in my face. Probably.

      My feet carried me back to the staff quarters, then stopped. I needed to find allies and quickly. And that meant … I hurried down the corridor and knocked, loudly, on Mistress Constance’s door. The Alchemy tutor was tough—and had good reason to distrust Boscha. Her door swung open a moment later, her wards pointedly crackling around me. Mistress Constance had hundreds of suitors, all convinced she’d marry them if they asked nicely. So far, she’d rejected them all. I suspected I knew why.

      Mistress Constance emerged from her bedroom, her dark hair hanging loose and spilling over a white nightgown. She eyed me in a manner that would have intimidated me, if I hadn’t seen too many horrors in my life. A sorceress’s rooms are her own private kingdom, and she is quite within her rights to do whatever she likes to you, if you intrude without her permission and a very good reason. But she had to know I wouldn’t knock on her door without good cause. Tutors learn to value their private time. They get so little of it.

      “This had better be important,” she snapped. “I have the fifth years in the morning.”

      “I found out what our grandmaster was doing,” I said, after casting a series of privacy wards. The look she gave me suggested I’d better explain quickly or I’d be spending the rest of my life croaking on a lily pad, if she didn’t chop me up and use me for ingredients instead. “He’s building an army.”

      She stared as I ran through the full story, then swallowed. “He’s mad!”

      “Perhaps.” I wasn’t so sure. Boscha wouldn’t have embarked on such a scheme unless he was reasonably sure it would succeed. Or at least let him back off and swear blind he’d been up to nothing. “I don’t know what he thinks he’s doing.”

      “We had an odd little chat, Pepper and I and him,” Mistress Constance mused. “It was one of those odd little conversations, one of those discussions where you dance around the topic endlessly, trying to tease out what someone thinks about something without ever revealing your own thoughts and feelings. It was … he was talking about magical supremacists, asking what I thought of the concept. I dismissed it.”

      I looked up. “You did?”

      “It’s easy to say we’re better than the mundanes,” she said. “But the idea magicians who can trace their families back countless years are superior to newborns is absurd. I’ve been a teacher for years, and I have seen no inherent difference, nothing that proves newborns cannot catch up with students who were born and raised in a magical household and were taught much of what they needed to know before they came into their magic. You should have seen it, too.”

      I nodded. If it had been up to me, newborns would have been given a year of preparatory schooling before they started classes with students who’d had that training before they went to school. It would have kept them from being left behind, confirming the prejudices against newborn magicians. Boscha had always refused to even consider the possibility. With what I knew now, I suspected he hadn’t wanted to risk giving the newborns a level playing field.

      “Yes,” I said, curtly. “What’s his endgame?”

      My mind churned. If Boscha was acting alone … he couldn’t be. It would just take one idiot like Walter to say the wrong thing to his parents, and all hell would break loose. Boscha might have tried to get them to swear oaths or sign contracts to keep their mouths shut, but his students had been born and raised in a community where asking someone to swear an oath was a huge red flag. And if Boscha had tried to test Mistress Constance, to see if she might be open to his ideas …

      “He’s not the only Supremacist,” I mused. The Supremacists were strongest amongst the magical families, the ones with the background to buy into their claims. I knew there were a few in House Barca, damn them. “If he’s working for the others … what then?”

      I thought I saw what Boscha and his allies had in mind. The world was in flux. There was no stability, no legitimacy save what was conferred by force. A magical army could impose a united government on the magical community, through a combination of sticks and carrots, and go on to create a magocracy ruling the entire world. It was rare for magicians to care that much about the mundanes, but … it wasn’t as if any of the magicians ever stuck their necks out for them. Walter and his cronies could do as they pleased and no one—no one important—would care enough to stop them.

      “We need to unseat him,” Mistress Constance said. The urgency in her voice gave me pause, then I realised. A Supremacist government with the power to push magicians around would force her to marry and bear children, no matter her personal preferences. “And quickly.”

      I nodded. “It won’t be easy,” I said. “He has control of the wards.”

      “Yes,” Mistress Constance said. “We need to get Pepper and some of the others involved. And then we need a plan.”

      “Yes,” I echoed. “And I think I have something in mind.”
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      “Alan, Geraldine, stay behind,” I said, as I dismissed the rest of the class. “We need to discuss your homework.”

      Walter sniggered as he stood, his hand rubbing his rear. The class tittered on cue. I glared them into silence. Sheep, the lot of them. No, that wasn’t entirely fair. Walter and his cronies had the backing of the grandmaster and that meant they effectively ruled the school, no matter how many times they were sent to be beaten. There weren’t many other students who could stand up to them and would, given how many of the potential candidates might be getting their own lessons from Boscha. We’d put our heads together and calculated how many students might be on his list. It was a depressingly high number.

      Geraldine eyed me warily as they approached my desk. Alan tried to keep his face blank, but I could sense his sullen hostility and resentment—and stubbornness. He was remarkably recalcitrant, even in the face of bullying beyond anything I’d ever faced. He could have left school, at the end of the previous year, but it would have been a little too much like giving up. I felt for him, really I did. He might not have my family name as blessing and burden, but he had a great deal of potential that was going to be squashed.

      A thought crossed my mind, something that refused to come into focus … something about Alan that nagged at me. But what?

      I waved my hand at the door, closing it with a spell designed to make the thud inaudible, then cast a pair of privacy wards. It was a risk—the school’s wards would certainly notice that part of the building was suddenly dead to them—but it was one I had to take. Boscha was elsewhere, for reasons I didn’t understand and didn’t feel inclined to question. The longer he stayed away, the smaller the chance he’d realise anything had happened and ask questions upon his return. I’d gone to some trouble to arrange a cover story, just in case.

      The students stiffened. It was rare for teachers to cast privacy wards in classrooms, even when they were discussing private research projects or disciplinary matters. The sudden alarm in their eyes was oddly hurtful—the idea they might think I had some nefarious purpose in getting them alone, in a place no one could hear the screams, was worse—but I couldn’t blame them. The students—all students—saw their tutors as enemies, no matter how good they were at their job. And that was true even if all they did was get the students through their exams with a bare passing grade.

      A lot can happen, behind stone walls and polite secrecy, I reflected, sourly. My brothers and I had been largely immune—a combination of family connections and undoubted fighting skill—but I’d heard rumours. We all had. And the victims rarely—if ever—talk.

      I looked in their direction. I wasn’t sure what to say. Not really. It wasn’t something I’d ever considered. How does one go about recruiting students for a cause that could easily get them killed? Or worse? They would be paranoid about me, with reason. The mere fact I’d asked them to meet me alone, behind privacy wards, was a clear sign something was badly wrong. And yet …

      “Tell me something,” I said, finally. Alan might appreciate me being blunt. Geraldine would not. “How long do you think it will be before someone gets seriously hurt?”

      Geraldine scowled. I knew what she was thinking. Someone had already been seriously hurt. Magic could cure many things, but there were limits.

      “Not long, sir,” Alan said, stiffly. The bitterness in his voice was striking—and painful. “They think they own the school.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Are you interested in doing something about it?”

      Alan looked as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t force the words to pass his lips. Geraldine had fewer problems. “Why aren’t you doing anything about it?”

      I kept my face impassive, with an effort. Her words stung.

      “Because they have the backing of their families,” I said. And Boscha, although we’d get to that later. Perhaps much later. “There are limits to what I can do to them without drawing attention.”

      “And so you let them go on,” Alan burst out. I was surprised he went so far. He had to be hurting more than I’d thought. “You do nothing and then …”

      Geraldine nudged him, hard. I wondered, absently, just what sort of relationship they’d developed in the last few weeks. They were both pariahs … were they pariahs together? It wouldn’t be the first time two strangers found themselves working together because being alone was worse. I hoped it would last, despite feeling it would not. No one deserved to be completely alone.

      “Freaking aristos,” Alan snarled. “They always look after themselves.”

      I bit down on the urge to point out that magical and mundane aristos were two very different groups. He was right about one thing. They did band together to support their peers, if they were accused of anything from stealing a blade of grass to deflowering a maiden or joining a mercenary band. It didn’t matter if the person in question was innocent or as guilty as a man caught with his hand up a girl’s dress. They’d put all of their considerable power to work ensuring the wretched man didn’t have to face any punishment for his misdeeds. Bastards.

      “Yes,” I agreed. We could quibble over the definitions later. “There’s nothing that can be done, legally. But we can step outside the law.”

      Geraldine eyed me. “Is this anything to do with what they’re doing after class?”

      My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re slipping out, every second night, and not trying to be sneaky,” Geraldine said. “All of them … all aristos.”

      I had to fight to hide my amusement—and annoyance. Geraldine had clearly noticed something … why hadn’t we? But then, it wasn’t as if we bedded down in the dorms. The housemaster reported to Boscha and … I frowned inwardly, wondering what—if anything—they’d told each other. Sneaking out of dorms and prowling the school at night was an old tradition. I knew housemasters who would turn a blind eye to students leaving the dorms on the grounds they needed to sharpen their skills elsewhere. My old housemaster had certainly pretended not to see us until we got to the bottom of the corridor.

      “They’re up to something, aren’t they?” Alan met my eyes. “What are they doing?”

      “Private lessons,” I said, flatly.

      Geraldine sucked in her breath. She’d worked her ass off to catch up with the other students. She’d had no choice. Her merchant family hadn’t been able to give her the background knowledge she needed, let alone the training to make proper use of her magic from the moment she came into it. They might not even have realised she had magic until it started to manifest. She’d done well, she knew she had …

      And yet, her eyes showed the despair of someone who’d just realised the game was rigged. Still rigged.

      Alan cleared his throat, loudly. I felt a flicker of admiration. Alan was drawing my attention to him, in a manner that would be very difficult to overlook. He was risking a thrashing to ensure Geraldine would have a few moments to calm herself … impressive. Very impressive. I just hoped it wouldn’t bite him on the rear later.

      “I have an offer for you two,” I said. “Private lessons of your own, from me and a couple of other teachers. You can catch up and surpass Walter and his friends.”

      “Right,” Alan said. He sounded like a man who’d just been handed a gift horse and suspected he really should look it in the mouth. “What’s in it for you?”

      His friend nudged him again. “Alan!”

      “It’s a sensible question,” I said, mildly. It was, too. “And to answer it, I don’t think it’s right they should have private lessons of their own.”

      Geraldine frowned. “Does this have anything to do with Walter’s bragging?”

      “What bragging?” I’d heard Walter brag about everything from his sexual conquests—I doubted he’d had so many; he’d have had no time for schooling—to the lands and wealth he would inherit when his father went to meet the gods. I had a private suspicion the old man’s life would be in danger the moment his son graduated, even though Walter had a trust fund that paid out—monthly—more money than most people would ever see in their lives. “What’s he been saying?”

