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        To our own Roger Strahan,

        devoted author, husband, father.

      

      

      

      
        
        You always brought a smile to the faces of those around you.

        You will be dearly missed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction for Volume 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine-hundred and thirty-three days. The average person spends nine-hundred and thirty-three days in school during their lifetime and the majority of that time is during their early, formative existence. We’re often the people we are because of those unruly, pimple and hormone filled years.

      Now add magic.

      Imagine if you attended school with all the troubles that you’ve already encountered. The bullies, the cliques, the mean-girl clubs, the authoritarian principals, the goofy teachers, the weird clubs, and everything in between. And then add the ability to cast spells that could be both glorious and dangerous at the same time.

      It’s no wonder that we’re delighted by stories that take us back to those years, but add a sense of mystery, wonder, and most importantly—danger. We all know what it’s like to be stuck behind a desk for hours a day, but maybe it would have been bearable if we’d been learning how to turn an ordinary feather into a pet bird, or walk through walls when the fancy took us.

      My own schooling experience was mind-numbingly boring, but yet, I can’t get enough of stories about magical schooling or schools that happen in magical places. Some of my favorites include the University in The Name of the Wind, the Harper Halls in the Anne McCaffrey’s Pern series, or most recently a reimagined Yale with the secret societies serving as places of occult learning in Leigh Bardugo’s Ninth House. It’s the parts about the actual experience of learning arcane crafts that get me the most excited, because they help illuminate the rules and constraints of the world. Many of the stories contained in this volume will give you a taste of this magic—and the worlds they inhabit.

      My story in this volume, A Slip of the Tongue, is from the point of view of a professor at Arcanium Hall which is just one of the many places of learning in the Hundred Halls (which is my addition to the pantheon of magical schools). This professor runs into a particularly sharp-toothed problem after a student makes a mistake during lexology class (lexology is the magic of using wordcraft to shape spells into creating unexpected effects). Some of my favorite parts of writing the story were delving into the details of lexology, specifically the rhymes required for the spell.

      So be ready to walk through the doors of ?? tales about magical schools which will take you on wild, arcane adventures that expand the mind and illuminate the dangers of too much power. And when you’re finished reading Fantastic Schools, Volume 6, make sure you seek out the worlds these writers have created because there’s even more wonderful adventures awaiting.

      Thomas K. Carpenter

      

      
        
        Meet a student who discovers the hard way what happens when he is transformed into a monster, another who mixes magic and music to remarkable effect, a student who wants to trigger a magical industrial revolution, an assassin posing as a tutor with a mission he cannot deny, two students who have to learn to work together – or else – and a student who starts her school newspaper and discovers a conspiracy that strikes at the heart of a proud institution …

         

        … And many more.

      

      

    

  







            Involuntary Horror

          

          

      

    

    






By N.R. LaPoint

        

      

    

    
      A day of celebration is turned to horror at Hudson River Academy when one of its students is transmuted into an eldritch abomination. Matthew doesn’t have the power, or the talent, to change himself back to his human form, and if anybody sees him he’s as good as dead. Will he be able to find help before he’s destroyed?
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        The Involuntary Horror

      

      

      Becoming an eldritch horror wasn’t my fault. I made the wrong person angry.

      It was the anniversary of the day that Squanto defeated the wendigo using only his cunning and a knife. Four hundred years to the day. It should have been a good day. Instead, I was a lump of protoplasm, eyeballs, and teeth. I had been turned into a shoggoth.

      Transmutation spells took a lot of raw talent and power. The person I angered? An upperclassman who had recently transferred to Hudson River Academy and who just so happened to be the best at transmutation in the school unless you counted the teachers. The worst part about it was that I had no idea how I was going to get changed back into human form.

      Horrors and abominations were exterminated on sight. Going up to someone and asking for help would likely make me dead. A ruptus spell into my gelatinous mass, or worse, would be the immediate reaction. And, actually, could I even talk?

      I opened one of my many mouths. At least, I thought I did. It took a moment of concentration and two teeth-filled maws finally opened on the surface of my mass. I tried to say “help” but all that came out was gibbering nonsense. That completely eliminated the idea of asking for help.

      Several of my eyeballs blinked, and I realized I was very hungry.

      I was in the kitchen and most of my eyes were locked on to the many foods that were lying around just waiting to be eaten. All at once, I saw the counters and the ovens, the platters of food, refrigerators, hanging pots and pans, and the sets of doors leading out, and the door to the storage room.

      How was a small blob supposed to move?

      Willing myself forward did no good. Only a minute ago, I had arms and legs. I tried to reach forward. A long, inky, purple pseudopod shot out from my body and slapped the floor. I tried reaching again, and two more lengths extended and felt at the floor.

      A moment later, I was able to get my lumpy, eldritch body to surge forward. My semi-liquid form moved where I wanted it to, reforming and adjusting as it went. I bumped into a counter. High above, the food waited, calling to me. Apparently, transmutation spells inflict a powerful hunger on their victims.

      Revenge would have to wait.

      I felt at the counter with two pseudopods. The leg of the furniture was a slick metal, but I could feel the pores and imperfections. With some effort I was able to slide up to the top of the counter, using the tiny holes and scrapes as handholds. My dozen eyes opened wide at the sight of the food. More mouths formed and opened in anticipation of the feast laid out before me.

      My body slid onto a platter of what had once been a whole chicken. The banquet on the counters was leftovers from lunch. I didn’t care. My stomach (did I still have one of those?) was rumbling. Or maybe that was just all of me shaking and protesting in hunger.

      I reached for a chicken leg and absorbed it. With more concentration, I was able to hold the next one and bring it to a waiting mouth. The rest of the chicken was devoured in seconds.

      Then I heard the sob.

      The girl! I had completely forgotten about the girl!

      She was the reason I got turned into a monster in the first place. I stepped in to save her from unwanted... attention. Angelo had been hovering over the girl in front of the kitchen doors, leering, with that insufferable smirk plastered over his face. Kateri was trying to inch away, but Angelo was pouring on his overbearing charisma. Telling him to leave her alone wiped the smile from his face. He shoved me into the kitchen as the girl protested. The rest was a blur. I remembered Angelo leaving, cackling. I hadn’t realized the girl had disappeared into the storage room.

      Kateri emerged from the storage room, rubbing a sleeve across her face to mop up tears. She was in her school uniform, a white blouse and red plaid tie with matching skirt. She was blinking her almond-shaped eyes and hadn’t noticed me yet.

      I had to think quickly. I couldn’t let her see me like this. I was horrifying!

      Concentrating, I forced most of my eyes and all my mouths to recede into my formless body. I kept two eyes out so I could see. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see very well, so I tried to open my eyes further. That just made them grow.

      I was staring at her, a dark purple blob with two big, cartoonish eyes, when she finally saw me on the kitchen counter. She yelped and stepped back, but she didn’t yell or cry for help.

      I blinked at her, hoping she wouldn’t regard me as a threat and have me destroyed.

      “Matthew?” she asked with a sniffle.

      She knew I was me. That changed things.

      I tried to nod and answer in the affirmative. It wasn’t easy. I mostly jiggled and made an ugly gurgling sound.

      “It is you!” Kateri squeaked. She dashed toward me and threw her arms around me, squishing my blobby form to her chest. “I got scared and ran into the storage room. They have a lot of boxes in there. But you scared Angelo away! Well, you got him to go away. You’ve turned red for some reason. I’m so sorry he turned you into a… What are you?”

      “Shoggoth,” I managed to mumble, finally getting sound to pass through a mouth properly.

      She finally released me.

      “I mostly study history and Scripture,” she said. “I don’t know what you are. But you kinda look like a glob of jelly with eyes and some glowing spots. Not exactly scary.” She poked one of the glowing spots.

      History and Scripture? I gurgled out a sigh. She wasn’t going to be able to turn me back. Undoing a transmogrification took skill. We’d have to find Professor Dickinson. As the Chair of the Department of Changing Things into Other Things, he would be the best bet for help. And with Kateri helping, maybe I stood a chance of finding the Professor.

      “A shoggoth is listed as an eldritch abomination,” I said.

      “So, if anybody sees you…”

      “I’m dead.”

      “That’s awful! We have to—” Kateri was interrupted by the sound of footsteps and doors creaking. Somebody was coming into the kitchen.

      Before I could think or react, Kateri had pulled me off the counter. I fell unceremoniously to the floor with a splat.

      Then the doors opened.

      “Miss Blackspell?” a heavy female voice said.

      “Mistress Wight!” Kateri gasped.

      I couldn’t see the mistress of the kitchens beyond the counter. That also meant she couldn’t see me. Mrs. Brittany Wight and her husband Samuel ran the school’s kitchen with not so much an iron fist as an iron ladle. If it had been me standing around in the kitchen, there would have been shouting already. Evidently, she had a soft spot for Kateri.

      “What are you doing in here?” Mistress Wight asked. “You know students aren’t allowed in the kitchen unsupervised.”

      “Ummm… Well…” Kateri stammered. I could almost hear the gears in her mind clicking into place. “I was hungry.”

      “Hungry?”

      “Yeah, I…”

      “You didn’t eat all of that by yourself. That platter was full. At least... I thought it was.”

      “I was really hungry?”

      I heard feet shuffle. Any moment and the middle-aged woman would turn around the counter and spot me. Then I was well and truly dead, and Kateri would look insane (or worse) if she tried to defend me. I dashed for the storage room.

      The door was closed, but that didn’t stop me.

      A gap of one inch existed between the door and the floor. I slammed into it, and my gelatinous form slipped under without a sound.

      Kateri was right. The room was filled with boxes. It was dark, but with eighteen eyes and the thin slice of warm light creeping under the door, I could see fine. I could also still hear Mrs. Wight and Kateri talking on the other side of the door.

      “Was that boy bothering you again?” the cook asked gently.

      “No, well, ummm. Yes,” Kateri stammered.

      “That does it! I’m going to feed that boy to a dragon.”

      “Are there any dragons in America?”

      “No,” Mistress Wight sighed.

      “Many in Taiwan.”

      “Then write a letter to your folks and have them export a pair.”

      They laughed. I found myself with a new appreciation for The Iron Ladle. But then she started walking toward the storage room.

      “I just need to get something out of there,” the woman said.

      “No!”

      Silence. I used the interlude to squeeze myself between two crates that smelled faintly like flour.

      “No?” Mistress Wraith said.

      “I… sneezed. In there.”

      “Very funny. Wait. You went in the… Nevermind. You’re acting very odd today.”

      The door clicked open, bathing the boxes and numerous spare utensils, pots, and pans with light. I inched backward, hoping that my glowing spots wouldn’t be noticed. Mistress Wight stepped into the room and paused. The crate to my right had a small space between its wooden boards. I reached for the thin opening with a pseudopod and slipped inside of it as if I was water pouring into a cup, but sideways.

      “What in the...” the woman muttered.

      “Everything okay?” Kateri asked brightly, peering into the room.

      From the crate, I could see them both. Kateri was looking frantically around for me, her head darting side to side and up and down, then up again. Did she think I worked my way onto the ceiling? Mistress Wight was gazing down on the space between the crates that I had just vacated a moment ago.

      “Thought I saw something,” the woman said. “Must be tired. Haven’t had a mouse in here for years. The academy’s trained hunter cats keeps the population very well in check. Might have to talk to them...”

      “Oh, that’s good,” Kateri sighed. “For a moment, I thought you might have seen something horrible and scary that you’d have to kill because it was horrible and evil or something.”

      Brittany Wight raised an eyebrow at the flustered girl but said nothing.

      “There it is!” The cook declared, reaching upward over the crates. I couldn’t see what she grabbed, but she certainly sounded pleased with the find.

      They left the storage room, and I was suddenly alone in a crate filled with baking goods. And I was still hungry. With a gooey extension, I worked the seal off a bag. Pasta. It wasn’t cooked, but...

      When I grabbed a pile of the pasta, it absorbed into me much like some of the chicken had. I poured myself into the bag and absorbed the entirety of the pasta. Satiated for the time being, I slipped out of the crate, contemplating what else I could absorb. Was it just food? Did I take on the properties of what I absorbed? If I could soak up food and other objects, what point was there to forming mouths?

      I listened at the door while Mistress Wight hustled the protesting Kateri out of the kitchen. When I was sure the two were gone, I inched my way toward the door. Then I heard the lock click into place, accompanied by Kateri stifling a moan.

      “It’ll be okay,” The cook assured her. “If you can’t find a dragon, you could always find a nice boy to stand up for you. Or you could just tell Chancellor Nikon or one of the teachers. Because if you don’t, I will.”

      With that, Mistress Wight’s footsteps disappeared down the hall.

      Once again, I was alone.

      The doors leading into the hallway had a smaller gap than the storage doors. I was confident I could slip under. With minimal effort I sent a tentacle under the door. I grew an eye at the end of the tentacle and looked to the right down the hall. All clear. I looked left. Black dress shoes and white stockings. I almost panicked, then heard a voice.

      “Matthew? Are you still in there?”

      Kateri. She hadn’t run off or followed Mrs. Wight after all! I forced the rest of my gooey bulk out under the door.

      “You didn’t leave!” I said. I forced myself to have only two eyes again.

      Kateri shushed me and gestured for me to follow her. A pair of chatting students passed by the hallway. A quick glance left, and they would have seen us. There weren’t many places we could go where we wouldn’t be spotted. It was a Friday, classes were over, and students were milling around in leisure. But we had to find Professor Dickinson.

      “Of course, I didn’t leave!” Kateri whispered once we were reasonably secluded. “I’m sort of the reason you got turned into a shoggoth, after all. Well, Angelo is the real reason, but you know what I mean.”

      I tried to nod. When that didn’t work, I said, “Yes.”

      “So what is your plan?” she asked.

      “We find Professor Dickinson,” I said. “He should be able to turn me back, easy.”

      “Good idea. Any clue where he is at today?”

      “Not one. My studies are in monsterology and history, primarily. I’ve never even spoken to him. Bah! I wanted to study monsters, not become one!”

      “Rats! I could have asked Mistress Wight! She knows a lot, and I bet she could have at least had a good guess where he might be!”

      “Let’s check the Transmutation Department faculty lounge,” I said. “If he isn’t there, somebody there will surely know where we can find him!”

      “Let’s go!”

      Kateri sped around the corner. I began to follow, but she came right back, looking as though she had seen a ghost.

      “He’s come back!” Kateri gasped as she pressed her back against the wall.

      I joined her at the wall and peered around the corner. With one set of eyes I saw the girl looking down at me. With the eye looking back at the kitchen I saw Angelo return. He tested the kitchen door, looking furtively to either side. When the door didn’t open, he cursed softly. He looked down the hall. I ducked back.

      Did he see me?

      “We need to move,” I garbled, fear making it more difficult to speak.

      “Follow me,” Kateri said. “Again.”

      We slipped further away from the kitchen, hoping that Angelo was not following us. Why was he back at the kitchen? Was he wanting to find Kateri or me? Was he going to try to turn me into something worse? Or turn Kateri into something and try to cover up his crime?

      I thought the last option seemed most likely. Not only did I have to find Professor Dickinson, I had to make sure Kateri didn’t get caught up in Angelo’s wrath.

      Kateri opened a door, and we ducked inside. It was powerfully dark. I opened a few more eyes and could see a bit better. We were in a janitor’s closet. A complex spell had been infused into the room, making it bigger than the architecture would have naturally allowed.

      This janitor’s closet was nearly as big as a professor’s office. Only, instead of books and parchments, it was filled with cleaning supplies and smelled of lemons and disinfectant.

      “He didn’t follow us,” Kateri said.

      “Then why are we in here?” I asked.

      “New problem. I saw my friend Jeanette.”

      “And she’s the one with the…”

      “Sheba Inu familiar with super extra great sense of smell? Yeah.”

      “Great. How do we get out of here?” I was stuck yet again. Thankfully, due to the janitorial combustible and generally volatile nature of the supplies in the closet, they required adequate ventilation, which is why they were always locked. I looked at Kateri. Kitchen storage was always locked, too.

      “Kateri?” I asked slowly.

      “Yes?” she replied sweetly.

      “You know it is against the school’s code of conduct to use unlocking spells on school property, right?”

      “Are you complaining?”

      “No. I’m thanking you. But the kitchen storage room?”

      “It was the only way to get away from Angelo. I don’t think he saw me slip in there. He was too busy... uh... with you.”

      So that was what happened. Getting blasted by a spell really did a number on my mind.

      “I’m going to climb up into that vent there on the ceiling,” I said, trying to gesture upward. Four tendrils slapped at the air. Kateri gave me an odd look, something between horror and amusement.

      “You can climb walls?” she asked.

      “I’m reasonably certain I can, actually.”

      I surged to the wall and continued up it, my strange new body finding the pores of the wall and feeding into it, giving me an almost infinite supply of handholds. Er, blob holds?

      It would be dark in the vent, even if I opened a few more eyes. Extra light would be helpful. A lightbulb was fixed into the ceiling. Would the bulb work if I was holding it? I assumed my eldritch shoggoth form generated a high level of energy. It would have to, in order to function. I inched my way toward the bulb.

      Upside down wasn’t much of a concept for someone with an inhuman equilibrium, so I slid along the ceiling effortlessly. Gravity still held its power over me, and I could feel it working, pushing me toward the ground. I resisted and reached toward the bulb and... instead of grabbing it, my pseudopod absorbed it. I grumbled something incoherent and made my way to the vent, sliding in through the metal grates. There I paused and looked down at Kateri.

      “You know where the lounge is, right?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s just beyond the central stairwell and the big Thomas Cole painting. The one he donated before retiring as Dean. I really like that one.

      “I’ll keep Jeanette distracted, and I’ll meet you there as soon as possible,” Kateri said.

      “Thank you.”

      I oozed further into the vent. It was dark as I had anticipated. But I had absorbed that light bulb and… part of the fixture. I concentrated, trying to sense those objects to see if they still existed, or if my form had dissolved them in some horrible way.

      My spots started to glow brighter, and I could see clearly. I squished my form down and slithered onward.

      A dog barked.

      “Something’s in that vent!” A girl exclaimed. “Retego!”

      The duct opened up under me, and I plummeted down to the floor with an audible splat.

      Jeanette started another spell, but Kateri tried to cut her off.

      “It’s not a monster!” Kateri protested.

      Jeanette hit me with the spell. It didn’t hurt, but it tasted like… strawberry jam? Odd. I simply absorbed the spell as if she had thrown a pastry at me.

      “It’s a shoggoth! Loose in the school!” Jeanette aimed her wand at me again, and her canine familiar growled. If I didn’t act quickly, the magical Sheba Inu would tear into me. I didn’t know if that would harm me or the rust-colored dog.

      To spare us both that experiment, I reared up and screamed. For a moment, I was a meter-tall thrashing collection of tendrils, fangs, and eyes. The scream emitted from twenty mouths, each forming a different pitch and timbre. It was a cacophony. It was hellish.

      Jeanette paled, her mouth working soundlessly as she beheld my monstrous form. Kateri stared in horror.

      “Please run,” I said as nicely as I could.

      Jeanette turned and fled, her familiar chasing along behind her, tailed tucked low.

      “Please don’t…” Kateri started.

      “M-Monster!” Jeanette shrieked. “Monster loose in the school!”

      “Scream…” Kateri finished.

      I shrank back down and reduced my number of eyeballs back to two, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. I felt bad abut scaring Kateri’s friend and her familiar, but I had absorbed that attack spell as if it were nothing. I didn’t want to accidentally absorb a magical attack dog. I still didn’t know if I could expel anything I’d eaten or soaked up.

      Kateri gawked at me, tugging at a strand of hair.

      “Okay,” she said. “That was really scary.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, eyes downcast. I felt like fully giving in to gravity and becoming a pool on the floor.

      “It’s okay. I was just thinking that maybe you could freak Angelo out that way. Or eat him.”

      “Eat him? Are you crazy?”

      Her eyes flashed.

      “Maybe,” she said impishly. “You know, back home boys that did not treat a lady with respect were fed to a dragon or an aoyin. Those like brains.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded, the mischief still sizzling in her eyes.

      “It is why I was impressed by you stepping in to save me from that…” Her smirk faded. “I really am sorry you got turned into a monster. But we really should run!” She pointed.

      We’d been spotted.

      Angelo stared daggers at us from across the hall.

      Kateri ran. I found out just how fast a small shoggoth could travel.

      Strictly speaking, running in the halls was frowned upon and punishable with all sorts of penalties. I was caught once and had to write the word ‘slow’ thirty times with a pen enchanted to write only at a painfully lethargic pace. It took half an hour.

      Technically, I wasn’t running. I don’t know what the technical term would be. Flowing?

      Angelo gave chase. Other students were starting to notice, thanks to Jeanette’s shouting. Others were beginning to shout, filling the halls with noise.

      We ducked into a classroom.

      “Welcome to hiding place number eight,” Kateri said.

      “Did you lock the door?”

      She turned the bolt.

      “I did now.”

      “I meant magically.”

      “I don’t know any good locking spells. Mostly good, unlocking, sneaky spells.”

      “What? Are you a spy?”

      A pause.

      “No,” Kateri said.

      “Now you’re just messing with me,” I said.

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. I was beginning to like this girl.

      Footsteps and voices could be heard on the other side of the door. We had lost our pursuers for the time being, but a monster loose inside the school grounds was a serious matter. They wouldn’t give up until they found me. Any moment and the school’s Excubitors would get involved, and then I was truly done for. They were the school’s security force, experts in eradicating dangerous creatures that ventured onto the grounds. If I had a proper human throat, I would have gulped.

      “This is escalating very quickly.” I sighed through several mouths. “What did Angelo want with you anyway? The way he’s following us, it seems like he was being more than just a creep.”

      “He was asking about an artifact my family was donating to the school. He seemed to think I had it with me. He was being a creep, too.” She made a disgusted sound. “It’s dark in here. What classroom are we in?”

      I concentrated, and my absorbed lighting filled me again, making my glowing spots shine brighter until we could both see that we were in a Diversification room.

      Diversification was a subset of Transmutation that bordered on mad science. We were essentially in a laboratory, complete with beakers and flasks and tubes filled with all kinds of mystery fluids and substances. Students of this branch of Transmutation experimented with turning random substances into other things. The primary focus was turning volatile, dangerous substances into benign objects. Bomb squads, for instance, would have a skilled Transmuter on their team that would turn a bomb into a rat or a cake. Sometimes, the bomb would still go off, but the results were considerably less messy.

      They have a rigid system of discipline, given the dangerous nature of their study and work. That Angelo would harass Kateri and attack me suggested desperation of some kind, or insanity. That he would risk likely expulsion from Hudson River Academy over a girl...

      “What exactly is this artifact?” I asked.

      “It was a trinket Squanto owned. My father was going to teleport in tonight and present it to Chancellor Nikon right before the feast. As I said, I don’t have it.”

      “Did you tell Angelo you didn’t have it?”

      “He wouldn’t listen. Or...” Kateri shook her head and examined a vial filled with glowing green liquid. “Maybe he was planning on kidnapping me in order to try to get my father to give him Squanto’s artifact.”

      “You don’t think that sounds just a little dramatic?”

      “Hey, it makes as much sense as anything else today.”

      She had a point. But kidnapping?

      “Hey, if we’re in a room like this, we have to be close to the lounge, right?”

      “Right!” Kateri bounced up and down.

      There was still plenty of noise in the hall by the door. Then there was the alarm. It wasn’t a collection of blaring sirens. Nothing like that. It was a magical ping, like a sonar alerting everyone in the building to a danger. Those attuned to it (the Excubitors, for example) would feel what level of danger was present by the nuanced threads of the warning spell. For me, it sounded like a low, basso burst, like the low E on a bass guitar with too much reverb.

      “We need to go, or we’re both in big trouble,” I said.

      “Both? Me?” Kateri said.

      “I’ll be dead. You? You’ve been helping an eldritch abomination. Angelo is one of the best Transmutation students they have, and it will be your word against his. You know how bad it looks when a student, or anyone else for that matter, dabbles in the Dark Ways. You might be able to convince them you aren’t in league with evil, but...”

      “But you can talk! You can tell them what happened!”

      “If you didn’t know I was me, would you have believed me telling you that I’m me?”

      “Point taken. There’s a back way out of this room. I think it leads... Follow me.”

      I did. If it wasn’t for Kateri’s help, I probably would have been dead already. Her ability to remain calm in our situation impressed me. And if the lounge was locked, she’d be able to get us in with her little lock trick. I’d have to ask her about that later.

      A student sped down the hall, and our exit was clear for the moment. We dashed away from the classroom toward a set of double doors. Down the right-hand path, the academy opened into a large open common area. The grand central staircase led up into the academy’s magnificent library. In its place of honor, facing the common area, was Thomas Cole’s painting The Pilgrim of the World on His Journey.

      Kateri flicked her wrist and muttered something under her breath. She pushed the big doors open, and I slipped into the room right behind her. More footsteps thundered behind us after the doors clicked shut.

      Kateri motioned for me to stay back.

      The lounge was a comfortable round space taking up two levels. Plush couches and chairs sat in a circle around an ornate rug and multiple mahogany tables. Bookshelves and various magical paraphernalia lined the spaces between the doors that led into individual offices. I lagged behind while Kateri stepped lightly into the cushy space.

      Strictly speaking, students weren’t allowed in any faculty lounge. There were exceptions, but we were unaccompanied and did not have any permission to be there. I was losing track of how many rules we had broken within the last half hour.

      Kateri looked back at me and smiled. She pointed excitedly and sped away while waving a hand behind her, urging me to stay where I was. The girl knocked on a door and disappeared inside an office.

      I heard voices. One was Kateri’s, the other was a masculine voice with a heavy and notably jovial Scottish accent. I heard him ask something along the lines of “What are you doing in here?”

      Kateri spoke quickly. I hoped Professor Dickinson would listen and help. I hoped...

      “Found you,” a voice rasped behind me.

      I really wished I had thought to lock the doors behind us.

      Angelo stood in the doorway, and the doors swung shut ominously behind him.

      “I thought I ended you back in the kitchen,” Angelo said. “You were just a puddle when I left, and I couldn’t get at the girl. Who would have thought she was so fast? Then I saw the two of you running and knew I still had a chance.”

      “Chance?” I asked.

      “Oh? It can talk?” Angelo gave a supercilious smirk and ran a hand through his hair. “The Blackspells have an important item I need. Well, it has an interesting history and power, so my people really want it.”

      “Squanto’s artifact.”

      “It’s the dagger he used to kill the wendigo, you simpleton! It isn’t just an artifact! If you actually knew anything, you would have learned that you don’t simply kill a wendigo, you drain its life force!”

      So that was it. It was a dagger Kateri’s family had, and Angelo wanted it because it was a powerful magical tool. But why? The only reasons I could think of that would make somebody act so rashly to obtain a powerful magic item weren’t good. Did his family participate in the Dark Ways?

      He had to be stopped.

      I reared up, shrieking and shouting from thirty different mouths. One hundred eyes glared at Angelo, burning rays of anger and malice boring into him. My glowing spots erupted into a maddening array of light. I was horror incarnate.

      Angelo barely blinked.

      He actually laughed at me.

      “I’m surprised the spell left you your mind at all. Apparently, that spell wasn’t as ruinous as it was supposed to be. But you shouldn’t have gotten in the way.”

      I stopped screaming and shrank back to a blob with two cartoon eyes.

      “She doesn’t have the dagger, you blackguard,” I growled.

      His face twisted into a mask of rage. With a word in a tongue I didn’t recognize or ever want to hear again, a nebulous, black bar of energy shot from Angelo’s hand and slammed into me. Fear gripped me and my flesh, as it was, bubbled in terror. Energy washed over me, flowed into me. It... tickled.

      I blinked. Fifty more eyes opened so that they could blink, too. Why wasn’t I dead? And why was Angelo speaking in an Infernal Tongue?

      “What?” he roared.

      I rushed him. If I could absorb food, light bulbs, and magic from the Dark Way, then maybe...

      Angelo roared as I surged up his leg then up his side. His hands clawed at me, grabbing chunks of goo, which only reformed a moment after he tore them away. Frantically, he flailed, trying to burn me with more deranged, evil magics. My gelatinous form encircled his head, and I began absorbing something. I could feel incredible power. Great and terrible, the magic flowed into me.

      Angelo changed as power was drained from him. Long claws grappled for me and flung me into a bookshelf. I hit the ground. and books spilled from the shelf, pounding me with their hard, leather spines.

      I heard a new voice and poked an eyestalk up through the pile of books that lay on top of me. Professor Dickinson had emerged from his office and was ushering Kateri back inside.

      Angelo, stripped of the powerful glamour I had just eaten, stood in the faculty lounge in his true form.

      Most traces of humanity were stripped away. He was a skeletally thin monstrosity with elongated claws for fingers. His hair was gone, leaving a bald, shriveled head that stretched into a wolf-like snout with no lower jaw. From his hollow eye sockets burned a black fire.

      “Skinwalker!” Professor Dickinson bellowed.

      Power rippled from him, and in his hand appeared a shining axe. Either it glowed so fiercely as to make the lights in the room appear dull, or the lights faded to accommodate the superior light.

      Angelo shrieked, and the artificial lights in the room exploded. But the shining axe didn’t fade. The next minute was filled with flashing light, bellowing, and screams.

      A bookcase exploded from a shock of dark magic as the Professor narrowly dodged an attack. He struck with his axe, and the aberration screamed. They exchanged blows in a flurry of claws and blade. They flung spells at each other meant to kill and maim.

      The doors to the lounge burst open, and Excubitors rushed into the room, only to be violently flung back with a sweeping strike from the skinwalker. Two flew from the room, smashing back through the doors. The third was hammered into a wall, and he lay unconscious on the floor.

      Another professor emerged from an office on the second level and pointed a crimson wand at the foul beast.

      “Ruptus!” the newcomer shouted.

      The attack spell struck the skinwaker in the leg, bringing him down to a knee. Angelo roared and pointed a claw at the professor. A beam of crackling energy shot from the finger. The Professor uttered a defensive spell a split second before the dark energy crashed into him. An iridescent shield flashed to life, and the beam struck it. The Professor went flying, spinning back toward his office. His back hit the door frame, and he crumpled.

      Professor Dickinson charged with a mighty bellow, sweeping his glowing axe at the fiend. The blade cleaved a claw from the monster’s hand. The Professor backed away, breathing heavily, his face dripping with sweat.

      Angelo charged.

      A faint, female voice whispered the word “Innecto!”

      The skinwalker tripped and fell on its face.

      Professor Dickinson struck down with his axe, and the fight was over.

      “Haven’t had a fight like that in years!” the Professor said with a deep belly laugh. “Now where is your friend?”

      Kateri walked out of the office and pointed at the pile of books I was buried under.

      “Right there,” she said.

      “Ah.” Professor Dickinson leveled his magic axe, pointing it at me. He said a spell I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t Latin. It might have been Hebrew. The magic struck me and filled me with a warm feeling. This time I didn’t deflect or absorb the spell. A moment later, I was human again.

      I sat up and looked at my hands. It was good to have hands again.

      “Thank you, Professor,” I said in a normal, human voice. It was good to have that again, too.

      “What just happened?” the other professor said, getting to his feet and holding his back.

      “Skinwalker, Richard,” Professor Dickinson said. “Sorry about that.”

      “How did it get by the wards?”

      “I think we’ll find that out only after some investigation. The boy who wasn’t actually a boy was a transfer student. Fairly recent, too. We’ll have to dig through lots of fun paperwork to figure this one out completely. This was planned for a while. Matthew, would you mind checking on the Excubitor by the door there? Thanks. There’s a good lad.”

      I was quick to obey.

      The unconscious sentry had a strong pulse. The other two Excubitors staggered back into the lounge and began an earnest conference with the Professors and Kateri. I only caught snippets here and there, but it was enough to get a clear picture of what had happened.

      Angelo was likely sent by his tribe to assassinate Kateri and her father and take Squanto’s knife. Richard, the professor I didn’t know, raised the theory that the skinwalkers might have thought it possible to resurrect the long-dead wendigo using power from the knife. It was a long shot, but the Dark Way was unfathomable in its evil. Its methods were many and mysterious. The four-hundred-year anniversary of the event may have offered some additional power behind whatever abomination they had planned.

      I just happened to stumble into the scheme and get lucky that the monster thought it had killed me outright with its initial assault.

      Kateri and I were directed to leave the lounge and report directly to the medical office to be checked over. Where the Dark Way was concerned, it was safest to make sure there was no lingering pollution on either of us.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Kateri said once we were away from the scene of battle and death.

      “I’m not looking forward to explaining or recapping what just happened,” I said. “I’m not sure I can explain what happened, actually.”

      “I can do all the talking. What’s weird is that I won’t have to embellish anything. The normal things were too weird.” She paused.

      “You said you studied history, right?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t need a tutor or help with studies or anything, but I’m trying to come up with a good excuse to see you again, and that’s all I could come up with.”

      “Oh,” she said slowly, with a knowing tone. “I guess I could always have you meet Father when he arrives for the feast tonight. He’s very formal and traditional. And has many magical knives and swords.”

      “I’m not sure if those were threats or not. I was a literal monster for the better part of an hour, and my head is feeling a bit scrambled.”

      “I was teasing you. See you tonight?”

      “We’re both going to the medical office.”

      “Oh, yeah...” She giggled. “This is a strange beginning to a courtship.”

      “Courtship?”

      Kateri nodded.

      “As I said, many magic knives and swords. A boy brave enough to face down a skinwalker for a girl might just be worthy enough in Father’s eyes.”

      “I didn’t know he was a skinwalker.”

      “Well, if you can face down a demon, you can have a nice, pleasant chat with a normal human, right?”

      “I’m not sure I’m that brave,” I said with a smirk.

      “You are talking to a pretty girl with a magic knife. I declare you plenty brave.” She held up Squanto’s knife.

      “You had it the whole time?” I yelped.

      Kateri nodded and secreted the knife away.

      “Many magic swords and knives and magical sneaky tricks.”

      “Then your father...”

      “Is bringing a different artifact. A crucifix, I believe. How the skinwalkers knew about the knife is the real question. We took pains to spread misinformation.”

      “But the knife...”

      “A gift. It’s been in my family for generations. And now it is mine.”

      “Like me, apparently?”

      Kateri laughed.

      “You don’t have to talk to Father if you do not wish to.”

      “Oh, I... I’ll think of something clever to say.”

      As we finished our walk to the medical office, the girl smiled up at me. And I thought being turned into a monster was trouble enough. I smiled back at her.
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      Sara Crew, the Artful Dodger, and an orc, gain the memories of the people who played them in a role-playing game. They then try to use their knowledge for good.
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        Three Little Merges

      

      

      

  




Prologue: The Merge

      The Merge was happening, and Maggy Halprin, an engineer on vacation in Hawaii, was watching it on the news when she remembered with horror that she’d played WarSpell as a kid. And not just any game of WarSpell. Maggy had been a nerd even as a kid, but she hadn’t been reconciled to her nerdiness. So the basis of the game, if you could call it that, was Frances Hodgson Burnett’s book A Little Princess. Maggy had even named her character Sara Crew.

      This Sara Crew was located in Londinium, on the Isle of Wiles, in the Kingdom Isles, and her father was serving in the Orclands, not India. The Kingdom Isles and the Orclands both being part of the standard WarSpell game world.

      Maggy had been playing with a group of friends from school. Ronald Carstairs played a character based on the Artful Dodger from Oliver Twist and Jane Anderson played an orc woman named Agatha, who worked as a maid in the magic school that Sara was enrolled in. Sara and Agatha got along, because from her time in the Orclands, Sara spoke the same brand of Orcish as Agatha.

      The game had started just after news of Sara’s father’s death reached the school, and Sara had been moved from her private room to the cellar, instead of the attic. It was a small airless room built for dwarves, not people, but unknown to Miss Minchin or anyone at the school, the dwarf-sized room hid a mini-gate. A magical item that connected two locations no more than three hundred feet apart.

      This particular mini-gate connected the basement room with a long-abandoned dwarven cavern.

      Maggy Halprin and her friends had played the game for about four weeks during the sixth grade, until Maggy’s character Sara had been killed by a giant rat; and a minute later, Agatha was killed, and Dodger shortly after that.

      That had broken up the game, and they’d gone on to other pursuits. Maggy had never played WarSpell again. What Maggy really didn’t want was to be twelve years old again. She remembered that now as she watched the Merge make its way from somewhere in Maine around the world until it reached Maggie’s hotel in Hawaii. Maggy got her wish though. She got Sara’s memories and ability to craft and cast magical spells. She didn’t become a pre-teen, or even a teen.

      For Sara, the experience was a bit different.
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Part 1: Not Dead After All

      Location: Dwarven Caves Under Londinium

      Date: 23 Justain, 1303 AF

      Sara Crew, along with her friends Agatha and Dodger, were deep in the dwarven tunnels when they were attacked by the pack of giant rats. The rats were the size of a large dog or a small hog. And there were six of them. Aggy got one with her warhammer, but another came in from behind and bit Sara in the left leg. She went down, and a third rat ripped out her throat. Sara was dying; she would be dead in seconds.

      Aggy hit the rat that had bitten Sara’s neck with her hammer but doing so left her open to another rat.

      Then suddenly, Sara wasn’t dying. She was completely healed of both bites and all the other injuries she’d suffered in her life. She had the memories of Maggy Halprin, and Maggy had been thinking about the battle.

      Maggy remembered the dungeon chamber and the location of everyone in it, including the rats. For that matter, because she remembered the fight from the game, she knew basically what the rats were going to do next. She pulled her legs up, rolled on her back, and kicked the rat that had gotten her leg in the head with both feet.

      It squeaked and jumped away. Then she reached out with two fingers on her left hand and touched the rat that was about to hamstring Aggy and cast shock. Shock had about the effect of a taser. The giant rat jerked and froze for a few seconds. That was plenty of time for Aggy to turn and crush the rat’s skull with the war hammer they’d found on their last trek through the dwarven caves.

      The rat Sara had kicked had run away, so of the six rats that had attacked them, only three were left. Dodger was dancing around trying to dodge the attacks of two rats. The third was, would have been, the one to finish off Aggy, except Aggy was upright and facing it not hamstrung on the ground.

      Sara cast wizard bolt at one of the rats attacking Dodger, and it jumped when the wizard bolt hit it. That distracted the other rat, and Dodger dodged in and stabbed the distracted rat in the eye. Sara looked around, and there were five dead rats. She had cast glow on the cloth tiara that she’d made to replace the magical one that her father had sent to her, and Miss Minchin had taken in compensation for her training at Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability, so they had some light. That was probably what had drawn the rats. Or it could have been their scent, or the noise they made.

      “We’re alive after all,” said Aggy. “We aren’t supposed to be, I don’t think. I seem to remember we all died, but it was a long time ago.”

      “I was thinking about it before the Merge got to Hawaii,” Sara said.

      “What were you doing in Hawaii?” asked Dodger.

      “I was on vacation.” She looked down at her twelve-year-old body. “Well, Margret Halprin was on vacation. And since I now have her memories, I guess that means I’m her.”

      “Not entirely,” Aggy said. “I have Jane Anderson’s memories, but I have Agatha the orc’s memories, too. And there’s no way Jane could handle this hammer.” She held up the bloody dwarven hammer and laughed. Jane had always been frail and clumsy.

      “Dodger? Ronny? Do you have Ronny Carstairs’ memories?

      “Yes, right up until I went to bed last night. But, like Aggy, I have Dodger’s memories, too.”

      Sara thought about it for a few seconds. She remembered things not in the game. She remembered what her father looked like and smelled like. His rough cheek as he hugged her before the got on the boat to go back to Goodlanding in the Orclands. She remembered, and she wanted to cry; and she wanted to punch Maggy Halprin in the nose for thinking there was anything romantic in the notion of having your father die thousands of miles away in the Orclands. Not the grown up Maggy. The person Sara wanted to punch was the twelve-year-old Maggy, the one who’d, in a way, chosen this life for her. (Does she recall that in the story, her father was actually alive?)

      At the same time, she had the experience of Maggy’s life. And she had Maggy’s—

      Her thoughts were cut off when Aggy said, “We need to drain these rats and butcher them. I bet we can get a half-pence a pound for the rat meat.”

      “Yuk!” said Dodger.

      “Don’t be stupid, Dodger,” Sara said. “Rat meat is quite good, rather like pork. Slow cooked pork. I had rat curry a lot back in the Orclands.”

      Dodger shrugged. He was a thief and a member of a band of thieves, and there was little doubt that he’d had rat meat in his life; but it was probably in sausages and stuff where he wouldn’t know what he was eating.

      They got to work on the rats.

      Thirty minutes later, Aggy was carrying over a hundred pounds of rat meat, and Dodger and Sara were carrying about forty pounds each, which Sara was finding easier than she’d expected. They made their way back to the closet. The mini-gate went from the basement room to an amulet safe in the back of a dwarven workshop that was located in the ancient dwarven city that was under Londinium.

      Sara was pretty sure that it was originally designed to be the dwarve’s escape route, and was to lead them to a secret exit in what, at the time, was an open field.
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      Aggy was Aggy, but she was Jane too. She remembered Jane. All brain, no brawn Jane. She remembered college and law school and her work for Congressman Tomas Jackson reading through legal briefs and reports on everything from nuclear submarines to economic projections. And not just economic projections for America, but economic projections for countries around the world as well. She had all ofAggy’s memories but was now seeing those memories through Jane’s analytical eyes. And as she cut flank steaks from the rat she was working on in the back of her mind, Jane the analyst was analyzing.

      One of those reports about a country in central Africa showed remarkable similarities to the Kingdom Isles. Aside from everything else this was a highly stratified society. Wealth and social rank were all that— No, there was also race especially with regard to orcs. Being an orc in this world wasn’t like being a black person in twenty-first century America; it was like being a black person in the nineteenth century. Around 1890 when lynchings were common, and a black person was considered guilty till proven innocent. Even if Aggy were to pass every test there was, she would never be admitted to the college of wizardry at Sowford, or any other college.

      Sara and Dodger were a little better off; they were at least human. But neither had connections. Dodger had never had any, and after her father lost all his money and died, Sara didn’t have any either. There was no future for any of them, save poverty and crime, in spite of the fact that Sara could craft and cast spells.

      But that wasn’t all. There were thousands of people in Londinium whose situation was just as bad. Orcs, elves, even dwarves, not to mention poor humans. People who because of their race or lack of connections couldn’t pull themselves up by their bootstraps.
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      Back in Sara’s room, they opened the door and looked down the hallway that led to the stairs up to the ground floor and the kitchen, which was located behind the townhouse.

      Sara, unburdened with rat meat, led the way down the hall to the stairs. She climbed the stairs and opened the door, and there was Tony Cartright, the cook.

      “There you are. I was just about to send Aggy to fetch you, but I can’t find Aggy. Is that orc hiding in your room again?”

      “She was just visiting,” Sara said. “Say, Mister Cartright, Aggy was telling me that the butcher down the way just got in some rat meat.”

      Tony grimaced. Rat meat was not quite as common as pork or chicken but was considerably more available than beef or lamb, and less costly than chicken. The lower classes of Londinium looked down their noses at rat meat, though. At least, the human lower classes. The orcs were quite partial to it.

      Still, it was cheaper than chicken and considerably cheaper than pork but, seasoned properly, could be made to seem to be pork, especially in something like, say, a shepherd’s pie. And Miss Minchin insisted on a quality table but didn’t give Tony enough money to buy what that table required.

      “Well,” Tony drew out the word, “you’d have to go with her. Aggy’s not bright enough to dicker with the butcher.”

      That actually might have been true before the Merge. Aggy had had an intelligence of eighty-five before the Merge, so she’d probably gotten brighter since then. Come to think of it, Jane had been the brightest of them all, so Aggy was probably a lot brighter than she had been. On the other hand, people would often try to put one over on an orc simply because they were an orc and then get mad if it didn’t work. So, even with Jane Anderson’s memories and intelligence, it would probably be best if Sara went with Aggy.

      “Yes, Mister Cartright. How much should I get?”

      “Shepherd’s pie tonight and sausages tomorrow. Get me twenty pounds. And mind you don’t pay more than half what he’s asking for pork.” That was enough so that the girls would be getting at least half again the amount of meat that they normally got at meals.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He pulled four shillings and gave them to Sara. She was trusted by the staff, even if Miss Minchin treated her badly.

      “I want change from that,” Tony said.

      Then he went back into his kitchen, and Sara waved Aggy and Dodger up the stairs.
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      There was a one wheeled barrow behind the kitchen used for fetching groceries. They put the rat meat into it and headed for the butcher shop. Around the corner from it, they stopped and pulled twenty-five pounds of the rat meat, as best they could tell, from the cart and Dodger took it into an alley.

      Sara went ahead to look at the prices. The shop did have a little rat meat, along with chicken and pork and even a bit of beef.

      The butcher was a large rosy-cheeked man with a friendly smile for Sara. Sara waited as he dealt with a maid from three houses over, and once she left, Sara asked if he would be interested in some rat meat.

      “And where would you be getting rat meat, Sara Crew?”

      “I didn’t. Aggy got some in the sewers. Well, Aggy and some friends.”

      The butcher didn’t like orcs, even respectable orcs who didn’t get above themselves like Aggy.

      “And you’ll be selling the meat for them, and knowing you, not getting a tuppence for your effort.”

      “Aggy will pay me,” Sara insisted, and the butcher snorted.

      “Well, bring it in, and I’ll have a look at it.”

      It took some bargaining, and the butcher cheated them, but they got a pence a pound. And the moment the transaction was completed, Sara watched him put the rat meat in a cool box and put a card up offering it for three pence a pound, which was only a pence less than pork and as much as the chicken.

      Taking the money, Sara and Aggy went back and joined Dodger in the alley, where they retrieved a bit over twenty pounds of the meat and paid him from the combined money from the cook and the butcher.

