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        “Mrs Bloxam believed that The Tales of Beedle the Bard were damaging to children because of what she called ‘their unhealthy preoccupation with the most horrid subjects, such as death, disease, bloodshed, wicked magic, unwholesome characters and bodily effusions and eruptions of the most disgusting kind’. Mrs Bloxam took a variety of old stories, including several of Beedle’s, and rewrote them according to her ideals, which she expressed as ‘filling the pure minds of our little angels with healthy, happy thoughts, keeping their sweet slumber free of wicked dreams and protecting the precious flower of their innocence’.”

        [SNIP]

        “Mrs Bloxam’s tale has met the same response from generations of wizarding children: uncontrollable retching, followed by an immediate demand to have the book taken from them and mashed into pulp.”

        -The Tale of Beedle the Bard, J.K. Rowling.

      

      

      

      What makes a good children’s book?

      It is not an easy question to answer, because adults are inherently not children. An adult may have adult sensibilities and therefore fail to realize that the books they suggest are simply inappropriate for younger children. An adult may see books as primarily an educational tool and encourage children to read books the adult considers to teach the ‘right’ lessons. An adult may simply have forgotten what it was like to be a child and therefore believe that reading is easy, something that simply isn’t true for a child. And an adult can—and adults often do—forget that not everyone agrees on what is, and isn’t, an appropriate book for their children. It is all too easy to lose sight of the need for peaceful co-existence when one is consumed with the fires of reading zealotry.

      This is, perhaps, unsurprising. Books have always been an educational tool and, therefore, their content is a matter of prime importance. In this day and age, reading about people who are like you—or different from you—helps to broaden the mind. It is easy to argue that books featuring different characters serve a useful purpose, but they tend to attract controversy because they are either written to push a particular point of view or because parents don’t want their young children exposed to such materials (certainly not outside their supervision, when they can explain issues books tend to gloss over). This leads to charges of bigotry from one side and accusations, from the other, that the true purpose of such books is to lead the children into sin, perhaps even to groom them for sinister purposes.

      Both of these points of view run aground on a very simple problem; it is difficult to get a child into the habit of reading. There is nothing that kills a book more than having it pushed on a child. I was forced to read a dozen ‘classics’ at school and I hated them. I had very little in common with the heroine of Sunset Song and, in all honesty, I still find the book a trial to this day. Stories written by people who have forgotten what it is like to be a child or a teenager, or people who want to push a particular political or social viewpoint, tend not to appeal. Why should they? They’re not what children want.

      Good children’s books, ones that stand the test of time, work by relating to children without ever talking down to them. They focus on characters children can identify with—Harry Potter, Mildred Hubble, Charlie Bucket, Matilda, Frank and Joe Hardy, Nancy Drew, Asterix, TinTin, Dorothy and Toto—and either put them in fantastic worlds or pit them against enemies that modern-day children would instantly understand. Or both. Charlie Bucket is swept into another world when he wins an invitation to visit the chocolate factory, but he ‘wins’ by doing very little (at least in the book). By contest, the Pensive siblings are transported into Narnia and Harry Potter is taken to Hogwarts, but they both find themselves facing fantastical enemies as well as problems that are very human. And they are centered on their characters. These stories would not be so good if the adults kept stepping in and solving the problems for the children.

      In others, the characters are treated as adults without truly being adults. They are taken seriously. It is hard to determine TinTin and Asterix’s respective ages—TinTin is referred to, more than once, as ‘the boy reporter’—but they are presented as children taken seriously by the adults around them. Children respond to this, at least in part, because they want to be taken seriously. How many of us, as children, have had the experience of being ignored by an adult simply because we were children?

      And, for most of them, they work by being exciting. When I was a child, I detested ‘slice-of-life’ books. I loathed teenage romance novels. I hated books featuring kids like me, which were either true to life—and thus a reminder of a world I wanted to escape—or indulged ridiculous fantasies about smart kids being feted by their peers, which I knew to be a lie. But I loved books that took me into other worlds, be it exploration of distant realms or conflicts against great evil.

      A child will develop a lifelong love of reading if they are encouraged to read the books they enjoy, not the books the adult thinks they will enjoy.

      It is easy, looking back over the decades, to pick out problematic issues in classic children’s books. Charlie and the Chocolate Factory carries unfortunate implications, ranging from the suggestion the grandparents are just lazing around in bed all day to the possibility that the chocolate factory is run by slave labour. The BFG touches on bodily functions children find hilarious, and adults find disgusting. Harry Potter and Twilight have countless unfortunate implications; the Little House books were written long ago, and it shows. So what? The average child doesn’t care about that They just want to be entertained.

      The key to writing a successful children’s book, therefore, is to keep your target audience in mind. A writer who tries to break into all audiences simultaneously is certain to fail, as what is appropriate for an adult readership is inappropriate for children. A writer who focuses on a certain subset of the readership, perhaps by writing a romance, is sacrificing his chance to appeal to a more general audience. And a writer who loses sight of his first priority—the need to entertain the reader—is unlikely to succeed. I have read far too many books that were written to push a message, rather than entertain the readers. They bored me.

      At the same time, you have to remember the adults, too. I would not allow my preteen children to read books with explicit sex scenes, nor would I allow them to read books that promote unwise behaviour or bad attitudes. You might disagree, for example, with my decision to ban Peppa Pig from my house, but it is my decision to make. Parents feel that they have the final say in what their children read and get angry when teachers push them into reading things the parents consider inappropriate. It is easy to feel the parents are wrong, or that they’re arguing from racist or sexist points of view, but they will not agree. To try to override their decisions, or conceal something from them, is to cast your own motives into question. The simple truth is that not everything appeals to everyone and it is unwise to pretend otherwise.

      In this collection, we have attempted to gather a handful of stories appropriate for middle school children while being accessible to all readers. Some of them are funny, some of them are intended to be studies in contrasts and some are glimpses of bullies (and the other villains of childhood) getting what they deserve at the hands of their victims. We hope you enjoy them as much as the writers enjoyed writing them.

      
        
        Christopher G. Nuttall

        Edinburgh, 2021
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James Odell

        

      

    

    
      The author writes: “The viewpoint character in my story, Constance, appears in a story in Fantastic Schools, Volume 2 and my novel The Arabian Conspiracy.

      The story was inspired by a novel in Ben Aaronovitch’s Rivers of London series. In it, the British ‘Magic police’ arrest a Russian witch. She then sneers at them, saying that they would have to let her go because no ‘conventional prison’ could hold her. As an author, I was disappointed that Ben’s police officer tamely accepted this.

      It occurred to me that, if a conventional prison could not hold a witch, what about an unconventional one? My next thought was “The Tower of London”, because as prisons go, it is as unconventional as you can get. I had a vague recollection of a ceremony at the Tower. An internet search told me that this ceremony took place every three years; and the next occurrence was six weeks away. I told myself that if I missed the opportunity to witness it, I would never forgive myself.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The School Outing

      

      

      The people carrier stopped at the end of Lower Thames Street in London. The side door opened, and eighteen school children got out. The boys wore grey trousers; the girls wore blue plaid skirts; but they all wore blue jackets with a Culham Castle School badge. The jackets were made of fire-resistant fabric. Most of the children were bare-headed, but Constance wore a white wool knitted hat with a bobble.

      Mr. Beguid, their teacher, got out last and paid the driver. “Smarten yourselves up.”

      Constance looked around. To the east was the Tower of London, the medieval fortress that guarded the city. Behind the Tower was Tower Bridge. She spotted a waterbus on the river. On the South Bank was the glass-encased City Hall.

      Further along was the Shard. The sky was overcast. Constance thought there might be rain later. The cloud base was so low that the tip of the Shard was hidden by the cloud. You could almost imagine a dragon was roosting up there. The thought made her uncomfortable and she tried to shake it off.

      “This way,” Beguid said. He led them across the pedestrian precinct of Tower Hill towards the Middle Tower. At the bridge across the moat, they were stopped by Security.

      “Sorry, sir, we’re closed,” the security officer said.

      “Didn’t anyone tell you?” Beguid handed over a printout. “We’re here to attend the ceremony. I have arranged everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, a bevy of schoolchildren gathered in the Inner Ward of the Tower. Each child held a twelve-foot willow wand. The Warders, in their scarlet and gold ceremonial uniforms, stood at the back, waiting for the ceremony to start.

      The Constable of the Tower, wearing his full-dress uniform of frock coat and cocked hat, was annoyed. He was an old soldier, with an array of medals to prove it.

      Beguid was equally annoyed. His authority had been questioned.

      “This is unprecedented,” the Constable said. “We do this every three years. The whole thing is established by tradition. Now you want to change it. Why?”

      Constance, holding her own willow wand, listened with interest. She had been told that this was a magical ceremony. But it seemed that nobody had told the garrison that. And Mr. Beguid seemed reluctant to tell them anything.

      “This is the way they did it in the past. Your predecessor had to change it, when they widened the road,” Beguid said. “We want to change it back.” He seemed to be embarrassed by his task.

      Constance sensed that this place was under an enchantment. She could feel it. The spell felt cold and clammy. Powerful. Dangerous. And very old. Why did they want to strengthen it?

      The group of children from the local school seemed unconcerned. So did the six children who lived in the Tower.

      But her companions from Culham Castle School looked uncomfortable. They could feel the spell, too.

      Beguid couldn’t say that this was an emergency, because he knew they would just laugh. “But it’s official. The Home Office has been informed. They’ve arranged a police escort.”

      This was news to Constance. She perked up.

      “They’re waiting,” Beguid said.

      The Constable gave him a look of intense dislike. “The Chief Warder will lead the way. I will follow him. And you will follow me. Is that understood?”

      Beguid merely nodded.

      The Senior Warder, magnificent in his scarlet uniform, turned to the children. The ones from the London school outnumbered those from Culham Castle. He subjected the Castle School children to a glare. “You will follow your—headmaster. I don’t want any stragglers. All right?”

      For a moment, nobody answered. Constance wondered whether they were too afraid to speak.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Constance said. She had done her homework and knew that all of the warders were retired sergeants. Then she had a moment’s doubt. Should she have said ‘warder’?

      But the warder smiled at her. “You’ll do.” He turned and strode off, in true parade ground fashion. Beguid, caught by surprise, hurried after.

      Constance, who had expected the warder’s order and also hurried forward, nearly trod on Beguid’s heels.

      They walked down the ramp to Water Lane, then turned right to go under the arch of Byward Tower, and then along the bridge across the moat. A couple of police officers, in high-visibility vests, were waiting.

      The warder ignored the gaping tourists. He led them past the souvenir shop and stopped. “Gather ‘round! Form a circle. No, give yourself room.”

      The local children formed up on his right, the Culham Castle children on his left. Constance, standing opposite the warder, found a local boy on her left. Six other children, the ones who lived in the Tower, were much younger than the rest.

      The warder pointed to a metal plate set in the ground. “This is the first marker. They mark the bounds of the Tower.”

      Constance stared. The inscription on the plate read ‘W /|\ D’.

      “The ceremony demands that you must strike each marker in turn. Use your willow wands.”

      Constance stepped back a bit and gave the marker a tentative whack.

      “All of you!” the warder said. “Mark well!”

      The wands that the children were holding were so long that the circle had to be wide, seven meters across. They all whacked the marker. Behind the children, the warders formed an outer perimeter.

      “Stop. You have marked well!” the warder shouted. “Say it.”

      “We have marked well!” the children said.

      “This way.” The warder led them to the next marker, which they ‘marked’ in a similar way, and then the next.

      This one was set against the wall, like a milestone. The children formed a semicircle.

      “Now—mark well!”

      Tourists stopped to stare. “Look! Beefeaters!”

      Constance tried to ignore them. The police escort kept the tourists from interfering. But nothing could stop them from taking photos.

      “Good. You have marked well,” the warder shouted.

      “We have marked well!” the children shouted. They were beginning to enjoy themselves.

      Satisfied, the warder turned and strode towards the main road. “This way!”

      The children hurried after.

      One of the girls from the Tower was younger than the rest, about seven. “I’m Sibyl. My mummy said I was too young to take part. But Grandpa said I could come.”

      “I see.” Constance guessed that ‘Grandpa’ was the chief warder.

      Constance wondered how they would cross the road. Did the warder expect the traffic to stop for him?

      Apparently, he did. Two motorcycle cops were waiting. They turned their bikes across the road and held up their arms to stop the traffic. The warder waved his thanks as he strode by.

      He led them along a side street. The next marker was set in the road. Fortunately, it was a quiet side street with no traffic. “Form a circle. And mark well!”

      The children whacked the marker. “We have marked well!” they shouted.

      A few steps on, they reached the doorway to a posh hotel. With a self-confidence that Constance envied, the warder led them up the steps.

      The hotel doorman had a top hat and frock coat. But he did nothing to stop the warder. Of course he didn’t, Constance thought.

      Constance found that this marker was another metal plate, set into the top step.

      “Gather ‘round,” the warder said. The doorman grinned at them.

      “They must think we’re crazy,” a local second-year boy said.

      “Hush,” Constance said.

      They ‘marked’ the steel plate with enthusiasm until the warder shouted. “You have marked well!”

      “We have marked well!”

      The warder led them along the side road to the Tower Hill Underground station, stopping at four more markers, and then back down to the busy street.

      Constance was enjoying herself. But she did not understand why she was here.

      The warder turned to face them. “Now this is the big secret,” he said. “The next four spots are in the middle of the road. So, we usually walk right past them. But today is special.”

      He smirked. “And we have dispensation from the Home Office.”

      Constance wondered what he meant by the Home Office. Then she saw that the two motorcycle cops had stopped traffic again.

      The warder led his expedition out into the road and turned east. The car drivers looked bemused rather than impatient.

      “Where’s the marker?” Constance said.

      “Over there.” The warder pointed towards the far side of the road.

      She looked where he was pointing ‘round. On the far side of the road, set Set against the fence, was a vertical marker, like an old-fashioned milestone. It was painted white, so the inscription showed up clearly. It read ‘W. D. No. 17. 15 Feet North.’

      “Fifteen feet …” the warder said. He stopped.

      “You—.” He pointed at Constance. “Put the end of your willow by my foot.” She did so, and he stepped nimbly backwards.

      “The rest of you. Form a circle. And mark well!”

      “Mark well,” the children chanted. They used their willow wands to whack the patch of road.

      The warder finally held up his hand. “You have marked well.”

      “We have marked well,” the children said. They rested their willows on their shoulders.

      “Louder,” the warder said. “We have to get this one exactly right. Otherwise, they’ll make us do this all over again.”

      “We have marked well!” the children shouted.

      “You’ll do. Let’s go.” He led them eastward along the middle of the road.

      The sky was darker now. The clouds were lower.

      Constance suddenly felt queasy. She stumbled and nearly fell. What was wrong with her? Then she realised that the problem was not with her at all. The cold and clammy feeling she had felt inside the fortress had returned.

      The warder led them to the next spot and pointed out the marker.

      This was also set against the fence. The legend read ‘W. D. No. 18. 60 feet North’.

      “Sixty feet ... that’s twenty meters.” The warder tapped the road with the toe of his boot. “Here.”

      Constance hesitated. “That feels wrong. It’s more to the right. Somewhere here.” She moved two meters back along their circuit. The other students from Culham Castle adjusted their positions. They could feel it, too.

      She suddenly realised that it was very important to get this right.

      The warder opened his mouth to complain, then closed it again. He turned to Beguid. “Is she right in this?”

      Beguid shrugged. “You said it yourself. If we don’t get this exactly right, we’ll have to do it all over again. And I trust her judgment.”

      The warder looked them over’round. “Do any of you think this girl’s got it wrong?” Nobody said anything. “All right—mark well.”

      The others lined the tip of their wands up with Constance’s, and they whacked the spot in the road. Finally, the warder held up his hand.

      “We have marked well!” the children shouted.

      Constance still felt uneasy. Then she realised what that feeling was. The magic was strengthening, extending beyond the walls. The magic of the Tower.

      The warder seemed more tense now. Could he feel the enchantment? And – Beguid was edgy, too.

      The next two spots were also in the road. On the previous occasion, the procession had walked right past without stopping. And that had weakened the spell. Perhaps that had been a good thing.

      On both occasions, the Warder made the right guess, and Constance did not have to contradict him. Her main feeling, now, was guilt that they were holding up the traffic for so long.

      She was relieved when the warder led them off the busy road, to an upright marker set against the wall. The motorcycle cops drove to one side and waved the traffic on. Constance stopped feeling guilty.

      She noticed that young Sibyl was dragging the end of her willow wand along the ground. “You mustn’t do that.”

      “But it’s heavy.” She was petulant.

      “Here, I’ll carry it.”

      At the next marker, Constance gave her extra willow wand back to Sibyl. “Just hold it. But don’t drop it.”

      “All right.”

      They repeated this at the next marker. But then Beguid noticed. “All of the children have got to take part.”

      The warder was annoyed. “I think that all she has to do is complete the course.”

      “But that will make it less powerful,” Beguid said.

      “It’s too powerful already,” the warder said.

      How does he know that? Constance thought. For a moment, she was afraid that she had spoken out loud.

      Beguid looked from the warder to the children and back again. Perhaps he realised that opinion was against him.

      “Come on. Let’s get this over with,” the warder said. “Mark well.”

      They whacked the marker. “We have marked well.”

      The warder turned away and Constance took Sibyl’s wand again. “Come on.”

      The warder led them round towards Tower Bridge. The next marker, set into the pavement, was new. They could mark it without holding up the traffic. To the south was Tower Bridge.

      “Mark well,” the Warder said.

      The children whacked the marker until the warder was satisfied. “You have marked well.”

      “We have marked well!” they shouted.

      She could feel the enhancement growing with each ‘marking’. How dangerous was it?

      Then they headed down the slope towards the river, stopping twice more.

      The warder pointed at another upright marker, set against the wall. “One last marker. Form a circle. Gather ‘round. And mark well!”

      “We have marked well!” the children said.

      “That was the last marker, but we’re not finished yet.”

      The Warder led them under the arch of the approach road to Tower Bridge.

      Under normal circumstances, Constance would have stopped to look. But she sensed that this ceremony was more important than any tourist attraction.

      Then they passed another group of tourists. They pointed. “Look!”

      Half of them reached for their cameras. Constance realised they were a tourist attraction. She felt herself blush.

      The warder seemed immune to embarrassment. He led them across the cobblestones. The stone walls of the castle were to their right, the Thames to their left. On the other side of the river, she could see the Shard. The cloud was lower now, and darker. She found it even easier to imagine a dragon perched on top, obscured by the cloud, watching. She shivered.

      “Aren’t there any—markers—on the embankment?” Constance panted.

      “The markers are old. And the embankment is new, by Tower standards. Only three hundred years or so.”

      Constance grinned. She liked the way he said, ‘only three hundred years’. But she didn’t have time to say so.

      She sensed that the enchantment was stronger now. What had they done?

      There was a narrow wooden bridge across the moat and a gateway in the castle walls. The sign fastened to the wall said, “Middle drawbridge.”

      On the near side of the bridge was a wooden kiosk. Another security officer sat inside. A portable wooden sign read ‘Exit only’.

      The warder ignored the sign with his usual self-confidence and led them across the bridge and through the gateway.

      One of the security guards—not a warder—pushed the heavy wooden gate shut behind them. It made a satisfying ‘clunk’.

      Constance shook her shoulders. That cold and clammy feeling was stronger than ever.

      “Is that it?” Beguid asked. He sounded tense. “Can we relax?”

      The warder shook his head. “We go to the chapel next. We’ve got to complete the circle.”

      Beguid was dismayed. “The chapel? Ah—Constance here is a Muslim.”

      The warder was more than dismayed. “But we’ve got to visit the chapel. All of us. He turned on Constance and eyed the woolen cap that covered her hair. “You can’t visit the chapel?”

      Constance could sense the enchantment. It felt—incomplete. “What would I have to do? Sing a psalm? Or just stand in the doorway?”

      The warder relaxed slightly. “You’re prepared to go inside?”

      “Of course. It’s a tourist attraction, right? So, lots of Muslims go there?”

      The warder looked relieved. “That’s right. This way, everyone.” He led the way along the lane, then turned right through another gateway. The sign over the arch read ‘Bloody Tower.’ The lane sloped gently upwards. Then came twenty-two steps.

      Constance looked ‘round. This was the Inner Ward, where they had started. Over to the left was a patch of grass and, on the far side, a row of dainty Tudor houses. She thought she glimpsed a guardsman in a red coat. But there was no chance for a second look because the Warder led them across the Inner Ward at a brisk pace.

      Constance hurried to keep up. “I always wanted to visit the chapel. Because of Lady Jane Grey.”

      “Yes?” The warder sounded encouraging.

      “She was a Tudor princess. Her father-in-law organised a rebellion and proclaimed her queen. But it failed.”

      “Yes. She was executed on Tower Green,” the warder said. “I mention that in my tours.”

      “I think she prayed in the chapel. So, I’d like to see it.”

      They paused while one of the officials collected their willow wands. “We need them for the next ceremony.” Constance handed over Sibyl’s wand as well as her own.

      The warder could not forget his role as guide. “The current chapel of St. Peter ad Vincula dates from the reign of Henry VIII, but there’s been a place of worship on this site for over a thousand years, predating even the White Tower.”

      The chapel was a low rectangular stone building. Inside was a nave and shorter north aisle, lit by narrow windows with gothic cusped panels but no tracery.

      The children gathered in the aisle. Most of the interior was taken up by wooden benches.

      The priest looked stately in a sleeveless coat and a white shirt with leg-of-mutton sleeves. He called for silence and asked everyone to pay attention. But he seemed to be in a hurry, too. He merely gave thanks for God’s mercy. There was not even any singing.

      “May the Lord’s blessing be upon you all.”

      They all filed out into the sunlight. Beguid seemed more cheerful now. “Is that it?”

      The warder had relaxed, too. “Not quite, sir. There’s the buffet. That seems part of it, somehow. Helps us unwind.”

      “I don’t think I can eat anything,” the local boy said. Constance sympathised.

      “Stomach upset? We have just the thing. Herbal tea,” the warder said.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone was chatting eagerly. The room, in the Armouries Building, had a high ceiling. Constance had chosen a salad. She still felt a bit queasy.

      Then the senior warder sat opposite her. “Now, what was all that about?” He was holding an extra-large mug of tea, which did not match his gaudy uniform.

      She was uncomfortable. She did not want to offend this kindly man.

      Then Sibyl joined them. The mug she was carrying was far too big for her. She stared owlishly at Constance.

      “What does ‘WD’ mean? It was on those markers.”

      “It stands for ‘War Department’. They call it the Ministry of Defence these days. Now—I’ve answered your question, but you haven’t answered mine.”

      There seemed to be no way out. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Besides, you probably won’t believe me.”

      He gave her a look. “Try me.”

      She glanced at Sibyl. Would it be wrong to tell the child? She turned back to the warden. “Do you believe in magic?”

      “I didn’t, before I came here. But now …” he sipped at his tea.

      “Some of the boys prefer to call it a quantum effect.”

      He grimaced. “That doesn’t really help very much, does it? So, we created a spell. Is it malevolent?”

      “We didn’t create it, we just reinforced it. And it isn’t malevolent, as such.” I don’t believe it, she thought. I’ve just used the word malevolent. And it fits.

      “So, it isn’t dangerous?”

      “It was scary,” Sibyl said.

      Constance chose her words carefully. She did not want to scare the girl even more. “It’s supposed to stop people who try to use magic with evil intent.”

      The warder sipped his tea and considered this. “And how does it spot evil intent?”

      “That is the snag,” Constance said. “They say it’s safest not to attempt magic inside the Tower at all.”

      “Wait—this spell only works in the Tower?”

      She nodded. “That’s what it’s for. That’s why the Bounds are so important. So, you can imprison magicians here.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Malevolent ones?”

      She grinned. “Yes.”

      “So, you can use magic?”

      “Well, yes. But I’m still learning.”

      Sibyl put down her mug. “Show me.”

      “But I can’t, not here. Didn’t I explain? The spell stops you from using magic here.”

      The warder nodded. “Yes, so you did. Of course. But you could do it outside the Tower?”

      “Outside the Bounds, yes.”

      Constance felt guilty. Had she done the right thing? She felt someone was watching and noticed Mr. Beguid,

      He walked up to their table. “Are you all right, Constance?” He turned on the warder. “Are you bullying her?”

      The warder ignored his tone. “We were just talking about magic.”

      Constance’s guilt returned. She tried to justify herself. “I think the sergeant has a right to know.”

      The warder nodded. “She says it’s dangerous. I could feel that for myself, out there. You were asking me to create something I didn’t understand.”

      “Didn’t anyone tell you?”

      “I thought it was just another ceremony—until today. I’ve taken part before, but this is the first time I’ve been in charge.”

      Beguid seemed to accept this. “I think of it as a wolfhound. Big, yes, but it spends all its time dozing in front of the fire.”

      Constance thought the spell was more like Smaug. But she kept this to herself. Beguid’s version was much more reassuring.

      The warder was not satisfied. “This girl—Constance—says it’s only supposed to attack people with evil intent. But it can’t tell the difference. Was she wrong?”

      Beguid looked exasperated. “It’s a lot more complicated than that. Everyone feels guilty about something, and …”

      “Constance said it was safest not to attempt magic inside the Tower at all.”

      “Well—that has the benefit of simplicity, yes.”

      “But who cntrols this thing?”

      Constance wanted to know that, too. She turned to Beguid. He was grinning. “Think of it as another of your duties, sergeant. You’re the new master of hounds.”
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        The story of “Chervil and the Janitor” was born out of my appreciation for the maintenance and facilities guys who work in the manufacturing industry. I’ve gotten to know several over the last few years, and my husband is an engineering technician providing expert support to instruments that we scientists need and use constantly. They are the unsung heroes of science and industry. It occurred to me that the janitor, an old-fashioned term for a facility engineer, might be a very smart man, and one expert in all kinds of magic as well as sciences, to keep up with making a magical school run smoothly. And that’s where the story started.
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        Chervil and the Janitor

      

      

      “The night is dark and filled with darkness.”

      All the boys froze, but for just a split second. Then the oldest and tallest of them relaxed, his shoulders leveling out from the hunch they had taken on automatically. “Just the janitor, boys.”

      The old man with the wild hair above beetling eyebrows muttered under his breath, and stepped into the room, mop held at the ready.

      “What dost thou have there?”

      The tall one sneered, “A mess even you can’t clean up, old...”

      His retort was cut off with a yelp when the mop flicked out faster than his eyes could see and the damp tendrils flicked across the back of his bare legs with a painful sting.

      “Ger on wi’ thee,” the janitor snarled, and the boys scattered and fled through the far door of the long room.

      The janitor shuffled closer to the buffet cupboard. He reached out with the handle of the mop and tapped gently at the doors.

      “Come on out now.” There was a long moment of silence, then one of the doors creaked open just about an inch, enough so someone hiding within could look out.

      What the watcher within saw was a gnarled old man currently leaning on his mop, wet side down against the gleaming floor. His head was turned away, not looking directly at the hidden child. He appeared to be staring through the long row of windows on the far side of the room at the golden sunlight outside. There was another stretch of silence. The janitor didn’t move. Nothing moved inside the cabinet. The janitor mumbled under his breath, too quiet to hear if you were more than a pace away from him.

      Maybe it was something about that mutter, with no hint of anger to it, or even sense, really. For whatever reason, the child decided it was time to come out. The stout wooden-soled brogues appeared first, then the bare knees with the scab on one of them, followed finally by the rest of the child; red hair tousled and with one eye beginning to blacken already.

      “Aye,” the janitor grunted as the boy uncurled himself from the cupboard. “Well, then.”

      The boy stared up at him in silence, his big brown eyes wide. The janitor jerked his head towards the nearest door and then picked up his mop with a little swishing motion to make sure no excess moisture was left on the stone flagged floor. He walked towards the door without another word. The boy hesitated. It seemed he’d been invited to follow the old man. But after the incidents of the morning, he felt maybe he should just run away and hide again.

      At length, curiosity won out. He trotted after the janitor, who moved faster than an old man ought. The janitor led him a little way down the hall, then opened a door and gestured. The boy peeped in, seeing that it was a supply closet with another door on the far end of it. Mops, brooms, buckets, and all manner of cleaning supplies were neatly arranged within. They went in together and the janitor opened the door at the other end, revealing a small room which held a table and some chairs. The janitor pulled out a chair with another gesture indicating the boy should sit.

      Uncertain what to make of this unwonted solicitude, the boy hesitated in the door for a moment. The grizzled janitor ignored him, instead going to the cupboards mounted high on the wall. He opened a door and pulled out a tray with several items on it.

      Putting it on the table, he opened the small cage and then tipped out an amphibian, who stretched, yawned, and then sat up on his hindquarters with forelegs folded. The janitor reached into his pocket and pulled out a morsel of something, which the salamander gobbled up before curling around the teapot.

      The boy crept closer to the table, his fears easing. Still, the old man paid him no mind. The salamander made a faint noise and blue flames erupted from his brown and orange skin, licking halfway up the blue porcelain teapot’s sides. The old man was rummaging in a cupboard now. The tray, the boy saw as he slid into the proffered chair, held a teapot, sugar bowl heaped with cubes, creamer, salamander cage, and a mug. None of the pottery matched, and the mug was missing a handle. Someone had ground the edges smooth where they had broken off.

      The janitor made a pleased grunt, and then set a blue stoneware mug in front of the boy after wiping it out with a rag. The teapot whistled. The salamander got up, shook, and his flames went out. He repeated his begging trick for a treat, then climbed into his cage. While the boy watched him, fascinated, the janitor plopped a tea sachet in his mug before following it with steaming water.

      “Want cream?” He spoke for the first time since the boy entered the room. He didn’t ask about sugar, dropping three cubes into the boy’s mug.

      The boy’s eyes got very round. So much sugar! He could barely believe it.

      “Please?” he responded once he’d caught his breath and remembered his manners.

      The janitor poured in a generous slug and sat down in his own chair across the table from his guest. He blew on his mug. The boy touched his own mug, realized it was far too hot, and thought better of it.

      “So, Chervil.” The old man beetled his brows at the boy, who looked startled at being addressed.

      “M-my name is Cyril.” His voice was very soft.

      “Eh? Deaf as a door. Chervil. See the nurse for a compress when you’ve drunk your tea.”

      The janitor quaffed his tea, careless of the steam still rising from it. He smacked his lips and poured more hot water into the mug with the tea sachet still in it. The boy, who had wanted to object to seeing the nurse, who in his admittedly limited experience was far more likely to sniff at his injury and send him summarily to detention, subsided and took a sip of his sweet, rich tea. It was far stronger than any he’d drunk before, but oh! It was good. The janitor looked at his pocket watch, tossed back his second cup, and got up.

      “Thaumaturgy 303 will be out.” His voice was doleful. “Bound to be dragon’s blood in the carpet.”

      He turned and put his cup in the sink that hadn’t been there a minute before. Cyril blinked.

      “Finish your tay,” the janitor grumbled.

      Cyril’s face disappeared for a moment behind his oversized mug. When he emerged again his mug only held the teabag. The janitor held out his hand, then upended the mug over the sink, dumping out the soaked sachet. An instant later, there was a wet chomping noise.

      “Coom on, then. Dragon’s blood stain summat fierce. Then we’ll get you to the nurse.”

      Cyril trailed behind the old man, who picked up a wooden tool chest by the handle on top as they passed back though the supply closet. Cyril looked over his shoulder to see the door silently swinging closed behind them. Through the closing gap, there was no sign of the table and chairs.

      “Chervil. Look lively,” the janitor snapped.

      The boy’s skinny legs churned as he followed in the tall man’s wake. The janitor was stooped, but his legs were still long. Cyril didn’t think why he should obey the man - he wasn’t a teacher. But the authority of the man, coupled with his unexpected kindness and potential for protection against the bullies... at that moment Cyril would have followed him anywhere.

      As they walked into the big classroom with its high vaulted ceiling and book-lined walls, the boy wrinkled his nose. The smell in the room was oddly pungent, reminding him a little bit of vomit and rust. The janitor coughed, then crouched, setting the box on the floor. Cyril noticed at this point that the box had an inordinate number of latches going all the way around. The janitor undid these two at a time, moving so quickly that Cyril barely followed what he was doing, and then he lifted off the lid, revealing the interior of the box to be completely filled with a quivering chartreuse gelatin-like substance. The janitor stood and with his booted foot, tipped the box over slowly. The substance rolled out of the box with an alarming slurp noise. It remained in its cubical form for a brief instant, and then little tendrils shot out of every side of it reaching for the carpet. Within a moment, it had flattened and was oozing its way towards the dark stain on the carpet. The janitor took a step back towards Cyril and surprised the boy by speaking.

      “Sentient slimeball. Uses chemotaxis. Well-trained, won’t eat the carpet, just the spill. Really likes dragon blood.”

      Cyril made a mental note to look up some of the words the janitor had just used; chemotaxis was a new one on him. He wondered if that was spelled like the taxes you had to pay? He watched as the mold rippled tiny yellow green rivers all over the spill. When it reached the outer parameters of the spill, it turned back into itself and began to flow in lumpy waves towards the box again. The janitor waited until it was all inside, and then, again with his foot, he tipped the box upright and lifted the lid on to it, after waiting for the last tendrils to squeeze up with the rest of its mass. He snapped the catches closed almost as quickly as he’d opened them.

      The boy looked up at the janitor, whose gray eyes were almost hidden behind his eyebrows. The man’s high forehead wrinkled slightly.

      “Good shiner you got there. Let’s get you to the nurse.”

      Cyril, highly intrigued by the janitor’s bag of tricks, trotted along behind him in the direction of the nurse. His previous encounters with her had not inspired him to think there would be much kindness available there. But perhaps with an adult advocate it would be better.

      To Cyril’s surprise, the janitor turned in the hall and headed towards the doors that led out towards the garden. They went past the big room where Cyril had been tormented not that long before; there was no sign of the big boys. Cyril, his confusion growing, followed the janitor out into the garden, and then into the maze of hedges which was distinctly off-limits to the boys at the school.

      The boy shrank close to the older man, looking around fearfully. There was no one in sight, and he was really hoping that being with an adult meant that he wouldn’t be punished for this transgression. They wound their way confidently through the maze, Cyril right on the janitor’s heels. The janitor, for his part, seemed to know exactly where he was going.

      The janitor stopped, to Cyril’s eyes at random, and turned to face the seemingly solid wall of green leaves and tightly knit twigs.

      “Chiron’s daughter, are you decent?” he called in a raised voice.

      There was an almost immediate answer, “Am I ever? Enter, old friend.”

      The stooped man pressed into the hedge and Cyril, taking a deep gulp of air, followed him as though he were plunging into deep water. To his surprise, he couldn’t feel the slightest catch of a leaf or a twig tugging at his shirt as he passed through the thick hedge. It melted away as though it were not there, and on the other side, he realized he’d closed his eyes, and belatedly opened them to see that they stood in a sunlit glade, surrounded entirely by the tall hedges. At one end stood an open-sided shed in which Cyril could catch a gleam of glassware, reminiscent of his alchemy class. But he wasn’t paying much attention to the shed, because in front of him, smiling down at him, was a centaur. Her wavy silvery hair was pulled back from her face loosely, and curls escaped to froth over her shell-like ears and slender neck onto the shoulders of the lab coat that she wore. The horse half of her was a dappled gray with slender, delicately turned legs. Had Cyril been older, and known more about horses, he would have said that she was part Arabian. But that knowledge would not come for some time yet.

      “You’ve brought a little friend. And it seems he has an injury.” She made a tut-tutting noise with her tongue and beckoned Cyril towards her.

      He looked up at the janitor, who made a shooing gesture, and then back at the centaur, who smiled.

      “Come, child, come. I don’t bite.” She pointed towards the shed. “I’ll have you come and sit on the stool. It will be easier for both of us, so that I may examine you.” She turned and led the way, Cyril walking beside her, with the occasional surreptitious glance up at her. He had never seen a centaur before. They were very rare, one of his books had said. He couldn’t remember much else, other than they were supposed to be famous doctors, healers, and scholars. He was more than a little awed by her, just being in her very presence. He reached the shed, which was indeed lined with workbenches and much glass on the bench against the far wall, but a tall stool, one of the sort that you can go around and around on, was placed just outside the shed near the outermost bench. She indicated that he should climb up onto it, which he did with a little effort.

      “Now, what’s your name?” Cyril looked up at her and opened his mouth to respond, but the janitor beat him to it.

      “‘is name’s Chervil.”

      “Oh! It’s like that, is it?” She looked at the janitor, her eyes narrowing, then looked back at Cyril, smiling. “Well, in that case, my name is Melissa.”

      Cyril was shocked when the janitor’s response to this was to break into wheezing laughter.

      “You started it, Seamus. Now, child, tip your head back and let me see you.”

      Her long fingers were slightly cool when they touched his skin, but very gentle as she turned his head this way and that with her hands on his cheeks. “You need to tell me if you feel any pain, child.”

      “N...no?” Cyril managed.

      “Now, now, when you come here. The first rule is to always tell the truth, the whole truth.” She stood back and put her hands on her hips where they joined with the horse body.

      Cyril sighed. She reminded him a little of his mother, and he had a sudden horrible feeling he was about to burst into tears.

      “Oh… Now, child, pain of the body. Pain of the heart I cannot help with.”

      Cyril sniffled, then gulped. “It’s just my eye, ma... er, Melissa. Dr. Melissa?”

      She giggled at his confusion. “Dr. Melissa suits. Now, hold still a moment.”

      She swept around the workbench and into the shed, where he could see her taking bottles out of a drawer, then putting them back. “Aha!” she said after a few of them. “Here it is.”

      She came back, holding it out. “Arnica, child. Nothing magical about it. Here.” She put some on a bit of gauze, then handed the damp compress to Cyril, who dutifully closed his eye and gingerly pressed the arnica-soaked gauze over his injury.

      “Now. Tell me about your day.” She reached out and tucked his hair back from his forehead and felt his brow. “Are you missing class?”

      “No,” Cyril replied promptly. “I had the afternoon for, er, the library.”

      He sneaked a guilty glance at the janitor. That wasn’t where he had been, which was why he’d fallen prey to the big boys.

      The janitor was ignoring the boy and Melissa, and was instead looking up at the roof of the shed and frowning.

      “Has there been a leak?” he asked abruptly.

      “No. There has not. You know there hasn’t.” She put her hands on her hips again, fists balled up. “Will you pay attention to your charge?”

      The janitor shot an alarmingly intense look at the boy. “What am I looking for?”

      Cyril didn’t answer, but it seemed the question wasn’t aimed at him, but Dr. Melissa.

      “Do you see the curse?”

      “Ayuh. I’m old, not blind.”

      Cyril sat up very straight and dropped the arnica gauze. “The what?”

      
        
        Chapter 2

        

      

      “The curse, dear. Didn’t you know?”

      Cyril shook his head with emphasis. “I’m cursed? And it shows?” He wondered if she had a mirror.

      “Don’t panic, boy,” the janitor growled at him. “Panic never does any good. Breathe.”

      Cyril became aware that he wasn’t and started back up again. His chest felt tight and painful. This was worse than he’d felt hiding in the cupboard from the upperclassmen.

      “I see why you brought him to me,” he heard the centaur healer say to the Janitor. “Really, Seamus, you have a bit of Saint George in you after all.”

      “Hmph. All believers are saints. None of your nonsense. T’boy needed a kindly hand.”

      “And yours was not soft enough?” she said in a playful tone.

      “Mine is callused. Look at him. He’s scared of his own shadow.” He pointed at Cyril, who felt a little as though he were floating somewhere outside his own body, watching it all.

      “It’s the curse,” she said, and that brought him back with a snap.

      “Is the curse why they all want to kick me and lock me in small dark places?” Cyril heard his own voice, sounding very small and uncertain. He clapped both his hands over his mouth to keep any other words from spilling out as both the adults turned to look at him.

      “Where did they kick you?” Dr. Melissa asked at the same time that the janitor growled out, “No, they are beastly little worms and you’re smaller than they are.”

      Cyril loosened his hands as they continued to stare at him, waiting for an answer. “They kicked me in the ballroom. When I wasn’t supposed to be there. Percy knocked me down, first.”

      “I see.” She steepled her hands in front of her, and her face was serious. “Where, on your body, did the kicks land?”

      “My back? Because I curled up and tried to keep my head covered.” Cyril demonstrated, with a small gasp as his back twinged.

      “That’s what I felt. I knew there was more.” She clapped her hands together. “Turn around, child, and let me examine you.”

      Cyril let out a small whimper of dismay. He really didn’t want to take off his shirt…

      “Take off your shirt, boyo.” Seamus the janitor came closer and put a gentle hand on Cyril’s shoulder. “She’s a doctor, not just the nurse, and she needs to see.”

      Cyril sucked in his lip and bit it, wondering how the old man knew what there was to see.

      Reluctantly, he pulled up the back of his shirt.

      “Oh,” she said.

      “Has your Mother seen this?” Seamus asked. He was still standing in front of Cyril, while Melissa touched his back with gentle cool fingers. Cyril hadn’t seen the marks on his back, himself. Mirrors were in short supply at the school, and he could only imagine the form the mocking would take if the boys saw him trying to twist around to see… more of the beatings that had left his back battered as it was. Curling up into a ball like a rolly-polly left his head protected, but his back, well, that was a big enough target for boots.

      Cyril shook his head. He’d taken to managing his own bathing and dressing without Nurse and couldn’t conceive of a time his mother would have seen him unclothed. Besides which, it wasn’t always this bad. Just this term had been miserable for some ungodly reason, and the upperclassmen all seemed to have made it their mission in life to destroy his will and...

      “Is there more?” Dr. Melissa asked, coming around where she could see him. “You may have kidney damage. Have you seen blood in your urine?”

      Her voice was cool and detached, but her eyes were fire.

      “No,” Cyril sucked in his breath at the idea. “It’s... I haven’t...”

      “Haven’t gone since the attack.” She looked at the janitor, who shrugged.

      “He didn’t say anything.”

      “Has he eaten or drunk anything?” she demanded, and Cyril opened his mouth to answer, but the janitor beat him to it.

      “Cup of tea. I didn’t offer him biscuits, come to think of it.” The janitor sounded apologetic.

      Because he was tired of being treated like an inanimate object, and because the centaur was glaring at his new friend, Cyril interjected, “It was very nice tea.”

      She looked back and forth between them, blinking, then burst into laughter. “If he can drink that extra black Typhoo you insist on brewing, then he will live. I’d still like a urine sample.”

      Cyril wondered if he could escape the glade they were in. He was not going to take a leak in front of her!

      “Not now, child.” She shook her head. “Goodness, you are a literal one. No, you are going to...” She stopped abruptly and looked at the janitor. “This is going to be complicated, isn’t it?”

      “Well...” The old man started, then stopped.

      Cyril slid carefully off the stool and picked up the gauze he had dropped earlier in the day. “No. I will get back up to my room and I’ll hide. Now that I know there’s a... thing. I’ll work harder at avoiding the upperclassmen. You’ve been more than kind,” he finished stiffly, standing very straight and swallowing hard.

      It had been a long day, in his defense, and none of the teachers had ever shown him the slightest concern. That, and he was from a long line of “Stiff-upper-lip, what-what...” men who had passed that on to him from his first appearance outside the Nursery.

      “Nonsense. Stuff and nonsense.” Melissa bent down and reached out, taking his hands. “You are injured, child, and I have a duty. Not only am I under an oath and geas, but in any case, you brave thing, you would win the heart of stone to feeling.”

      Cyril, to his horror, felt his lip quiver.

      “Get on with you, woman. Don’t make the lad cry now.” The janitor spoke with disgust, and clapped his hand on Cyril’s shoulder. “Chervil, we are going to have a word with the Headmaster.”

      Cyril felt rather faint at that moment. “Please, no.”

      “He’s not all bad. I have a proposition for the both of you.” The janitor shook him, not roughly, and let go. “Come now. And you, baggage, calling yourself Melissa. Come bear testimony.”

      “But I haven’t the right equipment to testify.”

      Cyril was confused why this response, with her smirk, caused both adults to laugh. But it did break through the terrible anxiety he was feeling. He didn’t have a choice. Will he, nil he. He couldn’t exactly outrun a centaur, and he had a feeling the janitor knew all the hiding places and unused passageways better than he did. After all, they weren’t full of dust and dirt. His shoulders dropped, and he followed the janitor as they walked around the shed toward the rear of it, where there was a gate in the hedge.

      Melissa clapped her hands, and the gate opened. There was the opening Cyril had been looking for. He could run, now, and elude the adults… Adults he barely knew, and who could take him into the worst place, the place where the Head sat in judgment, the one man who could cast him out into what lay beyond the school. Cyril had only a moment to decide, and then it was past again. Cyril looked up at the janitor, who had slackened his pace a little so the boy was walking beside him, not behind him.

      “Why didn’t we come this way?” the janitor spoke, not looking at him.

      Cyril was startled to hear his thoughts come from another’s mouth. The corner of the old man’s mouth quirked and vanished in his beard.

      “We came the discreet route. In case you could go back again with no one the wiser.”

      “Oh.” Cyril added this to the growing heap of confusing things he knew, now. “Why...”

      “We are going this way because it’s shorter and won’t lead to questions about where we came from.”

      “Which doesn’t help the lad understand,” Dr. Melissa spoke from behind them. “What are you planning, Seamus?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out in due time,” he responded in a curt tone, and all of them fell silent as he led them out of the garden and onto the main drive. They were inside the gates of the school, but far enough Cyril couldn’t see more than the roof of the manor that housed the school. They trudged up the long gravel road, and after a while Cyril felt the oppressive sensation of being watched. He looked around but saw no one. There was a line of rose beds all in bloom, but anyone standing there would be in plain sight. And the idea of the upperclassmen crouching down to spy on him was mind-boggling.

      The other side of the road was the long lawn that rolled away to the Ruin, which wasn’t really a ruin, but a built thing that had always looked ruined even when it was new. And that hadn’t been in this century. Fallen Grecian columns, and a pair that still towered over tousled gardens meant to imply wilderness... it was pretty, Cyril thought, but silly. Anyone could be there and watching, although it was too far to see clearly.

      Still, the boy’s neck hairs lifted. Someone was watching, from somewhere. They kept walking around the long curve of the drive, until they were in the shadow of the house, the janitor moving slowly but steadily, his back hunched so his face was on a level with the boy’s. The centaur behind them moved at a slow walk, somehow keeping her place to the rear with her longer horse’s legs.

      Cyril looked up and saw a pale blur behind the glass in a second-story room. He wasn’t sure which room, but that must be the watcher. He couldn’t make out features from down here, and then the watcher realized he was looking, and stepped back abruptly, out of Cyril’s sight.

      Then they reached the steps, and Cyril was horrified to realize the janitor meant to take them in through the front door.

      They paused at the top of the steps on the wide portico just in front of the door. Seamus the janitor looked down at Cyril, his brows drawn so far together that his eyes almost vanished between beard and eyebrows. “Follow my lead, mind. Do you trust me?”

      Cyril looked up at him, feeling cold and afraid, but he nodded. The janitor had been nothing but kind to him, and the centaur, waiting at the bottom of the steps, reminded him so much of his mother. Finally, he nodded.

      “Good lad, Chervil.” Then the Janitor took the back of his shirt collar and lifted it up a little bit like he was dragging a reluctant boy. He raised his other hand and thudded it against the door three times. The door opened almost immediately. As soon as it did, and Cyril didn’t even get a chance to see who opened it, the janitor was in motion, barging past whoever it was with Cyril in tow, almost dangling from his large hand.

      “Need to see headmaster,” the Janitor, always sparse with his words, was even more so now.

      Behind them a startled voice stammered, “He’s, he’s in his office.”

      Cyril didn’t recognize the voice, but he could tell from the tone and timbre it was one of the head boys. Alarmed by janitor’s behavior and the rapidity of their movement, Cyril found himself dragging his feet a little.

      The janitor grunted, and under his breath muttered, “Keep it up lad, keep it up.” And then he was knocking at the headmaster’s door, only a little more gently than he had at the front door, before flinging it open and presenting a now very tousled Cyril to the headmaster behind his desk.

      The headmaster dropped the quill he had been writing with and stood up. “Come now, man, what is this?” he demanded.

      “Boy up to mischief,” the janitor growled.

      “Really? I don’t believe I’ve ever seen this boy before. What is your name?” He demanded of Cyril.

      Cyril opened his mouth to respond, but all that came out was a squeak.

      The headmaster looked from him to the janitor. “Let go of him, man. You’re frightening him.”

      Oddly, as Cyril felt the warm firm grip fall away from his collar, he felt bereft rather than relieved. He gulped hastily and opened his mouth again to stammer out his name. “Cyril...Cyril Broadhurst, sir.” He forced himself to stand a little straighter, as much as he wanted to duck behind the janitor and let that worthy absorb the blasts he was sure was coming from the headmaster.

      The headmaster’s response was not reassuring. “You’re Cyril Broadhurst? You’re the Broadhurst boy?” The headmaster came around the desk to the front.

      Cyril, determinedly looking down at the carpet, at all the intricate woven patterns, the tiny knots that he knew made up such a thing, and the headmaster’s polished shoes showing under the edges of his robes, saw the fabric of the garment twitch slightly. If he were sent home. In disgrace! He could only imagine his mother’s pain and disappointment, and it made him wish he could shrink down so small he was hidden in the carpet fibers. He could survive there, with the point of a needle for his sword, and carpet beetles his steed and sustenance… his flight of imagination crashed into the reality of what was happening in the stuffy office.

      “Well, what punishment is it you want?” Cyril glanced up, astonished at being offered such an option, then he realized that the headmaster wasn’t looking at him, but at the janitor, with an oddly deferential look as though the janitor had some power over the Head, which didn’t make sense to Cyril. The Head was the ultimate authority here, wasn’t he? What about the janitor made him special? It was clear, though, that the Head was waiting on the one person who had been kind to Cyril, in his gruff way. The person who, along with Dr. Melissa, might have some kind of answer about this mysterious curse that made so much sense to Cyril but also meant he had to find out more. The only way towards that was to stay silent and trust the adult to handle it. Cyril looked from one of the men to the other.

      The janitor, his brows beetled down as far as they had been a moment ago, made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a growl.

      The headmaster’s own finely plucked brows arched upward. “That bad, was it?”

      The janitor jerked one shoulder.

      “Well, then.” The head cupped his chin in one hand, tapping his long finger against his cheek, which was smoothly shorn, unlike the janitor’s own bushy face foliage. Cyril glanced back and forth between the two of them, wanting to shrink down to ant size and crawl out the door. “I suppose we could expel him.”

      “Enh,” grunted the janitor, “he’s got potential.”

      “Do you think so? I mean, he is a Broadhurst.”

      “Give him to me for a couple of weeks. You’ll see.” The janitor once again took hold of the back of Cyril’s collar.

      Cyril, who was fighting not to erupt into a joyful spontaneous display of his understanding of the janitor’s true intent, hung his head again. He was a very bad liar, he knew that, so he really hoped the headmaster didn’t ask him any more questions.

      “If that satisfies you, Mr. Curran, you may take him, but go quickly before anyone sees.”

      Cyril found himself being dragged; well, he wasn’t exactly dragging his feet this time. He was hurrying to keep up with the janitor as they exited once again, the janitor tossing a growl at the head boy as they passed. Cyril got a look at his face this time. The boy was pale, as though he were afraid of the janitor. And then they were outside, and the door closed behind them. Cyril looked up at the janitor in time to see him give a wink to Dr. Melissa. Cyril blinked his eyes. He couldn’t believe what had just happened.

      “What, what, how?” he finally came out with.

      The janitor, who still had a rough grip on his collar, shook him very gently, and said, “Would you like more tea? And perhaps some cake this time?”

      The janitor explained as he led the trio around to the side of the school building, where he pulled a massive ring of keys out of a pocket and unlocked what looked to Cyril like a coal-loading chute. “He thinks I’ll have you scrubbing the toilets for a pair of weeks, which you won’t of course.”

      He pulled the doors open and revealed a long shallow sloping ramp that Dr. Melissa gently stepped down onto, before walking down into the cellar itself.

      “C’mon then, lad.” Cyril followed her into the pitch darkness. He was about halfway down the ramp, which had a nicely gritty surface to prevent her hooves from slipping, when a warm yellow light bloomed all around. Cyril caught his breath and looked around. This was not what he’d expected in the basement.

      “I’ll put the kettle on,” Dr. Melissa said, her hooves clicking as she crossed the polished stone flagging.

      “Welcome to m’ home, m’lad.” The janitor, having closed the big doors behind him, came down the ramp, patting Cyril on the shoulder as he passed him. “I’ll show you your room here shortly.”

      “My room?” Cyril repeated.

      “Mhmm.” The janitor made a noise of disgust. “That Head. He’s, well, I don’t get a choice in these things. He said a couple of weeks. I can play that out until the end of the term, and then you’ll apply to engineering school.”

      Cyril was dumbfounded, trailing the older man to the kitchen area, where Dr. Melissa was getting out mugs.

      “What about the curse?” he managed, his voice going to a squeak as he felt his throat tighten.

      “That’s my department.” Dr Melissa said without turning around, as she was stretching to reach one more mug off a high shelf. “We’ll have that off you before you’re an engineer. I just need to do a little research, see if it’s family, or personal.”