      “That things are going to be different,” Geraldine said. “And that I could be his concubine if he wished.”

      “He wished,” I repeated. I didn’t like the sound of that. Most magicians were smart enough to realise that adding new blood to their family tree made them stronger, in the long run, but that didn’t always mean they treated newborn magicians well. My family hadn’t been very kind to my uncle’s wife, even though she’d given them three strong and powerful children to carry the bloodline into the next generation. “What else did he say?”

      “A lot.” Geraldine’s cheeks heated. I guessed Walter had been crude, rude, and unappealing. “Mostly about things he wanted me to do to him.”

      I almost smiled, despite the situation. It would be hilarious if Boscha’s plan unravelled because Walter couldn’t keep his fat mouth shut. The more people you added to your conspiracy, the greater the chance one of them would say the wrong thing and draw attention to your plans before it was too late. Boscha would have been wiser to use magic to seal their lips, although that might have drawn attention too. And yet, as Geraldine reluctantly outlined the specifics, I had to admit Walter hadn’t said anything too specific. It would be easy for someone to argue he’d just been an asshole.

      “Yes. It is.” I leaned forward. “Do you want the lessons?”

      Alan and Geraldine exchanged glances. I could tell what they were thinking. On one hand, without private lessons they were going to fall further and further behind; on the other, they had no idea what I really wanted, and they had no idea what I might get them into. There was no way I could reassure them either, or offer protection if the whole affair exploded in our face. I knew better than to make promises I couldn’t keep. Alan was too streetwise to be fooled.

      “Yes,” Alan said, finally. “I’ll take them.”

      Geraldine nodded. “Me, too.”

      I allowed myself a tight smile. “Good,” I said. “You’ve both been very naughty and you’ve been given detention, Saturday morning. Mistress Constance has recruited me to assist with collecting certain ingredients she needs, and I’m assigning you to assist me. I’ll write something into the record book to account for it. If anyone asks, tell them I caught you whispering rude things about me.”

      “Sir,” Geraldine said. “Does it have to be a detention? Can’t you come up with another excuse?”

      And on Saturday morning, at that, I thought, wryly. Saturday detentions were the worst. You didn’t get to stay in bed until noon or … or anything, really. Walter was going to laugh his ass off when he found out, the prat. Hopefully, he wouldn’t wonder if there was something else going on. There’s no other way to do it.

      “I’m afraid so,” I said. “One other thing—who else do you think would be interested in private lessons?”

      “Everyone who isn’t an aristo,” Alan said, flatly. “And that’s a lot of people.”

      I nodded. “I’ll see you both at the rear door on Saturday. Nine in the morning. Do try not to be late.”

      “Yes, sir,” Geraldine said, reluctantly.

      “Do not discuss this on school grounds,” I warned. “The walls have ears. Don’t discuss it in town, either. If you must, go far into the forest or up the mountains and do it there.”

      Geraldine looked pale. I thought I knew what she was thinking. The grandmaster—or anyone who knew how to access the wards—could look into the female dorms, or changing rooms, or showers … I didn’t think Boscha would do anything of the sort, and privacy was always in short supply at a boarding school, but it was still disconcerting. The aristos didn’t worry so much about those things. They grew up surrounded by servants, from birth to death. They didn’t have any privacy at all.

      “Dismissed,” I said, quietly.

      Alan and Geraldine nodded, then hurried off as I dispelled the wards and unlocked the door. I watched them go, knowing I was now committed. They’d told me … I didn’t like the sound, I really didn’t, of what Walter had been saying. The Supremacists had long argued that newborn woman should be turned into nothing more than broodmares, sharing their blood with the greater community without receiving anything in return, and Walter was the type of person to embrace that argument with great conviction. Personally, I suspected it would be disastrous—there would be all sorts of disputes over who was the legitimate heir to any given bloodline— but no one was interested in asking my opinion. The Supremacists—those that knew about my father—might even think my existence was proof they were right.

      The rest of the week passed quickly. I kept patrolling the corridors, listening to rumours being passed from student to student, and quietly compiling lists of potential recruits. It wasn’t easy to pick students who had both a cause and the ability to become fighters, rather than being so badly battered they couldn’t even raise a hand to defend themselves. It was also tricky to avoid students who had ties to the various magical families, even if they were newborns. Quite a few had been scouted already and offered all kinds of rewards for sharing their blood. I hoped they’d had the sense to make sure protections for themselves were worked into the contract. If they didn’t … it would bite them. Hard.

      I met Alan and Geraldine on Saturday morning, both looking cranky to have been roused from their beds so early. I didn’t blame them. Friday nights were often wild, with students heading down to town for entertainment or simply staying up late because they didn’t have to get up the following morning. No matter how many charms the two students used to block out the noise, something would get through. Few students would let their roommates sleep early on Friday. Anyone given detention on a Saturday had done something that was really beyond the pale.

      “This way,” I said, trying to sound nasty. “Follow me.”

      We walked through the grounds, past the arena and out into the forest. The wards faded away as we picked up speed, following a path I’d known in my younger days. I stayed well away from the scene of the crime as we picked our way onto a smaller path, casting a handful of subtle charms to distract and deter anyone who might be following us. I didn’t think it was too likely—everyone thought the two students had detention, with a tutor known to be a harsh taskmaster—but better safe than sorry. The two didn’t grumble as we kept moving. I was oddly impressed. Walter and his cronies would’ve been moaning and groaning by now.

      The pathway widened, suddenly, into a clearing. Mistress Constance, Lady Pepper and a handful of other students stood there, waiting for us. I sensed my two students tense as they realised we weren’t alone, alarm running through their minds as it dawned on them matters were more serious than they’d thought. I mentally kicked myself for not warning them that other students would be coming. But there hadn’t been time.

      “We have a lot to learn and not much time,” Lady Pepper said. She might not be the best combat sorcerer in the world, but she was one of the best instructors. The really talented sorcerers often found it hard, if not impossible, to teach students how to follow in their footsteps. Boscha, damn the man, had made noises about hiring someone better. I suspected he was wasting his time. There might be sorcerers who could best her in a fight, but not do better when it came to teaching. “Are you ready?”

      Alan shot her a challenging look. “Can you make us better than them?”

      “No,” Lady Pepper said, flatly. “I can give you the tools to make you better, but it is you who will have to do the work. If you don’t …”

      I smiled at her lecture. I’d heard it before. Most sorcerers aren’t lazy, perish the thought, but there is a certain indolence around them that means they can be bested by someone who thinks on his feet. Formal duelling contests are judged by presentation, by who can cast the most dramatic spell, while real fighting is judged by who puts the other down first. You can win a duel and still lose if the judges insist you broke a rule, while there are no rules in real fighting. Get down, get dirty and don’t show any mercy as long as your opponent can still hurt you. Rest assured, he will do the same to you.

      Boscha has never been in a real fight, I reminded myself. And neither has Walter.

      Alan nodded, when she’d finished. “Yes, My Lady.”

      I nodded, too, although I feared the future. Alan was smart and stubborn and given the right training and experience would be a match for anyone. I hoped that wouldn’t become a problem, later on. I was putting a lot of power in hands that hadn’t held any power, relatively speaking, and might not be mature enough to cope with it. Geraldine, too, I feared. It wouldn’t be the first time a newborn magician had gone home and reacted badly to something she would have ignored years ago. I knew one girl who’d turned her entire family into toads, for a real—or imagined—slight. Alan could be just as bad, if I gave him the chance. But if I didn’t …

      “Good,” Pepper said. If she had any reservations, she kept them to herself. “Let us begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a fun couple of hours.

      Lady Pepper was good at her job, and she had two other experienced magicians to help her. I didn’t mind showing something of what I could do and allowing myself to make mistakes—the kind of mistakes my old instructor would have hexed me for making—so she could demonstrate how to take best advantage of them. It helped that our nine students were smart enough to realise the mistakes weren’t real, that we’d worked out in advance what sort of mistakes I could make that would be credible. I knew at least one instructor who’d gotten pissy, not without reason, when his senior forgot to make it clear the mistakes hadn’t been real. The poor guy had been sore for weeks afterwards.

      “Master Hasdrubal tried to be fancy,” Pepper said, as I picked myself off the ground. “The spell he wanted to use takes too long to cast, if one is standing in the open. He gave me all the time I needed to strike him first, with a simple but nasty spell. And if you’re unlucky, you get worse for grandstanding than being knocked on your ass.”

      I nodded, then watched as the students went through their own lessons. Alan was a smart and canny combatant, once he got the idea he was allowed to cheat. He’d grown up in an orphanage, from what I’d heard, which probably accounted for his willingness to inflict as much pain as possible even if it cost him badly. He might not look as tough as some of the students who’d grown up in happier circumstances, but he was tougher. I rather thought Pepper liked him. As a slight girl who didn’t look particularly intimidating, she’d had to prove her capabilities very quickly or the students would’ve walked all over her.

      Idiots, I thought, crossly. Frauds didn’t last long at magic school. Once it became clear they didn’t know what they were talking about, their career was over. Do they think she got the job—and kept it—because she has a nice smile?

      I put the thought aside as the session came to an end. “If you want to practice any of these spells, do it in a spellchamber and try to make sure there are other spells being cast in the same room to conceal precisely what you’re doing,” I warned. I didn’t think Boscha paid close attention to what sort of spells the students were casting, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “I can book you into spellchambers if you need to. If not … we’ll come up with another excuse, next Saturday, for more lessons.”

      Alan and Geraldine joined me for the walk back to the school. Mistress Constance had taken the precaution of obtaining supplies from elsewhere, ensuring the full baskets—and the mud on their outfits—would convince everyone we really had been hunting for potion ingredients. I doubted anyone would bother. Still … the two students chattered away excitedly as we walked, their woes forgotten in the aftermath of a fun and practical magic lesson. I felt a twinge of wistfulness, mixed with guilt and regret. I’d felt the same way, too, when my brothers and I had been the same age. Too many years had passed since then.

      “Get a shower and a change,” I ordered, as we reached the dorms. “I’ll see you in class.”

      They nodded and hurried away. I hoped they had the sense to believe me when I cautioned them about the wards. If they said the wrong thing at the wrong time … I put the thought out of my head as I turned and made my way back to my office. I had papers to grade, papers I should have attended to yesterday. But I hadn’t had time.

      I could put them off some more, I thought. Or …

      Jacky McBrayer stepped out to block my way. “My Lord?”

      I tried to keep my displeasure from showing on my face. Jacky was a young man whose body somehow gave the impression of being fat and unhealthy, even though it was rare to see a fat magician. I’d never liked him. He was a crawler who sucked up to the biggest and strongest bully he could find, then—safe under the bully’s wing—tormented everyone else. Jacky was particularly unpleasant, as he was never safe in his position. I remained adamant in my opinion that Walter and Adrian would ditch him, the moment he became surplus to requirements, and all the people he’d tormented would come looking for revenge. Poor bastard. If he’d had a better upbringing, perhaps he’d be a little more careful about his friendships.