      Then Dodger took his share of the money and the rest of the meat back with him, while Sara and Aggy went back to Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability.
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      Dodger, with the knowledge of Ronald Carstairs floating around in his head, was finding it all rather hard to deal with. He was a member in good standing of a group of thieves. He made his way in the world by slipping into people’s rooms and burgling them. But Ronny Carstairs wasn’t, and never had been, a thief and lacked the cynicism of an eleven-year-old foundling with no education save how to duck out on a beating and how to make off with someone else’s stuff. As he looked about the hideout with Ronald’s eyes, he realized that he and all the rest of the underaged thieves were being exploited. Used. He didn’t say anything. Dodger’s instincts prevented that obvious blunder, but he saw this dingy hovel with Ronald’s eyes and knew.

      He reported in to the leader of their little group, giving him the meat and most of the cash. He was holding out and if the Upright Man caught him at it, it would go hard for him. But he needed a stake.

      Then he had it, Sara’s backdoor. But he still needed a way to get into and out of the school. Or maybe not. The school was two townhouses out of a row of six and all six of them were built atop a dwarven ruin. The same dwarven ruin. If there was one link to the old dwarven city there might be more.
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        * * *

      

      The Upright Man watched Dodger as he turned in his shillings and the meat and was convinced there was something off about the kid. The meat went into the pot, and the shillings went into the Upright Man’s purse as he considered the matter. He was one of several gang leaders in Londinium, and they were often in conflict. He was also a respectable middle class shop keeper. The two were kept separate by considerable effort. The coppers knew about the Upright Man, but they didn’t know who he was. That meant that every thief in his gang was a threat as well as an income source. When they started thinking beyond obedience and wondering who he was, they had to go. Over the years, the Upright Man had trained himself to see the signs. And Dodger was showing them now. It wasn’t that he was holding out. All the kids did that. No, the thing that couldn’t be allowed was he was looking around the hideout and realizing that the money they took in was more than was reflected in the dirty bags of straw that the kids slept on and the poor food and drink.
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      Sara and Aggy spent the rest of the day cleaning, and, in Sara’s case, loading magical items. A magical item is loaded in much the same way a spell is crafted, save that the magical item is always designed for a specific spell. So, for instance, an amulet of cleaning can’t be loaded with a spell of mending. For that matter, an amulet of cloth mending can’t be loaded with a spell of leather mending. Amulets are easier to load than the same spell is to craft, but amulets are expensive. Miss Minchin set her young ladies to loading amulets early as part of their education but also so that she could save on staff. Much of the cleaning, mending, and general upkeep of the school was done by magical items loaded by students.

      This meant that most of her young ladies, when they graduated, were quite capable of loading any magical items that they could afford.

      Miss Minchin’s sister was the real wizard of the family, but Amelia Minchin was not a strong-willed woman. She, for the most part, let her sister run the business while she made magical items and put them away in the amulet-safe to age. She’d been doing that for the last twenty years or so, and, by now, the school was well-equipped with aged magical items for the students to load. It would be much better equipped, except Maria Minchin often found herself short of funds needed for this or that and ended up raiding Amelia’s amulet safe for magical items to sell.

      While Sara loaded the spell into an amulet of chamber pot, she thought about that. In the last six months, since her father’s death in the Orclands, she’d been put to work and learned things she’d not known when she was a student. Servants knew things and were often ignored while their betters talked among themselves. Amelia knew what was going on, but in spite ofeverything, she loved her older and more domineering sister and wouldn’t challenge Maria about the missing magical items.

      Even when she’d been a student, Sara had been taught about the making of magical items and put to work making them. In theory, all of those magical items would be hers when she graduated, but after her father’s death, Maria Minchin had seized those magical items in recompense for “unpaid fees.” Before the Merge had given Sara the memories of a forty-two-year-old civil engineer, she’d just accepted that as the way things were.

      Now, with those memories, Sara was thoroughly PO’ed. She finished the spell of chamber pot and started loading the next. The spell kept the odors down and kept the pot from leaking, and when touched in the right way, emptied and cleaned the chamber pot.

      Sara was by now quite adept at loading the spell into the sixty-odd chamber pots that were kept in the school.
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        * * *

      

      Aggy was perhaps the most changed of all three. As an orc in the Kingdom Isles, Aggy was definitely among the downtrodden, but Jane Anderson was a lawyer and political adviser to Congressman Tomas Jackson from West Virginia and wasn’t used to anyone treating her with disrespect. She was a political player and a fairly powerful one.

      The dwarven hammer that they’d found on another adventure two months ago was stored on the other side of the mini-gate. Which was probably a good thing, because if she’d had it now, she probably would have used it, leading to her execution. These people didn’t coddle criminals, that was for sure.

      On the other hand, there was some good news. The language spoken in the Kingdom Isles was close enough to English to make very little difference. That meant that Aggy could read. And with Jane’s memories, she knew what to look for in terms of financial crimes.

      While Sara was loading magic into chamber pots, Aggy was going through the books to see just exactly what had happened to the money that was supposed to pay for Sara’s schooling. What had happened was Maria Minchin’s pretensions and really poor judgments when it came to investments. She’d stolen the money in order to keep the school going after her investment in a merchant ship sank, and it turned out that the insurance had not been paid.

      According to her records, Sara was still attending Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was going down, and Dodger’s day was beginning. He’d been put onto a merchant who, according to the Upright Man, had a large cache of gold sovereigns. Dodger wasn’t sure if it was his own instincts or Ronald’s learning—maybe it was something else entirely—but whatever it was, something in the Upright Man’s description of the situation didn’t ring quite true.

      On the other hand, he didn’t have much choice. So here he was, on top of a building, peeking in through a window as a man with a large mustache that grew into bushy mutton chops got ready for bed in a fancy hotel just five blocks from the palace. Already nervous about tonight’s foray, Dodger didn’t like the look of the man. He wasn’t quite carrying off the whole rich gentleman routine.

      Dodger, lying on the rooftop with his head hanging down so that he could see through the top of the high window, watched as the man got ready for bed. Then, looking around but not up, the man pushed a button on his cane and pulled a sword from it. He put the sword back in, then Dodger recognized the fellow. It must have been two years ago; he’d been the copper assigned to guard a muckety from Godsland.

      Slowly, carefully, Dodger pulled his head back up out of sight of the window. Then slowly and carefully left the roof, looking for the trap that he was now sure was waiting for him.

      It was, but since he had time, he could avoid it. A thief needs tools, picks, strings, this and that, but things that a copper—well, a good copper—would recognize. Things that were enough to get you transported to the Orclands if you got caught with them. Dodger hid his tools behind the chimney pipe that was sticking out of the building, but before he did, he used a bit of his shirt to clean them of fingerprints. He felt silly doing it. The coppers in this world had never heard of such a thing. Nor had Dodger, but Ronald had read hundreds of mystery and spy stories. Ronald worried about fingerprints.

      Dodger climbed down the side of the building, then walked up to the copper lounging on the corner pretending to be a food vendor and asked if he could spare a little for a fellow.

      “I ain’t et nothing all day, boss. You can spare a bite, cain’t you?”

      They grabbed him, but he hadn’t stolen anything; and he had none of the tools of a thief on him. By now Dodger was convinced that the Upright Man had been, if not in on it, at least aware that something was wrong. And he’d sent Dodger in anyway. It was a hard pill to swallow. He knew that the Upright Man was hard, but he’d believed—wanted to believe—that the Upright Man had cared. This was proof that he didn’t. It also meant that Dodger wasn’t safe at the flop where he and the other thieves stayed.

      He wondered briefly if the Upright Man might have been a player character, but that didn’t make much sense. Josh Gregory had had a crush on Maggy and created the scenario very much to her order. This almost had to be a separate game world. He, Angi, and Sara had all been in the same game, and the whole Sara Crew storyline had been Maggy’s idea. With the memories from Ron Carstairs, he realized that the Upright Man was just a child exploiter exploiting him and the rest of the thieves. He wasn’t different since the merging. He was just the same as he’d always been. It was Dodger who was different.

      With nowhere else to go, he headed for Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability.

      It took him almost an hour to get there, and his tools were still behind the chimney pipe. So he spent most of the rest of the night looking for a way into the school. He didn’t find one. But he did find a way into a house down the block.

      Fourteen hundred years before, when the great Dwarven Empire had ruled half of Centraium and had colonies on the Kingdom Isle, this had been an underground stable for the small ponies that dwarves rode. That was why it was so close to the surface, so the ponies could be taken out to pasture. Most of the dwarven city, above which the city of Londinium was built, was much lower. From a hundred to two hundred feet below ground, and at least eight feet below sea level.

      The dwarves had used magic to keep their tunnels from flooding and some of that magic still worked. Not all, but a fair amount, so the dwarven city was now divided into areas of dry usable caves separated by flooded corridors, filled with fish and more dangerous things. There were places the water stood upright, and you could drop in a lure and pull a fish out of a wall of water. Dodger didn’t understand the how of it. It was magic. Not the sort of thing a sneak thief would expect to understand. With Ron Carstairs’ memories of how non-magical physics worked, it confused the heck out of him. His best guess, leaning heavily on his memories from reading science fiction, was that the dwarves had somehow bent gravity to keep the water from flooding their tunnels and caves.

      But what mattered to Dodger was that there was a sloping corridor that went down from this part of the stable, making a slow circle as it went down. This wasn’t the secret exit that existed in Sara’s room, but the open road from the stables to the dwarven city. He followed it down forty feet and reached the level of the water table. The rest of the road was under water. Going back the other way, he got back to the cellar that all the buildings on Fisher Street shared.

      Dodger was a skilled thief even at his young age, and Ronald’s knowledge didn’t hurt. Dodger managed to spot the cross corridor, the one that ran down the other side of the stables, and from there he found entrances to the cellars of the building on that block of Fisher Street.
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        * * *

      

      It was rat sausages and mashed potatoes for lunch today, and Tony let Sara and Aggy have a bit extra. Sara hadn’t eaten with the students since the death of her father. Both Sara and Aggy spoke orcish. Sara from her childhood in the Orclands, Aggy from her parents. She’d never actually been to the Orclands, being born of orcish parents right here in Londinium.

      So while they ate, in a corner of the kitchen, Aggy told Sara what she’d found in Maria Minchin’s books. They didn’t know what they could possibly do about it. But they were both quite angry at the situation. And not just their situation.

      “I’ve been thinking about this since the Merge,” Aggy told Sara. “And I think that you wizards have been screwing up the works.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I think magic, all sorts of magic, is decreasing the impetus toward technology.” “Impetus” was in English or Kingdom, but the rest was in Orcish.

      “What do you mean?” Sara asked.

      “Well, look around you. We’re in the time of Sara Crew and the Artful Dodger. Late eighteenth century, early nineteenth right?”

      Sara nodded, starting to get where Aggy was coming from.

      “Where are the steel mills, the cloth factories? Heck, where are the blunderbusses and flintlock muskets?”

      “Well, there are the new spinning wheels.”

      “Sure there are. But if I remember my history, spinning wheels ought to have been invented at least a hundred and probably two hundred or more years ago, not less than twenty.”

      “Okay,” Sara agreed as she forked a piece of rat sausage and a clump of cabbage. “But why is that the fault of wizards? We’re the closest thing to scientists this world has.”

      “Because why do all the experimenting needed to build a cannon if you already have wizards to throw fireballs for you?

      “Why figure out how to build a jacquard loom if you have a wizard who can cast weaving?”

      Sara nodded, chewing her cabbage, then swallowed. “Spells are one off. Each one individually crafted and cast, whether by an amulet wizard loading the spell into an amulet or a book wizard holding it in themselves.”

      “The students are finishing up,” warned Sally, an undercook.

      Quickly, Sara and Aggy wolfed down the last of their lunch and put their bowls in the cleaning barrel.

      They got up and were standing waiting when Maria Minchin stuck her head in the kitchen and commanded them, “Get to your jobs, you lazy skuts.”

      Aggy went out with a large tray under one arm, and Sara cast servant. The three of them, Aggy, Sara, and the magical servant cleaned the long tables where the girls ate, picking up the dishes and the tablecloths. Then they spent the next two hours cleaning the flatware, dishes and tablecloths, so they were ready for the evening meal.

      Sara was sent off to craft another servant spell, while Aggy went to work cleaning the ash out of the “oven.” It wasn’t an oven to Aggy’s mind. More of an open fireplace with a spit set in over the fire that could hold up a roasting pig or three chickens but was usually used to hang pots of oats or cabbage from. But it needed the ash of the coal shoveled out after each use.
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        * * *

      

      After crafting her servant spell, Sara spent an hour teaching magic to the students. Miss Maria Minchin was intent on getting all the good out of the pauper Sara that she could.

      Then dinner and study time, and Sara was sent off to her room in the cellar.

      By this time, the existence of wizards’ tattoos was something of an open secret in Londinium. Well, most of the world really, though not everyone knew their meaning. But Sara’s father had known about them, and he had insisted that Sara receive one before he went back to the Orclands. So Sara had been able to craft spells as a book wizard before she learned to, and unlike most of the girls in the school, she crafted most of her magic not into magical items but into herself. That meant that no one could actually tell how much magic she had crafted and ready, or how long it took her to craft a spell.

      Miss Amelia Minchin was quite a good wizard. She’d spent quite a bit of time teaching Sara magical spells and the theory of magic. Most of that teaching was before the news of her father’s death had reached the school, but some of it had been since.

      Sara had her small spell book in her closet-sized room in the cellar. But she had more pages hidden just on the other side of the mini-gate in the amulet safe.

      A spell book is something between a recipe book and an engineering text. It has instructions for the specific steps used in crafting a spell, but it also has more general tricks and the occasional table of spell components.

      In making a loaf of bread, you might mix four cups of flour with three cups of water. But you might start there to make three or three dozen different sorts of loaves of bread.

      So to save space, a baker’s cookbook might say “make two pounds of basic bread dough,” and then go on from there about how to make a specific sort of bread.

      The same thing was even more true of spell books. One series of visualizations and hand gestures might be used in a dozen different spells. And if it was, it was probably only shown in one place in the book and then referred to where it was needed in specific spells. And each wizard tended to order their spell books in their own way.

      That made it hard for anyone but that wizard to know precisely how a spell from another wizard’s spell book worked. Or even to tell exactly how many spells there were in it.

      Sara had devised locating spells for her friends Aggy and Dodger. The one for Aggy used a bit of Aggy’s green fur and the one for Dodger used a bit of nail clipping. With those and a spell that was partly in her official spellbook and partly in the pages hidden in the amulet safe, she could craft a spell that would locate Dodger, and she crafted one now.

      The spell gave distance and direction and something of the health of the person it was tuned to. And Dodger was much closer than she was expecting.

      Sara slipped out of her closet room and closed her eyes, then turned with her right hand sticking out. When she felt Dodger’s presence the strongest, she moved the arm up and down and was surprised to learn that Dodger was at about the same level she was. “That means he’s in the cellar somewhere,” Sara whispered to herself. She went down the hallway to the wooden wall that had been put up between the cellar for Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability and the house next door to the east. Then she repeated the trick with her arm. He was in the cellar to the east, but he was moving and as he moved, she followed him with her arm.

      Just minutes later, he was in the cellar of the school, except he wasn’t. There was nothing but a wall in that direction. And an alley, then another set of houses upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Dodger was young for it, but he was an experienced criminal with the skills of detecting traps and detecting secret doors. And he was searching for a secret door or passageway that would let him into the cellar of the school. But he wasn’t finding it. He would move along the wall listening carefully, place his ear against the wall, then tap lightly on the stone wall with a wooden rod, listening for echoes. He could tell that the stone wall wasn’t all that thick, less than a foot he thought, but nowhere was it thin enough to indicate that there was a door there. Nor could he find any of the tiny straight cracks that might indicate a secret door.

      In spite of his training, Dodger was getting frustrated. He’d been at this most of the day. And, aside from everything else, it had been hours since he last ate.
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        * * *

      

      Sara was worried about Dodger. She knew from previous castings of this spell that the place Dodger lived was several blocks to the south, in rather a worse neighborhood than the one where the school was located. Abandoning the spell for now, she went back and found Aggy. Aggy, like Sara, was situated in the cellar, which was quite uncomfortable for Aggy. A full-grown orc, Aggy was almost six feet tall. And the doors into the cellar rooms were only five feet tall. Even the roof of the rooms were less than six feet tall, having been built for dwarfs and dwarven ponies. If Aggy stood up straight, she was likely to bump her head.

      Sara tapped on the cellar door and Aggy woke up. “What?”

      “I think Dodger is looking for a way in.”

      “Where is he?”

      “That’s the strange thing. He’s in the cellar, but I didn’t know that there was any cellar where he is.”

      “That could be a problem. If he was on the street, I could go find him and bring him in. But if he’s in the cellar somewhere, how are we going to find him to let him in?”

      The school was protected by wards, as were most of the buildings, but those wards had to have weaknesses. People had to come and go to buy food, throw out the things that needed to be thrown out, to go to the temples on Sundays. That meant that everyone in the school had to have a pendant that would tell the wards that they belonged there. And the staff had to have pendants that let them let others in. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker had to be allowed in and allowed out. Sara had one of those pendants that let others through the wards without setting off an alarm.

      But they were expensive to make, using small cut jewels of amber. Though Sara knew how, she’d never had the amber or magic moss to make one. So to get Dodger in, Sara would have to be at the back door and would have to let him in.

      Sara tried again and it seemed that Dodger was climbing a ladder or a stair, but he was going up.

      Aggy slipped out the back door and found Dodger climbing out of a sewer grating on the far side of the street.

      Aggy, like all orcs, had excellent night vision. She called him over and led him back to the cellar.

      Then Dodger told them about the trap that the Upright Man had set for him, and that he had no place to go. He also told them about the other entrance to the old dwarven stables.

      Sara maintained a small cache of food in the amulet-safe, and they fed Dodger from that. And they told him what they’d found out when Aggy went through the school’s books.

      As they got to Sara’s room, Dodger was wondering why the Upright Man would do that to him. “I’m a good earner,” he insisted.

      “Because you’re different,” Aggy said. “We all are. We each have the memories of adults from America in the twenty-first century. It changes how we see things.” Then she snorted a bitter laugh. “You didn’t have all that much longer anyway. Your Fagin can’t afford for you to realize what he’s doing.”

      “You mean the Upright Man?”

      “Yes. The game master, Josh Gregory, changed the name, but the character is still Fagin running a bunch of child thieves who are too young or too dumb to see what he’s doing, even if he isn’t dressed in rags. Dodger was old enough and smart enough so that he would have twigged to what was going on in the next couple of years.”

      “What happened to Josh?” Dodger wondered.

      “From what I saw on the news,” Sara said, “he probably merged with one of the characters he played. You know he was involved in several games, and the news reports suggested that you merged with a character you played, not into a game you were running.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Aggy said bitterly. “This world will kill us all sooner or later, probably sooner.”

      “What do you mean?” Dodger asked.

      “The industrial revolution is missing in this world, and without it, the opportunity to move from the class we’re in to the middle class is also missing. We have nothing in front of us but poverty and crime. And neither does anyone else in this world unless they are fortunate enough to be born to rich parents.”

      

      Location: Sara’s Room

      Date: 28 Justain, 1303 AF

      Over the last several days, Dodger had been living in the amulet safe, while Sara and Aggy snuck him food from the kitchen. It was mostly Aggy. She could get away with it better because everyone thought she was slow-witted. People thought a lot of bad things about orcs, but sneaky wasn’t one of them.

      They had also been making plans. They had determined that it would be just to take from the school, just compensation for the money that Miss Minchin had stolen from Sara. But it wasn’t just the justice of the situation. Between them, they had a great deal of knowledge of science and technology; but Sara and Dodger were children so wouldn’t be listened to, and Aggy was an orc so she wouldn’t be listened to either. To make a difference, they would need to have actual products. Proof that what they were offering wasn’t just the fantasies of children, but real. That meant they needed a shop and tools. They had the place, the spell safe that had the mini-gate to Sara’s room was at the back of a Dwarven magic shop that dated back to the time of the Dwarven Empire. Now what they needed was the tools to make the shop operational again.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime just after midnight, they slipped upstairs and into the office. There Dodger found a secret panel, behind which were several dozen gold sovereigns.

      From the office, they went to Miss Amelia’s lab. They knew where the spell safe was. It was usually left open during the day. It was locked with a large brass key, but it took Dodger only minutes to open it. In it were dozens of magical items, brushes of cleaning, mats of darning, pendants of mending, minor spells like the spell of flavoring. None of them very great, but all of them, at least moderately valuable.

      In another cubby hole was the special paper needed for inscribing spells and several jars of the colored inks that were used in spellbooks. Over the course of almost an hour, they collected it all up and carried it downstairs to Sara’s room, and, from there, through the mini-gate to the spell safe in the ancient dwarven magic shop.

      The spell safe in the dwarven magic shop was rather larger than the one in the school. They stored the magical items there, then they went back up to the ground floor where they let Dodger out.
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        * * *

      

      Dodger climbed the drain spout to the roof of the townhouse, then he broke an attic window, setting off the alarm. He slipped over the roof, then broke another attic window.

      Then he ran across the rooftops, down the block, to the end of the street and climbed down. Once on the street, he was near the other entrance to the cellars, and he slipped in there and hid.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the school, Sara and Aggy were back in their cellar room, feigning sleep when the alarm went off. They stayed where they were.

      The police were called, and the office and magic shop were examined, the missing items noted. A detective magician from the Scoots Square was called out and, using magic, found Dodger’s tracks along the roof from the second broken window but lost him in the cross street.

      For several days, there was quite a hubbub, and the parents of three students in the school took their children out. But everything settled out eventually. Meanwhile, Sara and Aggy lived and worked in Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability and began the study of how magic can interact with science.

      

      But that’s another story.
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        * * *

      

      Aggy: Agatha the Orc Merges with Jane Anderson who grows up to be political adviser with a law degree. Unfortunately her knowledge of law mostly doesn’t apply to this game world besides they aren’t going to let an orc become a lawyer.

      
        
        
        Aggy Jane Merge

        Str- 151 85 151

        Int- 85 153 153

        Crd- 155 48 155

        Prs- 75 109 109

        PT- 149 89 149

        MT- 92 90 92

      

        

      

      

      Dodger: Merges with Ronald Carstairs, a librarian. The Merge brings a lot of general knowledge, not all of it accurate. Ronald reads a lot of fiction.

      
        
        
        Dodg Ron Merge

        Str- 117 98 117

        Int- 103 142 143

        Crd- 158 20 158

        Prs- 129115129

        PT- 120 94 120

        MT- 124 133 133

      

        

      

      

      Sara Crew: Merges with Maggy Halprin, a forty year old civil engineer.

      
        
        
        Sara Maggy Merge

        Str- 92 134 134

        Int- 188 115 188

        Crd- 116 60 116

        Prs- 164 101 164

        PT- 92 60 92

        MT- 106 163 163

      

        

      

      

      Miss Maria Minchin: The proprietor of Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability. Miss Minchin has some small talent at magic, enough to have passed the basic tests and become an official wizard. She is not comfortable with risk taking, so never became much of a wizard.

      

      Miss Amelia Minchin: Amelia is an actual wizard and a fairly good one. But she’s not particularly strong willed and spends most of her time studying magic or making and loading magical items.

      

      Miss Minchin’s School for Young Ladies of Magical Ability: The name is pretentious because the proprietor is pretentious. There are sixty-two girls in the school from age four to age fourteen.
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        * * *
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      Since then, he and Paula, sometimes with Eric, have written 32 books including seven for Baen, two of which have been turned in but not published yet, as of this writing

      

      Paula Goodlett currently lives in Texas, happily enjoying retirement.

      

      24 of our books were published by Eric Flint’s Ring of Fire Press which closed its doors after Eric passed away. Most of those have been republished independently on Amazon and the rest will be within the next couple of months. They can be found by typing in either of our names on Amazon’s search engine.
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By Roger Strahan

        

      

    

    
      A young music protégée encounters a most unusual piano with unexpected results in this posthumously published story by one of Fantastic School’s beloved authors.
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The Piano

      Louise Maguire was starting her second year in the Exceptional School for Girls and Boys outside of Lexington, Kentucky. The first year had been quite the experience, especially with regards to her learning how to control her powers. As she walked towards class, she unconsciously twirled an unruly lock of her brown hair around her finger. Unlike so many of her peers in the school, her parents had relocated to Lexington, so she was able to spend most weekends and some evenings at home, keeping the family close. That meant that when her younger brother started showing signs of having power as well, she was able to get with Mrs. Martini, the Assistant Principal, and arrange for tutoring so he didn’t hurt himself.

      For Louise, her powers had developed differently from so many of the other kids in the school. Instead of reaching out to the power around her, overtly taking the power in, and using it consciously to do things, she was able to control and manipulate the power using her singing voice. As one fantasy writer had described it, she was a ‘spell singer’. She didn’t have to sing the specific words to do something; instead, she used her vocal abilities in conjunction with her mental desires to generate emotion, create visions, to manipulate things.

      And her voice was developing very rapidly; some would say it was becoming operatic in power. Madam Parnelli, her music teacher, had started wearing sound-cancelling headphones in order to avoid being influenced. If she didn’t, Louise would unconsciously manipulate Madam Parnelli’s mind as her emotions would engage her powers, and, together, they would flow into the song she was singing. For a singer, the ability to embrace the emotions behind a song is a great thing, something that takes a song from just something sung to a true performance for the listener. But for Louise, the spell singer, the fact that she was also tying her performance into her powers made her dangerous. She could manipulate whole audiences and to be able to sing while turning off her power was something that she was working on in the Special Studies class.

      This morning, Louise had the generic classes; she had algebra, English, and Spanish. In the afternoon, she had her music class along with her Special Studies class. She was wearing the required uniform of a white tailored shirt and uniform skirt, and when she spent the weekend or stayed overnight at home, she was the model of the school student. However, at school, the skirt was rolled up at the waist halfway up her thighs and the shirt-tail pulled out and tied up in a midriff look. So far, she had not been disciplined as she was right at the edge of what was allowable at school, so the dreaded note hadn’t gone home with her.

      Later that afternoon, she was walking with Elaine Wilson and Marcus Lloyd, two of her classmates. “I don’t know about you two, but I really want to go looking at some of the places in this school I’ve never been in.” Elaine started to reply but Louise waived her off. “Oh, I’m not talking about the usual places, such as upper level classrooms or the teacher’s offices. I’m talking about the basements, the storage areas where things have been forgotten for decades, that sort of stuff. Who knows what interesting stuff could be there?”

      Marcus snorted. “You mean junk that didn’t get thrown out and is now buried in dust.”

      Elaine nodded agreement. “Yeah. Dusty old stuff that they didn’t need in the 50s and still don’t need. What makes you think there’s anything important there?”

      “I don’t know that there is anything there that is important or valuable, but who knows? I’ll bet that even the janitorial staff hasn’t been in some of those storage rooms after they closed the doors,” Louise responded airily.

      “If you are looking in some of the storage rooms that have been closed since the 50s, even money the most interesting you’ll find are old poodle skirts,” Elaine replied, giggling.

      “If we get into one of the theater department storage rooms, you may be right,” Marcus replied with a grin. “They never throw anything away.”

      “Well, I’m going to go exploring. We’ve got a couple of hours before the dining room opens, so, even if I get covered with dust, I’ll still have time for a shower,” Louise stated resolutely. “I’m going back to the music department. I’ve noticed a bunch of storage rooms past the classrooms, including a couple with very large doors. I’ll bet they have all sorts of interesting stuff in those.”

      Elaine gently punched Louise in the shoulder. “You would want to dig into storage in the music department. If it has anything to do with music, you’re all over it.”

      Marcus shook his head as they walked along. “OK, I’ll come along, if only to dig you two out if some old stage flats or piles of costumes fall over on you.”

      “Great,” Louise declared, grinning. “Who knows, we may even find the Lost Ark of the Covenant.”

      “No, that’s in a warehouse somewhere outside of DC. We’ve all seen that movie,” Elaine disclaimed haughtily.

      Marcus snorted while Louise giggled.

      “All right, Indiana Louise, lead on,” Elaine remarked, pointing down the hallway. At that, the three walked quickly down the hall, headed for the far end of the main building where the arts and music rooms were located.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ahhh…ahhhh…ahhhhhhh CHOOO!”

      “Gesundheit,” Elaine and Marcus replied in chorus.

      “I told you all we would find was dust,” Elaine continued.

      “I still believe there is something exciting here,” Louise replied, wiping her nose with a piece of scrap material she’d found in the large storage room. She pointed at a large irregular shape covered with a gray canvas tarp. “Let’s look at what’s under there.”

      Marcus navigated around a pile of boxes that threatened to fall at any moment, and, grabbing a corner of the tarp, pulled it back. “Hmmm. It’s just a piano.”

      Louise’s eyes lit up. “Oh, no. It’s not ‘just a piano’. It’s a baby grand piano, and it’s white. This was probably used for concerts.” She maneuvered around some of the assorted stuff scattered around the storeroom to reach the piano. Grabbing another corner, she pulled the tarp back to uncover the keyboard.

      “It’s a Steinway!” she exclaimed, pushing the tarp further back onto the closed top of the piano. “Here. Give me a hand,” she demanded of the other two. Grabbing the corner, she and Marcus carefully pulled the tarp off the piano, exposing it for the first time in what was apparently decades given the cloud of dust the tarp stirred up.

      Louise frantically waved her hands in front of her face, trying to clear the dust, while Elaine coughed; Marcus clearly was manfully trying to avoid it as well.

      “I’m going to get a drink. I saw a water fountain just down the hallway as we came this way,” Elaine gasped between coughs. Marcus nodded agreement, and the two left, leaving Louise alone in the storeroom with the piano.

      “I wonder how it sounds,” Louise muttered to herself. “It’s probably way out of tune, but…” She shook her head.

      There was only one way to find out. Pulling the bench out from beneath the piano, she sat down and wiggled her fingers to free them up. She’d been taking piano lessons since she was five and had won several awards in various age group competitions. On top of that she had what was termed ‘perfect pitch’. She could near a note and know immediately if it was ‘on pitch’ or how far off it was. So, the moment of truth; was the piano in tune or not?

      She started at the center of the keyboard, at middle C. It sounded right; then she moved up and down the keyboard, checking each C. Her eyes widened. So far, all were right in tune, but that shouldn’t be. A piano’s strings will stretch over time making the piano go out of tune, but on this piano, they hadn’t, at least so far.

      She continued to work the keys, ignoring the time and the fact that Marcus and Elaine hadn’t returned. It was past six pm and, instead of returning to the storeroom, the two had decided that Louise would be safe, and had gone to clean up and have supper. As far as they were concerned, the adventure was over for them; the only thing they had found that was even slightly interesting was the old piano and that only to Louise. And if she missed supper, it was her problem, not theirs.

      After running up and down the keyboard, Louise was satisfied with the response of the keys, the sound from the instrument. Finally, she closed her eyes in thought, and then opened them with a smile on her face. After running a quick scale exercise, she dove into Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, one of her favorite recreational classical pieces. The music filled the room, and she unconsciously began quietly singing along. As she did, it felt as if there were other hands playing along with her, at least one voice singing in harmony. The beauty of the moment filled her, letting her heart soar along with the music.

      Enthralled by the music and the moment, she failed to notice that her voice triggered her tie to the power and the energy-infused music began to fill the room and then swept through the school building. The melody, with its quiet mood, its repeating beat, began touching all there. In the dining room, students and teachers put down their utensils and, eyes unfocused, stared off into the distance; the serving staff stopped what they were doing, lulled into the moment. Outside the school, all went on as normal, but as people entered into the building, they found the occupants standing still, entranced by the music. But even as they would walk up to try to see what was happening, the newly arrived also fell under the spell.

      In the storage room, Louise finally reached the end of the sonata, her hands falling into her lap, the mood ended. Regretfully, she sighed and, closing the keyboard, she began to recover the piano with the tarp while making a mental promise to return.

      But around the school, people began to wake up from the spell. Everyone seemed to be relaxed, with some even finding unexplained tears running down their cheeks. Dr. Morton, the Principal, was among the first to recover. Sitting at the teacher’s table of the dining room, he blinked rapidly and then started looking around the dining area. There, he saw people shaking their heads, eyes blinking, some still deeply affected by whatever spell had hit them. But unlike what most people seemed to feel, that being the feeling of relaxation and renewal, he was alarmed. Something had affected him, the other teachers, and, apparently, all the students. This couldn’t be allowed, and whatever had happened, it was unprecedented. Nothing like this had ever been heard of, at least in his tenure. There were rules to prevent just that as the powers could be dangerous. No longer hungry, he left his unfinished meal on the table and headed to his office. There was research to do, and it couldn’t be put off, not after what had just happened.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, all the teachers and research staff were standing in a cleared area of the dining room by a small stage. Normally, the stage was used by musicians when the dining room was utilized for dances and receptions; but tonight it had a more somber use, that as a call for all the staff to figure out just what had happened at supper.

      Dr. Morton stepped up on the stage and raised his hands, quieting the rumble of conversation. “All right. We’ve all had time to digest what happened to us. Did anyone have any experience outside of the trance-like response to whatever the spell was? Did anyone not have a response?”

      Leslie Watkins, a member of the housekeeping staff, held up her hand. “I was outside the building the entire time. Whatever affected everyone in here did not spill over beyond the main building itself. I didn’t think anything about it at the time, but people would enter the building but no one left; and, even people who were standing around just outside the doors of the building did not seem to be affected. Whatever this was, it was definitely contained within the structure.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Mrs. Martini responded. “But whatever it was, it was powerful. No one seemed to have a means of defeating the spell.”

      From the back of the group, a voice called out. “We have something, Dr. Morton.”

      At a gesture from him, two men worked through the crowd, both wearing uniforms of the maintenance staff.

      “This is Edvard Loedz,” the first man began, motioning at the other. “He and I work in the general maintenance operations. Now, for those of you who do not know Edvard, he is deaf, and has been since birth.” The man turned to Edvard and began talking to him using sign language, interpreting what he was saying as he went.

      “I am asking Edvard to describe his reaction, or the lack thereof.” He paused as he watched Edvard’s hands. “What he is saying is that he did not have a reaction. He was working on repairing a light in one of the rooms and didn’t notice anything unusual until he had completed the repair and walked out into the main hall. There, everyone was standing still, eyes unfocused, seemingly in a trance. He walked in front of some, waving his hands in front of their eyes, even shaking a couple of people, but no one responded. And yet, he wasn’t affected. And then, everyone began shaking off the trance at one time, as if whatever spell had hit them had been nullified or had expired.”

      Dr. Morton’s eyes lit up. “So, he wasn’t affected in any way.” Edvard turned to watch Dr. Morton. “Please ask Edvard if he felt anything, if there was anything, even the slightest thing, that he noticed other than the people standing around.”

      Rather than waiting for the interpretation, Edvard began ‘talking’ to his interpreter. “I read lips, Dr. Morton,” the interpreter began. “That is part of the world I live in; I can read lips. I also played on the deaf football team when I was in school. Please bear with me. Since we were all deaf, and we couldn’t watch the hands of the quarterback, especially if playing on the line, all the count for the play was by using a large bass drum. We could feel the drumbeat, and we knew which beat to go on. The sideline didn’t know, so there would be a single beat for ‘down’, a single beat for ‘set,’ and then the drummer would beat the drum at a set pace. When we felt the particular beat, we would go. I tell you this because I could feel a ‘beat’ during the event. It was solid; it was repetitive, but it wasn’t like a heartbeat. Rather it was like I felt during the football game, but much slower.” He stopped and then raised his hands and began clapping slowly…clap…clap…clap. “Of course, I couldn’t hear anything, but the beat was compelling, like it was driving something.”

      Dr. Morton smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere. There was a beat. Did anyone hear or feel anything else?

      Madam Parnelli, who had been standing off to one side, spoke up. “There is something odd. It’s not with what I heard or felt at the time, but ever since, I keep hearing Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata in my mind, like an earworm. I can’t seem to get rid of it.”

      A voice from the other side of the group called out, “How does that go?”

      Madam Parnelli turned and proceeded to sing a few bars, “La lala, la la, la la la…”

      “That’s it! That’s the same thing that’s been stuck in my head for hours now,” the voice responded. Others began chiming in, saying they were hearing the same thing.

      “Madam Parnelli, does the song have a strong steady beat?” Dr. Morton quickly asked.

      “Oh, yes, it does. The main theme is ‘ONE, two three, ONE, two, three’ and it’s not fast but more like a lullaby,” she responded.

      “A lullaby that would put people to sleep, to relax them, to calm them from the rigors of the day,” Mrs. Martini remarked, a smile on her face. “I think we’ve found what was triggering the trance, but where did it come from? That is the question. Whatever triggered it was very, very strong. I am betting it was triggered by accident, not by intent, because we’ve not found any indication of someone taking advantage of the people being in a trance. Nothing was stolen, no records moved or scattered, absolutely nothing. So,” she looked at Dr. Morton, “we have something or someone in the building that has triggered some sort of artifact, something that has a connection with the power that can react with the power when triggered to take over our minds.”

      Dr. Young, one of the science teachers, held up his hand. “This was all well and good for the music that we heard, that put us in a trance. It was calm; it was soothing. But we don’t know what other music this device, this artifact, might have. Perhaps if it released AC/DCs ‘Thunderstruck’ or some gangsta rap calling for the killing of the authorities, who knows what the impact might be on everyone. It could be deadly.”

      Dr. Morton’s face grew somber as did those of the crowd. They’d not considered such consequences. “You raise a very valid and scary point, Dr. Young. This emphasizes the need for us to find the source of the music along with whoever is triggering it. I am betting that it may well be accidental given the lack of anything else taking place. So, look around, see if there is anything unusual in your areas.”

      He looked over at Mrs. Johnston, the head librarian. “Please have your staff go through the school histories, the files, and see if anything jumps out at you.” He turned and faced the whole group. “This takes priority. Whatever happened, we have to stop it from happening again.”
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        * * *

      

      Louise, still feeling the ‘high’ from the impromptu piano concert, wandered back down through the school. The staff was running back and forth, but she pretty much ignored them; whatever they were up to surely didn’t involve her. After all, all she did was explore the storage areas. The dining room should have still been open, but when she stopped by, there was a sign saying it was closed; please use the snack bar. Shrugging, she headed around to the snack bar where, after standing in a line, ended up with a burger, fries and a drink. Taking her tray, she made her way through the tables to an empty one on the far side of the room.

      But before she could take more than a single bite, Elaine and Marcus pounced on her, each grabbing a chair across from her.

      “Were you affected by the spell?” Elaine asked breathlessly.

      Louise’s hamburger stopped halfway to her mouth. “Spell? What spell?”

      Marcus leaned forward towards Louise. “Apparently everyone in the main building, well, except for you I guess, was put under a spell. There was singing and music that put everyone into a trance. That was the bad side. The good side was that, when the music ended and everyone woke up, everyone felt much better, more relaxed and calm.”

      Louise froze. It couldn’t have been her…could it? She started to respond, but then, past her friends, there was a woman, standing against the wall, staring at her. She turned back towards Elaine.

      “Hey. Who’s the new teacher? She seems way too interested in us, and I’ve never seen her before.”

      Elaine turned in her chair and looked towards the wall. “What teacher? There’s no one there.”

      Louise looked back towards the wall…and there was no one there! She stood up from the chair and quickly surveyed the room. The woman wasn’t there, but how could she just disappear? She looked back at the wall where she had seen the woman. She was there. I know what I saw, and she was looking right at me!

      Elaine looked across the table at Louise. “All right. Tell me about the woman you saw. You clearly had a good look at her, and maybe Marcus or I have seen her somewhere around the school.”

      Louise closed her eyes for a moment, recalling the woman. “She was not that tall, barely over five feet. Her dress was odd for the school, though. It was an elegant black cocktail dress with sequins scattered all over it. Her hair was different as well, kinda like what you would have seen on an old movie musical with Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. I thought I recognized her, and yet I know I’ve never seen her before.”

      Elaine glanced over at Marcus.

      “This is weird,” Marcus remarked. “We have a spell created by someone unknown that effectively put everyone to sleep. And now, you’re seeing someone who isn’t there. That woman may be a residual effect from the spell. You were at the far end of the building, so you may not have been directly affected.”

      Louise nodded, finally turning back to her hamburger.

      “Yeah, that may be it,” she replied, wondering if that was it. But she couldn’t answer the questions on an empty stomach and tackled the burger while engaging her friends in innocuous conversation.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Louise showered and dressed for bed. Her roommate was studying with others in her Chemistry class for a test, so she was alone in the room. Normally, the room felt homely, comfortable; but tonight it felt uncomfortable, even dangerous, and she didn’t know why. All she knew was that something felt wrong. It took longer than normal, with her jerking awake at the slightest noise, but she finally drifted off to sleep.

      For a while, her sleep was undisturbed; but then the dreams began. It wasn’t as if she was observing a scene, but more as if she was in it. There was a stage, with a piano centered downstage with a spotlight on it. Upstage of the piano was a full orchestra with the conductor turning and motioning to her, leading the applause as she walked out onto the stage, stopped at the piano and, turning, bowed to the audience that filled the room. She turned and positioned herself at the piano; she noticed that she was wearing a black cocktail dress speckled with sequins. Turning to the conductor, she nodded, and then dove into the introduction of Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue.

      The scene faded away, and a new scene appeared. This time, she was in a room, clearly a dressing room. There was a dressing table with a lighted mirror. She was sitting in a low chair, an assistant working on her hair and makeup.

      As the assistant worked on her hair, the assistant spoke to her. “You’ve done this so many times before, you’ll be great. The King, Queen, and Princess Elizabeth are all fans.”

      She felt herself take a deep breath and looked into the mirror; she was the woman Louise had seen in the snack bar. She was dreaming that woman’s life!

      The next morning, Louise woke up bleary-eyed. The dreams kept repeating themselves, showing different aspects of the woman’s life. There was the large home sitting back off the street, a large circular drive bounded by palm trees leading up to it. There were men, several of them, that apparently played important parts in her life. And then there was the worst dream of all. She was sitting at the white piano, playing one of her favorites, when there was a sharp pain in her chest, a pain that rapidly spread. She tried to get up, to get to a phone, but all her strength went away. She collapsed over the piano, and her vision went away.

      Louise staggered into the shower, trying to wake up. That last dream was horrible. She had felt the pain, the sudden terror, the fear of the ongoing heart attack, and then the nothingness. It had felt so real that she almost called the infirmary, fearing she was actually having a heart attack. Finally, she pulled on her school uniform but didn’t adjust it, wearing the shirt and skirt without any modifications. She spent the day sleepwalking through her classes, even the Special Studies class. All her classmates glanced at her, wondering what was going on; Louise wasn’t the bubbly girl that pushed the envelope today. Instead, there were circles under her eyes. When her friends tried to joke with her, she just nodded and walked on. Something was wrong. Louise could feel it, but she was just too tired to think about it.

      Her last class of the day was music. Madam Parnelli welcomed her as usual, expecting her to work on her vocal exercises, but a voice in Louise’s head whispered Play Rhapsody in Blue; play it for me.

      “Madam Parnelli, do we have recordings of the orchestral music for our solo music?”

      Madam Parnelli looked askance at Louise. She’d never asked about that before. She’d always just sung along with Madam Parnelli playing the piano accompaniment. “Uh, yes we do. Do you have something in mind?”

      For the first time that day, Louise’s eyes lit up.

      “Yes. How about Rhapsody in Blue?” she asked, hopefully. And yet, in the back of her mind alarm bells were going off. She’d never even looked at the charts for that music, let alone practiced it.

      Madam Parnelli clicked on her computer, and there it was. “Yes, we do. Would you like to try it? I can bring up the music on my pad for you.”

      “That’s all right. I won’t need it,” Louise replied confidently, while her mind was screaming at her that something was wrong. Madam Parnelli clicked on the icon for the music accompaniment. There were four clicks and instinctively, Louise confidently powerfully pounded out the distinctive introduction to the piece. As her hands flew over the keys, she heard the voice, Gently here, like a lover…now let the music grow, feel it flow through you…and here’s the end, treat it like the triumphal finish it is. As the music faded from the room, Louise looked down at her hands. She’d never played it before, and yet, she had played it masterfully.

      Madam Parnelli had just watched in amazement. She knew that Louise had a wide repertoire, but she had never played any modern works; and that performance was one that would be worthy of Carnegie Hall. She checked her computer, and, yes, the performance had been recorded. She mentally nodded; she would send a copy to Louise’s parents. Of course, they would be pleased at their daughter’s performance. She never expected the reaction it would receive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dr. Morton’s intercom buzzed. “Yes?”

      “Sir, there’s two people here from the Department of Special Resources to see you.”

      Damn. They must have gotten a whiff of what had happened. The Department of Special Resources was part of the ‘black’ portfolio of the NSA. The school was funded in significant part by grants ostensibly from the Department of Education. The truth was that the money came through the NSA. There was no way they weren’t going to have their fingers in a school that trained people who used, for a lack of a better word, magic. And that meant when the so-called ‘men in black’ showed up, Dr. Morton and the school cooperated fully.

      “Very well,” he responded with an unheard sigh. “Send them in.”

      The door opened, and a man and a woman entered. Both were apparently in their thirties, were basically nondescript, and both wearing dark suits. Those suits must be issued to the people, Morton thought to himself.

      “Welcome to the Exceptional School. What can I do for you?” he began.

      “We have heard that something very odd took place a couple of days ago,” the woman began. Morton noticed that neither had introduced themselves. That didn’t bode good for him or the school. “We need to know exactly what happened; how it happened, and what you are doing to insure it doesn’t happen again.”

      Dr. Morton ran his hand through his thinning hair. “As to what happened, anyone within the main building of the school was put into a trance. Everyone heard music, and it was a specific piece of music, along with someone singing the melody along with a piano. No one was adversely affected; no one was injured, and the spell ended when the music stopped. Now, the music was not coming over the intercom system, and no one seems to know where the music came from.”

      “That’s not good, Dr. Morton,” the woman responded. “Anyone that can put everyone in the vicinity of the voice into a trance just by singing; that is important. The ability to push the power throughout the entire building, that raises all sorts of inquiries from above us.”

      “I quite understand, and we are working to try to understand this. Now, we do have one student that can influence emotions when she sings, but she’s never shown any ability like this,” Dr. Morton began to explain when his intercom buzzed again.