      “I don’t think I can…” Cyril was a little vague on what engineers did, or if that was an option to him. What would his family say? He was resolutely ignoring the reality of a curse. It couldn’t be a family curse, not even if his father was dead. Had to be on him. And he was not going to think of it. Right now, he was slowly realizing he was being blessed, rather than the opposite.

      “Aye. You’ll have a knack for it. And in the meantime, you can supervise the cleaning of toilets!”

      Supervise? Cyril wasn’t at all sure about the cleaning toilets part of this bargain. But then again, toilets under his own control would be much better than him under the control of the boys, and toilets in the vicinity.

      “We use a pocket kraken for cleaning the toilets,” the janitor explained. “He’s a filthy beast, but he does a good job.”

      A deep bass rumble came from the dark back corner of the kitchen. “Who are ye calling filthy, old man?”

      “You, Boris,” Dr. Melissa shot back.

      The janitor ignored the voice.

      “Oo’s this, then,” it called, and Cyril caught a glimpse of waving tentacles coming up out of what looked like a laundry sink, only deeper.

      “This ‘ere’s Chervil.” The janitor looked thoughtful for a minute. Dr. Melissa put down a creamer, and then a plate full of cakes. They weren’t elegant, but they were big and looked as though they were full of chopped fruit and nuts. Cyril felt his mouth begin to water.

      “Sit, eat,” growled the old man. “We need to feed you up so you have the strength to keep up with me.”

      Dr. Melissa chuckled. “Are you taking on an apprentice, Seamus?”

      “Eh, depends on the boy,” he muttered.

      Cyril thought about this. Apprenticeship was not something that had occurred to him, not a path that his father would have found acceptable. “I’m not smart enough to be an engineer,” he blurted.

      The bushy gray eyebrows shot up. “It’s not about smarts, boy.” He sat down across from the lad at the small table in the kitchen. Its top was polished to a gleam with beeswax but the warm wood was marred by many cut marks and not a few scorches. “Ye’re plucky.”

      “Being a janitor is rather a job that requires, well, here, at least, a fair amount of courage,” Dr. Melissa put in, bringing the tea pot and filling Cyril’s cup with a warm amber brew.

      Cyril eyed it. He hadn’t seen what tea she had used, but it looked a trifle paler than the Typhoo he’d been offered earlier.

      “La Plang Su Shon, boy. Not nearly as aggressive as that brew that he prefers,” she sniffed.

      The janitor curled his lip, barely visible under his beard. “Weak sauce. I’ll put hair on the boy’s chest yet.”
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        * * *
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      Jeremy, a young volkh wizard student, goes home with his best friend, Galena, for the holidays. Things are very different with her family, who are bear shifters, that at the volkh keep. Not all of the differences are good. Then an old enemy returns, and then Jeremy has to act to save his friends.

      This story is part of the Avatar Wizard series, the first book of which, Sworn to the Light, was released in 2021. It occurs in Book 2, the Fourth Bear of God.
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        Four Bears of God

      

      

      Jeremy raced down the castle corridor toward his master’s study. He swerved to miss the staff going about their jobs, jumped the rug that he often slipped on, and danced down the nightingale floor. Long practice made him aware of the worst squeaking boards. He knew for a large, solid boy of fourteen years he was surprisingly graceful. Thanks to the masters’ lessons for that.

      In his haste, he hit one of them, and the floor screeched. I don’t know why it’s called a nightingale floor. At best, it sounds like an angry owl. He was carefully to try and miss the rest of the loud ones.

      As he reached the study, he could smell his master’s pipe outside the door. The tobacco had a sweet cherry-like scent, which meant Master Anthony was studying. That was good. If it had been the shag, Jeremy might have sneaked away and come back later. Master Anthony only smoked that when he was doing accounts, and no one wanted to deal with him then. Even his beloved wife left him alone.

      It was obvious to anyone who dealt with Master Anthony when he was annoyed that his avatar was a badger. And not the one from the Islands to the East, but the grumpy one known for beating up bears on occasion. The guards said it was just as obvious as that Mistress Arianna’s was a fox. Jeremy didn’t understand that unless they meant her hair color, but that lovely and elegant woman was always kind to him.

      He screwed up his courage and knocked. After all, all Master Anthony could do is say no. It wasn’t like he did anything wrong this time. Not like when he ruined the beehives or got sick from stealing the fish from the smoker.

      “Come in, Jeremy,” his master’s voice boomed.

      Jeremy pushed the study door open. Master Anthony was sitting on the couch with Mistress Arianna curled up next to him. They were reading a massive leatherbound book. The couch was a huge leather-covered thing made in what he had been told was the style of the western isles where the Mistress came from. One of a pair facing each other. The old, battered desk, of honey-colored wood, was for once cleared. The walls were lined with bookcases, filled to overflowing. A low table sat in front of the couch on a colorful rug from the same isles. On the table was a silver teapot and two cups.

      “I’m sorry, Master, I didn’t want to disturb you,” Jeremy stuttered a bit. It looked like a private moment.

      “No problem, young man, this old grump and I were just picking recipes for the feast,” the Mistress said. “I’ll just wander down and make the cook’s day more exciting.” She stood up and reached over, pushing the locks of black and white hair out of Jeremy’s eyes. “You, young sir, need a trim.”

      “Just don’t come back with quills in your tail, trouble. Old Eyasu is easily annoyed,” Master Anthony grumbled.

      “Not by me. He likes me,” she said and sashayed out of the room. At the door, she looked back over her shoulder and blew Master Anthony a kiss.

      “Jeremy, marry young. Doing it at my age was a very foolish thing,” Master Anthony said with a fond smile, “And now, boy, what have you gotten into this time?”

      “Ah, nothing. It’s just… well, Galena has invited me to come home with her for the Holy Days. Since my family isn’t close. And well, I normally stay with you, but…” Jeremy took a deep breath. “I’d really like to go. Sir. If it’s okay.”

      “Hmmm. She asked you?”

      Jeremy nodded yes.

      “And all your assignments are done? Chores up to date? No random acts of destruction or mischief?”

      Jeremy nodded again. His master looked thoughtful.

      “Assume your avatar, lad.”

      Jeremy concentrated and feel for the flows of power that the vohlk could use. What the unlearned called magic. He reached and twisted, falling on his rump as his form changed. In the side of the pot, he could see he now looked like a yearling bear.

      “Excellent. Now, without losing the avatar, levitate the teapot for me.”

      Jeremy reached out with his gift and changed the flows so the teapot raised and poured, filling one cup about two-thirds full. He carefully put it down.

      “Excellent. Come back to a boy.”

      Jeremy reached again and untwisted the flows. In the six years, he had been with Master Anthony, he had learned a lot. He didn’t turn into a bear and get stuck anymore, nor did the bear’s instincts override his mind. The magic came easier as his avatar became a willing partner.

      “Very good. Please light the candle on the table.”

      Jeremy reached out. Surprisingly, this was harder. Fire was aggressive and wild; it was easy to call too much, which made it a powerful weapon but a tricky tool. He pulled just and little, and the candle flared to life.

      “Very well done. We still have the scorch marks from your earlier tries. Do you want to go?”

      “Very much, sir.”

      “Okay, sit and have some tea. We need to talk first,” Master Anthony said. “Honey? I thought so. Okay, Jeremy, you know I had stopped taking apprentices in the arts before your father asked me for help? An old friend and well, Ari thought you were so cute—”

      “I don’t remember all of it. Just parts. I was a bear cub.” Jeremy said.

      “Yes. And that was the problem. A lucky one, it turned out. Anyhow, you know about stories about the first and last apprentices?

      Jeremy shook his head no as he tasted the tea. Maybe a bit more honey.

      “The story is the first and last apprentices are the best. First apprentices because the master overtrains them. Last because he teaches them everything he knows. Silly idea. Why should the middle ones be treated differently? But I expect Galina’s family want to meet you and see what you are like. Because the expectation is you will be very good as I am supposed to teach you all my secrets in my old age. If Eyasu doesn’t kill you and make you into a stew.”

      “He said he forgave me for the berries and the fish. I think he’s still mad about the beehives. They are still recovering,” Jeremy said. He suddenly felt guilty about how much honey he added to his tea.

      “Hmmmph. You’re probably right. Anyway, so you must be on your best behavior. And you know her family aren’t volhk? They are shapeshifters, and…”

      “They don’t have power.” Jeremy nodded. He had been surprised to find that out. He thought everyone could do these things when he got here. Well, except back home.

      “There are a lot of cultural differences, too. You will see a lot of naked people because shifters don’t bring their clothes with them. So, don’t stare. There will be other differences, too. So be a bit wary. Don’t refuse food. Don’t whine. If they want something of you, or offer you something, remind them you are bound for another four years.”

      Jeremy nodded again He’s going to let me go! I really like Galena. She’s so very nice and well, I think she’s pretty. Those big brown eyes are like pools of that chocolate the mistress gets for holidays.

      “And you should take gifts. It’s polite, and it’s politic. I’ll get Ivana to make you a basket.”

      Jeremy raised his hand tentatively.

      “Yes, boy?”

      “I have something for Galena, sir.”

      “I’m not surprised. Now go, I have work to do. Work on the spell knots until our lesson tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Jeremy was up and waiting by the silver pillars outside the gate when Galena came. Inside his pack, he had the gifts from his master as well as his own. The master and mistress stood with him as Galena came up with two large men on horseback. The three stopped their horse in front of the master.

      “Teacher, thank you for getting Master Anthony to let Jeremy come home with me for the Feast,” Galena said, as she bowed to the mistress from her saddle. Galena was studying healing techniques with Mistress Arianna. She was a solidly built girl, pretty but not delicate-looking. Her dark brunette hair was long and braided up, and her eyes were dark brown. She was dressed for traveling with a blue tunic, brown tights, solid leather boots and a cloak.

      The men with her were similarly solid-looking, although they wore armor and carried arms. One had dark brown hair like Galena, while the other’s was snow white. Both looked tired as the ride from Galena’s village was long, and, as on previous trips, they were unwilling to stay at the keep. Probably due to the stories about the volkh. Galena had grumbled to him about it. The white-haired man looked at Jeremy standing there and then at Master Anthony.

      “Lord, excuse me, but the lad’s horse…”

      Master Anthony smiled and turned to his wife. “We forgot the horse. Whatever shall we do?”

      Mistress Arianna made a moue and said, “I guess the lad can summon an earth horse. You did teach him that, didn’t you?

      “Maybe. I tend to forget things. Well, I guess there’s no hope for it. Jeremy, make a gate unto the stone at…. What was your village’s name, Galena?”

      “Bjornheld, my Lord, but…”

      “No, no problem at all. Jeremy, now please,” Master Anthony looked at Jeremy and nodded.

      Jeremy reached out and found the energies buried in Master Anthony’s keep-stone. Despite practicing all week, he still worried as he felt the strands twist and turn. He pulled, and he felt Master Anthony reaching out to support him. A mental push from the old man showed him what gate to open.

      An arc of fire opened by the side of the road between the silver pillars. Through it, he could see a small-town square in front of a keep. Glena gasped, and Jeremy heard the men mutter behind him.

      “Excellent, lad,” Master Anthony said, “Now, off you go. Remember if you need a horse, earth. Water and fire aren’t as comfortable.” He looked at the shocked riders. “Come on, I have to anchor this while you go through. Jeremy, in two weeks, same time and we’ll bring you and Galena back the same way.”

      As they went through the gateway, Jeremy heard Mistress Arianna’s voice in his mind. “Nothing helps one’s status when visiting like a good entrance, Jeremy. Now, be good and have fun.”
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        * * *

      

      They went through the gate and stepped out in the middle of the square before a small keep. Guardsmen were scrambling around, and people were yelling. Galena looked at Jeremy and asked, “In the middle of town?”

      “Master Anthony picked the target since I’ve never seen the place. I guess this is what he remembered,” Jeremy answered.

      “Or the grumpy old tunneller just wanted to pull my ears,” a deep voice said. Jeremy turned to see a big man with brown eyes like Galena coming up to them.

      “Daddy!” Galena cried. He reached up and lifted her off the horse. “Dad! Stop! I’m not a little girl anymore.”

      “You’ll always be his little girl, honey. No matter how old you get or how big. Fathers are like that,” a gentler voice said. Jeremy looked over to see a tall, solid woman dressed in an apron over her woolen dress smiling at Galena and her father.

      He took the chance to look around while Galena greeted her parents. The keep was strong, built of dressed stone but not covered with plaster or anything to smooth it. The courtyard appeared to be paved with cobblestones and was clear for about fifty yards around. Outside the killing field, there were houses of hewed logs were built up two to three stories that ran along streets to the outer walls. A small market was in one corner of the courtyard, but the stands looked like they came down at night. Guards in mail or waxed leathers had clustered around. He suspected from his classes that somewhere an archer was trained on him. He hoped so. He didn’t want Galena protected by incompetents.

      After all, it’s not every day an arc of fire appears in your town.

      His inspection stopped when he heard Galena say, “And Mother, Father, this is my friend Jeremy, who you said could spend the holidays with us since he can’t go home.”

      “Welcome, Jeremy,” Galena’s father said, “Of what lineage are you that Master Anthony would not trust you to the road with my men?”

      “It’s not that, sir,” Jeremy answered. “I needed the practice.”

      “The practice?”

      “Yes, Daddy, Jeremy is Master Anthony’s apprentice,” Galena said.

      Jeremy saw Galena’s parents exchange glances. Her father looked at the blond guardsman, who nodded.

      “Galena, honey, you should have told us,” her mother said. Her mother looked worried.

      “I did. He’s my friend. And he never goes home for holidays so I thought he could come with us.” Galena looked angry.

      Jeremy was seriously confused. He continued to be confused as they discussed changing his room. Galena’s vocal and strident objections won out, and he ended up staying down the hall from her.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy’s room was much nicer than he had back at Master Anthony’s, but the servant who took him there kept apologizing. It had a low bed, with blankets and furs on it, a wooden wardrobe, and a dresser to hold things. A wash basin and pitcher were next to it along with folded clothes. A wooden desk and chair with a small oil lap was on the desk. On the wall, most of which was bare, was an old painting of a lion’s head. Behind the head, the painting was divided into quarters, and each quarter held a different bear: white, black, black and white, and brown.

      Jeremy didn’t know what it meant, but he smiled. At least, he’d fit in here in his avatar-form. He put his stuff away and headed out to look around. Except for a trip or two home, he hadn’t visited any place elsesince becoming an apprentice, and he was excited to explore. This was going to be fun.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Jeremy, tired and discouraged, found the training hall. The long hall’s roof was high enough you could ride in it, and the center was filled with people doing various things. Unlike Master Yakov’ students at Master Anthony’s, these people were practicing on foot with heavy shields and axes, although some swords and spears were also seen. Some were also wrestling in a style Jeremy hadn’t seen before. Unlike Master Yakov’ Shape of the Mind Fist, there appeared to be few if any strikes.

      He sat on the railing and watched. He had kinda hoped it would be fun visiting Galena’s home. But she was in with her parents and, well, no one else seemed to want to deal with him. People either ignored him, or they acted so polite it was disconcerting. He was seriously tempted to invoke his avatar just to see if anyone noticed.

      He was sitting grumpily watching people wrestle in an area of packed sand. It was different; they were mostly naked except for loincloths and some kind of jacket. He was thinking of heading off into the town when a deep voice from behind asked,” So, Master Jeremy, what brings you down here?”

      He turned to see the blond man who had come to collect Galena from Master Anthony’s. The man was standing next to him in practice armor. “I’m not a master yet, sir. It’s just Jeremy. I’m just watching.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “It’s different. No strikes. Axes favored over swords or spears. And no shape shifting. I thought…”

      “That we all turned into bears in battle. No. Only in legends. One point of the training is to teach the young not to shift because that collapses the shield wall. Bears don’t hold a line well.”

      “Oh.” Jeremy watched. “And wrestling because it works in both forms. That could be useful. I’m sorry, but I didn’t get your name, sir.”

      “Holgi. I am Gunnar’s brother,” the man said. Jeremy must have looked confused. “Gunnar is Galena’s father. Weren’t you introduced?”

      “No, sir. Galena introduced them as mother and dad; I didn’t ask.”

      “Yes, she’s excited to be home, and I’m afraid she upset them brining a volkh.” Holgi smiled. “Well, Inge at least. You shocked us this morning. We thought it was another healer coming, and when you had no horse, well, it didn’t make sense.”

      “I can ride. Galena and I ride a lot at Master Anthony’s,” Jeremy said. “Real horses. Not elementals. I think Master Anthony was messing with you.”

      Holgi smiled. “Not with me, really. Gunnar. You know they did a quest together? That was where he meant Mistress Arianna. She was their healer.”

      “Yes, the older students even tried to convince me she was his share of the treasure. My dad also was involved although he never speaks of it. I got sent there with a problem and well, my training is different. Tradition says I can’t leave with my master until I pass the third initiation, and I just did that this year. If Galena hadn’t invited me…”

      Holgi nodded, and Jeremy felt his ears burn. Holgi clapped him on the shoulder and said “Let’s go. I’ll find someone to show you the basics, and we can ask two of the boys to show how it works for bears.”
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        * * *

      

      That night there was a long formal dinner where Gunnar welcomed “the young volhk, apprenticed to the greatLord, Master Anthony of Volkhiem” to their castle. The food was different, less fancy in style but with larger portions. Simple fare, roast meats, and boiled vegetables with trenchers, that was closer to what he had eaten at home than what was served at Master Anthony’s, who honestly set a much better, if less formal table. Not that he was complaining as he never got lunch. He’d need to ask tomorrow where it was.

      Galena was beautiful. Jeremy couldn’t believe how pretty she looked all dressed up. The bright silks of her gown had to come from Mistress Arianna’s homeland, she wore makeup like the mistress, and well, she looked amazing.

      He had cleaned up and dressed after wrestling with the boys. That was a little strange. Apparently, they were teaching him stuff the littles learned. It wasn’t comfortable until he side-stepped and tapped Hari. Hari dropped and everyone stopped to see what happened. Then he had to show some of the fist, and Holgi let him hit him. Without even tapping the flows, the wood strike lifted the man off his feet and dropped him on his n. Next thing he knew, he was teaching them the basics of the Dreaming Fist form in exchange for wrestling lessons. Things got better after that.

      After dinner, Galena came and took his arm. He looked at her.

      “Galena, I’ve never seen you in makeup,” he said. “You’re even more pretty than normal.”

      His ears burned as he said it and he could feel his face heat. I wish I was better with words. She’s so pretty. She always pretty but dressed up like this…Wow.

      Galena smiled and kissed his cheek. His face got hotter.

      “Thank you, Jeremy. Mistress Arianna helped me pick this. Are you having fun? I am sorry I didn’t spend time with you, but my parents had words with me.” Galena made a face. “I didn’t think it was…”

      “Political?” Jeremy asked. “Master Anthony warned me it might be, but I think he thought your parents encouraged it.”

      “No, I think they are happy you are here, but they thought I was bringing a bear shifter.”

      “You didn’t tell them…”

      “That your avatar form is a bear? No, they were too busy yelling, and, you know, I never saw you change. I always figured that it was because the volhkvy are so shy about being naked.”

      “Oh. No, my stuff comes with me. It’s more that when you arrived, I wasn’t supposed to as Master Anthony said I was too dependent on it. You know I’ve never seen a bear like me except in the icon in my room. The one with the lion.” Jeremy felt his stomach flip. His avatar was normally a problem: he still remembered Eyasu chasing him with a broom. And throwing lightning spells.

      “The icon of the Lion of Yuda and the Four bears of God? That one?”

      “Yeah, it’s got a black and white bear like me on it.”

      “Jeremy! You turn into a panda?” Galena squealed. “There hasn’t been a panda shifter in generations!”

      “It’s not a big deal.” Jeremy was embarrassed.

      “No, it is. Pandas are very good luck,” Galena hugged him, and he felt his face heat again as her softness pressed against him. “Are you going to change tomorrow at practice?”

      “No. I think I’m way behind everyone else at Glima. Maybe later,” Jeremy tried changing the topic. His bear form kept getting him into trouble when he was younger, and he wasn’t used to people being excited about it.Well, not in a good way. “So what do we do now?

      “Well, normally, we would read or do something, but we are going my father’s study for a chat.” Galena’s voice dripped disgust. “I am not sure why my bringing my best friend home is a big deal.”
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        * * *

      

      After a very weird and formal visit with Galena’s parents, Jeremy finally escaped to bed. The next couple of days were fun. He learned the basics of Glima, some of which was similar and some different from what he knew, sparred against guys with axes, and went riding with Galena and her cousins. Hari was one. Hari and his twin Bari were fast becoming Jeremy’s friends.

      They hoped to be able to start teaching him about using it in bear form after the High Holy Day, when the Lion rose in power. It was a bit different than how Master Anthony celebrated it, but then so was his family’s traditions.

      He was diligent on his readings and practice. He knew Master Anthony would check him as soon as he returned. So, he found time every day.

      Galena’s mother Inge did not seem happy with him here, although Gunnar seemed less tense after that uncomfortable tea. Inge kept checking on him—did he like his room? Was the food okay? Was he happy? How were he and Galena getting along? He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he would ask Master Anthony when he got home. It was all very confusing. Especially since after that talk, Hari or someone came along with Galena and him on all their rides.

      One morning, Galena, Hari, and Jeremy were going to go for a ride that afternoon to the upper meadows so they could show him the overlook. There was apparently a large cliff that overlooked the valley, and you could see where the eagles nested. The cook had packed them a lunch, and they were due back by mid-afternoon. Tonight was the eve of the feast, and all flames would be put out by supper so the Lion’s fire could be lit at midnight.

      Jeremy was looking forward to the feast tomorrow. His gift for Galena was burning a hole in his pocket, as Mistress Ari would say.

      The ride to the high meadows was fun. They rode through heavy forest, that thinned as it got higher. Mixed hard woods like oak and hickory created a canopy over under story trees like dogwood, redbud, and holly. Underneath prickly berry bushes flowered. When the meadow opened in from of them, Galena yelled, “Hey Slowpoke, race you to the edge.”

      Her horse took off immediately, and Hari and Jeremy followed. She raced across the field, scattering sheep, to where the forest ended at a large oak overhanging the edge. Jeremy pushed the horse, but he and Hari ended up neck and neck when they reached her.

      “Well, Jeremy, you two tied so you didn’t win a kiss,” Galena grinned at him, and he felt his neck heat up. Hari laughed and slapped his shoulder.

      “If I had known that was your prize, I’d have let you win.” Hari laughed, and Jeremy’s face grew hotter.

      They dismounted and hobbled the horses. Hari watered them, and Jeremy took the basket to where they could sit on the edge and look over the valley. They ate lunch as they looked out, and Hari and Galena pointed things out. It was peaceful up there, and butterflies and honeybees buzzed around.

      “Hari, this seems to be a lot of honeybees, doesn’t it?” Galena asked.

      “Yes, it doesn’t. We must be near a hive,” Hari replied.

      “Wanna raid it? We can bring honeycomb back for the feast tomorrow,” Galena said, rising to her feet.

      “I dunno, Gal, it might not be a good idea.” Hari looked unsure.

      “We will only take a third. The hive will be fine,” Galena said, as she started taking off her clothes. Jeremy felt his ears burning as she stripped. Hari got up slowly. Jeremy just sat there.

      “Well, come on.” Galena was naked and walking away when she looked back at Jeremy. Seeing the look on his face, she blushed and then winked over her shoulder. Then her body shook as she changed into a brown bear.

      Hari was standing there, looking at Jeremy with his shirt off. He shook his head.

      “You got it bad, Jeremy.”

      Jeremy stuttered and slurred words for a minute. “She’s my best friend.”

      “More than that I think and from that look, the feeling’s mutual. I see why Aunt Inge is fretting.”

      Hari suddenly fell, and as Jeremy started try and catch him, a pain exploded in his head and darkness fell.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy awoke later in his bed at the keep. His head smarted, and he felt like throwing up. One of the maids was sitting with him. The room was dark, with only a candle in it. Even that hurt his eyes. As he woke, his stomach turned, and he rolled to the side of the bed. The maid held a basin, but he just dry heaved for a few minutes.

      After she gave him water, he asked, “Ashes. Wood ash? Please?”

      She looked at him strangely and left the room.

      About ten minutes later, she came back with Inge. Galena’s mother looked worried and stressed. She looked at his eyes. He tried again. “Wood ash. Fireplace.”

      She looked confused but told the maid to bring him a handful. The maid held in front his face like they expected him to eat it. He licked a finger and dipped in it. Struggling to focus, he painted a glyph on his forehead with the ashes. With a push of effort that caused his head to feel like splitting, he directed the flows into the glyph.

      His scream echoed in theroom and the hall as his body twisted and shuddered. He could feel bones in his head shifting, and pressure releasing. The weaves danced through him, healing him.

      After a few minutes of screaming, his voice nearly raw, the flows settled. As he tried to sit up, Inge put her hand on his chest. People stared from the door.

      “It’s okay. I’m healed. Not as smooth as Galena would do, but I’m fixed. What happened?”

      People were staring at him. Inge looked shocked and said, “We wanted to ask you. None of you came back so Holgi and Gunnar rode up to find you. Both of you had been hit in the head with silver slingstones. Galena is still missing. Her clothes were there.”

      “She shifted right before I blacked out. Hari and I were about to,” Jeremy answered. His mind was now racing. “How’s Hari?’

      “Worse than you were. We fear he’s dying. The stones were made to kill shifters.” Inge sounded so hopeless.

      “Take me to him. I may be able to help.” Jeremy got up. He felt fine: he just wasn’t sure that the emergency glyph Mistress Ari had taught him would work the same on Hari. Inge led him a short way down the hall. He wanted to rush her. The sooner Hari was fixed, the sooner he could find his Galena.

      “We kept you two close together so we could care for you. Many are out with Gunnar and Holgi hunting the kidnappers.” Inge stopped. “Do you think you can help?”

      “I don’t know. Mistress Ari taught me some emergency glyphs in case of Master Anthony getting sick. He’s much older than her, and she worries.” Jeremy was honest. “Let me try.”

      The room was set up very much like his, except on the bed was a large white bear. The side of its head was bandaged. A woman about Inge’s age was sitting and petting the bear. Inge spoke softly. “His skull is cracked, but the stone didn’t penetrate. We got it out of his skin, but he’s not healing in this form like he should.”

      Jeremy remembered Galena telling him she healed faster as a bear. He looked around. Ash in the fireplace. He took a palmful and asked, “Do you have a knife?”

      She pulled one from somewhere, and he nicked his arm with it. He let the blood drip into the ash and made a paste. He then drew the glyph on Hari’s snout. Taking a deep breath, he reached out and altered the flows to activate it.

      Hari’s body shook, and the bandage fell off his head. The dented skull popped back into place. Hari’s body thrashed and twisted as he roared. His mother grabbed him and then the bear’s entire body went rigid, then limp. Then Hari shifted back to a boy.

      Hari’s mother held him as Inge checked the unconscious boy. “He seems fine, but he isn’t awake?” Jeremy could hear the worry in Hari’s mother’s voice.

      “No, it took a lot out of him. He going to need to sleep a lot and then wake up hungry.” Jeremy gave in to his worry. “Can we go to Galena’s room?”

      Later, Jeremy realized it was only shock from his healings that kept everyone from asking questions. The room was nicer than his, the bed fancier, more decorations, a lot of pink and lace. Once there, he saw a brush on her dresser. He grabbed it and pulled some hairs free.

      Tying a knot in them, he wrapped them around his left forefinger and pushed the flows through it. The magic burned and tugged, like seeking like. “Let’s go.”

      Inge looked at him. Confusion and worry were evident. Crap. Of course, they don’t know.

      “This will guide me to her. Where are her Dad and Holgi?”

      “In the meadow. I can get you a horse.”

      “Please. I can’t follow this as my avatar, nor could I be sure to keep this spell going and raise an earth horse. Not yet.”

      Jeremy ran to the stable as Inge yelled out the window. When he got there, the grooms were already saddling a mare for him.

      “If Galena’s father comes back, tell him to track me. I can’t wait for them.” Jeremy clambered on and guided the horse where the knot pulled. It dragged him out into the forest, down little-used paths and across brambles and streams. Finally, it pulled him toward this ruin of a shack out in the middle of nowhere, in an overgrown clearing that was once a small farm.

      His urge was to crash inside and release his avatar. Masters Anthonyand Yakov had taught him better than that. For all the power of the bear form, a volkh was more deadly as a man. He stopped and dismounted, tying the horse to a tree at the edge of the clearing. Creeping to the window, he listened.

      “I wish Angus would hurry back. I’d like to get this bear shifted back to person,” one voice whined.

      “Are you that anxious to start breaking her? She can’t stay a bear forever, but it will be easier if we collar her,” another voice replied. “She not going anywhere in that cage.”

      “No, I just want this done. I understand why Angus hates her father and wants to hurt him, but a clean killing I can see. This selling his daughter as a whore…” The voice faded out.

      Jeremy had never tried it before. He reached out for his sword, still in his room at Master Anthony’s. He reached and pulled. The spell-wrought blade settled into his right hand. He crept to the door and gently tried it. Locked! Damnation. What did Master Yakov say that time? Sometimes, you just roll the dice and pray.

      He heard the whimper of a hurt bear. Galena! Without thinking, he struck the door with his left hand in the exploding fist. As he struck, he released the flows into the form. The door exploded into fragments as he drove through.

      The room was messy, with a dirty blanket and a table with uncleaned dishes. One man sat by the table, while the other poked at Galena, in bear form, with a stick. She was chained to the floor of a cage. His vision shrank and tinted red. He swung the spell-sword at the sitting man and watched as the blade cleaved through the hand he raised to block and then through his chest. The wound burned with golden flames. The top half of his body dropped to the floor.

      The other man dropped the stick and drew a sword. The blade danced green in Jeremy’s eyes with the death spells on it. Before he could bring it to guard, Jeremy cast lightning at him.

      He used the distraction to cut the man’s sword hand off at the wrist and followed through with a thrust to the chest. The energies bound into the blade he and Master Anthony had forged released, tearing the man apart.

      Stepping to the cage, he unbound the lock. Galena was chained by each paw, stretched on the floor. He struck with the blade, shattering the silver chains. As he knelt, she looked up at him, made a woofing noise, and changed back into a naked girl.

      “Jeremy, you came! I thought you were dead,” Galena said, tears in those amazing chocolate eyes.

      He reached down to hold her as a voice said, “He will be soon.”

      Jeremy looked up and saw a man dressed in black leathers standing in the doorway. He held a silver collar in one hand and a whip in the other. His hair was long and greasy, his clothes filthy, and his beard unkempt and tangled. A scar ran down his face across the empty socket of an eye.

      “Thank you, lad, for getting her out of bear form. It will be easier to train her this way. As thanks, I will kill you quickly.”

      Jeremy reached out and felt the flows about the man. Slimy, rotting, foul. Jeremy stared at the man and finally replied, “Nigromanta. Even death is better than what you are. Which parent’s grave did you violate to gain your foul powers?

      The necromancer cracked the whip, and its stroke shattered the table, “My father’s, after I killed him. Her father drove me from these woods for it.”

      Jeremy stood up and balanced the blade in his right hand. I don’t have a lot of hope. I’m not fully initiated, and he’s sold his soul for powers. My best chance is to take him with me and save Galena.

      “Okay, corpse lover, let’s dance.” Jeremy pulled the power so his left arm was wrapped in coils of fire. He released the bindings on the sword, and its blade shimmered and sparked as power twisted around it. He heard it singing in his mind, wanting to rend and destroy the evil it felt. He balanced himself and got ready to thrust as soon as the whip moved. No blocks. Just pure attack. Risen one, whether lion or man, aid me.

      As the man shifted his weight, Jeremy drove forward with no hesitation. The necromancer started and swung the whip, but before he could complete the stroke, the blade entered his chest. He tried to pull back, but the energies bound to the blade ripped into him. As the flames started to consume him, he finished the stroke with the whip. Despite the energies sheathing his arm, Jeremy felt the bones snap. The pain washed over him, but even as he fell under the curse woven in the whip, he saw the flames engulf the necromancer.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy woke again in his room. This was becoming a habit he didn’t like. This time, his head didn’t hurt, and he could focus. His volkh trained senses told him that Galena sat beside him, hands resting on his chest. Hari was in a chair watching, and Galena’s parents stood in the door. He opened his eyes, looked at her, into those eyes, and said, “Showing off for your parents.”

      “Just a bit. I hear you have been doing a lot of it. Why not me?”

      Jeremy smiled at her. “We made it. I guess it worked.”

      “It did.” Galena smiled and handed him a cup of some sort of tea. “Drink this.”

      “Yes it did, Jeremy, and while I am glad you saved my daughter, I was not thrilled to find you being held by her while she was in that state.”

      “I missed that?” Jeremy asked Galena.

      “You did, but I might let you try again someday.” Galena smiled, and Jeremy turned red.

      “Galena!”

      “This doesn’t bind you two in any way. It’s not like rescuing a princess from a dragon,” Gunnar continued while Inge growled.

      “I can try to find a dragon,” Galena said, grinning at Jeremy,

      “Galena!”

      “She could do worse,” Gunnar, her father, said and then shut up under her mother’s glare.

      “I’ve got four more years,” Jeremy said.

      “I got five,” Galena replied.

      “I can wait.” They said together and broke up, laughing.

      “I told you, Uncle Gunnar, they both got it bad,” Hari said. “Thanks for saving me, by the way.”

      “No worries,” Jeremy said.

      Suddenly, Jeremy remembered what Galena said about pandas and he let his avatar manifest. The black and white panda bear leaned forward and licked Galena’s nose. He shifted back and saw everyone else staring at him.

      “You’re a panda?” Inge said.

      “Sometimes. It used to get me in a lot of trouble.” Jeremy answered.

      “The fourth bear of God. It’s been generations since we’ve seen one,” Gunnar looked shocked “They were always considered a good sign.”

      “Never mind that,” said Hari, sounding awestruck. He was openly staring at Jeremy. “He’s still got clothes and he didn’t even spill his tea.”

      “It’s different for a volkh. They come with me.” Jeremy said. “Since we missed the gifting, there is a package for you on my dresser, Galena. It’s got a charm I made in it. It will let you keep your clothes when you shift. Happy Feast.”

      “Oh Jeremy, thank you.” Galena hugged him.

      “Dude, what are you doing? You’re not going to see her naked now.” Hari said.

      “Who says?” Galena grinned.

      “Galena!” her parent said at the same time. Jeremy wondered if Master Anthony was going to be able to get him out of this one.
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        * * *

      

      Denton Salle traveled a lot for business, and when they banned the fun hobbies in airports or on planes, writing took over. It is just an extension of a strong tendency to tell lies and shaggy-dog stories. After all, the truth can be so confining. Previous works include Deep School Tuition in Fantastic Schools, Volume 1; Texas Otherworld; Daemonic Mechanical Devices; and Black Earth Rises. More of Jeremy’s adventures can be found in the Avatar Wizard series, starting with the first book, Sworn to the Light.The Fourth Bear of God (Book 2) tells of Jeremy and Galena’s adventures. Information on updates and new works can be found at www.dentonsalle.com
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      What do you do when you can’t go back to Roanoke Academy of the Sorcerous Arts? 

      Roanokeans are the most accomplished sorcerers in the world but that is not the only school out there.

      “Jumper For Hire” is one of two stories about Roanoke Academy in this volume.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jumper For Hire

      

      

      The Children’s House & Educational Farm of The Order of Agenoria of Malta seeks to hire an energetic young person to assist students who have limited access to Walking Glasses in their school commutes. Employee housing available upon negotiation. Applicants must be responsible, attentive, and good with children. They must have a strong work ethic and an excellent sense of direction. The ability to Jump required.

      

      Katlin Gauthier-Larouche read the posting among the many advertisements and open messages on the announcement board between the mailroom and the Storm King Café in the basement of Roanoke Hall. It was the closest thing to an opportunity she had left in her life. She was on her own from now on. She needed to find a way to support herself so she could survive without bringing further shame upon her family after getting unofficially kicked out of Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts.

      It was ironic that this opportunity required Jumping when that was how she got into so much trouble in the first place. She and her friends had snuck off-campus to see how far they could travel using the Jump cantrip, the spell that could teleport her and anyone touching her to any place she knew well enough to imagine accurately. It had not been the first time the Scamps, as her circle of friends called themselves, had snuck off-campus for a little adventure, but the dean drew the line at Jumping while they were truant. The dean had also implied that the school’s Board of Visitors & Governors were concerned about having students from high-profile families repeatedly break the school rules about leaving campus and engaging in such dangerous behavior while the school was responsible for their safety. If she could get this job, it would be sweet recompense from the gods.

      Her father had stopped just short of disowning her to salvage the family’s reputation. His words to her two weeks ago weighed on her like an ill omen, replaying over and over in her mind.
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        * * *

      

      “I cannot afford to buy your way out of this like your friends,” he said in a dark tone.

      “I do not expect you to save me from punishment, Father,” she answered quietly, eyes downcast.

      He continued as if she had not spoken, “I am not royalty or the owner of some corporation to garner the school’s favoritism on your behalf. Nor is our family so insignificant that I can let you ride the coattails of your betters. It will affect us all if people talk.”

      He glared down at her where she sat in the hallway outside the dean’s waiting room and hissed, “And it matters!”

      She looked up into his face, “Yes, Father, I know. I do not expect-”

      “You will be solely responsible for managing any repercussions,” he interrupted.

      The dean’s secretary opened the door, providing her a momentary respite.

      “The baron and prince have gone in to speak with the dean. You will be next. Please take your seats in the waiting room.”
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        * * *

      

      All five of the Scamps were graduating from the Upper School without an invitation to return to Roanoke Academy’s College in the fall. Unlike the others, however, her family did not have sufficient wealth or influence to secure her admission to another university in spite of her disciplinary record. While the others were heading home to a summer of lectures and late college applications, she would be packing her things and finding a job so she could make a new life. Preferably, she could make a life that brought as little attention to herself as possible.

      This job sounded like it could be exactly what she needed. Was it possible to find something more obscure than working for a religious order school in a tiny island nation? It sounded like they basically needed a babysitter who could Jump kids between their homes and their nearest Glass House. Katlin had already established that she could Jump with passengers, even if Roanoke Academy was punishing her for the way that she did it. She was familiar enough with Agenoria, the Roman goddess of activity and patroness of children, growth, and learning, that she was not worried about what kind of religious observances to expect. As long as they did not require her to join their order, it seemed like an ideal job. How hard could it be?

      She copied the information from the ad and submitted a letter of interest. While everyone else in her graduating class was either celebrating the completion of their exams or anxiously awaiting their Don Rags, she was learning how to write a resume and cautiously calculating which of her tutors might actually give her a positive recommendation. Once everything had been submitted, all she could do was wait and hope.

      On the afternoon of graduation, Dean Moth handed her a letter from the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Katlin’s heart stopped beating at the thought of the dean talking to her potential employer. There would be no point in going to an interview if they already knew about her past.

      “I had a very pleasant chat with the Mother Superior while she was checking your references,” the dean began. “I gave her my professional opinion that more responsibility was exactly what you needed. Hopefully, this school in Malta will keep you too busy for any more childish antics.

      “Good luck, Miss Gauthier-Larouche.”

      Dean Moth shook her hand as Katlin clutched the letter and gaped.

      The dean had recommended her in spite of everything? She still had a chance?

      Katlin stood in the middle of the crowded lawn in front of Roanoke Hall and read her invitation letter from the Order of Agenoria in Malta while other graduates hugged their friends and families. Somewhere amidst the ruckus, each of her friends feigned excitement for the sake of appearances as they bid farewell to the beloved school that was no longer theirs. She should now find her family, whom she had seen in the general audience during the graduation ceremony. She could tell them about her interview and explain that she would not return home with them to Montreal, at least not yet.

      The next morning, Katlin rode the ferry away from Roanoke Island for the last time. She could not bring herself to Jump away from the school after everything that had happened. She used Roanoke’s small Glass House and stepped through the Walking Glass to New York City. She took Walking Glasses from New York City to Rome, Italy; from Rome to Palermo, Sicily; and from Palermo to Cominotto, Malta, where she had set all her hope for the future.

      “Katlin,” a strong alto voice rang through the small sun-kissed plaza as soon as she emerged through the Walking Glass in Cominotto.

      The plaza was busy but not as crowded as the Glass Houses of New York and Rome, which played the same role in the World of the Wise as international airports played in the mundane world. Few people had been traveling to Sicily, much less to Malta so the activity of the market before her was something of a surprise. The final Walking Glass had not led to a marble hall lined with tall, blue-tinted magical mirrors leading to various cities around the world the way the others did. The Maltese Walking Glass was mounted to the outside of a building within a long portico that made up one side of the small square plaza. Vendors sold their wares from tables and booths as shoppers milled about in the afternoon sun. It looked to Katlin like a cross between a flea market and a Renaissance Faire.

      Katlin tried to identify who had called her name.

      A tall venerable woman stood in front of a nearby stall facing the Walking Glass. She wore a stylized laborer’s dress with a kerchief covering her silver hair. Katlin recognized the habit of the Order of Agenoria. When their eyes met, the woman walked toward her.

      “Katlin, I am the Mother Superior and Director of the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Welcome to Cominotto.”

      “Thank you, Mother Superior,” Katlin replied nervously.

      “Let us begin your interview while I do some errands for the school,” the Mother Superior suggested.

      She led Katlin at a meandering pace through the carts and stalls while asking questions about Katlin’s home and family in Montreal and her experiences at Roanoke, all the while she surveyed piles of vegetables and negotiated for supplies and services with various vendors at the market, arranging to send a student for the goods at the end of the day. Eventually, they wandered back to the Walking Glass. A shock of disappointment hit Katlin when she thought she was being dismissed already. Perhaps the recommendation from the dean had not been so optimistic after all.

      “Do you mind coming with me to Alexandria?” the Mother Superior asked. “Our chapel is in need of incense that merchants do not bother to bring to our little island.”

      Relief and surprise flooded through Katlin’s body. She was far too prone to let her emotions run like a rollercoaster these days. She desperately hoped it did not show too much during the interview.

      “That would be fine, Mother Superior. I understand that you must be very busy. I am grateful that you are taking the time to allow me to interview at all.”

      “Oh, I cannot afford not to interview candidates for this position. It is much more time consuming for the teachers to escort children to and from school every day in addition to their other duties than it is for me to find someone who can relieve them of that burden,” she replied as they walked back through the Glass Houses of Sicily and Rome.

      The Roman Glass House was huge, like that of Paris or London or New York. There was a long hallway for each continent extending from a central rotunda like the spokes of a wheel. Roman priorities revealed themselves in that the various Glasses that led to other Mediterranean cities were closest to the center with the other Walking and Travel Glasses, giant versions of the Walking Glasses large enough to accommodate floating wagons and air barges, ranged out in relative geographical order. They headed into the African wing, passing Travel Glasses that led to Tunis and Algiers on their right and Tripoli on their left before they followed a floating wagon train to Cairo.

      The bustling Glass House in Cairo offered a Walking Glass to Alexandria, for pedestrians, as well as a Travel Glass for cargo so it was much easier to enter the flow of people going the same direction without having to dodge vehicles, cargo, and camels. Katlin gawked at the camels. She had heard stories about how camels were still used across Africa and the Middle East to transport people and goods, but it was striking to see it.

      The streets of Alexandria, once they left the Glass House, were almost overwhelming. The heat and smells were so foreign to her, having spent most of her life no further south than New York. North Americans gave each other more space, even in large cities like Montreal, where she was from.

      The Mother Superior led her through the traffic and street venders to the bazaar, where the crowds and commotion were even more intense. Vendors hawked their wares from every side. There was no direction Katlin could turn without being distracted by someone showing her bright fabrics, chintzy key chains, rolled rugs, fresh fruits, or syrup-drenched sweets. It was a relief to step into a tiny shop with floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with jars and bottles full of spices and unguents.

      It was so peaceful and quiet in the shop that Katlin turned back to the entrance to look for the markings of a ward or spell. She noted the standard wards against supernatural visitors, but she did not see any sign of a spell to keep out noise. By the time she was done looking at the wards, the Mother Superior was completing her transaction. Katlin walked to the back of the shop where the Mother Superior stood with the shopkeeper.

      “This is all I needed,” the Mother Superior said to Katlin. “I will have you take us back to Cominotto now.”

      Ah, this is what all the conversation and errand-running was really about. It was time for Katlin to prove that she could do the job she was applying for.

      “Au revoir,” Katlin wished the shopkeeper goodbye and led the Mother Superior out past the shop’s wards.

      Based on the map she had studied before her interview, Malta was closer to Alexandria than any other place on this side of the Mediterranean that she had ever been. Still, it was almost 1,000 miles. This would be one of the longest jumps she had ever tried. The Jump from Roanoke to her home was less than half that distance. She was not afraid to try Jumping so far, but she needed to take a passenger with her. If she erred in remembering her destination properly, she and the Mother Superior could be lost.

      The memory of Dean Moth’s admonition seized her.
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        * * *

      

      “It was not only yourself whom you put in danger Miss Gauthier-Larouche,” The dean had paused and looked at her sternly while her father sat next to her, glowering. “By sneaking off-campus to test the limits of your ability, you endangered those dearest to you. You could have killed yourself and your friends. Given your choice of friends: Prince Basheer Al-Hashim; Count Claes Lagergren; Viscountess Roest van Alkemade; and Andrew McClure (the son of a United States Senator), your family and the school would have been accountable for the international scandal if it was determined that you had been responsible for their deaths along with your own. Your family would have been ruined, and the school might have been forced to close.

      “As the oldest child in your family and the oldest in your circle of friends, I had expected you to have better judgement than the others. That is part of why people must reach the age of majority before they are taught to Jump. We endeavor to teach students how to be prudent with their use of magic here at Roanoke Academy. It seems as though you refuse to learn that lesson.”
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        * * *

      

      It had taken drastic measures, but Katlin had finally learned her lesson.

      She considered whether it would be safer to make multiple Jumps of shorter distances or one Jump straight to Malta. The distance of the single Jump would require she use more power to reach her destination. Since she could only Jump to a location she could clearly visualize, shorter Jumps between Alexandria and Malta would mean Jumping to a Glass House, travelling across the Mediterranean Sea by Glass, and then making a second Jump at a safer distance. Could she visualize the Cairo Glass House clearly enough to Jump there? She had to admit that she had been distracted by the interview questions and exotic ambiance of Cairo while they were traveling earlier.

      It was just as dangerous to Jump a short distance or a long one if you were not certain of your destination. Katlin could clearly imagine the sun-drenched plaza in Cominotto, Malta, and she knew she had the strength to get them there, even if she would be exhausted upon arrival. Making the single Jump might look like imprudence to her potential employer, but the truth was that she doubted she could accurately Jump to a nearer Glass House.

      Her heart thumped in her chest. Katlin surreptitiously wiped her sweaty palm on the side of her pant leg and forced herself to take a long, calming breath.

      She could do this.

      Once they were outside the shop, Katlin invited the Mother Superior to take her hand, and they Jumped. The bazaar of Alexandria disappeared into blinding white light. There was a feeling of bodilessness for a fraction of a second and then the white light receded until it was only in the sky above the market plaza in Cominotto.

      Katlin took stock of herself in the moment that they arrived safely. She could stand. She could see. The Mother Superior stood at her right hand. She was not in the mood to climb a tree or cast any more spells right now, but she was not completely spent.

      “Well done, Katlin,” the Mother Superior exclaimed.

      Before she could speak, Katlin’s stomach growled loudly.

      The Mother Superior chuckled mildly, “Let’s get you some tomato juice and a seat to rest for a moment.”

      The blinding white light returned as the Mother Superior Jumped the two of them from the plaza to a large farmstead that rolled across the sloping landscape.

      “Welcome to the Children’s House & Educational Farm of the Order of Agenoria of Malta. Let us rest ourselves for a moment.”

      The Mother Superior waved and a ruddy boy about the same size as Katlin’s ten-year-old brother ran up to greet them. She introduced Katlin to Pompei who grinned and ran into the villa when the Mother Superior asked him to bring refreshments.

      Katlin perused the environs as they sat at a wooden table in congenial silence. She could make out olive, citrus, and almond trees, grape and tomato vines, small fields of wheat, and orderly rows of ground crops. Sheep roamed the steeper hills. She could see the coast with its myriad fishing boats. Almost everyone Katlin saw working on the farm was younger than she was. The few adults were all dressed in the same manner as the Mother Superior, in the archaic laborers garb that marked him or her as an acolyte of Agenoria. The children seemed to wear whatever style of sturdy work clothes they wished. She had not realized that “educational farm” meant that the children did most of the work.

      “Are you familiar with Montessori pedagogy, Katlin?” the Mother Superior asked, as if she could read Katlin’s mind.

      “No, ma’am. I am familiar with Agenoria, but I have never heard of Montessori before,” she admitted.

      “Dr. Montessori was an Unwary educator, not part of the World of the Wise, who developed a set of teaching methods adapted to the child’s changing stages of development. Lessons differ in how they are presented based on the age of the child and are designed to keep the child mentally and physically active. This method can be adapted to any culture and is well suited to children who are growing up in a world full of magic. Our children learn to be much more independent than students who sit in orderly rows of desks all day.

      “Based on what Dean Moth told me about you, I think you are exactly the kind of person we are looking for,” the Mother Superior finished.

      “You do?” Katlin blurted before she could catch herself. “I mean, thank you, Mother Superior. I am grateful for the opportunity.”

      “Some of our children are scamps, too. It takes one to know one.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin Furby is a graduate of the St. John’s College great books program and an avid role player. She has been a contributing beta reader for the Books of Unexpected Enlightenment series and attended Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts under the name Iris Meadowsweet.

    

  







            Two Letters and a Pack of Lies

          

          

      

    

    






Christopher G. Nuttall

        

      

    

    
      Many - many - years ago, when I was young and foolish (as opposed to being old and foolish), a relative gave me a storybook for children that collected stories from several different authors. One of them featured a young girl going to summer camp who wrote two letters home, one to her parents with the official version of events and one to her sibling that painted a very different picture of the trip. I have long since lost my copy of that book, but I wrote this story in homage to it.

      It’s set in The Zero Enigma universe and draws on events mentioned in The Family Pride, but I don’t think you need to have read any of the books to follow the story.

      
        
        CGN
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Letters and a Pack of Lies

      

      

      Dear Mum and Dad,

      You wanted me to write to you, when I entered Jude’s for my first term, but I’ve been told I won’t be allowed to send letters until the end of term (even though we’re expected to write letters on a weekly basis). I’ve decided, therefore, to write you a letter piece by piece, updating it every week or so before I’m allowed to actually send it. If I don’t like parts of the letter, I’ll rewrite as you taught me. I won’t let your lessons go to waste.

      The second letter, attached to this one, is for Benny. It’s private!
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        * * *

      

      Hi, Benny - it’s your older sister Jean, writing to you from jail. Or, as we call it, boarding school. I think I would rather be in jail. Mum and Dad aren’t interested in the truth—they just want some sanitised crap about me fitting in, making friends, and generally having a good time. I don’t want to disillusion them, but I’m going to give you the straight dope. There’s a charm on this letter that should keep everyone, apart from you, from reading it. Don’t tell anyone else about the contents of the letter, sis—I don’t know how well the charm will stand up to a proper investigation.

      I miss you already. I wish you were here, instead of me.
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        * * *

      

      I waved goodbye to you as I walked through the doors into the Grand Hall. It was staggeringly huge, hundreds of kids my age—or thereabouts—lining up for selection. I spotted several faces from Mum’s gossip broadsheets, including a couple Dad wanted me to get to know. It’s only a matter of time, I’m sure, before we’re trading secrets like sisters from different mothers. It was strange to realise that most of them were as nervous as I was, clinging to their friends as if they were life preservers. The upperclassmen directing matters calmed us down, then carried out the selection. I’m going to Scorpion Hall! We were given strict instructions to make sure that letters addressed to us are directed to Scorpion (Girls), as otherwise they might end up with the boys.

      The Castellan made an informative speech, then introduced us to Penny Rubén, our dorm monitor. I’m sure we’re going to be the very best of friends.
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        * * *

      

      Selection was a little disappointing, sis. All the tall tales we heard were nothing more than lies. We didn’t have to sing and dance for our supper, we didn’t have the dorm monitors place bids on us, we didn’t have our minds invaded by a thinking cap, and we certainly didn’t have to fight a troll. All that really happened was that we stuck our hands in a bag and pulled out tokens—mine had a very realistic scorpion on it, so realistic I almost dropped the token before it turned into my dorm badge. The process is supposed to be random, from what we were told afterwards, but I have my doubts. Ten girls were assigned to the hall, sister, yet six of them are aristos with blood so blue it could pass for paint. Three more are commoners. Three commoners and me. Do you know what that makes?

      Yep ... four commoners.

      I was tired, and I wanted to go to bed, but the Castellan insisted on boring us to death with a speech. I’m sure the speech was intended to put us all to sleep, as I saw a couple of students dozing off after five minutes of babble about school traditions and heroic students who distinguished themselves on playing fields and battlefields alike. It sounded as though he was claiming credit for everything, including our future success. I wanted to go to sleep, too.