      “What?” If he’d come to tattle on someone again, I was not going to be pleased. “What is it?”

      “The Grandmaster would like to see you in his office,” Jacky said. “He sent me to escort you …”

      “How … charming,” I said, keeping my face under tight control. Boscha wouldn’t send a student to escort me anywhere, even if he knew what I’d been doing. I suspected Jacky’s ‘friends’ had dumped him again, leaving him alone and vulnerable. Staying close to a tutor was one way to ensure he didn’t get hexed into next week. “Let us go to his office, shall we?”

      My mind raced as we made our way up the stairs. The summons was an unpleasant surprise. Did Boscha know what I’d been doing? I didn’t think so—I knew how to evade the gaze of far more powerful and capable people—but I could be wrong. Or … what else could it be? I’d filed a bunch of complaints about various issues with the department and school at large—a cover; I’d noticed that when people got quiet, it was time to start worrying—but I was fairly sure Boscha had simply filed them in the bin. Or … what could it be? I ignored Jacky’s attempts at small talk as we reached the office, then motioned for him to wait outside as I entered. Boscha didn’t look like someone who was planning an ambush. He was sitting in his chair, drinking wine and reading papers.

      “Ah, Hasdrubal,” he said. “Thank you for coming.”

      I nodded, impatiently. “Grandmaster. What can I do for you?”

      Boscha didn’t seem disturbed by my rudeness. He just indicated the glass. “Wine? It was sent to me personally, by Lord Pollux.”

      “That was very good of him,” I said, a deadpan look on my face. Lord Pollux was Walter’s dad. His estates were renowned for their grapes, as well as a number of alchemically interesting crops, but … it was never safe, for a magician, to risk getting drunk. I hoped Boscha was careful enough to remove the alcohol before he let it pass his lips. “I trust he and his vineyards are doing well?”

      “Well enough,” Boscha said. He took another sip of his glass. “The flavour is exquisite.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes. Maybe it was something to do with my birth, but I’d always been a pleb when it came to wine. The idea of rolling the liquid around in my mouth and then spouting nonsense was just silly. Besides, it was an affectation of people who had nothing better to do with their lives. Or just wanted to claim they were better than everyone else. It was a fairly common delusion.

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “If you don’t mind, I do have grading to be getting on with …”

      “You probably shouldn’t have taken the detention this morning,” Boscha said. “Next time, hand them over to someone else. I’m sure Walter or one of the other prefects would be happy to do the work.”

      “It was a favour to Mistress Constance,” I said. I was sure Walter would be happy, too. I was also sure there was a better than even chance he’d be hurt if he tried. It was funny how many prefects, particularly the mean ones, went outside the school and vanished, only to come stumbling back weeks later with some cock and bull story about how they’d encountered a wild witch who’d turned them into toads. Or something. I don’t know why they bothered. Everyone knew the truth. “And it was a good walk. It helped to clear my mind.”

      Boscha nodded, then changed the subject. “Two months from now, the school board will be visiting,” he said. “I believe they want to inspect the school but also to discuss our role in our changing world. We will, of course, be hosting them.”

      I nodded, keeping my amusement from showing. What did the school board ever do to you?

      “Of course,” I said. I pitied the board members. They’d have bad food, lumpy beds, and quite a few other experiences that would give them flashbacks to their childhoods. “I’m sure they’ll enjoy the experience.”

      “I certainly hope so,” Boscha said. “We will, of course, be doing our best to ensure they have a good time here. The classrooms will be dusted; the corridors will be cleaned; the beds in the guest quarters will be replaced … they will, of course, join me for dinner each night in my own private suite. I see no reason to expose them to the students.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Do you not want them to inspect the classes?”

      “You and the other tutors will give demonstrations of your teaching styles,” Boscha said, calmly. “But I feel it is important not to interrupt the students as they study. A handful of students will be presented to the board, of course, but the majority will be left to continue their work uninterrupted.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. I needed time to think about what I was being told. “I’m sure the board will find it very interesting indeed.”

      “Quite,” Boscha agreed. “These are challenging times for all, Hasdrubal, and it is vitally important we prove that we can live up to the challenge.”

      Quite right, I thought, as I took my leave. And what, precisely, are you planning?

      My thoughts ran in circles. The school board was coming here. That was odd. The board was rarely, if ever, involved in actual decision-making. I thought the last thing they’d ever done was rule on a teacher’s complaint about being sacked for no good reason, shortly after Boscha took his post, and they’d ruled the teacher was in the wrong. Otherwise … Boscha was allowed to run the school to suit himself. I wondered, idly, just how many board members had kids attending school. They would certainly all be aristos.

      Jacky was waiting outside. I eyed him sourly, wondering if it was worth trying to recruit him as a source, then ordered him to go. The fear in his eyes almost convinced me to change my mind. He wasn’t a bad student, just … I shook my head and made my way back to the staff rooms. I needed to speak to Mistress Constance and Pepper, when they returned to the school. If the board was coming here … why?

      Maybe someone has been telling tales out of school, I thought, although it was hard to believe anything serious would be delayed for two months. Or maybe it really is just what it seems.

      It bugged me. Boscha had a point about one thing, and that was that the world was changing. The old certainties of my childhood—and his—were gone. Whitehall had been part of the imperial establishment for so long that … what was the school’s role now, after the establishment had been swept away? The thought haunted me. There were no shortages of power-hungry men, and a handful of women, taking advantage of the chaos to seize power for themselves. Did Boscha want to do the same? Or … or what?

      I reached my office and returned to the grading, feeling my head start to pound as I read through the essays. There’s always a handful of students who don’t pay any attention to the instructions and a couple whose answers go off on tangents so bizarre you honestly wonder what they think they’re studying. You might as well ask someone to add two and two and get donkey as the answer. And then there’s the students whose handwriting is so bad that unravelling their answers is an exercise in cryptography. I knew teachers who didn’t bother to try…

      Bastards, I thought, as I reached for the kettle to brew myself something to drink. They could put in the effort, couldn’t they?

      I rubbed my forehead. Reading and writing were complex skills and the students from lower social classes tended not to have any training until they reached school. It made it harder for them to catch up … Geraldine’s family might have paid for lessons for her, if they were progressive enough to educate young women, but it was interesting that Alan knew how to read and write. The orphanage must have hired tutors. I sighed as I poured steaming liquid into a cup, then sat down to work. If I was ever in a position to change the rules, ensuring everyone had a chance to learn the basics before going on to the advanced classes would be the first thing I’d do.

      “He gave me the same speech,” Mistress Constance said, that evening. “The board is coming, and we have to be ready.”

      “He’s making sure the board isn’t going to be exposed to the food,” Pepper cracked. “Wise of him.”

      I nodded, although I suspected Boscha was wasting his time. The board members had all been to school. Surely, they recalled just how bad the food was … surely. There were occasional midnight feasts, which were quietly ignored if they didn’t become excessive, but most students had to eat in the dining hall. Maybe they’d forgotten. Most people don’t like to dwell on unpleasant memories and school meals were very unpleasant indeed. It was something else I intended to change. I had to eat those dinners, too!

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “What is he doing?”

      “Building an army,” Pepper said, flatly. “We know it. But who is the real mastermind?”

      I frowned. Boscha had been at pains to remind me of his connection to Lord Pollux. I guessed he had ties to Lord Archibald too. I doubted Boscha was acting on his own, but …

      “We need to unseat him,” I said. “I doubt the board will do it for us.”

      “No,” Mistress Constance agreed. “He’ll just claim he was giving students some extra tuition. He might even get away with it.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. It wasn’t uncommon for students to seek out extra tutoring. The precedent had been set long ago. But Boscha was doing it on an excessive scale … if he hadn’t been working so hard to hide it, and Walter hadn’t been more obnoxious than usual, I would have wondered if I’d made a terrible mistake. The grandmaster could come up with a decent cover story for doing it openly, if he’d tried. “Why do it in secret?”

      “To avoid exciting jealousy,” Pepper said. “But why not offer the lessons to everyone?”

      “We need to keep training our own students,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I had in mind, not yet, but Boscha couldn’t be allowed to have the only army or he’d win by default. And so would his backers. “And we need to come up with a plan.”

      I finished my drink and left, leaving them alone.

      The next two weeks went slowly. We carried on the private training—and kept an eye out for new recruits— as we studied Boscha as closely as we could, trying to determine what he was planning. I was sure we were missing a major piece of the puzzle, perhaps the piece that would show us what the remainder of the puzzle would look like, but we didn’t have any idea what it was. Boscha himself showed no inclination to give anything away, save for endless reminders about the board’s visit. It made me wonder if he was planning to kidnap the board members and hold them for ransom, an idea that only made sense if one assumed Boscha was a complete idiot. Even Walter would hesitate to kidnap his own father!

      Unless he thinks he can inherit ahead of time, I thought, before dismissing the idea as being absurdly complex. There were no shortages of heirs who’d inherited in suspicious circumstances, but most of them had fairly credible cover stories. Walter isn’t daft enough to believe he could get away with kidnapping and murdering his father outright, is he?

      I didn’t know. I had relatives who were stupid enough to think they could get away with just about anything, from molesting the maids to lying to their fathers. They’d never faced consequences in their lives, not even a slap on the wrist … naturally, they thought they’d never face any consequences at all. Some of them had been right … others had discovered, too late, that they weren’t immune to punishment or that simply they’d been denied the rewards and prospects offered to others. I wouldn’t have trusted someone so entitled he thought he could get away with anything and many other people would feel the same way.

      And then they had the nerve to complain they were being denied the posts they thought were theirs by right, I thought. It had been a rare moment of justice in a family that thought blood was often more important than skill. Walter might go the same way, too.

      I kept walking, randomly wandering the corridors. The air felt tense, suggesting trouble … I kept my eyes open, watching for the first hint someone had drawn the short straw and found himself charged with keeping watch for approaching tutors. It was a thankless job, but someone had to do it …

      And then I heard the scream.
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      I ran.

      Jacky popped out of nowhere and opened his mouth. I zapped him with a freeze spell and darted past, hearing his body crash to the floor behind me. The last thing I needed was for someone to shout CAVE before I caught the guilty party in the act. Someone else ran past, her pale eyes wide. I gritted my teeth as I ran around the corner, bracing myself as best as I could. There were few adults with the naked sadism of students. The youngsters tended to lack the awareness of possible consequences that dominated adult thought.