      “Dr. Morton, I have two parents out here that are demanding to speak to you. I told them that you had visitors, but they are insisting to speak with you. They are claiming their daughter is doing things that she shouldn’t have any ability to do, and it involves music.”

      Dr. Morton raised an eyebrow and looked across the desk at the two federal agents.

      “I think that maybe we need to hear them out,” the man suggested, with the suggestion having the force of an order.

      “Who are they?’ he asked his secretary over the intercom.

      “Jack and Deloris Maguire. They’re the parents of Louise Maguire. I took the liberty of looking up her records, and she’s the spell singer,” the secretary informed Morton.

      The two federal agents exchanged looks.

      “Now, I think that we really should hear what they have to say,” the man commented to Dr. Morton.

      Morton nodded.

      “Send them in,” he instructed his secretary. Even as he did so, the man arose from his chair and pulled two more chairs over from the wall to the desk.

      Jack and Deloris Maguire entered the room, clearly disturbed. Deloris immediately tore into Dr. Morton. “What the hell are you doing with my daughter?”

      Morton held up both hands, attempting to placate Mrs. Maguire. “Mrs. Maguire, we are not doing anything to Louise. She attends classes as well as the Special Studies class to learn to control her powers.”

      “Well, you’re not doing that, that’s for sure,” Mrs. Maguire continued in an angry voice.

      The federal agent stood up. “Mr. and Mrs. Maguire, I’m John Black, and this is Rebecca White. We’ve been asked to come to the school to research what has taken place and why everyone went into a trance.”

      “A trance,” Jack retorted. “We haven’t heard anything about that. What we are here about is that Madam Parnelli sent us a video recording of our daughter playing Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. We are here because Louise has never and I mean never played Gershwin in her life! For that matter, she never studied or performed any material written in the twentieth century. We called her prior teacher, and she confirmed that she had never introduced Louise to Gershwin.”

      Morton looked at the two parents. “So, perhaps she was practicing in private.”

      “Oh, no. This wasn’t due to practicing in private. Here,” Jack continued, pulling out a thumb drive. “This is was what was sent to us.”

      Morton plugged the thumb drive into his computer, and clicking several keys and icons, turned in his seat and pointed to a large monitor hanging from a wall. There was a moment as the screen came up, and then there was Louse sitting at the piano. She placed her hands on the keys; there were four beeps, and then she dove into the music, not tentatively as would be expected for someone who had just been recently practicing, but with the grace and style of a professional pianist.

      As the orchestra came in to back up the piano, Jack said, “Stop right there.”

      Morton did so with the camera fixed on Louise. “Look at her eyes. She’s totally unfocused, as if she is listening to something. And where is her music? This is a very complicated piece of music, especially involving the cues when to join in with the orchestra. Now, Dr. Morton, if you will continue.”

      Morton clicked the icon, and the video continued. As the orchestra approached the point where the piano would join, with no hesitation, Louise placed her hands on the key and flawlessly joined the orchestra. The video ran without any other interruption, with Louise’s performance continuing and finally coming to an end.

      “Now, did you watch our daughter’s face?” Deloris exclaimed. “She would tilt her head as if listening to someone. She had never performed this, especially with an orchestra, and yet she performed as if she was on the stage, performing for an audience. The variances in speed, in style, in volume and overall emotion, all of this is what would be expected of a concert pianist. Now Louise is good, but to perform that piece of material to that quality, that interpretation, with no music to work from, and having NEVER EVER PERFORMED IT BEFORE! That is just not possible. I’m sorry, but something has happened to our daughter, something that happened under your watch. Now, we need to find out what it is and how to fix it.”

      Dr. Morton glanced over at Mr. Black, who gave a tiny nod. Morton keyed his intercom. “Please call Louise Maguire to the office.”

      Louise entered the office, and immediately, it was clear that something was very wrong with her. Her hair was disheveled, her uniform wrinkled, deep circles were under her eyes, and she had a vacant look in her eyes. “You wanted to see me, Dr. Morton?” she asked, quietly. Even more disturbing is that she totally ignored the others in the office, especially her parents.

      “Louise,” Deloris cried out, jumping up to embrace her daughter. “What has happened to you?”

      Instead of embracing her mother, Louise’s arms remained at her side. “Really, Mother, I’m fine. I hope that this doesn’t take long; I have piano practice.”

      Deloris dropped her arms and backed away, looking horrified first at Louise and then Jack, who stood and pulled Deloris back away from their daughter.

      “Louise, I have a question, well, several questions. First, how did you play Rhapsody in Blue without any prior practice?” Dr. Morton began.

      “Of course, I have had practice. I have performed in front of Presidents and Kings,” came a very mature and assured voice from Louise.

      “Dear God, that’s not Louise’s voice,” Jack muttered, staring at his daughter.

      “You have, have you? All right, which Kings and Presidents?” Dr. Howard asked, continuing the questioning.

      “Why, President Franklin Roosevelt and President Truman, of course. And then there was the King and Queen of England and their daughter, Elizabeth, at the Royal Albert Hall. And then the various aristocracy of Europe, as well as performances with virtually every top orchestra around the world,” the voice using Louise’s mouth responded.

      Mr. Black spoke up. “I’m sorry, but we haven’t been introduced. I’m John Black, and you are….?”

      “I’m Eleanor Delaporte, Mr. Black. I am pleased to meet you,” Louise responded, now a twinkle in her eyes. “Clearly you are not an aficionado of such performance art, or you would recognize me almost immediately.”

      Black glanced over at Dr. Howard, who was frantically pounding on his keyboard. “No, I have to admit that I seldom have time to attend such performances. I am sure that if I had attended such a performance, I would clearly remember you.”

      “Oh, I understand. But you probably heard some of my performances on such shows as the Jack Benny Show. Before television became so prevalent, I performed on numerous radio shows and then appeared on many of the early variety shows on television before my retirement in the fifties. But, of course, you should be aware of that. Anyway, why did you ask me here? I have things to do, and bandying words in an office are not included in that list.”

      Dr. Morton keyed his intercom. “Get Dr. Blankenship here, and I mean now. I don’t care if he is dying in the infirmary, get his butt in my office.” He looked up at Louise. Even as he looked at the young girl, it was if he could see an older woman surrounding Louise. She’s possessed by a spirit. Now what the hell do we do?”

      “I have a question, Miss Delaporte,” Rebecca spoke up. “When did you meet Louise?” Dr. Morton’s eyes flew open, and he started waving frantically at Rebecca, who studiously ignored him.

      “That is the oddest thing,” Eleanor’s voice responded as Louise’s eyes looked off into the distance. “I was sitting at my beloved white piano in my home in Los Angeles. There was a sudden pain in my chest…and then I woke up, sitting by this young woman, playing Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata on my piano, but it wasn’t at home but in some musty storeroom. I don’t know how I got there, but I found myself drawn to this young lady; and somehow we have joined together. I am teaching her how to expand on her talent, to express herself far more than she has in her music. She’s very talented, you know,” she continued, looking at Jack and Deloris.

      “But she still is a bit mechanical in her performance art,” she continued, “She takes the music and accepts it a gospel, but that’s not true. The initial music as written only reflects the author’s approach. But a true musician takes the music and interprets it, turning it into a performance that reflects the musician and how the musician wants to present it to an audience, even one as small as a single person. But she is learning, and I truly believe she will exceed my fame one day.”

      Even as she finished talking, Dr. Blankenship came rushing into the office, jerking to a halt as he saw the crowded room. Dr. Morton smiled. “Dr. Blankenship, I would like to introduce you to Louise Maguire and…Eleanor Delaporte, the famed concert pianist.”

      Blankenship blinked, even as Louise turned and reached out her hand. Dr. Blankenship knew Louise and had even heard her sing. She had an amazing talent. But the second entity, this Eleanor Delaporte, this was something very new…and very disturbing. He stared at Louise, and there was an image, a shadow, of an older woman overlaying Louise. He took a deep breath. He looked over at Dr. Morton. “We need to talk.”

      Morton nodded and got up from his desk. Black and White also rose to follow them.

      Morton looked over at Jack and Doris. “Uh, why don’t you talk to…Eleanor and see if you can get some more information about Louise, how they are merged.” He saw the terror on their faces. “Please?” he implored them as he headed for the door, followed by the other three.

      Outside in the hall, Blankenship turned to the others. “Here is our problem. Whoever this Eleanor Delaporte was, she apparently was real, and is, at this moment, the dominant personality. From my studies, that doesn’t bode well for Louise. If we don’t get Eleanor out of Louise, Louise could be submerged completely by this entity, effectively destroying her and allowing Eleanor to live on through Louise’s body.”

      “That is not acceptable. No, no way,” Morton replied firmly. “And before you ask, I did a quick search for Eleanor Delaporte, and, yes, she was real, she was a celebrated concert pianist, and she passed away from a heart attack in 1959.”

      Black rubbed his chin with his hand thoughtfully. “We need to find out the link between Louise and Eleanor and destroy it. Hopefully, breaking the link “

      “But what is the link? What triggered this?” Blankenship asked plaintively.

      “Remember what the Eleanor entity said? She said she was playing her piano, felt a pain in her chest, which would match her heart attack and death in fifty-nine. She said she then woke up with Louise playing her piano…a white piano. There can’t be many white pianos in the school,” White responded, recalling their conversation with Eleanor.

      Black looked up at the ceiling as he considered the situation. “So, we find the piano, and…what? Take an axe to it? Haul it outside and make a bonfire?” He looked at the others. “Who is the expert in possession?”

      “That would be me,” Blankenship responded, “and I think we may have two issues. The first issue is that we have to separate Eleanor and Louise from the piano, and we don’t know where it is. Then, we are going to have to exorcise Eleanor from Louise, which may prove difficult. The best result is that the destruction of the piano may exorcise Eleanor from Louise. If not, we’re going to have to figure something else out.”

      Dr. Morton considered the problem. “From what we heard from our conversation with the spirit, Eleanor is assuming the persona of a teacher to Louise. Now the good thing is, if Eleanor is teaching Louise, then Louise is still in there, interacting with Eleanor. So if we can get Eleanor out of Louise, Louise should recover without any ill effects.”

      Morton suddenly slapped his forehead with his hand. “Eleanor’s spirit said she woke up and merged with Louise when Louise was playing that Beethoven sonata. That was the song everyone was hearing when we went into a trance. Louise is a spell singer; she can influence people and manipulate her powers using her voice. I’ll bet that she found the piano, decided to play it; and when Eleanor merged with Louise, it supercharged her powers and, bingo, everyone just zoned out.” He shook his head. “That is an issue we will have address later. Once we get Eleanor out of Louise, we’re going to have to recheck her powers. They may revert to what they were, or there may be a residual power boost. If there is, we’re really going to have to figure out how to train her how to turn her powers on and off.” Heads nodded all around.

      “All right. We have identified the problems, but now, step one: how do we find the piano?” White asked, looking at the others.

      “I’m betting she wasn’t alone,” Blankenship said, recalling who he’d seen around the school with Louise. “These kids aren’t loners, there’s always doing things in bunches. So, if she went exploring, you can bet she had some friends with her.”

      “Give me a minute,” Morton said, turning back to the office. Stopping in the anteroom, he picked up the microphone for the PA system. “Would any students that were accompanying Louise Maguire two days ago please report to the principal’s office very promptly. We need your help.”

      The other three watched as Morton came back to join them.

      “Do you think that will work?” Black asked, dubiously.

      But before Morton could answer, the sound of running feet echoed down the hall. The four turned to look toward the sound, and here came Marcus and Elaine pounding towards them.

      Panting, they came to a stop in front of Morton. “We were with Louise, Dr. Morton,” Elaine announced. “What do you need?”

      Blankenship answered her, “Louise has been taken over by the spirit of another person. Now, we believe it took place when she was playing a white piano.”

      “I remember that,” Marcus replied. “We found it in a storage room way back in the arts section. We pulled the tarp off, but it created a huge dust storm when we did. Elaine and I were choking, so we left; but Louise stayed.” He paused in thought. “You know,” he continued, looking over at Elaine. “When she showed up at the snack bar later that evening, we asked her about how that spell that hit us affected her, and she said it didn’t affect her at all.” He looked at the adults. “You really think that Louise…?”

      “Yes, we do,” Dr. Morton answered for the others. “We don’t think it was intentional or that it was even her fault. We suspect that there was entity tied to the piano, and when Louise sat down to play, the entity emerged from the piano, merged with Louise somehow and supercharged her powers.”

      “Uh oh,” Elaine gasped. “You want to find the piano so as to try to break the connection between the spirit and Louise.” Heads nodded affirmatively. “What is going to happen if the entity figures that out? If the entity was actually responsible, it might use Louise’s powers to put everyone to sleep again to protect itself.”

      Morton looked around at the others. “So we need to be deaf, and we need to do that right now. We’ve got phones, and,” looking at the two students, “you have pads as well. We can communicate that way. So, Dr. Blankenship, if you will do the honors?”

      Blankenship reached out and grabbed the power, created the desired parameters and then cast the spell over the group. Elaine felt dizzy for a moment, but it passed. She glanced around at the others and saw they seemed to be shaking off a bit of dizziness as well.

      Morton pulled out his phone and typed rapidly. “Well, that was different,” he showed it to the others, receiving nods all around. He turned the phone back and, typing again, showed it to Marcus and Elaine. “Show us where you found the piano.”

      Elaine looked over at Marcus, who nodded back, and the two headed off towards the arts wing at a trot, the others following closely.

      They rapidly jogged through the maze of hallways, passing the theater and slowed as they entered the area of practice rooms, the theater shop, and the storage areas. Marcus slowed to a walk and then stopped with Elaine stopping beside him. He looked around and then turned to Elaine, tapping her on the shoulder. He pointed at all the doors and shrugged.

      “Which one,” he mouthed exaggeratingly.

      Elaine tilted her head and turned back to the doors. What had they been looking for? She thought back to that day. They had looked in some of the small rooms but had quickly decided there was nothing interesting, so they switched to large doors. Her eyes focused on an oversized door towards the end of the hall. She pointed towards it and took off at a run, the others following closely.

      Jerking the door open, it was the same dust-filled room with boxes, chairs, tables and other assorted forgotten items stacked throughout the room. And there, in the middle, was the tarp-covered piano. Marcus pushed past Elaine and, grabbing the tarp, ripped it off, exposing the white piano to the others. As the others ran up, Black got down on his knees and looked beneath the piano to find it was still on its three-point piano dolly. He stood back up grinning. Pointing down, he then pantomimed pushing the piano out the door. Morton looked around, and then pointed at the walkway through the room, waving his arms pantomiming moving boxes. Black and White began tearing through the boxes, ignoring whatever was supposed to be in them as they literally threw the boxes and bags out of the way with Marcus joining in with abandon. Elaine and Blankenship squeezed around the piano, getting to the back as Morton tossed the piano bench on top of the piano. Together, Blankenship and Elaine began pushing the piano towards the door, following the path towards the door that the others were clearing.

      Being deaf, they had no idea about the amount of noise they were making as they tried to finish clearing a path out of the room, but it was starting to attract others. Mike Reynolds, the Theater Shop teacher, stuck his head in the room. Morton noticed him.

      “Mike. Grab some of your strongest students. We’ve got to get this piano out of the building right now,” he shouted.

      Mike said something as he nodded. He disappeared for a moment and then returned with a half-dozen students, who dug into the pathway and in under a minute had a cleared path to the door.

      Black joined Elaine and Blankenship and shoved the piano through the cleared path almost at a run. As they broke into the hallway, Morton waved at the trio, pointing at Mike, who had opened a large door just up the hall from them and was waving at them. Hardly slowing, they maneuvered the piano down the hall and in through the door to find themselves in the theater shop. Inside, the students were just finishing clearing a wide path to the large overhead door that opened onto a loading dock at the rear of the building. White joined the team pushing the piano, and, now at a run, they swept through the shop and out of the building and onto the parking lot.

      As they brought the piano to a stop in the middle of the parking lot, Marcus ran past it. Elaine started to shout at him but saw he was headed to a landscaping golf cart, one that had gas-powered tools…and a large gas can. Barely stopping long enough to grab the can, he started running back towards the piano. Morton looked at the others.

      “Do any of you have a lighter?” he asked, pleadingly.

      Black, while not hearing Morton, figured out what he wanted, and pulled his lighter out of his pocket. He glanced around and saw a stray piece of paper blowing across the parking lot. He ran over and, grabbing it, ran back to the others. Marcus arrived and handed the gas can to Dr. Morton, who began dousing the piano with gas. But even as he threw gas on the piano, Louise/Eleanor burst out the back door of the school, running full-tilt.

      Black motioned at White to go tackle Louise/Eleanor. She charged the girl, who stopped to start singing, trying to put them to sleep. White, being deafened by Blankenship’s spell, wasn’t affected and quickly closed the distance between them. Before Louise/Eleanor could react and change tactics, White drove her shoulder into the young girl, slamming her to the ground. Stunned, Louise/Eleanor was helpless to stop the destruction of the piano as Dr. Morton tossed the gas can on top of the piano. Black lit the scrap of paper and tossed it onto the piano, which exploded in flame.

      Trapped under White, Eleanor screamed out through Louise. Tied to the piano, as the piano collapsed in flames, the link was also destroyed, the link that was keeping Eleanor’s spirit tied to this world. Finally, the piano collapsed into a pile of burning embers. White felt Louise stop fighting and, easing up off Louise, saw that she had passed out. She looked over at the others who had gathered around the two and nodded. Blankenship nodded back and, with a quick spell, restored their hearing.

      “So, she’s unconscious?” Black inquired

      “Yeah. Eleanor screamed out when the piano was set on fire and was unable to focus to stop us. Finally, she stopped, and Louise passed out. I think Eleanor is gone.” Rebecca looked down at the girl lying helpless on the ground and then back to Dr. Morton. “But you really need to have someone who is an empath or someone who has the ability to look inside her mind. Pieces of Eleanor’s spirit may still linger inside Louise. It may adversely affect her, or it may just appear as echoes of Eleanor’s memories. Whatever happens, she’s going to need a lot of psychological treatment.”

      Dr. Morton nodded. “I agree. We’ll need to research that piano, to see how it got here, and to see why it affected Louise and didn’t affect anyone else.”
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Dr. Morton had Louise, her parents, Black, White, Dr. Blankenship, and Madam Parnelli all together in one of the small conference rooms. Instead of a table and chairs, this room had a combination of sofas and large comfortable armchairs, a more collegial atmosphere than a formal conference.

      Dr. Morton looked across at Louise. “First things first: how are you feeling?”

      Louise looked much more herself. The circles under her eyes had disappeared, the sparkle was back in her eyes, but her face was still guarded. “I’m doing all right, I guess. I still have the occasional dream of Eleanor’s life, but they are fading. I guess I’ll have some traces of her the rest of my life.” Louise shook her head. “It was real strange. I was there, in the back of my brain, but Eleanor had control of me. It was like riding in the back seat of the car. I could see and hear what was happening, but no real control. And, the sad thing is, if Eleanor hadn’t tried to take over, if she had just joined with me as a companion, I think we could have gotten along, become friends even. I mean, she had so much to teach me about performance art, beyond just performing what is written on the page. But, she had such a strong personality, she couldn’t accept that she was dead, that she was only a recording of the real Eleanor. That ultimately doomed her.”

      Dr. Morton looked over at her parents. “Jack, Doris, do you see any lingering issues?”

      Jack looked over at his wife who had her arm around Louise. “She’s not the outgoing, vibrant young lady that she was, but that is understandable. To say this was traumatic for her is an understatement. But she is recovering, and her friends are helping her as well as the psychological help she’s getting here at the school.”

      Dr. Morton looked over at Black and White. “Are you satisfied that everything has been taken care of; that there aren’t any lingering problems from this episode?”

      Black looked over at his partner and then nodded to Dr. Morton. “Given that you were able to identify the source of the trance and eliminate the issue, yes, we’re satisfied. However,” he continued, turning to look at Jack and Doris, “Louise really needs some very strong training over her abilities. When the entity merged with her, it supercharged her ability to affect the energy fields through her voice. Neither the staff here nor our offices have pushed the issue to see how much of that power boost remains, but it needs to be examined. For Louise’s sake, not to mention the people around her, as she recovers, this will have to be addressed, and it may be a long-term issue. So, you just need to be aware, and, Louise,” she turned to look at Black as he addressed her, “you need to absolutely never use your power except under strong supervision, or under an extreme emergency until you have absolute control over it. Do you understand?”

      Louise nodded sadly. It was going to be a long recovery, that was for sure, and she wasn’t looking forward to her continuing counseling and training. She mentally braced herself. She had to accept it; the power to use magic was part of her, just as much as the color of her eyes. She couldn’t ignore it; she couldn’t push it down and hope it went away.

      No, she had to learn to use her power, no matter how it had changed, if it had changed at all. After all, she had her whole life to live .This was just one part of it.
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        * * *

      

      Roger D. Strahan is the author of several books, the most recent being “The Witch of New Orleans” and the sequel, “The Awakening-The Witch of New Orleans Book 2”. He was by trade a real estate broker and appraiser, with years of technical writing for various governmental entities as well as editing other writers. On the side, he performed on stage and did semi-professional stage lighting for various companies.

      

      Roger left us all in the spring of 2022 for greater adventures beyond. His presence continues to be missed by readers and family alike.
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By Thomas K. Carpenter

        

      

    

    
      As the newest professor in Arcanium Hall, Sebastian Longakers wants to fill his students with magical knowledge and garner the respect of his peers, but using the wrong phrase in lexology—the magic of words—can be dangerous. As a substitute teacher, one of his students makes a critical error creating a cascading series of events that he has to  fix before the other professors find out and damage his reputation. This short story is from the Hundred Halls Universe, which has over twenty-eight books and counting. They can be found at all online retailers and direct at www.thomaskcarpenter.com.
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A Slip of the Tongue: A Hundred Halls Short Story

      The entire room of eighteen students in Professor Longakers’ Conditional Lexology class stared upward with open mouths, afraid that if they sneezed wrong, the two-hundred gallon aquarium that was currently stuck to the ceiling would come crashing down, flinging the tiny orange-tailed dreameaters into their midst.

      Professor Sebastian Longakers reached over to his 80s style boombox that sat on the front of his desk. He hit the big black button with his thumb, stopping the music that had been blaring, which had until moments before been supplying the second-year student Isabella with the backbeat to help with the spell. He let the students ponder the problem while he adjusted his tweed jacket.

      “Would anyone like to educate the class on what went wrong with Isabella’s spell?” he asked in a calm voice.

      A few eyes darted his way, but quickly returned to the aquarium hanging above them. The orange and black striped fish swimming in the tank were from a river in the realm of Harmony and had the unfortunate ability to cause nightmares for months on end if they happened to bite unprotected flesh.

      “Uhm, professor,” said Deshawn, gesturing towards the tank, “shouldn’t you, I don’t know, provide for the safety of your students by dealing with that?”

      “This is a wonderful time to remind you that with magic, safety is not guaranteed and highly likely to get you killed if you’re not careful. Once again, who can tell me what went wrong with the spell?” When no one answered, he added, “Figuring that out will help you understand how to fix this little problem.”

      He could see them starting to work through what Isabella had said. The initial shock of the tank rising through the middle of the class and slamming against the ceiling, spilling water as it impacted, was starting to wear off.

      Isabella raised her hand and then lowered it. “I think I said something like,” she started bobbing her head in remembrance of the beat, “in that tank, which is pretty fly, the fish are mean, but would look better if they were the color of the sky.”

      Sebastian could see the spark of understanding on her brow. A warmth and excitement at her realization was rising through his midsection, bringing a smile, but he tempered it as not to distract Isabella. He could speak for hours about the dangers of improper word use in lexology, but a single and mostly benign mistake like Isabella’s would save future lives if they incorporated the lesson he was trying to impart.

      “I guess,” said Isabella as she played with a loose curl that hung down from her forehead, “I used the slang word fly, which along with the rhyming word sky, might have confused the spell.”

      “Exactly,” said Sebastian, drumming on the desk in excitement. “Great job, Isabella. Remember, words are instructions for the mind. They’re not just the word that you find in the dictionary, they have the meaning contained in your mind—for good or ill. You have to be careful on how you use them. Had you grown up in the 80s, then using fly might have been appropriate because your mind would have translated the word as a positive adjective, not a verb. Slang, homonyms, these are the parts of lexology that are tricky.”

      “But what about the tank? Is it just going to stay up there all day?” asked Deshawn.

      “Only as long as Isabella’s spell holds. Given the umph that she gave it, the tank could be up there a couple hours, or only another few seconds,” he said.

      The entire class took a step back.

      “Now, would anyone like to bring it down with all the water and fish still inside?” He paused. “Isabella, want to give it a shot?”

      “I would, Professor Longakers, but I’m afraid I’ll screw it up again.”

      He sensed wavering indecision. Magic was tricky, and lexology only more so because it involved culture and language more than most other studies. He didn’t want to destroy her confidence while trying to teach an important lesson, but if she didn’t solve the problem she created the mistake would linger.

      “I believe in you, Isabella,” he said, leaning over and pressing the button on the boom box. The beat returned, blaring out of the round speakers.

      She swallowed, looking apprehensively at the tank. She tried to sway with the beat, but he could see the previous mistake clouding her mind. A brief attempt to begin was swallowed back. Isabella stared at the floor, her cheeks rosy with embarrassment.

      Sensing he needed to offer encouragement, Sebastian rocked on his feet, clapping his hands to the beat, which was taken up by the class. The corners of a few lips curled up, but they were still too tense to enjoy the moment.

      “My name is Professor Longakers, and this is my course.

      I teach how to use magic with words we enforce.

      There’s a tank in the air from the ceiling we wish to untether...”

      He gestured towards Isabella, who had been mouthing along with him.

      “Come down to the ground as light as a feather,” she said.

      “Good,” he said, continuing to clap to the beat, “now say it again but with faez.”

      Her eyes sparked with understanding. She nodded more emphatically, stomping her foot to the beat of the music.

      “My name is Isabella Gonzalez and I’m in your course.

      I screwed up my words which is a mistake I do not endorse.

      This tank is not a bird even as we all clap together.

      Come down to the ground as light as a feather!”

      The tank wobbled against the ceiling, splashing water onto the desks and floor. Isabella stared intently at the tank. It wasn’t enough to get the words right, or add the right amount of faez—the raw stuff of magic—if she didn’t believe in herself.

      When the aquarium started moving gently to the floor, Sebastian breathed a sigh of relief along with the rest of the class, though his was less about the problem being solved, and more about the effect on Isabella.

      She clapped her hands with excitement when it settled on the ground. He gave her a thumbs up as the rest of the class crowded around and patted her on the back.

      A bell rang and everyone grabbed their backpacks and notebooks and started filing out of the room, the near-danger already forgotten.

      “Great class, everyone,” said Sebastian, looking up from his papers.

      Isabella came up to his desk at the front. “Thank you, Professor Longakers. I learned more in this one class than I have all semester. Are you going to take over for Professor Chopra? He makes me nervous every time I try to use lexology.”

      “Lexology is a dangerous technique to use, even for the experienced, so his caution is warranted. We’re essentially making up spells on the fly, which can result in many unexpected consequences, so please understand Professor Chopra means well when he’s trying to imbue you with care.”

      “Then why did you have us lifting his fish tank and all that?”

      “Well, maybe I saw that the class could use a little shaking up. Everyone was a little too cautious, you might say.”

      She nodded. “I wish you were going to be here for more than one class.”

      “I’m just filling in for him until he gets back, which will be soon,” he said.

      “Is he alright? Did something happen?”

      “Nothing at all,” said Sebastian with a wry grin. “But professors are people too and have things come up from time to time.”

      Isabella’s face brightened. “Thank you, professor. I hope to be able to take one of your classes next year. I had a lot of fun.”

      “Great,” he said with a wink as she hurried out of the room to her next lesson.

      Sebastian was cleaning up his notes from the desk, humming along to the beat when the last student left the room and closed the door a little too firmly. The glass in the aquarium shattered, sending a wave of water splashing outward. He leapt onto the desk as the tiny fish flopped around on the floor.

      “Merlin’s balls,” he said, from his perch.

      The impacts must have put a hairline crack in the glass that finally had succumbed to the pressure. He was glad that it waited until Isabella had left before it broke, but now he had a giant mess to clean.

      Sebastian checked his watch. The faculty meeting was in an hour; plenty of time to clean up. He slipped out, hurrying to a supply closet where he found a single big bucket, filling it with water, before bringing it back to the classroom where dozens of tiny fish were jawing emptily at the air, trying to breathe.

      “Don’t worry, my little friends, I’ll get your fins wet soon.”

      Using a soggy notebook that had been left on the floor and the pointer that Professor Chopra used to tap on the chalkboard, Sebastian scooped up the dreameaters and plopped them into the bucket of water, being careful not to let them touch his skin.

      “Sorry, you’ll have to be cozy buddies until I can get you a replacement tank.”

      With the fish safely in their buckets, Sebastian eyed the quarter inch of water across the floor that had bits of broken glass floating on it. After a second visit to the supply closet, he spent the next twenty minutes mopping the floor and cleaning up the glass. It was only as he was picking up the last few pieces that he remembered he’d left his tray of homemade cupcakes beneath the desk near Professor Chopra’s slippers.

      After placing the footwear on the desk to dry, he addressed the destruction of his baked goods. The lower quarter of the cardboard box was soggy. He had to lift it from the bottom to move it to the top of the desk. The inside was as bad as he feared. The chocolate fudge cupcakes covered in icing with the Arcanium Hall design meticulously drawn with white powdered sugar had soaked up the aquarium water warping the “book on a gear” patterns.

      “Hmmm...”

      He recalled a bakery up the street from Arcanium Hall called The Philosopher’s Scone. If he hurried, he could pick up a new batch of treats in time for the faculty meeting, but the packed conditions in the bucket made him worried that they wouldn’t survive their brief sequestration. He hated the idea of telling Professor Chopra that he’d killed some of the professor’s prized dreameaters while subbing for his class. There were probably more appropriate spells for the situation, but with his mind filled with the rhythms of lexology, he muttered over the bucket while imbuing his words with faez:

      “Water, water in this bucket

      Provide life for my finned friends and let no one chuck it

      In here will be much air for your gills...”

      Professor Longakers paused at the final line. The spell would probably be fine as he’d cast it, giving the water the extra oxygen required to keep the dreameaters alive until he could return with a larger tank, but he could hear Professor Chopra’s complaints already if someone came in and disturbed the bucket.

      “And should you feel danger, then give ‘em a scare with your fins in the air.”

      It wasn’t the most elegant solution, but under the circumstances and the strained schedule, it would have to do. Sebastian threw his carryall over his shoulder, locked the door to the classroom to keep the curious from disturbing the fish, and hurried towards the front of Arcanium.

      The academy was an enormous medieval-style castle, which meant it wasn’t made for easily getting around. The awkward spaces were often filled with shelves of books, as the school taught the magic of books and knowledge. Students smiled and greeted him as he hurried past, “Hey Professor!”

      A student with big headphones on his head, bobbing his head to the music playing, stepped into his path. Sebastian slowed down as he pulled the headphones down around his neck.

      “Hey Tristen, what can I do for you?”

      The second-year student dug into the backpack, producing a thumb-drive. “I made this mixtape for you. Well, obviously it’s not a tape, but the discussion we had in the Magic of Words class inspired me to make one. I thought you might like it.”

      “That’s terrific,” said Sebastian tucking it into his inside pocket. “I can’t wait to listen. I hope it’s filled with new and interesting music that I haven’t heard before.”

      Tristen winked and held out his fist for a bump, which Sebastian obliged. “You know it. It’s so fade.” Tristen stared at his shoes. “Do you think you could help me with my runic calligraphy study? I’m struggling with the penmanship. My handwriting sucks.”

      “Absolutely,” said Sebastian, putting his hand on Tristen’s shoulder. “And thank you for asking for help.” He resisted the urge to look at his watch. “Do you need anything else? We can schedule some work sessions for later this week, if that’s acceptable?”

      “Yeah, totally. Thanks Prof!”

      Tristen slipped his headphones back on and wandered to a little cubby surrounded by bookshelves.

      Sebastian hurried down the long hallway that led to the drawbridge. He was halfway there when a woman with steel gray hair wrapped into a braid wheeled out of a doorway.

      “Are you going to be late to the faculty meeting again?” asked Professor Mali from her wheelchair.

      “Not if I can help it, Joanne,” he said, laughing, as he shifted into a jog.

      “You need to get your act together, Sebastian. You spend too much time trying to please the students,” she called after him sternly.

      He ran backwards and held his arms up. “We’re here for their benefit!” He didn’t bother seeing her reaction because he knew what it would be: one of unyielding disappointment. As the newest professor on the staff, he often felt like the others still saw him as the gangly student that had nearly blown up the Tower of Letters in his fourth year.

      Sebastian slowed his pace when he crossed the drawbridge onto a modern city street. Vehicles blared their horns while tourists gawked at the Arcanium building, taking selfies, or buying trinkets from the vendors that usually worked near the entrance.

      He inhaled deeply, smiling at tourists who pointed at him as he hurried past. After a few decades of doing research on spells hidden in popular works of fiction, he’d been delighted when Patron Gray had invited him to teach at Arcanium.

      The Philosopher’s Scone had an iced outlined of Voltaire on the big sign, his mane of curly locks displayed as a wave of white swirls. The line was rather long when he stepped inside, pushing against the door. The tables were filled with happy customers hungrily shoving baked treats into their mouths.

      Sebastian hummed to the music playing lightly over the speakers while he studied the menu on the wall behind the counter. He had to return soon, but it was his turn to bring the snacks and there was nothing more disappointing than having to endure the inane discussions that popped up during the meetings. Professor Gill usually went on about getting better reagents for the alchemical ink stores, Professor Moonie tried to tell everyone there was a ghost that hung out near the Biblioscribe, and Professor Mali requested to reinstitute the arcane punishments that had been around in her days, but in his eyes, did little more than make the students afraid to make mistakes, which was no way to learn magic.

      “How may I help you?”

      He’d been so busy thinking about past meetings, he’d forgotten to settle on his order. The woman behind the counter had a mop of frizzy red hair and a scattering of freckles on her cheeks and nose.

      “Oh, I seem to have been daydreaming,” he said with a chuckle. “Do you have a box of something to make a group of professors less cantankerous?”

      The woman behind the counter smiled and extended her arm towards a menu on the side. “I do have some baked goods specially formulated with alchemical agents. The affects are listed next to the item. For example, the Hole Truth donut holes help make one a little more forthcoming.” She wrinkled her nose, eyes sparkling with mirth. “But that doesn’t sound like a wise choice for a group of professors. Arcanium, right?”

      “The very one,” he said, finding himself grinning. “Alchemist?”

      “Yeah,” she said, leaning on the counter with her head tilted. “I did the corporate thing for a while but sitting in boring strategy meetings that never went anywhere broke my soul, so I opened up this shop last year.”

      “I feel amiss that I haven’t stopped in before. I had an unfortunate aquarium accident that took out my homemade cupcakes. I’d made little Arcanium badges on the top with a powdered sugar sieve. But they didn’t survive Lexology class, thus, here I am.”

      She drummed on the table with her tongue tapping on her teeth. “I would recommend the Hundred Halls assortment box. It has a mix of hall badges on the tops. There might only be one or two Arcanium, but I can promise you they taste delicious no matter what the badge.”

      “I’ll take it. Better yet, give me two dozen,” he said. “It’ll be fun to see which Halls they want to eat. Suss out a little school rivalry through the divination of baked goods.”

      As she gathered the boxes from the glass cabinets, he noticed what time it was as he was about to hand over the bills.

      “Keep the change!” he told her as he hurried out clutching two boxes of cupcakes.

      “Good luck with your meeting!” she called after, prompting a round of chuckles from the people waiting in line.

      Sebastian sprinted across the crosswalk, narrowly avoiding a big SUV that hadn’t seen because he was too busy chastising himself for not getting the woman’s name.

      “A reason to make a return visit,” he told himself as he jogged across the drawbridge.

      The warding at the entrance felt like tiny spiderwebs kissing his skin before it disappeared, recognizing his presence due to the enchanted Arcanium pin on his lapel. He ran the length of the hall until he reached the facility meeting room.

      “You’re late,” said Professor Mali as soon as he burst inside. “As expected.”

      “I promise the delay will be quite delicious,” he said as the other professors eyed the boxes in his arms. “I had a mishap with my homemade cupcakes, but I think mistakes breed opportunity.”

      “Mistakes are a sign of laziness,” said Professor Mali as she reached towards the first box which had been opened as soon as it hit the table.

      “No Semyon today?” asked Sebastian as he took his spot near the middle of the table between Professor Moonie and the empty chair where Chopra normally sat.

      “Patron Gray is busy with some meeting between the top Halls,” said Professor Mali as she took a second bite of her Arcanium cupcake.

      Sebastian surveyed the remaining treats, choosing an Order of Honorable Alchemists chocolate with a pink rose surrounded by a sunburst. After a lot of quiet murmuring, the meeting began with a long speech from Professor Mali about keeping the students from experimenting too much, that they should stick to the curriculum for safety’s sake.

      “Before we hit the scheduled items, does anyone have anything to bring up?” asked Professor Mali.

      “There was another sighting—”

      “That’s great, Moonie, but until someone else sees this ghost, I think we should table the item,” said Professor Mali.

      “But Joanne...”

      “Anyone else?” she asked.

      Sebastian cleared his throat. “I was hoping we could revive the talent show. It’s a chance for students to showcase what they’re proud of.”

      “You want them to have an easy win,” said Professor Mali scowling.

      “I suppose that’s a way to put it.” He noticed a tiny piece of pink icing on his finger and sucked it off. “When they leave the Hall, they’ll be making choices about their lives. Why not give them a chance to try something of their own making, rather than what we tell them to do?”

      “Need I remind you that in the last year of the Talent Show, one of the third years, a Davis Niles, had a group of monkeys, a ladder, and a bathtub on stage, and when he tried some bit of advanced mendancy, he disappeared and was never seen again?”

      “Yes, of course, magic is dangerous, but so is the world. When you join the Halls, the hazards are understood,” said Sebastian.

      “We’re not Coterie,” said Professor Mali. “They lose a quarter of their students by the end of their five years.”

      “Yet, more sign up to join their Hall every year than any other,” he replied.

      Professor Mali drummed her fingers on the table as she stared back. “I will bring it up when Patron Gray when he returns, but I can assure you that he will not budge on this matter.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, smiling, “that’s all I ask.”

      The rest of the meeting was mundane discussions around the trivialities of running a magical academy. Having the students live on the premises meant they had to deal with more than the classroom issues. It was hard enough to be that age but adding magic and the drama of so many personalities could get a bit messy.

      After the meeting wrapped up, Sebastian was readying to leave when Professor Mali asked him to stay.

      “Yes,” he said, checking as the others left, “what do you need?”

      Her mouth shifted to the side with a little embarrassment. “I’m supposed to cover Alain’s lexology class with the first years, but I really need to get home to check on—”

      “Of course, I would be happy to take the spot,” he said.

      “Are you sure? I would ask one of the other professors but everyone has classes at that time, and I know you love the first years,” she said.

      “I love all the years. They each have their own delightful opportunities.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course, you would say that.”

      “But it’s true.”

      “Either way, thank you.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Professor Mali rolled out of the facility room leaving him alone. He’d planned on taking the time to grade papers but fitting another class in wouldn’t be the end of him. As he left the room, he noted that the only two cupcakes left in the boxes had the Coterie of Mages obelisk with wings design. Some rivalries never died, even amongst the professors.

      The Introduction to Lexology class wasn’t as thrilling as the earlier one with the second years. They were new enough to magic that he kept it to the basics and only introduced the idea of using music and poetry to help improve outputs at the end of class. He was rewarded with a few twinkling eyes as they shuffled out of the room.

      With a short gap before his next class, Sebastian hurried to his office which was near the Tower of Letters. He touched the little patch of old burn before entering his private quarters.

      His office could use some organization, but he’d never found the time. As the newest professor, he was continually having to pick up the classes that the others couldn’t make, or was given extra tasks by Patron Gray. The couch was covered in old tomes about the magical artifacts of the ancient world. One of those tasks from his patron was about trying to find where Alexander the Great’s plumed helmet might have disappeared to after his death. Sebastian thought the trail was far too cold, but his patron was convinced that it’d appeared a few decades ago and was trying to track it down. The rest of the room was equally messy. An enchanted lyre that he’d picked up on a trip to Mykonos lay in the corner, waiting for him to have a free moment. He’d been trying to recreate some of the old spells from that time period, but they were often put to music, which made the spells trickier than normal.

      Sebastian shoved the thumb-drive into his laptop, pulled up the mixtape, and hit play before tackling the stack of papers that he was behind on grading. He barely got through the first quarter inch before he had to hurry to a special lecture on Vermancy and the Efficiency of Truth that he’d promised the fourth and fifth years in main auditorium.

      Along the way, he passed Tristen, and held up his fist for a bump. “Loving the mixtape!”

      “So fade,” said Tristen, spinning around as he hurried to his late afternoon class.

      Sebastian slipped into the auditorium as the bell sounded. He was greeted with smiles and more seats filled than expected.

      “I see we have some of our newer Arcanium students here,” he said, prompting a few to rise from their seats, “but please stay. I have room for all that want to learn.”

      The next hour and a half was one of spirited discussion and a few bouts of laughter as a fifth year tried to stand on a piece of string stretched between two chairs, reinforced with Vermancy, only to learn why truth was subjective and prone to erroneous beliefs. When his faith faltered, so too did the string, and he came crashing down on the auditorium floor.

      As the lecture finished up, Sebastian realized that he was late again. He grabbed his carryall and hurried out of Arcanium, heading straight to the nearby parking garage to drive his twenty-year old Toyota Magelight to the fifth ward. He pulled up in the parking lot of Golden Willow hospital to find Professor Chopra standing outside the emergency room.

      Sebastian put the car in park and hurried around to open the door for Professor Chopra, who limped to the vehicle and climbed into the passenger seat.

      “Everything okay, Alain?”

      A weary-looking Professor Chopra sighed, and said, “No one knows what happened, right?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good,” said Alain, leaning his head against the rest. “I would be very embarrassed if the students or other professors knew I bungled that simple lexology spell.”

      “You might consider that by being honest about your mistakes, not only will the students respect you more, but it would provide a valuable lesson,” said Sebastian.

      Alain screwed up his mouth. “You’re too naïve and reckless, Sebastian. When you’ve been a professor as long as I have, you understand that the students need a firm and careful hand. The fact that they love you so much should be your warning that your methods are wrong.”

      “I’m sorry you believe that,” said Sebastian, putting the car in gear. “Back to the Hall?”

      “Back entrance,” he said, “I don’t want anyone to see me limping in. I plan on heading to my quarters, putting on my favorite slippers, and resting for the day. Maybe by tomorrow the hole will be closed.”

      “What did you do, anyway?”

      “Mending a hole in my shoe but I said sole not hole.”

      Sebastian sucked air between his teeth. “Ouch. I bet that wasn’t pleasant.”

      After dropping Alain off at the back entrance to Arcanium, he remembered that he hadn’t replaced the fish tank. A detour later and he managed to squeeze into a tropical fish store and grab a two-hundred-and-fifty-gallon tank since they were out of the one that broke.

      On his way back, Sebastian saw that The Philosopher’s Scone was about to close. The proprietor was spinning the sign and preparing to lock the door when he grabbed a parking spot and hurried up before she went deeper inside.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, squinting as she stuck her head out the open door. The wind caught her crimson curls sending them to flutter around the crown of her head.

      “Arcanium,” he said, touching his chest. “You’re Alchemists.”

      “Oh, right! The professor. How’d your meeting go? Any battles over the cupcakes? Oh wait, you came back,” she screwed up her face, “does that mean they were a problem?”

      “Oh no,” he said, laughing, “quite the contrary. They were a hit, just as I’d like to...ahem, sorry.” Sebastian felt the heat rise to his cheeks.

      She opened the door a little wider. “Were you about to say just as I’d like to hit on you?”

      “You have me dead to rights. Sorry about that. I spent the day teaching lexology and I get a little too used to letting my tongue carry the day.”

      She shifted her mouth to the side. “Once again...” Then grinned and held out her hand. “I’m Elaina.”

      “Sebastian,” he replied. “It’s nice to learn your name.”

      “Lexology, huh? Shouldn’t you have a little tighter control for a practitioner of word spells?” she asked, her tongue playfully resting on her teeth.

      “That’s the beauty and danger of lexology. It’s quite flexible, but is known for bringing many a mage through unintended consequences. Why, this morning we had a close one when a fish tank got trapped against the ceiling...”

      “Don’t stop there. That sounds like quite an event,” said Elaina with anticipation.

      “Oh, no,” he said, remembering Professor Chopra mentioning his favorite slippers, which had been dunked in fish water. He was certain that Alain would try to reacquire them before resting for the evening. “Oh no. I must get back. I might have been a little too exuberant with my spell this morning.”

      Sebastian started hurrying away when he found Elaina by his side.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, grinning with excitement. “This sounds fun.”

      There were rules against bringing outsiders into Arcanium without permission from Patron Gray, even for professors, but he wasn’t about to turn her away on the cusp of a potential date.

      “You can’t go anywhere else,” he said. “But I suppose I could use the help.”

      Sebastian let Elaina through the Hall wards with a brief incantation. They hurried through the hallways. Since it was around dinner time, they were less populated, and those students he did see were too busy studying to notice the outsider.

      He knew there was a problem when he saw Professor Chopra’s classroom door open wide. Skidding to a stop, but not going in, Sebastian found his counterpart cowering in the corner, swinging at floating fish with his chalkboard pointer.

      “You! What have you done to my classroom and my fish!” Professor Chopra’s eyes widened as Elaina came around the corner. “And who is that?”

      The floating dreameaters, as if drawn by their voices, started heading into the hallway like tiny blue balloons being blown on a soft breeze.

      Sebastian raised his hands and sent a wave of wind against the dreameaters, blowing them back into the room. The last thing he needed were the dangerous fish terrorizing the students. As he headed into the room, Elaina followed, still looking excited by the danger.