      But then we were introduced to the dorm monitor and marched off to jail. Sorry, the dorm.
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        * * *

      

      Scorpion Hall (Girls) has a long and prestigious history. A dozen famous women, mentioned in each and every single-volume history of Shallot, have passed through the dorm on the path to greatness. Stateswomen, matriarchs, researchers, warriors ... they were all, at one point, part of the hall. Penny explained this to us in great detail, before telling us how we were expected to comport ourselves. Disagreements, apparently, are meant to stay in the dorms.

      She was very helpful. She told us how to find our beds—mine is third from the door—and how to use the charmed showers and baths in the washroom, then explained how we were meant to find our way around the school before handing out timetables for the following week. We have a dozen introductory classes in the first week alone, each one designed to gauge us before we start proper classes the following week. I’m looking forward to it.

      The other girls are friendly, if a little reserved. I hope they’ll warm up to me in the next few days. I’m sure they will.
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        * * *

      

      Penny told us a chunk about Scorpion Hall, sister, but I think it was largely by accident. She started by making us kneel in front of her, then explained that she was the ruler of the dorm and then went on to talk about herself. She went on and on ... she told us so much, none of it particularly useful, that I almost wanted to hear the Castellan speak again. Penny is Penny of House Rubén ... believe me, she gave us an entire list of people related to her. It turns out the Head Boy and the Sports Captain are both her cousins, although from different sets of parents. Believe me, I am quite sick of her already.

      She tries to be sophisticated, but she tries too hard to really pull it off. She’s pretty enough, I’ll grant you, yet she has a near-permanent sneer on her face that makes her ugly on the inside. Apparently, she’s old enough for a courtship but—for some strange reason—her family isn’t interested in arranging one. She’s too young, they say.

      I could have forgiven her the sneer—she’s hardly the first aristo to sneer at commoners like us—but her advice is more than a little weird. We’re not allowed to snitch, apparently. We’re not allowed to snitch on anyone, even her. And we have to do whatever she says ... I wanted to ask her for the rulebook, but I didn’t quite dare. Another girl—Bette of House Something (I couldn’t be bothered remembering her family name)—asked her if it was true Jacqueline Rider and Isabella Rubén had also passed through Scorpion Hall. Penny went so red she could have passed for a tomato. I thought, for a terrible moment, that she was going to actually slap Bette. But, instead, she directed us to our beds.

      The dorm is large enough, I’ll grant you, but it isn’t big enough for ten girls. The aristos snatched the beds nearest the washroom, furthest from the door and from Penny’s bed, and started casting all sorts of privacy spells. Penny set up a rota for cleaning the washroom ... I wasn’t too surprised to note that the role was rotated between us commoners. I guess aristocrats have more important things to do than wash toilets. Looking pretty in front of the mirror, perhaps. Yuck!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I slept well, all things considered. The bed wasn’t my bed—the mattress felt as though it had been passed down through the ages—but it was reasonably comfortable. I woke when the alarms sounded, had a shower and dressed in my uniform. Penny was kind enough to teach me spells for tying my tie without making myself look scruffy or accidentally strangling myself, before hurrying off to help the other girls. I posed in front of the mirror, making sure that nothing was out of place, then headed down to breakfast. Penny had told us it was less formal than the other meals, but that we should try to finish before the upperclassmen arrived later in the morning.

      The food was nowhere near as good as Mum’s cooking, but there was plenty of it. I spotted several famous faces amongst the older students, including Akin Rubén and Alana Aguirre. Alana is the Head Girl ... I’m hoping to have a chance to meet her before she gets busy with her duties. There was no sign of any of the tutors. I guessed they had a private room of their own.
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        * * *

      

      You know how you used to jump on me when we were little kids? Waking up to the clanging of the alarm was just like that, only worse. I practically jumped out of bed and landed face down on the floor. Penny pulled back my drapes, peered at me, and snickered before striding off. I made a rude sign at her back and hurried into the washroom. I was the first one in, but it didn’t matter. The moment the aristos filed in, I was ordered out. By them, not by Penny. I said no, and they used a spell to freeze me, then levitate me out of the washroom and dumped me on the dorm floor. Penny just laughed when she unfroze me.

      It didn’t get any better as I tried to dress. Getting the uniform on was easy enough with Mum’s help. Alone, it was near-impossible. The material was so stiff that I had to struggle just to put on my shirt, while the skirt is really too short for me. Penny laughed—I was starting to hate the sound—and showed me how to use spells to dress properly. I would have been grateful if she hadn’t spent so much time, while she was doing it, telling me how grateful I should be. I suppose it would have reflected badly on her if I went down to breakfast looking as if I’d been wrestling, but still. I didn’t even get the worst of it. A girl called Holly stood up to the aristocrats and got turned into a frog, another girl—Kate—got lectured so harshly she started crying. I felt sorry for her, sis, but I didn’t dare offer consolation. It would just have made things worse.

      We staggered down to breakfast looking like we’d overslept. The food was terrible—believe me, I’m sure they serve better food in jail—and the older students eyed us as if we were vermin. A couple of aristocratic brats got slightly better treatment, but not by much. The Head Girl looked down her long nose at us, then looked away. She had a sister who was far more important than her, despite lacking magical power. I guess it grated on her.

      All too soon, it was time to go to class.
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        * * *

      

      I was glad I’d studied hard, ever since my acceptance as a student. I knew much of what I needed to know, and I knew enough to guess at some of the answers, but there were students who’d been drilled in magic since birth and others who hadn’t so much as looked at a schoolbook. The teachers—Charms, Potions, Basic Defence—are all practically minded. They started the lesson with a list of things that could go wrong if we didn’t pay attention, then explained that they expected us to work hard and not fool around in their classes. I listened avidly, making careful notes. The Defence Magistra ended her speech with a demonstration of just how dangerous the wrong spells could be. I was fascinated.

      My head was full to bursting by the time we broke for lunch. This time, the dining hall was crammed with students. I ate quickly, then headed back for a lesson in forgery. It was my weakest subject, but most of the students didn’t seem to be any better. I promised myself—and you—that I would work hard to be noticed. I don’t intend to waste the opportunity you’ve given me.
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        * * *

      

      The tutors are crazy! Enough said!

      Well, okay, it isn’t enough. We passed through three basic lessons before lunch, sis, and they were all exciting ... and not in a good way. Do you know you can accidentally kill yourself with a basic charm? It turns out a simple levitation charm is enough to send someone smashing into the ceiling with terrifying force, if you’re not careful. Casting the spell on yourself is an order of magnitude harder than casting it on someone else. And then we were told that you can accidentally poison yourself in potions, or turn yourself into a toad in defence. I promised myself I was going to study that subject as much as I could. My dormmates had already hexed me once. Who knew what they would do in the future?

      The tutors are also very sharp-eyed. A boy I didn’t know was passing notes to a girl—the tutor saw it and gave him a hundred lines to write before the end of the day. He looked as if he’d gotten away with murder ... it wasn’t until later that I realised that even ten lines would be a pain if you were just writing the same thing over and over again. Penny had given us our punishment books when she’d welcomed us to Scorpion Hall. Mine is blank, but I’m pretty sure that’s going to change soon.

      By the time class came to an end, I just wanted to go back to the dorm and sleep. Instead, I went to the library. It was crammed with books, including textbooks I hadn’t been able to buy for myself. I picked up a couple of books on defence, then sat down to study them. Holly joined me, and we spent two hours comparing notes, before we were kicked out by a pair of older students who wanted the seats. I suppose they must have been in a good mood. We didn’t get lines.
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        * * *

      

      Living in a dorm is very different from living at home, even when I was sharing a room with Benny. We are forced to get along. Penny tells us, constantly, that we are not allowed to pick fights with each other, even if we hate each other. It’s made us more aware of each other, certainly. I’m getting to know the other girls, even as they get to know me.

      Penny is constantly educating us on everything from etiquette to formal wear. She says it’s not safe to use a transfigured or illusionary dress, for fear that someone will cast a cancellation charm on it and leave you wearing rags or completely naked. Her lessons are interesting, and I’m learning a great deal; but I wish she’d spend more time on practical matters. I need more practice with charms before I go back to class after the weekend.
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        * * *

      

      Benny, if I ever complain about sharing a room with you again, feel free to turn me into a frog and keep me that way. Get a spellbinder and make me a frog forever, if you want. I will deserve it.

      Our dorm has a strict hierarchy. Penny is at the top. We are expected to curtsey every time we see her, and believe me, she notices if we don’t. Her lessons are long and boring and pretty much useless. What are the odds of me getting a formal courtship? None, I guess. It’s quite rare for anyone, even the highest of the high, to be courted before they leave school. And I’m a commoner.

      Below Penny, we have the aristo brats. They can trace their ancestry all the way back to the Thousand Year Empire, and they know it. If you forget ... don’t worry, they’ll be happy to remind you. They have forgotten more magic than I have ever known, allowing them to push me and the other commoners around with ease. I don’t think they know my name. We’re meant to be equals (below Penny, of course), but we’re not. The parents want me to suck up to them, yet ... I am too lowly to suck up properly. I spent some time slaving for one of the other girls, and she didn’t so much as thank me afterwards. I guess I wasn’t worth a kick when I finally took my leave.

      And, at the bottom, there’s Holly, Jess, Kate and me. Holly is a merchant’s daughter, like me; Jess is a sailor’s girl. The three of us have become friends, of a sort. Kate is the odd one out—her parents are peasants—and she’s pretty much alone. I feel sorry for her. Penny seems to have made her a target, castigating her for each and every imagined failing. I don’t know why she dislikes Kate, but it’s obvious that she does. Kate slaves all day and all night for Penny, yet it gets her nothing. Penny pours scorn on her for everything. I think Penny even hit Kate.

      I feel sorry for her, but what can I do?

      Penny wasn’t kidding about the ‘no snitches’ rule. The tradition is unbreakable. If you snitch, you become a social outcast. And who’s going to punish Penny? She’s a Rubén! Her cousin is the Head Boy! Kate is trapped. All she can do is wait for the next year, when she’ll go into a different dorm. By then, hopefully, she’ll know enough magic to protect herself.
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        * * *

      

      I got into trouble for the first time this afternoon. I was running down the corridor and nearly ran into the Head Girl and one of her friends. I’d hoped to meet her, but not in such a way. She told me off for running, then gave me a hundred lines to write. I did them in the library after class, then handed them in to her. She gravely thanked me and said I wasn’t to do it again. I promised I wouldn’t.

      I learnt my lesson. I won’t do it again.
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        * * *

      

      Well, I got my first set of lines from the Head Girl herself ... but that wasn’t the end of it. Someone must have snitched to Penny—so much for the ‘no snitching’ rule—and she went utterly mental. She slapped my face—yes, really—she screamed blue murder and generally acted like Cousin Byron at last year’s birthday party. Byron, of course, has the excuse of being five! I thought she was going to kill me. She started making reasonable threats, which rapidly turned to promises of punishments so dire they crossed the line time and time again. I didn’t have the slightest idea of why she was so angry, until—in the midst of her screeches—she said that Akin was due to marry into Alana’s family. Or something along those lines ... she was shouting so loudly it was hard to make out the words.

      (I probably shouldn’t have said “poor Akin,” which earned me another slap.)

      Penny marched me over to a desk, shoved me onto a chair, cast a sticking charm to make sure I stayed there, and stood over me while I wrote my lines. Everyone else vanished like mist on a fine summer day, even the aristos. I didn’t blame them. Penny was so angry no one wanted to cross her. I felt the same way.

      And I had to use a charm to hide the mark on my face when we went down to dinner. Penny cast it herself. I hoped someone would see through it—she could hardly blame me if she cast the spell herself—but no one did. I wanted revenge. But how?
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        * * *

      

      Two months after we started the term, we were finally introduced to sports. The Sports Captain—the dashingly handsome Francis Rubén—welcomed us onto the pitch, then sorted us out into teams. We ran around for hours, learning how to stretch our legs before we tried out for junior sports teams. I didn’t get into any—no football, no dodge ball, no lacrosse—but we had fun. Francis Rubén was very enthusiastic, promising that we’d all have a chance to play for the school as we grew older and learned how to play properly. I’m looking forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      Oh, sis, I hate sports.

      It was a horror show from beginning to end, and I hated every moment of it. There was no time to sit and reflect—as soon as we were in our kit, we were driven onto the field and forced to run in circles or do exercises that made our arms and legs ache. Francis Rubén was a total ass, praising the aristos while dropping hints he might praise the rest of us if we proved good enough for him to overlook our birth. A couple of commoner boys were and got praised—they were really good, better than the rest—but everyone else ... not a chance. I played football and got the ball kicked in my face, but that wasn’t the worst of it. It turns out that cheating is allowed, as long as the seniors don’t see (or can pretend not to see). Dodge ball really should be called dodge-spell.

      Francis Rubén creeped me out. I mean ... really. He is handsome as anything—a couple of my dormmates were very impressed with his looks—but he smiles too much. I had the impression he didn’t really care about anything, even sports. And then the older students arrived, and he got even worse. The only good thing about it was that he left us to the tender mercies of his deputy, who wasn’t such a bad guy. He tried to get us all playing, but by then my get-up-and-go had got up and gone. It was a relief when we were sent to shower before dinner, even though the locker rooms are ghastly. I was so sweaty I smelled worse than ... well, let’s just say I stank.

      I’m not looking forward to going back onto the fields, believe me. But it’s apparently compulsory for lowerclassmen. I don’t get the point. I’m useless at sports. Why do they want to torture me ...?
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        * * *

      

      The literature talked a lot about midnight feasts—and we had our first one last night. Penny went away for the evening, leaving the ten of us to plot our feast. A couple of girls brought in food and drink, allowing us to have a pleasant party in the middle of the dorms. It was wonderful, although we all had to jump into bed in a flash when Penny returned so she could get some sleep herself. Luckily, it was the weekend, and we got to sleep in.
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        * * *

      

      I might have enjoyed the midnight feast a little more if it hadn’t been planned to humiliate me—and the rest of the commoners. We didn’t smuggle food into the dorm, you see. Tradition demanded we raid the kitchens, after Lights Out. Guess who got the job? That’s right—me and the other two. We sneaked down to the kitchens after dark, ducking and dodging upperclassmen on the prowl, and managed to grab some juice and biscuits before making a run back to the dorms. Fun so far, I suppose, but the aristos grabbed most of the food. I barely even got a biscuit!

      Penny returned, just as we were finishing our snack ... and she was livid. I don’t know who put a fly in her soup, but she was mad. Apparently, it was all the fault of us commoners, leading decent aristos astray. She made us stand in the corridor for an hour or so, then woke us up early the following day to make us clean the toilets. The only reason she didn’t give us lines as well, I suppose, was that she might have to explain it to the staff at the end of term. Someone must read those punishment books, right? They’re charmed to automatically log each and every punishment given to us, so I suppose someone must.

      And everyone else had the nerve to laugh at us. Insert word Mum wouldn’t like me to say here.
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        * * *

      

      Penny is very helpful to us younger students. We were meant to spend an hour writing letters to our families, practicing penmanship and composition, and Penny was kind enough to correct our spelling and point out flaws in our writing. I actually wrote a misleading sentence in a letter to Gran, and Penny let me know about it, then explained what we were doing wrong. And then she let me fix the mistake before we mailed the letter.
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        * * *

      

      You won’t believe Penny’s latest trick.

      We’re meant to write to our families, right? Penny ‘helps’ us by pointing out mistakes, but she’s really making sure we don’t write anything bad about her. She’s so determined to make sure we portray her as a really wonderful person that she even scolded Ginny, who has a family tree that goes back for centuries. I wrote some fluff about how Penny was a wonderful person and that she was the best dorm monitor we’d ever had, and she was delighted. It never crossed her mind that yes, technically, she is the best ... but she’s also the worst. A couple of other girls wrote even more elaborate nonsense ... Penny seemed to accept it at face value. Hopefully, I’ll have a chance to destroy that letter before Mum and Dad see it.

      I’m going to keep writing to you, of course, but I’ll be writing in the library. Penny must not see this letter. And I bet she’ll be able to break the charm.
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        * * *

      

      You wrote to me and asked if there’s any truth to the rumours about Penny. I don’t know—Penny was removed from the dorm, but we don’t know why. She insisted, apparently, that she needed to spend more time on her studies. Not impossible—she did spend a lot of time with us—but we don’t believe it. There are so many crazy rumours that I forbear to write them down.

      We’re expecting to get a new dorm monitor any day now, so we’re just waiting. Don’t worry. My studies won’t suffer.
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        * * *

      

      HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA ... HA!

      You won’t believe what happened yesterday. Penny was caught bullying Kate. She’s always been ghastly to the poor girl, but this time she did it right in front of the Head Boy! What a stupid ... thing ... to do. Akin isn’t anything like either of his cousins. He exploded like an overcooked potion, marched her to his office ... next thing we know, Penny’s been demoted all the way back to lowerclassman! Rumour insists he beat her to death, but I saw her walking around looking perfectly normal so I guess he didn’t do a very good job of it. She’s got no power over us, or anyone else, any longer. And all her enemies are coming out of the woodwork. She has so many lines to write her hand is going to drop off ...

      HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA ... HA!

      I know. I shouldn’t gloat at her downfall. But, by the ancients, there is no one in the school who deserves it more.
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        * * *

      

      The new dorm monitor is a little less inclined to help us, but she is kind enough to point us towards the resources we need to figure out the answers for ourselves. My friends and I have formed a study group—we’ve traded our assistance in some matters for the help of the other students—and we’re starting to prepare for the exams. I’m not looking forward to them, but I can’t wait to see you and everyone afterwards. I just can’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      The dorm has been a whole lot better since Penny was demoted. My friends—Kate is one of us now—and I have been studying, with the help of some of the aristos. They’re not so bad now that Penny isn’t encouraging them to be horrible. They still play pranks from time to time, but we’re learning how to defend ourselves and prank them back. The new dorm monitor doesn’t punish us for it. She’s been very tight-lipped about her past, but I think she was a commoner. I intend to look it up when I have a chance.

      We’re studying for the exams now. You won’t believe how much we have to cram into our aching brains. There are potions and spells that are meant to help us, but they come with massive downsides. Apparently, there’s a food you can eat to remember stuff ... it works, they say, as long as you eat it immediately before the exam. And we’re banned from taking anything into the exam chamber. It’s as if they don’t trust us.

      Oh, and we had another midnight feast. This one went a whole lot better. Certainly a lot better than Raven Hall’s feast—the poor girl they sent to get the food was caught by a charm and hypnotised into standing frozen until the cooks arrived in the morning. She was then made to help until the charm wore off, sometime after breakfast. Rumour insists she still clucks like a chicken if someone says the magic word ... not that I put that to the test, of course. (She doesn’t.)
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        * * *

      

      The exams were awful. They marched us into the examination chamber, cautioned us about anti-cheating wards, then put the papers in front of us. It felt as if we’d been writing for hours when the bell finally rang. And then they told us to take the practical side of the tests ... I think I did well, but I won’t know until next term. But I did my best.
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        * * *

      

      The exams were really awful. They separated us from the rest of the school, made us change into exam robes under supervision and then gave us a whole series of dire warnings about what would happen to us if we were caught cheating. Apparently, there’s someone every year who gets caught and severely punished. There’s a tradition that you get a perfect grade if you cheat and get away with it, but I don’t believe it. You’d have to confess to get the grade, and you might as well paint a target on your back for next year. I don’t know if anyone tried. I didn’t dare think about it.

      I don’t know how well I did. The whole experience is a blur. Did I do well? I can’t recall. Some of us wanted to go over the questions, afterwards, but I couldn’t remember a thing. I told them, quite by accident, that I’d forged for potions and brewed for forgery ... they told me to sleep it off. So I did.

      Next year is supposed to be worse. Help!
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        * * *

      

      I’m wrapping up this letter now—hopefully, you’ll get it before I get home. It’s been a funny year, but I’ve learnt a lot and I can’t wait to go back next year.

      Your Loving Daughter, Jean
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        * * *

      

      Did I enjoy the year?

      It’s hard to say. Penny really was awful, and she was a bad influence on everyone else. It got a lot better after she left. Some things didn’t improve, though; sports remained as awful as ever, and I dreaded every lesson before it began. And the upperclassmen got nastier and nastier as their exams approached, to the point they were handing out lines for breathing ... what are we supposed to do? Not breathe? And to think these people are the future!

      Really, though, there was a lot to like. And I can’t wait to go back next year.

      Oh, and I learnt how to turn you into a toad.

      Your Bigger (and Better) Sister, Jean.
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Christopher G. Nuttall

        

      

    

    
      When I was in boarding school, I had a roommate who stole my notes for a particular class, profited from my work and, when confronted with it later, had the nerve to deny it (even though my notes included specific examples I’d added for myself, rather than taken from the teacher). Later on, I left flawed notes around for him to find, although I have no idea if he took the bait. The story below draws on that experience, but includes added magic.

      It’s set in The Zero Enigma universe and draws on events mentioned in The Family Pride, (and the Penny here is the same as in the previous story), but I don’t think you need to have read any of the books to follow the story.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Penny Dreadful

      

      

      Behind her back, we called her Penny Dreadful.

      It wasn’t her name, of course. She was Penny Rubén, daughter of Malachi and Petal Rubén, cousin to Akin and Isabella Rubén. We knew all this because—surprise, surprise—she told us. She was not the sort of person to let us forget she could trace her bloodline all the way back to the early days of the Thousand Year Empire. Indeed, there were times when she insisted she could trace her ancestry back to a protoplasmic primordial atomic globule. It took us longer than it should have done to realise she was cribbing the line from an old play.

      She would have been pretty, I suppose, if she hadn’t had a permanent sneer grafted to her face. Like all of House Rubén, she had blonde hair and a sharp—almost pointed—chin. She wasn’t precisely ugly, as she grew older, but ... she was just nasty. Her father was reputed to be a very good man. No one knew how such a man could have had such a daughter.

      Our first meeting was not propitious. It was our first year at Jude’s, and she, scion of the oldest family in the city, knew enough nasty hexes and jinxes to make us all very miserable. Sharing a dorm with her was a nightmare. You never knew when you’d be suddenly turned into a toad, or reciting gibberish, or simply stuck to the floor. Things didn’t get much better, even after we learnt how to protect ourselves. Penny was still a Rubén, she still had enough connections to draw a handful of other students into her orbit, and she had older relatives who would help her out if she ran into something she couldn’t handle. There was no reasoning with her, we thought. The only thing we could do was ignore her as much as possible.

      I thought I’d scored a pretty good deal when I became an upperclassman. I didn’t have the social connections or the personality to serve as a good mentor to the lowerclassmen. It was slightly insulting, but it meant I got a room of my own instead of having to sleep in one of the dorms with kids five years younger than me. Penny was a dorm monitor, which was pretty much the definition of the triumph of hope over experience. Those poor kids! I heard rumours ... well, from what little was confirmed, Penny went well over the line. Akin himself blasted her down, which stopped her family from defending her. When the dust settled, Penny had been booted back to lowerclassman, she was stripped of all authority and, worst of all, she had to share a room with me.

      Needless to say, I was not happy.

      I would have felt sorry for her, I suppose, if she hadn’t been so ... dreadful. Upperclassmen had rights as well as responsibilities. We could do all sorts of things that lowerclassmen couldn’t do, from leaving the school grounds without permission to assigning punishments to misbehaving lowerclassmen. Penny had enough enemies, even amongst her former cronies, to find herself spending the rest of her life in detention, or writing lines or cleaning floors, or carrying out a multitude of other horrible and humiliating punishments. I was surprised she wasn’t sleeping in the lowerclassmen dorms, too, although I supposed she’d be able to cow the younger students by sheer force of magic. But why did she have to share a room with me?

      There was no point in arguing, or in trying to befriend her. She wasn’t someone who could be a friend, even with a roommate. And there was no point in trying to slap her down either. I had to share a room with her. Sooner or later, I’d lower my guard, and she’d strike back. Sure, a lowerclassman who struck an upperclassman would be in deep trouble. It wouldn’t be any consolation. So I endured and told myself, time and time again, that it would come to an end. It wasn’t easy.

      And then she crossed the line.

      We were supposed, each and every one of us, to put together a piece of magic from a dozen scraps and perform it in front of the entire school before we could pass our exams. It was a fiendishly complicated task, with hundreds of offshoots and spell notations that were misleading, useless or simply crafted to cancel each other out. Our teachers, in order to monitor our process, insisted on us breaking it down into smaller tasks, which we then demonstrated to prove we’d mastered the material. I think they wanted to make sure we weren’t slacking off, although I wasn’t sure why they bothered. It wasn’t as if a few hours of hasty study would be enough to make up for not doing the work.

      “This is impossible,” Penny groaned. She was sitting on her bed, looking as if she was doing anything but reading her textbook and working out the spellform. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

      I didn’t look up. I was three or four stages ahead of her—believe me, she’d moaned enough—and I was hoping to get at least two more stages done before we had to show our work. Penny couldn’t help me, not with spellforms so complex they made turning annoying boys into pigs look easy. I reached an endpoint, put my books on the desk and went to answer the call of nature. When I returned, my notes were out of order, and Penny was grinning like a particularly demented cat.

      It took all of my willpower not to accuse her of looking at my notes. I wanted to go straight to the tutors and rat her out, but snitching could make me a social outcast. Even Penny wasn’t a snitch ... it got harder, the following day, when Penny handed in her work and received rare praise from the tutor. She’d copied my work, and she’d got away with it! And there was nothing I could do.

      I brooded for hours, afterwards. She’d spent the last few weeks finding ways to annoying me, from going to bed early and demanding I turned off the light to covering the shared dresser with expensive cosmetics from places I’d never be allowed to visit, but this ... this was too far. I wanted to teach her a lesson. By the ancients, I wanted to teach her a lesson. But how? It was too late to call her on it. The only thing I could think of was taking better care of my notes, but that wasn’t going to work ...

      And then it hit me.

      You see, the spells we were supposed to unravel and put back together were extremely complex. Part of the test was to see how well we cut out the pieces that were useless, dangerous or simply wasteful of magic. It was hard going for me, and I’d been paying attention! Penny, I was sure, didn’t have the faintest idea of what she was doing. All she knew was that she’d stolen my work and been praised. And I was sure she’d try to do it again.

      So, I let her.

      It wasn’t fun, either, to let her copy my work. I wondered, at times, if the tutors knew something was up. She’d have been sunk if they’d asked her to modify the spells in a manner far beyond her comprehension. But they didn’t. I kept feeding her the spellforms she needed, all the while preparing my trap. I worked so hard on the forged piece of magic that my actual grades started to slip. Right up until the day, I wasn’t sure Penny would take the bait. Surely, she’d check. Surely, she’d bear in mind the warning about not casting spells unless you knew what they did. Surely, she’d think to check the spell before she had to perform it in public. Surely ...

      My heart was beating like a drum as we lined up in the auditorium and waited. The Castellan and his staff—and a handful of parents, including mine—had arrived. I had second thoughts and then third thoughts, but it was already too late. What could I have said? Stop? Penny would have tried to blame me, and that would have put the dragon amongst the sheep. My hands were coated in sweat as the tutor bored us to tears with a speech that seemed to last an eternity, before inviting us to perform the spells one by one. I’m still surprised I managed to perform mine, even though I’d had the sense to practice before the real test. I stumbled off the stage and took my place in line again, waiting for the rest to finish. My mouth was completely dry as Penny stepped onto the stage.

      I leaned forward, watching nervously as she cast the spell. It should have produced a burst of light, nothing more. A poor reward for months of work, I thought. Instead, Penny’s form wavered and shrank, her clothes tumbling to the floor around her. A moment later, a small frog inched out of the remains of her skirt and looked around in dazed astonishment. I wasn’t sure what Penny thought the spell was meant to do. She certainly hadn’t thought it was meant to turn her into a frog.

      The audience burst out laughing as Penny croaked in outrage. I could tell she was trying to break the spell ... my blood ran cold as I realised that I might have miscalculated. The spell wasn’t hard to break, but Penny’s clothes hadn’t changed with her. The tutor hurried forward as the frog started to blur and kicked her behind the curtains. I breathed a sigh of relief. That might have led to questions I didn’t want to answer.

      Poor Penny! Everyone—and I mean everyone—was laughing at her. The story grew in the telling, as such stories always do. What could she do? Tell everyone the truth? They’d only laugh more. I wasn’t even sure she understood what had happened. She certainly didn’t know enough magic theory to understand what I’d done ... and I hadn’t told her to steal my work. How could she blame me without admitting what she’d done? The tutors gave her as very hard time, afterwards. She had to admit she didn’t really understand what she was doing, without—someone—confessing the truth.

      I wanted to tell her, if she hadn’t already guessed. I wanted to rub her nose in her mistake. I wanted to point out to her, again and again, that she’d done it to herself. I wanted to tell her that she’d brought it on herself ...

      ... But I didn’t. It was enough to know how I’d laid a trap to snare her ...

      ... And that Penny, who would have to repeat the year, would no longer be a part of my life.
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        * * *

      

      Christopher G. Nuttall is the author of the Schooled in Magic series, the Zero Enigma series and many others, covering everything from high fantasy to alternate history, military science-fiction and thrillers. He currently lives in Edinburgh with his wife and sons.

      Website: http://chrishanger.net/
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        Shelf Life

      

      

      “I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Adept Trewarne nodded at the figure in the doorway and turned to locate his charges, each diligently working at the tasks he’d assigned. The component store wasn’t a large room, but it was crowded - the rows of shelves, packed from floor to ceiling, turned it into a cluttered maze. “Prentices,” he called, immediately getting their attention. “I’m sorry, but - there is something I need to attend to. I don’t think I’ll be long, but I need to leave you to your own devices for a moment or two. Now, you have your assignments, and I expect you to work through them until I get back. If the Gathering Bell rings before I return, leave your notes on the relevant shelves and I will pick them up later. Do not take them - or anything else you didn’t bring in with you - out of the store. You’ll trigger a summoning, and you’ll be working in here with me for an hour before supper, from now until the Equinox. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.” Patchitt was the first to respond, acknowledging the reminder with a nod and his usual cheerful smile. He’d tucked his quill pen behind his right ear, making it stick out even more than usual.

      A short distance away, Enily Hornsworth flicked back a lock of her silver hair and rolled her eyes at the young man’s eagerness. “Yes, we know,” she said, barely biting back what might have been a more sarcastic retort. “Sir,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

      It earned her a disparaging look from the third of his charges. “We’ll be fine, Master Trewarne,” the young woman said. “We all know the rules.”

      “Of course you do.” The Adept sighed. “I’ll try to get back before the bell. Carry on.”

      He left in a flurry of white and red, the divided panels of his tabard flaring out to reveal the darker fabric of his formal tunic beneath. Three pairs of eyes watched him go, waiting until the door closed behind him.

      “Thank Magrix for that,” Enily breathed, dumping the papers she’d been holding onto the shelf behind her. “I thought I’d have to put up with his beady eyes on me all evening.”

      “On you?” Kellia McHaven’s warm drawl conveyed more than a hint of contempt. “The only reason he’d be watching you was to make sure you were actually working. Instead of just shuffling stuff around.”

      “Is that what you think?” her fellow teen shot back. “Are you full of yourself, or what? I heard you. Master Trewarne. He’s not a Master. He’s just an Adept. And he can’t be that powerful a one, otherwise he’d not be in charge of this place. You don’t need much magic to manage a component store.”

      “I was being polite.” Kellia’s words were clipped, tight behind what sounded like gritted teeth. “Just because we’re stuck doing these stupid inventories doesn’t mean we should turn into mealy-mouthed trogs.”

      “Are you calling me a trog?”

      “Master Merathick says that the component store is one of the most valuable assets of the College.” Patchitt’s voice cut across their rising argument with quiet confidence. “He says that a good Magister needs quality spell components on hand, in hand, and easily at hand. Which is why we’re busy checking that what’s on the shelves matches what’s supposed to be there. You do know that they had the Upper Level trials this week, don’t you? Seven graduating spell casters set loose in here to grab what they thought they might need for the tests. I don’t know about your sections, but mine’s in a complete mess. I’ve just found a jar of coal dust in among the beetle wings and the bats’ whiskers. Imagine grabbing that when you’re trying to summon a swarm - or cast a nightvision spell.”

      Both girls stared at him in disbelief.

      “Is he for real?” Enily questioned. Kellia heaved an exasperated sigh.

      “He’s a pain,” she said. “Never say anything in front of him because he’ll remember every word and quote it back at you. Months later. And he spouts these stupid, obscure facts - that nobody cares about,” she half-growled at the young man concerned, who merely grinned and went back to his sorting.

      The argument momentarily defused, the two young women sullenly went back to work. Kellia pointedly moved a little further down the space between the crowded shelves, throwing Enily an irked look as she did. Enily frowned and audibly thumped a few boxes and bottles about, venting her own irritation on the components and their containers. A moment later she paused, staring at the bottle she’d just picked up. A brief smile flashed across her face, and - glancing sideways to check she wasn’t being observed - she quickly popped open the stopper and shook a small amount of powder into the palm of her hand.

      Kellia didn’t see the quick flicker of fingers that wove a spell in her direction. Nor did she notice the faint drift of powder that dusted her shoulders. What she did see was the dart of something small, tailed, and furry that ran out from behind a box and leapt straight at her.

      She shrieked, and jumped back, putting out her hands to ward off the attack. Her shoulders hit a shelf, and the whole unit shuddered from the impact. Several small items tumbled down around her, landing on the stone floor in a scattering of crashes, tinkles and thuds. The mouse - or what looked like a mouse - exploded into a shiver of dissipating sparkles the moment it touched her.

      Enily burst out laughing.

      “Your face,” she crowed. “I thought you were proud of being the daughter of warriors. Leaping out of your skin at a mouse! Really …”

      “I,” Kellia announced through gritted teeth, something gooey dripping down her face where a tipped over bottle had discharged its contents, “am going to make you pay for that …”

      She took a step forward, her hands rolling in rapid circular movements as she began to summon a glowing ball of energy between them. Enily raised her own hands and adopted a feral grin.

      “Bring it on,” she taunted. “I’m more than ready …”

      “Girls? Girls?” Patchitt’s warning fell on deaf ears. He glanced round hastily, grabbed a nearby reel of thread and gestured with it, almost as if casting a line from a fishing rod.

      The next moment Kellia was being pulled across the floor towards him at speed. The fire between her hands flew wildly, barely missing the nearest mage light, and discharging against the ceiling in a flurry of sparks. The large glass box that had been teetering on the edge of the shelf above her landed with a crump, right where she’d been standing.

      “What the -” Her angry protest at her treatment was silenced by the impact of metal and glass on stone. She turned and stared at the fallen container in disbelief.

      “Sorry,” Patchitt apologised. “I was trying to warn you, but … “

      “Right,” Kellia nodded, clearly shaken “What in heck did you just do?”

      He shrugged. “I’m learning distanced kinetic manipulation,” he said. “I’m not very good at it yet …”

      “You saved my life,” she breathed. “But - why didn’t you just push the box back onto the shelf? That hurt.”

      “Sorry,” he said a second time. “Like I said - I’m not very good at it yet. And I had thread - so it was easier to catch and pull.”

      She reached to brush detritus off her shoulders, frowning as she found where the glop had dripped onto her tabard. “Yeah. Okay. Get better,” she advised grudgingly.

      Enily had ducked as the miniature fireball flew overhead and had avoided most of the scattered sparks. She approached the two of them warily, looking, not at Kellia, but at the box behind her. “Umm - “ she said, pointing at the object concerned, “should it be doing that?”

      Despite being made mostly of glass, the box - or perhaps it was a tank - had survived the fall almost completely intact. It had fallen on one side; the clasp that kept the lid in place had hit the floor first and had apparently come undone. The weight of whatever was inside it was slowly pushing the lid open, making the hinges - which were now uppermost - creak in protest.

      Except it wasn’t the weight, exactly. Something dark and wet was oozing out around the open edge of the lid. Little pseudopods were extending out from it to push at the floor and encourage the movement. The box suddenly scraped backwards a half inch raising a snarl of complaint from the stone beneath. All three of them flinched.

      “What is that?” Kellia took a cautious step forward, leaning down to get a better look. “Some sort of - hey!”

      Her movement had attracted attention: the slowly rippling pool of expanding slime had stopped rippling and lunged. A narrow filament of the stuff had lashed out, the end of it hitting the toe of her shoe and sticking there. The tendril stiffened, and then tugged, managing to drag a much larger portion of the stuff in the tank out onto the floor.

      Thin curls of smoke began to rise from her shoe leather.

      “Gods,” Patchitt swore, physically grabbing her this time. He tugged. She stumbled back - and the stuff tugged back. Hard.

      There was the briefest of struggles. The stuff won. The shoe went one way, and Kellia the other, her weight smooshing Patchett into yet another set of shelves and precipitating a second avalanche.

      He was too frantic to even notice.

      “Climb!” he yelled, pushing her at the shelves and grabbing the next set over to start lifting himself away from the floor. “You too, Enily. Get up, get up!”

      Enily didn’t need the encouragement. She’d taken one look at the now fully escaped stuff engulfing Kellia’s shoe, and leapt for safety, clambering up the sturdy shelves beside her and tossing more than a few bottles and jars to the floor in the process.

      By the time she, and the other two, were safely huddled on the topmost shelf of their chosen ladders, there was a dark red puddle of bubbling, oozing slime spread out across the floor, eagerly gathering in every tumbled item it could reach. Smoke and the smell of acid drifted upwards as it consumed its prizes.

      This wouldn’t be so bad, except - having spread itself out - the stuff started to gather itself together again, drawing up into a vague mound that sprouted exploratory tendrils at its edges before slowly dragging itself towards a spot where something was dripping from the shelf above.

      It left behind a clean and shiny patch of floor and one completely empty glass bottle.

      “Great Magrix,” Kellia breathed, a prayer, rather than Patchitt’s earlier curse. “I’ll ask again. What is that?”

      Patchitt was clinging to his chosen refuge, staring down at the oozing mess that was currently slurping across the stone floor.

      “I read something … somewhere,” he was muttering, his lips working as he tried to track down the elusive memory.

      “You read everything,” Kellia snapped impatiently. “Just tell us already!”

      “Don’t yell at him.” Enily was small enough to sit comfortably on her shelf - unlike Kellia, whose lanky height mean that she had to hunch her shoulders down and keep her head bent. “He’s doing his best.”

      “It’s not good enough. That -thing - ate my shoe! I liked that shoe. I paid good money for it. I’d just got it comfortable, and now I’m going to have break a whole new pair in again.”

      She kicked off her remaining shoe and wriggled ten dark toes to make her point, unconcerned about where her abandoned footwear fell. The moment it hit the floor the creature oozed towards it, engulfing and dissolving that one, too.

      “Better your shoes than you,” Enily pointed out. She’d been investigating the jars and boxes that shared her perch. One of them was clearly stuffed with dried frogs, because she tugged one out and threw it down towards the thing on the floor. It hit with a soft thump, and the creature, still savouring shoe, threw out a tendril to drag it towards itself.

      “No –” Patchitt said, a moment too late to stop her. “No, don’t feed it. It’ll get bigger if you feed it, and then … when it’s big enough it’ll split into two. I think it’s a Blighted skuzzer. You know - skuzzers?” he said when the two of them looked at him blankly. “Small green crawly things? Live in sewers and ditches and eat waste? Useful for cleaning the insides of cauldrons?”

      “That,” Kellia growled, “is not green, is most definitely not small - and I wouldn’t put it anywhere near the inside of a cauldron. Unless, of course, it was over a very hot fire!

      “Hey,” she realised as soon as she’d said it, “I could always …”

      “That wouldn’t help,” Patchitt interrupted. “The Blighted tend to be immune to fire - and most other magics, too. The taint of the Masren Blight tends to … twist things, you know?” he added, as her eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Besides, there’s lot of inflammable things in here. Throwing more flame about is just going to get us into trouble. More trouble,” he added gloomily, looking down at the creature currently oozing around a fallen box of spell ingredients.

      “He’s right,” Enily said in an equally gloomy tone. “But we can’t just sit around here waiting for help to arrive. Because, when helps arrives …”

      “Ohhh,” Kellia breathed with a shudder. “Don’t. Just don’t. When Adept Trewarne gets back it’s going to go straight for him! Can we warn him? Send a message? You do illusions, don’t you Enily? Can’t you …?”

      “Nope.” The admission was pained. “I can do image and sound when I can see what I’m shaping - but only small things, and not over long distances. It probably wouldn’t work even if I knew how - you know how soaked in magic the whole campus is. Wards and workings, and spell residue all over the place. You’d have to be a lot better than any of us to construct a sending that would find a specific person, in an unspecified place, and have it discharge a clear and meaningful message. Even with all the right ingredients to hand.”

      Her gesture out at the well-stocked shelves nearly sent another jar tumbling. She caught it just in time.

      “So what are we going to do?” Kellia glared down at the oozing skuzzer with a look so fierce it might have banished the thing to one of the darkest versions of hell. It didn’t, of course. While there were Adepts and Masters that might possess an inkling of that kind of power, she was only a third year apprentice, and one specialising in elemental, not dimensional magics. The Blighted creature simply sat there and bubbled.

      “I can’t fry it. Enily can’t send for help - and what use are you?” she demanded of Patchitt. His observation of the creature was more thoughtful than angry, punctuated with quick glances around him, perhaps in the hope that the solution lay hidden on one of the shelves. “Can’t you do that - long distance thing on it? Or something?”

      “He is not pulling it up here,” Enily said in horror. “That’s the last thing we want to happen. Could you push it away? So we could get to the door, perhaps?”

      “I don’t think so.” The thoughtful look on the young man’s face creased into a deeper frown. “It’s too - gooey to push. As for other magic … this is a component store. Cast something powerful enough to deal with that, in here, and you could set off all sorts of reactions. Besides, Alchemy requires equipment as well as ingredients. I can’t summon anything bigger than a Wisp without at least a day’s preparation, and my sorcery’s still mostly theoretical. I suppose I could transform some of the stone under it to mud, but — it’s an ooze. Mud’s its natural habitat. Besides - I’d have to get a lot closer to do that …” He trailed off, staring down at the creature in obvious frustration. This was clearly a puzzle he couldn’t figure out, and his inability to do so was annoying him.

      “We could always push you in its way and run away while it’s eating you,” Kellia muttered, only partly in jest. “All those books in your head, and nothing practical in any of them.”

      “Oh yeah,” Enily huffed. “Typical elementalist. All about the power and the action. Throw rocks. Set things on fire. Blow it all away …”

      “Well, you can talk!” Kellia shot back. “All you do is paint pretty pictures with light. See that? That isn’t real. Nor’s this. All pretence and fantasy. What are you going to do? Give it a puppet show?”

      “That’s it!”

      Patchitt’s face lit up with a sudden, brilliant smile.

      “What?” Kellia looked at him as if he’d gone mad. So did Enily.

      “A puppet show,” he said. “That’s perfect. Kellia - you’re amazing. I’d have never thought of that …”

      “I wasn’t being serious. I was trying to insult her.” Kellia’s protest was pained. “I do that when I can’t hit something. Or someone.”

      “You’ve got to work on those anger issues,” Enily said. “And your insults. That was a compliment.” She quirked a wry smile. “Pretty pictures. Huh. That’s the whole idea …”

      Kellia sighed. “I know. It’s hard to come up with cutting lines when you’re mostly scared to death. Patchitt -” she turned towards him with a frown. “- that thing down there ate my shoes. It’s going to eat Adept Trewarne if we don’t do something before he comes back. And then it’s going to eat through these shelves and everything on them. Including us! So why, in all the endless hells, would we want to give it a puppet show?”

      He was busy scrabbling through the boxes on his shelf. “Because we want to lure it back into its tank.”

      “We do?” She glanced back at Enily. “Do we?”

      Enily’s mouth opened. Then shut again, as she considered the idea. “Yes,” she realised after a moment. “Yes, we do. We know the tank can contain it,” she said. “If we can get it in there and had some way to close the lid …”

      “Distanced kinetic manipulation,” Patchitt muttered.

      “ … then we’d have hope of containing it until the Adept gets back,” Kellia concluded, breaking into a brief grin. “Great! But …” The grin collapsed into a puzzled frown. “A puppet show?”

      “Light, heat, movement and sound.” Patchitt had found what he was looking for. He flipped the small metal ball up into the air and held it there, like a juggling ball frozen in mid-throw. “Skuzzers don’t have eyes or ears - but they do sense the world around them. That’s how they hunt - and defend themselves. We need to give it something to chase. Like Enily’s mouse. But sight alone won’t do it. It needs to feel like a living thing, as well as look like one.”

      “Light I can do,” Enily said, starting to understand what he was thinking of. “And sound. But my mice don’t disturb the air or anything. Kellia’s right. I do moving pictures, not physical illusions.”

      “I know,” he reassured her. “But if Kellia can enchant this -” he pointed at the slowly spinning ball beside him “ - with a little heat, and I make it move across the floor -”

      “Then adding light and sound will make it look like … oooh. I get it! Kellia - he’s right. You are amazing. I’d have never thought of that either.”

      “I didn’t think of it. He did.” Her protest was only half-hearted. “But - yeah. We could do this. I think.”

      It was a good plan.

      Written down and submitted on parchment in a theory exam, it would have earned all three of them high marks. Actually getting it to work proved to be a much harder challenge.

      To complete the first stage - that of moving the tank so that it lay flat on its side, the hinges of the lid still uppermost but the lid itself propped open, ready to be slammed shut the moment the creature was contained - was Patchitt’s job. But he had to be able to see what he was manipulating. He tried - and nearly slid off the shelf trying to contort himself far enough. After a panicked moment for all three of them, he managed to regain his perch, much to Enily’s relief. Kellia firmly told him to stay put and carefully inched her way through the clutter on her shelf until she could join him on his. Then she had to figure out how to anchor him - and her - so that he could safely lean out enough to see the tank and stay there long enough to remotely pick it up and turn it over.

      Fortunately, the shelves were sturdy and only wobbled a little bit as they shuffled round each other. Enily suggested she try sitting on his legs, but while that stopped him from sliding off, lying face down he couldn’t get far enough out to see what he needed to see and lying face up didn’t allow him to see anything except the ceiling.

      A second shuffle yielded better results. Patchitt had spotted a box of dried spiders on the next shelf down and used one to spin a simple but strong webline. That wasn’t going to last more than about an hour, but that was plenty of time to use it for what they needed. While Kellia braced her feet against the shelf supports, Patchitt wrapped the webline under his arms and round his chest, handed both ends to Kellia, put both feet on the edge of the next shelf down and leaned out, trusting her - and the conjured rope - to stop him from falling face first into the skuzzer lurking below.

      Enily had to stuff both her hands over her mouth while he hung there, carefully moving his hands through a series of slow and careful gestures. He hadn’t - as he’d warned them - mastered the art he needed to employ, and it took a lot of concentration. Mutters of encouragement would have distracted him - so she held herself silent while inwardly willing him to make it work.

      Kellia, focused on holding, sat with gritted teeth and tensed muscles, sending silent prayers of gratitude to her ancestors; generations of female warriors and athletes had gifted her with powerful leg and arm muscles to go with her height. Those hadn’t given her that much of an advantage in the study of magic - but right there and then they were busy working a magic of their own. An older student might have achieved the same result with a short summoning or a levitation spell - but then, an older student probably wouldn’t have got into the trouble the three of them were currently in.

      Webline, sheer strength, and a highly focused apprentice mage delivered the required result. The tank lifted, slowly rotated in midair, and was carefully put down again. That allowed the lid, which fortunately hinged all the way back, to be lifted over to lie flat against the upper side.

      “It’s a good job you’re small for your age,” Kellia huffed, hauling Patchitt back to the safety of the shelf. He flopped down beside her, looking a little pale from his focused effort. Somehow, his quill pen was still sitting jauntily behind his ear, the tip of its feather now bent and a little ragged. The look he gave her, while primarily grateful, was also slightly bemused.

      “No, I’m not,” he said, untangling himself from the web line. “Oh,” he realised a moment later. “No - not small for my age - just young for my study level.” He grinned. “I started early.”

      Kellia frowned at him. “You did?” She held the look for a moment, then sighed. “Of course he did,” she affirmed to Enily, who smothered a smile at her pained expression. “Okay, boy genius. What next?”

      Next was another shuffle, this one allowing Patchitt to move onto Enily’s shelf so he could see the inside of the repositioned tank. That made things a little crowded, since she needed the same view - but it allowed Kellia to stretch out and make herself a little more comfortable.

      While the other two were working out the best way to position themselves, she started conjuring a little warmth inside the metal ball. She’d always had an aptitude for fire magic, but there was a big difference between the instant flash of summoned flame and the subtlety needed to persuade cold metal to become just warm enough to deceive a Blighted skuzzer into thinking it might be a mouse.

      And not just to become - but to hold and sustain that warmth long enough for the trick to work.

      “Ready?” Enily asked after a tensed silence in which some of the dried components on Kellia’s shelf had begun to give off wisps of smoke.

      “Ready,” Kellia answered, putting out her hand and opening her fingers. The ball sat in the curl of her palm, shimmering a little in the mage light that illuminated the room. “How about you?”

      Enily answered with a gesture: a twist of fingers speckled with coloured dust. The ball - twitched. Grew ears and whiskers and uncurled a soft grey tail.

      “Nice,” Kellia breathed, finally getting a good look at the illusion that had got them all into trouble in the first place. “Patch? You got this?”

      “Think so.”

      He was concentrating again. It drew creases across his forehead and narrowed his eyes, painting his boyish face with hints of the man he would one day become. The weight of metal lifted from Kellia’s hand, and the image of the mouse that overlay it curled into a tight ball, much as the real thing might if lifted unexpectedly from a supportive surface.

      Five shelves below, the Blighted skuzzer was busy slurping slowly over polished stone, hunting down the scattered contents of the various boxes and jars that littered the floor. Wooden boxes and bundles of dried herbs were simply dissolved and absorbed. Glass containers - their stoppers of cork or wax quickly eaten through - were being scoured and left empty. The few metal tins that had hit the ground were mostly ignored, although the ones the skuzzer had crawled over earlier had been left gleaming, all trace of paint or ink scoured away.

      “Don’t get too close,” Enily warned, as Patchitt carefully lowered their hastily crafted lure. “It strikes fast.”

      “I know,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the slowly descending mouse. “Can you make it squeak?”

      “I can make it dance if I need to,” she murmured back, focused with equal intensity on her casting. The mouse - nearly level with the floor - uncurled a little, lifting its head to sniff the air and ruffle its whiskers. The squeak, when it came, wasn’t all that loud. But the skuzzer froze for a moment, every groping pseudopod held suspended and the surface of its body quivering - just a little - as it registered the closeness of the sound.

      Kellia, leaning over the edge of her shelf, watched the small grey mouse wriggle round the corner of the tank, its whiskers quivering as it explored the surface of the darkened glass. The way it climbed inside wasn’t entirely convincing - Patchitt had to lift the ball a little to get it over the thickness of the tank’s metalled edge - but then the skuzzer wasn’t using eyes to see it. The warmth she’d filled the ball with was the real lure - the illusions that surrounded it simply had to be good enough to fool whatever senses the creature was using into thinking it had live prey to hunt.

      For what felt like a long moment, it didn’t seem to have worked. The mouse scuttled to the back of the tank, and the skuzzer merely shifted and flowed as if were still testing and tasting the debris on the floor. Enily conjured another squeak, which echoed out of the tank much louder than the first - and the skuzzer suddenly shot across the stone, lashing out with long tendrils that grabbed and pulled it forward with astonishing speed.

      Its momentum poured it into the waiting trap in a wave of dark red goo. Had their creation been a real mouse, it would have stood no chance against that startling attack. The skuzzer’s impetus was furious enough to shift its previous prison backwards with a screech of metal and glass - but by then Patchitt had shifted his focus from ball to tank, and it was lifting and turning under his control.

      The lid swung up, then down, trapping the creature inside. Kellia leaned out a little further and threw down a lance of white-hot flame to seal the deal.

      Literally, seal. Her aim was hasty, but hours of practice at precision casting landed the attack right where she wanted it to go. Not on the glass - which that kind of heat might have cracked, spoiling all their hard work - but on the metal frame. The metal clasp that had broken open when it had hit the floor sizzled, melted, and fused. By the time Patchitt had finished lowering the tank back to the floor, the Blighted skuzzer was once again firmly trapped inside.

      Kellia let out a whoop.

      Enily broke into a triumphant, if weary smile.

      And Pachitt simply slumped sideways on the shelf, barely avoiding sliding off it like a sack of seed grain.

      “Woah, whoa,” Enily reacted, grabbing hold of him before he could fall. “Hold on there. You okay?”

      “Little tired,” he admitted, his voice slurred with effort. “Not lifted anything - that big - before …”

      “Excellently done, nonetheless.”

      The words - spoken from the doorway - made all three of them start with surprise. Adept Trewarne stepped into view, the smile he was wearing dimming slightly as he took in the damage they had done.

      “Ah …” Kellia was the first to find her voice. “Sir. Erm - we can explain …”

      “I’m sure you can,” he said, entering the room with measured steps. The door swung silently shut behind him. “But let me guess. You - took advantage of my absence. Ceased to work and chose to play. Overstepped your bounds through - enthusiasm? Or -” he pondered thoughtfully, “-anger, perhaps?”

      Enily and Kellia exchanged a sheepish look.

      “A little of both,” Enily admitted with a wince.

      Trewarne nodded.

      “Just as I thought. Come down, all of you. Carefully,” he added, as Kellia began to swing herself round to start the downward climb. “Patchitt? Do you need assistance?”