      The scene before me was horrific. Alan was bent over, hands clutching his chest. Blood spilled from between his fingers and dripped on the floor. Geraldine stood next to him, frantically casting healing spells that refused to take … she was too frantic, part of my mind realised dully, to properly complete the spells. Walter, Adrian and Stephen stood nearby, faces twisted into leers. Other students were watching, unsure what to do. They scattered the moment they saw me. I was almost relieved. The bullies had gone too far, finally …

      “Stand back,” I ordered Geraldine. She was trying her best, but she wasn’t helping. “Let me …”

      I cast the freeze spell on Alan, then levitated him into the air. It was hard to get a good look at the wound—his hands covered everything—but judging by the neat tear on his robes his attacker had used a cutting charm. I was surprised Alan was still alive. The charm could have cut his entire body in half, putting him beyond all hope of salvation. I snapped out a pair of spells to clean up the blood—I didn’t want to leave it lying around, not when someone could use it to curse him from a safe distance—then levitated Alan down the corridor. The audience had vanished. I told myself it wouldn’t protect them. I’d seen enough faces to get their owners on the hot seat, then sweat them until they gave up the rest. It wasn’t fun and games, even by a sadist’s standards, any longer. It was attempted murder.

      “They tried to grab me,” Geraldine stammered. She was in shock. She wouldn’t have been so open about what had happened if she’d been thinking straight. “Alan tried to stop them, and they cursed him and …”

      “Later,” I snapped. Alan had lost a lot of blood. The wound could be sealed easily enough, but replacing the blood would be harder. I caught a passing firstie and sent him to take a message to Mistress Constance, asking her to meet me in the infirmary. She might have to whip up a potion to encourage his body to replenish its blood reserves. “Let me keep him alive first.”

      Madame Clover’s eyes widened as I levitated Alan into the infirmary and dumped his frozen body on the nearest bed, then hurried to grab her wand and start casting diagnostic spells. I stepped back, taking Geraldine’s hand and pulling her out the way, too. Madame Clover was a practiced healer, one of the best in the world, but she could only do her work without interruption. Mistress Constance joined us moments later, her face grim. Madame Clover barely looked up as she snapped orders, demanding that I help her with some charms and the alchemist brew a pair of healing potions. She didn’t find anything for Geraldine to do, which might have been a mistake. The poor girl could only stand by the wall, watching in horror as the healer fought to save her friend’s life. I hoped—prayed—Alan would be fine. I hadn’t dared knock him out, not when it might push him over the edge. But being trapped in a wounded body, unable to move a muscle, wouldn’t do wonders for his mental state either. It might end very badly indeed.

      I’ll keep an eye on him, I promised myself, although I knew it wouldn’t last. Alan would graduate, then leave without looking back. Perhaps I could convince my brother to give him an apprenticeship …

      Madame Clover stepped back, after what felt like hours. “He will be fine,” she said, finally. On the bed, Alan looked almost childlike. The wound was gone, but his clothes were still stained with blood. “He just needs a few days of rest to replenish his strength, even with the potion.”

      “He’ll …” Geraldine stepped forward. “Can I stay with him?”

      “As long as you don’t disturb him,” Madame Clover said. “He’s in a healing trance right now. He has to come out of it on his own.”

      She motioned for Mistress Constance and I to follow her into her office. “A bad business,” she said. The office was supposed to be secure, but I cast a handful of privacy charms anyway. “I was half-afraid the wound would be charmed to make it impossible to close and seal. Even so … he was lucky to survive. An inch lower and it would have sliced right through his heart.”

      “Attempted murder,” I said, savagely. “They can’t get away with this.”

      Mistress Constance looked at me. “Are you sure?”

      I scowled. Boscha couldn’t cover for the little bullies now, could he? And yet, it had been hours since I’d broken up the fight and taken Alan to the healer. Anything could happen in a few short hours, from the bastards running away to their master finding a way to excuse their crimes. I couldn’t think of anything that would—it wasn’t a harmless little prank like turning a passing student into a toad—but that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t. Boscha wasn’t stupid. And he had a strong incentive to find a way to bury the whole incident.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, finally. I met the healer’s eyes. It pained me to say the next words, an admission of weakness as humiliating as confessing you were being bullied by your peers. “Will you stay with him?”

      Madame Clover nodded. I allowed myself a moment of relief. No one, not even Boscha, would dare manhandle—physically, emotionally or magically—a healer. The Healers Guild would never stand for it and they’d bring immense pressure to bear on the community, convincing the board to fire Boscha before they lost access to healers themselves. The wretched man wouldn’t have a chance to bully Alan into forgetting what had happened … or something. I didn’t know how far he would go, but I feared the worst.

      “There’s something else you need to know,” Madame Clover said, quietly. “I did a blood test. If I’d needed to find someone who could donate some blood to him ... it wasn’t necessary, but …”

      I nodded. Healers wouldn’t use donated blood unless they were desperate. At best, it created a whole web of obligations and debts between the two that could be impossible to navigate or easy to abuse; at worst, it could bind the two together permanently or affect their magic in unpredictable ways. No one in their right mind would take the risk, if there was any other choice. Healers might be oathsworn to foreswear all debts, but the donor might not be so kind. Donating blood was so risky, and came with so many complications, that it was impossible to demand the donor do anything. And taking the blood by force was even worse.

      Mistress Constance frowned. “What did you find?”

      Madame Clover hesitated, noticeably. “He’s his son.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Alan is Boscha’s son,” Madame Clover said. “I checked twice. There’s no mistake.”

      “Impossible.”

      The word slipped out before I could help it. The Grandmaster’s son would be born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Boscha had all the experience and connections to ensure his child entered society at a very high level, enough of both to make up for any … irregularities … in his birth. His son might be spoiled so rotten he could give Walter a run for his money when it came to being an entitled brat. Alan wasn't spoilt. He was a poor boy from the local orphanage, his mother dead and his father a mystery …

      And yet, there was something oddly familiar about him.

      “If that’s true,” Mistress Constance managed, “does Boscha know?”

      “There’s no relatives listed in his file,” Madame Clover said. “I suspect not.”

      I nodded. Boscha wouldn’t leave his son in an orphanage if he knew the boy existed. Even bastards had rights, in magical society. No one would fault him for not taking the child into his home, but … he should, at the very least, have ensured the kid was adopted by a decent couple and given a steady upbringing. There were quite a few common-born children whose so-called parents had been paid to take and raise them as their own. The lucky ones, I had often thought, were the ones who never realised they were adopted. The ones who did often had trouble coming to terms with the fact …

      “He doesn’t know,” I muttered. Alan didn’t know either, or I was a monkey’s uncle. “Do we tell him?”

      “No.” Mistress Constance’s voice was very firm. “Boscha doesn’t know. How’ll he react?”

      I nodded, curtly. Boscha had no legitimate son. He wasn’t even married. He might … he might acknowledge the boy and take him into his household, or he might pretend the young man simply didn’t exist. Or … I hated to admit it, even of Boscha, but he might kill his bastard son. I knew at least one bastard who’d died under suspicious circumstances. No one knew for sure, but the general theory was that the poor kid’s stepmother had resented his presence and murdered him. Boscha had plenty of options if he wanted to dispose of his son in a manner that couldn’t be traced back to him.

      A thought crossed my mind. He has the Grandmaster’s blood …

      Someone knocked, hard. Madame Clover cancelled the privacy wards. “Come!”

      A young girl peeked in, her eyes nervous. “The Grandmaster requests the presence of his senior tutors, immediately,” she said. “I …”

      “Thank you,” I said, curtly. It was all too clear she expected to get in trouble for bringing bad news. I’d known tutors who’d punished the bearers of bad news … idiots. It was a great way to make sure no one told you anything they didn’t think they wanted to hear, including a battle being lost … a battle that could be won if you knew to send reinforcements before it was too late. “You may go.”

      The girl fled, as if the hounds of all seven hells were after her. I groaned.

      “Take care of Alan,” I said. “And Geraldine.”

      Madame Clover nodded. I wondered, numbly, if she’d add the truth to Alan’s records. It was her duty, and yet it would be all too revealing, if someone looked at the scroll. Would Boscha bother to look? I didn’t know. There was no reason to think he knew or cared about Alan, even though Walter and his cronies had been using him as a punching bag for years. I scowled as we made our way up the stairs, the tension in the air so thick it could be cut with a knife. The last time I’d felt anything like it, my brothers and I had been trying to start a war …

      “Ah, come in,” Boscha said. He was very genial for a man whose clients were on the verge of being expelled. I didn’t like the look of it. “Please. Sit.”

      I sat, studying him thoughtfully. It was hard to believe he’d fathered Alan, but now I knew they were related I could see some similarities. The general cast of his face … there was at least sixty years between them, I was sure, but …

      “As you know” —Boscha’s voice was so smug and self-assured I wanted to hit him and to hell with the consequences— “there was an unfortunate incident earlier today, in which a young man was gravely wounded. The person who cast the spell, Stephen Root, made a full confession to me. I do not believe he intended such harm; but the damage was quite significant, and there was a very real risk his victim would have died, if he didn’t receive proper attention. It was most unfortunate.”

      My mind raced. Stephen had cast the spell? I didn’t believe it. Stephen wasn’t a bad student—he wouldn’t have clambered into fifth year if he hadn’t passed last year’s exams—but I’d been trying to bash advanced charms into his head for the last four years, and I knew he didn’t have the skill to cast a cutting charm under such circumstances. Sure, a panicked magician could lash out with immense force, but if that had happened Alan’s body would be splattered up and down the corridor. Boscha was lying. Or he’d been lied to.

      “I believe it was an accident,” Boscha said. More proof, if I needed it, that Boscha had no idea Alan was his son. “However, we need to send a very firm message that such misbehaviour will not be tolerated. Accordingly, I have suspended Stephen Root for the rest of the year. He’ll have the opportunity to resume his studies next year. It will mean starting fifth year again, unfortunately, but he’ll have to cope. Somehow.”

      “An accident,” I said. My voice could have frozen a desert. “He should be expelled.”

      “He made a full confession,” Boscha said. “He will be punished, and the entire matter will be put behind us.”

      My mind raced. I didn’t believe Stephen had cast the spell. But he’d confessed … I guessed Walter and Adrian, whichever one had wounded Alan, had … convinced … Stephen to take the fall. Stephen’s family wasn’t that important, in the grand scheme of things, but Walter and Adrian could offer all sorts of rewards, if Stephen confessed and accepted suspension. It would look pretty bad on his record, after he graduated, yet … it would be easy for Walter or Adrian to find him a post. Their families could certainly afford to give Stephen almost anything he could reasonably demand in exchange for his service. Damn them.

      And someone has been punished, I thought, bitterly. Boscha had all the excuse he needed to let the matter drop. There’s no need for anyone to investigate further.