      “Round and round, and down we go

      Into the bucket but do it nice and slow

      You’ll find the water is easy to breathe

      And better than floating on a stiff breeze.”

      The dreameaters rotated in a descending whirlwind, entering the bucket of water with dozens of tiny plops.

      “I’m very sorry, Alain,” he said once he knew the danger was over. “I didn’t think anyone would come back to the classroom. I should have remembered your slippers.”

      A red-faced Alain looked like he was going to explode. “I’m going to talk to Patron Gray about this! I can’t believe you broke my fish tank, set my dreameaters to ambush me, and brought an outsider into Arcanium.”

      Sebastian’s heart dropped into his stomach. He knew the other professors weren’t a fan of his, but this could potentially get him kicked out. Teaching at Arcanium was a dream job. Making matters worse, he might be expelled in front of a woman he’d just decided to ask out a short time before. For once, his words failed him. He had nothing to say.

      Elaina gave a short little wave, followed by a gentle curtsey as she approached Alain with her palm out. “Hi. I run the bakery up the street. You look a little frustrated by these events. Would you like a chocolate? They’re really quite divine and might help.”

      To Sebastian’s surprise, Alain growled under his breath, but then reached out and plopped the treat into his mouth. A few seconds after he started chewing, he mumbled, “This is quite good,” and then his eyes went unfocused.

      “What did you do to him?” asked Sebastian.

      “It’s a little trick for irate customers. They forget what just happened and go about their day. The chocolate erases the last fifteen minutes, so we should probably get his slippers on him and send him out before it wears off.

      “Oh,” he said, reaching out as if he were going to hug her, but thought better of it, “You’re a life saver.”

      “I’m not going to turn into a piece of hard candy am I, Mister Lexology?”

      He laughed. “Not today, anyway.”

      A pliant Alain Chopra was helped into his slippers and sent back to his room before he woke up. With Elaina’s help, he retrieved the fish tank and had it set up a few hours later, returning the dreameaters when it was finished.

      Back outside Arcanium, Sebastian held out his hand. “Thank you so much for your help, Elaina. This has been quite an interesting day. I wouldn’t have survived it without you. I was coming by to ask you out. Maybe we could do that another time?”

      Elaina stepped past his hand and pressed her lips against the corner of his mouth, before quickly pulling away and wagging her eyebrows.

      “Or, we could head out to a nightclub and you could tell me all about that talented tongue of yours.” She winked. “You know, lexology.”

      Sebastian held out his arm, which she took, and then headed down the sidewalk. He chuckled lightly under his breath which brought a question, which he answered with a smile.

      “Earlier today I was explaining to my students that mistakes breed opportunity. Sometimes professors get to learn their own lessons, too.”
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      Pranks are an entertaining diversion when life at a boarding school gets a little too routine. That is, unless you have a student job that makes you responsible for cleaning up after the prank. Even at a magic school, some students get stuck with extra work when others decide to blow off a little steam.

      

      “But Is It Magic?” revisits Sappho and Temmy Fergusson from “How to Get Into A Magic School,” Fantastic Schools vol. 1, as they get settled in their first semester at Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts.
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But Is It Magic?

      “No, Jacob, don’t tell him that!” Iris Meadowsweet reprimanded her friend sternly before he could finish suggesting that Temmy Ferguson try mimicking something the sophomores he sat with had learned in class that week. “Don’t let them trick you, Temmy. The lab assistant fooled me into trying to sing magic last year, and it made me choke. You need a whole choir to sing a spell; otherwise, there’s too much magic in your throat at one time. That’s why we’re all expected play an instrument too.”

      Caleb March snickered while his twin looked dismayed. It was hard to tell with Jacob whether his expression was born out of contrition or disappointment that he was not allowed to play his trick on the freshman. If Caleb and Jacob didn’t have such different personalities, Temmy doubted he would have been able to tell them apart. As it was, their temperaments and reactions to everything were so different that they might as well have had different faces. Jacob was rambunctious and outgoing like most of the other boys he sat with at meals, while Caleb was more like Temmy, thoughtful and quiet. That was not to say that Temmy and Caleb did not play sports and casual games with the others, only that they were just a little more subdued and shy most of the time.

      Just then, one of the twins’ roommates, Jasper set his lunch on the table and took his seat.

      “I’m surprised you’re still here,” he told Satu, the blonde girl who sat next to Iris. “Someone freed the sacrificial animals from the pens behind Drake Hall again. I thought you would be with the other students who work in the Menagerie.”

      “What?” Satu Hirvela exclaimed. “It took us days to round them up last time!”

      She rose from her seat even though her lunch was only half finished.

      “I’ll help,” Iris told her best friend as she grabbed her bookbag.

      Satu turned to Temmy as she prepared to leave the dining hall, “Would you go get your sister? It’ll save her from getting called out of class later.”

      Temmy crammed the rest of his burger into his mouth and walked over to a table at the center of the plus-shaped dining hall on the ground floor of Roanoke Hall, the main building of Roanoke Academy of the Sorcerous Arts. His sister, Sappho, ate lunch with Topher Evans, the guy from their hometown who recruited them to come to Roanoke Academy. It was early October and still neither Sappho nor Topher would admit that they were basically dating. While Temmy had earned a full eight-year scholarship from Ouroboros Industries to come to Roanoke for high school and college, Sappho had only gotten patronage to attend college, so they were both new freshmen, four years apart. Where Temmy had all his expenses paid by his scholarship, Sappho’s patronage didn’t cover incidental expenses like books, instruments, or a familiar, so she had a student job working in the Menagerie, helping tend to the animals on campus.

      Roanoke Academy had animals everywhere. Students were all encouraged to keep familiars that helped with conjuring and warding as well as a few other things that Temmy had heard hinted at but had not yet been covered in any of his classes. Faculty members and proctors also kept familiars, as did many of the wives and husbands of school employees who lived in the Faculty Village on the east edge of campus. In addition to the pets and familiars, there were also the sacrificial offerings used in some of the magic studied by thaumaturges, who specialized in storing magic in gems for later use. These animals were kept in pens behind Drake Hall, the dorm where the thaumaturgy majors lived. That’s where Satu was headed and why he needed to get Sappho. According to what his school friends told him, some well-meaning student or prankster would try to set the sacrificial animals free at least once a year. The students who worked in the Menagerie were also responsible for rounding them up and getting them back in their pens.

      Temmy interrupted the conversation Sappho was having with her not-boyfriend, “Satu told me to get you to help round up the animals that were set free behind Drake Hall. She said you would just get called out of class later if you don’t come now.”

      “Oh, my gosh, the others warned me about this happening. I’m coming.”

      Sappho excused herself and nodded goodbye to Topher and his friends at the table. Many of them were Drake students, so they understood how much work that was, but they were also perfectly willing to let her handle it with the other student workers. Temmy noted that Drake kids did not act like Iris and Satu, who always helped each other even if only one of them had a job. Temmy decided that he preferred hanging out with people like Iris and Satu.

      By the time Temmy and Sappho reached the back of Drake Hall, there was a huge racket as Menagerie workers chased the goats, chickens, pigeons, and other animals around the back side of campus. Chickens were starting to interfere with a lunch-time soccer game, and some of the goats could be seen heading toward the Watch Tower, a tall solitary building in the hemlock forest behind Roanoke Hall and all the dorms. They found Satu on a ladder where she could reach the pigeon coops and make sure there was plenty of birdseed to lure the pigeons back home when the excitement was over. Merry Vesper and Fortinbras Thorn, the two other college freshmen who worked with Sappho, scampered around after various animals. He heard Iris before he saw her because she was laughing as the chicken in her arms was smacking her in the face with its wings while she tried to put it back in a cage.

      Temmy smiled to himself over how cute she was, laughing over something totally ridiculous and inconvenient. He sighed and put that thought aside. She was dating a senior, the older brother of one of his classmates, and wasn’t interested in him like that at all.

      Sappho took stock of the situation around them and took a deep breath. Rather than running after individual animals like everyone else, she let out a loud high-pitched melodic call, just like she did at home when she needed to bring their mountain goats down from the hills for milking or shearing. The tall buildings around them worked almost like the mountains near their Alaskan homestead. The sound of her voice echoed off the stone walls, each of which looked like some kind of castle. Animals and students alike turned in response to his sister singing. The students had been advised not to name the sacrificial animals or grow fond of them, but Sappho had done so anyway. She wove their names into the rising and falling tones she sang. A tall ram started trotting back and then the other herd animals followed him. The chickens and geese returned also. Everyone else stood gaping in amazement as the animals trotted back to Sappho, whom they had already learned to trust just one month into the school year. The other menagerie workers and Temmy and Iris kenneled the animals as they returned to where they belonged.

      “Aren’t you American?” Satu asked Sappho when they were done, “Where did you learn kuhlning?”

      “We use it at home to bring in the mountain goats,” Sappho explained. “Our family was originally Swedish.”

      “The part that’s not Dena’ina,” Temmy inserted, referring to tribe indigenous to the part of Alaska where his Swedish ancestors had settled.

      “You sing kuhlning as well as anyone I’ve ever heard back home,” said Satu, “and I’m from Ultima Thule, the part of Greenland colonized by the Saami sorcerers who got chased out of Lapland.”

      Temmy watched his sister and his new friend talking. It occurred to him that the two girls looked much more alike than he and his sister did. Sappho and Satu both had pale blonde hair, wide blue eyes, round faces with high cheek bones, and button noses. Temmy had the same round face and high cheekbones, but he had black hair and pale olive skin like his grandfather and most Native Alaskans. If told he had an older sibling on campus, people would probably be more likely to think he was related to Topher Evans, who at least had dark hair.

      Iris’ cousin Merry, who also worked in the Menagerie, came over and thanked Sappho for making such short work of rounding up most of the animals.

      “There are only two goats and a rooster still missing. The Mistress of the Beast has already excused us from classes this afternoon, so we should make a point of doing our best to find all of them,” Merry told her fellow student workers, speaking of their boss, the head of the Menagerie. She glanced at Iris and Temmy, “Well, Miss Skaife has excused the four students who officially work for her in the Menagerie. You two should probably head back now so you don’t miss class.”

      “If Miss Skaife confirms we were helpful, we should be fine,” Iris replied. “It’s not like we normally skip classes. Besides, Satu and I only have Sophomore Chorus this afternoon. Mr. Kalkavage will be just as interested in what we learn here.”

      Merry smiled thoughtfully at her younger cousin, “If you really want to be helpful, you can save us all a lot of time by scrying where the last three animals are, so we don’t have to waste hours wandering through the hemlock forest, since that is a particular gift of yours.”

      For just a moment, Temmy thought Iris’ pixie grin had a lot more in common with Jacob’s mischievous one before she nodded agreeably. He started to suspect that she was getting more and more interested in larking through the forest on the edge of the back campus than going to class. He watched her take a slow deep breath and stare off into space. A moment later, he saw her do something that appeared both normal and completely amazing at the same time.

      Iris continued to stare off into space as she spoke in a flat voice, meticulously describing the locations of each of the three animals. There was no bowl of water or divining rods or fortune telling cards or anything that Temmy would have thought would go with the act of scrying. Iris simply zoned out for a moment and then started to describe something as if she was looking right at it. Temmy and Sappho were the only ones who appeared not to know what to think about this. Merry and Satu, who knew Iris well, listened attentively as if everything Iris said was trustworthy and useful. Fort listened and waited a short distance from the rest of them with an expression that seemed to indicate he had seen too many strange things here at school to be surprised by anything anymore. According to Iris, one goat had climbed up to the second waterfall to the northeast of them, one goat had headed north to the other nearby rocky outcropping, and the rooster was on the roof of Roanoke Hall.

      “Merry, I’ll go get the goat at the waterfall. That’s a steep climb,” Fort offered, sounding protective. “You can let the proctors know about the rooster on the roof.”

      “We can get the other goat,” Iris offered. “Those rocks aren’t as high or steep and we can probably lure him down.”

      Merry nodded in response to Iris, “You’ll learn to sing those animal calls pretty quickly from Sappho and Satu. Three people will be just enough if you need to sing any real magic.”

      “I know how to do it too,” Temmy piped up before he lost his opportunity and got sent to class. “I only have math and True Hiss this afternoon. I can catchup on anything I miss before the end of next class.”

      Merry looked at Temmy skeptically. “Don’t you need True History? I thought you grew up Unwary.”

      “Mr. Shells says everything three times. I can borrow Ulrika’s notes and ask questions during the recap on Thursday, if I have any.”

      Iris and Satu nodded in unison, confirming the True History tutor’s teaching style from when they had his class the previous year.

      Merry paused skeptically as she considered whether to let an Upper School freshman skip classes when it hadn’t been approved by the Mistress of the Beast. She asked Sappho, “Will your brother really be helpful, or will he just be tagging along?”

      “He knows more about farm life and wilderness than Iris or Satu,” Sappho answered.

      “Stay with your sister,” Merry told Temmy firmly. “Iris and Satu can probably handle any of the fey that roam that part of the forest but be careful. Some of the creatures that are allowed to live on this island can be very dangerous.”

      Temmy made a point not to show his annoyance at being treated like a little kid as they set out. He was lucky they let him go. He didn’t want to give Merry the impression that he would cause any problems. Even though Merry and Fort and Sappho were all the same age, the others treated Merry like she had seniority somehow.

      The hike to the rocky outcropping normally took about twenty minutes from the Watch Tower, the northeastern most building associated with the campus proper. Temmy and Sappho grew up in a place where you could hike through the wilderness for days without seeing any sign of civilization. It seemed impossible to Temmy that they could encounter anything dangerous when they were so close to the school buildings and so many people. It was hard to take Merry’s warning seriously.

      “What happened when you got tricked into singing an enchantment?” Temmy asked Iris, going back to the conversation they were having at lunch before the emergency behind Drake Hall interrupted everything.

      “Mr. Fisher’s lab assistant, Varo, was supervising me in the lab while I was making Yule gifts for my family last year,” Iris explained, “and we got to talking about how magic worked on a more fundamental level, at least as much of that as I could understand after my first semester. We got onto the subject of enchantment, and I said something about how much harder it is to play an instrument than sing. Instead of warning me what happened, he told me to try singing the first spell we learn in Music class, the Wind Blast. Even before any sound properly came out of my mouth, there was so much tingly magical energy in my throat that it felt like it was closing up and I started coughing and choking.”

      “How come that doesn’t happen when Sappho’s kuhlning?” Temmy asked.

      “Kuhlning’s not magic,” Satu told him. “It’s just singing an animal call.”

      “It has more in common with cowboy yodeling than it does enchantment,” his sister insisted. “You know this, Temmy. Did you think you were doing magic back when you learned it?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure anymore. I never thought there was any such thing as magic and now I’m here. Besides, I’ve never been good at it like you and Penelope,” Temmy answered, referring to Sappho and his other sister, who was still back home in Alaska.

      “You didn’t spend every day with the herd like we did, Temmy,” Sappho answered sympathetically. “They knew our voices and they trusted us. We weren’t casting spells on them.”

      “But that’s how you got your familiar,” Temmy countered. “Calling Heimdall was magic.”

      “The kuhlning wasn’t the part that was magic,” Sappho told him.

      “Well, there’s small magic,” Iris suggested, “what many people call folk magic. That’s different from the sorcery we learn here. It’s the stuff that looks like superstition or tales, that no one can really explain well how or why it works, or else people assume that there has to be some scientific explanation for it that we just haven’t figured out yet. Before I came here, that was the only kind of magic that my family did for hundreds of years. If there is any magic in kuhlning, it could be like that, maybe. We should ask Mr. Kalkavage sometime between classes.”

      Temmy smiled at Iris for sticking up for his ideas, but he wasn’t sure if she noticed.

      “I never thought of it like that,” Satu considered. “Everybody I know who does magic only does sorcery.”

      “Well, the only reason we need a whole choir to sing enchantments is so lots of people can diffuse the energy of the spell to the point where it doesn’t choke. If you sang just a tiny bit of magic, such a small amount that you couldn’t really feel it, there wouldn’t be enough energy to make much happen either. It might not be any more than getting a baby to fall asleep when her mom sings her a lullaby.”

      “Lullabies aren’t magic,” Temmy said dismissively.

      “Why not?” Iris countered. “If animal calls could be magic, so could lullabies and plenty of other things we take for granted. It doesn’t have to be a powerful spell to be magic.”

      Temmy didn’t have an answer for that. In his experience, Iris asked a lot of questions that people couldn’t answer right away. It made her sound like the tutors here at Roanoke when they started classes. She asked questions that would start people thinking and then give them a lot to discuss, if it didn’t make them too uncomfortable to think about those things in the first place.

      Temmy was still thinking about whether there were magical things that he took for granted his whole life as they reached the rocky outcropping where they expected to find the goat.

      “Why are we going to so much trouble to rescue animals that are just going to be sacrificed anyway?” Temmy grumbled as they started climbing.

      “There’s a lot of work that goes into preparing the sacrificial animals,” Satu answered. “It’s a lot easier and faster to rescue this guy than it is to replace him.”

      “The Mistress of the Beast has a whole bookshelf dedicated to selecting and rearing sacrificial animals,” Sappho continued where Satu left off. “She said there’s a whole section of books on this topic in Dee Hall too, as well as in the library.”

      Dee Hall had a section of books on every topic known to man. Students who lived in Dee Hall specialized in the art of secret magical knowledge, Gnosis. Their whole dorm was said to be a giant library with books in every imaginable place, even in the staircases between the steps. One of the Dee boys in his grade said there was a collection of waterproof books in the shower. It wasn’t too surprising that they would collect books on how to take care of sacrificial animals.

      “Sacrificial animals have to be special,” Satu resumed. “They’re the offerings that thaumaturges give to gods and immortal creatures in exchange for magical charges and influence. If they offer an unsuitable sacrifice, they risk offending the beings they summoned, if they manage to summon anything at all, and that could be really dangerous. And different gods and things have different rules for what they want their sacrifices to be. Some want an animal that’s a specific color or under a certain age or have some other sign of purity or sacredness.”

      Temmy spotted the goat about ten feet up the steepest part of the hill. He was sure goats did that on purpose. He made sure his sister saw it as well before he started climbing in that direction. The billy goat was a perfectly red yearling with no dark markings at all and straight horns that pointed forward instead of curving slightly back over its ears.

      “Presto, why am I not surprised!” Sappho exclaimed softly. “You never listen.”

      Using his hands as well as his feet to make sure he would not slip on the steep crag, Temmy climbed. If this goat never listened to Sappho, there was no point in her trying to call it to come down on its own. Loose gravel skittered down the rock as he found proper handholds, alerting Presto to his approach. The goat climbed even higher.

      “Temmy, don’t bother,” Satu called after him. “If he’s just going to run away, we’re better off getting him from here where our hands are free.”

      “How are you going to get him from here?”

      “Magic.” Iris grinned.

      Satu stared at the ram with a look of concentration and pointed at the ram with two fingers as she said, “Tiathelu.”

      The ram bleated as it lifted a fraction of an inch off the ledge. It started to kick in all directions. Satu dropped her hand and frowned after the ram’s feet touched back to the ground.

      “I dropped him. It’s hard to hold him when he squirms so much.”

      “We’ll do it together,” Iris suggested. “Sappho, have the leash ready as soon as you can reach him, so he doesn’t bolt when he touches the ground again.”

      They tried again. The two girls pointed their right hands at the ram with index and middle fingers extended together and looked at each other. Iris nodded slightly and they said the Tiathelu cantrip in unison, focused on their common goal. This time, even though the ram squirmed and kicked, he was lifted off the ledge and floated down toward them with the girls guiding his motion by pointing their hands where they wanted him to go. They were able to hold the ram in place long enough for Sappho to put a halter on him. If they tried to continue using the cantrip to bring him all the way down from the rocks, they would not have both hands free to catch themselves if they slipped or needed a handhold during the descent.

      Leading a goat down the rocky outcropping was not easy either, even with a halter and lead rope. Sappho tied the end of the lead around her waist so she could use her hands to keep her balance if she needed to without letting Presto get away. Most of the time, she held him by the halter rather than pulling the lead. It made for slow going, but he didn’t put up as much of a fight or try to climb back up to the ledge. There were a couple of times when he pulled his head away from her suddenly, and she had to dodge his horns without slipping down the rocky incline.

      They reached a part of the slope near the bottom of the outcropping that leveled out for a few yards before dropping off again when they heard pebbles skitter a short way off. Someone or something was scrabbling over the rocks in their direction.

      When he saw it, Temmy was inclined to think of it as humanoid. It had a face that was more like a person than any other kind of thing he had ever seen, except that its eyes and pointy crooked teeth were a sickly yellow. It had dark reddish-brown skin and thick black hair. It was hard to tell if it wore a coat or had stiff black fur covering the middle of its body with spindly arms and legs that seemed disproportionate to everything else about it. It made a raspy hissing noise as it crouched on the top of the rock it had been hiding behind.

      “Ow!” Sappho shrieked as another one of the little monsters poked her with a large stick and then tried to grab Presto’s halter.

      “Argos,” Iris shouted quickly as she moved her hands then pointed at the creature trying to steal the goat, and a golden yellow glowing band closed in upon itself in the spot where the second creature had been.

      It reappeared behind Presto and poked the goat in the hindquarters. Temmy saw that Sappho was struggling so much to just hold onto Presto so he wouldn’t bolt back up the rocks and possibly drag her with him that she probably couldn’t pay attention to much else. The second creature poked Presto again and then jumped back as the goat bucked and kicked. The creatures were each about four feet tall when they stood upright. The stiff black fur on their backs almost resembled porcupine quills. The first one came closer and started to chatter in a high raspy voice, but Temmy could not understand what it was saying.

      “I didn’t think pukwudgie bothered virtuous people,” Iris said with an expression of puzzled worry.

      “I don’t know if these are real pukwudgie,” Satu replied, looking plainly frightened as she moved her hands to form a circle then pointed at the first little monster, using the same cantrip Iris had tried a moment ago.

      Satu’s hands were shaking enough to make the yellow band go wide, appearing next to the creature where it closed in on itself. The thing, pukwudgie or not, took a couple steps closer and vanished. Satu shrieked in surprise. Everyone looked this way and that, trying to see where each of the two creatures had gone.

      The second creature was still behind Presto by a few feet, trying to reach him with its large stick without getting close enough for Presto’s kicks to connect. The first one appeared a few steps from Presto’s head, where Sappho was trying to hold his halter while he thrashed his head to get away.

      A third monster, looking only slightly more manlike than the other two appeared behind Sappho suddenly and grabbed at the hem of her skirt. She screamed.

      Both Iris and Satu pointed and cried, “Argos!”

      One yellow band closed around Presto’s horns, and the other closed around the third monster. Temmy had no idea which girl’s aim was true and which girl missed. At least now, Temmy understood what the cantrip was supposed to do. The hand gesture they used was more complicated than the one they used when they brought Presto down from the crag. It took both hands, each pointing the index finger and moving them apart and back together to form a circle before pointing at the target with two fingers like they did before. It was much easier to understand what they said when they cast the yellow bands at their attackers. Argos. The creature that had been trying to grab his sister was still wrapped tightly in the yellow band of light and could not move.

      Temmy fought back fear. He finally understood what Merry had been talking about when she said that it was dangerous past the edge of the main campus. He didn’t know how to fight monsters. He and Sappho had only been going to magic school for a month. Before that, no one in his family had known that magic or the creepy things out of fairytales were real. Now, here they were, relying on two girls who were only one grade older than him for protection. Why did he and his sister let Topher talk them into coming here?

      Temmy tried casting the same cantrip the girls were using on the attacker in front of Presto. It was harder to coordinate his two hands to perform the cantrip than it looked. The creature vanished and reappeared a few feet further away, just as it had before. Temmy missed.

      “They’re acting like hungry goblins,” Satu said, unable to keep the fear from her voice. “If they are really goblins, they can disguise themselves and go invisible. They might only look like pukwudgie because they are here in North America.”

      While the remaining two attackers were keeping their distance, Satu cast another cantrip. She said it so quickly that Temmy wasn’t sure what the word was and he missed her hand gestures completely, but it made a dome of shimmering energy around them all that would hopefully keep the goblins and their magic from reaching them. She warned them that they could not move from where they stood or cast anything at the goblins without dispelling it.

      “But it will give me time to get us warded and grab my wand,” Iris said as she opened her ever-present bookbag and looked into it. “Bob, would you come out and ward us, please?”

      Iris’ cat, Bob, jumped out and started running as soon as he hit the ground. The twenty-three-pound Maine Coon cat quickly circled them three times as Iris reached her whole arm into the bag, like she was Mary Poppins or something, and pulled out a long slim wand of polished wood with a deep red gemstone at the tip. As soon as Bob finished, he sat next to Iris’ feet and began to wash his hind leg like nothing important was happening. It strangely made the cat look like he knew what was going on and chose to ignore it.

      “I have some Daze and Petrify spells in my wand along with my other normal dueling spells,” Iris told the others. “Satu, did you bring your wand?”

      “No, but I’m starting to think I want to keep it tied to my wrist at all times like Gaius does,” Satu answered, referring to Roanoke Academy’s best duelist, who taught them several dueling tips their freshman year. Her face grew serious rather than frightened.

      “We’ll have to dispel the dome to cast anything at the goblins or whatever they are,” Iris told the others. “Sappho, do you want me to petrify Presto, so he stops trying to get away until we’re done dealing with them?”

      “That would probably be best. It’s bad enough getting attacked by unseelie monsters; I don’t need to worry about dodging Presto’s horns and kicks at the same time.”

      Iris nodded and pointed her wand at the goat. Blue sparkles and a whiff of evergreens came from the gem at the tip with just the barest hint of a whistled melody. The sparkles played around Presto and he went stiff and stopped moving.

      “You’re using one of Rachel’s enchantments?” Satu asked Iris with a touch of surprise.

      “She put a bunch in my wand for me over the summer. She wanted to make sure I had plenty in case something bad happened,” Iris answered, referring to one of their older friends that Temmy had heard about but didn’t know.

      Now that they were warded and didn’t have to worry about the goat running off, Satu cast the Word of Ending to dispel her protective dome, “Obé. We can cast spells over the ward Bob made without breaking it, so we’re still safe.”

      Iris and Satu took a moment and made sure that Sappho and Temmy could successfully cast the cantrip that made the yellow glowing Glepnir Bonds. The four students cast it in various directions as the goblins appeared and disappeared around them, never quite getting close to the ward. Temmy grew frustrated at the futility of their efforts. The goblin things moved too quickly for the magic bands to close around them, and he couldn’t even get the band to form every time. Sappho struggled just as much as he did. After a few minutes, he noticed that she had stopped casting at all. She was completely silent now, standing close to Presto’s head with a white-knuckled grip on his halter, even though the goat could not move. Iris and Satu each watched a different section of the circle they were in, casting cantrips if anything came close to their third of the warded area. The goblins moved too quickly for them to try teaming up, so they had to concentrate on watching in all directions.

      “This isn’t working,” Temmy declared. “Can you petrify them with your wand, the way you did the goat?”

      “I don’t want to waste those spells on misses. I only have so many in my wand,” Iris answered. “And that’s an enchantment. If I try to cast it with my drum, it will take even longer and I will definitely miss.”

      “We need something we don’t have to aim,” Temmy complained.

      “Oh, good point,” Iris replied.

      Iris reached back into her bookbag and pulled out a small clay drum with a handle on it. She tapped the stick against the drumhead, eliciting a peculiar rhythm. Golden sparkles rose from the drum and floated toward the goblin things followed by the wafting scent of campfire-toasted marshmallows. The goblins backed up a half step. The one closest to Iris shuffled around the circle of her ward to where the other one stood. Iris stopped playing. She looked at the drum and drumstick in her hands and sighed.

      “This will keep them far enough away that they won’t bother us, but my hands will be full the whole time. I could try to drive them further off with an instrument that lets me play the whole melody line, but I don’t play the harp or flute as well as I play the drum. Plus, I’d rather not risk slipping on the last part of this slope and having the music stop. Then they’d be able to come after us again,” Iris warned apologetically.

      “Merry said we have enough people to sing it,” Temmy suggested. “That’s why I’m here instead of sitting in Math class.”

      “We can teach the melody to Temmy and Sappho,” Satu agreed. “He’s right. We have just enough people to sing an enchantment. That way we don’t have to worry about staying inside the ward and we can safely get back to campus.”

      “We should bring the one we caught and turn it in to the proctors, too. They can figure out what it really is and come back to catch the other two,” Iris recommended.

      “I can carry it,” Temmy offered, feeling like he could finally be useful.

      Iris switched from her drum to her small harp so they could teach Temmy and Sappho the melody that repelled unseelie creatures. She plucked out one measure at a time while Satu helped them repeat the phrase before moving on to the next measure so they would not accidentally try to sing the whole enchantment before they were ready. All three of the goblin things hissed in response to their efforts. The bound one hissed but could hardly even squirm in place next to the petrified goat. The other two skirted around and around the ward, not daring to come closer but not leaving their companion or their prey.

      Once Temmy and the girls could sing large sections of the melody together in sequence, it was time to try casting the enchantment as a quartet. Sappho adjusted her grip on Presto’s halter and dispelled the Petrify enchantment before they began. Iris put her harp back in her bag, switching to her drum to tap the rhythm briefly and they all started to sing. Energy built in Temmy’s throat. It had a kind of tingly, shimmery feeling like eating Pop Rocks too fast. It didn’t make him want to cough, but he could see where that would happen if the feeling got any stronger. There was no comparison between this and the kuhlning they did to call the mountain goats back home. Golden sparkles came out of their mouths and mingled together above their heads before encircling them. As they completed the short melody and started it again, the whole circle within their ward smelled of toasted marshmallows and the sparkles concentrated in the area between the singers and the goblin things. The two goblins backed away from the circle of sparkles, hissing. The bound goblin thing squirmed but was unable to move.

      Temmy and the girls were ready to leave the protection of Bob’s ward and head back to campus. Bob jumped back into Iris’ bookbag before she put her drum back in there too. Temmy bent over and caught the goblin thing around its waist and tipped it over his shoulder for a fireman’s carry. Since Temmy was still singing his part of the enchantment the whole time, the goblin thing squirmed as fiercely as it could when he picked it up and carried it, but the yellow band of magic pinned its arms to its sides and prevented it from doing more than wiggle in place.

      The four of them walked closely together, surrounding Presto on all sides with Sappho in the lead, guiding him with a firm grip on his halter. The misguided glowing yellow band of magic still wrapped around the base of his horns. They did not stop singing until they emerged from the hemlock forest, back to the safety of the busy campus full of students practicing afternoon sports. After more than twenty minutes of singing an enchantment, the golden sparkles had formed a cloud of light around them like a dense swarm of pale fireflies. Some of the defensive players in the current soccer game stopped to stare at them stepping out from among the trees.

      A tall dark-haired proctor, wearing a cowboy hat, approached them as they headed for Drake Hall. He tipped his hat and nodded as he addressed them with a slight twang in his voice, “Miss Meadowsweet. Miss Hirvela. Hello, what have we here?”

      Iris smiled at the tall proctor, “Hello, Proctor Coal. This is Sappho Ferguson and her brother Themistocles. Temmy got the Upper School O.I. Scholarship this year and his sister earned a first-year college scholarship, too. Temmy, Sappho, this is Proctor Coal Moth, not to be mistaken for any of the other Moths on campus named after minerals. He’s friends with my brother-in-law, who used to be a proctor too, the first semester I was here, before he became an Agent of the Wisecraft.”

      Temmy bounced the goblin thing on his shoulder, making it squeal and kick. “We came across some goblins, we think, while we were rescuing one of the last few sacrificial animals that were set loose. We were able to capture one of them, but there are two more still out there in the rocky outcropping.”

      “I was starting to wonder what was taking you all so long. Fortenbras Thorn is already back from the waterfall with the black yearling.” The proctor used the Tiathelu cantrip to lift the goblin from Temmy’s shoulder.

      “I see you waited until October to give me extra work to do, Miss Iris. I appreciate the respite,” the proctor replied with a twinkle in his eyes.

      “Does Iris get into a lot of trouble?” Sappho asked, glancing warily from the girls to her little brother.

      “Oh, no, Miss Ferguson. I think it’s more the other way around. Now, trouble doesn’t follow Miss Meadowsweet or Miss Hirvela the way it chases after Miss Griffin, but we’ve been keeping a careful eye on these two since they first got here. They’re helpful as often as not,” Coal Moth answered.

      He directed his next comment to Iris and Satu. “This is probably the worst thing I’ve seen you two involved in since last fall. Do me a favor and let Nurse Moth look you all over after you put that goat back in his pen. You seem fine at first glance, but I don’t want to take chances when you came across something unseelie on the edge of campus. I’ll meet you there after I find a place to put this feller and let the head of security know what you found. Mr. Badger is probably going to want to hear the whole story just as much as I do, so sit tight until we catch up with you in the infirmary.”

      All four students nodded obediently and then continued on to Drake Hall. Presto was much less anxious once the proctor took the goblin away. It was not too difficult to get him back in his pen behind the thaumaturgy majors’ dorm. They chatted a little as they walked to the infirmary.

      “I think this is going to set the record for the fastest time it has ever taken to round up the sacrificial animals after they were set loose,” Satu commented.

      “And it didn’t even take sorcery to get most of them rounded up,” Temmy added.

      “Just because it’s not sorcery doesn’t mean it wasn’t magic,” Iris replied. “I still want to ask Mr. Kalkavage about it after class later this week.”

      “We should tell Valerie Hunt about it so she can write a story for the school paper,” Satu suggested. “She’ll find a way to get to the bottom of the goblin story, too.”

      “Just so long as your friend’s article includes an explanation of why people should leave the sacrificial animals in their pens,” Sappho agreed.
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      One morning, thirteen-year-old Christopher Greenleaf wakes up at the Istredwonia Magic Middle School to find it deserted, or almost. Tamika, another student, and Lisa who works in the school’s kitchen discover that they are the only ones left. All of the other students and teachers are gone, and they’re trapped inside the school. Together, they desperately search for an answer to this mystery. Yet they are unaware that one of them is in league with the forces that seek to steal all the life force that generates magic, leaving the world defenseless against a great evil.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




The Price

      The five students huddled in the center of the sparse and darkened bedroom like deadly conspirators plotting a vile assassination. Fortunately, the event wasn’t nearly that dramatic. The oldest was only fourteen, and even in her snobbery, Tamika Bendertwill was dangerous merely to the egos of her companions.

      “Ouch.” Krispkin Hope, the youngest at age ten, winced as she poked her index finger with the sewing needle.

      “Don’t be such a baby. You know magic needs blood.” Tamika, the Istredwonia Magic Middle School’s star pupil, stood over the other four as they sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor near Krisp’s bed. Eleven-year-old Meagan Eldridge, her roommate, hovered just over Krispkin’s left. She paid rapt attention to the runes inscribed on the thin paper she was trying to hand over.

      “Leave her alone.” Christopher Greenleaf was thirteen and the newest student at the school, having transferred in the middle of the winter semester. “She’s just a kid, and it hurt.”

      “And what are you?” Tamika pretended that being less than a year away from joining the coveted Graenria Magical High School was the height of sorcerous maturity.

      “Relax. It’s all good, right?” Julius Duran was only a year older than Krisp, but was more lighthearted and carefree. He took the needle from her and then accepted the cloth handkerchief from Christopher, passing it to the girl.

      “Thanks.” She pressed it against her fingertip for only a second or two before returning it to Chris and watching him slip it in his uniform jacket’s pocket. “Now’s when the fun begins,” she squealed.

      “Here you go.” Meag used her index finger and thumb to gently hold the thin, oiled paper by its edges. “It’s all ready for you.” She gave the inscribed wafer to Krisp.

      “Thanks.”

      They exchanged a brief smile. Then she let the first few drops of blood splatter on it. All of them could see the runes glow a faint scarlet as the liquid holding her life force ran into the arcane lettering.

      Krisp muttered the ancient words of the spell in a low voice that seemed to be spoken by an old woman. Even Tamika was impressed as she knelt behind the others watching the shimmering image begin to coalesce.

      The sound of small, leathery wings surrounded them as the rainbow-hued dragon, no larger than a newly hatched gecko, fluttered in front of their faces.

      “I told you. I told you I could do it.” Krisp and Meagan giggled together as the younger girl held out her wounded finger. The creature alighted upon it, and she winced again under the sharp claws.

      “Hah. Just a tiny one.”

      “It didn’t take that much blood,” Meagan objected. “See, she’s already reabsorbing the extra power.”

      “What do you want, Tamika?” Julius complained. “Is she supposed to summon one of the great dragons? Anything much bigger would need more energy, so she’d need help or have to get stored life force from somewhere.”

      “He’s right,” Christopher added looking behind him. “Krisp is the youngest student to come to Istredwonia. This is a really great spell, especially since she has only been studying it for a week.”

      “You just say that because you’re new here, too. I still think students shouldn’t be able to transfer in from the provinces.”

      At this latest insult, the little dragon vanished in a puff of smoke. Meagan stood and turned to face the eldest pupil, indignance shaping her face.

      “That’s not fair. Christopher’s test scores were almost as high as yours. He earned the right to be admitted here.”

      Before Meag could take a breath, Krisp chimed in. “Yeah. Headmaster Renda Jennell Saucier gave him a personal welcome, even bringing out the Grimoire, something she didn’t do for you.”

      “It’s okay, I…” Christopher felt the weight of his presence at the school on his shoulders and how many of the more established students resented his late admission. He never imagined he’d amount to much as a wizard, being taught at home by his parents and two other families in his far distant village. In a lot of ways, Tamika was everything he wanted to be, confident, accomplished, but she had been a prodigy, attending a magical pre-school from the age of three. If only her spirit were as beautiful as her olive-colored face and lithe body. He blushed when she stood again, her pale uniform blouse hugging upswept, rounded breasts.

      “You made a good start, Krispkin and you have great talent. But you’re only ten. Keep practicing. You might grow up to be as good as me.”

      Tamika swung around, velvety hair swirling over her collar, and made for the door. The rest of them blinked as she opened it to the brightly lit corridor and then left in a huff.

      In the semi-darkness again, “Don’t let her get to you, Krisp. That was really a good summoning.”

      Christopher watched the smile return to her face, which was even darker than Tamika’s.

      “It totally was. Can you teach me the spell? I’d love to show it to my parents when they come for Spring Break.” Julius almost patted the younger girl on the shoulder but then pulled his hand back as if she were a hot stove. Krisp giggled again, baffling Julius.

      Christopher knew why she was laughing, but in her case, it was meant in kindness. He wondered how Tamika would react if he shyly tried to hold her hand. He believed that somewhere inside of the arrogant student was a girl who was still as innocent and tender as Krispkin. At least, he hoped there was.

      Meagan whispered something into Krispkin’s ear and the two of them burst into laughter again.

      Quickly stepping in to rescue the now blushing Julius, Christopher said, “We should go. It’s getting late, and we’ll both get a demerit if we’re found out of our rooms after lights out.”

      “Especially in a girl’s room,” Meagan added to Krisp’s apparent delight.

      “Sure, Christopher. Bye, Meag. Bye, Krisp. Keep practicing and don’t forget to show me the spell runes.”

      “No promises,” she gleefully replied.

      Back in the corridor, Julius muttered, “I’ll never understand girls if I live to be a thousand.” And then changing the topic, “Man, am I starving.”

      Incredulous, Chris said, “We just had dinner a couple of hours ago.”

      Julius was so small next to him, but he ate as much as someone twice his size.

      “I’ve got a snack stashed in my room if Roosevelt hasn’t found it by now.”

      “How’d you manage that?”

      “Lisa felt sorry for me after I went back for thirds.” Just about every student at the school loved Lisa for her cooking, and she was barely older than the seniors.

      “You’ve made friends with the only non-magic user who lives here and naturally, her room is just off the kitchen.”

      “Hey, she’s a quality person, and I guess whatever she said to the Head Chef worked, because she’s always around to fix up a late-night dessert.”

      “Or a pre-breakfast breakfast.” Chris chuckled good naturedly.

      “Anyway, see you tomorrow in the dining hall.”

      “Yeah. See you.”

      Julius turned left, and Christopher turned right in the boys’ wing as they walked back to their dorm rooms. A darkness descended over the older boy’s soul, and he wondered why the Chief Chef, let alone the Headmaster, allowed a member of the cooking staff stay in the school. She was another enigma, but not like Tamika. Was he tense because of his unrequited feelings for the beautiful and talented student, or was there something more ominous in the air?
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      Christopher felt like he was in a fog when he woke up. Bleary-eyed, he stared at the clock by his bed, the numbers seeming incomprehensible at first. Then, “It’s almost seven. I overslept.”

      Adrenaline got him moving but couldn’t clear his head. He tumbled to the floor, blanket and sheets wrapped around his ankles. Not for the first time was he thankful that being a late admission, he hadn’t been assigned a roommate.

      He managed to put the bed into some sort of order, hoping there wouldn’t be an unscheduled inspection by the staff. He had one last newly pressed shirt and pair of trousers in his closet, and from the chair back near his desk, quickly retrieved the uniform tie and jacket he’d been wearing last night.

      The hallway and even the boy’s lavatory were completely empty. An eerie hush had settled over the entire second floor. He ran a comb over his unruly hair but was too exhausted to worry about the demerit he’d probably receive for a slovenly appearance. He hadn’t gotten to bed that late. Why was he so wiped out? Where was everybody? Some of the students should have finished breakfast by now and be heading back to their rooms to pick up textbooks for morning classes.

      He leaned on the railing of the great staircase, almost stumbling down, as if gravity were conspiring with his tired muscles to drag him to the floor. Christopher crossed the open foyer, normally alive with activity, as if it were a graveyard.

      He jumped and swung around as he caught a flash of light out of the corner of his eye, but it was nothing.

      The double-doors to the dining hall were closed. Chris pulled on both handles, and they silently swung open. Before him, the rows of tables weren’t even set up for breakfast. Last night’s dinner had been cleared away, and the room was re-dressed and neat; but there was no one, no smells of cooking, no sounds of activity from the back.

      Well, almost.

      As he slowly walked across the space between the entrance and the kitchen, he thought he heard something. Was it breathing? Then a bump and a clank. After that, a gasp and then more silence.

      Panic pushed all thoughts of fatigue back into some far mental corner. He summoned as much stealth and courage as he had available, drawing nearer to the swinging door the wait staff used to rush meals out and empty plates back into the kitchen. For a moment, he heard what could have been a tiny sob. He burst through, slamming both palms against the door, then leaping forward hoping to catch whoever it was by surprise.

      “Lisa!”

      Nineteen-year-old Lisa Sakamoto was cowering next to one of the sinks, a large butcher knife gripped in her right hand.

      “Christopher?” There were over 300 students currently enrolled, but Lisa had managed to memorize everyone’s name. “I’m so glad it’s you. I’ve been so afraid ever since the battle or whatever it was. I thought it was never going to end.” She was weeping, using the sleeve of her free arm, still dressed in her cook’s white tunic, to wipe tears from her face.

      “Battle? What battle?”

      “You didn’t hear it? It felt like the whole school was in the middle of a hurricane and earthquake at the same time. There was yelling, screeching from monsters; everything was shaking. I think someone shot cannons at the school. I was too afraid to go out and look, so I hid in my room. It finally stopped right before dawn.”

      She was standing up straight now, still hanging onto her knife, but the blade was down by her side.

      “I didn’t hear a thing. I fell asleep around ten last night and woke up about half an hour ago. The school, well, the parts I went through, looks fine. I didn’t see anything burned, blown up, or even knocked over. It’s like nothing happened at all, except everyone’s missing besides you and me.”

      “Me, too, you. I mean, I haven’t seen or…” They heard a thump in the dining hall. “I take that back.” She lifted the knife again.

      “Wait a second.” Christopher went to the door and opened it a crack. Then he pulled it wide.

      “What are you…?” Lisa froze for a second.

      “Tamika.” Chris opened the door wider so Lisa could see. Tamika seemed as bad off as Christopher felt. Her clothes were rumpled, hair unbrushed. The ribbon she normally wore in her tresses was missing. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a week.

      “Christopher? Lisa? Do you know where everyone else is? I can’t find anyone.”

      Chris and Lisa stepped out, and after thinking about it for a second, she put the knife down on the nearest tabletop.

      “I was hoping you’d know. The only person I found was Lisa.”

      “Yes, that’s right. We found each other.” She wasn’t trying to be funny, but Chris almost laughed.

      “Did you hear anything last night? Lisa says there was some sort of commotion or fight.”

      “Nothing.” Tamika steadied herself against a chair. “I was asleep all night long. When I woke up, it was almost time for breakfast, but Glenda, my roommate, was gone. I mean her bed was a mess and her uniform was laid out just like always, but she was gone.”

      “Where have you been?” By this time, Chris was next to the other student with Lisa trailing a few feet behind.

      Before she could answer, Tamika’s head swiveled to her left. Chris followed her gaze, having caught another flash of light, but it was gone again.

      “You saw that, Chris?”

      “Yeah, and another just like it a little while ago.”

      “Saw what?”

      “You didn’t see anything over there?” Tamika pointed in the direction she and Chris had been staring at.

      “No. I mean, should I? There’s nothing there.”

      “Well, there was…oh never mind.” Tamika’s voice was disgust laced with fatigue.

      “You were going to tell us where you’ve been since you got up.”

      “Oh yeah.” She shook her head as if dispelling cobwebs. “When I couldn’t find Glenda, and the girl’s bathroom was totally empty, I started knocking on doors. No one answered. I tried a few. They weren’t locked, but no one was inside. The beds were all unmade, like everyone suddenly got out of them in the middle of the night and ran away or something, not even getting dressed. I checked a few other places and then finally came in here, hoping someone was at breakfast.

      “Oh gosh, you must be starved. Come to think of it, I am, too. Don’t go away. I’ll be right back.” Lisa spun and shot back into the kitchen, followed moments later by loud activity.

      Tamika was outraged. “What the heck was that all about? Who can think of food at a time like this?”