      “No, sir,” he replied. “But thank you.” He tugged his now somewhat tattered quill pen from behind his ear, and grasped it firmly before sliding forward, off the shelf. Enily grabbed a second time and missed him. But he didn’t fall - he merely floated down, light as the feather that was dissolving in his grip, to land in a small heap at the foot of the shelves. Trewarne frowned at him.

      Enily let out the breath she’d been holding. “Show off,” she muttered, her smile taking all the sting out of the accusation. She had to climb down - carefully - in the more usual fashion.

      “So,” the Adept considered, moving to stare down at the sealed tank and the hint of movement still shifting behind its darkened glass. “Not content with throwing any number of valuable components all over the place, you somehow manage to dislodge and release an equally valuable - and extremely dangerous - specimen. What lessons have we learned from this?”

      Kellia helped Patchitt to his feet and the three of them shuffled into a discomfited line, well aware that they were in trouble.

      “Not to use my illusions for stupid reasons?” Enily ventured. Trewarne raised an eyebrow at her, and she winced. “Ever,” she added, earning herself a small nod of acknowledgment. The Adept’s eyes flicked toward Kellia, who drew herself up to her full height - and then slumped again, clearly realising that belligerence wasn’t a sensible response.

      “To keep my temper - and my fire - under better control?”

      “A good place to start,” Trewarne agreed, turning to Patchitt with expectation. “And?”

      “That sometimes it’s better to work with others than trying to solve every problem on your own?”

      “A lesson you would do well to learn, young man.” Trewarne’s chuckle held a note of affection. “At least you have all learned something from today. Your solution to the problem was - interesting, I have to say. I’m very glad you didn’t manage to set the whole store on fire - or get yourselves dissolved by the skuzzer.”

      Enily exchanged a glance with Kellia over Patchitt’s head.

      “Excuse me asking, sir, but - how long have you been watching us?”

      He smiled. “Since your mad scramble up the shelves. Actions have consequences,” he pointed out, kindly. “I was alerted as soon as that tank was disturbed. Blighted skuzzers are dangerous. I was pleased to find you’d realised that, and, given that you were safe, I thought I’d wait and see how you dealt with the problem. I will ensure you all receive a merit mark for constructive use of your magics. But this,” he added firmly, his finger sweeping out to indicate the chaos that remained, “still needs dealing with. I will expect all three of you to report to me every afternoon after your classes are over, until the inventory is completed. Any objections?”

      Startled smiles faded as the implications of that requirement registered.

      “No, sir,” Kellia answered for all of them, her voice subdued. They had messed up, and there were far worse punishments than extra duty time.

      “Sir?” Patchitt inquired a little warily. “Why is there something that dangerous, just sitting on a shelf in the component store?”

      Trewarne sighed. “A lot of magical components are dangerous,” he pointed out. “You would do well to remember that. But as to the skuzzer, it is useful - and no, you are not ready to find out why. Not yet, at least.”

      Elsewhere in the College, a bell began to toll - a deep, sonorous summons that rang as much in the bones as it did in the ears. The Gathering Bell - calling them to supper and the end of the day.

      “Good.” Trewarne nodded his satisfaction. A simple gesture reopened the door behind him, and he stepped back so that they could make their escape. “I will also expect a short essay from all of you on the nature and dangers of the Blighted skuzzer - its strengths and weaknesses, and the best way to subdue one. By Brodebenday, please. Now - Kellia, Enily - please ensure that Patchitt gets something to eat and don’t keep him up too late when you’re quizzing him. He’s overused his magic today and will need to rest. Run along,” he ordered, with amusement, and they quickly obeyed, the girls gently pushing a now yawning Patchitt ahead of them. The door closed behind them with a quiet thump of finality.

      “An essay?” Kellia groaned. “I don’t do theory. Well, not unless I have to.”

      “You have to,” Enily pointed out. “Besides,” she added with a grin, “I think he told us to cheat.” Her nod at Patchitt was pointed. Kellia’s eyes widened with realisation, and she returned the grin with one of her own.

      “No he didn’t,” Patchitt said around another yawn, “He told you to make best use of the resources available to you. Rather as we did today. I’d have never thought of combining our skills like that. So thanks. Both of you.”

      “You get the thanks, too, you know,” Enily told him, sliding her arm through his, and smiling at Kellia. “Friends?” she questioned.

      Kellia smiled back. “Friends,” she agreed, capturing Patchitt’s other arm. “Come on, boy genius. Supper, then bed. I think we’ve earned both today.”

      They left, heading for the dining room together, arm in arm.

      Adept Trewarne watched them go with a wry smile.

      “Could have been worse,” he reminded himself. “They could have been working at the back of the store.”
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        * * *

      

      Penelope Hill has been fascinated with storytelling for as long as she can remember. She was inspired by her ancient Greek namesake at an early age, wanting to be learn how to weave with words as well as with thread. She became an avid reader, discovered role-playing games, and loves world-building: crafting futuristic and fantastic settings, writing mythic histories, and exploring alternative cultures. And when she’s not busy jotting notes about magic in the Known Kingdoms or recording the highlights of the Tri-Galactic Grand Tour, she can usually be found with a needle—or two—in her hands, practising her stitchcraft.

      She is the author of Working Weekend, and currently lives in Gloucestershire with three cats, a huge library of books, a treasure hoard of fabric and thread, and far too many dice.

    

  







            Les Drei Amigos vs. Photography

          

          

      

    

    






Steven G. Johnson

        

      

    

    
      Someone at the rundown high school is not what he seems ... but very few secrets can stand up to meddling kids! This is the first chapter in Steve Johnson’s teens-vs-the-supernatural work in progress, School Spirits.
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        Les Drei Amigos vs. Photography

      

      

      “There’s a blank picture at the top of this page,” said Billy Boucher. He sounded like he was either complaining or accusing someone, because he was Billy, and everything he said sounded like that. Everyone in the Darkwood Upper School Yearbook Club was used to it; so much so that they didn’t read anything special into his tone.

      Except, that is, for Justin Crawford.

      “It was like that when I got it,” Justin protested. He sounded like he was used to being accused and didn’t plan to let it slide.

      “Well,” said Rowena Moran, “here’s your problem. That’s supposed to be Harmon Creel’s picture, ain’t it?”

      “Yeah,” said Billy. “His name’s under it an’ everything.”

      “But Harmon Creel hasn’t got any picture, and because why?” said Rowena. “Because his picture didn’t come out.”

      “Ain’t that what makeup day is for?” Billy demanded.

      “If it ain’t bein’ used as make-out day,” Justin said broadly, winking at Rowena. “All kinda people bein’ let outta class long enough to take a pitcher. You know how long that takes? Me neither. An’ neither does Mr. Renfrew!”

      “Justin, you’d cheat at solitaire,” Rowena said, but she was hardly scolding. Her tone was more of someone taking note of a strange peculiarity of nature that really deserved describing.

      “Rowena,” Justin said in the same tone, “what you mean is, you’d settle for losing at solitaire. If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”

      Justin, Billy and Rowena were the only students still present within earshot. Even before the school started the Yearbook Club, they’d been inseparable, despite the constant verbal sparring. They’d dubbed themselves “Les Drei Amigos” last year, when they couldn’t decide whether they wanted to take French, German, or Spanish in high school. It wouldn’t have been fitting for each of them to wind up in a different class,

      It hadn’t turned out to matter. The Upper School, Miskatonic County’s only remaining high school, no longer offered any languages besides Latin, and Ancient Greek for juniors and up. Nor was it optional. The new headmaster, Sir Andrew, was airily firm on that, as well as many other things.

      “Does anyone care about this page being lopsided but me?” Billy demanded. He pronounced being like bay-en, the way his people from the woodsy section of the township did. They were considered to be more Germanic than the local average.

      “How about,” he continued, “we make another copy of Picture Not Available, and stick it in right where Harmon Creel’s s’posed to be. Then we can lock this page down, and, holy God, I don’t believe it, we got twenty more to go. That’s if we finish this one.”

      “Upload it like it is,” Justin opined. “Nobody made him miss make-up day. Way I hear it, he ain’t even got a girlfriend to provide an excuse.”

      “Was he sick, maybe?” Rowena said. “Creels’re always sick in the dark of the moon.”

      “Well, I don’t know,” Justin said with mocking patience. “Was it the dark of the moon when make-out day came around? How do you even keep track of the dark of the moon, anyway?”

      “You go out after dark,” Rowena said stolidly. “An’ you look at the Moon. It’s up there among the trees, generally speakin.”

      “She’s gotcha there, Justin,” Billy said.

      “Well I know where the Moon is, Rowena,” Justin said. “It ain’t how you tell if it’s dark, it’s how you remember when the dark of the moon was. I mean, is there a calendar or something?”

      “Yes, there is,” Rowena said. “Is t’day Tuesday?”

      Justin blinked. “It’s Friday.”

      “Well, there you go. The important things, you just remember ‘em. Don’t have to do nothing special. Just remember.”

      “Oh. Well, pardon me for not being as tuned in as you woodsy folk,” Justin said. His family’s farm was maybe a hundred yards from Rowena’s Grandma’s cabin, but that was a hundred yards closer to the woods. “So was it the dark of the moon when Harmon missed pitcher day?”

      “I don’t know,” said Rowena, shamefaced.

      Justin let out a whoop of triumph.

      “Whoo-oo! I knew it. I knew you were bluffin’!” he crowed. “Can’t nobody remember the face of the moon like it was huntin’ season or somethin’ important.”

      “It is important,” Rowena insisted. “It was thirteen days ago. Thing is, I don’t recollect whether or not that was picture day. I got my picture taken at the reg’lar time along with everybody else. It’s makeup day that wasn’t important.”

      “And anyhow,” she said, “he wasn’t out sick. He was here. Look,” she said.

      She pointed to a printout on regular copy paper. It held nine portraits, or rather, eight portraits of nervous kids in ties and collars and one empty rectangle. It still held the abstract blue-and-gray background everyone’s picture had been taken against, but no face.

      There was, however, a collar, a tie, and the shoulders of a school-uniform blazer.

      “That’s Harmon’s picture,” she said.

      “Aw, bull –” began Justin, but Billy cut him off.

      “Hell-lo, Mr. Armitage!” he said in a mirror-image of his usual querulous tone. The other two turned to face the door now swinging silently open.

      At one time, the small adjacent room had been a darkroom, accessible by heavy rubber flaps instead of doors. They made no noise compared to the old building’s arthritic door hinges. Now it was a storeroom for art supplies.

      Henry Armitage had held up the flap in one hand, pulling it sideways just enough to get past. He was tall and lean of limb and of face, with a high tight-sided haircut not seen in public since Egon of Ghostbusters fame. His face was bony, his fingers long, his complexion unhealthy; “gaunt” and “sallow” were words no one ever missed on the SAT at this school.

      He let the flap fall, making for the first time a slight flopping sound, and used the same hand to adjust his small-lensed glasses.

      “Hello, William,” he said in a tight-jawed Harvard accent. Yes, it is possible to advertise the college of one’s matriculation in just four syllables. “As I believe I’ve mentioned before, I do prefer ‘Doctor’ Armitage.”

      “Well, I prefer ‘Billy,’” Billy replied. “As I’ve told you before.”

      “Yes,” Dr. Armitage admitted, “you have, haven’t you? I shall try to be more mindful of your preferences … Billy. Now what, as I arrived, was about to move you to an uncouth utterance, Chandler?”

      “Well, I prefer ‘Justin’, Dr. Armitage, though I will admit I do not believe ever explaining that to you before,” said Justin, letting the syllables stretch in his own special way. Although Klarkashton County was at the northernmost edge of the Appalachians, the French of the nearby Aroostook County had flavored the speech of its Scots-Irish inhabitants, making it different from the hills and hollers of Tennessee, whence Justin Crawford’s people came originally.

      “But to answer your question, I was casting doubt on Rowena’s statement that Harmon Creel stood for this pitcher here, on account of he ain’t in it, not in any way I know.”

      “He sort of is,” Rowena insisted. “That’s not a cardboard shirt and tie. That’s a real shirt and tie, with the person cut out of it.”

      Dr. Armitage tapped at the keyboard, then poked the screen. Rowena slid the mouse over near his hand, held it until he noticed, then let it go.

      “Thank you,” said Armitage absently. He clicked on Harmon’s photograph and enlarged it.

      “Mm,” he said after a long moment. “Not exactly. Look here,” he said, touching the screen again. “The back of the collar isn’t blurred, and it isn’t the gray of the background, either. It’s a neutral white tint, like oyster-shell powder or roasted lime.”

      He looked around at the cluster of computer gear helplessly.

      “Rowena, can you …”

      “Print it out? Surely,” she said.

      “But larger,” he specified. “Get a good look at the back of that collar.”

      “Why do you think it came out that way, Doctor?” Billy said.

      “It looks to me as though the boy was trimmed right out of that print,” Dr. Armitage said. “But the part of his clothes which would be hidden by his head haven’t been replaced, just blurred over. If he were invisible to the camera, we’d have seen the back of his collar and the inside of his shirt. Instead, there’s this bunkum.”

      “Yeah, but that’s just –” Billy began.

      “What exactly is bunkum, Doc?” Justin said in the same moment.

      Rowena got the printout, but didn’t bring it over. Instead, she stared at it.

      Dr. Armitage held up his hands for silence as the two boys tried to talk over each other.

      “Rowena? What is it?”

      “I don’t … rightly know,” she said slowly.

      The man and two boys crossed the room to Rowena. She laid the paper on the table.

      She went to a cabinet, opened it, sneezed, and brushed the dust aside with her hand. She came back holding a magnifier, the kind with a glass bowl which held the lens a fixed distance from the paper.

      Billy was bending over the printout, his nose twitching slightly. Rowena slid the magnifier under his face.

      He peered, then drew back. Dr. Armitage bent over, touching the magnifier with the tips of his fingers as though it were a microscope.

      “It’s a beach,” Rowena said to the backs of their heads. “Isn’t it?”

      It was. The tan-white-yellow was the color of sand; small white shells were visible, half-buried. At the upper edge, right before the color of the background reappeared, was the bottom of a wooden post, grayed with age, with tapered nails hammered into it.

      “It is,” said Dr. Armitage. “It’s the beach on Booth Bay, where the lobstermen tie up.”

      “Harmon’s from Booth Bay,” Justin said. “All of his people are.”

      “Looks like one of ‘em brought the Bay with him to school,” Billy jeered. “Ain’t that right, Dr. Armitage?”

      “Or else someone from the bay sent something here …” said Dr. Armitage, deep in thought, “… which we only believed to be Harmon Creel.”

      He noticed the looks he got from the teens, but he didn’t react anymore. Dr. Armitage always talked like that, nor was he entirely out of place at Darkwood Upper.

      “Somethin’ from the bay,” Justin drawled. “Right. That narrows it right down.”

      “Or a bad camera,” Rowena said patiently. “Some kinda accidental green-screen thing. We ain’t got the latest an’ the greatest, you know.”

      “Nor would we want it.” Dr. Armitage sniffed. “New things seldom work as they ought. Take the Constitution, for example.”

      Billy blinked.

      “That’s new?”

      “Barely two hundred,” Dr. Armitage confirmed.

      “Ain’t a lot of older countries left, what I hear,” Justin said.

      “Countries? Of course, there are, good heavens. But governments, mm ... I’d have to give you that point, Justin. Apart from England, and Japan, I suppose, there are indeed not many older. Pity. It takes so long to work out all the obvious flaws, and then you have the unexpected ones to deal with as well.”

      He was facing three sets of very bored eyes, a situation familiar to every teacher. Time to redirect.

      “Still, well, it’s what we’ve got, and we’ll have to make the best of it, won’t we? Rowena, you say there’s a chance” – he pronounced it chawnce – “this is a broken camera?”

      “Far’s I know, sir.” From her, ‘sir’ was emphasis, not necessarily subordination.

      “Then before we conclude anything extraordinary is afoot, let’s rule out machinery,” Dr. Armitage said. “Does any of you have a digital camera—no, they’re quite expensive, aren’t they?—does any of your families …”

      He trailed off because all three teens had taken out their phones and were showing them to him.

      “Yes?” he asked, not quite getting it.

      Billy pressed an icon, and his phone flashed, making a simulated shutter-click sound at the same time.

      “Ah. Wonderful,” Dr. Armitage said. He wasn’t dim, not exactly. Nor slow. What was wrong with him, nobody in the Darkwood Yearbook Club could agree.

      Not because they didn’t have ideas, mind you. Because none of their ideas agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Rowena strolled past the gray glassy tile of the shower block with her hands in her pockets, looking as unnatural and ill at ease as that posture can possibly look.

      “Hey, country girl. Taking up a sport?” called Excellence Caldwell, issue of one of Arkham’s oldest families. “Be careful your pony doesn’t drown!”

      Rowena regarded Excellence with chill appraisal that should have sent shivers down the prom queen’s spine. But Excellence had never in her life seen a hunter consider his prey, nor the cold narrowing of eyes which meant he was deciding it wasn’t quite close enough yet, and if spooked, might still conceivably get away alive. Or rather, Excellence had never seen that now-or-later gaze before, nor did she recognize it now.

      “She drowned a pony?” cried Assurance Maxwell in mock alarm. It wasn’t entirely mock, since that was going a little farther than Excellence usually went, but Excellence just assumed Assurance was trying too hard, as she had been known to do.

      “Water polo,” said Excellence, tossing her pigtail as she turned her back on Rowena and stalked off, her train of admirers following.

      “Oh … ahahahaha!” said Assurance, and the others joined in. Rowena thought they were all named after Protestant virtues but couldn’t recall the others. It was entirely possible she’d never known their names at all.

      Not for the first time, she thought about how difficult it would be to bring down all four of them before they scattered. The hallways were much narrower than the public school’s had been, but still, at least one would make it to the corner and out of Rowena’s line of sight. That is, if they took off immediately, like scared deer, and didn’t stand there screeching and declaring how much they couldn’t believe what was happening, like scared people.

      Some people, anyhow.

      Not that she’d ever do that, of course. Only crazy people hunted their classmates. Now, if said classmate wasn’t actually a person, though … if they could be shown, however indirectly, to be some kind of inhuman monster, only pretending to attend high school for monstrous reasons of her own … well, then, as Justin was wont to say, game on.

      Phones weren’t forbidden here, as they had been at first in the public school. Rather, Darkwood Upper had adopted the policy the county school had finally settled on, which was that you could have your phone on you, but you couldn’t take it out of your pocket without a teacher’s permission, including between classes and after lunch. If you wanted to bad enough, you could break the rule without getting caught, but that meant the faculty hardly ever saw it being broken, which preserved their authority in a way which should have been farcical, but when you came right down to it, somehow worked.

      Justin was popular for a number of reasons and therefore couldn’t expect to approach the shower block unobserved. Billy was, to put it charitably, less popular, but he was also a known rule-breaker. Mr. Martini called him “scofflaw,” which sounded worse, but either way, anywhere he went, he was the cynosure of official attention. Not that he couldn’t duck the eyes of the law pretty much whenever he pleased; it was going to and from, in a building without a whole bunch of alternative pathways, that would point a finger at where Les Drei Amigos needed him to be.

      Which was how Rowena, though a girl, wound up walking into the boys’ half of the shower block adjoining the gym/pool area.

      In fact, she walked past the shower block, camera on her phone madly clicking shot after shot. She checked it when she got to a short hallway less than a car-length long, which led to a blank tile wall, and served, so far as she could discern, no purpose whatsoever.

      “Maybe they had some tile left over when they were done,” she suggested to herself.

      She’d snagged several of the boys coming in from swim practice, which was about to let out soon, but no Harmon.

      All right then. Rowena settled her ball cap, her concession to camouflage, lower on her head. Three-color woodland camo was not exactly a match for the gray-green-gray color scheme hereabouts, but it did fulfill the first purpose of camouflage, being unremarkable among the Darkwood Upper student body. Whoever didn’t wear a piece of camouflage, even in black-powder or bowhunting season, did what non-camo wearers always did. They stood out.

      Taking a deep breath, Rowena retraced her steps, through the open entrance to the shower block (there was no door, for some reason), down one row of lockers and up the next, phone going a mile a minute. She walked instead of running, but her rubber-soled boots squeaked on the wet tile anyway. That, too, was a familiar sound in these precincts.

      She pushed open the fire door into the stairwell, ignoring the “Emergency Exit Only” sign. In case of the predicted Emergency, the planned responses evidently did not include any kind of alarm from the fire door. This fact had been established and confirmed within weeks of the opening of Darkwood Upper School.

      She went right up the gloomy metal stairs to the second floor, out into the hall as if she belonged there, and let out her breath. There was no one there; some areas of the school hosted after-school study sessions or extracurriculars, but the Latin wing wasn’t among them.

      She flipped through her phone’s string of pictures with apprehension. If this didn’t work, her last resort was to walk right past the shower area, which for the boys was a big open bay with plenty of showerheads and an extra-wide entranceway, and no trace of cover whatsoever. It meant she could pretty easily scan the entire room, but it also meant the boys inside could pretty easily scan Rowena right outside.

      So far as she knew, her reputation wasn’t such that being seen there wouldn’t harm it. Excellence, and her sort, would probably have let her know by now if it were.

      But fortunately, she noted a jarring discontinuity in her digital shots right away. A boy in black trunks, with the Darkwood stripe of gray-green, was present in one image and halfway missing in the next. The right side of his body was the same as before, but the left just … wasn’t.

      And instead of the left side of his body, and part of the wall behind, there was a wide area of gray wood and pinkish sand, like a beach background trimmed out of a poster and superimposed.

      She checked her images in sequence. The ghost-beach-image passed the boy in the doorway, covered up some lockers, stood in front of them, and blotted out other boys passing behind it. The image, a little different in shape each time, covered up a locker near the far end of the row from where Rowena had passed.

      The lockers were alphabetical. Whatever that image was, its last name started with B, C or D.

      And to judge from its height, which was tall, and its width, which was wide, it was a dead ringer for Harmon Creel.
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        * * *

      

      Rowena went back downstairs. She couldn’t open the door from this side; she’d meant to drop a rolled towel in the crack, to keep it from fully closing, but she’d been going so fast to avoid being caught that she’d forgotten.

      Oh well, then. She still had the towel.

      Draping it over her arm, she turned her hat halfway around to cover her face, went around hallways forming three sides of a square, and walked briskly right back into the shower block from the other direction.

      She could have been headed for the girls’ side, holding a towel. When she strayed into the boys’ wing, she had her hat ostentatiously over her face, avoiding any untoward sights.

      But her hat was nylon mesh on the back, through which she clearly saw Harmon Creel turning from the locker where the image had stood. He was pulling on jeans, sitting on the wooden bench, and a large green stone hung around his neck on a cord. It wasn’t a jewel; it looked a little like a piece of carved jade.

      Rowena couldn’t stop without breaking her disguise. Nor was her phone ready to take a picture. But she had proof that Harmon couldn’t be photographed, even if that proof were only internal.

      Besides, she thought as she hurried through the girls’ locker room, it wouldn’t have made any difference if she’d had her phone ready. She wouldn’t have been able to photograph the necklace anyhow, not as long as Harmon was wearing it.
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        * * *

      

      “Or maybe it’s the other way around,” she said a few hours later, in the back of Justin’s pickup as they bounced over a county road in the dark. “Maybe he can be photographed just fine, except the amulet keeps the cameras away. Maybe that’s it.”

      “Either he’s a freak or his amulet’s freaky,” Justin said from behind the wheel. “Don’t matter which way it is, we’re gonna find it out. For our own protection.”

      Justin didn’t have a fancy cab with two rows of seats, but there was a space behind the front bench where tools and things could be kept. It was carpeted up to the windows, and Rowena could fit there pretty easy. Billy was in the passenger seat, with a pie sitting between the boys in a cardboard box.

      “Tell me again how come we need a pie?” said Justin. Billy snorted and turned to Rowena, who said:

      “It’s common courtesy, Justin. Three kids out after dark who are somewhere they’re not supposed to be is suspicious, right? But a girl taking a pie to her mother’s friend’s house is the most natural thing in the world. And of course she’s got a couple of boys along, to see nothing happens to her. Because it’s after dark, right?”

      “Two boys?” Justin wanted to know.

      “No, that works better. One boy, and it could be the pie is just a prop,” Billy said. “They might be sneaking off to … y’know, be alone, maybe. But two guys, nuh-uh. The pie sells it.”

      “The pie sells it,” Rowena repeated.

      “Next time I go somewhere at night, I’m bringing a pie,” Billy said. “Rowena, you got a real future in sneakin’ around.”

      “Folk didn’t wear amulets that bollixed up my camera, I wouldn’t have to,” she said in a tone of agreement. “But here we are.”

      “An’ here we are indeed,” Justin said, slowing. He clicked off his headlights as he did so.

      “Where’s here?” Billy demanded. The woods on either side didn’t look like anything special.

      “Hang on a second,” Justin said. “Keep your phones dark, hear?”

      He turned off all the other lights, then turned around, backing and filling on the narrow road. Every time he backed up, red brake lights cast jagged shadows through the thin second-growth trees and tangled bushes.

      Once he was turned around, he nosed back the way they had come, dead slow and showing no lights.

      “This here ain’t exactly a holler,” he said, “but look over there. That hill makes a dark backdrop so we can’t be seen. As long as we don’t show a light, we’re in like Flynn.”

      As the pickup drifted past a thicket, the Creel house loomed into view on the left against a navy-blue twilight sky.

      Roof after roof peaked above two sets of windows encrusted with peeling Victorian gingerbread. Some were gables, facing outward with narrow windows under the peaks; others were sideways, covering some but not all of the house’s imposing width until it finally came to a knife edge far, far above the sloping lawn. Boats, in good condition and otherwise, some on trailers and some on blocks, and a single elderly car were parked at angles to the driveway, which curved around back out of sight.

      One yellow light burned in the highest attic window. As they watched, it guttered and almost went out.

      Justin got out on the far side from the house, letting the door slam. Billy and Rowena jumped.

      “Whoops,” Justin said without contrition. “It’s because we’re up on the shoulder. The door’s closin’ downhill.”

      “Justin!” Rowena hissed in an urgent whisper. “You can be as black as black gets on a dark-black night, an’ it still ain’t gonna do you no good if you go round makin’ noise!”

      “Said I was sorry,” he said, murmuring in an effort to be quiet.

      “Fine,” said Billy, and Justin almost jumped himself, because Billy had come up on his blind side without making a sound. His scuffed leather jacket reflected virtually no light and was as dark as the silent brush all around. With his head hung down low, his pompadour hung down over his face, concealing its whiteness. Billy tilted his head, exposing one eye only.

      “You got a rag or something to cover your face?” he said. “We’re gonna be facing the house on the way up.”

      Justin displayed a neck gaiter with the Punisher skull on it. He turned it inside-out, so only the black fabric showed.

      “That ain’t bad,” Billy admitted. “Pull your hat brim down, though, to cover your eyes. You can keep your eyes on your feet, instead of the house.”

      “I didn’t bring a hat,” Justin said. Billy handed him a wad of black wool.

      Justin pulled it over his head; it was a watch cap, of the kind fisherman and sailors wore. The surplus store in Arkham had barrels of them, mostly in dark colors.

      “Rowena? You need one?” Billy asked.

      Rowena shook her head. She already had her hair down to hide her neck, a camo cap, and a camouflage bandana tied over her nose and mouth. She pulled a strip of something black over her eyes, something which flattened the light even more than cloth.

      Billy nodded in approval; she was almost invisible, there in the shadow of the pickup truck.

      “What’s over your eyes, Rowena?” Justin whispered.

      “Nylons,” she said. “Two for a buck at the Goodwill.”

      She hefted the pie box in her left hand.

      “The burglar look don’t exactly go with the pie,” Justin pointed out.

      “Well, I’ll ditch the mask when the authorities come by, Justin,” she said. “What’s more natural than a spare stocking in a girl’s pocket? I don’t know how either one o’ you would explain it, but I figure I’m covered.”

      “Nylons,” Billy said, as though repeating it. “God almighty. You’re just full of good ideas.”

      “Anyone sees us up next to Harmon’s house, we better have a good idea or two,” she said. “We ain’t gonna be able to take any pictures without a flash.”

      “Don’t matter,” Justin said. “We aren’t trying to prove anything in a court of law. We find out what’s up with Harmon; it’s enough that we know.”

      “Dr. Armitage’ll believe us, if it comes to that,” Rowena said.

      “He will if it’s weird enough,” Justin agreed. “That man’d see Bigfoot in a tree stump.”

      “Cthulhu in his chowdah,” Billy said, exaggerating the Down-East dialect for fun.

      “Monsters in the Creel house,” Rowena said.

      The boys both looked disappointed.

      “I’m staying focused,” she said.

      Billy touched each of them on the elbows.

      “C’mon,” he said. “From this point, no talking.”

      He walked further up the road, away from the truck. Justin followed, tapping Billy on the shoulder.

      Billy leaned in close to Justin’s head.

      “What?” he said, very softly.

      “How come we’re circling around so far? Might have to get back to the truck in a hurry.”

      “We can make all the noise we want if we’re in a hurry,” Billy breathed. “Till then, we stick to the brush, we don’t walk on dry leaves. It ain’t rained for days, an’ the leaves are gonna be all kinds of crackly.”

      “But they’ll see the brush moving!” Justin insisted, albeit quietly.

      “Look at the house’s shadow,” Billy said, moving his hand slowly. “Falls right over that slope to the left. They aren’t seeing nothing.”

      He slipped into the bushes without a sound. Justin, following, was not quite so quiet, but then Billy had always been sneaky as a cat when he was making the effort.

      Rowena followed, holding the pie box by its strings from the top. The ground was dry, as Billy had said. No one slipped in mud or got hung up.

      Cautiously, quietly, with their alibi smelling of apples and pumpkin spice, they worked their way up to the side of the house.
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        * * *

      

      There was a tiny porch, no bigger than the door it served, with three steps leading up to it. Billy went down on one hand, knees almost touching the ground, and put his other hand on the bottom step.

      He leaned forward, gradually increasing the pressure until his weight was firmly on the wood. Nothing creaked.

      Justin came up, bent over in the dark.

      Billy held up a hand to stop him. He bent close again.

      “No dogs. It’s good. Gimme a minute …” he said.

      He tested the second step, then the third. Nothing creaked.

      He eased his shoe onto each step in turn, working his way up to the door. Justin could barely see him and heard not a thing. Rowena came up behind Justin, also quiet.

      Billy slipped a tube sock out of his pocket, and both his friends stared at him. He glanced back, caught their questioning eyes, and eased back down the stairs.

      “Don’t wanna leave prints,” he said. “Wood’s one thing, but doorknobs are slick.”

      He reversed the sock over his hand, went back up, took hold of the doorknob, and turned it ever so slowly. It went a quarter of the way around, then stopped.

      Billy slipped a card out of his wallet, bearing the logo of one of the local gas chains. He introduced it into the considerable gap between door and jamb, then worked knob and card up and down carefully, a little at a time. Soon, the knob turned all the way, and he pulled the door open just enough to disengage the lock. He tucked the card away in his wallet.

      He held up his free hand, showing it plainly. He shook his head. Then he pointed to his other hand, safely covered up by the sock.

      Rowena pulled a nylon over her own right hand; her left was still holding the pie. Justin just held his hands up, away from his body in an exaggerated gesture of care.

      Billy nodded carefully, pulled the door open, and led the way into the darkened house.

      With phones emitting tiny glows, the three teens spread out, then gathered in a back pantry off a long galley kitchen.

      Justin stripped his neckcloth off and rubbed his face, feeling sweat turned cool.

      “Friends, I don’t believe there’s anybody in this house,” he said quietly. “For sure, there ain’t anybody downstairs, an’ I don’t believe there’s anyone upstairs, neither. I been listening very carefully to see if anyone’s heard us. I don’t hear nothing.”

      “Neither do I,” said Billy. “If they’re upstairs, they’re quiet sleepers. All the bedrooms must be upstairs; I don’t see any down here. Except for that door there, under the stairs. Could be someone’s in there asleep, or just real real quiet. We go up those stairs, though, anyone underneath is gonna hear us no matter what we do. Ain’t no how, ain’t no way.”

      “What do you suppose it is?” said Rowena, angling a thumb at the door under the stairs.

      “Understair bedroom,” said Billy. “Like I said.”

      “Like in the movie?” Justin said.

      “What movie?”

      “You know, the kid lives under the stairs … and his family treat him like …”

      “It don’t matter which movie,” Rowena insisted. “We can’t look upstairs till we’re sure. Billy, you still got your sock?”

      “Oh yeah,” Billy said. He crept to the side of the staircase, which wrapped around two sides of the house. There was room for a fairly tall room underneath, though narrow.

      The door was not locked.

      Billy panned the dim glow of his phone around, then switched on the flashlight app. He slipped inside.

      The floor was heavy with newspapers, which didn’t crackle under their feet. The air smelled damp, heavy, and somehow kitchenlike.

      At the far end of the room sat a large, galvanized tin tub, with handles on both ends, although it would take a strong man indeed to move it when, like now, it was full. A tap, suspended from exposed brass pipes, hung above it, off to one side of the center. There was no pull chain, and the tap would be out of reach of anyone sitting in the tub without remarkably long arms.

      None of the three could avoid thinking about it, but Harmon didn’t have unusually long arms. In fact, now that they considered it, they were pretty short arms for his height.

      A collapsed plastic bag, the size of a flour sack, sat at the head of the tub. There was neither sink nor toilet.

      “What the …” said Justin, but he didn’t complete the phrase because Rowena was there.

      “Looks like road salt,” Billy said. He unrolled the top of the bag, took out some gritty gray crystals mixed with black specks.

      “That’s softening salt,” Rowena said. “For hard water. You run it through a briner.”

      “Just salt?” said Billy. When Rowena murmured affirmatively, he tasted it with the tip of his tongue.

      “Whew! Yeah, that’s salt all right,” he said. “But in that case, what’s this here?”

      There were Mason jars sealed tight around the other end of the tub, several of them. One of them contained a double-handful of bright blue crystals, while others’ contents were white, off-white or yellow-white.

      “That’s copper sulfate,” Justin said of the blue stuff. “We put it in the cattle feed to kill germs. Poison to humans, though.”

      “What if you take a bath in it?” Rowena wanted to know.

      “I wouldn’t,” said Justin. “Turn you blue, like as not. If you’re lucky that’s all it does.”

      Billy held his phone over the water, directing the light down. Unlike a flashlight, it didn’t form any kind of a focused beam; it just reflected back from the water, lighting the little room while it also showed the bottom of the tub.

      “Could they be pickling in it, maybe?” Justin said. “Curing hams? But no, not with poison in it. Unless you’re makin’ poison pickles on purpose.”

      “They’d be blue,” Billy said, his eyes fixed on the greenish water. “Who’d eat a blue pickle?”

      Carefully, he lowered a fingertip toward the water’s surface …

      “OW! Son of a—!”

      The light swung crazily as his phone tumbled to the floor, bouncing and throwing looping shadows everywhere. Justin, near the door, straightened up and banged his head on the solid oak overhead, seeing a flash of silver as the pain broke over him. Rowena, between them, swung her phone around to light up Billy and the tub, but her finger slipped and switched from flashlight mode to a news app, which gave much less light.

      Billy gave little meeping sounds from the floor beside the tub, which scared Rowena worse than his exclamation before. Folk yelling when they had a sudden pain, okay, she’d heard that before. This noise was like nothing she’d heard Billy, or anyone else, make in her life.

      No person, at least. It sounded a little like a whimpering dog, but scratchier, like a cat trying to hiss but hurt too bad to do more than pant a hiss between gasping breaths.

      Rowena put her phone down and found Billy by touch, pretty much. He was holding his hand, the one that had touched the water, with his other hand. There was bristly fur stuck to the hand he was cradling.

      She brushed it, trying to keep whatever wound he had clean. Billy meeped again, in startlement if not in pain. But the fur didn’t come off.

      Justin clicked his phone back on. White cold light snapped the room’s contents into focus.

      The fur hadn’t come off Billy’s hand because it was part of his hand. Or paw, more like; his hand was tightened up, like a stick with claws, covered with fur on the upper side and whitish-pink underneath. He flexed his thumb, which was completely bare of fur, and a blunt claw pressed against the narrow strip of palm between four closely clustered fingers.

      “Holy God!” he said in a hissing whisper that owed much more to shock than to stealthiness.

      “What happened to him?” Justin whispered urgently.

      “He touched the water,” Rowena said. “See, it’s still rippling.”

      Justin shifted the light to the tub. Indeed, the surface jiggled as though recently touched.

      “Does it hurt?” Justin breathed.

      “No!” Billy hissed. “But it feels … it feels wrong, is what it feels! It’s all itchy …”

      He scrabbled his claws, scraping on the galvanized iron.

      “Euuw,” he said. “Like wire on a blackboard.”

      “Lemme see,” said Rowena, holding up her phone again. Crouched over, she moved to the foot of the tub and bent over Billy’s warped hand.

      The surface of the tub caught fire.

      All three of them exclaimed in varying degrees of profanity as the orange-yellow light filled up the understair space like a bursting balloon. Justin yelped again and dropped his phone. Rowena stood up and back, catching the ceiling with her hand before she bumped into it.

      Billy, already on the floor, scrambled on all fours around Rowena, past Justin, into and out of the door in one serpentine, if not exactly fluid, motion.

      He collided with something just outside, knocking it over with a thump and the crash of falling furniture.

      Justin made it to the door first, being closest, but Rowena was right behind him. The fire died as suddenly as it had erupted.

      Billy was down the hall and into the front door already, yanking on the handle. It wouldn’t budge; a locked door is locked from both directions.

      Justin saw a fallen end table, whose pile of coats and newspapers had partly covered Harmon Creel, wearing sweat pants and holding a scaling knife. A big green stone, shiny like soapstone, hung around his neck on a cord, now clearly visible as an idol of a crouching man, or monkey, with a bulbous fish’s head. The knife stuck straight up from Harmon’s fist as he lay on his back, gasping. It had been less than a second since Billy had knocked him down.

      Justin dropped to a knee and got the knife away from Harmon. Billy, meeping, gave up on the door and fell to his stomach in front of it, scrabbling at the jamb.

      Rowena played her phone’s light over the scene, and Harmon, his green eyes wide, blinked in sudden pain.

      “Ow!” he said, and then, “Rowena?”

      Justin flung the knife back into the room under the stairs, before Harmon could see him standing over himself with it in his hand. People had been shot that way.

      “Harmon,” said Rowena, with no idea at all how to continue. “Uh, Harmon. Now look here, Harmon …”

      “Is anybody else home?” Justin demanded. When he heard himself, he realized he still wasn’t doing much to dispel the image of an armed intruder, despite getting rid of the knife. Anybody else hearing this would be likely to come out shooting, or hold them for the sheriff, which would be just as bad if not quite so quick.

      Out of nowhere, he wondered if Rowena still had that pie.

      “We gotta get you some help,” he said, because that was what an innocent person might say, maybe.

      “I’m – whew – I’m all right,” Harmon said, coming to hands and knees. “Is somebody in here? Did you guys see any –”

      A repetitive sawing, scratching, splintering noise interrupted Harmon’s question. He, Justin, and Rowena turned their heads in unison to the front door.

      The base of the door, where it met the threshold, was splintered – no, chewed – into bright wood shavings and chunks up to about a foot from the floor. A hole half a door wide now gaped into the night, filled for a moment by Billy Boucher’s sneakers as they wriggled through. The sounds of the night, mixed with frantic, panting breaths, came in loud and clear for a moment, until the screen door whacked shut.

      “Ahh, geez,” Harmon said, while the other two just stood there with their mouths hanging open. “Was that one of the Bouchers?”

      “Billy,” Rowena said, though Justin shot her a warning look. “That was Billy.”

      “Ah geez,” Harmon said again. “Gimme a hand, Justin, willya?”

      Justin helped him up to his feet. Harmon was shaped a little like a teardrop, wide on top and narrow down below. When swim season was over, some of the football players were already after him to try out for the team.

      Harmon opened the door.

      “Billy?” he called. “Billy, you okay?”

      He heard a snuffling cry that struggled to resolve into words. On his third try between shuddering breaths, Billy managed:

      “Your bathtub ate my hand.”

      “No it didn’t,” Harmon said. “It’s okay. C’mon, we can fix it.”

      “Fix it?” Billy didn’t seem to comprehend the notion.

      “Yeah. It’s no problem. C’mon back inside, awright?”

      Out of the darkness, Billy suddenly formed, or so it appeared to Rowena.

      Harmon put an arm around Billy, easing him to his feet. He’d been crouched nearly double, wrapping his whole body, as far as possible, around his injured hand.

      “S’it hurt?” Harmon said.

      “N…naw. It itched at first, but it’s not so bad no more.”

      “First time’s the worst, no matter how slow you soak it. C’mon, we gotta go to the kitchen.”

      Rowena and Justin stood back to let the two of them pass in the narrow hallway. Rowena went partway up the stairs, but Justin had to step back into the understair room. He didn’t look behind himself; he could tell the fire was out, and that was as much information as he wanted out of that room just then.

      When Justin heard water begin running, he followed Harmon and Billy.

      Harmon was holding Billy’s hand, the warped one, under steady flow from a black iron faucet. Billy, with Harmon’s encouragement, brushed his fingers down the hand, stripping bristly brown-gray fur off the skin like dirt from a glove. The skin beneath was normal, not the pale pink it had been before.

      “It’s working,” Harmon said. “I knew it would.”

      “How ‘bout the claws?” Billy said, without pausing in his work. He’d got used to the idea pretty quickly.

      “They’ll fall off on their own, but don’t pull on ‘em. You tug ‘em out before they’re ready and it hurts like broken glass, I’m here to tell you!” Harmon said. “I mean, if you do, you just gotta keep rinsin’ ‘em, and the pain goes away before too long. But man! It’s worth taking some time to keep away from.”

      Justin, and Rowena, who entered the kitchen behind him, watched Billy wash his paw away. The fingers seemed to be lengthening and thickening, rather than washing away, as he worked.

      “Harmon,” said Justin. “Is Billy gonna be okay?”

      “Sure he is,” Harmon replied with absolute certainty. “This always works. Or you wait till sunrise, that works too, but you gotta be outside where the Sun can see you.”

      “All right. That’s good,” Justin said, and he was still holding the knife, down by his side where Harmon couldn’t see.

      “Now suppose you tell me what’s in that tub under the stairs,” Justin said in a tone only slightly less calm than before.

      “Justin Crawford, don’t you do anything foolish,” Rowena told him quickly. She could see the knife just fine from where she was.

      “No, it’s all right, Rowena,” said Harmon. Before tonight, she hadn’t even known he knew her name. “It’s just some brine salts my family uses to make the change easier, when you get old enough. I bet you guys use something different at your house, but it’s the same deal.”

      “Same deal,” Rowena said flatly.

      “Yeah, you start getting your gills in, or whatever, so you change a little at a time. The brine washes off the kid stuff, see? Lets the full-grown you come out. But as long as it’s just from the brine, once you wash it off, you go back. My folks did my arm first, so I could get used to how it felt, before they brought out my gills an’ stuff. Some parts are scary when they first come in, like when you get your gills, but you still want to be breathing air? Scared the crap, sorry, the pants offa me when I did it the first time, and that was with Pa and Uncle Cecil standin’ right there with me an’ telling me what was gonna happen.”

      He indicated Billy’s arm, which was completely back to normal, though hairless. Soapy buds of fingernails were forming, growing slowly like a time-lapse film of seeds blossoming.

      “Ooh,” Billy said. “That feels weird.”

      “Keep on rinsing, now, or they won’t come in all the way,” Harmon told him. “You think this feels weird! That’s no fun at all, when they’re all soft like that. Everything hurts when you touch it.”

      “So why’d it catch on fire?” Justin wanted to know.

      “What? Billy, didja –”

      “The tub,” Justin amplified. “It caught on fire.”

      “It wha –” said Harmon, momentarily at a loss. “I don’t have any idea what you mean.”

      “Come on, Harmon,” Rowena said. “We saw it.”

      “Is it still on fire? Holy hell, we gotta –” said Harmon, and he was already across the kitchen, headed for the stairs.

      Billy shook his hand free of some of the water, but Rowena said, “Keep your hand in there, Billy,” and followed Harmon out. Billy checked his hand, decided it didn’t look quite right and stuck it back under the tap.

      Harmon went right back to the tub, squinting. He found Justin’s phone on the floor.

      “That’s mine,” Justin said, and Harmon handed it over. Rowena lit hers as she came in.

      “I don’t see anything wrong with it,” Harmon said. “Did you put any of the salts in?”

      “Nope,” Justin said. “Billy tasted some of that there in the bag, but he said it was just salt.”

      “Well, it is just salt,” Harmon said. “That there. But these others, some of ‘em are poison unless you mix ‘em all together.”

      “Then they’re fine?”

      “Well, sure they’re fine. I wouldn’t wash in it if it were poison, Justin. I mean, maybe I got a second nature comin’ out, but that don’t mean I’m stupid.”

      “This second nature,” Rowena said. “What is it?”

      “We’re all kind of amphibious,” Harmon said. “My whole family. Don’t matter if you’re a quarter Creel or all the way, when you get your full growth, you get to live in the sea same as on land. I mean, no, it ain’t the same … not nearly. But it’s just as natural. Uncle Cecil’s mix just helps you get used to it, so you don’t drown.”

      “You can drown?” Justin said.

      “No, nobody ever does,” Harmon corrected himself. “But you feel like you’re drowning. You know what I mean?”

      “Yes,” said Rowena.

      “No,” said Justin, at the same time.

      “Well, it’s pretty awful, believe you me, Justin,” Harmon assured him. “Sometimes, like in the old days before they figured out this brine mix, that first time is so bad, a fella never wants to go in the water again. Which is sad, because like I said, it’s our nature. We’re supposed to go in the water when we feel like it.”

      “That ain’t my nature,” Rowena said. “If I never go in the water again, it’ll be too soon.”

      “Creels ain’t the only ones got a second nature, Rowena,” Harmon said. “A lotta families up by Booth Bay got the nature, an’ over in Innsmouth, of course. But there’s plenty of others, too. You know about Bigfoot, right?”

      “Sure,” said Justin.

      “What about Bigfoot?” said Rowena.

      “He’s a guy who turns into a big ol’ ape-man. That’s his nature,” said Harmon.

      “Like you, but different,” said Justin, getting it.

      “Sure. An’ werewolves, you know, they probably got a wolf nature. I never seen one of them; Uncle Cecil thinks they’re made up, but my Mom thinks they’re probably real. Maybe not like in the movies, but somebody out there got a wolf nature. Maybe that’s what Billy has.”

      “I never seen a wolf tunnel through a solid door,” Justin said. “Nor a dog, neither. If dogs could do that, we couldn’t hardly keep ‘em inside, could we?”

      “I ain’t gonna be no were-dog,” Billy said, wiping his hands on a towel as he came over from the kitchen. “Do I get a choice, Harmon?”

      “Uh, well, I don’t know all the details of it,” Harmon said. “Uncle Cecil, he’s who you want to talk to …”

      The tub lit up with orange flames again.

      Everyone stared at it, crowded around the tub, as silent as they had been noisy the first time it happened.

      “Oh,” said Harmon weakly. “That’s what you meant.”

      “This never happened before?” Justin asked.

      “Nope,” said Harmon. Then, after another frozen moment:

      “Rowena, would you mind taking a step or two back, just out of the door?”

      “Surely,” she said, and did so.

      The fire flickered out.

      “Now come on back in again, just so you can see the water. Billy, Justin, give her some room.”

      They did, and she did. The tub lit once more with dancing flames.

      “All right,” said Harmon, “now Rowena, would you mind just stepping back the tiniest little bit …”

      She already had, and the fire went out. Harmon breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Okay,” he said.

      Everyone was looking at him expectantly.

      “You see how it didn’t burn the wood over top of the tub?” Harmon said. Indeed, the unpainted boards were undamaged. “And it didn’t feel hot at all?”

      “That’s right,” said Rowena, remembering. “It didn’t.”

      “That’s ‘cause it’s not real fire,” Harmon said. “It’s just a reflection.”

      “A what?”

      “Billy, come over here,” Harmon suggested. Billy shook his head.

      “Oh, right. Well, Rowena, come on over here and look in the water. It sorta shows you your second nature. You don’t change unless you wash in it, but just looking shows you what it’s gonna look like.”

      He knelt by the tub, reaching out his hand to encourage her.

      “Come on. It can’t hurt you none,” he said.

      Rowena took off her cap and took a step forward. Flames, or light the color of flames, at least, broke over the water.

      She came closer. The light got brighter, swaying and flickering more quickly. Bent halfway over at the waist, she put her hand on the wall on the far side of the tub and leaned over, not exactly over the water, but where she could easily see down into it.

      A softly-spotted, beige-chested she-wolf, covered in fine brown, leaned over the water beneath her. Her eyes were enormous, her muzzle long, her teeth sharp. The firelight did not come from her but from a glowing sword, yellow and red as though fresh from the furnace, which her reflection held in her other hand.

      “Whoa,” said Harmon Creel.

      Rowena stared down into the water unmoving. Her reflection, the huntress with the blazing sword, stared back. Their eyes met, sharing understanding, and a shared sense of mission. She showed the fangs on one side of her mouth.

      Rowena turned her head to the side.

      “How come you still look like you, Harmon?” she said. Indeed, his image in the water was identical, although a bit greener, on account of the water’s color.

      “That’s because of this here,” he said, indicating his amulet. “See, as long as I wear it –”

      “You look normal,” Justin said. “I get it.”

      “Yeah. When I don’t … well, see, the thing is, summer vacation ain’t long enough to get acquainted with your other nature. Especially if it can drown you, like mine can. So I wear this thing to go to school, but all the time I’m getting used to being … the other me, I guess. We all got one. When I get real good at turning back and forth, I’ll give it to someone else who needs it. This one’s been in the family since the Civil War.”

      Justin crowded closer to see the amulet, but Billy was in the way and most unwilling to get any closer to the tub. They jockeyed a bit, then scuffled. The tub’s waters gleamed white and gold.

      Rowena looked down again. The reflection of Justin’s head and shoulders was silver, like polished steel, with a waving plume of white over a helmet of iron …

      “Harmon,” she said, abruptly. “What do you really look like?”

      The boys stopped scuffling at once.

      “Well, I can show you,” he said. “Don’t need the brine. But listen, you gotta hang on to yourself, okay? Don’t freak out or nothing.”

      He met each pair of eyes in turn. Justin looked guilty, then went back out to the hall and put something down with a soft thump. He came back in.

      “All right,” he said softly. “Show us.”

      Harmon didn’t touch the amulet. He took hold of the cord with both hands and lifted it over his head.

      As soon as it lost contact with his skin, that skin changed. In texture, it resembled the belly of a turtle or alligator, although in color it was closer to pale green grass.

      He had to hold the cord open wide to get it over his head, which was much bigger than it appeared with the amulet on. Indeed, in general proportions, Harmon Creel was built much like the amulet he removed; wide in the shoulders, thick through the body, with webbed fingers and toes a deeper, mossy green, and a broad fishy head with fins hanging below the throat and broad, bulbous blue-green eyes.

      He’d done it slowly, and perhaps that helped. No one shrieked, no one jumped, no one bolted for the exit just a couple of steps away.

      “Heh,” said the fish-thing who had been, and apparently still was, Harmon Creel. “See? It’s like magic.”

      “It don’t work on cameras,” Justin informed him.

      “Whaddya mean? Sure it does,” Harmon said.

      “Not digital ones, anyhow,” Justin said. “Here, take a look.”

      He handed over his phone. Harmon stared into it.

      “Oh, wow,” he said. “That’s messed up. It’s like it sees right through me, except behind me is Booth Point beach.”

      “That’s how come we come up here in the first place,” Justin said. “Your yearbook picture.”

      “There’s never been any trouble before …”

      “Well, digital cameras ain’t been around so long, have they?” Rowena said. “As long as we’ve been alive, maybe, but that ain’t so much of a muchness.”

      “Harmon?” said another voice from the hall.

      Instinctively, all four teens froze. They’d been kids for a while now, and some things were just automatic.

      The floor creaked, slightly, in a way it hadn’t done for any of them. In Billy’s shadow, thrown huge and distorted over the wall outside, a massive shape loomed.

      “Harmon?” asked the deep, male voice again. “What are you doing?”

      “H-hey, Dad,” Harmon said, slipping the amulet back on again with a desperate quickness. “These are my friends, from school.”

      Rowena turned her phone to light the floor, indirectly illuminating a big man in tarpaulin jacket and checked wool shirt, standing right outside the door. The angle of Billy’s shadow hadn’t distorted Mr. Creel too much; he was indeed quite tall, wide, and massive.

      “You’re showing them the brining tub,” Mr. Creel said to Harmon, without a trace of accusation. “Showing them their second natures.”

      Harmon seemingly couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What did you find?” Mr. Creel said. “Any of you Bigfoot?”

      Harmon and his friends stood mute.

      “Wait –” said Mr. Creel. “None of you are Bigfoots, are you? It’s not the end of the world if you are.”

      “I don’t think so, sir,” Justin answered. “Billy here’s a wolf, and Rowena’s on fire; I couldn’t see too good. And as for me, all’s I can see is I got some kind of armor on, like Iron Man.”