      “However, this incident is just the tip of the iceberg,” Boscha continued. “There have been a great many disciplinary problems over the past few weeks, all of which will make it harder for us to convince the board we are in control. I …”

      Mistress Constance snorted. “Are we talking about the boy who made a girl’s clothes fall off? Or the girl who cast a penis-enhancing spell on a boy? Or the person who charmed a mirror in the locker room so they could spy though it? All of which you dismissed on the grounds boys will be boys?”

      Boscha ignored her. “There are not enough staff members to patrol the corridors and tackle troublemakers before they … ah, make trouble. Nor are there enough prefects. Accordingly, I have put together a list of fine young men from respectable families who will be appointed prefects—additional prefects, as it were. They will remain on duty at all times, with authority to intervene at once if they see anyone causing trouble. I expect you to give them your full support.”

      I glanced at the list. Twenty names … all of whom, I knew, were part of Boscha’s underground training sessions. I was surprised there weren’t more … who was missing and why? My mind raced as I considered the implications. Boscha was taking control of the school … no, that was absurd. He already had control of the school. One might as well steal something one already owned. What was the point? I was sure I was missing something, but what?

      “There will be more prefects than older students,” Master Waybright observed. The librarian was a traditionalist to the core. I had been reluctant to approach him, because I feared he might side with Boscha, but perhaps I’d been wrong. “It seems a little unbalanced.”

      “There will still be fewer prefects than students,” Boscha said. “They will still have to work overtime to patrol the corridors.”

      “I note that Walter did nothing to keep Stephen from gravely injuring a fellow student,” I pointed out, sourly. “He should be dismissed for failing in his duties, like Miss Geraldine.”

      “Stephan confessed he ignored his friend’s orders,” Boscha said. “He insists that Walter really was trying to stop him … indeed, Walter was kind enough to bring Stephen to me so I could hear his confession.”

      I bet he was, I thought, sourly. Geraldine got attacked, tied up and perhaps molested … and she lost her badge. Walter did nothing to prevent a student from injuring another, if he hadn’t cast the spell himself, and he got to keep his badge. After they worked out what to tell you, naturally.

      It didn’t please me. Student alibis tended to be fantastically complex—they’d never heard of the KISS principle—and they could be broken quite easily, if one asked the right questions and then zeroed in on any discrepancies. Whatever mountain of nonsense Walter had concocted could be taken apart, if Boscha bothered to try. But why would it? Pretending to accept whatever nonsense he’d been told was the easiest way to put the matter to rest. It had even given him a convenient excuse to tighten his grip on the school.

      “I trust you will all assist the new prefects in carrying out their duties,” Boscha said. “Now, about the arrival of the school board …”

      I kept my face blank as the meeting wore on. Whatever had really happened, and I suspected I knew the truth, they’d gotten away with it. Worse, Boscha had been able to use the incident for his own benefit. It had worked. And I still didn’t know what he was really doing.

      But I knew, now, how I was going to find out.
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      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes,” I said, flatly. Pepper had offered to accompany me, but … there was no point in both of us ending up in deep shit, if the whole affair went horribly wrong. “If I get caught, you swear blind you don’t know me.”

      Mistress Constance snorted. “No, I can’t remember the person I worked beside for the last umpteen years,” she said, dryly. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my rooms?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean,” I said. “Let me take all the blame, while you carry on with the plan.”

      “The plan,” Pepper said. “We don’t have a plan. Do we?”

      “No,” I said. If we knew what Boscha was doing, we might be able to come up with a plan to counter it. But all we had were theories. “If this works, we might be able to come up with something.”

      I scowled. The last five days had been … difficult. The new prefects carried out their duties in a manner that seemed designed to provoke an uprising, although the combination of superior magic and the grandmaster’s unstinting support was enough to keep the revolt to sullen muttering … for now. I’d wondered if the plan was to provoke an uprising, perhaps to provide an excuse to kick the great unwashed out of the school, but it seemed a little pointless. Boscha might be a Supremacist, yet even the most snooty Supremacist knew the importance of adding new blood to the older bloodlines. It made no sense. What was I missing?

      “Be very careful,” Mistress Constance warned. She held up a vial, turning it over and over so the liquid glinted in the light. “Once you drink the potion, you’ll have two hours—at most—before it wears off.”

      “I know,” I said. I took a breath. “It’s time.”

      “Let’s hope he doesn’t come back early,” Pepper said. “We will try to warn you …”

      I nodded as I took the vial, then left the chambers and made my way up the stairs. Boscha had left the building—I thought he’d gone to the brothel, judging by how carefully he’d slipped out—and there was no real danger of running into him unless he came back early, but there were other problems. The new prefects might notice something … or I’d catch them doing something I’d have to stop. I’d already caught one prefect meting out corporal punishment and another ordering younger students to write lines … I shook my head. Being a prefect was supposed to teach a student to be responsible, not give them a chance to indulge their sadistic side. If I had the power, I would abolish the position.

      The air felt hot and heavy as I reached Boscha’s office, the heavy wooden doors suffused with powerful magic. It was an old tradition for students to try to break into the offices, but … very few ever succeeded. No one, as far as I knew, had ever broken into the Grandmaster’s office. It was regarded, with reason, as the hardest target in the school. I took the vial, opened the lid and downed the potion. It tasted ghastly, the magic making me feel a stranger in my own body. I gritted my teeth—for two hours, my magical signature would be practically identical to Boscha’s—and pushed open the door. It opened effortlessly, the wards drawing back smoothly. I was almost impressed. Boscha could have gone far, if he’d stayed with his studies.

      And he could have kept his rooms safe, if he’d known he had a son who could be used as a source of blood, I thought. Alan’s blood was the key ingredient. It was close enough to his father’s to fool the wards, with a little fiddling. What you don’t know can hurt you.

      I cast a night-vision spell and looked around. The office was surprisingly well organised. A handful of scrolls rested on the desk—some cheap parchment, some expensive—but otherwise there was nothing to suggest where I should begin. Three books rested on the bookshelf—it seemed wrong to have such a large shelf with only three books—and I took the time to check the titles. Two genealogical books—I’d had my fill of those when I’d been a child —and a detailed outline of the obligations and debts owed to Whitehall by Dragon’s Den. They were lucky, although they probably didn’t realise it. Whitehall didn’t demand very much from the town, unlike most aristocratic estates. I shook my head and examined the scrolls on the desk. None of them looked particularly important, except ....

      Boscha would expect Daphne to deal with most of these, I thought. I’d known some high-ranking people who’d become so invested in every little detail they couldn’t see the forest for the trees, but Boscha wasn’t one of them. He did know how to delegate. He was so good at it that he didn’t have to do very much at all, as long as his staff did their job. Why are they here?

      I looked closer. The records were quite detailed, but …

      The parchment tingled with magic as I touched it. I swore under my breath. A palimpsest. I should have known. My family had used them frequently, when it wanted to send messages they didn’t want to be read by unfriendly eyes. Someone had written a message in charmed ink on the parchment, waited for it to fade, then written a second message over the first. Clever … and quite impossible to detect, if you weren’t the intended recipient. I wouldn’t be able to read the message, even if I guessed it was there, without Boscha’s help. Or at least some of his blood. They were so complex to produce that hardly anyone outside the magical families knew they existed, let alone used them.

      I rested my hand against the parchment and watched as the writing shifted to reveal the hidden message. My eyes narrowed. Lord Pollux had been writing to Boscha—that was no surprise—and his message, even concealed, was so vague Walter’s father had left himself with far more than just plausible deniability. He dodged around the subject, listing objectives without ever mentioning what those objectives were … I suspected I wouldn’t have been able to comprehend anything if I hadn’t been raised by House Barca. I knew enough of the background to guess at some of the meaning, then infer others …

      Lord Pollux knows Boscha is building an army, I thought, coldly. And he’s not the only one.

      My blood ran cold as I started to put the pieces together. Boscha had recruited students from the most powerful magical families, the ones who believed—firmly—in Supremacist ideology. Boscha had promised the students rewards and … I shuddered, recalling what Walter had told Geraldine. There were seven board members, five of whom were either Supremacists themselves or inclined to go along with them. If their youngsters became a magical army, who could stop them taking control of the nexus points and declaring a Supremacist Empire? The old emperors were gone. I couldn’t see any of the mundane kings standing in their way. They’d be crushed like bugs.

      Or turned into bugs and then crushed, I thought. I knew some of my relatives thought their magic gave them the right to rule. There’d be little resistance, if the Supremacists managed to take control of the nexus points. Why bother, when they’d be getting what they wanted? It won’t end well.

      I put the parchment back on the desk—the hidden writing would fade, the moment I let go—and searched the rest of the office as thoroughly as I could without revealing any trace of my presence. I knew all the tricks—all the ways to hide something, from simple misdirection to concealment spells—but it still took me some time to find the hidden compartment under the throne and peek inside. I had to give Boscha credit. It was a neat place to hide stuff because no one would want to look there. The papers inside were very revealing, although most were so vague that—individually—they were almost useless. Collectively, they let me put the pieces together to reveal Boscha’s plan.

      Grief, I thought, as I put everything back into place. Time was pressing. If he manages to build an army, a proper army, he might just get away with it.

      My mind raced as I returned to the door, looked around the room to ensure everything was still in place, then stepped out. The papers had made it clear Boscha had invited the board, no matter what he’d told us. I guessed he wanted to show off his army … hell, he’d used Alan’s near-death as an excuse to get his followers out of the shadows and into the corridors. There weren’t that many of them yet, relatively speaking, but it didn’t matter. Thirty trained combat sorcerers were enough to dominate any magical household or vaporise a mundane army with a wave of their hands. And given time, Boscha could train more. Why not? He had the entire school at his disposal.

      The corridor still felt uncomfortably warm as I hurried down the stairs, feeling my magic sparkle oddly. The potion was starting to wear off. I kept moving, passing the guards outside the dorms. I pretended not to see that one of them had been hexed, his nose replaced by a piggish snout. Clearly, he hadn’t had time to go see the healer … or he was too ashamed. I guessed the latter. Most magical aristos would sooner swallow their pride and seek help than walk around looking like … like someone who’d lost a duel so badly the winner couldn’t be bothered doing anything to hurt him. Two more prefects stepped out to block my way, then stopped dead as they realised who I was. I scowled as I walked past them. It would be an abuse of power to send them to the warden merely for irritating me …

      And besides, Boscha would probably override the punishment anyway, I thought. I’d seen him offer all sorts of perks to his followers. What was one more? They’ll just wind up with more contempt for authority.

      I knocked on Mistress Constance’s door, then stepped inside when it opened. “We have a problem,” I said, as I cast the privacy charms. “A big one. They’re planning a coup.”

      Mistress Constance frowned. “Are they mad?”

      “It might work,” Pepper said, after I explained what I’d found. “They’ll have at least a third of our society on their side from day one.”

      “But …” Mistress Constance wasn’t so sure. “They can’t hope to control us all, can they?”