      “Might not be a bad idea, Tamika. I am kind of hungry, and I’d love some coffee.” Then, “Wait. Lisa’s here because she lives here, but where’s the rest of the kitchen staff? They should have gotten here from town by now along with…”

      “I tried the front doors. They won’t open, and there’s some sort of mist outside. When I looked out a window, I couldn’t see anything.”

      “Whatever happened might be keeping us in, and everyone else out.”

      “Or if the school really was attacked, some of the protection wards might have been triggered.”

      “Maybe we can call for help.”

      “I already tried, Chris.” The girl pulled her smartphone out of her jacket pocket. “No signal.”

      “You’re not supposed to have that. We only have phone privileges to talk to our parents or…”

      “Does it matter if I broke the rules?” Tamika paused putting her phone away. “I’m really scared. What would make everyone disappear in the middle of the night?”

      “And not just the students. If there were any teachers left, they’d be looking around, too.”

      Tamika seemed so unlike herself, so vulnerable and fragile. For once, she wasn’t in command of everything around her. In fact, she was just as confused and scared as Chris. He wanted to do something, maybe comfort her, but whatever he thought of seemed dumb. Anyway, something really big went wrong, so there was no time for his feelings.

      They were both too tired to think and had just sat down at one of the tables when the crash door from the kitchen slammed open. Out dashed Lisa with a tray including coffee service for three and plates with…

      “I didn’t think we had time for anything complicated, so I just toasted some bagels and pulled fresh cream cheese and lox from one of the fridges. Oh, and a pot of coffee.”

      You usually had to go into the kitchen to see Lisa, and the school hired outside help for their waitstaff, but she was as efficient as any of them. In a few moments, all three were biting into crunchy onion bagels slathered with cream cheese and adorned with slices of fresh salmon. Tamika took only a little cream with her coffee, while Lisa made a chemistry experiment in how she flavored hers with precise amounts of milk and sugar.

      “When you were upstairs, did you go into any of the offices or the teacher’s quarters?”

      “I never made it to the third floor. It’s supposed to be off limits anyway unless we’re invited.”

      “I didn’t think you were that worried about the rules anymore, Tamika.”

      “Yes, but what are we supposed to find with the staff missing, too?”

      “Maybe what you should have known all along.”

      Chris and Tamika turned toward Lisa in stunned amazement.

      “What are you saying?” Tamika’s tired eyes briefly sparkled with curiosity and suspicion.

      “I guess I shouldn’t have…” Lisa lowered her gaze to her now empty plate as if counting the remaining bagel crumbs along with smears of cream cheese. “…I just…I don’t think you know what you need to know, that’s all.”

      “About what?” Chris reached out with his fingers and briefly touched Lisa’s hand. Lisa was an adult, but right then, she seemed just as exposed as any of them.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I mean, they’re only rumors, anyway. I could be wrong.”

      “What do you know, Lisa?”

      “It might not have anything to do with last night, Tamika.”

      “And it might. Tell us.”

      Christopher saw that the regular Tamika was reviving, even trying to lord it over Lisa a little. It bothered Chris that a lot of the students looked down on the school’s support staff, including the kitchen, because they didn’t use magic. But the whole point of the school, at least as Chris saw it, was that the special, the talented, had a responsibility to protect the rest of the world. Someday when they graduated, they’d take their places across the globe, and some even in other realms, to guard the innocent against the dark forces.

      “Okay. If you want. I mean, I know you think this is just a school except besides the other subjects, you learn to do magic. But there’s another side to it all, to all of the magic schools.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That’s just it, Christopher, I don’t know for sure. I heard some of the chefs talking. A couple of times, late at night, the teachers wander this way. They probably think I’m asleep or don’t even remember I live here, but I can hear them.”

      “What do they talk about?”

      “Tamika, I don’t know why you and Christopher are here and everyone else has gone, but even on ordinary nights, when everyone’s asleep, something happens. I don’t really understand, but I guess magic has to come from somewhere so the teachers can use it.” She sipped her coffee and frowned, realizing it had gone cold.

      “Every night, when you are all asleep, they take something from each of you, just a little bit of it. They use it for something. I don’t know what.”

      When realization struck, Tamika looked as if a hand were clutching her throat. “Magic requires blood, life force, living energy.”

      “Yes, the dark ones still use human sacrifice to absorb the energy they feed on and use to…” Chris looked at Lisa accusingly. “You mean the teachers, the Headmaster, all of them have been using us, taking our essence every night, using it to fuel…I won’t believe it.”

      Tears welled up behind his eyes. All of his life, he’d been taught the ways of Law and Chaos, of good and evil. In the outside world, people always operated in a realm of moral and ethical grays, but in magic, it wasn’t that nuanced, or he didn’t think it was.

      He felt Tamika gently put her hand on his forearm, the first time she’d ever touched him. “Now that she says it, well…it makes a sort of sense.”

      “No, it can’t be.”

      “Think about it, Chris. We’ve just assumed that the teachers, Masters, and protectors all had access to a higher power, a source of mystic energy we can’t tap into yet. What if that type of power doesn’t exist, and they take what they need from other magic users? What a wickedly beautiful reason to establish a system of magical schools.”

      “Wicked,” Chris repeated.

      “Look, it was just a little bit from each of you every night. I think they really do want you to be their next generation of sorcerers or whatever you call yourselves.” Lisa was looking increasingly intimidated.

      “You knew this, kept it a secret all this time? How could you, Lisa!” Tamika stood and threw her napkin down like a challenging gauntlet.

      Lisa started to cry, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. I thought I’d probably gotten it wrong. Who was I supposed to tell? What was I…?”

      Chris looked up at Tamika, eyes imploring. “She’s right. What was she supposed to do? Besides, like she says, Lisa doesn’t know anything really.”

      “I know that this morning, I woke up completely exhausted, a lot more tired than I should have felt. You, too. Something happened that made all of the students and teachers disappear and bled the two of us of most of our energy.”

      “If Lisa’s right about there being some sort of magical battle last night, a sudden, powerful attack…”

      “Then siphoning off just a little from each of us wasn’t enough and…”

      Christopher stood. “Sitting here guessing is less than useless. We need answers.”

      “What makes you think we’ll even get in? The doors won’t open if you’re not summoned.”

      “That was yesterday. I don’t think the rules apply anymore. Let’s go find out.” Chris turned to the still seated Lisa. “Coming?”

      “Where?” The answer became all too apparent. “Her office? I don’t…”

      “Would you rather stay here alone?”

      “Alone? No. Wait for me.”
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        * * *

      

      The grand staircase from the school’s wide, oaken entry and main hall curved to the left at the second floor, which was largely occupied by the different dormitory wings. However, to reach the forbidden, or at least restricted, third floor, at the second-floor landing, the stairway continued, curving right.

      But as they started to advance upward, beyond the point they almost never took, Chris looked over the banister and gasped. “Did you…?”

      He pointed back down to the main hall.

      “But that’s impossible.” Tamika stared back the way they’d come.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You can’t see them, Lisa?”

      “See who?” Lisa put her face right next to Christopher’s and looked down. “What is it? I can’t see anything.”

      “The students. Just for an instant, they wink in and out, like they’re made of white light and steam.”

      “That’s exactly what it looks like.” Chris tried point out the apparitions to Lisa, but they were there and gone too fast.

      “Wait. Where did they go?” Tamika pulled back, startled. As quickly as the visions had come, they were gone.

      “Maybe this means that wherever the students are, they’re alive, and there’s a way to get them back.”

      “I still don’t know what we can do about it, Chris, but there’s only one place to find out for sure.

      “Okay, fine. I think you’re both seeing things, but I’m still coming with you.” Lisa yipped as the pupils started walking again.

      Tamika, Christopher, and Lisa progressed in a twisting spiral upward. Chris was reminded of a movie he’d once seen as a child. During a sleepover when he was six, a friend’s parents put on The Wizard of Oz (not realizing the supreme irony from his point of view). Dorothy and her companions approaching the supposed wizard for the first time had demonstrated the same awe and trepidation as the three of them were now.

      The carpet had become a blood-wine red while the wooden panels and rails remained a darkly stained oak. At the top, the third-floor landing served as a waiting area for children summoned to see one of their instructors or, on either very good or very bad occasions, the Headmaster herself.

      Today, the plush seats and benches were empty, but surprisingly, the double-doors leading into the main corridor, wide enough for six people to walk abreast, had been thrown wide.

      Up until this moment, there had been almost no evidence to suggest the battle Lisa had described, but past the entrance, that had all changed. Once majestic wall hangings, intricately wood-carved figures and scenery, ornate lighting fixtures, and Persian rugs the youngest children still thought could fly, were in ruins.

      “Either of you seeing any of those spooky ghost people again?”

      “No, Lisa.” Chris looked at Tamika for a second just in case, but she shook her head. “Nothing since we got here.”

      “This whole mess, all of it, why didn’t this happen to the rest of the school?” Lisa’s mouth had been agape until she started talking.

      “We should have smelled the smoke from downstairs. It’s like whatever happened was only up here.” Chris took a step forward, and then hesitated until Tamika started to follow. She’d been leading them up until now, and he was surprised when she wasn’t the first one forward.

      “If there are any answers, it will be in the Headmaster’s office.” She kept pace with Chris on his left while Lisa trailed several steps after them.

      Tamika hesitated as she walked across the threshold. Even with the doors open, there were still supposed to be dozens of wards preventing them from entering if they hadn’t been specifically called. Christopher didn’t feel the slightest resistance. Whatever had happened had a devastating effect on the school’s security, which he had taken sorely for granted up until now. Yet if Tamika was right, all the exterior doors and windows were jammed shut.

      This part of the hallway was lined with doors leading into smaller offices occupied by student teachers and minor administrators. The doors themselves as well as the framing and parts of the walls were shattered to kindling. Interiors were scorched and smoldering, furniture and artifacts turned into unrecognizable ruins. Chris squinted his eyes, afraid he might see incinerated corpses, but he smelled only burned wood, wool, and hot metal.

      They stopped at the intersection. Ahead were the staff quarters and to the right the offices of all of the instructors. To their left, the corridor led to the Headmaster’s office. The destruction was no less in evidence here. Nothing and no one had been spared.

      Without realizing it, Chris had reached out with his left hand to take Tamika’s right. Their fingertips briefly touched. She pulled away, but only a little. In the next moment, he found Lisa embracing his right arm.

      “Are you okay?” He didn’t really blame her, but he felt as awkward as he thought Tamika did a second ago.

      “Sorry.” She let go and took back a step. “Sorry. I’m just so…”

      “We’re scared, too.” Chris glanced at Tamika, but she didn’t object.

      Stepping around clutter and debris, they reached the doors to the Headmaster’s office. Only one was hanging by its lower hinges on the right. The other, or what was left of it, looked like it had exploded outward toward where they were standing.

      Glass crunched under Christopher’s foot when he stepped inside, but it wasn’t from the large, rounded window on the far wall behind the still-standing desk. While the several couches and chairs showed the same damage as they’d seen elsewhere, the desk was only mildly burned and cracked, although there was no sign of the tall, stately seat Headmaster Saucier typically occupied.

      Chris oddly noted that her antique manual typewriter and equally archaic dial telephone were both standing on the desktop unharmed. If rumors were true, both were a century old and having survived time, had also endured what had destroyed almost everything else. He picked up the receiver and held it to his ear, but there was no sound at all, not even static.

      The window behind the desk was unbroken, but where once it would have allowed a magnificent view of the school’s front lawns and the highlands and lakes beyond, now the glass was clouded a milky-white. All of the other walls were lined with bookcases containing the impressive collection of magical volumes, what she allowed the students to see. Today, they were smoke and ashes upon crumbling shelves. But there was something else, something they hadn’t noticed before.

      “Is that a secret door?” Lisa pointed one arm toward the opening at their right while clutching Christopher’s forearm in her other hand. “I knew this place was weird, but secret passageways are too cool.”

      Chris and Tamika both looked at her, and she shrunk into herself again. He felt guilty because this was the first time Lisa had started sounding like herself.

      “I always figured this couldn’t be her only library, or a place for her private studies and spell casting.” Tamika took two quick steps forward and then stopped. “You’re not letting me go in their alone, are you?” She turned back toward Chris.

      Lisa had been inching closer to him again but stopped under the other girl’s gaze. Tamika’s expression said what Christopher was thinking. Yes, they were all scared, and something horrible had happened, but it still felt creepy that a nineteen-year-old woman kept trying to glom onto a thirteen-year-old student, even if he was the only guy and the tallest.

      “I think I feel something, too.” He realized he probably wouldn’t have. Normally, the school seemed charged with mystical energy. He figured it was the accumulation of students and instructors who all practiced and even embodied the arcane arts. Ever since he woke up this morning, that field of occult power had been absent. Compared to that void, whatever was on the other side of the open door, no matter how faint, was a beacon.

      Chris stepped toward Tamika, leaving Lisa behind. He stopped just in front of her where the section of the bookshelves opened into the next room.

      “Maybe you’d better stay out here,” Tamika warned Lisa. “It might not be safe.”

      “Not safe? I told you I didn’t want to be alone.” She rushed up behind the other two, grabbed onto the back of Chris’ jacket, and then waited in anticipation.

      “Better stay close, then.” Chris turned back to the opening. In spite of there being light from inside, he couldn’t tell what he was looking at. There seemed to be a sparkling veil concealing the interior.

      The door was open about three-quarters of the way, but when Tamika tried to push it wider, it didn’t budge. There was just enough room to admit the two magic students side-by-side.

      “Not as big as I imagined,” Tamika murmured.

      “I think it’s big enough.”

      Chris spun suddenly as Lisa yelped. “What’s wrong?”

      She was standing just this side of the iridescent curtain between the outer office and the hidden room, only an inch or so behind them and still grasping Chris’ jacket. “I don’t know. I guess the shining…whatever it is startled me for a second. I’m fine.” Even as she said it, Lisa rubbed her arms up and down like she was cold.

      Chris turned back and marveled at the small, perfectly round room. The walls were all bookshelves, but even to the casual eye, the tomes upon them were very rare, powerful, and some entirely sinister. Besides books, there were several skulls, bottles, large and small, presumably containing potions, glass jars, larger than coffee cans, covered with cloth and held with metal bands, holding dead eels and squirming somethings.

      The books went from smaller than paperbacks to wider than half Christopher’s height and thicker than his thigh. There were stacks of them on some of the top shelves as well as haphazardly placed on floor. One small pile had a large, human skull with a fat candle burning on top. Wax dripped down the sides and into the eye sockets.

      There was a large, standing candelabra with three arms supporting another three burning candles. Even though the candles were the only source of light, the magic circle which dominated the entire floor, was brilliant.

      There were two other things. The first was a small opening between the two furthest bookcases leading into abject darkness that would pass a full-grown adult. And then there was the Grimoire laying open at the center of the circle.

      “I’ve never seen it before, but we all knew she had it,” said Tamika.

      Chris heard envy bordering on avarice in her voice.

      “I saw it once. It was on her desk when she welcomed me to the school. But then it was closed.” Chris realized he was kneeling next to the book, trying to read runes and decipher diagrams that seemed to twist and jumble as if they were spiders and lizards.

      “What the heck is a Grimoire?”

      Chris had forgotten Lisa was behind them for a second. Both he and Tamika were on their knees near the tome as if in worship.

      “It’s a spell book; it’s the spell book. The culmination of all that the Headmaster and her ancestors had acquired in their studies and quests, some say going back 5,000 years.” Tamika’s fingertips were just inches from the exposed pages.

      Tamika was still terribly tempted to touch the book. “It’s called ‘The Alabaster Compendium of Resplendent Sorcery.’ The Grimoire is supposed to be one of the most powerful occult objects that has ever existed. We should all be cursed just because we’re looking at it.”

      Chris couldn’t tell how Lisa reacted to this because he couldn’t take his eyes off the pages. No matter how he concentrated, the contents before him remained an unanswerable mystery.

      “Ow!” Tamika drew her hand to her mouth, pressing fingers to her lips while grabbing the wrist with her other hand.

      “What happened?”

      “I…I didn’t think there’d be any harm in touching it. I mean it’s open and…”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.” She held her offended fingers in front of her, examining them. “It felt like an electric shock.”

      “If that’s all you felt, you’re lucky. From what I heard…”

      “Not lucky. It shouldn’t stay open with us being able to see inside. The wards are gone, or most of them.”

      “Wards? Oh, spells that guard things or people.”

      Tamika and Chris looked behind to see Lisa now sitting on the floor a few paces away.

      “Hey, I’ve been working here for a year now. You pick up a few things.”

      “Like how the teachers have been stealing our life energy to power their spells?”

      “I…I told you I could have gotten that wrong.” Her enthusiasm again drained away.

      “If we could read these pages, we might be able to tell what the Headmaster was trying to do. Maybe even figure out what happened to everyone and where they went.”

      “Get real, Christopher. All of the school’s pupils working together couldn’t understand even the simplest incantation inside the Grimoire.”

      “Are you afraid to try?”

      “Afraid?” She sounded indignant, but in the second she was about to answer, she thought about it instead. “Yes, I am, and you should be, too.”

      “Of course, I’m afraid. I’d have to be stupid not to be. But what else are we supposed to do?”

      “I guess you’re right.” She stared around the edges of the book, her eyes flickering like the candlelight. “There are just a few wards left, and maybe I’m lucky after all. Want to help me with the circumvention?” She sounded almost playful for a moment.

      “Thought you’d never ask.” He didn’t bother to bring up that this was his idea or that the only wards left required at least two students of the Headmaster or her teaching staff to unbind. If even a fraction more of the safeguards had been left in place, the two of them wouldn’t be able to stay in the same room with the open Grimoire, let alone remove the final wards.

      “Is this going to be dangerous? Maybe I should go back outside after all.”

      “Be quiet for a minute, Lisa. Tamika and I have to concentrate.”

      Circumventing a ward was like picking a lock or unweaving your grandmother’s woolen scarf. All it took was time, patience, and in this case, a sort of magical dexterity. After reciting the spell together, the latticework of the wards glowed and danced. Nimble fingers found the most vulnerable strands and began unraveling the wards.

      Christopher had managed to pick up a little energy, thanks not only to Lisa’s well-timed breakfast, but just from resting, the way someone who had given a blood transfusion started replenishing what they had donated. He had an idea not only as to why he and Tamika had been so drained earlier, but what had happened to everyone else in the school… well, every magic user, anyway. He was hoping the Grimoire would help confirm his suspicions.

      When the last of the wards came apart and fizzled like a poorly made sparkler, the characters in the book glowed a soft orange and yellow. As if in reply, the seven concentric circles of the floor’s mystic pattern, from center to outer layer, pulsed in the same colors. Beneath the book was a depiction of the Sun, with rays of white emerging outward.

      Within each circle were runic writings, each in a different language. Each circle bore its own smaller circle, containing the ancient symbol for the planets, Mercury to Uranus. Venus and Earth were large bright circles, while all the other planets were merely dark figures. Outside the third ring to the right was another circle, as large as the orbit of the Earth, but beyond a bright border decorated in esoteric writing, the interior was dark obscurity.

      “Something’s happening.”

      “Happening? How, Tamika?”

      “Yes, how, Tamika?” Lisa echoed from behind Chris.

      “It must have been her, the Headmaster. She was trying to do something when…”

      “Why don’t we feel different?”

      “What do you mean, Chris?”

      “Magic takes power, blood, life energy, right? Shouldn’t we feel that being taken from us?”

      “Yes. Where is the energy coming from? Come to think of it, when we unraveled the wards, why didn’t it take our power? If anything, I feel stronger, more awake.”

      “Me, too. Look.” Chris extended his finger and used it to point along the designs that were rising from the open pages into the air in front of them.

      “What is it? What’s happening?” Lisa sound scared, and Chris hardly noticed that she seemed to be skootching backward toward the entrance.

      “The figures. They’re entering the Earth’s orbit. They’re us, the teachers and students.” Tamika’s voice was infused with wonder.

      “Now they’re crossing over into that other solar system or whatever it is.”

      “Dimension, I think. That’s where they’ve gone.”

      “But how do we reach them and bring them back?

      “Maybe if we…” She reached toward the figures, trying to scoop them up in her palm. This time, instead of being hurt, they passed harmlessly through her flesh. “Worth a shot. If only we had something to…”

      “We do.” Chris thrust his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out his cloth handkerchief. “Krispkin’s blood.”

      “Are you sure you should be…?” Lisa started to talk, but realized the other two were completely ignoring her.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Chris thought he saw her smile, but it didn’t register at that moment. He draped the blood-stained cloth over the fleeting sparks that were dancing between worlds on the floor beneath them.

      “I can read it now.” Tamika’s eyes flitted over the words and symbols that had suddenly become plain. She held Christopher’s hand, putting it back in his pocket, as they both muttered the incantation. Chris didn’t stop when he realized what they were about to do. They could follow the others, but once there, how would they make it back?

      The book, the floor, the room, the entire school dropped out beneath them. For an instant, Tamika and Chris were suspended in an endless abyss, darker than midnight, more vacant than the spaces between planets.

      A glimmer in the blackness mildly twinkled and then exploded, forming golden and silver arms that became roads spanning nothingness. A piece of paper expanded and then formed a tunnel of rainbows, and in they fell. Mist became smoke which became doors and windows, and unseen winds tugged at the two teenagers with a will of its own.

      A solid cube became an ephemeral shadow into which they sailed, and then an all-seeing eye, and then moonbeams upon which they glided, and then…and then…

      …and then.

      “They’re here.”

      They were. Christopher saw each student, each elementary and advanced teacher, even the Headmaster herself, bound in light, as if they were made of crystal, illuminated from within. They were lined up in their legions as a mute army among a raven winged infinity, shining forth…something. But that something vanished around a corner that didn’t exist, and there was no way to follow it.

      “We’re like them.” Chris watched Tamika as she raised her hands before her eyes. He looked at his own body, and she was right. They were both made of light and porcelain, brilliant and fragile.

      “Except we can see, and talk, and move. They can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.” They knew her voice, but it was now both cruel and inhuman.

      “The Lisa you once knew is gone. I am out here in your world, a world you willingly gave up in your vain attempt to reach your peers and your betters. Like them, you will now serve me, serve us.”

      Once, they had been hovering above the multitude, but now they started to descend.

      “I…I can’t move, Chris. We’re being absorbed,” cried Tamika.

      “An apt description.” Lisa’s voice, if it really was Lisa, was taunting. “We have been planning our incursion for ages, playing dead as you might say, pretending we weren’t a credible threat. We watched and waited, measured the energy taken from you, plumbing the depths of the power they stored. Their morals, their code would only allow them to drain so much of you in any night.

      “We, on the other hand, plundered thousands in an instant, extracted not merely a portion, but entire lives, consuming them as a storm would extinguish a candle. We struck like a serpent, and you were mice, but dangerous nonetheless. We did not toy with you. We offered no quarter. We took you all, or most of you, to feed us. You are a delectable delight, a dish of such sweetness, an entrée with you two morsels as dessert.”

      “Why…us?”

      “You know. There are always leftovers.”

      Chris thought of Krispkin’s dragon. There was leftover energy that could be reabsorbed back into the host or stored for later, used for another spell. It’s what the students were for, why the teachers needed them. To take and store energy. But where did they keep it? If Lisa took it all…no, he and Tamika were leftovers. But there had to be more, or they’d never have made it this far.

      His arms and legs were made of lead. Chris watched Tamika move as if she were underwater.

      “Chris…I’m…sorry…” She touched his arm. Her hand stroked downward from elbow to wrist. She reached into his pocket and he realized his hand was inside. He couldn’t quite remember what he was holding onto. Then he did.

      Krispkin, Meagan, and Julius were side-by-side in the macabre parade of horrors. Roosevelt was one row behind. Tamika had pulled his hand out of his pocket. Christopher’s finger was touching the blood. It still felt hot and wet. Krisp, what was left of her, was only inches away. Could it be that simple?

      He could still see the after image of the Headmaster’s hidden library. The Grimoire was open. Lisa was standing over it, lust written across her eyes as she saw the tiny figures of him and Tamika flying across the void between their world and this one. He knew what Headmaster Saucier had been trying to do. She had enough power but not enough time. Her time had run out, everyone’s had. But he and Tamika had a few seconds left.

      It would cost him, but magic always took its due.

      With the remaining might between Tamika and him, they both pressed the blood against the forehead of Krisp’s gleaming remains. She gasped, and her eyes opened wide, a corpse resurrected into dynamic life.

      Black became white. An unending sheet of nothing became an infinite series of panels, shards, and particles. A stately orbit of worlds transformed into wild, explosive chaos.

      Chris didn’t feel anything. It was a panorama and a kaleidoscope of joy, wonder, fear, and pain. Tamika’s hand had been on his, something he had always longed for, but now it was gone. They were gone, and he was helpless to do anything, including save himself. Maybe it was worth it.

      Somewhere in a distance, a voice was wailing a lament. Was it Lisa, Tamika, Krispkin? Did it matter? Chris discovered he still wanted to care, but he couldn’t summon the will.

      Magic always took its toll.
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        * * *

      

      Tamika’s eyes fluttered open. The first thing she saw was the skull on top of a stack of books, melted wax oozing into the eye sockets, a flame still sputtering in unexpected life upon its brow. The second thing she saw was the corpse’s mummified remains. She recognized the chef’s coat upon the shrunken frame. She was still too tired to feel fear or even grief. Then a strong hand descended upon her shoulder from behind.

      “You did well, but you always expected you would.”

      “Headmaster Saucier.”

      The old woman was on her knees, a posture Tamika had never imagined. She was ruffled, disheveled, and altogether unkempt. But she was alive, and moving, and her flesh was supple and warm.

      Leaning against the school’s master, Tamika felt the wards separating the inner sanctum from Ms. Saucier’s outer office tingle across her skin. Lisa. She had been holding onto Christopher’s jacket. With the wards so weak, that was enough to permit her access to the chamber of the Grimoire.

      Christopher.

      Tamika looked around. She could feel the life returning to the school, the people, teachers, students, but they weren’t well enough yet to come to them. The servants were arriving, but it would take time for them to understand what was happening if they ever did. She also knew someone was missing.

      She looked up. Master Saucier’s eyes were the color of the lake beyond the foothills of their school in the highlands. In that instant, they held an immeasurable grief.

      “I know, my child. I know. You both showed amazing talents and courage. You finished the last moment of a spell that even I could not. But magic always has its price.”

      Tamika buried her face in the Headmaster’s bosom and dissolved into tears.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set an hour ago, and the Traveler heard his stomach rumble again. Fortunately, this humble village was not walled nor guarded, but then the Zingarian plains were not particularly dangerous. Bandits had not been plaguing this region for decades, or so he had been told, and the ferocious beasts maintained their lairs in the Saldarian heights, some hundred miles away.

      He found the one inn this hovel had to offer. The food and mead were unremarkable but filling, and he had enough coin to pay for it. He did find the serving girl to be fair and actually unique, but he did not reserve a room or a bed for him or for her. He smiled at her as he lay down an extra copper for the lass, but she couldn’t see his face. The Traveler never doffed his cowl or cloak except when unseen. There were still many eyes searching for him.

      It was nearly the witching hour when she finally emerged into the back alley behind the inn. She was too poor to afford a resting place there. She might share a room with a relative or a bed with a lover, but that was not the Traveler’s concern.

      “Lisa.”

      “What? I don’t know…leave me alone.” She stepped back toward the door to the inn’s kitchen and then remembered that it was already locked. “Please don’t hurt me. I’m only a servant girl. I have no money. I’m a maid and not even worth the bride’s price, so please…”

      “I won’t hurt you, Lisa.” Christopher pulled back his hood revealing a face both young and aged with uncommon and even horrific experience.

      “Chris? Oh my God, Chris. How did you find me? I’ve been here so long, I almost forgot about the school.”

      “We need to leave. I have a way back, but we have to hurry to keep ahead of them.”

      “Who?”

      “The power that wants to stop us, stop all of us. You’re the last one and for this to work, I have to bring you home.”

      “Work? Home? What? Yes, take me home. But I can’t help. I’m just a girl who works in a kitchen.”

      He took her hand, and she didn’t resist. He pulled her into a dark and lonely street. Far to their right, a dog howled. “The stable will be easy to break into. I saw a couple of horses that will serve us, at least as far as the mountain pass.”

      “Why me? Why come back for me?”

      “You were used, and they used your face to trick us. It almost worked. Almost.”

      “I can’t do magic. Why are you risking…?”

      “It’s not the magic that’s most important. The dark ones are sorcerers, and they don’t value life at all. What’s most important isn’t the skills or the learning. It’s understanding that everyone is worthy. My grandmother once told me that in the end the greatest will be the least, and the least will be the greatest.”

      He stopped at the back of the stable. Chris thought he could hear the animals inside breathing, but it was probably just Lisa and him. “I came back for you because in taking you home, we’re saving each other; we’re saving everyone.”

      He knew she wouldn’t understand, but maybe someday. Twin stallions bore them away and up the trail leading to the mountains. Christopher had taken away a week’s worth of rations along with their mounts, which he hoped would be enough. It was almost dawn by the time they approached the pass, but storm clouds were gathering in the east. They didn’t have much time.
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        * * *

      

      In her dreams, Renda Jennell Saucier was a young girl again, frolicking in the Scottish highlands and playing beside a sun-drenched lake. It was still early morning, but dark and malevolent clouds brought the promise of torrential rains and lightning from the east.

      They were coming back, but only grace and good fortune would see them soon to victory. He had spent much power, but she had saved some of the essence for him, a scent to follow, a trail to walk. It was within the school, the book, and even inside of the Master, as well as the only one he truly loved.

      Renda smiled in her sleep. He would bring her home, not because he was the brightest or the most talented with the gifts, but because he was the best. Someday, he would surpass them all as the world’s protector. He, above everyone, knew what it was to pay the price that magic demanded. It was a secret open for anyone to see if they but possessed the will. It was only what a hero would willingly bleed: a human heart, and courage.
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        * * *

      

      Dedicated to Archie Goodwin, who taught me that we all have a hero inside of us.

      James Pyles is a published science fiction and fantasy writer as well as a freelance Information Technology textbook author and editor. A growing number of his short stories have been published in anthologies and periodicals since 2019. He also has a passion for reading the genres he writes and is currently working on more interesting and compelling projects for 2023 including his first novel. You can find him at https://poweredbyrobots.com/ or on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/jamespylesauthor/
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Chapter 1

      Hogsback Creek Academy, School of Magecraft for witches and wizards, was abuzz with talk about the upcoming Spring Dance.

      For the first time, Harold Sylverson found himself caught up in the excitement of a school event. One that included socializing with his fellow staff and students.

      Not that he didn’t go to the school rallies for the Fighting Bumblebees’ games. He did. But this was something different.

      As a mundane world history teacher for a school of magically inclined students, Harold was amused to discover the students at this school were not very different from the youth at other schools. They all dealt with the task of finding dates and the fear and uncertainty that often went with it.

      “Will you be going with Mistress Araloth to the dance?” Ashley, one of his female students asked. “Or are you going stag, like my brother?”

      “Hey!” her brother, Pery, shouted indignantly. “I have a date!”

      “With who? Murray?” Ashley retorted.

      Murray, the cockatrice chick that had claimed Harold as a mother, uncurled from his nest on Harold’s desk and chirped. The nest had been a gift from Olan Kram, the herbology teacher. Made of various plants, including herbs that left a pleasant aroma, Murray had immediately claimed it as his.

      Though Murray was no longer a palm-sized chick, he also hadn’t acquired the brilliantly colored plumage of an adult male cockatrice. In fact, his feathers were somewhere between a chick’s fluff and dull-colored adult feathers.

      “That’s just mean,” one of the other students spoke up. “Murray deserves better.”

      “Ah! Now who’s being mean?” Pery snapped, but there was no anger or malice in his tone.

      Harold scratched Murray under his chin for a moment and chuckled as his students laughed. Murray trilled, then curled up once again in the nest.

      “So, are you going with the gameskeeper?” Isabella asked.

      Sweeping his eyes over the room, Harold’s eyes settled upon Wesley Weatherford. Up until his father had summoned a troll from a book Harold had brought in for his students to see, Wesley had been a problem. But, after the troll in the garden incident, Harold had spoken to the young man. Now, there was a wary truce between them.

      Though, unfortunately, Wesley’s friends had not stopped their bullying or troublemaking ways.

      Wesley refused to meet Harold’s eyes, but he did keep looking at Isabella.

      Not that Harold was surprised. The young lady was a beauty with perfectly straight black hair that fell behind her ears, down her back to her waist. Watching Wesley, Harold wondered if the boy had a crush on her.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Harold stated.

      There was a round of “uh huh’s” from most of the students, and Harold noticed the mischief makers crowding around Wesley’s desk. The young Weatherford laughed, but there was no amusement in the boy’s eyes.

      Maybe their talk had done more good than Harold originally thought.

      Or maybe it was an act.

      Either way, Harold was not going to tell anyone he had asked the gameskeeper, whom he called ‘Later’, to the dance. Even more so, he wouldn’t be announcing to any of them that she’d accepted. It wasn’t thier business, and he did not want any teasing about it, good-natured or otherwise.

      “Please take your seats,” Harold finally said. “Today we will be doing something a bit different. Mistress Duveron and I have been in discussion about combining our classes for lessons that are a little more practical, and hopefully, fun.”

      As the group settled into their chairs, there were a lot of concerned expressions on his students’ faces.

      Mistress Antoinette Duveron was the etiquette and music coordinator. Five and a half feet tall, the woman would have made supermodels look fat. But her thin frame hid muscle and strength. Harold suspected she could bench press a hippo with one hand, given the opportunity.

      Not that he’d ever say such in front of a woman who could easily snap him in half.

      “Since it seems the spring dance is something of considerable interest to everyone, Mistress Duveron and I will be instructing you in ballroom dance. Including the history of each dance you will be learning. For example, when the waltz was first shown to the public? It was considered scandalous,” Harold smiled as his students started murmuring. “You will be learning how to dance to not only classical music but also more modern songs. I have a list of various songs available that will work for each type of dance. Each of you will be given the list. Place a number beside the songs you like. Use “one” for your most favorite and “two” for the second favorite, and so on.”

      “Mistress Duveron is okay with that?” one of his students asked.

      “Yes, she has agreed to all of this,” Harold replied. “In fact, if this goes well, she has stated she might begin using more modern music in her classes.”

      He allowed the students a few moments to talk amongst themselves before speaking up again.

      “But! Yes, there’s a but. There’s always a ‘but’,” Harold stated, causing his students to snicker. “You must all participate and behave during these lessons. Otherwise, I doubt she will change her current methods.”

      “So, we’re the guinea pigs,” Alex called out.

      “To put it in mundane terms, yes,” Harold replied with a grin. “For those who might object, there is a plus side.”

      “What’s that?” Wesley called out.

      “There will be no homework for any who participate and are engaged with the lessons,” Harold replied.

      “So, all we have to do is participate and learn the dances? And we don’t have any homework?” one of Wesley’s friends called out.

      “Correct,” Harold replied. He allowed the word to sink in for a few moments before asking, “Do you all agree?”

      There was such a resounding chorus of ‘yes’, Harold thought his ears were going to be ringing for hours after his class ended.

      “Wonderful! Then we start today!” With that, he began passing out the papers with the list of songs. “First, we pick the songs. Then a brief history of the waltz.”

      “How will you be deciding on dance partners?” Isabella asked.

      “I’m leaving that up to Mistress Duveron, actually,” Harold replied. “I’ll be giving the history lessons while she gives the dance lessons.”

      “Who will be your partner?” Wesley asked.

      Harold laughed. “I believe I will be dancing with my fellow instructor.” He paused, before smiling slyly. “Unless you wish to volunteer, Master Weatherford?”

      The look of dismay on the young boy’s face caused everyone to laugh.

      “I thought not,” Harold replied, biting back his own laughter. “Now that you all have your papers, please fill them out as previously requested. Then we’ll begin today’s lesson.”

      For the first time in his months teaching at the school, not a single student objected to using a pencil to fill out the paper.

      Harold couldn’t help but wonder if it was the calm before the storm.

      



  




Chapter 2

      The following day, after all the students had settled into their seats, Mistress Duveron strode down the stairs to Harold’s desk.

      Not a single person spoke as the woman stood beside Harold.

      Harold found that fact troublesome. He wasn’t a strict instructor, and he wanted to believe his students enjoyed having him as a teacher. The silence of his normally chatty students was unnerving.

      Mistress Duveron stared at Murray with piercing blue eyes. Murray, who sat in his nest, stared back at the woman with unblinking gold-flecked black eyes.

      It allowed Harold the chance to study the straight-backed woman.

      Her golden hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Unlike the rest of the instructors at Hogsback, she didn’t wear wizard-type robes one would find from fantasy art. Nor did she wear the typical ‘business casual’ most teachers around the country wore.

      Instead, she wore a flowing white blouse with snug sleeves belted over black pants that would have been appropriate for a story from The Arabian Nights. The plain black stiletto heels, something he’d expected from a ballroom dancer, seemed oddly tantalizing with the clothing she wore.

      Despite the fantastical outfit, she had a rather militant appearance.

      Perhaps it was the perfect resting face that showed no emotion? Harold thought to himself.

      “Yesterday, you learned the history of the waltz,” Harold stated, deciding to interrupt the staring contest between his cockatrice and Mistress Duveron. “Today, we begin learning the steps to the waltz.”

      Gesturing to Mistress Duveron, Harold turned the floor over to her. She gave Murray one last glower before turning to face the classroom.

      Her blue eyes swept the classroom and she frowned darkly. “To learn the waltz, we will need a better environment. All of you, come down here.”

      Harold frowned. Her tone was sharp, and her words clipped. The only thing pleasant was the sound of her voice.

      The students all stood and did as she bid. Once every student was standing in a large group, making Harold think of a can of sardines, Mistress Duveron stomped the floor three times with a stiletto heel.

      With a grand gesture of her hands, and a few words spoken in Gaelic, Duveron cast a spell. Harold watched in awe as the area where the student’s desks sat shifted. The wood creaked and groaned in protest, even as the floor leveled out.

      The higher rows lowered, even as the lower rows elevated until they were all equal in height.

      Only the stairs leading up to the doors remained in place.

      With no railings to keep students, or adults, from falling off.

      “Much better,” Mistress Duveron stated. With another gesture of her arms, the desks and chairs promptly walked themselves to the back of the classroom. “Now we can begin. Return to your rows.”

      The students began retreating to the rows, whispering among themselves.

      “Quitely! No talking!” she shouted, striking a heel against the floor.

      The students fell silent.

      “Mistress Duveron,” Harold began. The woman turned to him, her eyes narrowing. “My students are not required to be silent at all times. As long as they participate, they are not required to do so in silence.”

      She opened her mouth to say something and was interrupted by a deep trill from Murray. The near-growl croak had the woman snapping her mouth shut and jerking her head towards the cockatrice.

      “It appears Murray agrees,” Harold stated, smiling. “They’re good kids. Give them a chance and you might discover you will receive better results from them.”

      “Very well,” Mistress Duveron grumbled, eyeing Murray warily. Turning to the students, she said, “We will begin with learning the basic movements. It’s three steps. Watch me and then you will repeat it.”

      “Perhaps mirrors would be best along the wall opposite the students?” Harold suggested.

      Mistress Duveron stared at Harold in surprise. “Perhaps it would.”

      Moments later, Harold’s classroom had a wall of mirrors as well as stairs with no railing.

      It was a good thing OSHA never visited this school, he thought in amusement.

      As he stood beside his fellow instructor, he followed her steps along with his students.

      Left foot forward, then right foot up and to the side. Then right foot back and left foot back and to the side.

      Rinse. Repeat. Over and over again.

      For the rest of the class, Harold and his students practiced the steps with Mistress Duveron going around and correcting those who needed it. Soon, the classroom was filled with laughter, light-hearted teasing, and encouragement. Even Mistress Duveron’s tone had softened. By the end of the class, she had even managed to smile.

      As the chime signaling the end of class rang, and the students filed out, laughing and talking amongst themselves, Harold turned to Mistress Duveron.

      “I believe that was a success,” Harold declared and added a smile.

      Mistress Duveron glanced at Murray before giving him a nod. “Indeed. It appears that despite the unneeded chatter, the students were still able to perform well.”

      Harold made an affirmative sound as he watched the woman edge further away from the desk and Murray. She appeared uneasy and nervous. Murray watched her with what appeared to be a very smug expression.

      “If you don’t mind my asking, what is the problem between you and Murray?” Harold asked.

      “His very existence is a problem,” Mistress Duveron replied with a sniff. “I don’t even know why Lord McMillan allowed him to be here.”

      Lord McMillan, the headmaster of the school, hadn’t objected in the slightest when Harold had brought the cockatrice chick to the school. The chick had followed Harold after he and Later had watched Murray and his fellow chicks hatch. It had been an experience Harold would never forget, and not simply because it had been his first encounter with creatures of myth and legend.

      It had also been his introduction to Lady Araloth, the gameskeeper for the school.

      “I’m not sure anyone had a choice in the matter,” Harold replied with a shrug. He glanced at his not-so-little companion, then back to the teacher. “According to Later… that is, Lady Araloth, Murray imprinted upon me. So he’s my familiar, I guess?”

      “How did that happen?” Mistress Duveron nearly shrieked in a high-pitched voice. “Cockatrice are… they’re…” she trailed off before clearing her throat. “Cockatrice chicks don’t imprint upon just anyone. Everyone knows that! Are you certain it has imprinted upon you?”

      Murray trilled sharply. Both Harold and Mistress Duveron turned to the cockatrice who was now standing in the center of Harold’s desk. He trilled again before crossing the desk, hopping down to the floor, and moving to Harold’s ankles, which he promptly began twining around much like a cat.

      Harold lifted Murray, who promptly climbed up to Harold’s shoulder where he perched.

      “I suppose it has,” Mistress Duveron replied cautiously.

      “I’m certainly not going to argue with him,” Harold replied honestly. “I’ve been told it’s unwise, but feel free to try.”

      “I’ll pass,” Mistress Duveron replied dryly.

      Harold grinned. “You still haven’t explained why you don’t like him. He’s actually pretty friendly. The students seem to enjoy him.”

      “They’re deadly creatures that can kill a person with a single look,” Mistress Duveron replied. “This is the first time such a creature has been allowed inside the building, let alone as a… companion to a teacher.”

      “Honestly? I don’t think he’d listen to anyone,” Harold replied. “He seems rather stubborn.”

      Mistress Duveron laughed heartily. It was a sweet sound that made Harold smile.

      “Master Sylverson, from what I’ve seen and heard, he is much like you,” she replied with a brilliant smile that made her blue eyes twinkle merrily. “A very stubborn creature for a stubborn being.”

      “Thank you? I think?” he replied with a smile. “From one stubborn being to a rather, ahem, strict one, might I give you a suggestion?” She gave a nod, a bemused smile still on her face. “I suspect that if you were a little more cheery, the students would respond a bit better. A joke here, a smile there. It’s amazing how those little things will bring out a student and encourage them to do their best.”

      “I will keep that in mind, Master Sylverson,” she replied easily. “Perhaps I will experiment with your next class.”

      “Never hurts to try something new!” he replied cheerfully. He turned his head and looked at Murray as best he could. “It seems to be something I’ve learned from the moment I began teaching here.”

      “I agree. One should never stop learning,” she said in agreement. As the students began trickling into the room, unease on most of their faces, she asked, “Shall we?”

      “Yes,” he replied with a nod. “By the way, thank you for agreeing to this joint venture.”

      “Thank you, Master Sylverson,” she said. “Perhaps we can do more in the future.”

      “I would enjoy that,” he replied.

      Sharing smiles, the pair turned towards the gathering students.

      Despite the confused expressions on the student’s faces, Harold felt pleased and delighted at how well everything was going.

      His students were learning to dance and were enjoying the class. The bullies were actually behaving and not being their usual overly snarky and mean selves. And even his co-teacher seemed to be enjoying herself more than she supposedly normally did.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      



  




Chapter 3

      The days swept by, and Harold found himself regrettably asking himself what could go wrong.

      Mostly because he’d been drawn into planning and organizing the dance. It seemed the fact students were teaching each other how to waltz outside of his classroom hadn’t escaped anyone’s attention. Especially that of the headmaster.

      Now, he was standing in the center of the ballroom of the school helping to decorate the room while answering questions on how to best set up the soundsystem the gameskeeper had picked up from her last trip to one of the nearby towns.

      Throw in the fact Olan Kram, professor of herbology, was also asking his opinion on what the menu should be, and Harold wanted to pull his hair out.

      Ah, well, at least with the assistance of Later and Olan, along with two dozen senior students, the job would soon be finished.

      “I believe that’s the last of the streamers,” Harold announced as the students used their magic to attach the streamers from the ceiling. He planted his hands on his hips and surveyed the decorated ballroom. “Wonderful job, everyone!”

      Silver and white streamers swayed in the air far above their heads. The ceiling itself resembled a night sky, complete with a full moon and twinkling stars. Every so often a meteor would shoot from one side to the other.

      Harold appreciated the intricacy and work it took to create the scene and couldn’t keep from grinning. Against one wall were buffet tables awaiting food and beverages. Towards the stage directly across from the doors into the room was the soundsystem Later had hooked up. He’d be able to hook his phone up to it and play music when the time came. Though there would be an orchestra, it was expected he would be playing some more modern tunes later, also.

      Everything was ready.

      Except for the fact he needed to get dressed for the night’s dance.

      “Right, let’s lock up so we can get ourselves prepared for the evening,” Harold announced.

      There was a round of agreement from the students and adults, alike.

      “Do you think Billy Boy will be here tonight?” Olan asked as he, Harold, and Later exited the room. Although she was close to Harold’s height, she always seemed much taller. His eyes drank in her fairy-like features and long chestnut hair. Part of him enjoyed how elegantly Later had braided and coiffed her hair. Another part of him wished she’d always keep it how it had been when they first met; wild and full of small twigs and leaves. That still seemed the more natural her.

      Later shrugged. “He didn’t sign up to be a chaperone, but…”

      Harold sighed. “Billy Boy” was the father of one of the bullies of the school. Though Wesley Weatherford had become less of a bully and not as mean as he had been, the boy still ran in the same crowd. The elder Weatherford had caused trouble the last time he’d visited the school, and there was no love lost between any of them.