      Mr. Creel thought, then nodded.

      “Are you a Crawford, young fellow?”

      “Justin Crawford, yessir.”

      “Yes, a Crawford. One of the few still left around here. But your mother, or someone else in your family, was a Kruger, weren’t they?”

      “My grandpa. Mama’s daddy,” Justin confirmed.

      “Of course he was. Didn’t he …”

      “He died in the war, sir,” Justin said. “Vietnam.” He pronounced Nam as though it rhymed with Spam. Which, of course, in a large part of the country, it does.

      “Well, if you’ve seen all you want to see, come on out of there,” Mr. Creel said. He stepped back to clear the way.

      Harmon’s head hung as he came out, as though he were in trouble. Perhaps he was. But Mr. Creel didn’t seem to want to do anything about it while his friends were there.

      Mr. Creel walked into the dining room, ducking his head under the lintel of the doorway. There were a lot of chairs at the table.

      He lit a lantern.

      “Well, sit down,” he said, taking his place at the head of the table. Rowena and Billy, and of course Harmon, sat at once. Justin stood by the side of the table.

      “Mr. Creel, we were worried about Harmon, that’s all,” he said. “We found out he ain’t like he looks, and we thought …”

      His intended line of explanation, that three kids who barely knew Harmon at all were worried he might be in some kind of trouble, and they just wanted to help, wouldn’t form plausible words no matter how he strained at it.

      “You thought he might be some kind of a monster,” Mr. Creel said. “It’s not the first time this has happened, Justin. Not nearly.”

      “I see why you don’t just tell everyone how things are, Mr. Creel,” Rowena said.

      “Yes, it’s all clear now, isn’t it,” he said with a certain amount of weariness. “I’ll be glad to answer any questions you have, kids, but first I want to understand something from you.”

      “Awright,” Justin said for them all.

      “We, the Creel family, and that includes Harmon now, keep the secret of our origins from the general public. We have the idols we wear; we live far outside town; we pursue occupations that keep us out of the public eye. Obviously, we need to work on that, but for now, I need to know if you three are going to help keep our secret as well. Seems to me, if you think about it, you’d be best served with us keeping your secrets, too.”

      “We don’t have no secrets,” Billy said at once.

      “I see. We can work it that way, too.”

      Mr. Creel met each of their eyes in turn, speaking softly and very, very clearly.

      “I understand you have no secrets. And you understand Harmon doesn’t have any, either.”

      “Okay?”
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        * * *

      

      The Yearbook Club was getting nothing whatsoever done the next day after school. When Dr. Armitage came in from the darkroom and noticed the absence of page proofs, although there were plenty of bits of paper and printouts lying around, he came over to look at the screen of one of the laptops.

      “This seems … incomplete,” he said vaguely. “Could there be something wrong with the computer instructions, perhaps? I understand if it’s too complicated to fix …”

      “We just can’t get organized, Doctor,” Rowena said. “Something’s on our minds.”

      “Oh? Oh? Is it?” he said, genuinely mystified. “What, what is it, do you know?”

      “We know,” Justin said. “We just don’t know enough. Doc, we each got another nature, don’t we?”

      Dr. Armitage was stone-still, stone-silent.

      “We got another nature, an’ we need to know what it is.”

      “You din’t just pick us for Yearbook because we’re free after school,” Rowena said steadily. “Did you?”

      Dr. Armitage looked around the room, but nothing inspired him. He braided his fingers, looking worried.

      “How long have you known?” he said at last.

      “Not long,” Justin said. “We put two an’ two together. Lot of things make more sense now that we know it.”

      “Yes,” said Dr. Armitage, “they, they would. It isn’t time to tell you yet; none of you is over twenty-one, and you haven’t the proper background. But, since you know, there’s no point keeping you in the dark …”

      He cleaned one lens of his glasses, and when at length he put them back on, he seemed to have come to a decision.

      “Well. It is of course not at all coincidence that you are in this club. And it’s not at all coincidental, either, that you are in this school.”

      He turned to the chalkboard, seemed to reconsider, then turned back, looking them in the eyes for what Rowena suddenly realized was the first time.

      “You each are possessed of a spirit, as Harmon is. Cunning, for Billy. Judgment, for Justin. Determination, for Rowena. That is why this school was founded, to guide you into an understanding with your indwelling spirits, to use them wisely and well.”

      “We have much work to do yet, of course, but now perhaps we can proceed much more …openly. We don’t normally do so before you’ve reached your majority, but here we are … some of your regular teachers might be able to help, as well, but not during regular class time, obviously. Not all your fellow students are dual-natured, by any means. Most are just … human. If you feel you need to share this secret, by all means consult me first. I’ll let you know who you can confide in, and who has no reason to know.”

      “Is Exie Carlton one of us?” Billy said immediately.

      “Yes,” said Dr. Armitage despite himself. “I’ll … see what I can share with you about her nature. She doesn’t know yet … or, at least, I don’t believe that she knows. But then I didn’t have any idea the three of you had, yes …”

      “Ted Daley?” Justin said.

      “No. He’s just … extremely tall. Completely human.”

      “Excellence Caldwell?” Rowena said.

      “Good heavens, no,” said Dr. Armitage at once. “Her family is as ignorant of this school’s true purpose as it is possible to be.”

      Rowena raised a hand. It seemed the thing to do.

      “Can you help us with this? Help us figure out what’s going on, and how to use it?”

      “How to deal with it,” Billy amended.

      “How to use it, too,” Rowena said. “Else, what do we have ‘em for, anyway?”

      “Indeed, I can,” Dr. Armitage said, looking relieved. “Many of my years of study have been with this exact condition in mind. What I do not recognize from personal experience, the books can help us identify. And of course, there are others of my, my profession with specialties of their own. I am sure we can be of immense assistance as you discover your own destinies.”

      “What exactly is your specialty, Doc?” Justin asked.

      “Oh,” he said, surprised. “Ah, werewolves. Holy Roman Empire werewolves, to be precise. I’ve read literally everything that survives about them.”

      “I don’t think any one of us is a were-wolf,” Billy said, drawing out the word.

      “No, no, perhaps not. But the principles are the same for many indwelling types of spirit. Perhaps … yes, perhaps I’d better review each of your files, so we can work out the most promising lines of inquiry for each of you.”

      Billy didn’t like that.

      “We got files?” he said.

      “Yes, well, yes,” said Dr. Armitage. “Of course, you do. You’re in school, after all: grades, extracurriculars, family contact information, genealogy … that sort of thing. Nothing everyone else doesn’t have, of course.”

      “Aw, okay, then,” Billy said.

      “Do you think, you might, you might get some work done now?” Dr. Armitage asked. “Now that you know the truth, I mean.”

      “I dunno, doc,” Billy said, clearly enjoying the excuse. “It’s an awful lot to take in …”

      “Yes, well. It doesn’t matter … this was only a cover to keep you after school, anyway,” Dr. Armitage said. “We do have to produce some sort of a yearbook eventually, but, well, there are always professional firms to hire if we fall too far behind. Keep your eyes on what matters, William – Billy. Don’t worry too much about the yearbook.”

      He stepped behind the rubber flap into the darkroom. A moment later, the flap flew up again.

      “But if you can get anything done … it would help. To maintain the cover,” he clarified, and after a moment when he couldn’t think of anything further to say, he went back inside again.

      When enough time had passed, Billy swung around in his chair to face Rowena.

      “Okay, Rowena. I went along with you,” Billy said. “But how come we didn’t tell the Doc about Harmon? He’d believe it, you know he would! Hell, you heard him just now. The screwier the story, the better he’d believe it.”

      “Oh, he might,” Rowena said. “But I don’t want to bring up Harmon and his amulet anymore. Not around Dr. Armitage.”

      “Whyfor not?” Billy said.

      “Because ever’ single one of these laptops has a camera built into the lid,” she said. “I had one running yesterday when he come in here. He picked up that stack of papers over yonder, took ‘em back into the darkroom, pushed the flap up and let it back down.”

      “The video shows the papers and the flap just fine. But it don’t show hide nor hair of Dr, Armitage. Seven hundred frames of video and he don’t show up in a one.”

      “But the pictures!” Billy exclaimed. He turned over a mockup of the faculty portrait page. “There he is!”

      “Yes he is, or so he seems to be,” she said. “So I blew it up on the digital. Not the image printed in the book, but the one it came from, armitage_portrait.jpg. It was right here on the hard drive.”

      She pulled up an image of swirled ridges and valleys.

      “It’s made out of brush strokes,” she said. “It’s an oil painting.”

      “Whatever is up with our yearbook advisor, Dr. Armitage,” she told the others softly, “there is not one photograph of him in the entire world. Not that I can find.”

      Justin and Billy looked back at the darkroom door. But of course, it didn’t have a window in it. Dr. Armitage couldn’t possibly be watching them right now …
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        * * *
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      A twelve-year-old boy struggling to fit in at school decides to become the Jane Goodall of the magical world. Animals will always be there for him, right? Like the group of tiny monsters secretly holding classes in the basement of his own magical academy. Along the way, he gets some help from an unusual source—and maybe even makes some friends.
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        Magical Zoology

      

      

      “Professor Hapburn?” Mikhail hated how tentative his voice sounded. He blinked a few times in the dimness to adjust his eyes. The professors’ shared study had been a yawning void of darkness, with firelight dancing shadows upon the walls.

      What might be a banebear came into view, and he swallowed hard before remembering the castle’s predilection toward taxidermy. The banebear loomed on its hind legs next to a closed door at the far end of the room. Its long claws extended in a gentle discouragement to casual passersby, as did the gleam of prominent tusks on the head above the door. A masked pigwhistle, probably, though difficult to discern the mask in the shadows. Claws and tusks made an effective deterrent against venturing past the common area and into what must be the professors’ inner sanctum.

      He wasn’t even sure the magical zoology professor was in the room. Mikhail found his eyes fixed on the stuffed tombgolem balancing on the bookshelf. He dragged his satchel on the floor for several feet before coming to his senses. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Professor?”

      “What is it, Mikhail?”

      He snapped his head around at the deep voice, a sneaker squeaking as he moved. The fire gave a strident pop. Sparks flew into the air, releasing a burst of woodsmoke with it. Within the glowing coals, a golden lizard with orange eyes of flickering flame raised its head.

      “Well? What is it, boy?” The lizard let out a hiss reminiscent of a teakettle. A long, shimmering tongue darted out for a brief moment as if tasting the fire.

      Mikhail let out a shriek and stumbled over his satchel. He fell and banged a knee against the stone floor. His eyes widened as a lone gleaming eye fixed on him without a word. With a grunt, he lifted himself off the ground.

      “Professor!” His voice squeaked at the end. Determined, he cleared his throat and tried to ignore the throbbing in his knee. “Ah, Professor Hapburn?”

      “We’ve already established that, I believe.” The lizard—no, salamander, it must be—settled deeper into the coals. “Why are you looking for me?”

      “I’d like to work with the more advanced animals.” He blurted the words, then stopped and held his breath. His eyes dropped to his worn sneakers, the white toes smudged with black streaks and general dirt. “I think they’d like me, and I’m bored in class.”

      “Mikhail.” The salamander extended a foreleg, its claws crunching one of the fire’s embers. The noise drew the boy’s attention back to the fireplace. “Mikhail, do you realize how jumpy you are?”

      “No, sir.” The words were mumbled as he dropped his gaze. “I just—I thought if I can’t make any real friends, well, animals don’t judge you.”

      “And yet you judge them.” Professor Hapburn did not look away from Mikhail but clawed at a new piece of burning wood with another swipe of his foreleg. “The fear in your eyes as you looked upon our friends here within this room. A real animal lover would have been first brokenhearted, then gone to investigate. A scholar would study the creatures, honoring their sacrifice for knowledge.”

      “But I was looking for you, not them.” He raised his hands in protest, and only managed to thump his own foot with the satchel as he yanked on the bag’s strap.

      “But nothing. You couldn’t handle me being in the fire. You fell over when I startled you. If you’d startled me and I lacked control…” He shook his head sadly. “This is how unstoppable fires rage, Mikhail. With fear that cannot be controlled.”

      Mikhail’s jaw tightened. He raised his chin into the air. “I can do this. I’m not afraid.”

      Professor Hapburn hissed again. “I saw you the first day, Mikhail. You jump at everything.”

      “Do not.” He dropped his eyes again and kicked the satchel off his foot.

      “Give it time. Learn this year. Practice. Get used to magical creatures. They are far more deadly than the world you came from, and I am not sure you believe that.” Steam rose from his nostrils, releasing another puff of woodsmoke into the room.

      “I do,” Mikhail insisted.

      “What do you know of this world, which you only joined a few weeks ago?”

      Only the crackling of the fire and shadows echoed the professor’s question.

      “Enough, boy.” The salamander settled into the fire, his colors merging with the fire’s embers until the professor could not be discerned from an oddly shaped log but for the sibilant voice that continued to emerge from the fireplace. “Enough. Study your lessons. Spend time in the library. Give me sufficient reason to write you a pass to the controlled books. We will speak again later.”

      Mikhail’s vision blurred as he bolted out of the professors’ lounge. He walked quickly with his head down, dodging large blurs and turning at random until the after-dinner stragglers became few and far between. Wetness streamed down his cheeks, but he refused to acknowledge it. He was too old for this nonsense now. He’d just keep walking until his face was dry again, as if he had a destination or a purpose.

      He hiccupped and looked up. The blue and black banner with a phoenix embroidered on it halted his meandering steps. He blinked away the last of the dampness. This area didn’t look familiar. Unfamiliar meant he was lost. Lost meant he needed help or possibly was in danger.

      He’d already discovered that Wisurg Magic Academy could be dangerous. Whirlwinds of air in the hallways could push you into the statue’s edged weapons. And the bathtub incident—he shuddered at the memory. No one needed a school of technicolored sea urchins making themselves at home in strange places.

      He spun around. The banner was next to a stone spiral staircase, and he didn’t recognize the painting on the wall. The doors were different here, with a lighter wood and a pointed arch rather than round. A window on the other side of the staircase indicated he’d reached the castle’s edge. Had he wandered into a new area of the castle?

      Mikhail felt his throat close in panic and despair. First crying, now to be led back to the common areas by the teachers like a baby? After sputtering in public on the first day that he was scared and wanted to leave? Even the girl who spent most of her spare time rooted in the courtyard as a tree would laugh at him, and she rarely reacted with the same speed as humans.

      Fists clenched, he spun around, seeking the familiar. He wobbled to a stop and caught himself at the windowsill. The last of the sun’s light streaked through the stained glass. Mikhail craned his neck up to study the design. At least, he’d have something different to look at until the teachers did their next walk-through and hauled him back to his dormitory.

      Facing him was an enormous bird’s tail, caught frozen by liquid sand in golden browns and creams. He backed up until he could see the whole window. It was taller than he’d realized, at least three stories. It must match the height of the whole tower. Burnt orange, red, and deep gold came into view. Fire colors and the same shining fire spat from the bird’s open beak.

      “This is Phoenix Tower,” he whispered. Mouth agape, he studied the window and the banner. He could almost hear the phoenix screaming as it flew upward into a blazing, polished sun.

      A faint scent of singed stone permeated the air with the whispers of students past. Even the air seemed stale here, without the familiar hallway whirlwinds.

      “Because Phoenix Tower is forbidden,” he told the bird. The words dropped into the air with no response but an echo, but he didn’t need one.

      A small smile crept onto his face, and he hitched his satchel’s strap more securely onto his shoulder. Mikhail’s chin jutted upward again. Hadn’t Professor Hapburn told him to face his fears?

      His smile turned into a grin and then into wild laughter. Mikhail ran for the staircase, feeling bolder with every circling step of the staircase.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Mikhail’s quill scritched across the page. It was a quiet rebellion, as these things went, and followed the professor’s advice to learn.

      He hadn’t expected to run into blobs of sentient blue fur, after all. But he’d known enough to somehow keep his reaction still and silent, hiding in shadow. He’d even managed not to hyperventilate, which definitely would have given him away by the sound alone as the furry fuzzball moved into one of Phoenix Tower’s open classrooms on the bottom floor. When the blob had gone to the other side of the room, Mikhail had removed his shoes and hoped the smell from dingy socks wouldn’t carry.

      Scampering up the stairs in stocking-footed stealth, he’d darted into the first room with an open door. Catching his breath had taken a few moments after the run upstairs. Mikhail had spilled onto the floor with exultation. He’d had an adventure and hadn’t panicked. Wouldn’t that just show that silly salamander?

      Then Mikhail had looked down and discovered the ventilation system.

      All the classrooms had identical vents. Sitting on the floor, he had the perfect observation spot, as long as he didn’t mind a view striped by a metal grate. He could watch the furball for as long as it stayed in the room below.

      His mind had danced with potential. Surely, they would let him handle the more advanced creatures if he made a new discovery. Professor Hapburn had suggested he learn. Didn’t the lady who studied chimpanzees observe in the wild?

      But oh, how much better it had been when he’d realized the blue furball was not alone. A whole herd of fuzzy blue spheres rolled into the classroom while he watched, a straggling line of powder-blue lint compared to the darker, brighter blue of the large fuzzball.

      The lintballs formed a ragged circle around the large fuzzball, which began emitting a series of low squeaks and gurgles. The lintballs returned similar, but higher-pitched squeaks, usually with a lot more full-body—blob?—motion. That’s when he understood.

      Wisurg Magic Academy was not the only academic institution on the premises. Fuzzball was a teacher.

      Mikhail had done as much research as he’d dared over the following week. He had to assume the professors knew, or they wouldn’t have moved the fire elemental students the first day out of Phoenix Tower and into the fireproof practice rooms. The librarian had begun keeping a sharp eye on him after he’d asked for her help identifying the creatures, and only Professor Hapburn’s personal recommendation had allowed her to grant him access to the Encyclopedia of Magical Zoology.

      Darting away after dinner before anyone could stop him—not that these strange students were likely to—he’d returned each night to Phoenix Tower to study the creatures.

      Library book in hand, he flipped between two different bookmarked pages. He thought he’d narrowed the blobs down to two different creatures. The first were illusory, whisps of sentient light and shadow that mimicked fur, but the book’s drawings looked similar enough he couldn’t eliminate the idea yet. The encyclopedia seemed indifferent as to whether the creeosobol even existed.

      The second option…well, that would explain why Phoenix Tower had been shut down, all right.

      Mikhail left the book open to the page on duskbroods and set the book aside. He pulled out his own notebook, a quill, and ink, wanting to be set up before the creatures arrived. He’d taken copious notes over the past week, but every attempt to draw the fuzzballs had ended in utter failure and frustration.

      “That’s a terrible drawing.”

      He jumped at the unexpected voice and tried to pretend he’d been leaping to his feet. It might have worked, too, if his satchel hadn’t been in the way again. He caught himself before he knocked over the bottle of ink. “What are you doing here?”

      The djinn smirked, her floating fire extinguishers bumping against her shoulders as they rotated. “You were disappearing every night. I wanted to know where. I knew you didn’t have a girlfriend.”

      Mikhail screwed up his face before he thought better of the idea. Even he knew it was unwise to annoy a djinn who hadn’t yet obtained control over her fire magic.

      “Umm…” He tried to think of what he could say. “Phoenix Tower is forbidden.”

      The djinn’s amber eyes flashed at him. “Phoenix Tower is meant for fire elemental mages. I have more of a right to be here than you do, Earthie. Why don’t you go eat some cake instead?” Mikhail winced at his dormitory’s nickname. Oaktail Commons was nicknamed Cake after a famous midnight snack run that was retold and attempted every year.

      “Look, if they’re what I think, they could be really dangerous.” His palms were sweating now, and he felt his eyes grow wide. There wasn’t much time before the large fuzzball would come into the classroom below.

      “Dude, I am followed by fire extinguishers because I’m dangerous, all right? Chill.” The djinn sat down and picked up his notes. She started reading aloud.

      “‘Creatures gurgle and squeak. Only one adult creature each evening, but the same one judging by the voice. There are approximately thirty-five lintballs’—wait, lintballs? You named them lintballs?”

      He nearly growled with frustration. “Give it back.”

      She rocked backward and held the book out of his reach. “‘The lintballs are juveniles and have lighter fur than the adult. Their fur has already darkened, and they have grown larger in a week of observation. The lintballs show interactive behavior except for a few who act sad, as if they are lonely.’ Well, you’d know about that. I bet you don’t even know my name, do you?” The girl smirked at him when he raised his gaze and quirked an eyebrow.

      He’d given up trying to get the annoying djinn to leave him alone. With a shrug, he watched the vent for the teacher fuzzball to appear.

      “It’s Liza, by the way. ‘Creatures have not yet used tools or eaten in my presence. Fuzzball appears to be teaching the—hsst!”

      Mikhail had covered her mouth with a sweaty hand. She made a face at the sliminess he could tell he was smearing across her face, but stayed silent. He pointed through the vent to the room below with his free hand and backed away.

      He pretended not to notice when she wiped her face with her sleeve. The djinn’s lips curled into a smile, and it grew bigger when she saw him watching.

      “It’s cute!” she mouthed, pointing down.

      Grinning, he shook his head and held up a finger in anticipation. Wait until Liza saw the lintballs. Those little guys just bumbled everywhere. Mikhail hadn’t yet figured out if they rolled or bounced. He was too far away. Perhaps the astronomy lab would let him borrow a telescope.

      Half an hour later, Liza was making goo-goo eyes at the lintballs and twirling a strand of orange hair while he took notes. I believe I can tell when the lintballs are addressing teacher fuzzball, although I cannot tell if it is a name or a title yet. I am beginning to be able to tell the lintballs apart by the form of their bumbling and their social grou—

      —The pen dragged a blotch of heavy ink off to the side of his notebook. Glaring at Liza, he rolled onto his side and waved his hands at her. He needed to document how the lintballs were practicing poofing themselves up one at a time. Mikhail thought it might be practice to deter predators. If he didn’t write down everything right away, he might forget the details.

      She waved a mimicking hand back at him, pen in hand, and took the opportunity to seize his notebook while he was distracted. Flopped on her stomach against the stone cold floor, she began to draw. He had to admit it was better than his attempt, but it still looked like a spiky hairball. Reaching for the pen, he knocked it out of her hand instead.

      The pen was a specialty quill, a gift from his mother before Mikhail had left for the Academy. Its feather was a hollowed, narrow screamer wing model, understated elegance shining in shades of muted brown and tan. So narrow was this feather, in fact, that it rolled quite well, almost like the round, plastic throwaway pens he’d used in the human world.

      And throwaway this pen was, as if in slow motion, as if taunting his mother’s admonition that it would last a lifetime with care. A distinct tink sounded, the sound of the metal quill hitting the grate hard enough to bounce up. Both students grabbed for the pen and missed, their hands slapping in the worst high-five Mikhail had ever had. They watched the pen hit with another ting, and he dived toward the grate. Pain exploded in his skull as he watched, horror struck, as his pen fell twenty feet to the stone floor before. It struck the stone inches from a lintball, who squeaked and levitated in alarm. Mikhail and Liza lay stomach-down on the cold floor for a moment, he with a hand over his head and she with a hand clapped over her nose. The fire extinguishers bobbled and doubled with a clank. He stared down, a chill of fear and nausea rippling down his spine.

      A mass of still blue fur greeted his eyes. Mikhail still wasn’t sure the creatures had recognizable heads, or even vertebrae for that matter. He had the impression, though, that each furry blue critter had leaned its head backward to stare at the ceiling. Pale yellow eyes with no discernable pupil glowed in a perfect oval, fur brushed back.

      He and Liza laid there, frozen and staring, until the large blue teacher growled in a lower voice than Mikhail had observed before. She grabbed his arm and yanked him up. He squeaked.

      “Let’s go!” Her hand on his arm was blazing with heat. “Run!”

      They sprinted up the spiral stairs. He was certain blue fuzzy death followed behind. Wheezing, they spilled out the tower stairwell next to the stained glass bird spitting fire. He rubbed his arm where she’d gripped it with her overly warm hand. Did Liza develop a fever every time she nearly set the castle on fire?

      “I can’t believe we nearly got caught by duskbroods.”

      Liza’s eyes glowed in the hall’s dim magelight as her head snapped around. “Duskbroods? I thought they were lintballs.”

      “I was doing research to figure out what they were,” he said slowly. Was that smoke wafting from underneath her robe? “I called the big one a fuzzball and the little ones lintballs in the meantime. But I’m pretty sure they’re duskbroods.”

      “Duskbroods are poisonous and extremely dangerous.” Her voice could have been an inbound asteroid strike, roaring louder with every word.

      Mikhail took a step back. “They didn’t act dangerous. They don’t even run fast.”

      She followed him, robes swirling with smoke. Her eyes were definitely luminescent now, and the fire extinguishers swooped close. “You’re new. You didn’t grow up with the stories.”

      He threw up his hands and smacked his legs. Would he ever understand girls? “How did you not know what they look like, then? You were cooing over them five minutes ago.”

      “They’re like the boogeyman,” Liza snapped, sparks flying from her hair. “Only real. No one lives to see them. No one!”

      “Someone did, or they wouldn’t have been in the library book I used to identify them.” He hitched his satchel’s strap to a more secure spot on his shoulder. “Oh, no.”

      Liza rolled her eyes, but she’d stopped spitting sparks. “What? You going to try to get us killed a different way tonight? Because I’m so not into that.”

      He shuffled his feet and edged backward toward the staircase. “I have to go back. I left my notebook behind.”

      “So leave it.”

      He swallowed. “And the library book.”

      “Well.” She put her hands on her hips, her lips twisted into a strange sort of pout. “That’s a different story.”

      “I had to get special permission for it and everything.” He ran a hand through too-long hair that tickled his ears and lifted his jaw. “I’m going back.”

      She nodded, and grasped his arm again. He was thankful her hand was cooler this time. “Come on, then. Let’s get it over with.”

      They turned around, and Mikhail would have fallen again if she hadn’t steadied him. The stairway door was blocked with the blue fuzzball.

      “In retrospect,” Liza said in a faint voice, “we really should have expected that.”

      He gulped and nodded. Her hand grew warmer and sparks hit his neck where it wasn’t protected by his student robe. He peeled off her hand before it left a welt and stepped forward in front of her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said to the duskbrood. It looked larger in person, blue fur spiky and wild. The scent of cedar and sage filled the hallway, the aromas newly familiar from infusions class. His fingers itched for his lost pen, wishing he could draw the details up close. He thought the teacher duskbrood was inflating, because it loomed larger with every second. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to learn.”

      A small herd of lintballs spilled out the doorway at the duskbrood’s deep blue feet. The lintballs stretched their powder-blue fur, growing from the size of tennis balls to soccer balls, pale yellow eyes shining.

      The teacher fuzzball squeaked in distress and moved its fur, its body cascading as squeaks turned into a warble. Mikhail thought it might be trying to shoo the lintballs back into Phoenix Tower.

      “Look, it’s okay.” He dropped to his knees and reached out a hand to the closest lintball. They couldn’t hold the defensive posture long, he knew. He’d watched them practice a hundred times over the past few nights.

      The lintball stretched from a round ball into a long cylinder, an errant strand of fur reaching out to brush Mikhail’s hand. The adult duskbrood let out a low, mournful cry, but the lintball trailed fur over his wrist.

      “See, they’re not so bad, Liza. He’s an independent little fellow. I call this guy Pepper, but let me see if I can try his name in his language.” He tried a few clicking noises until the lintball bobbled, squeaked, and hopped onto his outstretched hand.

      Chaos burst from every direction. A burst of warmth rolled into the abandoned hall as Liza exploded into flame, rising nearly as tall as the stained glass phoenix. The lintballs erupted into a mass of furry, squeaking, bouncing fuzz. The teacher roared and grew to fill the doorway again, lunging for Liza. And as Mikhail tried to figure out what was going on, Pepper bit him.

      In the midst of fire, came chilling cold, starting with the tiny bite from his hand. Mikhail tried to speak and found himself opening and closing his mouth to no effect. Foam from the fire extinguishers filled his mouth, and only then did he realize he had fallen to the floor, Pepper cradled safely as a tiny ball of fuzz in his arms.

      After that, he did not remember any more for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I didn’t think you’d ever wake up,” Liza said. She shoved something long and brown at him. “Here. I got your pen back.”

      His hands closed around it in reflex. “Pepper.” He coughed.

      She quirked an eyebrow, one of the fire extinguishers behind her head rising with her movement. “I’m the one who burst into flame, and you ask about the lintball?”

      Mikhail moved a shoulder under the sheets. The movement was harder than it should have been. “How long?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. You’re welcome. Three days.”

      Heat rose to his face. “Sorry. Thank you. My mom gave me the pen. I’m glad to get it back.”

      “I’m not allowed to talk to you about the duskbroods, but Professor Hapburn should be here soon.” She hopped off the chair. “About time you got your lazy tail out of hospital.”

      “Why are you here?” The words blurted out of him. Words came easier with practice, but not tact.

      Liza eyed him with curiosity, then turned and headed for the door. “You’re not very good at friends, are you?”

      The swinging door opened as she skipped her way out of the hospital ward. Professor Hapburn held the door for her, then walked over and sat in the same chair Liza had just vacated.

      “Hello, professor,” Mikhail said. “You’re human this time, I see. But I think I can tell the signs now.”

      The magical zoology professor smiled, a glint in his amber eyes. “You’re getting there. I found your notes, and they’re quite good other than the drawings. Although the unauthorized observation of a dangerous species is something I must officially frown upon.”

      Mikhail sat up, his stomach muscles clenching with effort. His elbows shook with strain. “They aren’t dangerous! I didn’t see them do anything to deserve a reputation that bad.”

      Professor Hapburn quirked an eyebrow, looking eerily like Liza had not ten minutes before. “No? Do you remember being bitten?”

      Mikhail settled against the headboard and studied his hands. “I remember cold. And I don’t remember this odd mark on my hand.”

      “How much reading did you get through on duskbroods?”

      “Not much.” He shook his head. “Enough to make the identification. I didn’t want to draw attention. The librarian was already suspicious. It’s why Phoenix Tower was abandoned, wasn’t it? The duskbrood colony moved in.”

      The professor nodded and crossed his legs. His fingers tapped his knee with restless, repetitive movements. “Liza tells me you didn’t know their reputation. Growing up outside the magical world helped you there. You didn’t grow up with stories about how a single bite could kill you, or how they’d get you if you didn’t clean your room.”

      “She called them the boogeyman.”

      “Oh, and they are.” Professor Hapburn leaned toward Mikhail. “And you’re the first person to survive one of their bites.”

      He felt his eyes widen, and didn’t blink until his eyes burned with dryness. “What?”

      “We think it’s because you got bitten by a juvenile rather than an adult.” Professor Hapburn reached into his cardigan pocket. “Speaking of, I believe you call him Pepper.”

      He placed the lintball on the hospital bed. The floof rolled toward Mikhail, high-pitched squeaks emitting every few seconds.

      Mikhail picked him up in one hand. Pale yellow eyes glinted behind a lengthy fringe of light blue fur. He stroked him with a finger. The fur was soft and warm. “I believe you did get darker and bigger, Pepper, didn’t you?”

      “Hi,” Pepper said.

      “You learned English?” This time, surprise made him blink.

      “No,” Professor Hapburn said. “I do believe you absorbed more than venom with that bite. And thanks to a new perspective, you have an opportunity to assist in more research than any other first year student ever has.”

      He studied Pepper. “What do you think?”

      “Bad smell.” Pepper hopped with an uneasy move forward and back. Mikhail crinkled his nose. He’d be happy to get away from the antiseptic, too.

      “Keep getting better,” the professor said with a laugh. “Only another day or so, and I’m told you’ll be right as rainhorses.”

      Classes seemed easier after that, somehow, even as the days grew fuller. Magical zoology and conservation was worth the effort. Even when his days were filled with multicolored scat, Mikhail couldn’t remember why he’d ever wanted to leave Wisurg Magic Academy. He’d miss too much. Like the now-familiar sight of the lintballs levitating their way through the halls, zipping about until one of the ubiquitous whirlwinds caught and carried them with a gurgle of glee. Translating for the humans who dared to try Professor Fuzzball’s class was just a bonus.

      He glanced down at his satchel, where a bright red fire extinguisher was securely strapped to the battered canvas bag. It didn’t hurt to have friends, either.
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        * * *
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            Crisis at the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy
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      Miriam Talona barely had time to get settled in on her people’s new-minted home-world of Harmonia before a blob of alien technology ambushed her and gave her technomantic powers. Then, she was shipped off to the only school in known space where she could master her new powers, the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy—but her troubles have only begun. Demons from Hell indirectly seek her life, still incensed about their humiliating defeat at the hands of the King of Miriam’s people a generation earlier. Will the demons gain their revenge—and a technomancer corrupted into murderousness besides?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Crisis at the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy

      

      

      So, there I was, standing on the surface of Pluto, no HEV suit, no protection, no anything. It was a technomancer who’d dumped me there. I was a technomancer, too, but not good enough at it to save myself in the handful of seconds I had before I froze to death or maybe suffocated. I should say that technomancy isn’t called that because of any power it may have over technology. No, its power isn’t that specific. It’s called that because technology—exotic technology, built by aliens long gone—is what makes someone into a technomancer in the first place.

      So, no, I wasn’t getting out of this one on my own. Would someone else save me? Was anyone else in a position to save me? I doubted it. Terrified of dying as I was just then, I doubted it.
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        * * *

      

      Miriam Talona here, fifteen-year-old schoolgirl. Which school is that? Well, that would be the only school there is for technomancers in known space—the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy. On Pluto, naturally. You see, technomancy isn’t like telepathy, even though both are basically exotic technology. Telepathy is just there; either you can do telepathy or you can’t, and doing it comes naturally. Technomancy, on the other hand, you have to learn how to use. That means three years of schooling at the aforementioned Academy.

      I’m also a telepath. Racially speaking, I’m a Harmonid, so I’m a telepath. We Harmonids are blessed with mental and physical superiority over normal humans, and we’re hereditary telepaths too. I could have done with some spiritual superiority so that humanity at large would trust Harmonids with the power to read minds, but that was not to be.

      I became a technomancer while on the surface of Harmonia, the new home-world of the Harmonids. The planet was not yet terraformed, so I was in my HEV suit—that’s Hostile EnVironment. When my family lived on Luna, I did the occasional moon-walk just for fun. Surface-walking on Harmonia was fun, too, until I encountered a blob of alien technology that was hiding, lurking, just waiting for the right moment to pounce on me. Maybe an experienced treasure-hunter could have found the blob first, bundled it up, and sold it along, but I had no chance. The thing sleazed right through my HEV suit, knocked me out—and made a technomancer out of me.

      After that, the King of the Harmonids—he and his wife are my godparents, to my good fortune—decided to pay the hideously steep prices the Academy charges for a proper technomantic education. So, it was off to school on Pluto for me.
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        * * *

      

      I was in the common lounge of a passengers’ suite aboard a small starship, what you’d call a flitter, bound for school. The soft sighing and droning around me were what you might expect from a spacecraft halfway to reemerging into normal space. The air filtration system was good enough to keep unpleasant scents from accumulating.

      Bamboo, my tutor and also, well, my chaperone, was just finishing up pounding her latest batch of knowledge into my head. Not telepathically; that only works in the tri-vids. She was a Harmonid, like me, with the black hair and eyes and the mahogany skin of our kind—and prone to thank God and bioactives, as she would say, for not looking a day over twenty-five.

      I said, “I thought I’d have more time to myself this way, with you as dedicated instructor. Instead, I have no time and an aching head.”

      Our conversation was in French, that most colloquial of the courtly languages. The corners of Bamboo’s lips curled up in spite of themselves. “It’s not as if you can hit the town, or even the surface, during a hyperjump. Now’s the ideal time to engage in hyper-learning.”

      “All that learning started almost three months before we jumped. Even less time for myself than usual, which is never much.”

      Her eyes hardened, though her mouth was supple. “And what would you be doing that’s more important than your lessons?”

      “Maybe making some friends my own age? Even befriending fellow Harmonids takes time. Maybe if those of us who lived on Luna had our own little colony, all three or four thousand of us ...”

      Bamboo’s mouth hardened. “Dispersal was best. Those who’re afraid of us telepaths are even more afraid of large groups of us. That’s why we Harmonids were scattered amongst the stars, at least until we came to Harmonia, and had to be scattered, not concentrated, around each planet.”

      “I could have made some non-Harmonid girlfriends ...”

      “Remember how wary commoners are of us, especially those who can’t afford thought-screens. But, thanks to the lessons that ate up so much of your life, you’re a journeyman socialite already. You are able to work around common prejudices, especially when the other person is also a socialite.”

      I couldn’t deny it. My training enabled me to disarm and circumvent such prejudices as needed and to let them lie like sleeping dogs at other times. Without opportunities to make friends in the first place, though, I was still lonely.

      She pressed on. “There will be plenty of girls your age to meet in the habitat of Pluto Prime.”

      “If you leave me any time for that.”

      “You’ll have time. Evenings will be for mixing and mingling; so saith Academy policy. Required practice for a dignitary-to-be such as yourself. Mornings for technomancy, afternoons for other subjects. I’ll have time to make a master scholar and librarian out of you.”

      “Ow, my brain. Isn’t being a journeyman librarian and scholar enough? In the last three months alone, I’ve become a journeyman dancer and advocate. So many disciplines to learn—you even made an apprentice herald out of me ...”

      “... to help you know who’s who. I’m only an apprentice herald myself, or you’d be a journeyman herald, too. These are all things a dignitary should know.”

      “I’m not a dignitary, my father is, and only since he became Force Commander of Harmonia.”

      Bamboo’s mouth set. “You’ll be a dignitary in your own right soon enough. Every properly educated technomancer is; they—you—are too rare, and too useful, for it to be otherwise. You need the skills to socialize as a dignitary. Get used to being rich, too. The services of a technomancer come sky-high.”

      This flitter’s galley was noticeably bigger than a cubicle. Thickbloom, Harmonid and servant, emerged from it, interrupting our conversation, while pushing supper, and the delicious odors accompanying it, on a cart toward us. Slow-roasted savory meat, fresh vegetables, and a starch-and-dairy creation that threatened to make me fatter just looking at it.

      My tired brain needed nourishment. I fell to it as Thickbloom looked on warmly.

      I said, between bites, “What, not eating?”

      She stood while Bamboo and I sat and ate. She shifted to Japanese, language of master and servant on top of being one of the courtly languages. “After you’re done, Miriam-sama.”

      My reply was also in Japanese. “What do you mean, sama? It’s just Miriam here. You’ve seen me in diapers.”

      Thickbloom’s warm smile chilled and sagged into a frown, while her nose cocked as if smelling something unpleasant. She and Bamboo eyed each other intently, then Thickbloom pushed her gaze at me. “Remember your position! You are no longer merely a regimental XO’s daughter, not even merely a force commander’s daughter, you are a technomancer, a dignitary in your own right. You must carry yourself accordingly, and that includes accepting a servant’s deference properly.”

      I tried to steady my voice. “If you’re supposed to defer to me, should you be scolding me like that?”

      Her eyes broke into a twinkle. “Just practice on me until you get it. Then I can give your father good news, instead of bad, about your conduct.”

      “Will Tearshot come in here and start beating up on me with the two of you?” I asked.

      Just then, Tearshot walked in, no longer in the lithe, not-quite-form-fitting armor of the space-knight. She was my bodyguard, my former hand-fighting instructor, and my fellow Harmonid. “Smells good. Is some of that for me?”

      Thickbloom sat herself down, a little earlier than she said she would. “Plenty. Enjoy.”

      Tearshot reached for some food. “No more pounding lessons into you for me, Miriam-chan. Just remember, when a crisis breaks out, to follow my lead. Otherwise, I’m invisible.”

      I finished my food, bemused. I still didn’t really believe I was that important.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought church was for Sundays.”

      Karen Windsor was clasping my hands as she talked—in colloquial French—but not hugging me. I couldn’t blame her; she probably wasn’t ready for telepathic intimacy, and clasping my hands the way she did kept my head on the outside of her thought-screen.

      We were both juvenile students at the Academy, two out of three of them. Her mind was sharp enough to be interesting, and her blonde, fair good looks would stand in good contrast to my own coloration. Together, we had a good chance at making all the boys look our way. Even her voice was pleasant.

      We were on the girls’ side of the Juvenile half of the school. We were in the anteroom of a suite comprising four girl’s rooms, only two of which were in use, one for me and one for Karen. Servants’ quarters were configurable and were already set up to accommodate my three attendants, who were finishing up the job of settling us in. Karen had no attendants, just a lone servant-bot.

      “Have you ever had a New Man of Tellus for a priest until now?” I gushed. “A telepath like us Harmonids, but a spiritually superior breed, so people trust them inside their minds. Father Grief Durham looked as if he has stepped straight out of the Mahabharata to minister to us!”

      “He was almost too holy! I felt uncomfortable.”

      “I’m still looking forward to the service this Sunday.”

      She grasped my hand in both of hers. “Let’s talk about something else. Did you see anyone you like in the chapel?”

      “Besides Father Grief? And he’s off-limits! Maybe if he belonged to an order that allowed marriage ...”

      “That’s going nowhere, even if he is young and handsome. Who else?”

      “Was the whole adult class there with us? I think that service was only mandatory for us juveniles. Nobody to speak of. I’m kind of glad they separated us from the adults immediately after the service. That Clark boy is cute, though.”

      “Reggie Clark? He’s, what, eleven, maybe twelve?”

      I cocked my head and smiled. “Boys grow into men.”

      “That’s too long to wait! Or maybe you aren’t ready to be a wife yet.”

      “Not ready? I’m already fifteen, just like you, and I’m not some dim diode who can’t even take care of a baby by herself! Maybe, if what Bamboo says is true, I have to become more accomplished and get the best husband I can, but if that husband comes along now, I’m ready for him. Wouldn’t even be the only married student here.” That was true. There were already two married students on the register, one of them having married during her first year here.

      Karen switched subjects. “So, how did you become a technomancer?”

      I told her about my surface-walk and the surprise at the end of it.

      “Wow!” She grabbed my hands once again, tightly. “The same sort thing happened to me on Luna, though I rarely walk on the surface. I guess we’re the special ones, huh?”

      I thought briefly that this might have been too much of a coincidence, but I also remembered the King of the Harmonids, my godfather talking about how, when alien tech is involved, improbable things happen regularly. The story about how he found the Harmonids and became our King was a case in point.

      I thrilled to have this much in common with someone who’d be sharing three years of school life with me. “I guess we are.”

      We compared more notes on boys, then talked about other things, including her family. “My father had a venture going on Luna with a group of genetically gifted people ...”

      “Gen-humans?”

      “Something like that. Anyway, the venture counted on their unique gifts, but just as things were getting going, they pulled out, just relocated to another star system.”

      “Didn’t he have a contract with them?”

      “They had an understanding, Dad said, but I don’t know the details ...”

      “Why didn’t he go to a court of the Law Merchant?”

      “Maybe it was verbal. I don’t know.”

      “That sounds rough.”

      “Yes. They left Dad deep in debt with no way out.” She hung her head. “I thank ... I’m thankful that I can get student loans to pay for my education here. The representative from the Solarian Financial Network says I can borrow whatever I need and keep Dad’s debts on ice besides. She says she expects it all back because paying it back will be easy for me.”

      “That’s good. Your lives aren’t ruined, not even close.”

      “Sure, but there’s his pride. He’s been crushed by this. I feel sorry for him—and I don’t like that.”
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        * * *

      

      The opening ceremony was Friday morning. In the common hall, Karen, myself, and the Brothers Zorlu—Adam, Aras, and Attila were their names—were officially matriculated, as first-year pupils, of the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy.

      There was a post-matriculation reception, also in the hall. Students, faculty, and staff, whoever attended the ceremony, ate finger food, drank soft drinks, and mingled. My eyes met those of Father Grief unwaveringly—when communing telepathically at a social occasion, to lock eyes as a sign of that is the polite thing to do.

      After making introductions, I sent to him, I’ve never touched the mind of a New Man of Tellus before. You feel almost holy, like a saint!

      His eyes softened, and his mouth relaxed. Trust me, child, I’m a sinner like you. When it comes to acting rightly, Providence has granted me an advantage I did not earn.

      Still, it must be nice to have everyone trust the New Men. We Harmonids have to cope with other people’s fear and mistrust.

      Do people mistrust and fear you for no reason?

      No, being able to read the mind of someone who can’t read yours is an unfair advantage. That’s why I always try to hide behind the other person’s thought-screen.

      A sound practice, my child. Pardon me, please. He turned his attention elsewhere.

      I looked for Karen, then saw that the Clark boy had been talking to her. He made as if to kiss her hand in a courtly fashion but she pulled it away gently. Her eyes met mine; she glanced his way, then gave a shake of her head. I didn’t know quite why, but I would follow her lead and refuse my hand if he tried for it. Sure enough, he did.

      I refused as gently as I could, then made an introduction, again in colloquial French. “I am Miriam Talona. My father’s name is Talon, so my surname is actually a patronymic. Reggie Clark, I presume?”

      His face twitched slightly. “Reginald.”

      “Nice to meet you, Reginald Clark.”

      “Likewise, Miriam Talona.” His face was smooth again.

      He and I bowed slightly and separated, then I moved toward Karen. Just then, we had all three Zorlu brothers coming our way. They were plain brown, not the handsome kind of Turk, though none of them were weak-looking. Karen and I glanced at each other and we knew neither of us wanted to be that much closer to those three.

      We couldn’t avoid introductions, and trying to get away would have been rude.

      “Greetings. I’m Adam Zorlu,” as he shook my hand, “this is Aras and this is Attila. And you are?”

      “I’m Miriam Talona, and this is my friend, Karen Windsor.”

      Adam hadn’t let go yet. “And this makes up all of the first-years, every new student here. It’s quite a pleasure to meet such promising young ladies as yourselves. Oh, you may ask, why did three brothers matriculate here at the same time? Well, we were treasure-hunters together, and we happened upon one device. It activated and made technomancers out of everyone present, that is, us three. We ...”

      I withdrew my hand, successfully, though it was a close thing. “We can’t talk for too long. We’ve just had the knowledge of a journeyman socialite crammed into both our heads, and we’re still reeling from it. Could you excuse us?”

      I had been a journeyman socialite for about six months by then, other things having just been crammed into my head more recently. I’d spoken truthfully about Karen, though.

      A slight shadow of something touched Adam’s face. He gathered up his brothers, who hadn’t quite moved in yet, with his eyes, then they took their leave and departed. Karen and I both let out our breath.

      “He paid too much attention to you,” Karen snapped.

      “You mean, he paid too much attention to us, don’t ...” Then I saw a shadow of resentment touch her face—and I let the matter drop.

      We stood there in silence for a bit, then I noticed Adam Zorlu talking with Tuya Davaa, the primary juvenile instructor—so said her surface-tags, visible on my ocular display. Could Karen afford an ocular display? She didn’t have a data-tablet with her that could have read those tags. Davaa-sensei nodded to Adam.

      She then went to Ricardo Pascal, who was the head instructor here, and pressed him about something. He frowned as he talked, then pondered, then nodded.

      Davaa-sensei moved to address the gathering. “Our illustrious head instructor, Ricardo Pascal, has deigned to allow our first lecture, not to mention the last afternoon lecture you first-years will receive, to be a joint one between the juvenile class and the adult class. Our accomplished second-year, Reginald Clark, will be giving the lecture.”

      She led the crowd in polite applause as Clark-senpai took his place at the head of the room. Seats with desks rose up from the floor, and we sat down. A large holo-tank descended from the ceiling and displayed visual aids in support of Clark-senpai’s lecture.

      He lectured us in Latin, as much a language of scholarship as of courtesy. “There are five main magical laws. Through the ages, they have been perverted for evil purposes by sorcerers and by the demons that tempt them, but it turns out they were ordained by God all along. They are as follows.

      “The law of Sympathy: like attracts like.

      “The law of Contagion: once together, always together.

      “The law of Homeopathy: each part contains the essence of the whole.

      “The law of Correspondence: as above, so below.

      “The law of Equivalent Exchange: to everything its price.”

      He went on. Listening to his words was easy, and so was remembering what he said. In addition, the holo-tank displayed an access icon for a full course of hyper-notes about the lecture, with him as the author.

      The Zorlu brothers were all paying keen attention. I expected them to be checking out Karen and me furtively, but their eyes were all on our mutual guest instructor.

      At one point, Clark-senpai (Sensei? Probably only one more guest lecture away from being a sensei.) winced as he looked Karen’s way, then started speaking a little louder. I glanced at Karen; she looked bored. I stared back at Clark-senpai harder to make up for it. He looked my way, and his voice’s volume returned to normal.

      Upon later study, the hyper-notes turned out to be superb. Did Adam Zorlu know something about Reginald Clark?
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve never walked on Pluto’s surface before,” I said to Karen.

      It was Sunday afternoon, after church services and luncheon. Karen and I were suiting up, though she had to check out a HEV suit from the school. Lucky us, the academy had an exit to the unprotected surface, through a couple of checkpoints. Our escorts from the Scholastic Regiment—yes, an entire regiment to guard two small classes worth of student technomancers and their faculty—were just coming in.

      All five of them were space-knights. One in particular had his helmet off— “had his helmet undeployed,” my father would say—and he had craggy features that did not look worn in the least. Surface-tags told me proudly that his name was William Firewalker, he was Comanche, and he commanded the Scholastic regiment. He looked under twenty-five, which meant he probably was. I started thinking about what it would be like having him stand close to me and ...

      Karen leaned into me and whispered, “I like him. Help me, will you?”

      Not good news. I resigned myself to my role as her wing-girl when his eyes looked past us. Tearshot my bodyguard was there. I looked behind me and saw that her helmet was also off, her face showing off some of that healthy beauty of hers. I looked back at Firewater as they stared intently at each other. Tearshot was nineteen and looked every year of it. She was second generation like me, though for some reason she wasn’t carrying a patronymic around.

      As Karen’s eyes frowned at me along with her mouth, her face started to look pinched. I shrugged at her. What did she expect me to do, order my bodyguard to ignore William Firewater? Bamboo might have done such a thing—if she saw fit—but I did not have anywhere near that kind of authority over Tearshot’s love life.

      Karen and I took our surface-walk in silence. Neither of us mis-stepped on the surface; Pluto’s frozen surface had no hazards to threaten even an apprentice wastelander, at least not this close to the school. Outside, Firewater and Tearshot had their helmets deployed, concealing their faces entirely, but they walked closer to each other than to anyone else. What tactical sense I had from being a journeyman hand-fighter, though, told me that she kept herself well-placed to protect me at all times.

      When we got back, Karen rushed through her un-suiting and hurried along to her private room. By the time I got there, she was sealed in and refusing to answer her door or her comms. I wish that I could say that things didn’t get any worse than that between us, but they did—much worse.
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        * * *

      

      Come Monday morning, Karen was all smiles and no reproaches, so I let it be.

      We both ate breakfast in our common suite’s anteroom. If there were more of us girls in the Juvenile half, we probably would have been in the Girls’ Hall just outside, which granted access to another four-girl suite, unused and sealed up. I and my three attendants had a savory egg-and-salsa blend sprinkled with spicy flecks of meat alongside a seasoned tuber-and-pepper mix, with neo-milk to drink. Nothing sweeter than the milk, which suited my palate. What Karen stoically ate was a dull-smelling, too-bright synthetic mash with a few bits of turnip and mystery meat mixed in, and all the pure water she could handle. This was typical of what I had seen her eat the last few days. You can survive on synth-food, but would you want to if you could help it?

      Morning instruction was in the Juvenile lecture hall, which divided the girls’ and boys’ sides. It was Clark-senpai, Karen, and me, with Tuya Davaa lecturing.

      “Being a technomancer means being able to see and to treat with what we recognize to be spirits. Do these spirits have any existence beyond the alien technology that empowers us? We currently have no way of knowing. All we can do is learn how to deal with them.

      “Spirits have power over happenstance and over glamours. This means that they can affect chance events, make them more likely to go a technomancer’s way. They can also project fanciful environments that overlay reality. These projections are more than mere illusions because they can have lasting effects on real things. For example, if you are stabbed within a glamour, when the glamour drops, you will still be stabbed. Lasting effects must be natural, though; a curse within a glamour would end whenever the glamour does.

      “These powers are enormously valuable to many people across all of known space, because our powers allow us one last chance to solve an otherwise insoluble problem, no matter what the problem is. This explains why our services are so expensive, why every technomancer is, or will be, a dignitary, why lessons taught by technomancers cost so much, and why an entire scholastic regiment guards us. Our services are far too expensive and valuable for it to be any other way.

      “Now, we can’t simply make spirits do our bidding, but there are many things we can do to induce them to serve us. You will, in due course, learn incantations, ululations, and ritual dances that take time and effort to do. The simplest inducement you can offer, though, is to bind a spirit to a name and give it leave to speak. This alone is a worthwhile though minor consideration to a spirit. Another such consideration, along the same lines, is to allow a spirit to sing hymns when the occasion warrants it, generally during church service. You see, spirits are God-fearing, as a rule. Because of this, you would find it difficult or impossible to get one to sin for you.”

      Davaa-sensei took on an uncanny, terrifying aspect just then, backlit by piercing light. A glamour? “If spirits are sinning for you easily, or worse, tempting you to sin, that means they are not proper spirits at all, but demons. Technomancy can empower demons as it empowers spirits. The demons, however, are no more dangerous than they usually are, and when your educations are finished, you will be better able to resist demonic temptation than would ordinary people.”