      “If they can take control of most of the powerful families, and the nexus points, they could dominate the rest,” I said. The magical community had never been very good at keeping its rogues in line. It had never seen the need. The new government could quietly ignore anyone who opposed it or wait for its opponents to come to it. “How would they even coordinate any resistance?”

      I gritted my teeth. Getting a bunch of unrelated magicians to work together was like herding cats, with the added danger of being zapped by someone who didn’t like your politics. There was no such thing as a magical army, not even the guilds or quarrels. The families were the only real hierarchal organisations in the magical communities and even they had problems, despite being bound together by blood and oaths. And they controlled most of the guilds … if they went bad, the outsiders would be unable to get organised in time to stop them. The mundanes didn’t matter. They could do as they were told or get turned into toads.

      Pepper nodded. “And the board is coming here for … for what?”

      “I think Boscha wants to show off,” I said. His instructions made little sense otherwise. I suspected, reading between the lines, he also wanted to show off his adherence to the Supremacists. “He shows how useful his army can be, then gets them ready to move on command.”

      “There aren’t that many of them,” Mistress Constance insisted. “Is there enough?”

      “They won’t be alone,” Pepper said, quietly. “The families have fighters of their own.”

      “And it might be happening elsewhere, too,” I added. “Stronghold? Mountaintop? I can’t see Laughter going along with it, but … stranger things have happened.”

      “Or the school has already been earmarked for destruction,” Pepper said. “There were quite a few people who argued Laughter should be shut down, even before the empire fell. The witches are … not popular.”

      “They dare to live independent lives,” Mistress Constance snapped.

      I suspected she was right. The magical families demanded service from their women—and men—in exchange for their family privileges. Marry the family’s choices, bear their children … the families could cope with homosexuals and lesbians, and saw no reason to keep happy couples from coming to their own arrangements, but the most important thing was to enhance the bloodlines by marrying the right person. The witches laughed in the face of such demands and … I shuddered, suddenly, at the thought of someone like Geraldine being reduced to breeding stock. Walter had told her she’d be his concubine … hell, I doubted she’d even be that. For all I knew, she’d be forced to bear child after child until her body gave out.

      “Right,” Pepper said. “What do we do about it?”

      “They haven’t got everything in place yet, or they would have moved already,” I said. I found it hard to believe they’d risk sending Walter and his buddies into a real war without a lot more preparation. It took three years to train a combat sorcerer, and they normally started after they graduated. “We have time to head it off at the pass.”

      “Unless Boscha isn’t training the primary fighters, but their reinforcements,” Pepper countered. “They might already be ready to move.”

      I doubted it. I’d seen enough conspiracies to know that the odds of exposure increased with every person brought into the circle. There were ways to get people involved without ever quite telling them what you were doing—I’d seen that, too—but that upped the chances of someone, quite innocently, betraying the secret. Besides, there’d been no hint Boscha had been training anyone the previous year. He’d only started talking about the future, and our role in it, a few short months ago. In hindsight, I wondered if that was when he’d been brought into the conspiracy.

      And they couldn’t have been ready to seize the school then, or they’d have done it with his help, I thought. No, the plan is only just starting to take shape. We have a chance to stop it without major bloodshed.

      “We have time,” I said, and explained my reasoning. “But we have to move now.”

      “Agreed,” Pepper said. “How do we unseat him?”

      I scowled. On paper, there were procedures for the staff to call their master to account. We were supposed to contact the board, make our case, and rely on them to deal with the grandmaster. In practice, I doubted the board would listen. Boscha was their choice for the role and, with at least five of the seven board members involved with the plot, they’d be unlikely to do anything to remove him. It was more likely we’d all be summarily fired.

      “He has control of the wards,” Mistress Constance said. She eyed the walls as if she expected them to come to life and bite her. In Whitehall, that wasn’t impossible. “If we challenge him directly, all of us, he can still win.”

      “We have samples of his son’s blood,” I pointed out. “We can subvert the wards.”

      “Not for long,” Pepper said.

      I cursed under my breath. Boscha did have a habit of leaving the school and visiting the brothel, and I was sure I could take him in a straight fight, but catching him would be a problem. The high-class brothels were heavily warded to keep out prying eyes, while Boscha didn’t have to walk down to town and back whenever he wanted to get laid. He could just teleport … I considered a handful of possible ways to assassinate him; but they’d all be chancy, and there’d be no way to hide the fact it was an assassination. Boscha took no chances with his personal safety, from what I’d seen, and anything that might break through his defences would be clearly intentional. I wasn’t even sure I could get close enough to do it. Hell, even if it looked as if he’d gone to sleep one night and never awoken, the board would ask a bunch of questions. And the answers would get us all killed.

      I scowled. Perhaps I could kill him, then go rogue …

      No, I thought. That would leave his backers free to try again.

      “We need to discredit him,” I mused. “And we need to force him to leave.”

      “Well, yes,” Pepper said. “We could duel him for the post.”

      “These are not the days of Lord Whitehall,” Mistress Constance pointed out, waspishly. It was late and we all had full days tomorrow. “You cannot lop someone’s head off and claim it entitles you to his title, his lands, his wife and whatever else he has!”

      I had to agree. “Boscha didn’t get his title because he was the greatest duellist in the school,” I said. “But I think I have a plan. We need to get the other staff involved, too.”

      “The ones we can trust,” Mistress Constance said. “Not all are trustworthy.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. There were staff members I trusted to side with me against Boscha, but not against the Supremacists. Approaching them would be asking for trouble. “But I think we can arrange matters to have most of the staff on our side.”

      “Right,” Pepper said, doubtfully. “What do you have in mind?”

      I took a breath, then started to outline my plan.
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      I hated my dress robes. Really, I did. They were bright red with gold tassels and thread, cut in a manner that made me look like I’d been cursed into a walking trifle and then hexed to waddle around the room in a manner that suggested I was on the verge of tumbling over. The only upside, I’d long since decided, was that I could hide quite a few things under my robes. The rest of the staff didn’t look any better, as we assembled in the entrance hall. Even Boscha himself, resplendent in white and gold robes, looked unhappy. I don’t know what he was complaining about. The female staff had it worse. The designer, who’d probably died years ago, hadn’t given any thought to crafting his wares for people who had breasts.

      And the Grandmaster could have changed the style years ago, I thought. Why didn’t he?

      I dismissed the thought as I heard the carriage pulling up outside the door. The board could have teleported like any normal powerful magicians, of course, or simply stepped through a portal, but no. They’d travelled to Dragon’s Den, then clambered into a carriage for the drive up to the school. Personally, I suspected it was a power play—they wanted to make us line up to greet them—although I thought it was rather pointless. Magicians didn’t need pomp and circumstance. A magician covered in shit is still a magician.

      The door swung open. The seven board members stepped into the school.

      I studied them, without making it obvious. Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux looked like older versions of their bratty sons. Lord Ashworth looked old enough to be their grandfather; Lady Colleen was so young I was surprised she’d been allowed to inherit the post without a fight. The remaining three were roughly the same age as Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux … I’d checked the records and noted they’d all been in school at the same time, although they’d been in different years. It didn’t mean they hadn’t been friends. It was rare for older students to spend any time with the younger ones, unless they were prefects, but family connections and aristocratic bloodlines spoke louder than any tradition. Not, I supposed, that it mattered that much. Three years between two people was an imponderable gulf at school, a minor issue—barely worth mentioning—in adulthood.

      Mistress Constance leaned closer to me. “They wear their robes well, don’t they?”

      I shrugged. The board had excellent tailors and a great deal more freedom when it came to deciding what they wanted to wear. They actually made the robes look respectable … I shrugged, dismissing the thought. They were the board and that was all that mattered.

      Boscha stepped forward. “We greet you, Honoured Guests, and welcome you to our school …”

      He went on and on in the same vein. I had to admit he was good at being a pompous windbag—it’s a skill few can master, to speak much without actually saying anything—but I had the feeling he was overdoing it. The truly powerful and secure don’t like people crawling in front of them, let alone cleaning their boots—hopefully metaphorically—with their tongues. It’s a good way to make sure no one dares to tell you something they think you don’t want to hear. Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux seemed to take it as their due, even as the others started to show visible irritation. I guessed the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

      “Our prefects will show you to your rooms so you can freshen up,” Boscha finished. Naturally, he’d assigned Walter and Adrian to escort their fathers. “We will reconvene shortly for a formal gathering to welcome you to our school.”

      I hid my relief as best as I could as the board members were shown out of their rooms, despite the growing tension. I’d spent the last week laying the groundwork for our coup, all too aware that the slightest mistake could easily lead to disaster. There were staff members I didn’t dare trust, members who wouldn’t have the slightest idea which way to jump when the shit hit the fan. I hadn’t been able to think of a way to get them out of the school either, not when Boscha expected us all to attend the gathering and kiss his ass in public. I suspected he’d told his prefects precisely what he wanted them to say to the board … I wondered, idly, if anyone would take it seriously. Anyone who’d spent any time in politics would know to be wary of what they were being told, particularly if it was what they wanted to hear.

      Mistress Constance caught my eye. “We have the gathering in an hour,” she said. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” I said. I knew what she was really asking. “I’m ready.”

      The tension in the air seemed to grow stronger as the hour ticked by. Boscha wasn’t taking any chances. He’d stationed his prefects on every floor, with strict orders to intercept students leaving the dorms and check their passes. Any student who didn’t have a very good reason to be outside the dorms would be in deep shit, or so he’d said. I knew he planned to brag to the board at how skilled his prefects were at keeping order, showcasing the peace and quiet as proof of their abilities. Personally, I doubted it would fool anyone for long. The board members had been students once, too.

      But then, he can present it as noble blood keeping the commoners under control, I thought, as I made my way back to my quarters. And hope they don’t look too closely.

      I changed into my tutoring robes and checked I had everything in place. I’d given a bunch of students—my students—hall passes to allow them to leave the dorms without a fight, but I had no idea if the prefects would try to block their way. Boscha’s backing had made Walter and his cronies more arrogant than ever before—a remarkable feat, one I would have thought impossible—and they had imposed peace, with vague undertones of mass rebellion. I’d feared the entire plan was doomed when someone—I still didn’t know who—blasted a prefect in the back with a spell well above their years. Thankfully, Walter hadn’t reported it to Boscha. I suspected it was a clear sign their alliance wasn’t as close as Boscha wanted us to believe.

      The air felt cold as I left my quarters and made my way to the Grandmaster’s private dining hall. It had always struck me as surprisingly large, for a chamber normally used by a single man, but right now it was uncomfortably full, crammed with tutors, board members and a handful of their toadies. I glanced from face to face, making a mental list of everyone in the chamber. The great and the good were talking to tutors, trying to give their children unfair advantages over the others. I didn’t know why they bothered. Walter and his peers already had all the advantages they could possibly want …

      “Nigel is so delicate,” one woman said. Her son was a hulking oaf who had a nasty habit of insisting younger students needed to warm his toilet seat before he used it. “He shouldn’t be playing championship sports.”