      “It isn’t as though he can be banned from the property,” Harold stated, hoping he was wrong.

      “Not yet,” Later intoned with an expression that could have frozen a tropical island.

      Harold exchanged grins as Later turned down one hallway while they headed down another.

      “Good thing she likes us,” Harold murmured, refusing to give into the desire to look over his shoulder at the departing lady.

      Olan chuckled. “Aye. Though I think she likes you more.”

      Harold blushed but didn’t say anything else. Though, deep down he had to admit, the thought thrilled him more than anything else ever had.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun lowered over the mountains, painting the sky in shades of yellows, oranges, and pale hues of violet, Harold entered the doors of the ballroom. Strutting beside him was the cockatrice Harold liked to think of as his nearly constant companion. For the occasion, Murray had allowed the human to fit him with a bowtie. Murray had accepted the human fussing about his neck while carrying on about how the color pattern of the tie matched one worn by a favorite science show host. Harold gave Murray an appraising look before looking at the gathered masses.

      His eyes widened in shock and dismay as he realized someone had tricked him yet again.

      Every single person, child and adult alike, were wearing formal clothes while he was wearing robes similar to what the other professors wore on a daily basis. Just more… flamboyant in colors. Greens and blues instead of the usual black.

      Murray was more appropriately dressed for the occasion, Harold grumbled silently.

      “You really need to stop believing the little messages you receive,” Later said as she approached him. She glanced down and clicked her tongue a few times. “You also need to train him better, too.” Murray gave a single cluck before sauntering towards the banquet table.

      Harold opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He hoped his eyes weren’t too wide, also.

      The Lady Gameskeeper wore a form-fitting evening gown of black silk with silver thread shot through so it glittered as she moved. She was a few inches taller and so now could look him straight in the eyes thanks to the delicate stiletto heels on her dainty feet. Her usual wind-blown and tangled mess of hair had been tamed into elegant braids and curls that wrapped around her head. A single curl fell just at her temple, giving her a sophisticated appearance.

      A stark contrast to the wild, dangerous beauty he was accustomed to.

      Later smiled sweetly as she raised her brows in question.

      “Ah… um… you… you look lovely tonight,” Harold heard himself say. Her eyes narrowed slightly and he added, “Not that you aren’t always lovely! But, you’re even more lovely tonight!”

      “I told you he’d be speechless, Laelothryll,” Olan said, using the gamekeeper’s true first name, as he joined them at the door.

      “He’s cute when he’s flustered,” Later replied, eyes twinkling with mischief.

      Olan gave Harold a quizzical look. “I do hope you aren’t actually planning on wearing that for the dance.”

      “Oh, no, absolutely not. Not now that I know it’s not required,” Harold replied quickly.

      As he began removing the robes, he couldn’t help but notice the wide-eyed and worried expressions on his companions’ faces. When he finally shrugged the robes off, revealing the formal suit beneath, he gave the pair a wide grin.

      “I wasn’t certain what to wear beneath wizard robes and was hoping I could change at some point,” he explained happily.

      Olan grinned. “I always go commando.”

      “I really did not need to know that,” Later replied, wincing.

      “I didn’t divulge it for your knowledge, Mistress. Our mundane needs to know his options,” explained Olan.

      “Yeah, ah… thanks, Olan,” Harold said, hoping that would end the line of conversation.

      The elder wizard gave a curt nod. Then, he held his arms out, giving a full view of the web-like lining that connected the sleeves of his robe to the torso. For Harold, the material made him think of a favorite superhero character’s costume.

      A moment later, Harold noticed that the shifting material caused the appearance of Olan’s robes to change. When he first saw them, the cloth appeared to be a simple tan or khaki material. Now, Harold watched as lines of color bloomed all along the length of the robes. Whatever was making the change, the robes now seemed much more majestic. To him, the new patterns resembled a flock of impatient butterflies eager to take flight, dancing along the surface of the material.

      “Most people don’t care what I’m wearing under this,” Olan added casually.

      “Fair enough,” muttered Later.

      “That’s so slay!” Harold blurted “What kind of spell is that? Or did you get a mundane tailor to sew fiber optics into your robes?”

      Olan gave Harold a sour expression as he replied, “Fibro opt-a-what? I thought that was the medical condition that mudanes acquire when they’ve spent too much time exposed to magical devices. Anyways, this is webbing, spun from Vitrum Aranea. The silk retains similar properties to its creators. That is, collecting light and refracting it to confuse possible predators.”

      Harold said, “No, no, that’s fibromyal- wait a minute… ‘vitrum’... that translates to ‘glass spider’? Don’t tell me, there are spiders that can turn invisible.”

      “I believe ‘cloak’ would be the more accurate mundane term,” Later rejoined. “The carapaces, webbing, and so on act in the way mundane scientists keep trying to collect solar energy. Also, cloaking devices, but they seem to think the two technologies have little in common.”

      “Idiots,” grunted Olan.

      “I’m sorry,” Harold replied in a weak tone, “but I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the reality of ‘stealth’ spiders that could be right up on me, and I couldn’t see them.”

      “Probably better that way,” offered Olan, “since they are pretty massive buggers. Not the prettiest, either.”

      Harold felt his knees, as well as any resolve to not faint, getting weaker.

      “Egon!” A voice shouted. The familiarity of that voice, along with its significance to Harold, brought him out of his dwindling state. He stood straight while looking around the room.

      “Harold Egon Sylverson!” The voice boomed, with a fair dose of mirth and joy.

      Harold winced at the use of his full name, but had to smile when he finally spotted the source of it.

      A woman of medium height and trim build was strolling up to him and his companions. She had a short mane of unruly dark hair. Harold knew that behind the wide spectacles were sharp brown eyes that took in everything. Her outfit for the evening was something no one else there, but he, might expect: An expensive double breasted suit coat in light gray, along with a white silk shirt tucked into a black leather miniskirt. Torn fishnet stockings ended at knee-high white boots that hadn’t really been in fashion since the 1960s. He’d seen her wear far more outrageous ensembles.

      “Ready, Freddie? How are you, cousin?” Harold replied happily.

      “Ready for anything except seeing you here!” Freddie, Harold’s second cousin on his father’s side, fired back without hesitation. “What’s your clueless ass doing here?”

      “Trying to get a clue, as usual,” he replied, completing their familiar greeting from years of family get-togethers. Although he had never seen Freddie do magic, he was somehow not that shocked at her being here and familiar with Hogsback. She had been the most “eccentric” member of his family. That he’d ever met, at least.

      She gave him one of her most aggressive hugs, arms flung around his neck and squeezing until he started seeing spots in his vision. Just as aggressively, she stepped back and demanded, “Now, seriously, what are you doing here?”

      Before Harold could answer, Freddie turned to Olan, gave him an appraising look.

      “I should have known you’d wear the flock of butterflies. Dammit. And me without my faux wereweasel wrap to steal all the attention away.”

      Words continued to not come quickly enough from Harold, as his cousin gave a more pleasant glance to Later.

      “Laelothryll, I could have worn nothing and not steal the spotlight from you!” Freddie teased pleasantly. “You look divine, darling. None of these fools deserve your attention.”

      “Hey!” Harold exclaimed.

      “I love you, Egon, but it’s true. She can do better,” Freddie said casually.

      “He makes me laugh without belittling others,” Later offered.

      “Oh, just himself, then?” countered Freddie.

      Olan nudged Harold and asked, “What the hell did you do to Freddie?”

      Harold burst out laughing. Freddie joined in almost immediately. When they calmed down enough, Harold spoke.

      “We’ve always been like this. She has a snarky wit and wicked temper, but she’s never been cruel to me. I get her sense of humor.”

      “Harold doesn’t have the attitude for serving the humor back,” Freddie added, “but he and our respective dads at least ‘get’ me.”

      “Freddie, how charming of you to make the mundane feel more welcomed.”

      That observation came from William Weatherford. Weatherford had a son that attended the school.

      The elder had the advantage of being the one who actually had wealth and influence, along with the swagger that too often came with both. While moderately handsome, William Weatherford also possessed the more polished look of someone who spent a great deal of time and money on their appearance.

      This evening, Weatherford the senior was dressed in an impeccable black tux that looked like it had come fresh off of a Hollywood celebrity actor at a press function. The shoes probably cost more than Harold’s vehicle. Weatherford’s bright, disingenuous smile was firmly in place as he strode over to stand beside Harold’s cousin.

      “I realize it’s a great honor to have a noted herbology expert and performer among you,” drolled Weatherford, “but she’s given you plenty of her valuable attention. If you will excuse us.”

      Several things happened in the next moment.

      Weatherford put his arm around Freddie, likely to lead her away. As he did so, she grimaced and slunk away from his touch. Olan stepped forward, towards Weatherford. Later stepped to the side, which would limit Weatherford’s ability to move away from them.

      And Harold got angry.

      “Are you okay, Freddie?” he asked. The instant she nodded, Harold spun towards William Weatherford and got less than two inches from touching noses.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?! She doesn’t like to be touched!” Harold roared directly into Weatherford’s face.

      “You’ve finally made it personal… Billy Boy,” Olan muttered through a pleased smirk.

      The thunderstruck expression on Weatherford’s face lasted for a second longer. Then, the arrogance and delight crept back into his features.

      “It’s admirable that a mundane has done enough research to have memorized Miss Mortem’s personal… preferences,” Weatherford said in his silky, condescending tone. “But she is here at the delight of her nephew and this school’s most exemplified patrons-”

      “It’s okay, Egon, I can handle this,” Freddie said from behind Harold. He felt her hand on his shoulder, and so he stepped back to give her space. She raised her hand as if holding a serving tray. Weatherford smirked as he said, “Your Magick can’t harm me.”

      Immediately, Harold felt his anger grow at Weatherford’s continued arrogance. Just as quickly, his body seemed to have its own ideas. He stepped ahead of his cousin.

      As Freddie was conjuring up a green fireball, Harold watched his own hand, curled up into a fist, fly out and slug Weatherford. A voice that sounded very much like his own hissed the word “Abracadabra.” Blood came from the man’s upper lip and nose as he fell back. Later caught him on his descent but promptly pulled him back into an upright stance. The thunderstruck look that Weatherford had just shaken off had returned. The swelling of his nose and lip did not add to his general appearance. Nor did the blood going down his chin. Freddie moved ahead of Harold, and this time, he did not move.

      “Oh! I am so glad I was in the front row for that!” Olan crowed. He looked ready to throw his hands to the sky and declare “hallelujah”.

      “If you actually knew me, William- wait, what did Olan call him? Billy Boy?” Freddie continued, “If you actually knew me, Billy Boy, you’d know not to touch me! Or that when I say I can handle something, it means I’m going to knock some arrogant asshole down!”

      Freddie’s finger flew back and pointed at Harold. Nearly speared him in the eye, but fortunately he knew how much space to give his cousin when her blood was up.

      “My cousin,” she hissed at Weatherford, “knows me better than you or any of the so-called exemplified patrons anywhere ever will! And never call him a mundane around me!”

      Her icy stare continued to glare at Weatherford. The confused, slightly panicked expression was still on his face. Just as it started to slip, Later unceremoniously shoved him back towards the largest crowd in the room.

      Olan Kram continued to look as if he’d found religion. His robes were now serene colors, and looked to be swaying. The smile on his face was as peaceful as the colors on the butterflies.

      “Now,” Freddie continued as if nothing of importance had happened, turning towards Harold. “Exactly how are you at this school?”

      “Ummm… I was hired as a substitute teacher, by mistake?” Harold tried to explain. “For whatever reason, I was able to find the place. I’ve been told that’s nearly unheard of, y’know, mundanes finding this school. Anyways, by good luck the class was mundane History. I got along with most of the students and staff, so the headmaster hired me on.”

      Olan continued. “The class is actually ‘Understanding Mundanes and their History” but the title is tedious and gets shortened. Our Master Sylverson has brought a remarkable amount of life and insight to a usually dull course.”

      Harold was surprised at this declaration. He looked at the herbology professor, a stunned expression on his face.

      “Thanks, Olan!” Harold managed.

      When he looked back to his kin, Harold saw the frowning, lower lip of his cousin slightly put out, and the brown eyes narrowed. Her “thinking face” as the family called it.

      “So I’m not the only living adult relative with the Gift, after all,” she finally said. “I should be jealous, but since it’s you, Egon, I’m actually relieved. Our dear departed Neenah was right, after all. Should have figured on that.”

      “I can’t do Magick, Freddie. Wait, Neenah thought-” Harold paused to explain to Olan and Later, “Neenah was our paternal grandmother.” He smiled at the memory as he continued the original thought. “She thought I was magickal? Was she?”

      Freddie rolled her eyes, looking more like an angsty teen than ever.

      “Dude, how did you think she made amazing food in half the time it took anyone else?”

      “The brownies…” Harold trailed off. “She always seemed to have them ready in less than twenty minutes even when unexpected company arrived. She made them from scratch, too. No box meals or desserts in her pantry, ever.”

      “Because she was an actual kitchen witch, not the kind the mundanes like to declare themselves.” Freddie replied. “Up until the week she passed away, she always told me to look out for when you accepted there was more to this world.”

      Harold was still trying to process everything. The stunned expression he still wore grew deeper. It might have settled in until next winter, if Freddie didn’t speak up again with a passible imitation of their grandmother’s voice.

      “He’s not letting himself be aware, yet, Freddie, but Harold sees the rest of it all. Once he does, you two will have even more to carry on about. Give him time, sweetheart.”

      Harold giggled as if he were twelve again.

      “I’d love to know how that conversation first came about,” he confessed.

      Freddie shrugged.

      “We need to catch up, sometime soon. Will tell you then. For now, fine, you can see but not cast. No shame in that.”

      She threw her arm around Harold’s shoulders

      “C’mon, let’s go find our boy Michael and get this stupid performance behind us.”

      



  




Chapter 4

      Michael Mortem was in his eleventh year at Hogsback Creek Academy. He’d grown a full foot taller since Harold had last seen him at a family gathering some years ago. The teen’s curly reddish blond hair was also much longer than Harold remembered. Michael hadn’t realized a relative of his was working as a professor at the school any more than his beloved Aunt Freddie had. Unlike his aunt, Michael was quite embarrassed by it.

      “I’m so sorry, Harold! A couple of times I’d get a glimpse of you in the hallways, and you looked a little familiar. But I just never, y’know, I didn’t figure on someone else in the family being here!”

      “No problem, cousin. I didn’t think about anyone in the family, or anyone I knew anywhere, being here! And it’s been a while since we’ve seen each other. How’s your mom?”

      Michael’s face twisted into a sour expression.

      “As usual. Clueless and self-absorbed. She thinks this place is an institute for ‘special-needs’ kids. As long as she doesn’t get correspondence saying I’ve gotten into trouble, she doesn’t pay any attention. I come home for holidays; she does all the pleasantries. Rinse, repeat.”

      Harold felt bad for Michael, even as the younger fellow gave a shrug and the patented “What-are-you-going-to-do” half smile.

      “You could always come to my class. Easy ‘A’ for you, since you deal with us mundanes plenty,” Harold suggested.

      “You can’t really be a mundane. Not since you can see all this,” Michael countered as he gestured to the people and surroundings.

      “Ah, the current generation of youth. Trying to redefine what everyone is, to be more inclusive,” Freddie interjected. She placed her left hand on Michael’s shoulder. “You guys need to wait for another generation or so to die out. Then the ideas might get some serious traction and hold.”

      “Anyways,” Michal faced Harold and continued. “I passed your class in my ninth year, under your predecessor. Sorry I did, now. Would have been total shred to take it with you at the helm! Have you brought your movie memorabilia for the students to see?”

      “No, but I did bring all my fantasy RPG stuff one time!”

      Michael did a double take.

      “Wait a minute! That goofy excuse for a troll that attacked the school! That was from the Great Book of Monsters! I knew it looked familiar to me!” Michael said excitedly.

      Freddie cocked an eyebrow at Harold. He could feel the skin of his face reddening.

      “Yes,” Harold began. “It was the very same one from Volume Two, page 349. But I didn’t summon it, that was Mister William Weatherford trying to teach me ‘a lesson’ in his own special way.”

      Michael replied, “I and my friends saw it, and the real troll, from the second floor herbology lab windows! Master Kram wasn’t teaching that day. Said he had to go see an old friend? He didn’t mean Mister Weatherford, did he?”

      “Weatherford is no friend of Master Kram,” Harold insisted. “Although they seem to have known each other for a long time.”

      “Mister Weatherford gets mad real easy,” breathed Michael. “A bunch of us went to their house to attend a party for Wesley. Just after the last full moon, this was. Things start getting a little, y’know, dull, and Wesley invites me to play some songs on his mom’s piano. They have a really gorgeous antique Steinway grand! So I’m like ‘yeah sure!” and sit down to play it. The keyboard cover tries to snap down on my fingers! I mean, like, hard.

      “I try to scoot away, and the piano lunges at me! Tries to chomp my hands with the cover, again! I fall back, over the piano bench. The piano breaks the bench trying to get to me! I keep scooting back on my butt, k’now, trying to get away? Then I notice that Wesley and his usual buds are just laughing their asses off at the whole thing.

      “In comes Mister Weatherford, yelling about the noise. Once he sees the broken bench? Roars at Wesley about it, so Wesley points at me. The friends I came with are telling his dad that the piano attacked me. I’m trying to explain that the piano broke the bench, and I don’t know why it’s mad at me.”

      “Let me guess,” interrupts Freddie, “Weatherford isn’t listening.”

      Michael shakes his head enthusiastically. “He looks back at Wesley and says something like ‘you think this is funny’ before he starts yelling at me about how the bench was part of the set and can’t be replaced. I’m just keeping my mouth shut at this point. Figure he’s going to throw me out, maybe my friends, contact our parents, demand money or whatever?”

      “Maybe you ought to be telling this story to Master Kram,” Harold suggested.

      “Let him finish,” instructed Freddie.

      Michael glanced at both adults before continuing at a more controlled pace.

      “Mister Weatherford tells all of us to go outside and hang out by the outdoor fireplace while he gets the mess cleaned up. We all go, and there’s a guy out there, tending to the big fire and inviting us to grab food off this big buffet table. Things get, well, normal again. After a while, though, I start feeling weird, like I’m gonna throw up and scratch my skin off. Figure something I ate didn’t agree with me, or almost getting chomped by a crazy piano has me more rattled than I thought. I went home early. Felt fine in the morning. Nobody got in trouble. But my friends told me that Mister Weatherford got pissed about all kinds of little stuff even after I left.”

      “I’m sure he won’t be in the cheeriest of moods tonight, since Freddie punched him,” observed Harold.

      Michael brightened up. His smile beamed before he said, “Yeah! That was so awesome, Auntie!”

      “He deserved it,” was Freddie’s casual reply.

      “I’m guessing the Weatherford piano was enchanted to attack anyone who wasn’t family?” guessed Harold.

      “It’s an old spell. And the caster determines how aggressive the object gets,” Freddie answered. Her tone indicated that she was bored of the subject already. Harold took the hint.

      “So, Michael! Now that we know each other is at Hogsback Creek, don’t be a stranger, okay?” Harold invited.

      “You betcha. I may even pop around on my lunch period sometimes,” said Michael.

      Harold and Freddie grinned.

      “Bringing people together, that’s what I do,” she said, and then turned to Michael. “Are you ready to perform? Get this goofy shit done with?”

      The younger fellow heaved a loud sigh before nodding.
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        * * *

      

      “Gathered beings! If I may have your attention?”

      The declaration was issued from a newly healed and cleaned up William Weatherford. The blood and swelling were no longer visible. A spotless tuxedo had been brought in for him to change into. Freddie rolled her eyes from behind the senior Weatherford.

      Harold and Olan noticed, but managed not to laugh.

      “The highlight of this evening is about to commence. The revered Freddie Mortem, accompanied by Hogsback’s own Michael Mortem, graciously accepted my request to perform a family favorite for everyone’s delight.” Weatherford continued.

      More than polite applause erupted around the room. Harold wondered who else besides Olan and himself were applauding for the performers only. At that moment, Olan nudged Harold and directed his gaze to a group of much older people who were in a tight formation. Each of them continued to applaud while Weatherford stepped away from Freddie, Michael, and the piano. They followed Weatherford with their eyes while he came to join them. Their applause did not stop until he nodded in their direction.

      “In case you wondered who Billy Boy’s constituents were on the Board of Scholars,” Olan whispered. Harold acknowledged, but was more fixed on trying to discover where Murray had gotten to. He didn’t see the cockatrice anywhere in the crowd.

      That worried Harold. Murray might look like a super-sized chicken, but the feathered terror could belch flame. Nor was that the only not-chicken-like trick up the critter’s wings.

      Michael sat down at the school’s antique grand piano and pushed back the lid. His school robe had been removed and laid at the far end of the piano. He hesitated for a moment, probably waiting to see if this piano had been similarly enchanted and would go for his fingers. Then, he tentatively played a chord with each hand. The notes rang out pure and sweet. He looked to Freddie, who stood near him at the east side of the piano.

      She smirked at him, before giving a single nod.

      With enviable grace and precision, Michael began to play “Some Enchanted Evening”, duplicating the notes traditionally played by brass and wind instruments. Freddie’s smirk became a wide smile as she watched him play.

      Right on cue, she began to sing the lyrics.

      Harold always enjoyed hearing his cousin sing. She had a full, lustrous voice that carried and soared. Her talent had influenced an entire playlist on every smartphone he’d ever owned. Before that, he’d burned CDs to have the collection of songs with him. Sinatra, Streisand, the entire Rodgers and Hammerstein collection, and a swath of favorites from jazz and swing, all because of Freddie’s delight and passion for such.

      As she concluded the first verse, Freddie began slapping the piano with her right hand. The tempo was more upbeat, a bit jazzy. Michael immediately changed his playing to compliment the tempo, and they began to perform the rest of the song in a way that reminded Harold of something Ray Charles might have done.

      The majority of the gathered crowd cheered and clapped, clearly indicating encouragement for the performance. Olan chuckled and gave Harold a playful punch on the shoulder. Before Harold could respond, he noticed Weatherford.

      William Weatherford did not appear to approve of this variation from the original song. His frown was so deep, it seemed to bleed into his shoulders. His body was rigid, hands clenched into fists. A moment before, each of the beings around him had been clapping in tempo, laughing or cheering. Now a third of them had come to a nervous stop.

      After a quick glance at Olan, Harold looked over at his cousins. Michael was bent over the piano, playing with all his concentration. Freddie was looking at Weatherford and his crowd. The frowns and uneasy postures seemed to delight her. She beamed and sang louder. The clouds in the night sky parted, letting moonbeams through the large windows. Freddie and Michael gained shimmering auras from the extra illumination. Freddie threw her hands up, concluding the chorus with a smooth vibrato as she held the last note. Michael began to play a solo on the keys. It was a bouncy, fleet-fingered bit that showcased his dexterity and musical prowess. Freddie held her hands over her head, and clapped the tempo. The beings who were still letting themselves enjoy the performance clapped along.

      Around the tenth bar of the piano solo, Michael’s fingers seemed to start hitting notes that didn’t keep to the key of the song. His timing became erratic. Harold looked over to Olan. The herbology professor had stopped clapping and was looking intently at Harold’s cousins.

      Just as Harold recognized that something was troubling Olan, the music became sloppy and disjointed. The clapping quieted down rapidly.

      When Harold looked back towards the piano, he saw some of what had troubled Olan.

      Michael was clumsily slapping at the key with only one hand. That hand had become quite hairy and equipped with long, sharp nails. The other hand was similarly equipped, but was busy tearing at Michael’s clothes. The nails shredded the material easily.

      What was exposed by the increasingly destroyed clothing stunned Harold. Hair was visibly growing over Michael’s exposed skin. The teen’s flesh and bones were pushing out in places. The sickening, distinct sound of bones cracking overwhelmed the few notes Michael managed to hit on the keys before he fell to the floor. His face was distorting, becoming elongated. Freddie was already kneeling next to him. Harold felt, more than saw, Later brush by him. A breath later, she was kneeling opposite of Freddie. Her large, powerful hands locked down Michael’s shoulders.

      “Olan!” Freddie and Later yelled in chorus.

      “I’m on it!” Olan bellowed as he began to dash out of the room.

      At a loss of what was happening or what he could do, Harold looked around the large room. All of the other beings gathered were clumped in tight groups, either silent or chatting nervously. Few, if any, seemed to be as clueless as he felt. The largest group, gathered around Mr. Weatherford, had their eyes fixed on the trio by the piano. Concern and anticipation appeared to be on their faces. Perhaps apprehension. Except-

      Except Weatherford, who seemed to be suppressing a smirk. Quite badly, in fact.

      One of the more poshly dressed guests was whispering something to Weatherford. He clearly responded with “I’m sure it will be fine. They have a handle on the boy.” Harold heard every word of it. He also noted that Weatherford never took his eyes off Michael and that smirk never managed to go completely away.

      One foot, then the other. Harold registered that his feet were carrying him toward Weatherford. He looked back to his cousins, even as his body moved in a different direction.

      Michael was almost unrecognizable. His clothes had stretched and torn as his body grew bigger and altered. Hair or fur covered ninety percent of his features. The poor fellow let out a scream that sounded more like a wolf howl.

      Is he turning into a werewolf or some other lycanthrope? Harold wondered. Is this something that runs in the family?”

      That started to tickle a memory in Harold’s mind. But the memory wouldn’t click into the front part of his thinking.

      When he looked back into the direction that his body was taking him, Harold saw that he was considerably closer to the group surrounding William Weatherford. His ears could also hear their comments.

      “Why wasn’t the School Council told he was afflicted?”

      “We certainly don’t want our children at a school that allows… THAT.”

      “William, what can we do to get out of here? Aren’t we at risk of contamination?”

      “I’m certain we can have him transferred to a school. That one in West Virginia specializes in these unfortunate souls.”

      And that smirk was getting bigger and bigger.

      Sounds of people objecting to something or being uncomfortable. Harold was much closer to Weatherford. He realized he’d been shoving people out of his way.

      A fist flew out from nearby and punched William Weatherford right in that smug smirk. Weatherford crumpled to the ground, his expression now more like someone who’d eaten a piece of rotting fruit. Harold’s hand started to hurt.

      Oh, I must have punched him again. Harold realized.

      He didn’t feel badly about it at all.

      Silence in the room except for the dog-like whimpers and short howls coming from, presumably, Michael. Freddie and Later spoke words of encouragement.

      Pounding feet approached and then came to a halt.

      “Every bit of wolfsbane is gone from my-” Olan Kram began. There was a pause followed by his exasperated tone demanding “It happened again, didn’t it? And I missed it!”

      “Olan, for Merlyn’s sake! What about the wolfsbane!” Freddie roared.

      “It’s gone! Every bit I had in the classroom, lab and storeroom! Not a single petal or branch!” Olan replied.

      “Bet Billy-boy here knows what happened to it,” a dark voice said out of Harold’s mouth.

      A mountain moved Harold aside. Said mountain was wearing a black silk dress and topped with delicate dark curls, so he reasoned it was his beloved Later. She hoisted Watherford from the floor with one hand and held the man to her eye level.

      “Where,” she demanded.

      “I don’t… I didn’t…” Weatherford stuttered through swollen and bleeding lips.

      She throttled Weatherford roughly even as she used her free hand to tear open every pocket in the man’s suit. Material ripped easily, spilling out a wallet, wand and reading glasses but nothing else.

      Freddie yelled, “Laelothryll! He’s almost completed the transformation! I can’t hold him!”

      Later slammed the stuttering man onto the floor. Polished oak boards cracked under him. As Weatherford collapsed into unconsciousness, a single short branch of wolfsbane fell out of his left sleeve. Two tiny petals clung to it.

      An audible gasp echoed all around Harold. He snatched up the twig and ran towards his cousins and sweetheart. Later was trying to bear hug Michael from behind. His body was far more wolf than human, although he stood with purpose at a height much closer to Later’s. Freddie was getting up from the floor, her hair and clothing now quite messy. Harold, not knowing if it would do anything, shoved the wolfsbane in front of Michael’s snarling muzzle.

      “It’s not enough,” Freddie gasped while she got to her feet. “He’s too far gone for a small amount to do any good. It has to be placed on the tongue, regardless.”

      The wolf form strained against Later’s arms. The yellow eyes were angry. Teeth snapped near Harold’s hand and the wolfsbane.

      “You wanted this so bad, did you? Well, Billy boy, you get to have a really close look,” Harold heard Olan shouting, presumably at Weatherford.

      “He arranged this whole event after the unfortunate incident with Michael at the Weatherford estate!” Freddie bellowed to the room. “Anyone want to try and convince me that he carries even a tiny bit of wolfsbane on him at all times, or especially for private gatherings?”

      A great deal of ugly responses and commotion erupted from everywhere.

      Harold really didn’t hear much of it. His eyes were fixed on the creature that had been his young cousin only moments before. The memory that had eluded him earlier kept drifting in his mind. When his gaze flickered past the wolf, and his dear Later straining to contain the creature, he spotted Michael’s robe at the end of the piano.

      The silly little memory clicked.

      What the hell. It might even work, Harold thought.

      He strode past everyone, snatched up the robe and walked back to where he’d been standing.

      “Michael Francis Mortem! Bad! Michael Francis Mortem, behave! Michael Francis Mortem, stop that right now!” Harold shouted in his best imitation of Michael’s mother when she was irritated.

      Werewolf Michael snarledbut his eyes snapped to Harold. and he quit struggling.

      Harold, in turn, threw the robe at the wolf.

      “Get dressed!” Harold demanded.

      The wolf gave a yelp as if Harold had scolded him. Or struck him smartly on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper. The wolf’s expression was similarly cowed. As the features melted back into Michael’s, and the hair fell out, the cowed and embarrassed expression remained. The tattered remains of his clothing kept him from being completely exposed, but Michael sheepishly picked up the robe and put it on quickly.

      Harold did his best to keep the parentally stern expression on his face, even as he watched all the hair drop away from his cousin. The hair on Michael’s scalp and where his eyebrows had been grew back in with unnatural speed. Later had let go of the younger fellow at some point and moved around to stand next to the not-so-mundane teacher.

      As he got the robe fitted properly, Michael blinked and looked back and forth between the two adults.

      “Thanks,” he whispered. When he glanced past them, he added, “to you as well.”

      “Welcome,” Freddie replied as she walked up to him and gave him a hug.

      “You alright, now?”

      Michael said, “Yeah, I think so? That sucked.”

      “Especially since your performance was amazing up until that curse took hold,” Freddie observed. “We will come and tear the roof off this place after you’ve properly recovered.”

      Harold cleared his throat. When Freddie looked at him, he asked, “I thought you and Olan were going to drag Weatherford over here. Planned to let our teen wolf tear him apart?”

      “A better option became available,” rejoined Freddie. She gestured behind Harold.

      The view behind Harold and Later was of Weatherford standing in the clearing of a circle made by everyone else in attendance to the evening’s event. All of the crowd had expressions of disapprovement or disgust, and they were all staring at William. He was a bloody and broken mess who kept glancing around as if looking for an escape or just a friendly face.

      Out of all, the only one close to a friendly expression was the one on Olan Kram’s face. He had a smirk that was nearly identical to the one previously worn by Weatherford himself.

      And then there was Murray. The cockatrice was strutting around Weatherford in a decidedly threatening manner, steam and sparks snorting out of his beak.

      Later gave the final observation of the night.

      “Looks like things are finally about to change around here for the better.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Covert operative Manu Stewart has a certain set of skills, which make him a nightmare to magic users. Tonight, he must infiltrate Saint Mathias’ Academy for wizards. What could go wrong?
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Lesson Plan

      Manu Stewart had infiltrated high-security facilities on every continent on the planet.

      A school wasn’t going to be much of a challenge, even if this one was full of wizards. But that was okay. He had killed them, too.

      Stewart swam under the dock, listening for activity above him. There weren’t any footsteps, but that meant nothing. Familiars were a thing, and they were annoying during an infiltration.

      After two minutes of listening, he climbed up the pylon onto the dock. The wet suit dripped like a sponge as he swung a leg over onto the wooden deck. He didn’t bother to stand but rolled into the darkness.

      Stewart rolled to one knee. He scanned the marina for signs of life. But not even wizards thought that boating after dark was a good idea. It was bad enough that sea water would screw over their powers and abilities. Going overboard would short circuit them so badly that swimming would be out of the question.

      Stewart unzipped his wet suit and slipped it off without looking. He kept his eye on the surrounding area, waiting for someone or something to jump out at him.

      Stripping off the wetsuit, Stewart revealed a shirt, tie, and jacket. The suit was standard navy blue. The tie was a green and gold regimental pattern. His black hair was in a buzzcut, so he could pat it down without any need of comb or mirror. His dark eyes matched the evening. No one could tell if he was Maori or just deeply tanned.

      The school was obviously an old institution just looking around. Stewart didn’t need the sign that read “Saint Mathias Academy, est. 1615”. It was clear from the eclectic nature of the architecture. The buildings ranged from medieval castles to 1970s Brutalist concrete bunker (only a single building), and at least one very modern glass-and-steel rectangle. The Brutalist building had seen the most damage. It had clearly been shot and/or blasted the most often but had been neglected when it came to repairs. It was a clear sign that teenagers never changed—they would damage what they could get away with.

      Stewart checked his shirt. The only thing that would make him stand out on campus would be his tattoos. But the cuffs overlapped his wrists just a little more than needed, just to be sure. It wasn’t even so much that the tattoos would stand out on campus, but if someone identified them, there would have been too many questions.

      As he wandered the campus, Stewart noted that it lacked rigorous security. Salt disrupted magic, and the school was on an island. The administration was complacent enough to assume that since infiltration by magic was impossible, no one could get on the island unless they were authorized. They also assumed that anonymity of the island would be their first line of defense. The school was wrong on both counts. In fact, swimming through salt water had made his initial infiltration even easier. The salt made him invisible to any magical detection devices they had around their docks.

      Stewart casually walked along the campus grounds, sticking to well-lit paths. He smiled and nodded at everyone who greeted him, students, professors, and administrators alike. Everyone was friendly and sociable.

      That was the problem with a campus that was a hundred acres and ten thousand students. No one could possibly know every face on campus, unless someone was actively looking for intruders. Now that he was dry, he could be easily detected by magical security … if they had some magic artifact to compare faces to authorized personnel. But without that, the stealthiest path was to hide in plain sight.

      Stewart restrained himself from rolling his eyes. It was bad enough when real-world, non-magical compounds thought that they could get away with two guards watching a bank of closed-circuit security monitors and maltreat a guard dog and call it a day.

      Pity they couldn’t have a guard creature sniff everyone who belongs on campus and let it prowl here. Then I really would have been in trouble.

      After forty minutes wandering the campus, Stewart concluded he needed to be some place in particular. Anyplace in particular.

      Stewart walked with certainty and purpose to the library. It had plenty of people studying at all hours. It was a perfect place to blend in for a little while.

      After all, he had time to kill.

      The library was Saint Augustine Hall. It wasn’t a modern building, but that was its charm. The walls were oak and stone. The floor was marble. The windows were all stained glass.

      Stewart walked up to the top floor of the library. The study hall was nearly empty, save for six students, scattered across the hall.

      Stewart sat down four tables down from the door. There was a stack of books at his elbow. He grabbed one from the top and flipped it open. It was a thirteenth edition of Meeks’ Dueling Darkness: A Treatise on Black Magic. It was one of the more recent editions, published within the last five years.

      Stewart flipped through the book and sighed. “Ruddy idiot,” he muttered, his voice low and gruff. One friend described it as being less like gravel and more like sandpaper.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      Stewart looked up from the book. At a guess, the student was a freshman. Her hair was a mousy brown. Her face was narrow and bespeckled. Stewart didn’t understand why all wizards lacked 20/20 vision. Perhaps some glasses were magical artifacts that acted as a sort of HUD. It would make sense.

      The student’s smile flickered. “If you’re done with the book, I’m going to need it.”

      Stewart looked down at the book with a sneer. “This?” He scoffed and flung it to one side. “This is worthless.”

      The student blinked. She looked from the book to Stewart. “Are you certain? Was it a bad printing? Should I find the twelfth edition instead?”

      Stewart rolled his eyes and shook his head. He reached over for the book and slid it towards her. “Open to a page. Any page.”

      The student cocked her head in confusion but opened Meeks’ from the middle. She flipped through a few dozen pages when she stabbed her finger into the page.

      “The Wendigo.”

      Stewart nodded. “What does it say?”

      “‘To kill the wendigo, stab it with a silver dagger. Dismember with a silver-plated ax to prevent regeneration. Carve out the heart, put it in a silver box, and bury it in a churchyard.’”

      Stewart made a humorless laugh. “Does it also mention what it’s like fighting a wendigo? That it’s like a cross between the Terminator and a wrecking ball?”

      She went back to the top of the entry and skimmed down to its powers and abilities. She winced at multiple parts along the way. “It … yikes. It really does.”

      He pointed to the illustration. “See its arm length? It’s at least four times yours. Perhaps even twice mine. So, tell me, how are you going to get close enough to stab it?”

      The student read the entry again. “I’m not … I’m not certain. Probably some explosive spells? Fire to keep the regeneration busy?”

      Stewart shook his head. “No. If it doesn’t feel the pain, then you’re going to have an unstoppable killing machine after you while it’s on fire. Hope you’re not in a building with any flammable material in it.” He pointed around the library. “Like here.”

      The student frowned. “Telekinetically throw the knife?”

      Stewart simply arched a brow, giving her a long look. “Really?”

      She read the entry again. “No. Wait. It’s too fast. It might dodge it. It might even catch it.”

      Stewart nodded slowly, prompting her. “And?”

      She blinked. “And what?”

      “Have you ever done that particular trick?”

      “Thrown something with my mind?” she asked. She laughed softly and shrugged it off. “All the time.”

      Stewart’s voice was calm and casual as he asked, “Have you ever thrown for accuracy and precision while being hunted by something that will rip you apart and eat you if you miss?”

      Her face fell, and the blood drained from her face. She swallowed heavily. “Can’t say that I have.”

      Stewart nodded slowly, saying nothing.

      She blinked, then frowned thinking. “How about silver bullets?”

      Stewart arched a brow. “Do you know how well silver rifles when fired? You’ll have to be awfully close to it when you shoot. How close would you like to get to a wendigo?”

      She furrowed her brow, dwelling on the problem.

      Stewart rolled his eyes. “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Mary.”

      He nodded. “Okay. To start with? You’re a witch, Mary. Think outside the box.”

      Mary frowned, her brow furrowed. “Such as?”

      “You’ve never tried to make a light saber?”

      Mary narrowed her eyes, studying him. “Are you kidding me?”

      Steward looked skyward. “Heaven help me.” He looked to Mary. “Listen, kid, you’ve made illusions, right? It’s just some light tricks. Turn up the wattage. Make it a hard-light weapon. Cut some limbs off the wendigo. Maybe the head. Then cut the heart out. That sort of thing. If you could do it telekinetically, I’d say rip the heart out, but it would be too alive at the time, and it’d fight you.” He shrugged. “As I said. It’s garbage.”

      Mary nodded slowly and frowned at Meeks’. She chewed her lip for a moment. “Maybe you could help me with something then. If you wouldn’t mind, Professor.”

      Stewart blinked but didn’t flinch. Dressing up in a suit and tie was a guaranteed disguise as a professor. He just didn’t expect it to work that well. He glanced at his watch. “I have time.”

      Mary smiled and walked over to her table, then came back with a stack of notes and textbooks. She sat down and took out the top two of each. “You see, I have this worksheet, and it’s a bit of a problem. I think this is supposed to be a riddle.”

      Stewart had a brief flashback to dealing with fae riddles in the dark, and all the men he’d lost to those elf bastards. “Try me.”

      Mary slid the table over and tapped the problem in question.

      Stewart read it. It was a question of how to deal with a combat situation where the only magical tool one had was an athame, fighting off a dozen zombies, while cornered in a stone cell. There were three small windows in the cell, not big enough to escape from. There was only one minute of prep time.

      “You already have the tool and the medium.”

      Mary chewed the inside of her cheek. “What do you mean? I’m going to stab everybody with the knife? Or bash the zombies against the walls?”

      God save me from stupid people. “Runes or kanji?”

      “Runes or … Oh! Runes! Explosives? Fire. Fire runes! The windows are there to feed the fire and let me breathe while they’re burning the zombies. The stone walls are there for matter to be converted to energy!” She beamed at him. “Thanks, prof!”

      Mary darted away, running off with her collection of books and papers. She nearly collided with an elderly administrator in purple standard wizards’ robes.

      Dean and Grand Master Francis Düsseldorf danced around Mary and smiled her way. He kept wandering, moving past Stewart.

      Stewart reached into his jacket and pulled out a pistol with a silencer on the end. He aimed it at the back of Düsseldorf’s head and fired.

      The first water pellet smacked dean in the back of the head. The salt water splashed against the Grand Master wizard’s head and sparked, disrupting his magic. Düsseldorf turned and received three more pellets to the face.

      The dean blinked twice as he staggered with the neutralizing power of salt scrambling him. Stewart fired pellet after pellet into his face and chest until the pellet gun ran dry. Düsseldorf’s hands flailed wildly, ruining precise gestures meant for self defense. Angry purple sparks flew, but ultimately sizzled into nothing.

      Stewart lowered the gun, then looked all around the study hall. The two remaining students in the room didn’t even look up from their desks. Dean Düsseldorf wiped the water from his face and glared at Stewart.

      Stewart just smiled right back. He gestured around the library with the weapon. “Now do you believe my security audit when I tell you your security sucks?” Stewart tossed him a handkerchief. “Come on. I need a drink.”

      Francis Düsseldorf sighed deeply as he cleaned off his face. “Okay. Fine, Stewart. You came in, and you did one thing. One. You couldn’t have done half the damage your security report said—”

      Stewart held up a finger, then glanced for his watch. He watched the seconds tick by. “Wait for it…”

      Düsseldorf blinked. He glanced around the library and leaned forward. “What are we waiting for?”

      Stewart watched another few seconds and looked up. “This.”

      The entire marina exploded into lights and sparkles as fireworks shot off from where Stewart had placed them while still in the water. Then fireworks exploded along the path leading to the library. More exploded off the buildings. The concrete Brutalist bunker of a building also exploded with enough fireworks to even further scorch the stone and rattle the windows. Several shattered.

      It was so bright, even the students in the library looked out at the display.

      Stewart said nothing, but just smiled.

      Düsseldorf sighed. “Now I need a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      Dean Düsseldorf poured himself a scotch on the rocks and straight bourbon for his guest. Manu Stewart had unclipped the tie from his neck and pocketed it. He undid the top button and accepted Düsseldorf’s bourbon.

      The Dean slipped around his desk and sat. “I will grant that you are probably worth every penny. But how did you get past our wards? The glamour over the island?”

      Stewart smiled. “That would be telling. I enumerated a dozen ways to get into the campus. If I tell you how I did it, how do I know you won’t just guard against what I did to break in?”

      Düsseldorf frowned at Stewart. His eye landed on the skin revealed by undoing the top button. It was clear that he recognized some of the markings. Instead of commenting on them, the dean said, “You think we’d be so callous with our students’ security?”

      Stewart sipped his bourbon. His dark eyes bore into the dean’s. “You didn’t believe me the first time.”

      The Dean clenched his fist and restrained himself from pounding the desk. “Dang it, Manu…”

      Stewart smiled and kept sipping. He filed through all the words Düsseldorf could have used—most of them would be unhealthy for a wizard to say, especially if they were taken as commands.

      Stewart sighed, then leaned forward confidentially. “Okay, I’ll give you at least one way I could have done it.”

      “Good. Because you’re not even a fricking wizard.”

      Stewart grinned from ear to ear. “And that’s why guys like you pay me to think outside of the box. You’re so invested in phenomenal cosmic power, you’d never see a guy coming up to you with a blackjack.”

      Düsseldorf grimaced, even baring teeth in his aggravation. “That’s not true!”

      Stewart said nothing. He pulled back his jacket to show off the pellet gun.

      Düsseldorf rolled his eyes. “That’s not always true!”

      Stewart sighed. “Right now, your best defense against invaders is the neighborhood ferry.”

      Düsseldorf frowned, confused.

      Stewart sighed. “You’ve taken the ferry your students use, right?”

      Düsseldorf shook his head. “I haven’t left the campus since I was hired.”

      With a growl, Stewart rolled his eyes. He muttered, “You gotta be kidding me,” and shifted in his chair to get more relaxed. “The kids get coins at orientation. They have to pay the ferryman to cross the water to get into the school. Those coins are difficult to fake. Their magic is in part runic, which is why salt wouldn’t affect it. Also, ocean magic is enhanced by salt water, but it requires the intervention of spirits—which is risky. Some claim they can ask angels instead… but it is rare.

      “Also, your ferry starts in Rockaway, Queens. And not the good part. I’m surprised half of your students even make it to the ferry.”

      Düsseldorf shrugged. “Many of our students live in the dorms.”

      Stewart refrained from rolling his eyes again. “That explains it. You should assign field trips into the rest of the city. That’ll get their heads out of the books.”

      Düsseldorf shifted uncomfortably. “We are a learning institution here, Stewart.”

      Stewart smiled. “Oh? If we’re going to be formal then, Dean, then I insist you call me Captain.”

      Düsseldorf took a healthy gulp of his scotch.

      Stewart leaned in. “To start with, your ferry security is terrible. Whatever magic you have won’t work against someone who knows that it’s there already. There are no cameras on the ferry itself. And there are no counters on this end—if there were, you’d know that the number of people who got on the ferry were fewer than who got on. All I had to do was jump over the side.”

      “But we have wards,” Düsseldorf insisted. “They should have caught you in the water.”

      “Salt water? Really?”

      Düsseldorf frowned. “All right. Maybe we have some problems, but—”

      Stewart smirked as he unbuttoned two more buttons from his collar. He pulled the shirt aside to reveal his tattoos. Not one inch of exposed skin was unmarked. But the tattoos weren’t artistic. They were runes and kanjis that allowed protection against several varieties of magic.