      Davaa-sensei’s uncanny aspect dropped, and she was an ordinary instructor again.

      Reginald Clark was stiff with resolve; he looked how I felt. Karen, however, was ashen-faced.

      I was the one who drew Davaa-sensei’s gaze. “You’re taking this calmly.”

      I said, “Like Clark-senpai here.”

      She glanced Clark’s way. “He’s a second-year, so has already heard me say this.” Her eyes were on me again. “What about you?”

      “Oh! Have you ever heard of Hell-Port?”

      “Yes, a pirate base that fell almost twenty years ago. Complete with an actual gate to Hell, I’ve heard.”

      I didn’t have to bring her up to speed about that, then. “That Hell-gate was real. My father, Talon, was Executive Officer to my godfather, Rook of the Caledans, King of the Harmonids, as he led the Hundred-and-Eight against it. They, along with the Scar-Swords—another mercenary unit—took down Hell-Port.”

      “The Hundred-and-Eight?” Wonder crept into Davaa-sensei’s face. “They’d been a full regiment on their own since then. Rook of the Caledans, King of the Harmonids, your people? They closed the Hell-gate?”

      “With Heaven’s help, yes.”

      “Thereby liberating from the forces of Hell a machine intelligence—only the third such intelligence to be known to man—in the form of a space station. She has the power to push and pull things and people through hyperspace immediately, when even stargate-to-stargate takes almost two days. Though, for her to do that on your behalf, you just about have to be on a mission from God. I think her name is—Miriam?”

      Karen and Clark-senpai stared at me, slack-jawed.

      I shook my head. “Don’t look at me like that! I’ve only heard the stories.”
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        * * *

      

      At lunch, Karen retired to our anteroom, so I went along to keep her company. My meal was a great chicken, with the smell and taste of sage prominent but not overpowering, stewed with tubers and turnips and greens to round it out. Karen’s platter of mash, like her breakfast only a little bigger, had gotten to be just too much for me.

      I moved toward her, then checked myself. There were already four of us. Was there enough to ...

      Enough and to spare for her too, Thickbloom sent into my mind. Go ahead and share.

      “Karen, please eat with us. There’s plenty.”

      She held herself still as a frown of demurral fought for space on her mouth. “I couldn’t impose.”

      Bamboo stood up, addressing me while looking Karen’s way. “Miriam, such a dignitary as you are, or at least will be, must learn to offer hospitality graciously and also to accept it. Required learning at this place.”

      Karen’s frown couldn’t hold its own. She moved toward us and reached for a platter that Thickbloom had already hastily prepared. Her first bite lifted her spirits, and she ate briskly, smiling in spite of herself.

      After that, I shared food with Karen regularly, in the Juvenile lecture hall where Clark-senpai and any faculty on duty there also ate. Their food was as good as ours.
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        * * *

      

      Afternoon in the Juvenile lecture hall was whatever studies we chose to undertake, under at least nominal supervision from a teacher, not Davaa-sensei this time. Clark-senpai had his own tutor, while Karen engaged in self-study with a data-tablet and whatever assistance her lone bot could provide. I had a tutor, a diligent tutor, named Bamboo.

      In the midst of my studies, I sent to her, Could you go see if Karen is coming along well?

      Her brow furrowed. You are my priority. I’m here so that you, Miriam, can have the best education possible.

      Can’t you give her some guidance? I’m afraid the quality of her education may be worse than that of her food. I’m sure I don’t need your undivided attention all the time.

      She pondered. Then, I’ll do what I can, but I’ll neglect her entirely before I neglect you one bit. Understood?

      Understood.

      Bamboo got up and walked softly to Karen, then peered at Karen’s work diffidently from about two meters away. “If you would deign to allow it, I could help.”

      Karen bristled, then glanced my way. I looked pleadingly at her. She looked back at Bamboo, then gave a slight wordless nod.

      Bamboo moved in, sat down, then conferred with Karen. About ten minutes later, she sent to me, You were right. As an autodidact, Windsor-san here leaves a good deal to be desired. Not that she can help it; she obviously can’t afford better. A little guidance from me should go a long way.

      That was good news.
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        * * *

      

      Monday’s evening meal was a command performance held in the common hall where juvenile and adult students would have the chance to mingle with one another. Supper was Mongolian Hot Pot, which smelled good but looked a little too synthetic to be really tasty.

      All but one of the adult students were men. The lone woman—named Natia Solomon, I read from my ocular display—was sitting with a beautiful man, identified merely as staff, and was talking animatedly with him. She wasn’t much to look at, but was doing a bandbox job of holding his interest. There was a story there, I was sure.

      The only adult student worth a second look was worth half a dozen more looks besides. Exquisite milk-and-some-coffee complexion, thick straight dark brown hair halfway down his back, piercing black-gray eyes, lean and well-defined features showing no signs of chipping, no signs of wear. He was Erol Forecastle, fourth son of Thomas Forecastle, so said his tags. Those names sounded vaguely familiar, as if I should have known them better. He had not yet picked out a seat at ...

      Karen interrupted, “What’s his name?”

      She hadn’t brought her data-tablet, so I told her.

      Her eyes were intense. “That’s my future husband. Back me up.”

      Not again.

      Karen maneuvered briskly to sit at the same table as Erol while I trailed along. It worked, though Erol caught us at it, smiling ... no, it worked, and he caught us at it, smiling. I did catch a glimpse of the worst-looking man among the adult students looking our way despondently. The sight of his demeanor added to my irritation; at that time, I was in no mood to salve whatever injured feelings he may have had.

      The food itself was a wonder. The meat was as good as stewed meat gets, while the clumps of processed algae and yeast held together better than processed paste ever does and yielded a flavor that reminded me of good vegetables.

      Forecastle-san explained it to us. “Pluto Prime, where the Academy resides, is a Tartar habitat. The Tartars, Mongols if you know them by that name, have worked out all manner of ways to create good food in artificial habitats without proper agriculture. Their carniculture produces meat almost as good as from the open range, and since it’s local, it loses no flavor to shipping nor to preserving. You’ll have to ask their artisans how they make algae and yeast do what they want—and taste how they want.”

      Karen’s eyes and mouth smiled broadly at Forecastle-san as she leaned forward and drank in his words.

      His eyes took this in readily enough, but then turned and pierced me. “So, how did Miriam Talona—I like that name—come to be a technomancer? You’re one of less then twenty million Harmonids among endless billions of humans but, even more improbably, not a treasure-hunter. How did you come by it?”

      I felt warm on my, um, face. “Surface-walk on the Harmonids’ new planet. Stumbled across something, and it took me.”

      Karen spoke up a little loudly, “Same story for me, on the surface of Luna. I ...”

      Erol looked at her sidelong, smiled crookedly, and chided, “Copycat.”

      Karen’s eyes and mouth drifted in bewilderment. In her place, I wouldn’t have known how to feel either.

      Erol continued to talk. I did not lack for his attention. “It’s been years since I became a courtier on behalf of my family. Our holding is quite a handful, enough to keep my father and older siblings busy, so I’m the only one who could really be spared to keep the Forecastle name known among the stars.

      “I do cultivate my looks and charm, if I may say so myself. Half the people I meet are women—and mixing gets easier when women look upon me favorably. One of them showed me a little too much favor, though, and now I’m a technomancer. I took out a massive loan to pay for it, quelling any possible scandal, then made the loan even more massive to pay for my education here. But, as you may know, a technomancer’s credit is sterling.”

      Karen belted out, “Yes, I do know!”

      Erol half-smiled. “Something for you young ladies to keep in mind. There is a twice-monthly student cotillion held at this school, on the second and fourth Saturday of each month, though the first such Saturday in a school term is skipped. It’s so we can practice mixing and socializing for when we’re dignitaries attending a grand ball.”

      Technically, a grand ball is a cotillion, though no one calls it that. I’d never been to one anyway and figured Karen hadn’t, either.

      “Oh, take me!” Karen blurted out.

      Erol’s expression was even. “No point. All students are invited and are each entitled to a plus-one and the full three attendants each, provided they can swing that.”

      This was no surprise to me. I knew how cotillions worked.

      Karen looked down and blushed unsmilingly and was silent.

      I glanced about the room. The Zorlu brothers were in a huddle, speaking too softly to be heard. Their eyes were on one another, no glances to spare for us. Mr. Ugly—my less-than-charitable name for that worst-looking man—was finishing his supper with a bowed head. Clark-senpai, meanwhile, was talking and laughing with some beauty on the school staff with hair as dark as mine, skin as pale as Karen’s, and animated eyes of the bluest of blue. Based on what I’ve sensed in the past from men’s minds, her figure left nothing to be desired.

      “Oh, that’s Nova Bright,” said Erol, confirming her name for me. “She’s chief among the dime-dancers at this school. I think she’s adopted Reginald there.”

      “Oh, she’s the one who crammed social graces into me during preliminary courses at this very Academy,” Karen said, bemused. I didn’t need those courses; I had Bamboo. “But what are dime-dancers?”

      Erol answered, “They attend cotillions as professional dance partners, so that no one goes completely neglected. They also do what they can to help the guests mix. Not that more than a few of them don’t find spouses that way.”

      This too was no surprise; I knew about dime-dancers. Certainly, no shame in what they did, and Erol was right about a fair number of them marrying up. Dejah, my godmother and wife of our King, married up that way.

      Lunch was over. I could see Clark-senpai and Bright-san get up. He bowed, took her hand and kissed it, all with a flourish. She ate up the attention—imperiously, if you can imagine how that might be. Did I catch a glimpse of a dark look from Karen toward them?

      Erol stood, inclined his head, and took his leave with an amused smile. “I look forward to enjoying time with you young ladies again.”

      We walked back to our anteroom slowly, Karen looking angrier and angrier. By the time we were there, she had taken on a scolding tone. “I thought you were going to back me up! Instead, you just about took him for yourself.”

      I was irritated again. “He gave you plenty of attention.”

      She drew in her mouth. “He gave you more. You shouldn’t have lapped it up like ...”

      “What? That man is a better socialite than either of us. If he wanted my attention, I couldn’t refuse it without being rude, not then and there! Maybe in ten years I’ll be good enough to do that, but not today. If you throw yourself at him and miss, that’s your problem.”

      She was through the doorway into her room and was gone. This time, it took until the end of breakfast for it to cool off. Good thing breakfast was delicious.
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        * * *

      

      I let the matter of Erol Forecastle lie. Maybe that was the right thing to do, because over the course of the next few weeks, Karen was wheedling me over him rather than taking it for granted that he was hers. The first week, I didn’t make any promises. The second week, she seemed down; she wasn’t good for that much conversation and wouldn’t talk about Erol Forecastle at all. After that, she made one more plea.

      I snapped, “Okay, you have until the first cotillion, and I let you have first crack at him then. Is that enough for you?”

      She nodded vigorously, smiling.

      Shortly after that, I got an e-message from Tearshot requesting that I make that handsome regimental commander William Firewalker my plus-one at the cotillion. Staff—any kind of staff—don’t normally dance at a cotillion, even if they attend, but with my invitation, he could do as he pleased. Further, by long-standing custom, whomever I named as my plus-one was my business, not my host’s.

      I granted Tearshot’s wish. At the cotillion, she would be my attendant rather than a guest, so she wouldn’t be allowed to dance. She could sit out dances with William-san, or at least stand with him while he sat, so I guess that was the plan.
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        * * *

      

      “Miriam,” Bamboo chided.

      “Not now,” I replied, “I’m just about able to summon a livable environment around me on Pluto’s unprotected surface in twenty seconds, and I want to get that down to five.”

      “Afternoons are for other subjects, dear.”

      Her eyes pressed me with the knowledge that she was right and that I knew she was right. I bowed my head. “Once again, my poor brain is at your disposal.”

      “Good, good. This next assignment is a bit of a project. Which came first, electrogenic capacitance or fourfold logic? Their respective origins are entangled with one another. Nonetheless, one is a clear precursor to the other. Which one, and why?”

      Which one I could guess; she probably reversed the order of succession. So, it was most likely fourfold logic that came first. Guessing correctly wouldn’t let me tell Bamboo-sensei why that was, though, so I was in for it anyway.

      I looked to Karen. This project would be easier with help, so ...

      Bamboo cut in, “Windsor-san is still too far behind, so she can’t help you with this.”

      Karen’s eyes were glued to her data-tablet, her head ducking down just a bit.

      I was on my own. “Wasn’t fourfold logic supposed to make research, composition, even thinking for that matter, easier?”

      “No,” Bamboo answered, “Just more reliable, less frustrating, more fruitful. Now do your researching and thinking and composing so that I can see and judge the fruits thereof.”

      I took up my own data-tablet and started doing the work. It was quite a bit of work.
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        * * *

      

      Fourfold logic was indeed the precursor to electrogenic capacitance, but that’s another story entirely.
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        * * *

      

      The student cotillion was held in the common hall. They had to configure it to be smaller, so that, with the current attendees, it would look roomy without looking cavernous. There were no special decorations, just a musical duo who would alternate between live music and remixed pre-recorded stuff, and sometimes would blend the two. Each dance customarily was six and a half minutes long, so existing songs had to be stretched, compressed, and spliced together.

      We all wore generic formal wear. None of us had a full-time couturier, so haute couture was out of the question, while the other options just didn’t suit those who would be wearing them. Even a generic formal outfit made handsome men look handsomer and ugly men look presentable, so it was no matter. Also—good news! —no one’s formal wear would be outshining Karen’s and mine.

      The first dance was about to start—and there was Mr. Ugly, coming toward Karen and me. I didn’t want to dance the first dance with him. I didn’t want the second or third dance with him either; that would have implied some interest in him that I utterly lacked. Turning him down flat would be a last resort, so, what were the other options?

      Erol Forecastle would have been my first choice, but I had agreed that Karen would have her chance at him first. Besides, he had already scooped up Nova Bright, that pale black-haired beauty. The first dance with a dime-dancer wasn’t supposed to mean anything, but I still didn’t like how intently she was eyeing him.

      The beautiful man I had seen with Natia Solomon was her first partner. According to his current surface-tags, he was Petyr Solomon, Natia’s husband. Her husband? Him? He was also one of the dime-dancers hereabouts, but his wife had made him her plus-one, so he was off-duty. No go there.

      William Firewater, in his well-fitting dress uniform, had grabbed a chair and was sitting close to Tearshot. Their eyes were locked. Well, that’s why Firewater was here, so I let that be.

      The school had one other male dime-dancer, Tane, who was on duty. He was Islander-brown, well-formed, solidly built, almost like a rock. Karen was right there, poised to dance with him; I’d been too slow.

      Reginald Clark was, for the moment, unclaimed. Other male students had nabbed the remaining three female dime-dancers, so he was free. I moved toward him briskly and looked at him expectantly.

      “Mademoiselle, may I have the first dance?” Clark-san bowed slightly toward me and extended his hand. Good.

      I clasped his hand, which was soft and warm. He had not yet acquired a full, manly firmness of grip, but give him time. I stepped into a dance-hold with him. He was scented clean, no embellishments. The music started. My head was inside his personal force-screen, so it was only a thought-screen to people other than me. Instead, he applied a socialite’s discipline to his mind and focused on how he was leading me in dance. I followed his lead as we traveled around the floor.

      “Are you a master dancer?” Clark-san asked. “You follow perfectly. Or is it your telepathy?”

      I replied, in Hindi, “Telepath and Journeyman Dancer.”

      He said, also in Hindi, “I’ve heard that telepaths get sought out on the dance floor. I thought I knew why, but I didn’t until now.”

      I smiled in acceptance of his praise. “I do all right, but Nova Bright, say, can surely do moves I can’t.”

      We danced on. After it ended, Clark-san swung me out, bowed, and kissed my hand in a courtly fashion.

      Karen shot me a look just before she pounced on Erol. Breaking with her previous partner that briskly would normally have been rude, but Tane was a dime-dancer and went along with it smoothly. I noticed Clark-san glance back at Karen—disapprovingly?

      Mr. Ugly was still lonely, still oriented on me, so I looked around. The Zorlu brothers had dates. Their dates were pretty enough and looked happy to be where they were. Petyr the Beautiful, meanwhile, was still dancing with Natia. I oriented on Firewater-san; surely Tearshot could spare him for one dance.

      Their eyes were no longer locked, he saw me coming, and he extended a hand. He sent, A dance, I take it?

      What? I sent back as I steadied down and took his hand. When did you become telepathic? And why?

      His leading was flawless, as expected of someone whose sendings matched his physical cues. A couple years ago, I came into some money, so I purchased a telepathic module—quite expensive and not always easy to get, even the weakest ones—and experimented with its uses in command and control. Minds don’t jam so easily as radio waves, after all, and the lightest hyperwave ansible is only semi-portable.

      I sent, If you stay interested in my bodyguard, know that men who are racial telepaths don’t like outsiders taking their women. Telepathic outsiders are an exception, though, so the sooner you let on the better.

      I’ll keep that in mind.

      Just as the dance was ending, I sent, Before you go back to monopolizing my bodyguard, drop me off near Erol Forecastle, if you please.

      He smiled wryly. Certainly.

      As we made our approach, Karen saw Firewater-san with me and frowned. She frowned worse when Erol tore himself gently away from her. She obviously wanted him to linger, but he took me up instead. I hadn’t asked for that; I’d even checked myself from giving him a meaningful look. But if that’s how it was, Karen’s first crack at him was done.

      There was quite the manly firmness in both his hands, the one clasping mine and the one on my back. There was some embellishment in his clean scent, the slightest touch of musk and something else I couldn’t discern.

      “Ah,” he sighed with a crooked smile as we danced, “this is like a dream.”

      My face felt warm. “It’s just my telepathy.”

      “That, too.”

      My face felt warmer, so I followed him silently.

      After a bit, he spoke again. “When I took on all that debt, I caused some consternation among my family. Previously, I was a useful courtier. Now, I’m a precious technomancer. The only question is whose technomancer I’m to be.”

      “My King is paying for me. I don’t mind it. I want to do all I can for him and for our people.”

      His face sagged slightly. “Don’t forget to have a life of your own.”

      From there, I was dancing the whole night. I didn’t sit out one dance. A telepath is more popular at a cotillion than even I realized. Maybe, as Erol-san had said, to my delight, “especially if she’s a beautiful young girl.”

      Even though Petyr Solomon was off duty, he had a dance or two to spare for me. Up close, his features were hard without being rugged, even if they looked smooth from a distance; such was the character of his blond good looks. No embellishment to his scent.

      I didn’t quite ask him, “Why Natia?”

      He answered anyway. “She admired my looks without complication right from the start. I could enjoy that without worrying what I might be getting myself into. That led to enjoying her company as a general thing, which was easy and pleasant. After awhile, I started to feel protective of her—and that was that. She was a successful treasure-hunter, but lodging and tuition depleted her finances, and she was unable to cover my remaining buyback.”

      “Buyback?”

      “Yes, I’m an alpha-type gen-human, engineered to be socially gifted, hence my charms. The geneticists who made me don’t work for free; they expect to recoup their costs with enough profit to pay for their own time and expertise. My beloved is a second-year, and I have two years to go, so it works out. All the dime-dancers here are alpha-types.”

      I almost missed a beat. “Why would that be?”

      “It’s amazing how often a dime-dancer can snag a spouse, usually a wife snagging a husband, from the upper classes. It’s our job to be alluring and socially gracious, after all. The Academy’s view is, if a dime-dancer bags a pupil here, that pupil should get top quality.” He looked and sounded smug.

      The Zorlu brothers danced with me one by one as their dates pouted and sulked. Afterward, those girls would have to be chided and soothed. Maybe that was the plan.

      Mr. Ugly got his dance with me. That was no problem, as it was well after the first three—or should have been no problem. He was a little too eager, trying to press me into him—just a little, but even a little was too much. I fell back on my training and turned aside from him in a chilly fashion. He got the message—and got no more dances from me that night.

      Just when I was away from him, Bamboo chided from within my brain, See how well your learning served you? I didn’t even have to intervene.

      Erol-san and I had as many dances as we could squeeze in, at least without raising too many eyebrows. He didn’t ignore Karen, but she was displeased to see that I was his favorite. She became more and more displeased as the night went on.

      As the last dance ended, she shot me a withering glare, then turned around and left. Another silent night it was to be. I had hoped she’d be over this by now, or at least have learned to control herself better. Too much to expect, I suppose. If only I’d known.
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        * * *

      

      I was half-awake as I went through my morning routine. I cleansed body and hair, then fine-cleaned teeth and nails. I put on a plain smock, when I should have put on good clothes for church. I tried to shake myself fully awake, to no avail. As I went from place to place, my surroundings had a peculiar shimmering to them.

      I walked into the anteroom, right past Tearshot and Thickbloom, who didn’t acknowledge me. From there, it was out to the girls’ common room, through the Juvenile lecture hall into the common hall, then out of the Academy proper. The scholastic regiment’s quarters and duty stations surrounded the Academy. Well, their job was to protect it, after all.

      There were two checkpoints out to the airlock, whose guards didn’t seem to notice me. I did not try for their attention either time. I went to where I kept my HEV suit, unlocked it, put it on, and cycled out alone onto the surface of Pluto. I had a vague feeling that I should have had company, maybe an escort, that I should turn back and ...

      A heavy half-sleep pressed on me, pushing me away from the Academy grounds, farther out onto Pluto’s unprotected surface. I kept walking out, farther than I had the first time I walked on the surface. I climbed an icy crag, then slid down the other side, aiming for a what looked like a shallow sinkhole. Its slides were slippery enough that my hands and feet alone couldn’t get me out.

      I was about to deploy some of my HEV suit’s rigging to pull me out when I came fully awake. My HEV suit started to fade from view. The shimmering around me died out. Suddenly, I recognized what had happened. I had been taught by then how it looked when a glamour dropped away.

      That’s where I was: on the surface of Pluto with no HEV suit, about to die.

      I began to panic. With any possible assistance too far away to help, I was about to flash-freeze to death faster than I could suffocate! Calling on a spirit of the landscape and begging it to shelter me—with recompense to come later—would take seconds I didn’t have. I gathered my mind to send a cry for help to my attendants, though even Tearshot would arrive too late to save me. Then a swirling something appeared around me, as if to gather me up. I blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up in a cot, quite comfortable but smaller than my bed at the Academy. I sat bolt-upright and looked around at a room similarly smaller than my own. It was quiet and didn’t smell like anything. No shimmering, but still, was this another glamour? Whose?

      My child, you are safe, I have saved you—and there is no glamour about you now.

      I looked around more frantically. Who sent that? Where am I?

      You’re aboard a space station about half a light-year from Sol, from Pluto.

      I quickly checked what I had on me. No ocular display, no comms, no force-screen, no multitool, no nothing. My smock was smart fabric, but that was only good for keeping me covered.

      The voice in my mind sent, Yes, no comms on you. So, I could either send to you or use a loudspeaker. Now, stay seated. My name is Miriam. I was once known as Hell-Port.

      My jaw dropped. Miriam? The Miriam? The Miriam after whom I was named?

      The same. She—as much of a ‘she’ as a sapient space station can be—fell silent, I guess to give me a chance to take it all in.

      I had grown up on the stories of how Dad and King Rook and the Hundred-and-Eight, along with the Scar-Swords, overthrew the pirates of Hell-Port and liberated Miriam the sapient space station. She had been possessed by demons that had embedded a Hell-gate within her and were making use of her power to transport people and spacecraft across light-years of distance in an instant, but our forces fought the pirates, exorcised the demons, and dispelled the Hell-gate. That was one thing. To be with her in person, conversing with her right there and then, was another thing entirely. Slowly I pulled up my jaw. Slowly.

      Miriam resumed her sending. As to what just happened to you: a glamour enveloped you, addled your mind and others, and dumped you unprotected on Pluto’s surface to freeze to death. It was demons, empowered by technomancy, that made it happen.

      I knew much of that and could guess the rest, but it felt oddly comforting for it to be recited back to me.

      She went on. The perpetrator is not unknown to you. She paused as I wondered who it could be, then resumed. It was Karen Windsor.

      No, she wouldn’t do that! She wouldn’t go that far. She can be annoying and sometimes she behaves badly, but she knows it and tries to do better. She couldn’t ...

      She could, but do you think she would have done it on her own? Demons tempt; it’s what they do. And sometimes they get hold of alien technology and use it for evil purposes.

      I couldn’t deny it. That had been Miriam’s fate, until she was liberated from it.

      Miriam went on. It was demons, not happenstance, that made a technomancer of her on Luna. They were the ones that put the technology in her path. Naturally, the forces of Hell want to avenge my own liberation from them. and they want their vengeance against King Rook and the Harmonids. Karen has not entered into any diabolic pacts—simply empowering demons with technomancy does not go that far—and it would be good if she never did.

      I settled down. Maybe it was too much of a coincidence for a second fifteen-year-old girl to encounter a technomancy-inducing artifact while walking on a hostile planetary surface almost in the same month as the first.

      Miriam’s sendings became forceful. Now, do you believe that Karen Windsor deserves to die and go to Hell?

      No! I mean, yes, but we all deserve that. She shouldn’t have to go ...

      Then, save her. I’ll put you back where I found you.

      No. I’m not ready to face demons directly. They’re too much for me! Couldn’t you just scoop her up and straighten her out yourself?

      Miriam was stern. I have helped you. Others also will help you. But, as the aggrieved party, you must take the lead. Now, back to Pluto with you.

      No, I’ll freeze!

      Help awaits, thou of little faith. Remember, thou art a soldier in the Army of Christ. Do thy duty!

      A swirling something surrounded me—and I was no longer aboard Miriam.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, I was on the frozen surface of Pluto in just a smock. However, I wasn’t freezing to death. The reason for that was standing there, in his HEV suit, holding out to me my own HEV suit in a bundle. He had a glamour about both of us that turned Pluto’s surface survivable, habitable, without any protective wear.

      “Thank you, Reginald,” I said briskly as I snatched it up, unbundled it, and put it on hastily.

      He stepped in and double-checked its fastenings and settings. Then he said, “Looks safe but I’m keeping the glamour up. With it, we can even hear each other talk without bothering with comms. Let’s get back to the Academy.”

      I tried to steady my breathing. “How did you know ...?”

      His brow furrowed. “I didn’t like what Karen was doing, how she was treating you. It took me more than two weeks of pondering—she wasn’t treating me well, either—before I realized that I shouldn’t like it. Erol Forecastle let slip to me some opinions of his about Karen, which helped me with my pondering. That put me on my guard. So, when she made her move, I sensed something was wrong and followed you out. Not in time to save you, but in time to catch you when you reappeared.”

      “How did you unlock my suit?”

      Reginald cocked his head slightly. A HEV suit’s helmet is not fixed in place on the shoulders any more than a space-knight’s helmet is, so I could see him doing that. “The spirit of the lock let me have the suit after I promised to do my best to save you.”

      I let out a breath. “Thanks again.”

      We had just started back. Now, I knew a supercarrier-dreadnought when I saw one, so I knew what was hovering above the Academy as we returned to it. Its transponder identified itself to my comms as the flagship of Temujin, Lord Holder of Pluto Prime himself. You know, where the Academy resides. My stomach sank. To think that this matter had his attention ...

      Reginald spoke up, “Oh, I notified the faculty about Karen and you, what I knew at the time. So, they were able to piece it together this quickly.”

      “My father is force commander of Harmonia, and I know something about mobilizing even a regiment. If you had contacted His Lordship directly, he would still have to rush to get that ship where it is now. I don’t like this at all.”

      Just then, I became aware that Tearshot was there as well, in full armor, which served her even better than a HEV suit served me. She sent, I’ve been holding back, letting you two talk. I came as soon as I was told! I’ve failed you ...

      No, I sent back, any glamour that’s strong enough would be too much for you. You haven’t failed me at all; here you are.

      I could feel her mind start to believe me. Good enough for now.

      As we approached the Academy, Reginald said, “We’ll go in through the Juvenile-side faculty quarters, not through the common hall. I have authorization, at least today. They should all be set up in the main hall now or soon, and I think you’ll want to change and kit up first.”

      He was right. I certainly didn’t, and wouldn’t, choose to go out in public in just this smock, and I felt almost naked without comms and ocular display and multitool and force-screen.

      We went through a side airlock, then got waved through by grim-eyed soldiers at three checkpoints, then went through faculty quarters into the Juvenile lecture hall. As I walked in, I was grabbed desperately by Bamboo, Thickbloom—and Tearshot, who had undeployed all her armor, making it disappear entirely, an instant before. We stood there in one another’s arms for thirty seconds.

      After that, I ducked into the Girls’ Side then on to my room, threw on some practical dress, freshened my face, kitted up, and was out again. Reginald had done his own changing and kitting, so, with he and my attendants accompanying me, the five of us entered the common hall, Tearshot once again in full armor.

      All five of the faculty were there. Pascal-sensei’s face was a frowning mask. William Firewalker was there, with nine of his space-knights, looking glum. The students were in the room, most of them looking uncertain. Reginald carried his face like a stone. Erol Forecastle, impassive, nodded my way slightly. Father Grief Durham was unreadable.

      At the center of attention stood Lord Holder Temujin, accompanied by about twenty of Pluto Prime’s space-knights. There he was, in his armor minus his helmet, looking as imperious as Genghis Khan. Karen Windsor was on her knees facing away from him with tear-streaked face and stricken look, her hair gathered up in his hand and her throat against the edge of his silver-sword. I wanted to cry.

      Temujin’s eyes were on me, then on Ricardo Pascal. He called out in Latin, that most imperious of court languages, “Head Instructor, is there any doubt that Karen Windsor here, pupil of the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy, did call upon demons in an attempt to murder her fellow pupil Miriam Talona, who has just arrived?”

      “None, Your Lordship. We have conjured and confirmed this—and Father Grief Durham has touched her mind.”

      Father Grief gave a nod.

      “And is there any practical reason to spare her life at this time?”

      “No, we have bound her powers,” said Head Instructor Pascal with the look of someone about to shoot his own dog. “If you attempt to slay her here and now, you will succeed.”

      Lord Temujin declared to the hall, “Prudence says I may separate this girl’s head from her shoulders—and Justice says I must.”

      He turned to me and his eyes drilled into mine. “Now, Miriam Talona, what does Mercy say?”
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        * * *

      

      I could have said, “Mercy stands mute.”

      Saying that would have been easy. If I had, though, it would have been over for Karen, right then and there. I did not say that.

      Instead, I was rummaging about in her thoughts and memories, I and four other strong minds. Bamboo, Thickbloom, and Tearshot were helping me, and Father Grief was looking after us. Five of us were enough to get anything we needed from her brain without hurting her—and Father Grief’s oversight was enough to ensure that we did not abuse that power.

      I wanted Grief to take the lead. This is a job for a New Man of Tellus. I’m not good enough to play the guardian angel, but you are.

      No, my child, these peculiar circumstances make you the aggrieved party and therefore the fit bearer of God’s mercy, if this girl will have it. My goodness will assist you, but your goodness must carry the day.

      Karen was physically restrained—never mind how—and we were in. She cursed and screamed but to no avail. We were able to stretch out her mind without even straining it and read the whole sordid tale.

      She was walking around on the safer parts of Luna’s surface, gloomy over her family’s misfortune, when she encountered the module that was to grant her technomancy. It pounced on her the same way mine pounced on me. Immediately after, a small, not quite benevolent urging came onto her; she gave that urge leave to speak. It asked to be bound to a name. She called it Firebrand—and that particular demon had been whispering in her ear ever since.

      During her preliminary lessons in being a socialite, Firebrand talked up the injustice done to her father several times. It was Harmonids who had abandoned him to go to their—our—new home-world. Her father had a venture in the works that relied on having hundreds of relatively cheap telepaths on call, but without these telepaths, the venture fell through.

      Were they contractually bound to stay and work? It turned out Karen had overheard her father say that he hadn’t secured their contracts, that doing so would put him even more into debt. The Harmonids in question had said they intended to stay and work but were not bound to do so.

      Karen squirmed under the grievance. They let my father down! They should have stayed.

      Bamboo chimed in with, Without a guarantee? They were supposed to act as if their obligations had been bought when they hadn’t been?

      Dad was ruined!

      Bamboo kept on. Our people’s exodus had to be a surprise. Harmonia was one of the best, richest worlds we could have found. If our king’s inner circle hadn’t kept it secret as long as possible, even from the rest of us, someone else would have moved in on it. As it was, we had to relocate there before we could terraform it. Habitats can be thrown up quickly but terraforming takes years.

      He’s still ruined.

      I tried to keep my mind as gentle as I could. You’ll be taking care of your family, so they’re not ruined any more.

      Karen had nothing more to say.

      When Karen and I met in school, she disliked Harmonids but liked me, at least a lot more than she liked being lonely. Firebrand was already whispering that she should hurt Harmonids and not help us, hinting that her technomancy was a debt that should be repaid but wasn’t yet getting specific as to how.

      Firebrand and its fellows were masquerading as helpful spirits instead of the demons they were. When we were warned about that, Karen suspected this but didn’t want to believe. Right after our first meeting with Erol Forecastle, when she was angry with me over him, Firebrand started pointing me out as a probable target of their mutual grudge.

      Its blandishments got more intense over the next week and a half until it finally demanded my death as payment for Karen’s technomancy, revealing itself and its helpers to have been demons all along.

      Karen hadn’t been willing to go that far. In fact, she recoiled from Firebrand and started ignoring him. Firebrand fell silent for the time being.

      As the cotillion ended and Karen was angry with me again, Firebrand spoke up and fanned both her grudges, against me and against all the Harmonids, demanding my death. It also called its supposed bill for Karen’s technomancy due, taking credit for averting her family’s ruin. Obligation and wrath pointed in the same direction—and she succumbed to temptation.

      I felt pity for Karen and loathing for the spiteful thing that had brought her to her current state.

      A sudden wave of that very spite lashed out in the form of a stream of words. Karen Windsor, you are already in pact with us. You are lost without our help. Commit your soul to us and break out of this!

      You lie, foul thing. It was Father Grief’s turn to intervene. Diabolism is coercing demons into service or else pledging one’s soul to them in recompense. Karen Windsor has not yet pledged her soul to anything Infernal, and technomancy grants no powers of coercion whatsoever.

      Karen hesitated, then resigned herself. No more, Firebrand. It would only make things worse.

      Firebrand said nothing, but I could feel its malice build—with Karen as its object. Was there anything a telepath, or even five telepaths, could do to stop this? Could a technomancer stop a demon from hurting the one who bound it to its name? I didn’t know any way that I could even slow Firebrand down.

      Something else stopped Firebrand cold. A messenger appeared. Its message was a Divine sword that held Firebrand at bay.

      I sent to Karen, There! Do you see what’s protecting you from Firebrand now? Do you see it?

      She was despondent. No, nothing.

      Either way, Firebrand can’t hurt you now. This is your chance. Unbind its name, dismiss it. “Get thee behind me.” You know the drill. Come on!

      What does it matter? I tried to kill you. You survived, but I’m still a murderer in my heart.

      You don’t have to be. What would Our Lord Jesus Christ say? “Go and sin no more.” So, stop sinning.

      You shouldn’t forgive me just like that.

      Not forgive you? If I refuse to forgive you, Christ might refuse to forgive me. Don’t put me in that position.

      I could feel a glimmer of hope from her, so I pressed on. First thing you do. Unbind that Firebrand thing, take away its name so it’s no longer Firebrand. Come on.

      You must hate me, and ...

      Come on!

      If you want me to ... and Firebrand was no more. Which demon was it that had been Firebrand until then? It no longer mattered.

      Yes! I felt like dancing for joy.

      The messenger spoke without speaking. Your godfather and you now have something in common.

      What? I sent, still exuberant.

      My gratitude for saving a soul in my care. There is more work to be done here, but the worst is over. The messenger was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I reoriented on my physical surroundings. I could have whooped and cheered then and there, but I had one last duty to perform. Lord Temujin stood right there over Karen’s restrained form, with silver-sword poised to take her life.

      Just then, I was more eloquent than I’d ever been. “Mercy says, ‘Begone, demons,’ with the voice of Karen Windsor.”

      Temujin glanced at Father Grief, stared at Karen, looked at me—and put away his sword.
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        * * *

      

      I was in Head Instructor Ricardo Pascal’s office. My head was within his thought-screen; I was not quite touching him. He allowed me to read from his mind his own desperate relief that he did not have to oversee the execution of Karen Windsor. I returned the sentiment, glad that neither one of us had to do the extra work of putting those feelings into words.

      Head Instructor Pascal stepped away and pulled his dignity back around him.

      His thought-screen was between our brains once again, so I asked out loud, “Where’s Karen?”

      “Given the circumstances,” he sighed, “I have had her sequestered. Even ordinary scholastic and social interactions would leave others vulnerable to her, and as things are, she can’t be trusted that way.”

      “May I visit her?”

      “Once the instructor supervising her allows this. I expect less than a week until then.”

      “Wait, how long will you be holding her?”

      “Probably several months.” He sighed again.

      I bit my lip. “This could cost her a year. Won’t that be expensive?”

      “No, she will have the extra year for free. We of the Academy also have our duties to perform in the Army of Christ. Besides, the demons had a module for the granting of technomancy—and lost it. When Windsor-san turned away from them at the last, she helped us win that victory.”

      “So, why can’t you put spirits on patrol for demonic influences,” my voice was rising, “and prevent this sort of thing?”

      “We do that, quietly, but we can’t catch everything that way, not even close. Demons hide, and demons lie. If they were bad at it, they wouldn’t be a problem. When we know specifics of a case, though, it’s much easier to ask the right spirits the right questions and be sure of the answers.”

      Just then I received a message from my telecom. I glanced at it, then put my hand up, opened it, and read it. The message was from Lord Holder Temujin’s chief justiciar. I had been made a special deputy of Pluto Prime’s police force for a single purpose. Karen Windsor was under sentence of death for consorting with demons and for attempted murder. That sentence was suspended, but I had authority to end the suspension at my discretion. I also had the authority to carry out the sentence with the assistance of any or all of my attendants. Additionally, I had received a guarantee that, if I made a recommendation for clemency on Karen Windsor’s behalf, that His Lordship would hear it personally, though the final decision would be his.

      I reached for a chair and sat down hard.

      After about ten seconds, Pascal-sensei said impassively, “I’ve received the same communique as you. Insofar as you are carrying out your duties as special deputy, you may have unrestricted access to Karen Windsor at any time.”

      A chill went down my back.

      His face relaxed. “Don’t get too worried; we all mean for Karen Windsor to live. Get used to increasing power and privilege, though. You will only become a more important person as time goes on. That goes for every pupil here, but especially for you, I’m sure.”
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t yet seen Karen when her letter of contrition arrived.

      Miriam Talona,

      I am deeply sorry for what I tried to do to you. That was evil and wretched of me. There is no excuse for my actions. I won’t say there is no forgiveness, though at present I have to take your word for that. The penance, if not the punishment, for my deeds is mine to bear. If you should change your mind and decide I should be executed, that is no more than I deserve. Whatever redemption there is for me, I shall endeavor to work toward it.

      My soul in your hands,

      Karen Windsor

      That was wonderful news. If Karen could write this in earnest, her soul was on the strait and narrow, where it belonged.

      Alone in my room, I danced for joy.
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        * * *

      

      C. E. Perez has, as of this writing, five 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.
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      Cielle's world is peaceful, calm, and happy. There is plentiful water and food, and the weather is gentle and soothing. Cielle is very pleased with every aspect of her world.

      So she keeps her world safely ensconced in the classroom where she created it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        World, World

      

      

      Cielle awoke with the distinct feeling that her world was being invaded.

      Shivering underneath the thick woolen blanket, she looked around the room. Her classmates, the other apprentices, were all fast asleep, but that meant nothing. The boys slept in a separate place; it might have been one of them. And yet, why would any of them be awake at this hour?

      She frowned. Nobody would be up at this hour—but within her mind, the sense of invasion, of violation, continued, like a slow stain spreading on cloth.

      Silently, soundlessly, she stood up and slipped on a robe. Pulling it about her to ward off the chill of the late night, she left the room and the sleeping apprentices.

      In spite of the warmth of her robe, she shivered again. Her resistance to extreme temperatures had never been great, and the quiet sensation of invasion in her mind further disturbed her. The full moon shone through the tall windows of the halls, creating alternating stripes of light and shadow. With increasing urgency, she made her way down to the room that housed their worlds.

      Here, they practiced the craft they would learn. Here, Arthan drilled them in principle and theory, practice and power, until they felt bruised by the sheer amount of knowledge. Arthan took apprentices only every five years. And now, after three years, their worlds were taking shape.

      She did not bother with lights, though the room was dark. She could have made her way through the room blindfolded. The long days spent here could not be easily forgotten. And her world was always in her mind, clear and sharp; so much so that sometimes it awakened her at night.

      And now there was violation. Something within her world was foreign, alien, something she had not put there and did not want, nor did she intend. She could feel the tiniest amount of sickness corrupting the heart of what she had created.

      One of the other students could have done it, a jealous attempt to sabotage her work. That building a world had come so naturally to her had been a great delight to Arthan; he had pointed it out to the others on many an occasion over the past three years. Perhaps one of her classmates was seeking to pull down her eminence.

      She stood in front of her world and looked down.

      The vile sensation continued within her mind, but physically, her world was unchanged. Pleasant rain, mountains, valleys, forests—all were as they should be. People thronged the surface in cities, in towns, in villages. All was at peace. Crops prospered. Children played.

      And yet, something had changed. There was something new, and though she could feel its presence, she could neither see it clearly nor could she define it.

      Reconsidering, she went back and began lighting torches so that she could see her world with her physical eyes. She winced against the sudden brightness as she placed fire in a torch, then set the torch in its socket.

      Turning back, she saw Arthan.

      Neither old nor young, her teacher stood among the growing worlds with his head down. Though clean-shaven, he had enough long, black hair to cover his face when his head was bowed. In his hands, he held the Staff of Ilsandor.

      The Staff. Brave men of her home spoke of that staff in hushed tones, fearing to name it too loudly. The Staff of Ilsandor accepted few masters, and it made its displeasure known to those who dared to touch it without merit. Tales were still told of Syrion’s disintegration upon attempting the Staff. Arthan commanded authority simply by virtue of touching the wood, to say nothing of the forces he had unleashed with it in conflict with Althorin the Grey. Mountains had perished in that battle.

      But none of that explained what he was doing awake at this hour in the room where creation was brought to pass.

      Even as she opened her mouth to speak, he raised his head, met her gaze.

      His eyes had the weight of worlds behind them. She had not, even after three years, been able to accustom herself to the sheer intensity of his expression. Though his hair failed to catch or reflect any light, his eyes made up for it with the fire that raged behind them.

      “Cielle,” he said. He folded his arms as if it were the only way he could contain his power. “What brings you here at this time of night? This is a time for apprentices to sleep.”

      “My world has been invaded,” she said. “I felt it and came to look, but I do not know what is wrong. I think one of the other students might be trying to destroy my world; and I cannot—”

      “I do not think one of the students could have managed to invade your world. Can you tell me the nature of the invasion?”

      She shook her head. “There’s something . . . foreign in my world. But I cannot tell what, or where.”

      Arthan shook his head disapprovingly. “You ought to be able to. You know your world well enough. You know to make worlds. If there is something there that you did not put there, then finding it ought to be a simple task.”

      “I thought so, myself,” she replied. “But such is not the case.”

      “Then perhaps you should return to your bed. If you lack the skill to understand that which invades your world, then you also lack the skill to ameliorate the condition.”

      Because of the invasion in her mind, she did not return to her bed. Instead, she turned to her world once again. Time moved more swiftly in the world she had made than in the world in which she lived. If she did not find the problem soon, it would be irreparable.

      She went through the mountains, through the cities and forests, past waterways and glaciers and could find nothing until she came down to a small village where a group of children were playing a game of balls and nets.

      And there, one of the children was excelling. In every move, every act, he was fueled by a drive to win.

      And an absolute assurance of his own excellence and ability.

      She withdrew from her world as though slapped. “Where did he get that?” she asked, shuddering.

      “What does he have?”

      She shuddered. “That child—he thinks that he is better. He is certain that he is better. In his own mind, his competence is assured. Others are . . . lesser.

      “I did not put that in my world.”

      Arthan nodded. “Cielle, in the three years you have been here, you have shown astonishing facility at creating worlds. I have never taught anybody half so gifted.” He began walking purposefully across the room, the Staff striking the floor at steady intervals. “Have you studied the works of the other students?”

      She shook her head, following him almost involuntarily.

      Arthan smiled slightly. “I should not be surprised. None of them match your skill. Look.”

      She looked. In her mind, the stain was growing.

      He stopped before one world and gestured. “Arlan’s. The earth is broken in his world. The ground shakes and cracks regularly. Magma flies through the sky every month. There are no permanent landmarks, no stable places.” He gestured with the staff, and she found a portion of the world expanded to her view.

      In a land of fire and death, a young man with eyes too heat-stricken for tears led the battered remnants of a people away from the eruption of a new volcano.

      “He seeks to save his village. As things are, in ten years’ time he will find a way for a village to survive. The people will spread, and he will be a great hero, the first king and emperor. In time, they will revere him as a god.”

      He moved on.

      “Elsian’s world. She made the dragons much more powerful than the men and women of the world. Humans are kept like cattle, waiting to be slaughtered for the appetite of the world’s masters.” He gestured with the Staff, and another portion of the world expanded. “But here, a woman who yearns for freedom is hatching a daring plan to kill the dragon who will feed on her. It requires only self-sacrifice—she must be eaten to poison him.”

      He walked on, and she followed.

      “Hith’s. He created two men and two women to people his world.

      “After six months, one of the men killed the other and took both women. But the one, before he was killed, had fathered a child born three months after his death. And his mother raised him to nurse a secret hatred, and he, when he became a man, killed his stepfather. Now there are two races, two families, two tribes, and there is intrigue and betrayal and murder and war. But there is heroism, and efforts at peace. There is forbidden love.” He turned to look at her.

      “What has happened in your world?”

      “There is food enough for everybody. They live together in peace under a gentle climate. They are content.”

      He nodded. “And therefore I have changed it.”

      “You what?” She had not meant to shout, but astonishment had taken her. “Why . . . why . . .?”

      He cut her incoherence off with a gesture. “You are surprised. You should not be.” His voice was tight. “I have watched your world as you have. It is ideal in all respects. All are content.” He laced the word with such abhorrence as she had never heard from a being of feeling. “And what do they do? They do nothing. They do nothing beyond live out their lives, building or singing or working art, and even then they do no damage to the world because the world is not threatening them; the animals leave them alone, and so they have never learned to kill, living on the bounty of the land and learning what plants are good to eat. There are no thorns or thistles to make them tear things out of the ground; the trees bear their fruit in good season, and the water is clear and sweet to their mouths.”

      She nodded.

      “But don’t you see, there is no spring of renewal because there is no death! They do not rejoice in the rebirth because they have not seen the world die. When they leave the world, they go peacefully, suffering no decline of age. There is no illness, there is no sickness, there are none who harm or corrupt because the knowledge of corruption is absent from the very rocks and soil!” He struck the floor with the Staff, and the worlds shuddered.

      Gripping the Staff tightly, he continued. “But there is no courage. None is needed. There are no heroes born. There are no tales there to move our hearts and bring us to tears. They know no joy because they do not know the sorrow that is its price. If Althorin the Grey had not been born in our world, I should never have fought him—would never have pressed myself to the limit to become more than I am. In your world, they are content. They do not change. And so I placed something in your world, something small and simple, and yet sufficient.

      “Into your world came the idea that one man could be better than another—that somehow he is more fitting, more worthy, more capable than others. And it will be sufficient. It will begin with him, but sooner or later, in his competence, he will begin to exercise his will on others, begin to order things in a way that has not come naturally. He will never be content—and in so doing will cause others to respond to him. Because should he turn tyrant, one will arise to stop him. And a tale of a hero and enemy will be born, and all those who hear it will be moved by it to thoughts of great deeds, to the building of that which can withstand the test of time. There will be bitterness to revolt us and greatness to rend our hearts, redemptions and violations of such as we can only dream!” He leaned forward on the Staff of Ilsandor. “Don’t you see, the strength of a world is its flaws, not its perfections!”

      His gaze should have terrified her, but cold anger gave her strength to withstand him. She looked at him steadily and said, “You had no right.” Her own intensity took her by surprise, but she did not cease to speak as the words rose from deep within her. “That world was mine. I created it under your tutelage, but I created all the same. Into it I poured my thoughts and love. Did you think I was unaware that there would be none of that which you call ‘greatness’ and ‘depth of feeling?’ I did not want that in my world! I need merely to step outside to experience that. Here I wanted to create something new, of peace, of contentment. And it was mine to do with as I please, not yours! The strength of your heroes and the depths of your feelings are no stronger than peace merely because the sentiments are more extreme. Peace flowed through that world. Peace. There was no such joy as to bring tears because tears were unknown!”

      She whirled to face her world, and tears streamed down her face as she saw the formation of kings and powers along the paths which formerly had continued in tranquility. Her anger was no longer cold; grief had warmed it.

      “And you can—”

      His tone was too even; she could not believe that he was unmoved. “I know,” she interrupted with a savagery she had not known she possessed. “I can do nothing, because if I take the life of him whom you corrupted, it shall introduce a kind of death in the world that is also unknown.” She raised her hand toward her world, but was unable to touch it in any way that mattered. It had been hers. It was no longer.

      His voice rose behind her. “It is for the best.”

      “What best? What is there here for me?”

      “You will now have to care for a flawed world,” Arthan said. “Most students learn to do so simply by failing to create a better one when first they begin. In the rest of your time here, you will be forced to discover ways to mitigate the damage. You will be always looking for an answer that will never come. You will know striving and failure, as you have not these past three years. You will grow.”

      “But I will not grow to be what I wish,” she whispered. “And you, Arthan? What will you grow to be, if you become a tormentor of worlds? What happens the next time a student exceeds your expectations? What anguish will you devise for them in the name of growth? What will you be? Or is this what you always were, lacking only the occasion to show it?” She shook her head. “Growth is an excuse, Arthan. You don’t know what I’ll become. You don’t know how I’ll grow. But I think I see what you are, and I want none of it.” She paused. “Or is that the point, Arthan? Am I too unlike you? Do I desire different things? Shall I strive to be more in your mold? You took a world that was not yours and destroyed it. Now that world is no longer mine. Shall I follow your example?”

      “This world is yours to care for,” Arthan said.

      “It was,” she replied. “You have turned it into a chain, to keep me mired. Should I not break my chains? Is that not greatness of spirit, of feeling?”

      “I forbid,” Arthan pronounced.

      The words fell between them into silence as they stared at one another. She faced him without flinching. She could see him watching, waiting. No, more than that. Daring.

      She raised her hand. He raised the Staff.

      Without thinking, she reached out and closed her hand on it.

      At once, her senses expanded. World upon world attached itself to her. She knew what was happening in each, down to the smallest detail.

      She hadn’t known that was possible. It shouldn’t have been. But with her hand on the Staff, she felt like she could do it. She felt like she could do anything. The Staff made it possible.

      Shouldn’t it be destroying her? She didn’t feel like she was being destroyed.

      But as she looked at her hand, she saw it begin to fray away. Small pieces she shouldn’t have been able to see drifted into the air and vanished. Her whole body seemed hazy and insubstantial. She tried to stop the disintegration, but she couldn’t tell what she needed to do. She felt nothing. She was just falling apart, piece by piece. She began to see the Staff through her hand. Then her vision began darkening.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, though her voice was little more than a rustle. “Shouldn’t there be pain?”

      She felt more than saw surprise as Arthan said, “There was. Such pain as I could not believe.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Staff is aware, Cielle, and does not submit to people. It fights them. What happens to you happened to me, but my will was the stronger. I knew how to fight. But you . . . you don’t have it within you. You were too busy being nice to learn how to struggle. Let me show you.”

      And through the Staff, she felt Arthan’s mind. She felt brilliance; she felt conviction. She felt the drive to excel that had invaded her world. And lying beneath it all, underpinning every action, was a refusal to lose. The incapacity to accept that somebody else might be better.

      She found it revolting. Yet the only things she could see now were the Staff and his grip on it. His mastery was incontrovertible.

      Was that it? Was the only way to survive the Staff to embrace the need to dominate?

      She refused to believe that.

      Again she tried to pull herself together. But there was nothing she could grasp. Nothing.

      No, that wasn’t true. She still had hold of the Staff. It might have been tearing her apart, but her indistinct fingers were still wrapped around it. And that, she could feel. She could still feel the worlds. She could still feel Arthan. So why couldn’t she feel the refusal to submit that Arthan had mentioned? If the Staff was aware, where was that awareness? It had to be in there somewhere.

      Please, she told the Staff. Please don’t kill me.

      Nothing. The darkness encroached further.

      Arthan has destroyed my world. I have to stop him somehow. Please, put me back together.

      Still nothing.

      All right, she told the Staff, as light vanished completely. If you want to kill me, you can. My world was never supposed to be about fighting, anyway, so fighting isn’t going to save it.

      At that, she felt a memory. Not from her, and not from Arthan. From the Staff itself, who had had many masters.

      But its original creator had been its friend.

      Suddenly, her grasp on the staff firmed. Sight returned. And she felt a pure spike of outrage as Arthan tried to pull the Staff from her grasp.