      “Charlotte should be allowed to take upper-level healing,” a doting father insisted. His daughter wasn’t stupid, by any means; but she wasn’t cut out for healing, and everyone knew it. She’d do well in charms or alchemy, if she were given the chance. “It’s a great shame she was turned down for an apprenticeship …”

      I tried not to roll my eyes as I swept around the room, watching the gathering. Boscha himself held court with Lord Archibald and Lord Pollux, chatting to them about nothing in particular even as he made sure he was seen with them. The other board members—the ones who were part of their faction—came and went, although not all seemed completely enamoured of the grandmaster. I had grown up in House Barca, watching my uncles play their political games, and I could tell the difference between the ones who’d committed themselves fully and the ones who had fallback positions. The latter would be easier to handle, once Boscha himself was removed. They’d be quick to insist they had nothing to do with him at all.

      My lips quirked. The problem with planning treason is that you can never trust a traitor.

      My mental timer reached zero. Alan, Geraldine and the others were moving now, if all was going according to plan. They’d hidden themselves in the spellchambers … now, they should be dealing with the prefects guarding the dorms and freeing the rest of the students. I hadn’t dared bring too many students into the plan, but it shouldn’t matter. The resentment had grown so high, in the last few weeks, that even the slightest hint of a chance to get their own back would start a riot. I’d seen the Great Apprentice Riot of Beneficence. This was going to be worse.

      Sweat prickled on my back. If the timing went wrong …

      Daphne burst into the chamber and hurried over to Boscha. “Sir,” she said. “The students are revolting!”

      “They are revolting,” Lord Pollux said. His toadies brayed like mules. I hadn’t heard such obviously faked laughter since a comedy playwright had hired professional mourners to laugh on cue. “What a …”

      A ripple of disgust ran through the chamber. I turned, just in time to see Angeline stumbling through the door. She was an upper-class student, who’d been assigned to assist Lady Colleen … someone had drenched her in stinking solution, making her smell worse than the poor women who collected animal droppings for dubious purposes. The solution was normally charmed to make it hard for the unfortunate wearer to realise they were stinky—one could normally rely on everyone nearby making it obvious—but whoever had brewed the potion had messed it up. Angeline could smell herself.

      “Grandmaster,” Lady Colleen said. “Is this the sort of thing we expect from you?”

      Boscha reddened. “I …”

      I interrupted. “Grandmaster, let me deal with it,” I said, in the oiliest tone I could muster. I felt dirty just trying it. “I’m sure it’s just a minor matter.”

      “Of course, it is,” Boscha managed. “Hasdrubal, deal with it.”

      I bowed to conceal my amusement. Boscha was a consummate bureaucrat, the type of person who could be quite useful in a supporting role, but he didn’t have the mindset to cope with a sudden emergency. He’d make a good logistics officer, better than most, yet trusting him with command … I put the thought aside as I hurried out of the chamber, motioning for the rest of my little cabal to follow me. Boscha could have sent others, including tutors I didn’t dare trust, but … he didn’t. I suspected he wasn’t thinking very clearly.

      But we have to act fast, before he realised he has one thing up his sleeve, I thought, grimly. If we’re not in place …

      “I have everything in place, in the spellchamber,” Mistress Constance said. “Pepper?”

      “I’m with you,” Pepper said.

      I nodded, watching them hurry into the servant corridors so they could make their way down to the wardchamber without being seen. I hoped the real servants were smart enough to get the hell out of the way, when the students started hexing and cursing each other. I’d considered trying to convince some of the servants to join me, after Walter and the rest started being even more unpleasant to them, but there’d been no point. They couldn’t do anything more than soak up spells and that wouldn’t be anything like enough to tip the balance in our favour. Better they stayed in their quarters and kept their heads down. Or so I told myself.

      The corridors were in absolute bedlam, bad enough to make the Great Apprentice Riot look like nothing. Prefects were being chased by students, young and old, hurling all sorts of curses and hexes after them; classrooms were being ransacked, bedrooms belonging to aristo students were being stormed … it was going to take weeks to clean up the mess, let alone locate everyone who’d been transfigured into something and undo the spells. I hoped no one would get seriously hurt, or killed, but …

      Walter ran towards me, his eyes wide with fear. “Sir, sir …!”

      I looked past him. A small horde of students—some had painted their faces to resemble orcs—were chasing him. I saw Alan in the crowd, but most of the rest were younger students … too young, I was sure, to pose a real threat if Walter used his mind. I couldn’t see any sign of Adrian, let alone Jacky or the rest of their cronies. It was hard to keep my contempt off my face as Walter hid behind me, as if he expected me to save him. Fucking coward. He was brave when it was four on one, but when he was badly outnumbered he ran faster than a rabbit being chased by a hungry fox.

      “Every man for himself,” I told him cheerfully. “Run along to daddy, and quickly!”

      Walter fled. I held up a hand to slow the crowd, just long enough to give the bully a fighting chance to get to his father. The board would not be amused when they saw Walter—he looked as if he’d wet himself in fear—and they’d demand Boscha Do Something. Boscha didn’t have many cards to play, not now his prefects were losing and losing badly, and that meant …

      I nodded to Alan as the mob rushed by me, then made my way down to the wardchamber. The rioting was growing worse. A bunch of students were partying in the hall, another bunch were chasing a pair of snooty girls down the corridor … I put a stop to that before it could go any further, glaring the rioters into submission. I understood, all too well, just how badly hatred and resentment could curdle into something truly nasty, when the poor bastards were denied any chance to express it, but there were limits. It was going to be hard enough to calm everything down, afterwards, without aristocrats screaming their daughters had been debauched and deflowered.

      The spellchamber unlocked when I touched the door. Mistress Constance was bent over a cauldron, stirring her brew as Pepper kept a wary eye on the spellwork forming around the foaming liquid. I gritted my teeth, bracing myself. Boscha had only one real option, if he wanted to keep his post. He had to take it quickly, too, before the board decided he was useless and fired him on the spot. Or did something else, something I couldn’t predict. I’d done my best to plan for everything, but there were limits to that, too. Boscha wasn’t a skilled fighter or general. He might accidentally come up with something right out of the box …

      Magic flared. The castle heaved. Mistress Constance let out a gasp of pure triumph.

      “Got him!” She looked up and grinned. “It worked!”

      I smiled back. The castle’s wards were bound to the grandmaster … but we had samples of his son’s blood. Right now, the wards were unsure who was their actual master. We couldn’t take over directly, not yet, but we could keep him from using the remote wards to crush the riot and nip our coup in the bud. And Boscha couldn’t go back to the board and demand help, not without exposing himself as a failure. He had only one option left. I hoped it wouldn’t take him long to realise it.

      Pepper caught my eye. “What if he brings the board with him? Or the rest of the staff?”

      I shook my head. Boscha had nothing now, save for his post. He’d lost his army, he’d lost control of the school’s wards … the board would fire him on the spot, a move that would lead rapidly and inevitably to his assassination. The Supremacists would see him as a failure … worse, a failure who’d make them look like bloody fools if it ever came out. It would, too, if they didn’t tie up the loose ends as quickly as possible. Boscha might be a bureaucrat, instead of a fighter, but even he had to realise he was now expendable. The board would eliminate him, then try again with someone else.

      “We have to move,” I said. “Constance, will the spells hold?”

      “They should,” Mistress Constance assured me. “The magic should last for a few hours at least.”

      I nodded as we hurried out the room. There was only one place Boscha could go now and that was the wardchamber, located under the school. Unless he’d decided to flee … I doubted it. He was nothing without the school, and he knew it. He wasn’t incompetent, when it came to magic, but he didn’t have time to reinvent himself. Too many people would be out for his blood.

      The rest of the staff joined us in the antechamber, looking nervous. I didn’t blame them. We had committed ourselves to victory or … I had to smile. If we had to flee, we were far better suited to making new lives for ourselves. Hell, we could flee as a group and open a whole new school. We had the means and money to make it happen. But we didn’t intend to lose.

      We waited, counting the seconds. Boscha didn’t show. I cursed under my breath as time seemed to slow, mocking us. What if Boscha had outwitted us? Or fled? Or … being caught and murdered by the students? I’d never heard of a full-fledged sorcerer brought down by a student, but stranger things had happened. If the sorcerer got overconfident and the student got very lucky …

      And then Boscha stepped into the chamber.
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      He looked a mess.

      I would have felt sorry for him, if it hadn’t been his fault. His robes were drenched with … something. I hoped it was just water, and I feared it wasn’t. His hair had come loose; his eyes were grim and his magic … I gritted my teeth at the way his power was swirling around him, driven by anger and frustration and something I didn’t care to look at too closely. My earlier thoughts—magicians didn’t need pomp and circumstance—came back to mock me. Boscha didn’t look like a powerful sorcerer, not now. He looked like a drowned rat.

      “You …” His eyes flickered over the group. “What are you …?”

      I stepped forward. “You have a choice,” I said, flatly. “You can leave the school, giving us your oath to stay out of politics for the rest of your life, and we’ll give you enough gold to live comfortably until the day you die. Or you can fight us now and die.”

      Boscha blinked, as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. I half-suspected he was in shock. His entire world had come crashing down in less than an hour, and no matter what he did, he was in deep shit. Crushing the student riot with the wards had been his only option, and we were blocking his way to the wardchamber. What else could he do? Nothing, I thought. His army was effectively neutralised, his allies would ditch him to save themselves … what else was there? And our offer of gold might just convince him to leave peacefully.

      We don’t know how the wards will react if we actually have to fight him, I thought. The school wards were ancient and powerful, and there were quite a few things about the design that had never made sense. They might protect their master, even if he was kept out of the wardchamber, if we fought him. Or he might come up with something unexpected.

      “You … you traitor,” Boscha managed. I hoped that was a good sign. If he was spitting insults, he wasn’t hurling curses. “You …”

      “You created an army, with the intention of using it to stage a coup, take over the Allied Lands and impose Supremacist rule on the entire world,” I said, flatly. “That’s treason.”

      I dared not give him any more time to think. “Your choice,” I said, flatly. “Leave and take our gold, or die here and now.”

      Boscha glared at me. I glared back. It was galling to even think of giving him gold, but we had to sweeten the offer enough to convince him to take it, rather than digging in his feet and forcing us remove him by force. What was he thinking? I hoped—prayed—he took the easy way out. If we killed him, there would be all sorts of problems with the board. They might brand us murderers and use it as an excuse to hide their own role in the affair.

      “You …” Boscha stopped and started again. “They’ll kill me!”