      Düsseldorf nodded slowly. “You realize that half of those tattoos would interfere with the magic of an actual magic user.”

      “Would it matter if it were pressed on in henna or a temporary sticker?” Stewart asked gruffly. “Besides, aren’t you the one who told me that salt and magic don’t mix? Did the Atlantic suddenly become a freshwater pond, and no one told me?”

      Düsseldorf took a bigger gulp. He studied him for a moment. “What about dealing with the student?”

      Stewart blinked, caught for once. “What? Did you want me to kill her?”

      Düsseldorf sputtered, “Of course not. I mean talking with her.”

      “I repeat my question.” He shrugged. “Though killing her wasn’t an option for a security audit.”

      Düsseldorf’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m surprised you managed to convince her you were a professor.”

      Stewart sipped his drink. “I’ve nearly been eaten on every continent by guys like you. It wasn’t exactly hard to lead her to the answer. I don’t need to fake knowing what I’m doing.”

      “Ever consider being a professor?”

      Stewart’s eyes narrowed. His face darkened. “Ever considered breathing through a tube?”

      Düsseldorf held up his hands. “Never mind. Didn’t think it was that bad an idea.”

      Stewart didn’t relax or relent in his glare. “Do you know how many of your alumni I’ve had to put down, because no one thought to do something as breathtakingly simple as burning all the black magic crap in existence?”

      Düsseldorf’s expression darkened to match Stewart’s. “Oh please, if we forget our history, we’d be doomed to repeat it. No one is taking down Holocaust camps.”

      “I don’t mean history. I mean the knowledge. And the problem with your analogy is that Auschwitz isn’t going to come to life and devour Poland on its own. Even reading that dark stuff will drive people insane. And no one is actively teaching people how to build new camps.”

      Düsseldorf frowned, but said nothing. Stewart didn’t push. “Now, how about you tell me why you wanted this done in the first place?”

      The dean sighed. “I inherited the position from my brother. He disappeared just over a year ago while traveling. No one’s even certain where to start looking. So you could say that I’m a little paranoid.”

      Stewart shook his head and fought a smile. “No such thing, especially in your position. You’re surrounded by too many magic users at a point in their lives when they could easily fall to the dark. The last thing you want is someone to talk a few of them into sacrificing their parents when they get home for Spring break.”

      Stewart placed the bourbon on the desk. “Here, let me give you a starter list.”

      He reached for his shirt pocket but stopped as an eerie glow filled the dean’s office. Stewart’s shadow spread over the dean’s face. The light source is behind me.

      Stewart turned in the chair. The office door throbbed in a bright red light. It only took him a moment to realize what was happening.

      Someone had placed an explosive rune on the door. The door was being converted to energy.

      “Drop!” Stewart barked. He dove for the floor and dragged the chair down with him, keeping the heavy chair between him and the door.

      Then the door exploded. The heavy wood turned into heavy splinters the size of pens. Some of them penetrated halfway through the chair cushions.

      It was Mary, the mousy student Stewart had met in the library. She still wore the same clothes as earlier. But she no longer wore her glasses. Her eyes were black voids, which said “mind control” as far as Stewart was concerned. In her right hand were three large rocks. Each rock had an explosive rune carved into them.

      Stewart brought his foot down on the chair like an ax, knocking loose one of the legs. He grabbed the leg and came to one knee. Mary picked a rock out of one hand and reared back with the other.

      Stewart hurled the chair leg underhanded as Mary threw the rock. The two projectiles met in midair. The explosion rocked the office, knocking books off shelves and slammed Stewart off his feet into Düsseldorf’s desk.

      Mary wound up for another throw. This one looked like more of a curve ball, so there was no anticipating its trajectory. Stewart grabbed the chair at the back and the edge of the seat, pushed to his feet, and hurled the chair as Mary threw the rock.

      The chair met the rock in midair and exploded, turning into splinters and fluff.

      Stewart stood, his eyes locked on Mary. He didn’t look over his shoulder at Düsseldorf. “Tell me you have something.”

      “My clothes are still damp with your salt water attack,” the Dean answered through gritted teeth. “And my office’s Magic dampening field can’t suppress her attacks fast enough.”

      Stewart’s mouth bunched at the corner. “That’s all right,” he muttered. He bent his knees and had both hands open and ready. The mind-controlled Mary reared back with the final rock.

      Stewart didn’t flinch. Mary was trying to kill Düsseldorf. Stewart was just in the way.

      Mary threw the rock.

      This time Stewart snatched the rock out of the air, the explosive rune landing in his palm.

      Mary’s face didn’t even break out into a smile. She just stared, waiting for the rock to explode.

      Stewart held his breath for a moment and finally let it go in a sigh of relief. He turned the rock around, showing the rune to Mary. The rune had stopped glowing. But now, a glow pulsed under Stewart’s shirt. The rune tattoos had absorbed the rock rune’s magic before it could detonate. He hadn’t used the trick often, and he could only do it once. But it was more than enough.

      Mary bared her teeth like a feral animal, and a growl came from her that sounded more like a bear than a girl. Mary reached back into her belt and pulled out a black knife with waves along the edge.

      Mary had an athame. He had no idea where it came from or what it could do. The last thing Stewart was going to do was try to find out what it did in the middle of the office.

      Mary charged, athame drawn back. Despite the length of the office, Mary didn’t run so much as bound along. She’d be on him in seconds.

      Stewart dove back over the desk and grabbed Düsseldorf. He shoved the dean to the floor behind the desk.

      “Close your eyes, cover your ears!” he barked at the dean. He did the same, then tapped a remote in his pocket.

      The flash-bang grenades on Dean Düsseldorf’s window exploded. The light was seven times brighter than the sun, enough to make eyes bleed. The sound was loud enough to rupture eardrums if one was too close.

      Stewart pushed to his feet. The magic his tattoo had absorbed had been channeled into keeping his head together when the flash-bangs went off.

      Stewart swung himself over Dean Düsseldorf’s desk. Mary was still standing, rocked by the light and the noise. Her eyes were shut, and her hands were clamped over her ears. She groaned in pain. Her athame was on the floor, burning a hole in the rug.

      Stewart frowned. Mary was still standing, despite all of that. How much more could she take before she was knocked out? He strode over to her and grabbed her by the shoulder, and cocked his fist back, ready to deck her.

      Mary’s eyes opened. They were plain brown. Without her glasses, she squinted at Stewart. “Professor?” she asked, confused. She blinked, then she screamed. “Professor! What’s happening? I can’t hear anything!”

      Stewart sighed as the tension left his body. Mary was fine. Her eardrums were ruptured. But she was herself again. Stewart couldn’t tell if the curse was knocked out of her by the shock, or if it ran out when the body was sufficiently damaged as to be useless… or even if it had a time limit.

      Stewart smiled at her and pulled over another chair and pointed to it. She sat and blinked, confused.

      Dean Düsseldorf stood up from behind the desk. He brushed himself off. He looked to the window. “What the hell was that?”

      Stewart smiled. “Flash-bangs. I put them on your window in case the fireworks display didn’t convince you of the havoc someone like me could do if they broke in.”

      Düsseldorf looked around at the shattered glass, and the books scattered all over his office. “I’m convinced.”
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        * * *

      

      Four hours and three pots of coffee later, Düsseldorf’s office was still being cleaned up. Stewart had poured in a shot of booze into his. He sipped at it and sagged back in the chair outside the Dean’s office. The Dean sat at his secretary’s desk. Stewart was happy for the other chairs. “Do we know what happened?”

      Düsseldorf nodded. “Someone put a curse in the index of Meeks’ Dueling Darkness: A Treatise on Black Magic.”

      Stewart winced. “Let me guess, thirteenth edition? The one from the library?”

      Düsseldorf nodded. “Yeah. Apparently, she wanted to read something in the index. The curse was just… there. It left instructions on where to find the athame. The curse compelled her to kill the Dean, no matter who’s in the chair. It used Mary’s knowledge. Thankfully, she didn’t know too much offhand. Though I’d swear that explosive runes as offensive weapons was a little too advanced for her.”

      Stewart grimaced. “My fault. It was part of helping her with the paper. She probably looked up a few before the curse got her.”

      Düsseldorf blinked. “It could have been worse. You could have taught her about something other than explosive runes.” He sipped some more coffee.

      Stewart frowned. “Any idea who was behind it? That edition only came out within the last five years. It couldn’t have been handled by too many people, right?”

      “It’s one of our most frequently used reference books.”

      Stewart’s eyes widened. “You’re using that piece of garbage? Meeks hasn’t been in a combat situation since World War II!”

      The Dean coughed discreetly. “World War I. He spent most of Two behind a desk.”

      Stewart’s eyes narrowed, but said nothing. “So do we think that this curse has been in the back of this edition for five years, or five days?”

      Düsseldorf shrugged. “We don’t know. Whoever did it could have wanted to kill me or my brother.”

      “Or anyone holding the position of Dean,” Stewart added. “I told you, this entire institution is a target. So’s anyone who comes here. It makes me glad I’m just a contractor.”

      Düsseldorf eyed him in a way that Stewart didn’t like. “You know, Mary is a first-semester student. You somehow encouraged her to learn second-year material? Are you sure you don’t want a job as a professor? You’re less likely to get shot teaching classes.”

      Stewart smiled. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      Manu Stewart had infiltrated high security facilities on every continent on the planet. How hard could college be?
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        A Cobratongue University Story

      

      

      Being different has always brought its problems, but Jason gets the added ‘benefit’ of being an entirely new, unnatural species on the planet. College is made all the harder as this undead vampire in a land of living ones needs to prove himself to the humans he may have hurt in the past. Necromancy in general is a mystifying concept to most students in Cobratongue University, so when Jason attends a class to learn about Lich, he gets a taste of a creature like him.

      Little does he know, he’ll have that chance to prove himself when campus is attacked by vicious vampires like him, and he’ll get to use his powers to protect the very people that shun him. This story takes place in the Cobratongue Saga. Jason is originally met in Cobratongue University: Professors & Kings.
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Learning of the Lich

      The first day of college tends to be daunting for most people, and Jason was no exception. The young gentleman stared toward his alarm with pure hatred, opening his mouth to let out a loud yawn and slamming a fist upon the button to shut up its beeping. Pulling a plush blanket away from his chest, he stumbled out of bed, looking to replace his bat-decorated pajama pants with torn jeans.

      Accomplishing his first task, he made his way to the fridge, eyeing some of the red liquid within. A scowl twisted on his face in disgust, but he would have no time to hunt down a meal at this hour. He was always rather sluggish at dusk. Running his jet-black claws through a mohawk of locs, the vampire resolved to suck it up, quite literally, and snatched up a bottle of blood. He proceeded to the microwave, refusing to suffer it cold.

      While it heated up, Jason made his way to the bathroom, grabbing a toothbrush for his fangs and grinning to flash them in the mirror. No wonder the humans were so afraid of him--his jaws were lined with daggers, not a blunt tooth to be seen. He chuckled to himself, recalling how that was one of the many things they got wrong. The undeath part, though...well, they were mostly wrong. For… normal vampires.

      You’re not normal though. Are you? he thought to himself, wincing slightly.

      He couldn’t help but dwell on that subject, especially as he inspected the scars on his greyish sepia skin. He’d throw on a shirt in a moment, but caught himself staring at the jagged, healed laceration across his chest where his heart had been ripped out: a reminder of just how unusual he was. Echoes of pain still reached him through his dreams, but he tried not to let it bother him too much. Years of working for the vampire royals had turned his skin to metaphorical stone, but even stone could chip.

      Ding!

      Delightful, breakfast was ready. More importantly, it was a distraction from his racing thoughts. Jason grimaced and turned away from the mirror, passing by his laundry basket and snatching up a solid black shirt. He had not studied human culture enough quite yet to get any fancy band shirt, but for him, it was secretly on the menu. He’d learned to decorate his eyes with black make-up, at least, which apparently looked wonderful on him.

      Anyway, Jason pulled out the jug of blood, letting out a sigh and placing it upon the table. Mustering up the patience, he began to chug it, warm liquid spilling into his mouth, some drops down the sides of his lips since he wasn’t the cleanest of eaters. He couldn’t help but shudder at the less-than-savory flavor.

      This would be so much better if I went after one of the ‘marked’, he thought. They were so utterly afraid of him anyway that hell knew he’d not gain permission to bite one like the living vampires on campus could. If I was a living vampire, still, though, I bet I could… Putting aside the fact that he’d worked for an evil ruler, of course.

      Anyway, prior to taking off entirely, he grabbed a second jug, this one full of faintly glowing blue liquid.

      Mana.

      It flowed through his veins, powering him where his absent heart could not. Without it, the necromantic magic keeping him alive would fade to leave him just a corpse. Something he wasn’t, not right now. More like… frozen in time, in some ways. On the edge of both life and death, at the same time.

      Different.

      Scowling, he grabbed his backpack, shoving a few textbooks into it. They were a mixture of subjects on magic, science, mathematics, human history, and more. Magic fascinated him the most, even if he could never be as advanced as the humans. He didn’t mind so much, considering his vampiric powers made up for it. Besides, it wasn’t as though he couldn’t learn it at all, he merely could not advance as far.

      The college student slung his backpack over his shoulder and exited his apartment, walking into the darkening night. Given the new moon and heavy cloud cover, the sky was pitch black, but the campus was decorated by various lit streetlights along the sidewalk.

      Thank goodness that days were getting shorter so that he could leave the parasol at home. The thing was useful for preventing Jason’s skin from lighting on fire due to the sunset’s dying rays, but it could be rather cumbersome and doubtlessly turned heads. While living vampires had sensitive skin, they didn’t burst aflame like him. Yet another reminder of how he was different.

      Though ever since he joined the city-protecting vampire gang known as The Crows, they’d welcomed him with open arms despite his dark past. They believed in redemption, and Jason was determined as hell to show he changed for the better.

      Not just through words, either--when Jason was finally released from that cell, he ended up protecting many human students by taking down campus attackers looking to endlessly torment them. Luckily, this gained him favor with his new family. However, even still among them, he was the odd one out.

      Plus, the large majority of humans still scorned him, not entirely believing how much he defended campus just by word of mouth. Perhaps it was time to address this issue with Ares, his ‘boss’.

      Speak of the devil… Wandering along a smooth pale concrete sidewalk, Jason couldn’t help but hone in on familiar vampires in the grassy field. Casually, he wandered closer, catching sight of someone specific.

      The boss.

      One of the most powerful vampires in the country, a breed known as a royal, was a professor here at the University. His name was Ares, leader of The Crows, elite protector of Elapid City.

      Anyway, Ares was a vampire with spikes for earrings going all the way down his pointed ears. He had several other piercings, like spider bites on one side of his lip and eyebrow hoops. He had a side-shaved haircut, with silky ebon hair tipped in red. He had quite a bit more scarring than Jason, in fact Ares’s pale flesh was littered with them. At the moment, he wore a leather jacket with chains hanging out of the pocket of his black jeans.

      The vampire gang leader said to the group, “So, ya gotta pay close attention to the blinkin’ bracelets. That means they’re marked and open to being bitten. They get a huge sum of money for it, it’s like their job. They opt into it if they want such a reward, understand? Absolutely NO use of venom. You’ll be killed if you use pain venom and imprisoned if you use paralyzing venom. Do NOT take too much. They will be brought to the health ward once bitten for a look-over and administered a spell to promote blood cell growth. This all make sense?”

      The vampires nodded, the varying straight, focused expressions indicating that they understood. With that, they were dismissed by Ares, free to wander around campus though under watch at first to ensure they understood the system. Jason watched a few of them wander toward some of the various brick buildings, some built to mimic the architecture of castles, some with marble columns for the aesthetic.

      When the area was clear, Jason moved closer to Ares, giving a bow, which caused the vampire gang leader to scoff. “What did I say about bowin’? Not needed! C’mon now, yer adapting to being a decent person well.” This vampire, to say the least, was odd. He sometimes kept up an accent that sounded Bostonian in nature, and sometimes had a Romanian accent. Jason couldn’t figure out why, really, nor did he ask. He straightened up, raising a brow and brushing a loc from his face. After a pause, he nodded.

      “Yes, boss. It is a force of habit from when I flew under Ash’s wing. Before I go to class, I wanted to inquire about a certain...issue,” Jason managed to say, shifting from foot to foot. Suddenly, he felt his stomach clench, and he had to avoid looking Ares in the eye.

      The gang leader tilted his head curiously and questioned, “What’s it? You alright?”

      After a pause, Jason blurted out, “No. Regardless of how much I help the gang, and campus, I will remain the odd one out. Never quite accepted for being…this. A freak.”

      Ares’s lip twitched for a moment as he processed what Jason said before bursting into laughter, clutching his stomach. Jason grew confused as the other vampire wiped a tear from his face.

      Then, Ares reached out and placed a hand on the confused gentleman’s shoulder. “Listen. You’re not a ‘freak’, alright? Least not in a bad way! Get that outta your head. We all have our odd issues, and ya made an interestin’ mistake in the past. So, you became something never seen before. We’ll help ya to fit in. After all, look at us!” Ares gestured to himself, then other gang members chatting around him.

      “We’re weird too, jus’ in a different way. But… I get it, yah. Listen, when I was hidin’ myself from the gang as a royal, and no one knew, I felt like the odd one out as well. Self acceptance is a long journey, and I might be soundin’ sappy, but eh. Yer not alone. Alright?” he asked.

      Jason rubbed the back of his neck, contemplating this. He wasn’t sure the boss understood, though maybe he did, just in a different way. Still, it wasn’t as easy as a pep talk. He opened his mouth to reply regarding the general negative attitude directed to him from humans, but something dawned on him.

      Suddenly, he froze. He pulled out his phone and checked the clock, only to realize…

      “Damn it. I will be late if I don’t get going now. Thank you, boss. That… helped,” Jason said to Ares, waving him a farewell. Not a total lie, because even if it didn’t resolve things, at least he got it off his chest.

      “Ya. HEY! Don’t forget to do your attack-magic homework, there MIIIIGHT be a pop quiz!” Ares shouted as Jason turned and began to speed-walk away. Jason chuckled, giving a nod over his shoulder, making a mental note to pay close attention to his note review.

      



  




Chapter 2

      As Jason approached a looming brick building with geometric arcways and large windows, labeled Deville’s Creature Studies, he glanced over to a group of humans standing in the grass. Though he was moving quickly, he spotted someone’s hand glowing brightly before, within their palm, a ball of flickering fire formed. Then, there was a flash of light as a student instantaneously transformed into a little songbird. They hopped about on the grass for a moment, chirping away.

      Though he feared humans learning magic prior to his change for the better, Jason had to admit, watching their powers blossom was pretty interesting. It would take decades of hard training to become extremely dangerous, but their determination was doubtless.

      That in mind, Jason entered the bestiary hall, darting by various paintings of eagle-headed lions and lion-headed men. Admittedly, this class fascinated him the most, and was the one he paid close attention to. Even Jason had no idea about the hundreds of thousands of magical creatures that existed throughout the realms, including on Earth. The humans had forced them into hiding, but many were emerging now that vampires ruled the planet openly.

      Which made this class extremely important for humans and those like him with limited knowledge. He gave a nod of respect to a woman he passed by who was covered in gleaming raven feathers up to her neck, and had wings rather than arms. She had bird’s legs as well, and in her claws was a mop. It wasn’t every day one saw a harpy janitor, but she was friendly despite having a somewhat scratchy voice.

      “Ooo, don’t be late this time, Jason,” the harpy screeched with a chuckle.

      Jason’s face flushed and he shrugged his shoulders, increasing his pace. “I am sure I won’t be, Ms.Strigi. Or, rather, I sincerely hope not.”

      Ms. Strigi reassured him by saying, “Not yet. Hurry hurry!”

      The vampire didn’t need to be told twice. Lucky for him, he arrived at a beautifully carved wooden door just in time, letting out a sigh of relief as he pushed it open and shuffled toward one of the few open seats in the room. By his clock, he had a mere 2 minutes before he’d be embarrassingly late--something that had happened several times now. At least he was getting better as he adapted.

      Strangely, he felt a gust of cold wind hit him. Due to his own odd magical biology, he wasn’t bothered by it in the least, but noticed a few shivering students that brought their jackets closer to them. Oh yes, Dr. Deville told us to bring jackets in an email, Jason thought, having forgotten one. Luckily, he didn’t need it.

      He glanced toward the rows of seats, ignoring the wary glances cast his way. Since the seating was formed in an acute angle, rows located farther away the more one went up, he had to climb stairs to find a spot. He was told this was like a ‘modern American movie theater’, whatever that meant. Eventually, he found a right-handed desk and placed his bag down, relieved to at least not have anyone sitting next to him.

      The students behind him, though, began to whisper, causing a scowl to form on his face. With his enhanced hearing, he could easily make out their words--they probably knew that, too. “Are we sure he’s changed? I don’t think someone just turns a new leaf that fast. Just last semester he wanted people like us in cages.”

      “I doubt it. He’s a monster, more so than the living vampires. At least living vampires have compassion. Whatever he is… we don’t even know if he has emotion left, or if he’s faking it.”

      “Hasn’t he rescued a few of us on campus?”

      “Tch. When I see it, I’ll believe it. He even radiates the cold. It’s freezing here, more so than the rest of the room. I wish he’d go sit somewhere else.”

      Jason narrowed his eyes and tried to tune them out, regretting his decision to listen. He felt a pang of both anger and guilt. How much did he have to do to prove himself?! Those idiots shouldn’t have to see it to believe it. Didn’t word spread fast? Or were they just blinded by the fact that they saw undead vampires as even worse than the living ones?

      Unlike living vampires, he radiated a chilling aura. While living vampires radiated heat due to their metabolism, his state resulted from the mana flowing through his veins. Like everyone needed another reminder as to what he was.

      I’m living too. Just another form of it. All of my organs work. All of my senses work. I retain my emotion, damn it! Jason thought to himself, baring his fangs and lowering his head. He rested his elbow on the table and his chin in his palm, his posture tense and his expression growing more sour.

      The classroom door opened again to reveal their professor striding in. Dr. Darcia Deville was a muscular woman with a dark skin tone just a few shades lighter than Jason’s. Her hair, sparkling like onyxes in the light, spilled down her back in waves. Just like seemingly every other professor on campus, she was covered in scars. One of her eyes was a deep brown tinged in red, but the other was glazed over with yet another scar over it. She didn’t seem too bothered by this. Today, she wore a choker with long spikes, complemented with some reddish makeup that went beautifully with her complexion, and simple jeans with a white T-shirt that had a paw print on it.

      The Tasmanian Devil shapeshifter had a white rat resting on her shoulder, one that was equally as scarred. Jason could sense that the animal was really just someone in ‘familiar form’, or a simple shapeshifting spell anyone could utilize if they practiced it. Granted, the rat had been here out of form with the professor several times before, so Jason already knew who it was.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the professor reaching the front of the classroom and turning to address the students. She cleared her throat, her one eye glinting in a serious manner. “Greetings, students,” Dr. Darcia said, placing her hands on her hips. “Today’s lesson will be a bit stressful for some of you. I wanted to warn you right now, and I know I said it in the email, but reiterating it is important. You need to be able to handle creatures like this and battle either with or against them. Granted, if you can handle vampires that slaughtered many of you, you can probably handle this… but… well. You’re about to meet one of the undead.”

      Several eyes fell upon Jason, who shrank in his chair. Darcia gave an aggressive, guttural growl, causing the attention to snap back to her. “Something VISIBLY undead.” With that, she approached a tall, wide door that led to a large room. Creatures waited in there to be introduced to the class, and with that warning, many students leaned forward in anticipation.

      The professor reached out and closed her clawed hand on the door, pulling it open to reveal the mystery behind it. A resounding gasp cascaded from the class as the creature who emerged was a sight to behold.

      A floating human skeleton took their place in the center of the room, garbed in a long white lab coat. Their ribs jutted out, absent of anything in the cavern of bone. A glowing blue string-like substance seemed to act as threads to connect the bones. The substance formed in the area of a right missing femur to replace the lost bone as well. On top of their head was a black hat with a feather of the same color coming out from the center.

      Within their hands was a cup of blue liquid. They gazed out at the room with eyeless sockets, not a sign of life within them. After a pause, the skeleton opened their mouth to speak. Their voice was feminine in nature. “Greetings. I am Dr. Lisa Jones. I bear no ill will or harm. In fact, I was eager to meet the class of such an intelligent researcher. I was a woman born in the early 1800s when...something ah, unfortunate happened, and I became a lich. Regardless, I’m here, and it is a pleasure.” She gave a bow, her jaw chattering a bit.

      Jason’s eyes widened considerably at the lich, rubbing his arm. He’d seen the walking dead before, but not like this. He couldn’t recall a zombie stripped of all flesh, and this lich woman was just bone.

      A dead silence settled on the class as they took everything in. The silence was broken by someone in the back breaking into tears, trying to be as quiet as possible. The scent of fear permeated the room, and the lich drew her hands in toward her chest, as if extremely nervous. Darcia reached up and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder joint.

      The professor returned her gaze to address the class. “Now that you have your initial reactions out of the way, suspend your bias. Dr. Jones here is a wonderful person and has contributed to a ton of magical research from the shadows. As you can probably already tell, this lesson is on the lich.” She turned and made her way behind the desk at the front, pressing a few keys on her laptop before starting up the projector. “As usual, you will be emailed the powerpoint, so you don’t need to take notes other than what is discussed out loud today absent from it.”

      Hushed whispers began to billow forth from the students, though Jason tuned them out. His eyes were locked upon the lich in fascination. He had yet to meet a sentient undead being like himself aside from other undead vampires. His kind was new as of less than a year ago, so they had no idea their own biology either.

      Darcia continued, “Now, there are three types of lich on Earth. The zombified variant, the frozen variant, and what Dr. Jones is--the skeletal variant. Please take note of the substituted glowing blue bone you see on her. This is actually hardened mana, yes, the same substance we use for our magical fuel. The lich’s biology allows it to manifest its mana into structures like that and maintain it. Normally, skeletal lich don’t feel strong emotion, but that isn’t the case with Dr. Jones, who is a rare exception.”

      The lich nodded her skull, wringing her bony hands. She clicked her jaw together before fixing her sockets on Darcia. The professor waved her hand to indicate it was her chance to speak. The lich looked back toward the class, floating a bit closer, much to the dismay of some human students, who shuddered visibly.

      Dr. Jones said, “Lich like me are mana vampires and can draw it from living creatures. This does not kill you, but severely weakens you and renders you unable to cast until you restore it. We can intake mana like normal beings, however our power gain grows more potent if we sap it from others.” Several students flinched at this new information, causing the lich to wave a bony hand. “Oh, no, do not worry! I bring no harm and have willing donors, my assistants, you see!”

      They remained unconvinced, but Jason had other curiosities he wanted to know pertaining to him. Slowly, he raised his hand, causing the professor’s eye to land upon him. “Yes, Jason?” Darcia asked.

      “What would happen to those given life by mana should a lich drink it from them entirely? Would they perish?” he asked. He wasn’t afraid of the answer by any means; in fact, it excited him. He loved facing dangers head on, and this tidbit of knowledge would be wonderful to know for future reference.

      Dr. Jones turned her attention to Jason and nodded her skull. Her jaw clicked in thought for a moment before she said, “I have devoured the essence of another lich before. I took all, and it killed them.” Seeing several faces drain of color, she waved her hands again quickly. “Oh, they were evil! An evil lich. Our species clash with one another at times! Aha, really, there is no need for the alarm.” Her tone of voice was edged with anxiety now, much to Jason’s surprise. It made her feel more...alive.

      Darcia’s eyes were fastened upon Jason curiously, and she motioned him up to the side of the class as Dr. Jones continued to speak.

      



  




Chapter 3

      In a low voice, the professor asked as Jason arrived, “I’m curious. Can I do a comparison point for the class? You can decline if you would like. I’ll enlist the help of this idiot too.” She poked the rat on her shoulder, who hissed in irritation. A smirk crossed her face at this.

      Jason chuckled and nodded, providing a kind smile with the hint of fangs. “I am always willing to help, yes. This is surely an opportunity for you. The other students might not appreciate my presence, but that does not stop me.”

      Not appreciating me being here is an understatement, of course, Jason thought to himself.

      Darcia nodded, saying in a serious tone, “I’m glad you don’t let their scorn get to you too much. Hopefully they will realize you’ve changed for the better. You shouldn’t have to prove yourself further, but here we are.”

      The undead vampire rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. If only she knew how much it did get to him. Oh well, no time to dwell now. Rather, he walked over to where Darcia directed him, now standing next to the lich. He didn’t gawk rudely, but rather focused on the frowning faces of his fellow students as the professor wandered back over herself.

      Their professor reached up to her shoulder, allowing the rat to crawl onto it. Then, she kneeled down, letting the creature take its place on the floor. The rat skittered to the other side of Jason, so that the three were standing in a line. Then, it shimmered for a moment, shifting into its true form.

      Standing shoulder to shoulder with Jason was a tall, muscular vampire with pale flesh dotted with laceration scars. His dyed-white hair was slicked back and fell down to his shoulders. He had many golden piercings, including some rings on his eyebrow and down the cartilage of a ripped ear. His ears were rounded, unlike Jason’s. His crimson eyes also didn’t have a glow, which was another variation from the undead vampire. He wore a simple, torn grey shirt and tattered jeans.

      The professor moved toward the three humanoids presented in front of the class, clapping to get everyone’s attention. “Look here. This is a rare opportunity for comparison, alright? We have a lich, an undead vampire, and a living vampire. My darling Robert Smoke here decided to volunteer as a lab rat again, thank you.” She patted the white-haired vampire on the head for a moment, prompting him to roll his eyes and snicker. Otherwise, he made no comment.

      Now, Darcia looked back to the class. “Alright. As you can see, Smoke’s eyes do not have a glow to them, which is something present on our undead vampire, Jason. Standing next to Smoke, I can feel him radiating heat, unlike either Jason or Dr. Jones, who are radiating cold. Dr. Jones, however, has the most freezing of auras.”

      Darcia paused to let that sink in, then continued. “As we all know, Smoke is warm because of his high metabolism, whereas the other two are cold because of their manaflow. It’s just the result of the magical and chemical reactions keeping them alive. Jason was a born living-vampire prior to a ritual, and we can tell by his pointed ears. Smoke, however, might be a living vampire, but he started off as human. I know in human myth, ‘turned’ vampires generally are undead, but we all know the truth is a species’ conversion from one living entity to another. That isn’t the case when going from a living species to undead. Theoretically… Someone could start off as a human, get turned into a living vampire, converted into undead, and finally become a lich. The chances of surviving each transitional state are extremely low, however, so that entire process is highly unlikely. Which is a good time to move on to the final part of our lesson.”

      Jason returned to his seat soon after, thinking all of this information through. He jotted down a few notes on this subject, then glanced up as Robert Smoke, the living vampire ‘example’, took a seat in a corner in the front of the room. Dr. Jones remained floating there, her hands still close to her ribcage nervously.

      She said, “The lich are experts in necromancy. We can raise the dead with ease. We might not die of old age, but the process of being transformed into a lich is extremely rare to survive. An overuse instance of necromancy, 99% of the time, results not in a lich, but in death. When it does happen, we have a short period of roughly a day to store our soul into a phylactery. This is an object that, if destroyed, kills the lich.” She clicked her jaw together before giving a bow. “I will be here for a while after class to answer any questions.”

      Following this, the lich delved into details of her life a bit more, and how she’d contributed to science and magic even after death. This eased the students up a bit more, though several were still tense. By the time class was dismissed, Jason’s head was swimming with information, but he was thrilled to have met another undead creature.

      He exited the hall, having some time to himself before the next class. No stars twinkled above due to the cloud cover, but he didn’t mind. According to his weather app, it wasn’t due to rain until tomorrow. He glanced toward several students shuffling away from him, who provided a nasty look to his glare. Sure, this wasn’t a way to earn their favor, but he was particularly annoyed. The humans need to learn to accept change, he thought to himself, shaking his head. Thank the gods some were more open minded than others.

      After finding a wooden bench to pass the time on, Jason lounged about, removing a handheld video game from his bag. He’d been introduced to these forms of human entertainment for initial good behavior, and then further upon joining the gang.

      After a while, Jason felt a sudden chill, which was surprising given his aura. He looked up to see Dr. Jones floating away from the hall, with several students rushing away to avoid running into her. Curiosity got the better of him, and he stood up, making his way over to the lich.

      Her skull hung a little as she wrung her hands constantly, turning to try and greet people only to be met with fear. Some students weren’t afraid, but were too busy rushing to another class to talk. Jason was an exception--he gave the lich a wave before approaching. She raised her skull and tilted it curiously.

      “Hello there, Dr. Jones,” Jason began politely, resisting the urge to bow. Such a force of habit might take a while to be rid of. Anyway, Dr. Jones nodded her head in greeting, providing a small wave.

      “Hello there. Ah, you were the unusual vampire in Dr. Deville’s class, who allowed her to compare! What is your name?” she asked softly.

      “My name is Jason. Indeed, I am. The lesson as a whole was fascinating,” he said, reaching up to tap a claw upon his light stubble. Several stares were on them, thankfully more of curiosity than anything. The vampire really did not want any more scorn right now. “I didn’t think I would run into you around here.”

      “Ah yes, I wanted to get some fresh air… even though I do not need to breathe… Yours was the last class, so I’m not spoiling the surprise for anyone. My senses still work, so the scent of the outdoors is calming,” Dr. Jones said, motioning toward the forest. “Though someplace quiet might be nice. Might I ask you to join me? I am very curious, I will admit, about what you are.”

      Jason nodded, standing up and stashing his handheld into his backpack. “So long as I can ask questions as well.” Truthfully, one might question whether he was being wise going along with a mana-’vampire’, but he trusted Dr. Darcia Deville wholeheartedly. She was among the most respected people at the university, and if she found Dr. Jones was safe, then he did too.

      The two wandered toward a forest of pines, to which Dr. Jones stared at for a long while with her eyeless gaze. Finally, she asked, “Do you think there’s monsters in there? Scarier ones than us?”

      Jason furrowed his brow and scratched at the short stubble on his chin. “Maybe. I’ve fought off vampires who want to torture the humans for the hell of it. They’re certainly monsters. I...was one, at some point, who wanted to shove them into cages. It’s why they are wary. I’ve changed, but I cannot blame them for scorn too much. However, at the same time, I wish they would realize that is not me anymore.”

      Dr. Jones nodded, running her digits over her humerus. “I see. I wish you the best for swaying them, Jason. They...seem to be afraid of me. This was to be expected, however. In terms of my question, other vampires can be monsters, yes. But make no mistake, your kind are not the only fanged ones to prowl. I can only hope those in power do not enlist the aid of cryptids.”

      “Cryptids exist?” Jason asked. He’d heard human skeptics questioning such magical creatures, but did not consider it much himself when he was enlisted under a different royal. With many emerging from the shadows, those monsters being on the list was less than surprising.

      “They do, just not how humans have written them,” Dr. Jones said, waving a bony hand. “Much like your kind. Speaking of which, you are an anomaly. Born of a ritual. You should not exist. How exactly did you come to be? You and I...we are very alike.” Her tone was tinged with curiosity.

      Jason wanted to ask more about the idea of mysterious monsters, but his hand flew toward his chest, and he closed his eyes. “...My sire ripped my heart out. That was the last thing I felt before waking up like...this. I became like him. The very monster in the humans’ writings. Some of it is right. I burn in the sun, it’s some sort of side effect of the ritual. Some of it’s all wrong… I’m burned by the blood of Hades, or objects enchanted by him. I believe it’s because his blood was used in the ritual to sire the first undead vampire. My sire.”

      The lich clicked her jaw and turned her skull as she heard the sound of rustling in the trees. A chilling breeze settled, one caused by neither Jason nor her. This couldn’t be anything important, could it? Autumn was sometimes cold in this region. Still, Dr. Jones focused on a shadow she swore she saw in the distance before refocusing on Jason again.

      “Fascinating. Thank you for telling me this. In all of my research, I have never heard of such a ritual. I became an assistant to Charles Darwin, you see. But...certain stories and animals fascinated me. Magical anomalies, not that I knew at the time. When I discovered magic buried away by our higher-ups, I was a laughingstock. I became a good, compliant woman, and researched within my bounds. But my curiosity got the better of me. I found the skeleton of some unknown animal. I sensed magical properties. I...wanted to raise it to study. There was an ancient book that told the secrets of necromancy. I practiced in order to raise it. My magic backfired during a… different situation. Long story short. Here I am,” the lich scientist explained. No doubt, there were missing fragments to the story, especially when it came to her turning. “Cryptids have always fascinated me. Especially after I confirmed several,” she said, quickly changing the subject.

      “You confirmed--” Jason began, but suddenly was cut off by a bone-chilling wailing coming from deeper in the forest.

      



  




Chapter 4

      Dr. Jones’s tone shifted to an eerie one with a slight edge of fear. “Jason. That was the scream of a spirit. Is this forest haunted?” the lich scientist asked, turning to fix him in an eyeless stare. The vampire gave a half-shrug, his glowing red eyes glaring off into the distance. He drew his tongue over his lips, a light grin settling on his face.

      “No idea. But perhaps we’re in for some action,” he growled, craving the potential bloodshed. His bloodlust had a place, for perhaps this was another chance to show the damn humans that he meant his change.

      The screams increased in volume, and soon white figures began to rush past the lich and the vampire, out from the depths of the forest and toward center campus. Well, that was new, and whatever it was moved far faster than it could hope to be evacuated.

      The lich and vampire exchanged a ‘glance’ (as much as an empty skull could, anyway), and began to run/float back to where they’d come. Jason was faster than Dr. Jones, so arrived at the grisly scene first.

      Several students were shrieking in agony, on the ground and covered in their own blood, which was pouring from them to an alarming degree. Lacerations lined their arms and legs, their skin ripped open by translucent attackers. Said enemies were humanoids without the lower half of their bodies, who were shrouded in various bits of flowing cloth, their mouths far too wide to be natural. Their sockets were eyeless, dripping out some black substance that held no scent.

      The grassy field began to form frost since these fiends were so cold. Seeing the humans under attack, Jason burst into action, utilizing his vampiric speed to dart in front of someone being attacked and attempting to rip the spirit away. His hands went right through them, but his claws nicked the thing’s own hardened blade-like nails.

      The entity released the human for a moment and turned, fixing Jason in its horrifying glare. It paused, hair flowing like ribbons behind it. When it opened its mouth, its jaw was lined with serrated fangs, quite like his. It let out a scream that ripped at the vampire’s ears, forcing him to stumble back. He then fell onto his buttocks, letting out a loud, angry snarl.

      Then, it suddenly lunged at him, tackling him to the ground and grabbing the sides of his face. “Youuuuu’re like the masssssterssss…. Join us… rip shred… feed… do what you were made to…” the fiend hissed in an ethereal voice that seemed to have an echo.

      That’s when the thing let out a loud howl of agony, a beam of black-colored magic slamming into its side. Suddenly, what looked like glowing blue veins formed vessels within the thing, and its opacity increased tenfold. An ear-splitting scream erupted from the thing again, but Jason took this opportunity to check whether or not he could attack it now.

      He raised his claws, and they split through the thing like gelatin. Well, that worked, at least. He shredded the being further, then grabbed his bag, rapidly pulling out a first aid kit.

      “Here,” he said to the shuddering student, who suffered ribbons of blood gliding down their flesh. “Stay still and let me help you.” He then proceeded to dress their wounds with disinfectant and gauze.

      While he did this, Dr. Jones floated past him and gasped. “Mirror spirits?! I have not seen cryptids in such numbers in five years!”

      Mirror spirits?! Are you serious? Jason thought to himself, letting out a hiss of alarm. None of the spirits seemed to target the vampires, either--they were fastened on humans, clawing them open. Jason finished dressing the other student’s wounds, then stood up, narrowing his eyes.

      “I was able to stop one just now, but there’s so many, and they seem to just fade out at will,” the vampire snarled.

      Dr. Jones clicked her jaws together and waved her hand. “That’s why I shot a spell at it--my necromancy forced solidification. If we don’t find the source, their mirror, though, we will be overwhelmed. One step at a time! I will force them out, and you will have to shred them. Let’s do this.”

      With that, Jason rushed forward, acting as a butcher to, well, ghosts, he supposed. This debacle admittedly baffled him, but he did as he was told, rescuing several students from further damage and distributing gauze. He wasn’t alone, either, as some living vampires darted in to help as well. Several spilled out from the hospital, which caused the chaos to be ever on the increase.

      When there was finally a moment of peace, Jason looked over his shoulder to the forest. His enhanced sight allowed him to spot glowing red eyes… like his. The vampire whirled, fixing his eyes upon Dr. Jones.

      The lich had her hand thrust out, sucking blue energy straight from the ectoplasm puddles of downed spirits. Her aura glowed brighter, and she clicked her jaw with satisfaction. She was avoided by the humans and vampires rushing around, and made no move to try and steal their mana. While that didn’t reassure them in the chaos, it confirmed what she’d said in class.

      Dr. Jones lifted her skull to fix her sockets on Jason. He jerked his chin toward the forest, where more spirits began to spill out. Then, she spotted what he did. “I will hold the line here!” she shouted to him. “Go! Take care of the problem at the source!”

      Satisfied, Jason let out a loud growl and bunched up his muscles, launching himself toward the attackers. He shoved several of his locs out of his face as he entered the shadows of the forest, dodging between a few trees.

      “GLORY TO THE SIRE!”

      Jason almost ran face-first into another vampire, letting out a snarl of surprise. “The hell did you just say?!” Jason snapped, drawing his claws and lashing her across the cheek. He could sense her aura--it was freezing, like his.

      Her skin was a sickly pale, and blonde hair spilled down her back with streaks of blue in it. Her blade-like fangs were bared in a sneer toward him as blood seeped out of the lacerations Jason left on her face. She didn’t even flinch, and rather began to stalk around Jason.

      “I said, ‘glory to the sire’. The one that you abandoned, Jason. There’s a chance to return, you know. Surely you feel that pull. The humans are livestock. I am unsure what changed your mind, but you must return. The shepherds here care far too much for their sheep, and you’re included in that,” she said in a silky, but aggressive, voice. She was garbed in a red and golden outfit, one decorated with bats.

      “...He’s back?” Jason asked breathlessly, his voice tinged with fear for the first time in a while. He shook the fear away, his hand suddenly shooting out and wrapping around the other undead vampire’s throat. He brought his face close to hers and snarled, “You can tell him and his ilk that I’m not interested. This is my home now. I will fight fang and claw to defend that.”

      He threw her to the ground and made to pounce, but she was too quick, and suddenly shoved him from behind against a tree. A hand held him by the back of his neck as her voice snarled into his ear, “He is not. We do not know his location. But his loyal followers will claim his kingdom for him, and it will be here for when he returns. You will serve with us, whether willingly or not.”

      Like hell was Jason going to accept that. The vampire bucked, shoving back with all of his strength and throwing her off. Then, he whirled, charging for her and snapping his jaws upon her arm. Blood flowed into his mouth, cold but delicious. Evidently undead vampires could still appreciate blood from their own twisted kind. From there, he ripped off a chunk of flesh, spitting it aside before going for another. A sickening squelch sounded through the air, satisfying, delicious. In retaliation, his enemy sliced him across the face and neck with her claws, which was payback for his initial attack. His flesh was ripped open like a serpent bursting from its shed skin.

      Regardless of their battle here, however, it was evident by the white forms rushing past the two battling undead vampires that the spirit source was still very much active. Therefore, Jason abandoned his target so quickly that she was shocked momentarily from pursuing him. Suddenly he was there, then he was not.

      Jason rushed through the forest, utilizing his senses to locate where others like him, unfortunately, could be. His glowing red eyes fell upon a group of undead vampires, too many to take on himself. Having to think fast, he skidded to a stop in front of them, panting.

      A male vampire with tanish skin, long black hair, and garbed in the same uniform as the woman Jason had just attacked glanced over to him. In his claws was a mirror, one that was glowing with an eerie blue light. From the mirror burst forth several ghostly white figures that glided relentlessly toward center campus, where attacks were currently underway.

      Recognition flashed in his eyes as he stared at Jason, tilting his head. Before he spoke, however, Jason opened his mouth and said, “Wait. I have been informed the sire has returned. These disgusting fiends have held me under lock and key. You know I was among the most loyal of subjects. I seek to return, to reclaim the kingdom.”

      The vampire holding the mirror scowled, the group of them exchanging glances. Doubt was evident on all of their faces, but Jason didn’t need them to believe him. He just needed to shock them for a brief moment so he could lunge forward and tackle the vampire down!

      Glass shattered as Jason punched the mirror, shards of it embedding into his flesh and the holder’s. More blood poured from the wounds, the sharp pieces jutting out rather uncomfortably and staining with the vampire’s blood. Not only that, but suddenly, claws were sinking into his back and shredding it. Honestly, Jason didn’t care. He’d succeeded in his mission here, and now his goal was to survive.

      He attempted to twist away from the other vampire, but only ended up tossed aside, then on his back with fangs shoved against his throat. Jason wore a shit-eating grin, unable to help himself but laugh. “Couldn’t convince you for even a minute more, eh underlings?” he asked, running his tongue over his lips in triumph.

      His enemy tossed aside the broken mirror, useless now that it had shattered. He then raised his fist and punched Jason, hard, in the shoulder, causing searing pain to rip through the vampire. He’d heal this, but it might take longer than he needed right this moment.

      The other undead vampire snarled, “You’ve grown soft, Jason. You cannot deny that you are ascended. Far more powerful than any living vampire. All of them, this entire campus, are livestock. We will bleed their food dry so they weaken, then pounce and gorge upon their blood. They had resilience to the bloodlust, I will admit. No reports of frenzy despite their livestock bleeding in large amounts. Regardless. You will join us, whether you seek to or no--”

      Chains edged with spines lashed out from between the trees, wrapping around the male vampire’s throat and throwing him against a tree again and again. The other undead vampires hissed in alarm, looking one way, then another. More chains followed, wrapping around them and tearing through flesh, sending out sprays of cold blood splattering against the trees.