      It refused to be moved. His rage mounted, and she felt that fury reflected in the worlds around them. On Arlan’s world, the soil began bubbling and seething. On Elsian’s world, the crystal mountains where the dragons lived began to crack and shatter under a force that could not be comprehended. On Hith’s world, two tribes gathered all the forces for a final, massed conflict, the end of which nobody would live to record. Fires erupted, mountains shook. On her own world, an empire took shape, as slaves labored to build a great tower for their king.

      She had to stop it. The worlds were merely flawed, not unloved. They did not deserve to die. As Arthan spent more and more of himself attempting to wrest the Staff away from her with his will, she reached out and removed his hands from it.

      He didn’t seem to realize what she had done until she had done it. Then he leaped at her with a cry. Yet he could not reach her. He stopped well short of the staff and recoiled as though he had struck a wall.

      “How?” he asked, panting. “How?”

      She ignored him for the moment. Without the Staff, his anger could no longer threaten the worlds. But they were still on the brink. So she placed within each one a call for their creators to wake and come. “They’re going to see what you did to their worlds, Arthan. And then they’ll decide what to do. With their worlds. And with you.” Then she turned to her world. She still saw no solution. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. “Conflict isn’t the only way to grow. You might try helping them. It would be better than what you did.

      “You almost convinced me to destroy my own world, Arthan. Whatever you intended, that’s what you accomplished. I’m afraid I don’t have any use for that kind of teaching. I’m going to take my world, Arthan. I’m going to take it and find a way to undo what you did. Not counter it, not repair it. Undo.”

      With the Staff to aid her, she gently soothed her world to sleep so that the stain could progress no further. Then she lifted it in her hand and left.
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      Centuries after the Crusaders retook the Holy Lands, Antioch is a kingdom of peace. Mostly. Necromancers, warlords, eldritch horrors, and evil wizards still inhabit the world. But the forces of good don’t rest. They train.

      Originally constructed as a defensive fortification during The Great Crusade, Darbask Fortress is now a school where hundreds of students from all over the world come to learn. Ivan longs to become a knight and fight against the forces of darkness, but when the girl he likes convinces him that the school just might have a rat problem, he finds himself in the company of a strange, conjured creature. And Darbask Fortress might have something worse on its hands than a rodent infestation.

      Night of the Bunnyslug is the first glimpse into an alternate history universe by N.R. LaPoint where Latin has power, magic is real, and not everything is as it seems.
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        Night of the Bunnyslug

      

      

      “It’s so cute!” Verity squeaked, drawing the last word out.

      “It’s... disturbing,” Ivan said, his eyes locked to the fuzzy creature that had just recently materialized on the floor.

      “There is no way something that adorable is in any way disturbing, Ivan.” Verity tried to pout but couldn’t keep her mirth from bubbling up like a fountain. She brushed her platinum hair out of her face and stooped to pick up the hand-sized animal.

      “Don’t touch it!” Ivan rasped. He grabbed his friend’s wrist and stopped it, inches from the creature. “You don’t know what kind of diseases it might be carrying. Do you even know where it came from? What if... what if it eats your hand?”

      As if in response, the furry slug-shaped animal looked up at Ivan with its big, glossy black eyes and gave a friendly trill. Its pointed, rabbit-like ears twitched. It was cute. But Ivan couldn’t admit that. Just because it was cute didn’t mean that it wasn’t going to go on a rampage and destroy the library. The school library that, strictly speaking, was not meant to be used for conjuration. Not so late in the evening, anyway. How would they explain to anybody that a monster destroyed the school because they had let their guard down due to overwhelming cuteness? The very notion was undignified.

      “It’s not going to eat my hand, oh Great Concerned One,” Verity grumped. “I conjured it. Conjured things tend to have an affinity for those that have summoned them. You know this. You also know that it came from the Ether.” She was wearing her school uniform, a sturdy white short-sleeved blouse and slim, black, criss-crossed necktie with a matching, almost knee-length pleated skirt. She worried one of the tie’s strands between her thumb and index finger and chewed on her lower lip.

      “Yes. Tend to. Need I remind you of the time Alexander Kovac conjured a byakhee, and it nearly flew him straight to The Nameless City? How difficult was it for him to get back? Those things aren’t slow, you know. He still refuses to try to conjure anything as small and harmless as glass of milk.”

      “No. You don’t need to remind me. Alexander made the mistake of conjuring a big bird insect... thing. I have not. I wouldn’t want to conjure something so obviously scary as that. Milk can’t fly so Alexander is being silly. Also, I’m sure summoning a byakhee is forbidden, so I’m not sure that story wasn’t horridly embellished. And I am fairly certain our new friend isn’t going to be doing any flying. Actually... can it even move?”

      Verity prodded it with her free hand. It cooed and Ivan gasped in horror. But nothing else happened.

      “Huh...” Ivan relaxed a little and released Verity’s wrist.

      “Thank you,” Verity said with a hint of smugness. “And it is not very gentlemanly to grab a young girl’s wrist so forcefully.”

      “Even if it was to save your life?”

      Verity squinted one eye and stuck out her tongue at the hapless young man.

      “If you were really so concerned about this, you would have told me not to try conjuring in the first place.” She waved a hand dismissively.

      “I did.” Ivan groaned as he straightened his own uniform. “I said it was a bad idea to try any sort of incantation or ritual spell without actually having been instructed in its proper use. Then you said it would only work in a place of knowledge, completely ignoring my entreaties to stop.”

      “Oh... The book did say the best place to conjure one of these was in a place of knowledge, though. So I wasn’t just making something up.”

      “Book?” Ivan raised an eyebrow. The furry bunnyslug made another happy trill.

      “And what better place of knowledge is there than a library?” Verity exclaimed. She made a happy gesture encompassing the surrounding stacks and shelves of countless books. The library was old and musty but saw continuous use. It was one of the larger buildings on campus so it had been easy to find a quiet corner to practise in.

      “Book?” Ivan repeated, the pitch of his voice rising ever so slightly.

      He was beginning to lose his ability to remain entirely calm. Why did he allow himself to get dragged into this sort of thing? Sure, Verity was beautiful enough that looking at her made his heart ache. But that was no excuse. She had asked to meet him alone in the library. That by itself should have felt suspicious. When she mentioned conjuration, he had assumed she needed help finding a book or studying. Ivan was, after all, one of the better history students in their class and that included studying the history of conjuration.

      “Oh yeah. The book!” Verity reached into her backpack and pulled out an ancient, leather-bound tome. She handed it out to Ivan who took it with about as much excitement as one might when being handed a piece of half-eaten moldy bread.

      The cover of the book was etched with strange arcane symbols, the meaning of which Ivan could only guess at. Looking at them did not make his head ache, and he did not become physically ill. Certain evil texts were known to cause such malady.

      “I can’t pronounce the title,” Ivan said flatly. “That is not a good sign.”

      “Oh, I think the title is French,” Verity said.

      “Ah,” Ivan drawled.

      “Or maybe German.”

      “There are a lot of consonants and not enough vowels.”

      “Maybe an old, forbidden language then.” Verity shrugged. “Or would that be verboten? Interdit? Interdite?”

      “It at least doesn’t seem... blasphemous,” Ivan said, leafing through the book. For an ancient tome with an indecipherable title, it seemed harmless. Looking at the text and diagrams didn’t make him feel as though he were going insane. If anything, it looked to be an old primer on basic conjurations. The actual text of the book appeared to be scrawled in old English and easy to decipher.

      Ivan sighed. It was a defeated sound. Darbask Fortress specialized in teaching its students Latin. The language had power. The school’s motto, “The Devil Hates Latin” was taken very seriously by students and faculty alike. A book with a title in a strange, unknown language would naturally be held in suspicion.

      “I wouldn’t touch the book if I thought for a second that it was evil!” Verity squeaked, scandalized by the implication. “It’s a book that’s been in my family for generations. The title is Basic Conjuration but it’s faded so much it doesn’t look like letters anymore. Really, Ivan, you don’t know me well at all, do you?”

      “Ummm... no, actually.” It was true. They had only one class together and had spoken on occasion, but on the scale of friendship he sadly placed her in the realm of acquaintance.

      “Well, that’s just too bad.” She looked up at him and shook her head. “If you knew me better you would know that my new friend is not some evil abomination from the stars bent on devouring my sanity or enslaving mankind to a hideous, powerful will.”

      “Alright,” he groaned. “But what are you going to do with it?”

      Verity blinked at him as if the answer were so obvious.

      To Ivan, it was not.

      “The school has a rodent problem!”

      “A... a what?” Ivan stammered. Not a bit of this was making sense. The school had means of dealing with pests and worse things. How was a small fuzzy slug going to help?

      “The giant monster rats that chewed a hole in the gymnasium wall? Well, there was a crack anyway. They tried to get into the library here, but the wards were too strong, thank God. Or the walls were too thick? I saw some bite marks. At least, I think they were bite marks. I thought I heard scrabbling. Rats make scrabbling noises, right? If you don’t believe me I can show you. The marks and stuff...not the noises.” Verity placed a fist on her hip, and she suddenly looked very much in charge.

      Ivan had not heard of the alleged hole or crack in the gymnasium wall, but the buildings were old. Darbask Fortress had originally been constructed during The Great Crusade centuries ago. It hadn’t been used as a defensive fortification for some time, but the walls and buildings were very well taken care of. Even so, restoration and improvements could take time. In any case, Ivan wanted to be a knight, not a game warden or groundskeeper.

      “Alright. You’ve convinced me,” he said. “Show me your proof.” Verity beamed at him and clapped her hands. In her school uniform and clearly happy, she looked particularly charming.

      “So do we leave... it here... or...” Ivan drawled, raising an eyebrow at the furry bunnyslug. It looked at him and blinked its big black eyes. It almost looked... hopeful?

      “No, silly! Follow!” Verity commanded as she began walking to the library doors. The bunnyslug cooed and bounded along right behind her. Its leaps were surprisingly tall arches, reaching up as high as Verity’s hips. How it propelled itself, Ivan could only guess. Magic? Incredibly powerful hind legs that retracted? Some form of magnetism?

      Ivan followed warily behind. Something about the adorable conjuration just seemed... off.

      The gymnasium was a five-minute walk from the library. It was late, and most students had already returned to their dormitories. The few they passed didn’t seem to notice the hopping thing following close behind the young pair. Or they didn’t care. For all they knew, it was a regular pet or familiar. It was dark enough, even with the lamps glowing over the walkways, that it would have been easy to mistake the conjured bunnyslug for a harmless, magically enhanced rabbit.

      Ivan breathed out when they reached the gymnasium. It felt like he had been holding it in for the entire walk.

      “See?” Verity said gesturing dramatically to the large hole in the side of the building. Her gesture faltered. “Ummm...”

      “Ummm?” Ivan echoed.

      “Yeah, the hole... It’s... you think it’s a little big? It seems a little big.”

      “How big is the hole supposed to be?” Ivan asked. He has expected a rat-sized hole. What they were looking at was big enough for Verity to crawl through with ease.

      “It wasn’t that big this morning when I decided to summon my new friend from the Ether. So...” She looked up at Ivan. Her crestfallen face showed she hadn’t expected this at all.

      Ivan instinctively reached for the wand at his side. It was as long as his forearm and a little thicker than his thumb. The rich grains of the wood sparkled as if lit with an inner fire. The wand itself wasn’t magical. It was merely a focus; one that reflected and channeled its owner’s mood and abilities.

      This wand had been meticulously crafted with the utmost care. While Ivan was not the only soul involved with its craft, he was present for nearly every step of its making. He gripped it as if it were an extension of his arm and not merely a piece of wood cut from one of Enchanted Poland’s linden trees.

      “Do you know of any rats that would make a hole that big?” Ivan asked.

      “N-no,” Verity whispered, unable to keep the tremor out of her voice.

      The bunnyslug was making a strange grating noise, staring at the dark opening and shaking. Was it... growling?

      “Lucerna!” Ivan commanded.

      Immediately his wand obeyed, and the far end became illumined as if it were a torch. Light sprang forth in the shape of a tongue of flame, though the color was pure as sunlight.

      Verity’s eyes were wide, and her goofy, carefree demeanor had disappeared. She was holding her own wand, an ivory-colored piece with gold inlay forming the words of the prayer to Saint Michael the Archangel.

      “Fortis,” Verity breathed. There was no direct magical sign that the word did anything, but with a gentle shiver, the young girl calmed and stood steadier.

      Ivan knelt down and peered into the hole, bringing his glowing wand forward to examine it.

      “Grrrrrummgrrrr,” the bunnyslug rumbled.

      Ivan moved a little further away from the mysterious eldritch being. The growl was lower and more distinct than it should have been in such a small animal.

      “Rats did not make the hole in the gymnasium wall,” Ivan said. That was most certain. For one, the wall was made of stone. Normal rats did not eat through stone, anyway, and rats with chisels or powered tools would have alerted students and faculty alike. A student wouldn’t have done it. The most likely explanation was a stray abomination getting lost and trying to find a place to nest. Maybe it had seen a crack in the wall and slowly burrowed into it. If it was eating the stone as it went, that would explain the lack of debris.

      The opening was very symmetrical. It didn’t have the look of something torn into or gnawed on. It looked as thought a powerful force had ground away the edges cleanly and methodically. And there was a strange smell in the air. Oddly familiar. And...

      “What are you growling at?” Ivan asked the bunnyslug.

      It immediately stopped its vibrating, grating noise, gave a tiny sideways hop so that it was facing Ivan, and looked up at him with its inscrutable, furry face. It chirped.

      With a groan of frustration, Ivan stood up. Verity looked at him hopefully, hands folded together around her wand. Her bright expectation of some brilliant revelation turned to confusion as the young man shook his head then scanned the campus grounds beyond the gymnasium.

      “It isn’t rats, is it?” Verity whispered.

      “No,” Ivan whispered back. “Rats would leave a mess and an even worse smell. It’s too clean, and I can’t quite place the smell. Sort of cloying...”

      “Severinus must not like the smell either.”

      “Severinus?”

      “He was growling.”

      “Ah.” Well, it made sense to give the furry new pet a name. Ivan had been expecting something a bit more flowery.

      “Ooh! I just had a thought,” Verity rasped. “What if the not-rat was not trying to get in the gym, but the not-rat was actually trying to get out and maybe find its other not-rat friends.”

      Ivan’s breath caught and eyes grew wide. He had been assuming the entire time that something was trying to get in to the building and not the other way around. He dipped his wand toward the ground, illuminating the grass more clearly. There it was. A trail. Faint, but noticeable. He exhaled, looked up, and said a quick prayer as he squeezed his eyes shut.

      Ivan ducked his head into the hole, holding the wand outward for light. What he found was a small room filled with boxes and various equipment. A storeroom.

      “I think you’re right,” Ivan said as he worked his way back from the hole.

      Verity smiled. Then she frowned, not sure if she should be pleased about being correct in this instance.

      “So we should go after whatever it was, right?” Verity asked.

      “Ummm... no, that’s not what I was—” Ivan cut off as Verity took off in the direction of the trail of depressed grass and slime. Severinus the bunnyslug hopped close at her side. Ivan waited for one moment, not truly believing his eyes, then he took off after the strange pair as fast as his legs could take him.

      He caught up quickly, just as they were rounding the botany lab. Strange woody plants grew in carefully maintained fences and collections of fungi and algae were set up nearby under scrupulously cared for pavilions and glass encasements. It was here that students learned various healing arts and gained the ability to accurately apply herbal remedies and medicines.

      It—whatever it was—had bumped into a case containing a five-foot-tall, red-leafed plant, leaving a smear of purple ichor across the wood and glass. They were close. Ivan could sense it. An unexpected thrill cut through him so sharply it was almost like he had been bitten by a shantak.

      His heart beat in his chest ferociously. It was exhilarating to be chasing something unknown and horrible. It was as if he were a knight already, rushing into battle against unspeakably evil things. He was alongside Verity, an opportunity to impress her, or perhaps, to prove himself. The experience was also terrifying for those same reasons.

      “It’s heading for the chapel!” Verity squeaked.

      Ivan looked up. With dismay he noted that she was correct. A slithering something in the distance was making its way toward the church. Calling it a chapel was a joke among the students of Darbask. It was like naming a giant “Tiny”. The church was a large Gothic structure that had been standing since the late thirteenth century. It was grand and imposing, towering gloriously over every other building on campus. When light hit the rose window during morning mass, it served as a beacon for miles away.

      “But the grounds are consecrated, right? It can’t get to it!” Ivan yelped in a panic.

      “That only applies to the undead and certain other aberrations. Like when Phillip the Fair was trying to take over France, and he summoned all those... what were they called?”

      “Lichs.”

      “What? Are you sure? I don’t remember anything about a super-powerful necromancer licking anything.”

      Ivan glanced over and tried desperately to repress the laugh that threatened to bubble up in spite of the situation.

      “L-I-C-H,” he spelled.

      “Oh,” Verity snickered. “Right. The lichs and a whole bunch of his other minions couldn’t get near holy ground. So, well, I’m sure Severinus can cross the threshold. So I’m also sure that the... whatever-it-is can do so as well.”

      Ivan squinted. They were gaining on the monster. He could just make out its shape. Their prey was long and roughly worm-shaped, only thicker. And it was slimy. It left a long, sticky trail of sour-smelling ichor on the ground.

      “Sour milk and burned cinnamon!” Ivan said.

      “That’s what the smell reminds me of!” Verity exclaimed in agreement. They shared a smile. “I was trying to figure that out since before we started running!”

      It was a nice moment, if... odd.

      Then the moment ended as Ivan realized the thing had ceased moving toward the church and was turning. Ivan would have felt elated had it not stopped its lumpish turn to look directly at them. He drew Verity to a stop.

      “Eep! Gross! What is that thing?” she stammered.

      “Dhole spawn,” Ivan muttered. “They grow to be several hundred feet long. Given the goo, bad smell, and ability to eat through solid stone... I was worried this is what we were chasing, but at least it’s a young one. I’m guessing recently hatched from an egg that somehow got in with a shipment of equipment. It got placed in the gymnasium, unseen, and hatched. After it hatched it got hungry and wanted out. So it ate its way out. Right through the wall.”

      He could see now that it was as wide as he was and over twice as long as he was tall. With one bite of its many teeth Ivan would be a quick meal.

      “So how do we kill it? It’s evil, right? We should definitely kill it,” Verity said with a stiff nod. She was pale with fright, but her fortis command was holding.

      “I’m not sure how,” Ivan said slowly. The dhole spawn was watching them, probably sizing them up, wondering if they were indeed food. Or maybe it was taking in their scent and savoring the fact that it didn’t have to seek out its dinner. Dinner had willingly followed it.

      “Find a teacher?” Verity asked.

      “Not sure we can outrun this thing to get to one. I suppose I could try to distract it while you run and...”

      “Maybe if we yell really loud somebody will hear us and...” Verity interrupted, then trailed off as the big worm came slithering forward.

      “Ruptus!” Ivan yelled, brandishing his wand without hesitation.

      The spell flew forward, a ball of angry red energy. It hit near the worm monster, a miss. The ground burst upward at the fist-sized point of impact, flinging dirt and grass up into the air, covering the dhole spawn in debris. Ivan sent two more spells at the monster, the third finally grazing it. It twitched but did not make a sound. And it kept coming.

      “Protegimus!” Verity yelped.

      A brilliant blue-white light enveloped her wand and spread out like a shield between the young students and the rampaging monster.

      “Flamma!” Ivan growled, pointing his wand at the all-too-close worm like it was a skewer.

      Flame burst forward, a coiling snake of smoking heat. The fire spell washed over the dhole spawn, making a crackling sound as it burned off the ever-present goo that covered the worm’s body. But still it came. It shook itself, slowing for a moment as more of the viscous slime was expelled from its many pores to once again cover the thing’s body.

      It was close enough now that Ivan could see the monsters many teeth clearly. There was a combination of cuspids meant for tearing and thick, blocky teeth meant for grinding.

      Ivan could feel its lust for food. It wasn’t just hungry, it was practically starved. Stone had no discernible nutritional value. What it needed was standing right in front of it, waving sticks ineffectively. Ivan gulped, his mouth going dry. He had failed. Worse, he had failed Verity. He’d never get the chance to tell her how he felt. He...

      Severinus bounced in front of him and made a chittering noise. Then it leaped for him.

      “Gah!” Ivan screamed, waving his wand to ward off the bunnyslug. It didn’t connect with anything. The universe was suddenly an incoherent blur as he frantically waved his arms and closed his eyes, sure the world was about the end for him.

      “Ivan?” A calm voice said as he felt a gentle pressure on his shoulder.

      He opened his eyes and looked down at Verity. Then he looked up into a vista of swirling color. He looked down and wished he hadn’t. Where he expected ground, there was nothing but a swirling kaleidoscope of blue-green. There was no sign of the grass that had been under his shoes a mere moment ago, and he was suddenly overcome with the crippling sense of vertigo. He squeezed his eyes shut and fell to his knees, his stomach swaying like debris caught on the ocean.

      “I think my bunny saved us,” Verity said, her hand still on his shoulder.

      Why does she sound so calm? Ivan wondered absently, willing his insides to stop flopping around as if it were filled with sea-sick moths.

      He forced his eyes open. This time he focused on Verity and not the swirling, lurching aurora he found himself in. With effort, he rose to his feet.

      “What do you mean... saved us?” Ivan asked.

      “I think it tore open a hole in our plane of existence and dragged us into the Ether,” Verity said matter-of-factly.

      “Plane of...?” He risked a glimpse at his surroundings. “Right. The Ether...”

      “Yeah. We’re not dead, after all. Right, Severinus?”

      The bunnyslug bounded onto her shoulder, and she proceeded to scratch under where, presumably, its chin would have been. If a slug had a chin. The eldritch conjuration trilled in delight at the affection.

      “Right...” Ivan drawled. “How do we get back to Earth?” He wasn’t panicking... yet. It followed that if they travelled to one place they’d be able to get back. Conjured things were brought from the Ether. Returning had to be possible. Maybe...

      Severinus hopped off Verity’s shoulder before Ivan could finish his thought. A black hole opened within the jump, a hole that swallowed Ivan entirely.

      Ivan gasped as he landed on the grass once more, merely five yards from the confused dhole spawn. Verity appeared next to him, still clutching her wand. She took a quick glance around, noted her surroundings, and flashed Ivan a smile and a thumbs-up.

      The worm-like abomination began a slithering turn, its many, many teeth clacking together in anticipation.

      “Ruptus!” Ivan yelled.

      At that distance it was hard to miss. Still, the spell merely winged the beast. A chunk of worm burst from the dhole spawn. It looked an awful lot like a blob of jelly. Unfortunately, it did not slow the monstrosity down even a little bit.

      “Ahh! Back!” Verity yelped.

      In a moment the students and the bunnyslug were returned to the Ether, safe. Severinus trilled with delight at having accomplished the task.

      Ivan breathed a little easier. This could be a very handy tool for fighting evil. If the bunnyslug itself wasn’t actually evil. He still wasn’t entirely convinced. What kind of thoughts lurked behind those large, black, clearly intelligent eyes. It obviously understood what he and Verity said or, at least, the intent of its master.

      “You!” Ivan said, jabbing a finger at the diminutive conjuration that rested on Verity’s shoulder. “Do you understand English?”

      The bunnyslug nodded. Or, well, it bobbed somewhat. The effect was the same.

      Ivan took a step closer, and Severinus met his withering gaze evenly.

      “What. About. Latin?”

      The bunnyslug bobbed once.

      “I told you...” Verity began.

      “In principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud Deum et Deus erat Verbum!” Ivan said firmly, pointing his wand directly at Severinus. Severinus bobbed in acknowledgement. “Huh...” Ivan sighed, deflating. If Verity’s new pet were evil, it should have at the very least flinched at that.

      “Not evil,” Verity said cheerily. “No malo... non malum?” She made an irritated moue. “I need to find a better Latin tutor...” she muttered.

      “No, not evil. Rather... brilliant!” Ivan became suddenly animated, no longer caring that he didn’t seem to be standing on anything other than color and air. “We can vanquish an actually evil thing! With... er... Severinus, we could surprise the dhole spawn! Sneak up on it and get it solidly with a ruptus spell. Or... Or...”

      “A big, sharp stick!” Verity added enthusiastically, bouncing up and down.

      The bunnyslug joined her in the victorious dance. Ivan was tempted to join in, but he was certain knights did not jump up and down in joy, even when they had devised a way of smiting their hellish enemies. Instead, he nodded. It felt like a much more dignified way to celebrate their impending triumph over evil.

      “Now, what we should do...” Ivan began.

      He detailed an elaborate plan for vanquishing the aberration that awaited them back on Earth. If the bunnyslug was able to teleport them back and forth rapidly, he would be able to make quick jumps and hit the dhole spawn with devastating confusion. In theory, Verity would be able to take the worm at its flank as a distraction.

      Verity’s eyes glowed with admiration when Ivan finished, and her cheeks had taken on a rosy hue. She and Severinus both nodded in agreement with Ivan’s quick thinking. The bunnyslug dropped them all back to Earth just as the dhole spawn was beginning its hungry trek back toward the church.

      “Alright,” Ivan growled. “Flamma!”

      His arm shot forward and a length of spiraling flame simultaneously lanced out, impacting on the giant, toothy worm. It shuddered and reeled back, teeth clacking together in annoyance.

      As it headed for Ivan, the students prepared to be transported back to the Ether, sure of Severinus’s understanding and capabilities. The corner of Ivan’s mouth twitched into a wicked smile. The aberration charged forward, leaving a trail of charred goo.

      Ivan stood his ground.

      And he stood his ground a little longer.

      His smile wilted.

      The dhole spawn was getting too close. He should have been brought back to the Ether already.

      “Severinus!” he yelled.

      The conjured creature bounced into sight and jumped toward the worm. They both disappeared into a shimmering tear in the air. The tear snapped closed with a strange cracking sound. A moment later, the bunnyslug reappeared from another tear, bouncing happily back to Verity. Ivan stood, stupefied.

      “W-what?” He stammered as the second tear clapped closed and disappeared.

      “Good bunny thing!” Verity squeaked.

      Ivan’s mouth hung open, much like a fish. A surprised, confused fish.

      “The plan! We were going to... Where is the dhole spawn? It couldn’t just... Wait...” Did Severinus bring the worm into the Ether and leave it there? Would it just stay there until it died of starvation? Or would it get out somehow?

      “It’s okay, Ivan,” Verity said with a light smile. “Your plan was a good one. Really good! Brilliant, even!”

      He felt his heart flutter. Praise from Verity was not something he expected. And she was sincere. She wasn’t mocking, and she didn’t divert her eyes or giggle. She wasn’t making him feel foolish. Not on purpose, at least.

      “I...” he started to say.

      Then something large hit the ground hard behind him with a heavy wet splat. Ivan turned. There wasn’t much left of the dhole spawn, but it had once clearly been his adversary.

      “How...” he breathed, looking into the night sky.

      “Severinus thought it would be more expedient to bring the worm monster up super high and let it fall. That way neither of us would be in any real danger. Neat, huh?” Verity said, beaming at the bunnyslug and Ivan in turn.

      “I suppose...” he drawled.

      He had very much wanted to impress Verity and defeat the giant worm with his own hands and his own budding skill. It was impressive, the eldritch creature’s thinking, but he couldn’t help but feel drained.

      “Oh...” Verity said softly, her eyes wide. “You wanted to... Oh, but don’t worry! If it weren’t for your plan, Severinus would never have thought of dropping the monster from so high and saving us all the trouble. Your plan really was very good! And Severinus and I both think you were really brave!”

      Ivan managed a weak smile. Verity’s words couldn’t help but make him feel better.

      “We aren’t going to have to worry about it raining rats, are we?” Ivan asked. “That was the initial dilemma...”

      “Oh, no, silly. Severinus eats rats.” Verity giggled. “Raining rats would be awful!”

      Ivan glanced back at the remains of the dhole spawn.

      And that isn’t awful? he mused.

      They began walking in the general direction of the dorms. The night was growing deeper, and the warmth of the day was turning to a chill.

      “So why did you need me in the first place? I mean, me specifically. You could have asked any number of your friends and...” Ivan asked, trailing off as he tucked his wand away.

      Verity glanced at him with a look of abject terror. Her eyes were wide, and she bit hard into her lower lip. She quickly glanced down but not fast enough to hide the alarm from Ivan’s eyes.

      “Ummm... That’s... Good night, Ivan!” she squeaked and began running away.

      “Wait! I...” Verity and the bunnyslug disappeared into a colorful tear, escaping into the Ether.

      A short burst of giddy laughter erupted from Ivan. He quickly calmed himself. It wouldn’t do for others to see him laughing all alone so late in the evening. As much as he tried, he couldn’t get the grin off his face. He glanced back at the monster worm remains and grimaced. That helped. Then he began walking toward his dormitory.

      All things considered, it had been a very good night.
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      Twelve-year-old Ethan Benedict finds himself on the mysterious island home of the Paracelsus Academy. Here sorcerers and sorceresses are trained and then sent out into the world to practice their craft. Benedict learns of “The Guardians” and feels himself drawn to “those that wear the white robes” even as he is warned not to seek out such an honor—and curse.
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      Ethan Benedict peered through the thickening San Francisco fog, searching for Pier 35. He’d missed his stop on the Muni and was now backtracking along the Embarcadero. The wheels of his suitcase clacked in rhythm as he pulled it along behind him, while struggling to keep an overstuffed backpack, slung over his left shoulder, in place.

      Tall and gangly, for someone but twelve years of age, Ethan doggedly made his way along the sidewalk. Dodging street peddlers and tourists, he very nearly overshot his destination once again; a woman selling handmade wristbands had set up shop just in front of the sign he was looking for. With a sigh of relief, Ethan turned and walked down the length of the pier.

      He spotted no one else on the pier, and he began to worry that he’d quite literally missed the boat when the vague outline of a ship’s hull formed in the grey-white fog. Picking up his pace, he hurried alongside what appeared to be an ordinary-looking ferry boat. He couldn’t see any markings on the hull to indicate what the boat’s name might be. He finally saw the loading ramp materialize out of the swirling fog and hurried up to the gate.

      “Ah, Master Benedict, here at last,” said the white-haired man standing at the gate. He wore a blue robe with a strange crest on the left breast. He peered at the new arrival over horn-rimmed glasses. “We nearly departed without you, young man.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Yours is the only name I haven’t checked in,” the man explained, holding up a clipboard. The visible page showed a list of names with check marks beside them with one notable exception. “You are Ethan Benedict, are you not?”

      “Oh, yes sir, I am,” Ethan replied, handing over the ticket he’d received just the day before. The bearer was entitled to one ferry ride from Pier 35 in San Francisco to the island that the Paracelsus Academy called home and was good only on this day. The man took the ticket, examined it and then, with a satisfied air, checked the last box on his list.

      “And I am Timothy Allen Hangsmith,” he introduced himself. “A pleasure to meet you, my boy. Now, hurry up the ramp so we can get underway.”

      Ethan lugged his bags up the ramp with Hangsmith right behind. They stepped onto the deck of the ferry and he noted at least another dozen boys and girls—his age or younger—had already taken their seats. Hangsmith closed the gate behind him, reached up and took hold of an overhead cord and gave two firm tugs. From the bow of the ferry came two rumbling blasts from its foghorn.

      Unnoticed by its passengers, the ferry slipped away from the pier and departed San Francisco. As it did, the sun burned through the fog and bathed the entire city in golden light. The ferry however, remained shrouded in its envelope of fog.

      “Is everyone here going to the Academy?”

      “This ferry only runs between San Francisco and the Academy, Master Benedict,” Hangsmith replied kindly as he glanced around the deck. “Ah, the next crop of first years. All bright and eager. And all of them over-packed.”

      “I wasn’t sure how much to bring,” Benedict offered in his defense.

      “Don’t let it trouble you, boy. I’ve been running this ferry for over thirty years, and I’ve never seen a first year that didn’t overdo it on their first trip. You’ll get the hang of it soon enough.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “We’re already underway.”

      “Wow, I didn’t feel a thing when we pulled away, and it seems like we’re standing still.”

      “That’s the Sojourn for you, Master Benedict. She’s as smooth as silk.”

      “I was wondering what the name of the boat was,” Ethan remarked before changing the subject. “Are you a sorcerer?”

      “That I am, and I was as lost and as full of questions when I was a first year, too.”

      “Do we get a blue robe like yours when we graduate?”

      “When you arrive, you will be issued a black robe that signifies your status as an apprentice/student,” Hangsmith explained. “The color of your robe upon graduation will be determined by how well you fare and what your aptitude is. For some, like me, we draw the blue robes of operations. Others receive a red robe of administration. A general sorcerer who will not remain at the Academy will wear a green robe, and if you are to become an instructor at the Academy, you will wear a purple robe. Should you someday ascend to the position of Headmaster you will wear the gold robe.”

      “Are there any other colors?”

      “Just one, Master Benedict,” Hangsmith grew somber. “Pray you never wear that one. It is the white robe, and only one sorcerer in a hundred will wear it. It is a robe of great honor, and it comes with a terrible price and responsibility.”

      “How do you earn a white robe?” Ethan asked, feeling a touch of fear gnawing at his heart.

      “Do not seek the white robe,” Hangsmith said sternly. “It will seek out the one sorcerer who must wear it. Thirty years ago, the white robe chose my brother. I have never laid eyes upon him, nor heard word from him, since.”

      A silence fell between the two, enhanced by the fog that enveloped the ship.

      “How long until we get to the island?” Ethan abandoned the topic, hoping to chase off the gloominess. “I looked for it on the map, but I couldn’t find it.”

      “Some destinations have no map to guide your journey, my boy,” Hangsmith replied as two quick chimes sounded from the stern. “And as for our arrival, that time has come.”

      Hangsmith swung open the gate and gestured out into the fog.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he boomed out. “Welcome to the island. Please depart single file down the ramp.”

      The others gathered up their baggage and lined up. Ethan looked out, trying to find the ramp but only seeing the swirling cloud.

      “But…,” he protested.

      “No buts, Master Benedict,” Hangsmith chided. “Step off so the rest can disembark. You don’t want to be late to your own welcoming ceremony, do you? Off you go, now.”

      Ethan put out an exploratory foot into the fog and was surprised when it seemed to make contact with a solid surface.

      “That’s it, my boy, one foot in front of the other. You’ll be met at the end of the ramp. Move along now, children, I have a schedule to keep you know.”

      Ethan led the parade of students down a ramp they could not see. Presently, he heard a familiar voice calling from ahead.

      “Hurry along now, we have much to do before the ceremony,” the disembodied voice, that sounded exactly like Hangsmith’s, called out.

      After a few more steps, a human shape began to take form ahead which solidified into what looked like Hangsmith, now clad in a red robe.

      “Mr. Hangsmith,” Ethan exclaimed. “How did you get ahead of me?”

      “I’ve been standing right here for at least fifteen minutes waiting for the ferry, Master…?”

      “Benedict, Sir, Ethan Benedict. You checked me in just before we left San Francisco.”

      “I did no such thing, Master Benedict. That was my brother, Timothy Allen Hangsmith, who is in charge of transportation. I am Timothy Adam Hangsmith, and I am in charge of student orientation.”

      “But he said you had a white robe.” Ethan said, confused.

      “That was our brother, Timothy Aaron Hangsmith.”

      “You look exactly like Mr. Hangs... your brother.”

      “I should,” the old man replied bemused. “We are identical triplets, after all. Now then, with you all disembarked, I think we can say farewell to the Sojourn.”

      Two loud blasts sounded from the foghorn, and, suddenly, the fog melted away, revealing a beach bathed in bright sunlight. Beyond the white beach was nothing but the blue water of the Pacific Ocean. Neither San Francisco, nor the Sojourn, was anywhere in sight.

      “That’s much better,” Hangsmith said. “Now, we must hurry along. I still need to assign you to your rooms, see that you are properly fitted with your robes, and escort you to Friedhelm Hall in time for the welcoming ceremony. So much to do and no time for dawdling!”

      The old man led his charges up the beach and through a passage of stone that emptied out into a deep valley. Dominating the vista was a collection of stone buildings, including one that seemed to stretch up into the sky to infinity.

      “Welcome,” Hangsmith said without stopping or looking behind him, “to Paracelsus Academy, future sorcerers and sorceresses. This will be your home, your refuge from the outside world, while you learn the craft that has called to you.

      “Not all of you will graduate,” he stopped and turned then. “And woe to those who prove false to the craft. But for those who do graduate, an incredible journey awaits to a world very few will ever see.”

      Hangsmith resumed his journey toward two of the smaller outlying stone buildings. They were identical in appearance save in one respect. A buxom woman stood at the entrance of one, while on the opposite side of the wide path upon which they walked a short man with a flowing beard stood at the door.

      “Here we are,” Hangsmith stopped in between the two buildings. “Young ladies, this is Mrs. Isabel Knighton. She oversees the girls’ first-year dorm. This will be where you will sleep and study for this year. She will assign you to your chambers and see to anything you may need. She will answer any questions you will no doubt have.

      “Young gentlemen,” Hangsmith continued, waving a hand at the other building. “This is Mr. Nathan Libis. He his duties are the same in your respect. Now, off you go and be quick about it. I expect to see all fourteen of you back here, properly robed and ready to proceed to the ceremony in exactly fifteen minutes!”

      Ethan joined the rest of the boys, noting for the first time that the group was evenly divided—seven boys and seven girls.

      “Is it always divided evenly like this?” he paused to ask Hangsmith.

      “Yes. Every year we accept fourteen new students into the first-year class, and it is always seven of each,” Hangsmith replied. “It is important to start with that balance. But, just because we begin with fourteen, does not mean that we graduate those fourteen when their time here comes to an end, Master Benedict. Trust me, you will earn your graduation here. Now, be off with you.”

      Ethan hurried to catch up with his group. The interior of the building was surprisingly warm and inviting. Libis was giving his charges a quick tour.

      “There are seven rooms, each with two bunks,” Libis explained. “Your names are inscribed on the door, indicating which room is yours. There is a large lavatory at the end of the hallway there, and a main room for you all to gather in when you have the time.

      “Your robes are hanging in your rooms,” he continued. “I suggest you drop your luggage on your beds for now and get into your robes. Mr. Hangsmith is a stickler for punctuality, and it will not do for you to earn a demerit on your very first day here.”

      The hallway became a mass of confusion as the boys scattered, searching for their rooms. Ethan found his on the third try and—as instructed—dropped his backpack on the bed. He left the suitcase standing on its roller but up against the wall near the closet, where he found one black robe hanging within. He slipped it on and found it was a perfect fit, even though it had looked to be a little short while hanging.

      “Funny, isn’t it,” a voice called from his door. “I thought mine was way too long when I took it off the hanger, but it’s just the right length.”

      Turning to the door, Ethan saw his visitor was a blond-haired boy, about four inches shorter and a little heavier than he was.

      “Hi there,” the boy said cheerfully. “I’m Corey Hankins, I’m your next-door neighbor. Nice to meet you.”

      “Ethan. Ethan Benedict.”

      “So, what do you think of the place so far?” Corey asked, continuing on before Ethan could reply. “My dad was a student here back in the day. He’s been telling me all about it every minute since my invitation arrived. I bet you I could give you just a good a tour as old Hangy out there. So, your folks come here, too? That why you’re here?”

      Ethan couldn’t help but smile at the nonstop energy off his neighbor. But he was reluctant to explain exactly how he’d received his invitation to come to the Academy. He’d been packing his belongings to move from one foster home to the next when he discovered a letter addressed to him sticking out of a pocket of his pack. Opening it, he saw the invitation as a way to escape what was surely going to be another dungeon of despair as the previous homes had been.

      So, when he finished packing everything in the world that belonged to him in his lone suitcase and the backpack, he’d simply boarded a bus for San Francisco and never looked back.

      “No, my parents hadn’t attended the Academy,” he replied, omitting the fact that he’d never known who his parents were in the first place. As far as he knew, he’d never once laid eyes upon them. Who had named him Ethan, and if his last name was really Benedict, were mysteries to him as well. “I’m not sure why I was invited, but it seemed like a good idea to accept.”

      “Well, if even half the stories my old man told me are true, you’re going to love it here. Come on, Ethan, let’s get going. My dad said the one thing not to miss was the welcoming ceremony, even though I couldn’t get him to tell me a single thing about it.”

      Grabbing Ethan by the shoulders, Corey steered him out the room—never once pausing his commentary on what they could expect to see on the island—and on down the hall toward the main entrance. Ethan, who rarely allowed anyone to get close enough to call friend, couldn’t help but instantly like his new neighbor. The other twelve newcomers quickly followed them back out onto the main path.

      “Precisely on time,” Hangsmith beamed in satisfaction, looking up from his silver pocket watch. “Come this way.”

      He led his mini-parade, which now included both Knighton and Libis, toward the largest of the stone buildings.

      “Mr. Hangsmith, sir,” one of the girls spoke up. “Are we the only ones here? I haven’t seen anyone else since we arrived.”

      “You will meet them at the welcoming ceremony,” Hangsmith said without breaking stride. He approached the tall oak doors of Friedhelm Hall, which parted at his approach and continued straight in with his charges dutifully in tow.

      The interior of the Hall was massive. Seven rows of unset tables and benches stretched from one end of the room to the other. A small stage, set about three feet above the floor, bore its own plain wooden table with seven high-backed wooden chairs. Light streamed in from large windows set in the stone walls at an even distance from one another. Other than the newly arrived group, no one was inside.

      “Friedhelm Hall,” Hangsmith announced as he led them to a table near the front of the center row. “Here you will gather for general assemblies and to take each of your meals. Come, be seated. Try it out for size.

      “Excellent,” he said as the fourteen first years did as instructed. “All settled in. Now then, it is time for us to join the welcoming ceremony.”

      With that Hangsmith stretched his arms and waved his hands in a sweeping gesture. The hall came to life, golden light erupting from lamps that suddenly appeared out of thin air. Tapestries unfurled, draping the empty spaces between the windows. The tables filled to overflowing with food and drink, each table with fourteen settings for the black-robbed students that filled every seat. Some tables were occupied by adults in robes of red, blue and purple.

      “Whoa!” Corey exclaimed in wide-eyed wonder. Ethan nodded his head in agreement.

      On the stage, a similar transformation took place. Two adults in each of the three robe colors sat in the chairs. In the center, an older man with hawk-like features, his jet-black hair shot with waves of silver-white strands, sat in the taller chair. He alone wore a robe of brilliant gold, trimmed in deep purple. He rose from his chair, gazed at the new arrivals for a moment and then addressed the full assembly.

      “My name,” he began in a baritone rumble, “as most of you already know, is Nicholas Magnus Goodrich. And I have served as headmaster of the Paracelsus Academy for longer than any student here today has been alive. I say welcome to our new first year class.”

      The room broke out into applause. After a few seconds, Goodrich held up his hands and motioned for quiet.

      “Today, we celebrate the first day of your journey into a world the likes of which you cannot even begin to imagine,” he said, looking back at the first-year table. “It will not always be a smooth one and, when the time comes for you to graduate, not all of you will still be here.”

      Goodrich paused to let that sink in.

      “As is the case with every welcoming ceremony,” he continued. “We not only welcome our new students but we also bid goodbye, at least to some, to our graduating class. We welcome them as sorcerers and sorceresses. A few will remain with us as instructors and staff. Others will be given their green robes to go out into the world. One might even be sent on a most difficult path, one of honor and of sacrifice.”

      Another long pause as a somber wave swept the room. The first years looked around in confusion, but none dared ask for clarification.

      “Let us begin,” Goodrich said, gesturing to the front table of the seventh row.

      Four adults, all in purple, stood and, facing the assembly, formed a line from the table to the three steps that led up to the stage. Then the ten students in black robes rose and lined up single file facing the stage.

      “Tiffany Allison McHenry,” Goodrich called out. The young woman, no more than eighteen years of age, ascended the steps and stood in front of Goodrich while facing the assembly.

      Goodrich touched the purple lining of his robe’s collar with both hands. As if holding some type of invisible necklace, he reached out and placed it around her collar. Instantly, her entire robe changed from black to purple.

      “Welcome, Instructor McHenry,” Goodrich said as the girl smiled in delight, bowed slightly and headed off the stage.

      Goodrich repeated the process of calling out a graduating student’s name eight more times. One more purple robe was joined by three red robes, two blue robes and a single green robe. Finally, only a tall boy, looking very serious and not the least bit anxious about his impending fate, remained.

      “Peter John Brookside,” Goodrich said, and the boy calmly made his way up onto the stage and claimed his position in front of Goodrich. But the Headmaster made no move for several very long seconds. Brookside tried not to react, but a hint of nerves started to crack the façade.

      “It is the dream of every student who attends the Academy,” Goodrich began finally, “to stand here one day and be granted the title ‘Sorcerer’. From time to time, a graduate stands before the Headmaster, however, and is called something else.”

      Goodrich slowly touched his collar and reached out for Brookside, but instead of lightly touching the boy’s collar, he placed his hand firmly on Brookside’s shoulders. The entire assembly gasped loudly when the black robe turned brilliant white. It appeared Brookside was more surprised than anyone else in the Hall at this turn of events.

      “On occasion,” Goodrich said, gently turning the stunned boy around to face him. “I am given the honor, and the solemn duty, to welcome a new Guardian into our world. These fortunate few are charged, and in a way even cursed, to form a special order among sorcerers.

      “To them,” he continued, “falls the duty to defend the entire world and all humanity from the powers of black magic and the forces of evil. They must also guard the very principles of magic itself, so that the darkness does not consume all. The Guardians must live a solitary life. We will never see them again, save one exception. Should any sorcerer falter and begin to serve the powers of the dark, the last living thing that sorcerer will see will be a Guardian.”

      Goodrich paused and favored Brookside with a fatherly smile.

      “I have known you were destined to be a Guardian for some time, Peter,” he placed a tender hand on the boy’s cheek. “I have both anticipated and dreaded this day. For I must say goodbye to you for what may be the very last time. And I must now seek out within this Hall, the next student who will join your order when their time here is done. I am uncertain as to which of us has the more difficult task ahead.

      “But for now, Guardian,” Goodrich lifted his hands away and gestured with his left toward a far wall, “it is time for you to join your order and fulfill your destiny.”

      A blazing white light burst from the spot in the wall where Goodrich was pointing. It formed into a massive doorway. Ethan peered into the brilliant light, but all he could make out was the vague outline of two people, their arms out in front of them in a beckoning gesture.

      Brookside, with a gentle nudge from Goodrich, stepped toward the light. When he neared the threshold, he reached out his own hands and grasped the hands of the others. The gently drew him in, and they seemed to fade into the light itself. Suddenly, the door contracted and closed with small pop. Only the cold stone wall remained.

      Without having realized it, Ethan had stood up and taken a few steps toward the light. His movement had not gone unnoticed by the Headmaster.

      “You have a question, Master…,” Goodrich inquired.

      “Ethan Benedict, sir,” he replied in a horse whisper that somehow carried far enough to be heard.

      “Master Benedict,” Goodrich said with a mysterious nod. “Your question?”

      “How,” Ethan asked, not even knowing why it mattered to him so much. “How does one become a Guardian?”

      “One does not aspire to be a Guardian, Master Benedict,” Goodrich replied kindly. “One is called to be a Guardian. Just as I was called to seek out from among my students here the one to be called. Once I know who that is, I begin their training, without ever telling them. Now that I have sent a new Guardian out, I will begin my search.

      “I tell you all now,” Goodrich looked over all assembled. “I have identified five candidates in this very room. Only one of you will be trained as a Guardian.”

      “Will it be me?” The words seemed to have been ripped from his chest as Ethan spoke aloud the thought racing through his brain.

      “That remains to be seen, Master Benedict,” Goodrich replied, spearing Benedict with a stern look.
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        * * *

      

      Lucca DeJardins’ debut short story, Far Away The Pale Blue Dot, appeared in Tuscany Bay Books’ Planetary Anthology Series: Mars. DeJardins also served as the editor for the Mars anthology. His second published short story, Whatever Became of Ichabod Crane, appeared in the Exploring Infinity anthology also published by Tuscany Bay Books. He currently resides in the Midwestern United States and is working on his debut novel: Nick, of T.I.M.E., which he hopes to have published in 2022.
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      The day Od Rune was expelled from Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts, Lower School, was the happiest day of Kora Chandler’s new life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        See You Down the Road

      

      

      The morning had gotten off to a terrible start, but Kora refused to let this daunt her. As if waking from nightmares was not enough, her awful roommate had tattled on her again—for crying during her nightmare no less. So unfair. Who could control what one did when one was asleep?—and now the dean wanted to see her.

      Let it be for something good, today of all days. Today had such promise.

      Kora wheeled her chair through the main foyer of Harmony Hall towards the Old Wing, where the dean’s office stood. Every inch of the dark wood paneling in the enormous entry hall had been carved with astonishing detail. Rumor had it that the man who built this section of the lower school had been the son of a dryad and had a way with wood. He apparently would plant a new tree for each one he hoped to cut down, and when it grew large enough, he would escort the dryad of the older tree to her new home. After that, the wood loved him and would do whatever he asked.

      Though why such luxurious furnishings had been lavished on an elementary school, Kora had no idea, much less one situated on a hidden island in the middle of the Hudson River.

      In each corner of the palatial foyer rose spiral staircases, the tight kind normally seen in libraries. Their dark banisters were carved in loving detail to imitate small Corinthian columns. A boy walked up the staircase in the southeast corner. It was that boy whose small golden cat always sat atop his mortarboard hat—how he pulled that off, Kora had no idea. The other kids referred to him as an odd rune. Kora had not figured out why. Maybe that was a slang term that Towners knew? As she watched, he reached the balcony—also intricately carved, its banister as delicate as lacework—and headed into a door that she knew was the lab that Ouroboros Industries kept for students who showed an interest in the mundane sciences. Nothing upstairs was of much interest to Kora, as she knew she would never be able get there. She went back to gazing at the carvings on the staircases and the ceiling.

      Just looking up at the elegantly carved buttresses and cherubs made her heart sing. She could picture so clearly what it would be like to perform here, swinging from spiral staircase to buttress to the far balcony. A trapeze could be set up right there; the aerialists could push off from that corner. Or there could be two trapezes, one with a flyer and one with a catcher.

      It could be glorious.

      Then she winced. Above her, she had spotted the rough surface of the doodad she had accidentally broken the time she had gone up there. The school had given her a floating harness, thinking that it might be an easier way to get around than her wheelchair. Kora did not really mind her wheelchair, as it allowed her to keep her arm muscles strong, but the floating harness had meant a whole new kind of freedom. She had been so filled with joy that she had immediately soared up to examine the delicate woodwork she had so admired from the ground—and accidentally broke off a curly piece when she pulled on it, wondering if it could hold a trapeze.

      Luckily, no one had noticed.

      Only her experimenting with the floating harness proved extremely short-lived. Her nasty roommate, Stacy Sage, had come walking into the foyer and spotted her. Stacy immediately snitched on her. She had run screaming for the proctors, shouting out the ridiculous claim that Kora had lost control and floated away.

      When Kora tried to explain the truth, no one listened. Father, may he rest in peace, had been right; Towners were just prejudiced against circus folk.

      Kora continued across the foyer, her wheels rattling against the marble floor. She passed the great doors that led outside. As she approached the far side of the grand foyer, she rubbed the scar from where she had split open her forehead against the sharp corner of the wainscoting. It had happened the day they let her try enchanted leg braces, which had come with accompanying ski poles. The leg braces moved on their own, so that her unresponsive legs impersonated the actions of walking. Kora had loved this idea, as it not only dramatically increased her mobility but also worked her otherwise atrophying leg muscles.

      Once again, however, Stacy had ruined everything. When Kora fell, her roommate had shrieked and gone running for the proctors, babbling about the copious amounts of blood and how Kora had not been stable enough to stand.

      Once again, no one listened when Kora tried to defend herself. They had kindly explained to her that, obviously, she was not yet ready for such a challenge. Maybe she could try again in six months.

      Only Kora had not been too unsteady. Walking in the self-moving braces had been easy. She had been trying to run.

      Push, push, push, her father had told her over and over as she was growing up. Only when we push do we excel.

      Dare, her mother would add in her thick Moravian accent. Only when ve dare do ve live.

      Kora wanted to push. Kora wanted to dare. No one would let her.
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        * * *

      

      Kora’s old life had included many happy days.

      She had grown up smelling of sawdust; each night, her mother had complained, in her lovely Moravian accent, about having to brush it from her daughter’s hair. As a little child, Kora and her best friend Imogen would run shrieking beneath the big top, usually being chased by Emile, their little feet stirring up the colored wood dust that covered the rings. Sometimes, the three of them rolled in the spare pile, waiting to be used to smooth the ring’s surface. Kora could still recall the itchiness of it as it slipped under her clothing and slid down her back.

      For her, having sawdust in her blood felt like more than just a popular circus catchphrase.

      Life was busy for circus children. During the day, they spent a good deal of their time helping their parents, both preparing for that evening’s acts and training to learn their parents’ arts themselves. They also attended school in the one-room school trailer.

      At night, however, when the music began, they would slip by Kora’s great aunt, the costume mistress; dart around Mr. Crampus, the head roustabout, as he bustled about conjuring that evening’s props; dash through clown alley at the back of the big top; and run out among the stalls where the candy butchers hawked their wares, in hopes that one would take pity on them and slip them some buttery popcorn or fluffy candy floss, called cotton candy when they played in the Americas and fairy floss in Australia—though real fairy floss was rather different.