      “They’ll kill you anyway,” I pointed out. “You’re of no use to them now.”

      Boscha wilted. I felt a stab of guilt and tried to hide it. Boscha had caused a lot of problems, directly or indirectly, and we’d be dealing with the aftermath for years to come. Part of me wanted to start hurling curses, to blast the wretched man into a pile of blood and gore; the rest of me knew we had to try to get him to leave peacefully. I watched his eyes, waiting for the first hint he had something up his sleeve. But he didn’t …

      “I’ll leave,” Boscha said. “And I will trade oath for oath.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, then took the parchments from my robes and showed him the oaths. They were simple enough. Boscha would stay out of politics and, in return, I’d give him more than enough gold to let him live a comfortable life anywhere he liked. Dragon’s Den was probably too hot for him now, after everything that had happened, but anywhere else would be delighted to take his gold. As long as he kept his head down—and perhaps changed his name—he should be fine. Probably.

      He tossed his talisman at me—I felt the wards embrace me the moment I touched the metal—and then turned to leave. I directed Pepper to escort him to collect the gold, then teleport him to the nearest city. We’d search his quarters, pack up everything that was his and transport it to him. He could do whatever he liked with it afterwards. I just wanted to make sure we didn’t accidentally send him something dangerous, something that could be turned against us. I knew better than to rely on the oath completely.

      “Well,” Mistress Constance said. “Shall we go tell the board?”

      I nodded, rubbing my fingers over the talisman. “All students are to return to their dorms at once,” I said, using the wards to project my voice throughout the school. “Any student caught outside the dorms will have detention for the rest of the year.”

      Pepper snorted. “Will they listen?”

      “We’ll see,” I said. “I have to go see the board.”

      Mistress Constance made a face. “Good luck.”

      I nodded as I used the wards to ask the board members to gather in one of the conference chambers, then left the room. There was a very good chance, despite everything, that the board would turn on me. I’d plotted to overthrow Boscha, encouraged students to riot … and embarrassed the sons of at least two board members. And yet … I made a quick detour to Boscha’s office—there were problems getting inside now—and collected the documents I’d found on my previous visit. It was just possible I could use them to get away with everything I’d done. Just.

      The board members looked irked when I stepped into the room. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, they’d sensed when I took control of the wards. Whitehall’s wards were loyal to their original master—we assumed it was Lord Whitehall himself—ahead of everyone else, including the board and their chosen agent. In theory, five of the seven board members could vote to unseat and replace me; in practice, I wasn’t sure. The wards were dangerously unpredictable.

      Lord Pollux glared at me. “Where’s Boscha?”

      “Gone,” I said, flatly. The wards had noted him leaving and adjusted themselves to keep him out, if he ever returned. “We have removed him from office.”

      “You …” Lady Colleen met my eyes. “Why?”

      “He was a Supremacist,” I said, flatly. I made a show of waving the papers in the eye. “He was building an army to crush the magical families and take control of the entire world, then institute a program to impose Supremacist ideology on everyone. His army’s failure shows precisely what a disaster it would have been, to try to take control so blatantly.”

      The entire world seemed to hold its breath. Five of the seven knew what Boscha had been doing. They’d ordered and encouraged it, with varying levels of enthusiasm. And Boscha’s plan hadn’t even started to get off the ground. They’d be laughingstocks if the truth came out, their positions undermined or even swept away by a tidal wave of sniggering … I could see it in their faces, the grim awareness they had to rubberstamp my actions or risk having everything come into the open. Boscha would make a convenient scapegoat … giving them all the time they needed to cover their own tracks. Who knew? They might even rethink Supremacist ideology.

      “I have always thought Boscha was a little too unreliable,” Lord Archibald said, finally. I could practically hear him folding his cards. “A man with so little besides magic could only be expected to cling to Supremacist ideals, rather than consider them in the cold light of reason.”

      I smiled as the rest of the board joined in, condemning their former agent and approving my actions. I knew it wasn’t the end—Lord Pollux’s face was so blank I knew he was seething—but for the moment I’d won. The documents I’d found would be enough to ruin them, if they ever got out. I’d make sure they stayed secret as long as they cooperated.

      “There is, of course, disciplinary matters to address,” Lord Pollux said, finally. “My son was attacked by a gang of older students.”

      Oh, I thought. Is that what he told you?

      “Boscha, among other things, oversaw a breakdown in discipline,” I told him. “He was prepared to tolerate all sorts of behaviour, from older students hexing younger students to harassing and molesting the servants. It is my intention to crack down hard on misbehaviour, particularly when it serves no useful purpose. I trust this will be acceptable to you?”

      Lord Pollux scowled but nodded. The rest of the board seemed to agree.

      “Then we’ll take our leave,” Lord Archibald said. I knew he was going to head home and cover his tracks, probably swearing blind he hadn’t had the slightest idea of what had been going on, but I didn’t mind. It would get him and his peers out of my way. Not for long, I was sure, but long enough to give me time to get organised. “Congratulations, Grandmaster Hasdrubal.”

      “Thank you, My Lord,” I said. “I will do you proud.”

      I walked the board to the edge of the wards and saw them on their way, then returned to speak briefly to my allies before heading to my room to sleep. There had been surprisingly few injuries, none of which were serious … although I convinced Madame Clover to keep Walter in the infirmary overnight despite her insistence he was shamming. He probably was, but it would cut down on the number of problems I’d have to deal with the following morning. I swept the rest of the school with the wards, adjusting them to monitor student magic. It would hopefully make it easier to cut down on bullying before the school descended into anarchy. Again.

      The following morning, I summoned Walter, Adrian and Jacky to the office before breakfast, before I told the school how much had changed. Their eyes went wide when they saw me, and the missing throne, although they must have known what had happened when I’d ordered the students to the dorms, I kept my face blank, trying to hide my disgust. Walter had shamed himself in front of the entire school—and his father —while Adrian had been turned into a mouse and Jacky had apparently hidden under the bed the moment he’d realised the school was in revolt. I guessed it had worked out for him. For once, being a weaselly little bastard had been the right call.

      “I won’t mince words,” I told them, bluntly. “You were bullying little bastards. You bullied and molested everyone weaker than you, until they turned around, bared their teeth, and went for your throats. You brought into the silly little conceit that an accident of breeding made you better than anyone else, because your fathers and a bunch of other powerful people made it easier for you. You don’t lack talent” —it was true— “but you have wasted it.

      “Right now, your patron is gone, and your fathers are fighting for their political lives. They can’t protect you any longer, or save you from the consequences of your own actions.”

      I held their eyes, one by one. “This is the one chance you get. You can better yourselves. You can take your undoubted talents and develop them. Or you can fall back into your old patterns and find yourselves expelled without further ado. One more act of bullying—of anyone—and you will be gone. Do I make myself clear?”

      They nodded, hastily. I scowled and pointed at the door. I hoped they’d listen—they did have potential, if they applied themselves—but I wouldn’t shed any tears if they didn’t. I wasn’t going to invite Stephen back now either, not after he’d taken the blame and been suspended. It was a backhanded favour, I told myself. The chance to grow up apart from his toxic friends would be good for him. Even if it wasn’t … hopefully, he’d learn his lesson about allowing himself to become the fall guy. It wasn’t worth it.

      I sighed, then looked down at my ever-growing list of things I needed to do—and change, after we finished clearing up the mess. It would keep the students busy for a week and give them a chance to learn some practical magic, giving me time to adjust the wards to enforce some of the new rules. No hexing younger students. No casting unbelievably embarrassing curses. No harassing or molesting the servants. No …

      Someone cleared their throat. “Sir?”

      I looked up, spotting Alan and Geraldine standing in the doorway. They stood very close together … a little too close. I knew what they’d been doing in the dorms, and it hadn’t involved sleeping. I hid my amusement as I motioned for them to come into the room and close the door behind them. I hoped they’d be very happy together. School romances rarely lasted long, once the students had left, but … Alan and Geraldine might be different.

      “Please, take a seat,” I said. “I have a lot to do.”

      “Yes, sir,” Geraldine said. “Thank you.”

      Alan looked more cynical. “Did you intend to take his place?”

      Geraldine elbowed him, hard. “Sir, I …”

      I held up a hand. “It’s a sensible question,” I said. I would have wondered the same, if I’d been in their shoes. “And no, I hadn’t had it in mind when I started.”

      Alan didn’t look convinced. I shrugged. Let him think what he liked. I wasn’t sure if I should discuss his ancestry with him. I’d made some quiet enquires at the orphanage, but all they’d been able to tell me was that his mother had been a whore—which explained why he hadn’t been adopted out very quickly—and his father a mystery. The town council had paid for his schooling, after he came into his magic … ironically, a scholarship program started by Boscha himself. I supposed he’d done his son one favour after all. And it had bitten him.

      “So,” Alan said, finally. “What now?”

      Geraldine elbowed him, again.

      “Good question,” I said. I knew what he meant. They’d worked hard to achieve their goal, and they’d celebrated their success, and … what now? “What do you want to do?”

      “I …” Geraldine met my eyes. “I thought I’d apply for an apprenticeship. But will they let me take it? If I get it?”

      “Yes,” I said, simply. “Right now, the Supremacists have been discredited. I’m sure they’ll adapt, given time, but … you should have no trouble applying for an apprenticeship. I may offer you two one later myself, depending on how things go.”

      “Depending,” Alan repeated. “And them?”

      “They will be expelled if they cause any more trouble,” I said, firmly. “They know it, too.”

      I sighed inwardly. I understood their doubts. Walter and his cronies had been humiliated—true—but they still had wealth, power and bad intentions. They could make life very hard for Alan and Geraldine, if they thought to try. But … their fathers would be a little more careful now. They knew I could land them in hot water by revealing the truth … maybe they’d keep their sons in line. Maybe.

      “Thank you, sir,” Geraldine said. “We won’t take up any more of your time.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll see you both later.”

      I watched them go, then sighed again. The Supremacists were wrong. Alan and Geraldine were remarkably talented, their magic bursting with potential, and yet neither of them had come from magical families. Their talents should be nurtured, allowing them to reach their full potential … they didn’t deserve to be pushed aside, to be used as stud bulls or broodmares and little else, just because of an accident of birth. We all knew that crossbreeds were stronger and sturdier, when it came to everything from garden roses to magic. The Supremacists would, eventually, start damaging their own bloodlines. I’d seen quite enough mundane bloodlines that had real problems with inbreeding.

      And they’d discredited themselves. They knew it.

      It wasn’t a complete victory, I reflected, but it would do.

      The door opened. Daphne—I was surprised she’d stayed, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been—looked in.

      “Grandmaster,” she said. “The students are waiting.”

      Grandmaster, I reflected. I was now the Grandmaster. And I am going to do the job right.
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