      Kora had not been allowed to taste the real stuff. Her parents made a huge point of it, the one time the circus played Underhill. Fairy food was not to be eaten, not even tasted.
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        * * *

      

      “…and so, per your roommate’s report, I must sadly decline your request to attend today’s carnival,” Dean Schmitt told Kora, inclining her head kindly, “but do not lose heart, dearest. The carnival vill, most likely, come back next year, and by then, you may be feeling stronger.”

      “B-but why?” Kora cried out, trying to keep her voice from trembling.

      “It is felt by myself and my staff that this reminder of your old life, so soon after the tragic death of your parents, might cause you to become too overwrought.”

      Dean Grimhilda Schmitt, a woman well over her two hundredth year—which was not shockingly old for a sorceress; indeed, the short hair that curled tight against her forehead was still dark—hailed from the Black Forest of the kingdom of Bavaria. Rumors abounded that she was an agent of the King of Bavaria, Ludwig the IV. Since this did not interfere with her being an excellent dean, if occasionally a bit strict, no one seemed to mind. She spoke with an accent that reminded Kora of her mother’s, as they both pronounced W so that it sounded like a V. Bavaria and Moravia were neighbors.

      “I don’t understand why my…” Kora rocked her chair back and forth in frustration, “having bad dreams means I can’t go to the carnival? I’ve been truly looking forward to it.”

      “Child, your roommate reported that you cried out in your sleep, saying that you could not find the big top and something about a clown. We cannot but draw the conclusion that you are still understandably distraught over last summer’s tragedy.”

      “But…” Kora bit her lip and held it shut with her teeth. In her dream, she had cried out in anger, not grief, but she could not blurt out the truth without revealing a secret known strictly to circus folk.

      It was a secret she would not betray, not even for a chance to attend the carnival.

      “C-can you at least tell me who runs this carnival?” Kora stalled for time, trying to think of another appeal that might work.

      If worse came to worst, maybe she could slip a message out to the head carnie, if it was someone she knew, and ask someone there to request her to come. Circuses and carnivals were quite different in truth, but her grandfather, the owner of Chandler’s Traveling Big Top, had made a point of getting to know many carnival owners as they traveled the same stomping grounds and sometimes had to compete for resources.

      “A…” the dean shuffled through the papers on her desk, “a Mr. Koch, I believe.”

      Kora puffed up her cheeks and blew. That was not a name she recognized.

      “Dean Schmitt, please! Couldn’t you—” she began, but she never had a chance to finish her sentence. The heavily carved oak door banged open, and two proctors marched a boy into the dean’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Chandler’s Traveling Big Top was a circus of quite some repute that traveled through both Great Britain and the Americas. Her parents had been part of the world-famous Flying Chandlers, who had taken the gold at the Monte Carlo Circus Festival more than once.

      Kora’s father was a catcher, an aerialist who caught others during flying trapeze acts. Kora’s mother, Olga Faltynek Chandler was a flyer who performed with a conjuring hoop, which was a hula-hoop-sized talisman that helped a conjurer focus their gift. She used to wave it back and forth chanting the cantrip for conjuration, and out of it would spring fantastic images made of glittering sparks, as well as other lovely things. Conjured things could be dispelled within the first ten minutes, otherwise they would stay real for a whole day, vanishing exactly twenty-four hours later. During the conjuring portion of the Chandlers’ act, the band would play music that crescendoed every nine-and-a-half minutes out of a ten-minute movement, so that her mother would know when to dispel her creations so that the circus would not have to deal with them all day.

      One of the things that she called out of her hoop was a windcolt, a beautiful, slender, winged horse that would somehow, inexplicably, leap through the hoop to fly above the rings. As part of the act, Kora would ride this lovely beast through the air, performing vaulting tricks upon its narrow back. Everyone told her that conjured things were always newmade, a different horse each day, but Kora secretly knew that this was not true. The horse that came each day, which she called Snowflake, was identical—pure white with a creamy blaze the color of a palomino on its forehead and a little scar on its neck from cut it received the time, early in Kora’s riding career, when the two of them had become tangled in the leads supporting the tightrope. If she taught it anything, it remembered when it came again the next day. Kora never saw Snowflake for more than nine and a half minutes at a time, but she loved the horse dearly all the same.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, Odysseus Rune,” the dean spoke dryly, looking up from where she had been speaking with Kora.

      Oops. The other children had not been calling this boy ‘an odd rune.’ That was his name, Od Rune. Kora was doubly glad that she had not asked anyone about this.

      Mr. Furby, the husband of Kora’s favorite teacher, and another proctor she did not know stomped into the room dragging the boy with the golden cat on his hat. If Kora recalled correctly, he was in the grade below hers. He was a slender, intelligent-looking boy, with straight light brown hair and very round glasses. Almost no one in the World of the Wise had weak eyes, as it was an easy aliment to fix. Kora suspected that the glasses were alchemical goggles, enchanted with some special properties.

      “Mr. Rune,” the dean frowned. “Please remove that animal from your cap.”

      Mr. Furby released the boy’s arm. Reaching up, Odysseus Rune pulled the little golden cat from his black mortarboard. This seemed to take more effort than would have been expected. There was a soft, somehow-familiar ripping noise when the cat finally came away from the fabric. Od Rune put the cat on the floor beside him and stood at a sprightly attention.

      A faint buzzing sounded in Kora’s ear. A pencil flew into sight, meandering right and left like a flying bristleless without a rider.

      “Mr. Rune!” The dean stood up, shocked. “Vhat have you done? Surely, you have not cast a cantrip vithout supervision? I am certain you are vell avare that students are not allowed to use any sort of magic out of strictly controlled classroom situations here at the Lower School. In fact, I know you are vell avare of this, because I gave you a vorning once, myself.”

      “Hardly just a cantrip, Mrs. Schmitt,” the tall, bulky proctor whom Kora did not know announced. “He seems to have reproduced some of the spells that make brooms fly. Those spells are said to be quite advanced.”

      “Mr. Rune,” the dean continued, looking quite severe, “this is your second varning. If you transgress again, I vill have no choice but to expel you!”

      Straightening, the dean glanced at Kora in her wheelchair, as if suddenly realizing that she was still there. “That is all for now, Miss Chandler, you may go.”

      Kora opened her mouth to object, but the proctors moved forward, and now there were adults standing between her and the dean, blocking any chance she had of gaining the dean’s attention.
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        * * *

      

      Imogen’s parents were the beast tamers. Her father trained manticores, chimera, griffins, and sphinxes to do tricks—dance, roll over, leap through fiery hoops, et cetera. He also had a thunderbird whose performance was dramatic and occasionally frightening. Her mother performed in a sparkling sequined outfit along with poodles and a grumpy jackalope. Imogen herself had a little kirin she was training. Kora had loved the elegant, one-horned, Oriental unicorn; it was so full of joy and mischief.

      Emile was a year older than the girls. His father juggled and performed as an acrobat, and his mother, whose family hailed from Mongolia, walked the tightrope in a beautiful gown of embroidered red silk. She could also stand on her hands and shoot a bow with her feet. For the Unwary who knew nothing of sorcery and magic, she did tricks on top of the high wire. For the Wise, she walked upside down, under the wire.

      Emile was learning to juggle, too. He was also being trained to do a knife-throwing act. As he grew older, he became good enough to join the live show, throwing knives at his own mother. Kora found this amazing. She could never have found the courage to do such a daring thing.
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        * * *

      

      Kora wheeled back down the hall, fuming, too angry to return to where she was supposed to be. The dean would have listened had it been Stacy Sage. Adults always listened to Stacy.

       She passed by classrooms full of students. In one, her favorite teacher, Mrs. Furby, was demonstrating a dance to Kora’s classmates that included hand movements Kora recognized as gestures needed to cast cantrips. She should have been attending that class, but instead, she kept going, too angry to join in. Continuing, she passed another room where the students were having a math bee. The students who had been eliminated from the round practiced using the multiplication wheel the teacher had drawn upon the blackboard. In yet a third classroom, a science teacher demonstrated how to take the essence of cold from an ice cube to create an ice stick or a cooling elixir. In the fourth, they learned grammar, utilizing what Dean Schmitt still called “that new-fangled American trick for teaching grammar more effectively” but which everyone else called sentence diagramming. Apparently, the dean considered anything invented since the mid-nineteenth century newfangled.

      Returning to her room, Kora waved her hand in the pattern that caused the door to slowly swing open. She wheeled inside and glumly sat glumly. One side of the small room was bright and cheery, with posters of maps and characters from popular children’s books. On the other side, her side, blank walls stared back at her.

      Her eyes moved from the empty wall to the corner where the discarded floating harness and walking braces leaned against a self-wheeling chair that the school had offered her but which she did not wish to use, lest she lose her precious arm muscles, honed from years of swinging from ropes and trapezes. Next to this pile of discarded mobility was a stack of rolled posters, wonderful posters showing off some of the circus’s best acts: the two brothers who were juggling acrobats; the Sherwood Broom Jockeys with streams of glitter shooting out from behind the fans of their bristlelesses; Clarence the Clown in his characteristic funny hat; and, best of all, her parents in their glittering white outfits, her father hanging upside-down by his knees from a trapeze, her mother stretched out, toes pointed, in mid-flight.

      But, without the ability to move her legs, she could not reach high enough to pin them up. And she certainly was not going to ask her snitch-of-a-roommate for help.

      Stacy Sage was the opposite of circus folk in every way. Instead of being toned from years of constant practice, she was soft and slothful. Instead of pushing herself to excel, she spent all her free time sitting around and reading, a chip bag clutched in her chubby fist. Instead of standing by her roommate, she tattled.

      Kora was not the only one in the room with nightmares. Stacy whimpered sometimes at night, too. She said she was homesick. She had never been away from home for so long. Kora wondered at this. The two girls had been here since September—five months in one place.

      Never before in her life had Kora had stayed in the same place for so long.

      Back in Kora’s old life, Stacy would not have lasted ten seconds. No one snitched under the big top: well, maybe to family, but never to outsiders. But here, at school, Kora could not so much as cough without it being reported to the dean. It made her miserable existence so much more miserable than it needed to be.

      Stacy was exactly the sort of Towner who most looked down on those with sawdust in their blood. She was the kind who would never experience itchy feet, the yearning to get back on the road.

      Kora’s eyes locked onto the pair of now-too-small boots resting on the top of the bookshelf beside her bed. The boots were golden in hue, made from a substance that resembled leather but had no seam; the entirety of each boot, sole and all, was made from a single pliant substance.

      They were boots, precious to circus folk and carnies everywhere, because they were a symbol that the wearer was part of the secret world that met every summer at Tohu-Bohu—a world to which Kora, having outgrown her more recent pair—no longer belonged.

      But even if they had fit, what would it have mattered? She could not have slipped her numb legs into them.

      Her feet would never be itchy again.
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        * * *

      

      Summers were spent on the road, except for Ring Week, which was spent at Tohu-Bohu, in Canada, participating in the Circus of the Wise Festival, which was attended by circus folk, both human and fey. Tohu-Bohu was a city of the circus, located inside Montreal. Both circus people and carnies lived there; acrobats and clowns rubbed shoulders with glass-eating half-psammeads, snake-dancing half-naga, and a bearded lady who was actually a female dwarf.

      Circus Royalty, such as Kora’s family—seven generations back on her father’s side, ten generations back on her mother’s side—had a place of honor at Ring Week. Kora and Imogen were carried around on chairs along with other circus royalty children during the great parade. Emile’s family had only been in the circus for three generations—counting Emile—so he was not given a chair. He was allowed to march with the parade, though, entertaining the girls with stories and using his knife-throwing skills to toss treats up to them.

      After the parade, they would break up by talent and act. Aerialists would meet with other aerials, sharing new moves. Animal tamers would meet with other tamers. Clowns would meet with clowns. Jugglers could choose between acrobats and clowns. Some years, Emile and his father went with the acrobats. Some years, they joined the clowns, and she would see Emile running by, dressed as a Harlequin with a white face and ruffed collar.

      The Aerialists would break up into sub-groups, too: Flyers, such as Kora’s family, who flew via trapezes, hoop aerialists, and dancers who performed on aerial silks, and those who flew via harness or brooms or other alchemical talismans. Kora’s mother would spend part of the week with the aerialists and part with the conjurers, sharing secrets and practicing new conjurations.

      Finally came the visit to the O’Chaunessy Brothers Cobbler Shop, run by two half-brothers. One was the son of a leprechaun and could make left shoes; the other was the son of a churichaun and could make right shoes. Together, they made the golden O’Chaunessy boots that were a signal to those in the world outside that one had experienced the enchantment that was Toru-Boru.
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        * * *

      

      The time came. The bell in the high tower rang, and the students, ages seven to thirteen, marched down the snowy hill and through the gate in the wall of living trees that warded the lower school from the outside world. There, on the shores of the frozen Hudson River, a carnival had sprung up, its Ferris wheel so tall that it could be glimpsed above the leafless branches of the warding wall. The day was cold, but the lilting strains of flutes and harps could be heard as enchanters played fair skies and warmer weather for the occasion.

      Left behind, Kora had rolled herself outside while the great doors to Harmony Hall were still open. She came to rest on a small, paved patio near her favorite tree, rocking her wheelchair and steaming with anger, or maybe that was her breath in the cool January air. As she rocked back and forth, the metallic wheels of her chair clanged against the cobblestones. Entry of the Gladiators began to play on a carousel. No matter how loudly Kora banged the wheels of her chair against the stones, the noise did not drown out the gratingly cheerful music.

      It was as if her new life and her old one had collided—only she was no longer allowed to be part of either. How had it come to this?
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        * * *

      

      A year ago, Kora and her parents had been in Monaco for the annual Monte Carlo Circus Festival. The Flying Chandlers had taken silver in the international competition, losing the gold that year to The Flying Faltynkovi, a team composed of her mother’s five brothers. It had been an amazing time of laughter and wonder. Kora had met up, in person, with all her old friends— particularly Imogen and Emile—and they had run free among the trailers, babbling back and forth to each other in six different languages and making up for lost time with the intensity of their exuberance.

      The plan had been for her to come back to Monte Carlo two weeks later for Next Generation, the competition for young circus artists. First, however, the Chandlers had returned to England to play Stoke-on-Trent with her grandfather’s circus. High on their success in Monaco, the award-winning Flying Chandlers had wowed the audiences for a star-spangled week.

      At the end of the week, they had moved on to Shrewsbury. And disaster.
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        * * *

      

      Staring out at the Ferris wheel rising above the treetops, Kora blinked back bitter tears. Stupid nightmare! How dare Stacy snitch over something so trivial? Kora had been weeping from anger and regret—because, for months now, no matter how hard she tried to find her friends, she seemed able to dream of nothing except the mist in which her parents had died, the mist that had crippled her for life. Even in dreams, she could not walk, but that was not what had caused her to weep.

      She had been crying because she could not find Peter’s Circus.

      Peter Circus Clown’s Big Top was where all circus children met in their dreams. Peter himself was taller than the sky. He wore a white, conical pointed hat, a white coat with black pompoms for buttons, white pantaloons, and long pointed shoes. His circus had wonders not seen in the waking world, winged elephants that carried houses on their backs, tiny talking mice, sweet-smelling skunks.

      Peter and his Circus in the Sky carried happy dreams to sad people all over the world. Every night, Kora and Imogen and Emile, as well as other children with sawdust in their blood, would join Peter in bringing these good dreams. It was a secret that they could do this. That was why she could not tell the dean. Only children could go to Peter’s, and only circus children at that. No one else, anywhere in the world, knew the secret of meeting up in dreams.

      When they were not on the road, spreading good dreams, they stayed at Peter’s base camp between the Mountain of the Whispering Winds and the Ocean of Deeper Dreaming, next to Foggy Forest and the Valley of Stars. They would laugh and play and practice their acts and eat the most delicious cake made from whipped clouds.

      Then, before they woke up each morning, they would part with the same phrase that all circus folk used when a season on the road came to an end and they went their separate ways: “See you down the road.”

      The first morning in Shrewsbury, Kora had been woken abruptly by loud voices. The twin brothers who did the juggling and acrobatics act were fighting because one wanted to drop out and go to medical school, but the other one still had itchy feet. The noise had startled her, but she could have slipped back into her dream. However, she was so excited about the coming day and practicing for her return to Monaco that she had shot out of bed and forgot to take her leave of Peter and the others.

      That was her last day in the circus, the day the net broke.

      Never again had Kora dreamed of the Circus in the Sky. Was it because she was no longer a circus kid, or because she had failed to say: “See you down the road?”

      She would never have the opportunity to say it again, in dreams or awake.
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        * * *

      

      Hruumm. An odd buzzing hum made Kora look up from her thoughts of guilt and regret.

      Odysseus Rune floated into sight, coming around the side of the white-bottomed and Tudor-styled-topped walls of Harmony Hall. He lay stretched out upon a red and white checkered ironing board, which inexplicably floated weightlessly of its own accord. His brown hair fell into his eyes. His golden cat sat regally beside him. Od Rune lay sideways, his elbow on the ironing board, his cheek resting on his palm.

      “What are you doing?” Kora cried in surprise. “Aren’t you going to get expelled?”

      “Not if nobody tells,” countered Od Rune.

      He had her there.

      She should have graciously conceded, but she was still angry with him. This was, after all, the boy who had ruined her chances to beg Dean Schmitt for another opportunity to attend the carnival. Besides, if someone else were still around, and they saw him, they would invariably snitch, and then he would get in big trouble. Also, they might then notice her and make her go inside—where she would not even be able to torture herself by listening to the carnival music.

      “Get off now!” she snapped waspishly, which was not very nice, but she was not in a charitable mood. “Do you want to get expelled?”

      “I am not sure getting off’s a good idea,” warned Od Rune.

      “Get off, or I’ll scream,” she lied.

      It was a lie, because a circus girl would never snitch. But, of course, he did not know that.

      “If you insist, but only if you agree to take all responsibility for any consequences that occur.”

      Kora frowned. What kind of consequences could there be?

      Od Rune lifted his cat. Then, still holding it, he hopped off and landed on the ground.

      Without him weighing it down, the ironing board shot off like a rocket. It careened upward and slammed into one of the windows in the high clock tower that rose above the white and Tudor building.

      The glass shattered. The ironing board stayed, wedged in the broken window. Od Rune winced, but he did not say, “told you.” Kora appreciated that.

      She looked from the broken window with the red-and-white-checkered ironing board protruding from it to the younger boy’s chagrined expressions. A giggle escaped her lips. Then, she could not help it, even though she threw her hands over her mouth, trying to stop it. A whole torrent of giggles escaped.

      Od Rune threw back his head and laughed.

      “Oh, I am so sorry! I am not usually such a wet blanket.” Kora wiped her eyes.

      “Ah, it’s all right,” he shrugged cheerfully. He brushed the hair from his eyes, which Kora realized suddenly were an astonishingly intense blue. “They can’t prove it was me. Could have been anyone.”

      As he turned, the little gold cat batted at something at his waist. Kora suddenly realized that Odysseus Rune was wearing a sword at his hip, a really long sword that nearly dragged on the ground. It was was way too big for an eleven-year-old boy. The moment her eyes fell on it, he noticed and made a kind of exasperated noise, pushing at his belt. A moment later, there was no sword there.

      Kora blinked twice. There was nothing on his belt at all. She must have imagined it.

      “You’re Od Rune, aren’t you?” she asked, wondering whether he liked the nickname.

      He nodded, not looking the least bit dismayed. “And I know who you are.”

      “You do?” she asked curiously. Then, thinking about what this probably meant, she felt suddenly hurt. “The cripple girl, you mean? The orphan?”

      He did not respond to that.

      Anger welled up in her again, at him, at fate. She snapped, “Do you think it’s a piece of cake to lose your parents?”

      Od Rune was silent for a while, far longer than was comfortable.

      Finally, he spoke, his tone conversational and light. “I do have a mum and a grandmother, so I am lucky that way. But I haven’t seen my dad since I was six. He went away one day and never came back. He called my mother from some conference in Eastern Europe, saying they had one last stop, and he would be home for dinner, and he was never seen again. By anyone.”

      “Oh.” Kora suddenly felt like a heel. “I’m sorry. What did he do? For work, I mean?”

      “He was a rocket scientist.”

      She squinted at him to see if he was pulling her leg.

      “For O.I.”

      Ooooh. He worked for Ouroboros Industries, the only company in the world that mixed magic and technology. Maybe he really was a rocket scientist. It would explain his son’s interest in science.

      “The last time I saw him,” Od continued, straightening his owlishly round glasses, which seemed to be a bit large for his face, “he took me to the circus, Chandler’s Traveling Big Top. I remember how happy I was to be out with him. He was pretty busy, and he didn’t have a lot of time for outings. But he had bought me candy floss, and we watched this amazing aerial act. It had a man and a woman and a little girl, all dressed in shining white. The little girl flew through the air—they threw her back and forth between them. She was so graceful.

      “I remember watching her with my jaw hanging open and thinking, ‘When I grow up, I want to do something amazing, too. When I grow up, I want to learn to fly.’” He glanced up at the ironing board and shrugged again. “Not quite there yet, but I’ll make it yet.”

      “Tha-that was me!” Kora squeaked, astonished. “The first year I joined the act.”

      He really did know who she was.
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        * * *

      

      Kora missed her legs. She missed tripping lightly across the sawdust, being able to cross rooms to get things she needed. But she missed flying most of all. Not real flying, such as broom jockeys do, she missed what aerialists meant by the term flying, soaring through the air from trapeze to trapeze, from hand to hand, high above the rings and free.

      When she first found out that she was paralyzed from the waist down, she had not been too concerned. Yes, walking was important, but she had her arms. She hardly used her legs when flying, it was all reaching and catching. She could still be an aerialist, just using her arms.

      Only, she couldn’t.

      Because she did need the lower part of her body to fly. To move purposefully through the air, she needed to straighten her hips, hold her knees just so, to point her toes. She needed to control her center of balance and kip her legs at just the right moment. Flying now was like trying to move through the air with two large, limp bags of rice swinging aimlessly from her waist.

      Even when she first started practicing with her parents, when she was small and had not learned how to move, she had more control over her body than she did now. She recalled what it was like back then, learning to let go of the bar and trust that her parents would catch her. She recalled one time when she was too frightened to leave the bar.

      “Look at me,” her mother had called, reaching toward her. “Look only at me and trust. I vill catch you.” And she had, every time.

      Her father had dropped her once or twice, sending her twirling to bounce off the net. Her uncles had dropped her a bunch of times, but her mother never dropped her, not once.

      Who would catch her now?
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        * * *

      

      “What happened to you?” asked Od Rune. He did not ask hesitantly or look on with prurient interest, but rather, his tone was entirely matter-of-fact as one might ask about the weather or the name of one’s favorite flying polo team.

      “I fell… a long distance, into conjuring mist.”

      “Aw! That’s rough!” He looked genuinely sad. “How did it happen? Did someone drop you?”

      She shook her head. “We landed on the net at the end of our show. You know, spread our arms wide, shout tada! Take a bow. That sort of thing? The net broke. We… all fell.”

      It was becoming hard to speak. She had never actually told anyone what happened. Someone else had always told the story for her.

      “Sorry about that. Conjuring mist?” He tapped his chin with the hand that was not holding the cat, as if trying to remember. “Doesn’t that stuff make it so that you can’t be healed by magic?”

      Kora nodded. “We used conjuring mist under our acts. Many circus people do. It makes the acts more daring.”

      “Wow. You’re really brave.”

      He sounded so sincere. It made Kora smile.

      “The Flying Chandlers did the main act—there are—er, w-were—six of them, my parents and four of my father’s siblings. But the three of us, my mother and father and me, had our own solo act. For the Wise, it included conjuring. For the Unwary, just aerial trapeze. Then we would land triumphant on the net. The net was just above the mist.”

      “I remember that.” He grinned enthusiastically. “That part was awesome.”

      “That day…no one knows what went wrong. I remember my father arguing with Mr. Crampus, the head of the roustabouts. Crampus thought something was off with one of the hooks that held the net. Father looked it over and thought it was fine. Mr. Crampus made such a fuss that Father had the roustabouts tighten the other fastenings extra tight. Grandfather thinks that must have pulled the net too hard, because it split right down the middle—and we fell.”

      Kora was quiet for the space of a breath.

      “I lived. My parents didn’t.”

      But Od was no longer paying attention to her sorrow. He had put his cat down and was tilting his head sideways and making weird gestures with his fingers.

      “The net split down the middle?” the boy mused. “That doesn’t make sense. Was it pulled so tight it was entirely flat?”

      Kara thought back. “No.”

      He made a few more weird gestures. Then suddenly, she understood what those gestures meant. He was trying to envision the tensions on the net.

      “Why would the whole net split down the middle?” the son of a rocket scientist mused. “Wouldn’t just a few ropes snap? The ones under the most tension?”

      “It had been recently reinforced, to make it stronger. That section broke.”

      “Huh? Do you… um… does talking about it bother you? Or can I ask a few questions?”

      It did bother her, to remember, but she did not let on.

      “You can ask.”

      “Did you hear anything? A snapping sound?”

      Kora thought back. “No.”

      “Did the act end exactly at the same time every day?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Did you smell anything?”

      What strange questions. She thought back again. “Just the usual…that lilacky smell that conjuring mist has.”

      “More of it than usual?”

      “Um…” When she thought of the smell, it all came back in a flash. Smiling, waving at the audience, the smell of lilacs growing stronger. Then there was nothing under her feet. A moment later, she was falling.

      She grabbed the arms of her chair, glad that she was sitting down. She suddenly feared she might faint.

      “This supposed reinforcement,” Od continued, unconcerned by her distress or possibly oblivious. He was a boy. “Did they find all of it?”

      Kora’s limbs were trembling. She looked up at Od. She had to swallow twice before she found her voice—because suddenly she understood what he was asking her.

      “It was conjured. The reinforcement ribbon, I mean,” she whispered, “Wasn’t it?”

      “That’s my guess,” he nodded sagely. “Sabotage. Someone conjured it exactly 24 hours before, so that it would vanish right when you all landed on it.”

      “M-my p-parents were murdered!”
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        * * *

      

      The other thing Kora missed desperately was her independence. Oh, she did a fair job of wheeling herself around here at school, because the dean had been nice enough to put her classes on the first floor, but that was not the same as true independence.

      She could not put up her own posters. She could not interact with anything out of reach of her wheelchair. She certainly could not have moved with alacrity out of the way if a performer were to have been running in her direction. She could not live at the circus anymore.

      Under the big top, everyone served a purpose, often several purposes. What purpose could a crippled girl serve?

      When she was first recovering, Kora had assumed life would continue as before, she would remain a member of Chandler’s Traveling Big Top, living with her uncles or aunts or perhaps, her grandfather, the ringmaster. At the circus, however, every person worked. Every person was busy. Even Imogen and Emile had duties to perform. No one was left over to watch Kora, to push her about—she had been weaker then, recovering from her injuries.

      The choice had been to hire a new person just to care for Kora, a person who would be in the way during practices and scene changes, or to send Kora off to school. Reluctantly, Grandfather had chosen to send her away.

      As she settled in at Roanoke Academy and the days slowly ticked by, the horrible truth had sunk in. She was no longer circus folk.

      Never again would she say, “See you down the road.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure we should be doing this?” Kora squeaked as Od pushed her wheelchair though the wide doorway in the warding wall that led to the shore where the carnival stood. The sleek little golden cat, who was saddled with the totally inappropriate name of Furball, walked delicately beside them.

      Once through the doors in the wall, the sunlight glittered off the frozen waters of the Hudson. Between the wall of trees, growing side-by-side, and the water was a hundred yards of shore—grassy earth closer to the tree-wall and sand closer to the water’s edge. It was here that the carnival had set up.

      “Ah, don’t worry about it,” the boy replied cheerfully. “It’s crowded. There are big kids, too. Looks like the upper school and the college are here. No one will see us. And if they do?” He shrugged. “Just tell them I kidnapped your chair, and what could you do?”

      “Won’t you get in trouble?”

      “When am I not in trouble?”

      Kora fell quiet at that because they had arrived, and there was nothing she wanted more in the world—well nothing beside finding Peter Circus Clown again and, of course, seeing her parents.

      Everywhere, lights, sights, and wonders abounded. Even though there was no big top, so much was familiar, the hawkers, the neon signs on the booths, the scent of warm buttery popcorn, all reminded her so much of home that she found she could not swallow. It hurt like squeezing a lemon onto the slash in her broken heart.

      She hadn’t thought it would hurt so much. Kora quailed. Maybe the dean had been right; maybe she should have stayed away.

      “Oops! This way,” Od Rune suddenly jerked her chair to the left, ducking the two of them behind a candy butcher hawking gummies and funnel cake.

      “Hey! Look where you are going!” she squeaked.

      “Mayday! Mayday!” he whispered loudly. “Bavarian dean at nine o’clock!”

      Kora shut up as fast as if the ringmaster had stepped through the curtain.

      A moment later, the dean’s German accent floated over the booth. “Ah, Mr. Koch. Thank you so much for bringing your carnival to Roanoke Island. A carnival in the midst of vinter is a rare treat. Our children appreciate your efforts.”

      “So glad, Dean Schmitt. So glad. We aim to serve.”

      Kora grabbed Od’s arm. “I… I know that voice!”

      “Who is it?”

      “Trying… trying to remember.” She rubbed her temples.

      “And the Chandler girl?” continued the other voice. “I haven’t seen her yet. She did come, didn’t she? We have prepared a car on our Ferris wheel for her chair. She deserves a spot of happiness, poor thing.”

      “Oh, no. Mr. Koch. I am sorry. I didn’t realize you knew about her,” the dean’s voice was solemn with regret. “We felt all this excitement might be too much for her so close after, vell, you know.”

      “A pity. A pity.” He sounded quite regretful.

      “Who is it?” Od whispered again.

      “Crampus.” Kora exclaimed in astonishment. “Mr. Crampus, the head roustabout from my grandfather’s circus. But what’s he doing here?”

      “Crampus. You mentioned him before.” Od’s voice became dry. “Let me guess. He was one of your circus’s conjurers.”

      “Yes. He made props for the clowns to use each night. He… how did you guess? Oh.”

      A cold chill ran up her neck. Her vision swam. She gripped the arms of her chair, hard, until the spell passed.

      “He was arguing with your father?”

      “Crampus had been with Grandfather forever. But he and my father hated each other. Came from some incident when Father was a young man, I think. No one ever told me the details. Father had been trying to convince Grandfather to retire Mr. Crampus, or at least demote him, and hire a younger man to do his job.”

      “So he ripped the net, conjured some kind of reinforcement that he wove through it, and then, twenty-four hours later, bam.”

      “Bam,” whispered Kora, trying to draw a deep breath and failing. “Wh-what’s he doing here?”

      “Trying to finish the job, of course,” said Od Rune, totally matter-of-factly.

      Kora’s head cleared as quickly as if someone had drenched her with icy water.

      “He’s trying to murder me?”

      “Most likely. Who else would he be murdering?”

      Dare. Only when ve dare do ve live.

      “Let’s go confront him!” declared Kora.
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        * * *

      

      She caught sight of Mr. Crampus over by the Ferris wheel, a slightly hunched figure with a long mustache. Music issued as the great wheel turned, music so familiar that her eyes filled with tears. It was a recording of what the band played during her mother’s conjuring act. As they grew closer, the rousing notes rose to their nine-and-a-half minute crescendo.

      Kora suddenly missed her mother more than she could bear.

      As they approached, Mr. Crampus was doing a strange thing. He held a metal strut up to a girder of the Ferris wheel, wedging it into place right next to a slightly shorter one. A moment later, the shorter strut vanished.

      “What’s he doing?” murmured Od.

      “Um…conjuring a replacement for a conjured strut, maybe?” Kora offered. “Maybe a strut broke, and he conjured the replacement. He would have to put a new one in place before the day was up.”

      “Cutting it awfully close, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is…” Kora began, but then Mr. Crampus saw her. She gave her best imitation of a cheerful wave as Od pushed her closer.

      Mr. Crampus had a strange expression on his face. He turned to his assistant, speaking rapidly. Kora wondered if she was not meant to have seen him, if he had intended to hide from her but had dropped his guard because he thought she was not coming. But, if so, why come here? Why ask the dean to invite her?”

      Od wheeled her to a stop in front of him. Kora gazed up at him intently.

      “Mr. Crampus,” she demanded fiercely, “why did you murder my parents?”

      The mustached old man gawked at her for nearly ten seconds. Then he turned and ran.

      “The game’s afoot!” Od Rune grabbed the handles of her wheelchair and began to chase him. Her chair rattled and bumped wildly. The hunched figure dashed through the crowded carnival. Od followed him without much regard for whether he was bowling over other students with Kora’s chair. Kora hoped very much that they would not run into a second-grader. She shouted and waved her hands, urging kids to get out of the way.

      So much for laying low.

      Od cut around a booth and came to a stop just in front of the fleeing roustabout.

      “So, you did see me!” Mr. Crampus spat. “You overly inquisitive rug rat! I thought you had. You should have just got on the Ferris wheel and met your end like a good girl. Don’t you want to see your parents?”

      “You realize I am about to commit sorcery upon you,” Od Rune said casually, “and I have almost no training at all. Recipe for disaster if I ever heard of one.”

      “Who are you?” Mr. Crampus asked.

      “Your worst nightmare!” Od Rune announced. Then he gave a kind of shrug. “Or a totally harmless sixth-grader. Take your pick.”

      Crampus blinked at him, thoroughly baffled. Then he turned and ran the other way, disappearing into the crowd.

      “We’ve got to do something!” Kora cried.

      Od pulled a crystal vial from his pocket, the kind that held alchemical elixirs. “He ran away from the docks. There’s nothing that direction. He’s got to come back this way if he wants to get off the island. Let’s set up an ambush!”

      “Good idea!” Kora cried, adding, “Um… how?”

      He held up the vial. “This is the stuff I use to stick Furball to my hat. Maybe I can stick him in place with it. Kora, I’m going to have to leav…”

      Crack! Bang!

      Od spun around. Then he ran back behind Kora and spun her around, too. High above, the Ferris wheel was falling. It listed sideways at a precarious angle. The rounded green and blue cars with their white tops, swung wildly. Students screamed.

      “Oh no!” cried Kora.

      “That conjured strut must have given out,” cried Od.

      “He dispelled it!” Kora shouted angrily. She gazed up in terror at the tilted wheel. “That’s why he was playing my mother’s music! He didn’t conjure the other one twenty-four hours ago! He was conjuring them every ten minutes, so…”

      “So when you got on in your wheelchair, he could kill you and finish the job.” Od nodded grimly. “Luckily, you have me with you. Another case solved by the world’s self-proclaimed, greatest kid detective.”

      Above their heads, students shouted. A few had slipped from their cars and hung precariously. Proctors and teachers lowering students to the ground with cantrips. Only, there was one student, a girl, who was too high for the teacher’s spells to reach. Kora could hear the adults shouting to each other, trying to figure out what they could do. Mr. Furby broke away from the others and began sprinting back towards the school.

      “Bet he’s going for a bristleless,” said Od, his eyes fixed on the dangling student.

      “Yes, but he’ll have to run all the way to the broom closet, by the gym,” Kora replied, worried. “That’s quite a distance. Do you think she’ll be able to hang on?”

      Od tapped the side of his round glasses and squinted. Then he shook his head. “She’s already starting to lose her grip.”

      “You can see all the way up there?” Kora asked, astonished.

      Od pointed at his glasses. “Telescopic vision. If only we had something we could fly on.” He pulled out another vial and shook it. “I have more of the stuff that made the pencil and the ironing board fly.” He eyed the towering Ferris wheel thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s for the best. I’ve never actually flown more than five feet off the ground. I might even be afraid of heights.”

      Kora snorted. “We know someone here’s not afraid of heights.” She grabbed the vial from his hand and unstopped it. “Tell me how to use it.”
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        * * *

      

      Kora flew toward the stranded student. She considered fastening the seatbelt inside her wheelchair but then scoffed at the idea. She had not worked with a mechanic, as the circus folk called the harnesses that aerialists used while practicing, since she was six. She was not about to start now. She sat squarely in her seat and grasped the arms of her chair firmly.

      A soft mechanical whirr issued from her wheelchair, the same sound she had heard around the ironing board and the flying pencil. The wind played with her hair. What was it that Od had told her after they had carefully poured out the flying elixir onto her wheelchair? Lean back to go up, forwards to go down, left or right to go those directions. It all seemed pretty simple. Now, to save the girl in need.

      Kora rose, zoomed over to the struggling girl, and looked down. A strange fluttering feeling began in the part of her stomach she could still feel.

      The girl hanging from the Ferris wheel—the girl who was hanging by only a few fingers, about to drop—was Stacy.

      All Kora’s hatred rushed to the fore. This was the roommate who made her life miserable. This was the person responsible for taking away her chance to walk, to run, to float—which was nearly like flying. This slothful, tattling Towner who looked down on circus folk and their gypsy lives, suddenly needed Kora’s help?

      She could let her fall.

      Kora cringed. She knew what that was like, plummeting from a great height, striking the ground, never walking again, maybe dying. She did not want to wish that on anyone, not even Stacy Sage.

      Kora swooshed down and grabbed Stacy’s wrists. Gasping in surprise, the chubby girl let go of the bar she had been clinging to. She was heavy, Kora and the wheelchair dropped slightly, but Kora’s arms were strong. She held her firmly.

      She did not lower Stacy to the ground. She did not even bring her down far enough for the proctors to catch her with their magic. Instead, she flew her wheelchair to just above one of the highest blue and white cars and dropped the other girl unceremoniously onto the top of it. The car wobbled wildly. Stacy screamed, nearly losing her balance.

      Hovering just above her, Kora leaned over and barked out the question that burned upon her tongue. “Why did you betray me?”

      “Betray you?” The girl’s chubby face was red from exertion. She looked baffled. The car wobbled again. Stacy whimpered. “Help me, please?”

      “You told on me!”

      “Can’t we talk about this on the ground?” Stacy looked down and gulped.

      “No. We talk about it here.” Heights did not bother Kora of the Flying Chandlers. In fact, she felt strangely at home.

      “I…” Stacy’s face crumbled. “I-I was trying to help you!”

      “Help?” shouted Kora. “How could tattling help?”

      “Wh-when I was e-eight, my mother asked me to w-watch my little sister,” Stacy spread her arms to keep her balance; her face had gone pale. “I said I would, only I didn’t. I was reading a book. I thought she would be okay.”

      Stacy’s eyes filled with tears. “Only, she wandered off. She tripped and fell into a cement drainage ditch… and broke her l-leg. I-I didn’t want you to get hurt because I wasn’t attentive.”

      Kora gasped. Never in the last five months had she once paused to consider Stacy’s point of view. It had not occurred to her that maybe Stacy had thought Kora was actually in danger. After all, she, Kora, had never thought to tell her roommate what she was up to. Maybe Stacy did not know that she had been trying to run, trying to fly.

      Kora stared down at the chubby, bookish girl and felt as if she had been socked in the stomach. A horrible realization crept over her. Stacy was not the prejudiced one.

      Kora was.

      She was prejudiced against this non-athletic girl for being plump and bookish, this girl who had never done anything except try to look out for her. She assumed that because Stacy was not circus folk that her motives were bad.

      Kora reached toward her roommate and heard her mother’s words come out of her own mouth. “Look only at me and trust. I will catch you.”

      Terrified, Stacy reached up and grasped Kora’s wrist.

      Slowly, a bit more jerkily than she might have liked, Kora lowered Stacy Sage toward the ground. As they came down, her roommate suddenly grew lighter. The proctors had caught her with their spells. Kora kept hold of her wrist until the other girl’s feet touch the earth.

      Her formerly horrid roommate gave her such a grateful look that Kora knew she could never hate Stacy again. Maybe they would become friends, maybe they would not; but the days of her hatred and prejudice were gone forever.
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        * * *

      

      When she let go, the floating wheelchair bobbed higher. She floated around for a bit, looking over the carnival and enjoying the sights and scents and sounds. The proctors, who were seeing to Stacy and other frightened students, would most likely remember her soon and insist that she come down. After all, students were not allowed to practice magic, or even fly on brooms unsupervised. At the moment, however, they were concentrating on Stacy.

      Kora headed up a bit higher, beyond the range of their spells. That way, at least they would not be able to drag her down. The whirr of her chair was quiet enough that it did not drown out the tinny music of rides and happy shouts of groups of friends. The area below the tilted Ferris wheel had been cleared out, but the rest of the carnival continued. In the distance, she could see the dean speaking sternly to two carnies who were shaking their heads. Kora bet they were telling the dean that they had no idea where their boss was.

      Speaking of their boss, Kora glanced westward along the shore and caught a glimpse of Od Rune pouring the contents of his vial across a narrower strip of beach. A moment later, Mr. Crampus came running pell-mell away from the carnival, directly across the path the boy had prepared. When his boot came down on the substance Od had poured upon the icy sand, it stuck in place. The older man fell forward face-first.

      Bouncing in her flying chair, Kora clapped her hands and cheered. “Yay, Od!”

      Kacrunch!

      With a reverberating bang, the Ferris wheel fell farther. The proctors pointed their gem-tipped wands, keeping it from dropping completely, but not before one of its cars swung wildly, bumping Kora’s chair.

      The wheelchair spun out of control, spinning head over heels as Kora grabbed tight to the arm rests for dear life. Her legs flopped about like rag dolls. She tried to keep her bearings, as she might have had her father thrown her through the air, but, with no control over her hips and legs, she could not control her center of gravity.

      The chair spun away from her. She grabbed on for dear life. Oh, if only she had swallowed her pride and buckled the seatbelt! Why had she been so foolish? The whole point of mechanics were to help those who were unable to do everything on their own—like her. But it was too late now; she could not let go of the chair arms to find it.

      As it spun, the chair took any motion she made—deliberate or otherwise—as instructions as to which way to travel. This made its motions far more chaotic. The wheelchair spun so wildly that Kora was thrown from her seat. One hand held on to a padded arm; the other lost its grip as the chair shot off in yet a new direction.

      Suddenly, she was dangling in mid-air, holding on by one hand.

      “Help!” she shrieked. “Help me!”

      She had longed to fly—but not like this!

      Holding on with a single hand put pressure on one of the chair’s arms. This also was taken as instructions, sending it careening faster and faster in the same sideways direction.

      “Kora! Kora, hold on!”

      Beneath her, her roommate had spotted her. She screamed and pulled on the sleeve of the nearest adult. Finally, Stacy put her talent for reporting on Kora’s actions to a good use. The proctors turned toward her and pointed their wands.

      Nothing happened.

      She was out of their range.

      Kora was grateful once again she had insisted on a manual chair. Her arm muscles were literally saving her life. But her arm was feeling weaker and weaker. Soon, she would lose her grip. If someone didn’t help her, it was going to be too late.

      “Kora!”

      Beneath her, Od Rune watched her intently with his amazingly blue eyes. She caught a glimpse of him mouthing, “… something I can… Father’s sword!”

      He reached to his side. Suddenly, she could see the sword again. It really was there. She was struck again by how huge it was compared to the short boy. He struggled to draw it.

      Kora watched this all, while spinning sideways and doing her best to keep her grip. How in the world could he possibly help her with a sword?

      He yanked blade free. Spinning in a circle, he drew a line on the snowy sand. Then he spread his legs and held the sword over his head. He looked extremely intent, standing with the sword held aloft, except that his glasses had slipped sideways on his nose.

      “Metatron!” shouted Od Rune. “Archangel Metatron! Come to my aid!”

      Kora gasped. The sword burst into flame—purple flame.

      A pillar of violet fire rose from the blade. It formed an image in the air, an enormous winged being with curly hair and deep-set eyes, noble and august.

      The violet-flame picture of a winged being turned its head and looked at her. He held out his hand.

      Everything stopped.

      Kora hung in mid-air, but there was no weight pulling on her arm. It was as if she were standing on the air. The wheelchair had ceased to move, as had the Ferris wheel and the people on the ground and a Canada goose that had been flying across the Hudson. Nothing moved except Kora, the violet winged being, and, far below, Odysseus Rune, who stared up intently as he held the sword steady above him.

      A circle of violet flame hovered above the winged being’s head. When Kora gazed at it, she felt absolutely certain that justice would be done, both for her parents and for everyone. If she glanced away, the sensation faded, but when she looked back again, it was just as strong as it had been before.

      In the light of justice, Kora was painfully reminded of how badly she had judged Stacy Sage. On the heels of this thought came another more devastating realization.

      Why did she believe Towners were cruel to circus folk?

      True, she had heard stories, the time the locals beat up her father when he was a teen; the time some mean girls had thrown slop all over her mother. But no one had ever been cruel to her. In fact, everyone, circus folk and Towners, had been very kind to her, exclaiming over the precocious little girl and saying how adorable she was.

      Bathed in the radiance of the crown of justice, she could not deny the truth. It was not just Stacy and her bookish ways whom Kora had judged unfairly; she was prejudiced against all Towners. Worse, she thought that circus folk were special, and Towners were not.

      But now she was a Towner.

      Kora covered her face with her free hand and wept.

      “Kora Chandler.” The Archangel Metatron spoke, except she only heard his voice in her mind. “Someone here wishes to speak with you.”

      Kora looked up.

      The archangel gestured. Beyond his hand, an opening about the size of a window had appeared in mid-air. Beyond that was a landscape of indescribable beauty, rolling hills of emerald green, impossibly blue skies, and such a sweet fragrance, even more lovely than newly bloomed roses.

      Kora breathed in, refreshed.

      Then she could not breathe at all, because standing in that cloud-window, waving at her, were her parents.

      “Mama! Papa!” Kora cried, her voice breaking. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Please forgive me! I’m so sorry I lived, and you did not!”

      “Nonsense,” her father called back, his voice vibrant with life. He gestured at her mother. “It is our greatest joy. That you lived. That you have your life ahead of you. We speak of it all the time.”

      They looked so much like themselves. It cut Kora like a knife. Her father had all his hair back. Her mother’s face had lost that pinched look that came from starving herself so that she did not gain weight and become too heavy for her husband to catch. They looked even better, even more like themselves, than they had last time she had seen them, smiling and waving, right before they fell.

      Suddenly, Kora remembered the fall.

      They had dropped together, the three Chandlers. Both of her parents had reached out for her. Her father could not reach her with his hand, but he was able to kick his leg out and push her towards her mother. This caused him to spin, leaving him with no time to right himself. He had struck the floor head-first.

      Thanks to her father’s kick, Kora’s mother had been able to grab her hand. She had pulled her daughter against her chest and twisted in mid-air, so that she was between Kora and the floor. She landed on her back, cushioning Kora’s head and torso with her body.

      It was because of her that they had both landed badly.

      It was because of her that they had died.

      It was because of them that she had lived.

      Suddenly, her mother was above her, as if she leaned out of a cloudy window just above the wheelchair. Her eyes warm with love, Olga Chandler reached out her hand to Kora.

      In her Moravian accent, she said firmly. “Look only at me and trust. I vill catch you.”

      Kora did not hesitate for an instance. She lunged forward, reaching for her mother with her free hand.
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        * * *

      

      The wheelchair swung wildly again. In the distance, the Canada goose honked. Below her, people laughed and moved and shouted. Kora’s second hand, the one that had reached for her mother now held tightly to the other padded arm of her chair.

      She blinked. Had that happened. Had she imagined it?

      Below her, Odysseus Rune struggled to sheathe the long sword.

      Holding on firmly with both hands now, Kora flexed her arm muscles and pulled herself up, ducking her head. Nearly weeping with gratitude, she somersaulted onto the wheelchair. Her motions were awkward, with none of the grace she would have shown could she have controlled her body. Above her, her legs flopped wildly. She ended up upside-down on the seat with one leg still trailing above her and the other draped over chairback. But at least she was squarely in the chair.

      She drew a shaky breath of relief.

      “Hold on, Miss Chandler!” called a familiar voice. “Just hold still! We’ll get you down!”

      Mr. Furby flew toward her, astride one of the gym brooms. It was a bit short for him, apparently, in his rush, he had grabbed a child’s broom, but he was managing.

      Then he was beside her, and all was well.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Furby rushed Kora to the clinic, calling for his wife. Mrs. Furby, Kora’s favorite teacher, arrived and swept Kora up into her arms, hugging her tightly and telling her that everything would be okay. Together, husband and wife moved her to a bed where the nurse examined her. The nurse reported that she could find no serious injuries to the parts of Kora’s body that Kora could not feel, but she wanted to keep her under observation until the morning, just in case.

      Exhausted, Kora nodded off. Again, she dreamed of mist. A thought struck her. What if this mistiness was not a recurring nightmare—Kora dreaming of the death of her parents? What if she were stuck in a place—such as the Foggy Forest?

      Even in dreams, her legs did not work. Some people thought that was why damage that happened in the conjurer’s mist could not be healed—because one’s dream self was damaged, too. But this was still a dream. Couldn’t she float?

      And, just like that, she could. Slowly, she floated forward, moving through the mist from dark tree trunk to dark tree trunk. Just as noises started to wake her, she broke out of the mist into a beautiful green valley.

      In the distance, Peter’s Big Top rose above the trees.

      Kora gasped with joy. Next time she slept, she would be able cross the remaining distance and meet with Imogen and Emile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So they’re expelling you?” Kora sighed.

      Odysseus Rune stood beside her bed in the clinic. He had his bag over his shoulder. Rebelliously, he had put Furball back on his flat black cap. The little golden cat was curled up and purring.

      The boy adjusted his glasses. “Of course, they are expelling me. They couldn’t keep me down forever.” Then he grinned and added, “But only for now. They say in a few years, I can reapply to the upper school.”

      Kora smiled at him, though her heart ached at the thought of losing a new friend so soon.

      “What was that sword?” she asked curiously.

      “Sword?” Od gazed around innocently, looking anywhere but his belt. “What sword?”

      Kora pressed her lips together and did not press him. She understood secrets.

      “I do have a question before you go,” she asked. “Broom spells are said to be terribly difficult. How did you learn to cast such a complicated spell?”

      Od smirked. “Broom spell? I don’t need a broom spell! I took the essence of a drone—you know, one of those Unwary devices that fly around? We have one in the O.I. lab—I put a bit of essence of drone into an elixir. Then I poured it on things, like pencils and ironing boards and your chair.”

      “Ah! That’s why it made that buzzing noise.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And the stuff that keeps your cat on your head with? That you used to trip Mr. Crampus?”

      “Velcro. Essence of Velcro.”

      Kora giggled. That explained the ripping noise.

      Od continued. “Sorry, he got away. Mr. Crampus, I mean. His boot stuck to the stuff I put down while he was running, but he just pulled his foot out. I did get this though.”

      He handed her a boot. It was a large boot with a gold sheen and no seams, not even at the soles. Kora held the O’Chaunessy Brothers’ boot in her hands, turning it this way and that. There was only one place in the world to get another one, and no self-respecting circus person would go about without a proper pair of them.

      “Thanks! I don’t know where Mr. Crampus is,” she gave a mischievous pixie grin and hefted the boot, “but now I know where he will be!”

      “Going to take him on again?” Od Rune looked hopeful. Maybe he hoped she would invite him along for the adventure.

      Kora smiled sheepishly. “Maybe I’ll let my Grandfather handle this one.”

      “Great. Then my elixir did some good. Worth getting expelled.” He flipped his hand near his cap in a quick wave. “Guess that’s it. Gotta go.”

      The boy knelt down, cat and all, and kissed her on the cheek. Then he turned and walked away, whistling.

      Kora pressed her hand to her face with an involuntary giggle. She watched him leave, feeling a bit sorry for herself and yet happier than she had been in many months.

      For the first time, she thought that there might be something to look forward to. Maybe life would not be as dreary as she had feared. Maybe she would even see Od again when he reached upper school age.

      “Hey, Odysseus Rune!” Kora called suddenly. She pushed herself up on the bed with one hand. When the boy turned around, she waved goodbye with the other, grinning in delight. “See you down the road!”
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        * * *
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      My Book

      Fantastic Schools, Volume 2—Follow a mundane teacher striding into a world of magic, a spy on a mission, a guided tour of a magical school, a school dance for monsters, a dangerous reunion ... and many more.

      Includes stories by: Christopher G. Nuttall, L. Jagi Lamplighter, J.F. Posthumus, Christine Amsden, James Pyles, Becky R. Jones, Morgon Newquist, Tom Anderson, Patrick Lauser, James Odell, Misha Burnett, Audrey Andrews, Paul A. Piatt, and David Breitenbeck.

      My Book

      Fantastic Schools, Volume 3— Follow the daughter of a witch who wants to learn white—not black—magic, a trio of students sent on a mysterious task, a kidnapped student trying to escape, a troll who wants to study among the humans, and a magic-less boy with a chance to learn magic, if he survives his first month at a magical university.

      Includes stories by: Christopher Nuttall, Roger D. Strahan, Denton Salle, Karina Fabian, Frank B. Luke, George Phillies, Aaron Van Treeck, Becky R. Jones, Jay Barnson, Emily Sorensen, Peter Rhodan, Rhys Hughs, J.F. Posthumus, and Barb Caffrey.
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      For more books about Fantastic Schools, check out the Fantastic Schools and Where to Find Them website and the Fantastic Schools Book List:

      https://www.superversivesf.com/fantasticschools/fantastic-schools-book-list/
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