      One grisly set of chains separated a vampire from his limbs, arms and legs ripped off with several crack’s, quite like humans when they broke lobster claws to devour the flesh within. Screams of agony erupted from the vampire as his eyes exploded shortly after when the chains proceeded to weave into them like maggots burying into flesh.

      From the shadows emerged Ares, who shouted, “Hey, good job with the mirror Jason! Now it’s my turn to save your ass!” Jason grunted and closed his eyes in relief, rubbing at his bleeding cheek with his good hand. He then began to pick out the mirror shards from his fist as Ares disposed of a few enemies.

      The terrifying royal vampire lunged for one of the ensnared undead vampires, sinking his jaws into his neck and tearing it out. He chewed on the chunk of flesh and swallowed it, taking delight in his feast. He, however, was far from done.

      Blood covered him as he cackled with glee, lunging to rip through another vampire’s chest only to recall that this breed had no heart. “Oh, well that isn’t fun. I’ll fuck you up in a different way, then.” He proceeded to raise his claws and lash downward, disemboweling her and pulling out her innards. He was celebrating as if this was confetti at a party.

      At this sight, naturally, the remainder of the vampires fled into the forest. Ares dropped his now very-dead target and gave a boyish giggle, launching into the deep-woods after them.

      Meanwhile, despite one of Jason’s arms being useless, he needed to carry on and return to center campus. The mirror might be shattered, but the remainder of the spirits were still attacking, judging by the distant screaming. He weaved past some pine trees, leaping over several winding roots before returning to the scene. About a dozen spirits remained, clawing at several students as Dr. Jones shot spells to solidify them.

      Jason wasted no time in lunging for one of the spirits ripping into the arms of a student he recognized--someone part of the pair who was heckling him earlier in class. He didn’t hesitate upon realizing this, rather pulled the spirit away and began to tear into it with his claws. The spirit shrieked in his face, spitting a black substance, probably some form of blood, onto his cheek as he continued, relentless. Once it was rendered into ribbons, Jason turned and knelt by the human, inspecting their wounds and returning to his first aid.

      A breathless voice hit his ear. “T-thank you… s-sorry for doubting you… Jason… augh… the pain…” Jason blinked, not expecting an apology, but shook his head.

      “Look, just hang in there. I’ll get you to the hospital in one moment.” He looked over his shoulder, spotting a remainder of three spirits. Considering the other vampires were occupied, he took it upon himself to rip through one. He hated abandoning this person here, but he’d get people to the hospital when this was all over, and several vampires were rushing to drag people off to the ward anyway.The immediate threat happened to be the ghosts trying to tear people to shreds, of course.

      For now, it was time to clean up the final players in this attack.

      



  




Chapter 5

      Jason faced off against the final spirit, something solidified due to Dr. Jones’s spells, but which was larger than the rest. The spirit had long, flowing hair and a soft jawline, feminine in nature. Their jaws opened wider and wider, beyond the capacity that it really should. The wail that cascaded from the pit of its soul caused Jason to tense up and let out a hiss.

      He, however, wasn’t about to back down. He drew his claws and began to slice at the spirit, glancing over toward some approaching vampires. His allies.

      “Bring the wounded to the hospital!” he demanded, narrowing his glowing red gaze. “They need it. I will handle this.”

      SLICE!

      He took a deep hit to the cheek, which only worsened his initial wounds from his battle in the forest. Baring his fangs, he crouched and leaped at the spirit, sinking his jaws into its mass and ripping out a gelatin-like substance. It tasted of chalk and cobwebs, forcing him to gag and stumble back. Tears glided down his cheeks as, the more he fought, the more wounds he took.

      The spirit dodged another attempt from him to lock his jaws on its limbs, utilizing long, blade-like claws to slice him across the eye this time. He jerked his head back in time to reduce the depth of the wound. Therefore, his skin weaved together and healed the damage.

      Now, it was Jason’s turn. His own claws spread as he ripped another chunk from the spirit, this time half of its face. A black substance continued to pour from it, much to Jason’s disgust. It continued to be absent of any scent, which alarmed the vampire.

      When the spirit lunged to lock jaws on Jason’s arm, he spun out of the way and let out a cackle. This dance of battle invigorated him. He lunged forward and back, removing as many bits from the spirit as possible. The clashing vampire and ghost exchanged several more blows, Jason keeping his calm despite being on the edge of a frenzy.

      Finally, however, Jason dealt the last blow, drawing back his fist and punching the spirit, forcing it to glide back. It was as tangible mentally, apparently, as a living opponent, so Jason took this opportunity to pounce and bring it down. How it had ‘brain function’, the vampire had no idea, but he wasn’t about to allow this opportunity to slip through his fingers. He ripped the flowing substances apart bit by bit, ignoring the screaming that sounded in his ear the entire time.

      Thankfully, the evil spirit was vanquished, and he was kneeling there trying to catch his breath. Jason rubbed his temples and stood up, rolling his shoulders back and narrowing his gaze. He met the eyes of the other student that’d been behind him in class--a woman whose friend he’d rescued just moments before.

      There was no scorn within her expression now. He raised a brow as her eyes watered, and he held up a hand as she opened her mouth to speak. “Don’t say sorry. You were wrong about me. I’m aware of that already. Let’s just get you to the hospital.” Having taken the words out of her mouth, Jason helped her walk along until she arrived at the very bustling ward. He picked up a few other wounded students along the way, nodding to other vampires doing the same.

      He entered a large building marked ‘Campus Hospital’ with a red plus symbol beneath the words. Wasting no time, he walked through the pristine white halls, sterile as evident by the strong scent of chemicals wafting through the area. The staff were rushing around, to the point where the humans Jason was aiding weren’t addressed for several minutes. When they were finally taken care of, Jason turned to take his leave.

      “Wait,” the classmate he’d rescued called out, causing him to turn his head and raise a brow. “Thank you,” she said sincerely, giving a light smile. Grinning, Jason returned it before continuing on his way.

      His shoulder was already starting to heal, though would certainly ache over the next few days. He was most certainly still feeling everything and had full use of his nerve endings despite being undead.

      He arrived at the center of campus again to survey the area. The grass was stained with several puddles of blood, and his stomach clenched as he wondered if there were any corpses carted away from the attack this time.

      After a moment, he spotted a floating skeleton with a completely tattered lab coat, and no hat to be seen on her skull. She was wringing the joints on her hands as he approached, though her demeanor shifted as she allowed her arms to hang there. She tilted her skull, providing the vampire a small wave.

      “Thank you for your help,” Jason said, motioning around the campus. Several students limped off with the aid of vampires, and soon the area was cleared. Every student and professor that passed by was as tense as a snake about to strike. Several vampires darted toward the pine forest, no doubt to hunt down the remaining enemy vampires and figure out exactly how they got into the forcefield surrounding campus. Jason himself was too exhausted to join for another probable battle.

      The lich scientist nodded her skull. “Some students, at least, are less afraid of me now. I think we make a great team, Jason. But you emanate power. You do not utilize your necromancy potential. Do you?”

      Jason ran his tongue over his lips, slowly shaking his head. He looked away from her, rubbing the back of his neck. “No. It is not something I am ready to explore. I’ve sensed my affinity for it since being turned into… this. But I have avoided it.”

      “Why?” she asked, clicking her jaw.

      A long pause washed over them, and Jason replied quietly, “I do not want to drag the dead from their graves and potentially deny them of free will. It just does not seem right. I know there are ways to pull their souls from the underworld, but I am not quite ready yet.”

      Dr. Jones nodded, floating closer and tapping the edge of her lower jaw. “You might never be ready, Jason. Your skills could be potent...you could raise the dead for a good cause. I think a way around this is to ask the souls. If they are not reborn yet, they could give permission for use of their bodies in combat. However… in a tough situation, sometimes, you might need to make morally questionable decisions. Especially if it is to protect those still alive.”

      “Is that what happened to you?” Jason blurted out, his hands flying up to his mouth as he instantly regretted the tone-deaf question.

      The tone of the lich’s voice did not change to offended, but rather, melancholy. “Yes. I held the same views as you, Jason. I hesitated. Someone very close to me died that day, where I could have utilized my talents and saved them. Following that, if only I had not fallen into deep grief after my sister was slain, I would not have been compelled to try and raise her, soul included. A skill far beyond my reach at the time.” She motioned to herself, then turned away. “Do not turn out like me. Practice, Jason. And if the situation falls in line with your talents, where you must raise a corpse to save someone, do not hesitate. I will see you around--perhaps even as a professor here. Get some rest, please.” With that farewell, she floated away, leaving the vampire to mull things over in his mind.

      Then, however, a hand fell upon his good shoulder, causing him to wince and hiss. Jason turned his head to stare at Ares, letting out a sigh of relief.

      “Ya did good,” the vampire gang leader said with a proud tone. “No casualties. They got through a hole in the magical force field… undead vampires. Like you.” Jason winced, but the gang leader continued. “Jus’ like livin’ ones attack here constantly, too. Yet you stood yer ground against others ‘like you’. Like living vamps versus other living ones. We’re all freaks in this world, bud. We stand against what’s taken over Earth and wants to bring pain and suffering. Many see all vampires as evil cause of the changes in the world. We stand against that. You too. Livin’ or not.”

      The tension in Jason’s muscles he didn’t know he had was released as he let out a sigh of relief. The undead vampire gave Ares a huge grin, but that soon faded into a light frown. “Attacks seem to be more persistent, boss. How long will it take for the humans to learn magic and counteract this? The first generation of strong mages?”

      “Unfortunately, it will take several years. At least four for intermediate power. Not enough to face off against royal assholes like me… but enough to defend themselves against general vampires. For now, it’s our job to protect them and the harmony here. Yer welcomed and included in that.”

      As a matter of fact… That one thank you, and the look in that lady’s eyes told him that, over time, those initially wary like her would come to accept him. Ares’s words sealed the deal, because he was right; they were all oddities here, and Jason’s ‘condition’ didn’t make him any less of a hero than the living vampires. He would prove naysayers wrong one heroic act after another.

      A smile settled on his face at this revelation, but then he glanced toward Ares, who was raising a brow toward him.

      “Hey… yer still bleeding,” the gang leader said, pointing a claw toward Jason’s cheek.

      Jason reached up and felt a bit of blood on the tips of his fingers, giving a shrug. “...They must have used silver-tipped claws. I’ll dress these wounds and be on my way--oh hell.” He reached into his pocket, realizing that his phone was mercifully not broken, even after that combat. During this, he inspected his knuckles, which were healed over by now from the glass shards. Well. At least mirrors aren’t partially made of silver any longer, he thought to himself with a bit of relief.

      When he checked the time, he realized he had exactly a minute to get across campus to his next class. Even with his heavily enhanced speed, he was cutting it close--and utilizing his energy to heal from the battle would slow him down. Plus, since silver was poisonous to vampires and slowed their healing, it might induce general weakness as well, even if exposure was very short. The cut across Jason’s cheek and neck suddenly became very inconvenient.

      Despite this, Jason waved Ares off. “Look, I have to get to class, I can’t be late again!”

      “WAIT! Shouldn’t you rest?! You just--” Ares tried, but Jason rushed off mid-sentence. He might be the boss and a professor here, but Jason simply couldn’t hear him out right now.

      Otherwise...he’d be late! And he couldn’t have that again.
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Flint

      Nana was visiting, and Ma sent Flint out to gather potatoes for tonight’s dinner.

      Of course, Nana saw omens everywhere. The fact that a raven followed Flint as he raced back from the garden caught her eye.

      “It can’t be good if there’s a raven following your boy around,” Nana said to Ma.

      Ma looked up from kneading the scone dough. “I think the raven likes Flint.”

      “The raven likes Flint? You mean this isn’t the first time it’s happened?” Nana asked her.

      Ma shrugged. “It’s been around here for six months and follows Flint to the day school like a puppy dog. It’s almost his pet.”

      “Ravens usually spend their time scavenging. I doubt they’d stick around people unless they expect them to be turned into carrion soon.”

      Ma laughed. “It would’ve lost interest in Flint if it expected him to drop dead soon.”

      “Having a raven hover around him isn’t good. You wouldn’t have this problem if you didn’t name him ‘Flint,’” Nana sniffed.

      She viewed it as tragic that the residential school made Ma unfamiliar with her people’s culture. There was no way she would’ve named her baby boy “Flint” if she’d known better.

      “Flint is a good name. What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s asking for trouble.”

      “Why would that be any trouble? Why should it concern anyone?” Ma asked Nana. Only her tone of voice stopped it from becoming belligerent.

      “Flint is what we call the Evil Spirit. The Creator’s Twin. The Creator is the Sapling and his twin is Flint. He’s got flinty skin and a flinty heart,” Nana said.

      “Are you saying Flint’s a bad kid?” Ma stopped kneading the dough.

      “No, he’s not a bad kid. But that name will attract attention we don’t want and affect him.”

      Flint had reached the kitchen by this time and heard the women talking about him.

      Flint spoke up as he set the potatoes down and started the wood stove to cook the meal. “I like the name Flint better than Sapling. At least, people will know they won’t be able to bend me whatever way they want to go.”

      Only the raven saw him flick his fingers to start the flame instead of lighting a match. He angled his body so Nana and Ma couldn’t see him do it. They knew he was the best at starting fires. They didn’t need to know why.

      The spark flew and ignited the coal as if it were nothing but kindling. Once it started, he let it burn at its own pace, though he could make it go faster if he wanted to. His will was an ignition fuel when it came to fire.
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        * * *

      

      Flint made an arrowhead into an amulet for himself while he waited for the meal to cook. The best deposit of flint that he knew of was in a field next to the road on his family’s farm.

      That raven waited outside for him yet again. It followed him everywhere, and he almost thought of it as a pet. Though he didn’t bother capturing it. He’d been curious about why it followed him at first. Then accepted it, just like he took his ability to start fires at will for granted.

      Most people on the Rez walked by foot, on horseback, in a horse-drawn wagon or had a bicycle. The richest of them had cars. Seeing a car on the road wasn’t unheard of, but it was so rare that it was a spectacle on par with seeing a circus come to town. That’s why the sound of an engine running caught his attention.

      He looked up to see a black car coming down the road. He thought, someone must want to leave for Sky World in style. Sometimes, people would pay for a hearse for their loved one’s funeral. Which was strange since they’d do this even if the deceased hadn’t been able to afford a car when they were alive.

      He stared at the black car, wondering if he could make out the passengers. Ma would want to know if anyone they knew had died. He wanted to give a full report.

      When he saw it contained a man he didn’t recognize, he went back to chipping away at the arrowhead. However, the car slowed down and parked at the edge of the road.

      Flint looked up again. Had the car broken down? He didn’t hear any signs of car trouble.

      The raven cawed, “Beware the stranger.”

      This primed Flint to be on guard, but he was unalarmed by the raven’s speech. He knew ravens were smart enough to repeat the words they heard. It wasn’t the same as one of the talking animal tales Nana told him where animals acted like people.

      A man in a black suit stepped out, but he didn’t put the hood of his car up. Flint’s eyes narrowed when the man walked towards him.

      The raven that was always watching him cawed again. Though he didn’t know whether it was in excitement over an impending meal or as a warning.

      The man spoke. “Why aren’t you in school? You should be in school now.”

      Flint shrugged. “They took me out to help with the harvest for two weeks.”

      The man sniffed. “It doesn’t look like you’re harvesting anything useful here. You’re better off learning a useful skill at the Institute rather than playing out in the field.”

      He knew his mother would resent the man’s comment and tone, so he felt free to say, “Humph, my Pa told me the Institute makes boys spend half the day working on their farm, and I’d rather work on my parent’s farm. What’s two weeks out of day school compared to that?”

      “You need to be taught better manners. The Institute will teach you that,” the man sputtered.

      “Why should you care about my schooling? You’re not one of my relatives or from around here.”

      The man flushed at Flint’s impertinence.

      “Your parents and your relatives should care about your education. And if they don’t, it’s my job to make sure that it isn’t neglected.”

      He reached out to grab Flint’s shoulder as he said this. His grip was so hard that Flint cried out.

      “Keep your grubby paws off that boy,” the raven called out.

      The man dragged Flint towards his car. But Flint had more than strength to call upon to escape the man. He used to bite people when he was a toddler. Nowadays he singed them.

      Flint saw and felt red. “Keep your hands off me, White Man.”

      The man raised his free hand in prelude to a slap.

      Flint smiled at the smell of burnt flesh from the hand on his shoulder. Its smell was akin to that of peameal frying.

      The man yelled and withdrew his singed hand. His entire palm was covered by a burn mark.

      “Get out of here,” Flint said. He sent a wave of heat after the man as he raced towards his car. It was the only way to make sure that he left.

      The raven flapped its wings, cawed, and dive bombed the man in black. The man sputtered as a bird dropping splat on his head and fell into his eyes.

      Flint laughed at the man’s pain and misfortune, as if he were the evil being his parents named him after.
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        * * *

      

      “Go pick up the mail at the end of the driveway,” Flint’s mother called out. Her belly was enormous with his new sibling and walking was a struggle for her in her present state.

      He raced down the lane way to the mailbox. Most times Flint didn’t care about letters too much, unless it came from Pa. This time, a letter caught his eye.

      Ma liked the letters from Pa, but not the other ones. The other ones made her mumble about bills. The letters that displeased her the most got crumpled up and thrown into the fire.

      He flipped through the letters, looking to see if there’s anything from Pa. They were usually thick with dollar bills and papers for the letter. He worked off the Rez on skyscrapers in the Big Apple.

      Pa came home when he was between jobs and around special occasions. Though he had to spend a lot of his time off the Rez in search of work.

      An envelope was promisingly thick, and it got his attention. Its paper was as smooth and slick as silk. This made it of better quality than the papers they usually received. He flipped it over to see his name on it and some sort of weird, fancy lettering.

      He squinted at it. At least, he thought it had his name on there. It had so many fancy flourishes it made it hard to make out what it meant even though he knew how to read.

      Maybe he could read the lettering better if he’d gone to something better than a Rez day school? Though the alternative was the Institute. He didn’t want to go to there if it meant that he couldn’t see his parents. They separated Indian kids from their parents until they graduated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is this my name or not? I can’t make it out.” Flint asked Ma as he showed her the letter.

      She’s squinted at it. “It’s calligraphy. It’s fancy writing, but you’re better off using plain penmanship. Plain penmanship is better if you want people to understand what you write.”

      Flint frowned. “Why would anyone write me except Pa?”

      And Pa just left brief notes on slips of paper for him in his letters to Ma. Pa rarely wrote Flint a full letter that was just for him.

      Ma took the letter from him and opened it. She squirted at the letters. “You’ve been invited to attend the Arcane Academy for the Gifted.”

      “What’s that, a residential school?” he asked her.

      She sniffed at this. “I’d rather you attend the day school if you must attend a government school.”

      “That man didn’t think that the day school was enough if I could be out during harvest time,” Flint said.

      “That’s why I prefer day schools. They’re more reasonable and let us teach you skills that you need for life on the Rez. This admission letter to the Arcane Academy isn’t even for a proper school. This is nothing more than junk mail.” She wadded it up and threw it into the woodstove.

      By all rights, the paper should’ve lit up within a few seconds. But the wad stayed intact. The paper glowed red from the heat but refused to burn.

      Flint pointed to the paper. “Isn’t that weird?”

      “Huh?” Ma turned in the fire’s direction to see the paper was still intact. She took up a fire poker and pushed the wad further into the flames. The letter glowed, turned white as if it were a piece of metal burning away the dross. The ink from the letter glowed red.

      “Oh, that’s a neat trick,” Flint said.

      “Bad medicine is what it is,” Ma muttered. She took a pinch of loose tobacco from a nearby kitchen drawer and threw it onto the letter. The letter stopped glowing and burned up like regular paper.
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        * * *

      

      Ma invited Nana over for supper that night. “I think someone tried to curse Flint. They sent us a weird letter addressed to him inviting him to attend a school.”

      She paused, “Do you know of any residential school with the name the Arcane Academy?”

      Nana frowned. “Residential schools are usually called a mission or institute, not an academy.”

      “Then it’s probably someone’s idea of a sick joke. But why put Flint’s name on the letter?”

      Nana patted her shoulder. “Truant officers usually pick children up during their patrols. Some come right to your door to snatch them. They don’t send letters. “

      Flint frowned. “So, that’s what that man was. He was a truant officer.”

      Ma scowled. “What man are you talking about?”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      To his relief, she said, “Someone will be, but it won’t be you. Tell me about this man.”

      “I was out in the field, at the side of the road, when this car came by. It stopped, and a man got out to ask me why I wasn’t in school. I said that I was out for the harvest, and he said I would be better off being in school. Then he tried to grab me is if he meant to drag me to school himself, but I got away.”

      Ma scowled. “That sounds like a truant officer.”

      “You told the teacher that you were taking me out for a week or two. Why would they send a truant officer?” Flint asked her.

      She rapped her fingers against the table. “The truant officer looks for Rez kids to send to the residential school. They don’t check to see if you’re going to the day school instead if they see you out during the daytime.”

      “Humph, you make him sound like the Hand, but at least the Hand waits until you’re out after dark before it chases you. It doesn’t bother kids during the daytime.”

      “We need to do something about that truant officer. He’ll take you to people who do more than slap you in the face,” Ma said.

      “Huh?”

      But Ma didn’t say more than that. He didn’t like it when she did that. What she said about the residential school was enough to chill the ever-present heat in his blood.
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        * * *

      

      Flint’s scare wasn’t enough to keep him away from that field. This time, a woman waited for him. She had raven black hair and eyes, but her skin was so pale that he didn’t think was from the Rez. She wore a long black cloak made from some shiny fabric.

      He knew for sure that she wasn’t from the Rez when she spoke to him. “You should be more careful. There’s no telling if that man will come back here again.”

      Flint started. Her voice could’ve come from the raven. He assumed the raven only repeated what it heard, but it must’ve mimicked her voice.

      “Do you own that raven that’s always following me around and speaking to me?” he asked her.

      She gathered the cloak around herself. “In a manner of speaking, I do.”

      She didn’t say more than that, but then that was the way people talked about the residential school. “I want to talk to your parents about sending you to the Arcane Academy.”

      Flint shrugged. “The day school’s good enough for my education.”

      “The residential school doesn’t feel the same way. They’ve already sent a truant officer to collect you.”

      He frowned. “How do you know that?”

      “Let’s say a little bird told me about what happened with that truant officer,” she said.

      “You mean the raven, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I want to speak to your parents about Arcane Academy. Could you introduce me to them?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the end, Nana came to listen to Drusilla Drake talk to her. Ma let her do all the speaking. Nana took one look at the woman with her black hair, black eyes, and black clothes and said, “You’re a witch.”

      “I’m a magic practitioner, and your people have medicine workers,” Drusilla replied.

      “I’d rather my grandson learn to work with his medicine instead of learning the white man’s magic,” Nana said.

      “Your people should work on their traditional medicine and teach it to their children. If the world were just, you’d be able to carry on your magic traditions in peace. However, the government has set up a residential school system for your children.

      “I’m offering Arcane Academy as a refuge for your grandson. No one wants to see his medicine get corrupted and turn dark under the residential school’s care.”

      Flint frowned a confusion. “What’s so bad about the residential schools? My parents already have me do farm work. Why do you want to keep me out of there?”

      Ma spoke up. “Some kids never come back home once they go there. We’re told they run away, but even if that’s true, they can’t go back home, or the truant officers send them back.”

      Flint shuddered. “There’s no way anyone would accept that kind of thing happening at a white man’s school.”

      Drusilla nodded. “They often employ teachers who wouldn’t be accepted in a respectable position elsewhere. Some shouldn’t be anywhere near children.”

      Nana snorted. “Yet they tell us we’re not qualified to teach our kids the skills they need to make it in the modern world.”

      Ma frowned. “How is Arcane Academy any different?”

      “Arcane Academy is a boarding school that teaches the gifted how to work their magic.”

      Nana snorted. “So you want to send him away from the Rez?”

      “Unlike a residential school, you’re free to visit him anytime you want. He can visit you once he learns enough magic to shield himself from truant officers.”

      Nana frowned. “Will it take all his school years to teach him how to shield himself?”

      Drusilla glanced at her in surprise.

      “I’m willing to supplement his education at Arcane Academy. Perhaps send him out there for summer school and spring break programs. However, he’s an Onkwehonweh and he should learn our people’s medicine.”

      Drusilla lifted her chin. “How would you feel if we hired one of your medicine workers as an instructor at our school?”

      Ma nodded. “Then I’d consider it, but I’d need to meet this teacher.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do. Abused children are prime recruits for dark magicians. We don’t want to risk Indian children with strong medicine being traumatized. That’ll happen in a residential school.

      “We’re running a full scholarship program for gifted Indian children as long as residential schools are in operation...”
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        * * *

      

      Flint enjoyed Arcane Academy. He didn’t know if what they said about residential schools was true. Until he heard of the unmarked graves on school grounds. He confirmed it for himself when he was older, doing so long before the non-magical world invented ground penetrating radar. The residential school closed early in his area. He cursed it to always burn down whenever they tried to rebuild.

      The fact that some residential school students beat him to it was enough to tell him what kind of place it was.
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      In the Lily Cups, a young human changeling, Ruby, with the guidance of her beloved ancient human Mistress-Tutor, Onyx, also a changeling, must overcome her lack of Fey magic to create a work of art in metal and stone that will win the approval of the Golden Mistress, Queen Titania, so that Ruby can pass the final exam of her Romanesque Grammaticus and become a journeyman in her craft. Many of the names are words from Scottish Gaelic.

      

      Pronunciation guide: Ch, a gutteral sound in the back of the throat (chx) Dorchadas = Dorchxadas Bana-Mhaighstir ‘or = Bana Vaishtid Ooord

      Fitheach= Feehachx.

      Feannag — Feyannak

      Fluagh — Fluff

      Cloiche = Cloichxeh.

      Lilidh=Lily

      

      The Fairy Tear that Ruby is given to create her masterwork is called a Staurolite by geologists. The story Lilidh tells Ruby is a part of the legend these naturally occurring stones have developed world-wide over the centuries. My father gave one to my mother on their honeymoon, and I have always been fascinated by it. It is still on Mom’s charm bracelet.
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        * * *

      

      

  




The Lily Cups

      Sitting on the bench in the front seat, where Master Fluagh could clearly see me, I tried to ponder his words and their meaning. I had a little bit of difficulty because I could hear, somewhere behind me, the quiet whisper of mischief in the making, probably mischief on me. I have graduated from the Ludus to the Grammaticus and was studying the last phase of my education before I became a journeyman. My paedogogus, Fitheach, stood behind, supposedly attending to my general behavior. I am the only student that still has a pedagogus; all my fellow students no longer needed them. My paedogogus protects me from my fellow students outside the classroom. He does not do it out of love. The Fey cannot love. He will be punished severely if he fails in his duties. In theory, I am too valuable to my Lady Mother to lose.

      Schola has never been easy for me, although my Lady Mother pays great sums to Master Fluagh for the privilege of my torture. Being a changeling among the Fey is never an easy life. We are less than they are, mortal to their immortality. We are only good as craftsmen who can do what the fey sniffingly call unmagic. The Fey cannot shape iron, but we can. They consider this type of magic beneath them, therefore they disdain it. They can make glamours; they can cast spells to do all manner of outrageous pranks, but they cannot shape iron and most have a great difficulty with other metals as well. I am not learning iron shaping because I am not big nor strong enough to learn that craft, although I’ve had to work iron on a small scale so that I understand the magic of its shaping.

      I am mostly learning the shaping of lighter metals and precious stones for jewelry. Crowns, rings and bracelets, cups and hair pins and the like. Metals are the favorite adornments of the fey, but manual skills are beneath them. If you ask me, they are simply afraid of many types of metals, like silver. That bright metal, depending on how it is used and on whom, can sometimes displace their magics. Gold ore can contain iron, and so they cannot properly smelt it. A powerful Fey who stands within a few feet of pure silver, properly shaped, may find their magic diminished and their glamour dimmed, depending on the purity of the silver, the intent of the creator, and the shape of the silver item. A silver knife or a cup of silver and magics of transformation do not reliably work. Also, a splinter of silver embedded in a Fey’s hand becomes a death sentence — and death is as foreign a concept as is aging—unthinkable. A spark of silver in the eye becomes blindness and insanity. There are many things they can bend to their wills; metals are not among them.

      Master Fluagh’s schola was where my fey education got rounded out, so to speak. I had to learn spells I could never cast, because my human blood contains iron, which cancels out the magic I can sense around me but never access. I suppose because I have been steeped in the magic of the Fey lands deep under the hills since I was a newborn, I can sense it, smell it, taste it like the scent of bread in the air.

      I can’t even do the most basic magic of fire starting, which makes me already something of a pariah among my fey peers. I routinely have to suffer taunts and jeers of the fey children who see me as only a slave. The only reason they haven’t killed me by now is that they can’t. I am under a protective spell that my Lady Mother set upon me when I was stolen for her as a newborn, and I have been gifted a fine amulet by the Queen. It seems my human parents did not have me baptized after birth, nor did they place a blessed silver or iron medal upon my cradle to keep the Piskies from gathering in numbers to snatch me away. My Lady Mother paid a pack of Piskies to replace me with her own unfortunate, dying infant. Obviously, I don’t remember my birth mother, or really anything much before I became a toddler. This is all I have ever known.

      I could hear the quiet snort behind me. I am reasonably sure the derision is from Dorchadas, the son of the Queen, and his chief henchman, Bròn, who was the son of a rival Noble House, House Sgian. Dorchadas hates my Lady Mother because she will not give me to him to have as his own, and I think that he is trying to help Bròn displace her noble house in the affections of the Queen with his own house. How he thinks he can do that, I am not sure. Dorchadas doesn’t love me; neither does he have any respect for my gifts. He desires the power I will provide for him. If you think perpetual beauty and endless riches are a source of peace and contentment, you are quite sadly mistaken. Dorchadas is the most beautiful, vain, dark and cunning of his peers. I fear him, but I also hold him in contempt, when I can be bothered to think of him at all. Master Fluagh droned on and on about this word preferred over that word for creating this glamour or that effect, and this precious stone that can amplify or nullify words of power. I tried to concentrate on his lecture and scratched notes on my wax tablet. While I cannot move the magic in the air around me, nor take it into myself to cast it back, I can learn the theoretical fundamentals and perhaps learn the principles well enough to instruct a hired magical assistant while I craft fine adornments by hand. I will also need to learn how to turn magic using my skill as a jeweler. Magic comes in handy for many things. Fire, shaping metal or gemstones, casting spells to make something unbreakable. Knowing how a spell works is halfway to defending oneself from such a spell as well or getting another to properly engage it for one’s own use and avoid trickery. Magic always sounds like such fun, until it is turned on you.

      I tried to hide my general discomfort from the quiet snorts on benches somewhere behind me and concentrate on Master Fluagh’s words. I could feel something tugging lightly at the back waistband of my skirt. I reached behind me to stop whatever it was, and I was bitten for my efforts

      “OW!”

      I pulled my hand away to look at what clung to my index finger, and it was a small piskie, whose teeth bit into my finger. I began to fling it left and right, smacking it against the bench upon which I was sitting trying to dislodge it. Behind me an eruption of laughter filled the schola. I could hear Dorchadas’s piping laugh over all the rest of his friends.

      “Miss Ruby, will you please stop playing with that, that unfortunate vermin?” Master Fluagh’s disapproving voice fluttered over my busy attempts to get the stupid thing to let me go. Master Flaugh is a homely, almost frog-like entity with a froth of wild, curly white hair, dressed in the traditional Rhetor’s toga, hired by our parents to teach,

      Master Fluagh, casually reached down and grabbed the piskie by the neck and gave a little jerk upwards, while saying some words of power. Instantly, the piskie opened its mouth, went limp, as if injured, and began crying pitifully, as if I had assaulted it, rather than it was trying to insert itself down the back of my skirt. Master Fluagh gave it a little poke with his finger, as if to assure it that it was not going to be throttled further. It smiled a vicious little smirk at me and began wiping its face as if it were actually crying, the little sneak.

      I’d better get My Lady Mother to buy enough materials so I could fashion a new amulet of protection. Dorchadas was stepping up his game of “Torture Ruby” from words to actions out in the open. This was not good.

      I knew better than to defend myself from the Queen’s sons’ prank, “Yes, Master Fluagh.”

      I threw the now limp piskie directly at Dorchadas’s head and turned back around nursing my aching finger. Thankfully, it had not drawn blood. A piskie’s bite is rather filthy and prone to infection. He caught the poor thing before it hit his face and stuffed it roughly into his pack.

      “Now then, my young fey, if you will give me your attention. At the end of this semester, when the Grand Moon eclipses the Petite Moon, each of you will have to use the Words of Working for a glamor to turn a simple clay cup such as this one, into a fine gold and bejeweled chalice fit for your Lady Mothers. You will then cast a spell of permanence so that the spell remains, and your Lady Mothers will always have a token of your esteem for her, which you may find useful someday.” Master Fluagh looked about the room. His gaze stopped on me, and he cleared his throat and announced, “Except for you, youngster. For you, this is your final test of apprenticeship to becoming Mistress Journeyman of your craft. We must see a fine chalice made by your own hand fit for Our Queen, and you must be prepared to succeed or be cast aside, do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      He leaned closely to me and whispered quietly, “You must be on your guard. You and your Lady Mother are in grave danger.

      “To be clear, you lot,” he turned his attention back to the class, “Your works, our Tradition dictates, will be judged by the Queen herself at the Spring convening of Her Majesty’s Court of the Eclipse. Failure is not an option for any one of you if you wish to continue your studies in my schola and become as powerful a fey as possible. You are dismissed. Practice! Practice! Practice! Miss Ruby, please see Mistress Onyx for your working materials. And please extend my regards to Mistress Onyx and tell her I will be visiting for tea one day soon.”

      Master Flaugh and Mistress Onyx are old friends; he was her Rhetor in magics when she was a youngling. He respects her craft, and she respects his perspective. They share tea frequently.

      “Yes, Master Fluagh.” Holding in a great sigh of annoyance, and turning my face away from my poor tutor, I rolled my eyes.

      Truthfully, I don’t want to be a maker of gewgaws and adornments for the Fey, but my life has been chosen for me, as is done for all changelings. I must be what I am told. The alternative does not bear consideration. I have to explain here that this Schola Grammaticus of spells and magic is mandatory education Under the Hills. I also have an ancient human tutor who teaches me the art of metalworking. Mistress Onyx has been learning the art of metalwork since she was brought under the hills as a newborn. The Under is all we know, and I could not tell you much about the outside world, the when of it all Out There. I am taken to a well-hidden location in the Outside only to eat of its fruits on occasion so that my blood might be renewed with iron, and other minerals lest I become ill with the Cold Grey Death, or another aliment, for lack of human food and the touch of mortal lands. How often I go to the Outside is not something I can tell you. There is no equally reckoned time Under the Hills. A day here may be a year Outside. Our house Outside was, for most of my life, quite well hidden.

      I sulked all the way to Mistress Onyx’s workshop, which is attached to the property of my Lady Mother’s Great House.

      Behind me, I could hear sniggering, and a smug voice reached my ears. “You’d better not fail, Rube. The Queen will be displeased with you, and you cannot afford to displease her, lest I spirit you away! If the Queen rejects you, I will do much worse than merely bite your finger! I plan to chain you to me for the length of your life.” Dorchadas burst into a round of snorting giggles that rankled. I did my best to ignore him.

      Fitheach made himself look bigger and meaner than ever, standing between me and my tormentor-in-chief. My failure would end up badly for Fitheach if he knew of a real threat to me, belonging as I do to the Great Lady that is My Lady Mother, and still he didn’t stop Dorchadas. My Lady Mother would flay him alive and keep him that way. I am valuable to the Honor of her house and Fitheach knows it. He is in a bad position.

      I know I’m in danger, but My Lady Mother does not believe Dorchadas, as the son of her dearest ally and friend, the Queen, would betray her noble house and try to steal me by trickery. That I was stolen by My Lady Mother by trickery never occurs to My Lady Mother. The fey do not consider the ‘rights’ of non-fey unless forced to do so, and how often does that happen, really?

      Dorchadas has been my tormentor since I began Ludus with the rest of my class. His voice was one I knew only too well. It pecked at me and wormed its way into my very nightmares. He had desired me as his own possession from the first day of Ludus and has continued into Grammaticus. He was the spoiled first and only son of our Queen Titania, the Bana-mhaighstir òir or Golden Mistress. He wants to acquire me as a working pet, which is what humans are to the Fey, more or less. We have no rights here but those that the Golden Mistress grants us. And if she turns her gaze away from us, there is no recourse for us at all. If I should fail my final test, she will turn her gaze from my Lady Mother. Lady Lilidh will lose honor, and it is possible I could lose my value to My Lady Mother. Mistress Onyx most certainly would lose her comfortable position and possibly even her own life. As I am her apprentice, she is assigned to oversee my training in working metals and stones. And more importantly, in the use of such spells as are possible to humans. She will be held responsible for my failure. In that case, I will probably become the plaything of Dorchadas and his ilk, and I do not fancy the quality or span of my life if that is allowed to happen.

      Mistress Onyx’s workshop, my other and most favorite schola, is a short walk from Master Fluagh’s schola. My Mistress-Tutor there is quiet, patient and calm even in the face of the worst situations Fey can create. She has been here long enough that her beautiful ebony skin is deeply wrinkled. This intrigues the Fey, who do not age. They often come to the workshop with the pretext of wanting a trinket made but really just to touch Onyx, disrespectfully poke at the soft pouches under her eyes and marvel at her hair of soft silver coils. I often braid her hair for her into elaborate patterns to keep it from singeing when she nears the furnaces or the forge. She often braids my long, curly, flame red hair for the same reasons, and arranges it in hair pins off my face.

      “Well, Mistress Freckles, I have been given a fine allotment of gold ore, silver ore, and a box full of precious gems, one of which is the largest and reddest ruby I have ever seen. There are many lovely stones among the materials. I believe your Lady Mother has contributed much of her household wealth to provide for your final exam. You have to get to work smelting this ore so that you can make the required chalice. We must succeed if you are to remain alive and free here in the Under. My life won’t be worth a piskie if you fail your test. Besides, which, I am too old to take another student and pass on the knowledge I learned from my own Master- Tutor, Master Jasper, and he from his Mistress Amber. I think I am not yet quite old enough to be called to my accounting of the One They Fear, but I feel pains I have never known as time is reckoned in the Under.”

      There is no God spoken of here in the Under, although everyone knows and fears Him; because all creation knows Him, even if they will not acknowledge Him. It is safer for them, they believe, if they live in the Under and ignore Him. Perhaps He will ignore them? But when we humans die, and die we still do, we have souls, and our souls go back to where they came from, the Heart of the One They Fear.

      The Fey do not die in a human lifespan, being somewhat immortal, but many of them do die every now and again, typically at the hands and spells of other Fey. We cannot know what they experience as there is no history of it here in the Under. And for Someone no one believes in, He is the most feared concept the Fey have outside of loss of honor, public ridicule, and ugliness or iron. When my dear Onyx dies, I will pay one of the packs of Piskies a fine sum to pin her body with Rowan saplings in a bog that her beauty may be preserved by the acids in the water and her body rest in peace. The Fey will not take her body from the bog as that is one of the only places on earth sacred to them and untouchable. We do have fey that will gladly steal a mortal body for culinary and personal delights, so a bog burial is the most ideal one for we changeling humans.

      “Oh, my darling, don’t give me that face!” Onyx looked at me with concern. “I know that stubborn look. It doesn’t matter if you do or do not want to take the test; you must take it and pass, or your life, such as it is, won’t be worth living. Dorchadas will be your death, like a cat with a small bird.”

      Her voice became as stern as I have ever heard it. “Better for you to be the toy of your Lady Mother or the Bana-mhaighstir òir than of her dark son. You will be a commodity of glory for your Lady Mother or the Golden Mistress, but Dorchadas will use you up until there is nothing left; and all I have taught you will die with you before you can pass it along to your own apprentice. I need to see some fear and determination in your green eyes, Ruby. I need to know you are prepared for your craft and have a will to live.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” I sighed.

      I knew she was right, but really, I didn’t want to hear it. I work metal, and it is literally my very life. If I fail, I die. But death comes so seldom to the Under, it is hard to feel any kind of deference for it. None of it seems all that real, to be honest; nothing in the Under ever does, truthfully. Perhaps I was just too young to care, but I was old enough to know she was absolutely right.

      “You will do this and live, just as I had to do, and just as your apprentice will do someday.” Onyx smiled her big, beautiful smile, her dark eyes glinting with the only love I have ever known.

      She may be my tutor, my Mistress of metalwork, but she is the only real mother I have ever known. My Lady Mother Lilidh is truthfully only my owner, although I am forced by Fey honor to call her Lady Mother since I replaced her own dying child. There is no real love in the Fey. They love only themselves, they love only what they can use, but they do have a modicum of respect for things more powerful than they are. They will quickly discard that which they ‘love’ as soon as the newest shiny thing falls within sight. I do not think that is actually ‘love’ for all it is the word they prefer to use. Onyx, however, being human, too, and probably by the standards of the Outside, much older than anyone you have ever cared to know, knew how to love a lost and neglected human child. Although she has never said so, I believe she also gave me my name. She is my only real family, but out of respect for the Fey in whose house I reside, I cannot call Onyx Mother.

      “For now, my dear one, go prepare the furnace and get the smelting pots, one for gold, one for silver. We begin today! We dare not waste what precious time we have. You must begin the design immediately, and may I suggest the theme of lilies, since that is the name of your Lady Mother. You will draw honor and favor to her house, and she may be given further incentive to protect you and keep you as your Patron for the length of your life.”

      You’d think being Lilidh’s “daughter” would be enough. You’d be wrong.

      I left Onyx’s living quarters for the workshop and began negotiating with a young ogre to crush the ore to powder. Ogres like to crush— anything, really — and they will often work just for the pleasure of smashing rock. Even if they do ask for a fee, it is usually nothing more than a small gemstone.

      After the ore is powdered, we had to prepare the crucible and furnace and gather the materials for the flux, so I can purify the metal. This is hot but very satisfying work. The ore melts, and all impurities are removed. Then I make bars of the purified metals and the molds for the design of the chalice I will create, or possibly that I will hammer into shape at the forge. I haven’t decided just yet. Mistress had a small wax tablet and stylus out so that I might begin the drawing of the design for the Lily Cup of the Queen. I thought of all the most beautiful things and began sketching out the design, grateful that I could press the mistakes out of the wax with the warmth of my fingers. In this chalice, I needed to capture the beauty of the moon and stars, the glory of flowers, and somehow include a ruby bigger than my open hand. It must be beautiful and balanced and the cup fit in the Queen’s hand like it was grown there. I will also want to incorporate what protective materials I can glean and place them in the style of an amulet as a sign that the cup was also added protection for the Queen.

      Arranging materials in a certain pattern could deflect, reveal, or nullify poisons or harmful spells. While I cannot cast magic, I can make beautiful things that have magical abilities but can also negate or even enhance certain magic. That is something that could keep me alive longer.

      I began to sketch out the chalice as a large lily of the type that is long and cupped with its little spadix poking out: a Calla Lily. Perhaps the stem can be electrum, as large amounts of silver will make the gold a greenish color. The lily itself in the purest gold, deep and well-fitted into our Golden Mistress’s delicate hands.

      Mistress Onyx looked over the plans and added her criticism, most of which were on making the lily as realistic as one fresh out of My Lady Mother’s gardens and the addition of two slender, curving leaves to emphasize the pristine color and shape of the golden lily. Perhaps I could carve the lily cup from the ruby? So many possibilities!

      And so, I began the process of smelting the ore and preparing the ore to become the purest metal I could create. I called out Little Hottie, a minuscule dragonet who we keep for fire in the furnaces, and began the smelting process. Mistress Onyx was not permitted to do more than oversee my progress, as this was my test. As we prepared the bars, I began making the wax models that would become the molds to shape this chalice when we poured the purified molten metals therein. I could hammer them out in the forge as well, but using molds is less tiring.

      Of the many disciplines that I study, my favorite is drawing, and I’m told I am quite good. I need multiple disciplines to create intricate jewelry favored by the Nobility, and if you have ever seen a Fey of the noble class decked out in their finest jewelry, you know exactly what I’m talking about. I set about finding the right shapes and colors and began roughing out my ideas on a wax tablet. In no time at all, I had a pretty decent wax sculpture in my small workroom and purifying powdered ore in the smelting pots in the furnace room. Sometime around Moons’ rise — there are multiple moons Under, and I can honestly tell you that I have no idea how there are skies Under the Hills. Perhaps, like much of the Fey, it is all illusion, beautiful to the eye, but not real. I left the workshop to attend to my Lady Mother, as was my habit. The workshop is on her property, and so I just had a short jaunt across the lawn to the Great House. I must sleep as all of our species do, and I am to sleep in the room designated as mine, so that the weak, but stable, bond between Great Mother and Changeling will remain established at Court. It also lets my Lady Mother check that her investment in my life is producing results. I am alive; I do not show signs of the Grey Cold Death; and I have not been assassinated by one of the court Fey in retaliation for one of Mother’s little indiscretions. In the Great Court, this could mean failing to curtsey deeply enough for a fey of higher rank, failing to laugh or laughing at an inappropriate moment, or just wearing the wrong color clothing on a particular day. Fitheach is supposed to prevent my untimely death. But the fey are uncannily creative at retribution on the household of one of their own. I am my Lady Mother’s most vulnerable asset.

      My Lady Mother was relieved to hear that my test had begun and was intrigued by the design I had started. My Lady Mother’s name means Lily, and she adores flowers. She is called the Flower of the Court by the Queen. I had often heard the meaner and more jealous of the court insist that flowers are to be plucked, and so I must be ever vigilant against other fey until I win the praise of the Queen. No one turns their backs to Her Serene Majesty and retains their skin; ask the Nuckaleevee. The Golden Mistress gave to me a small red lily amulet to avert any spells of mischief cast by Dorchadas. His Mother, the Queen, did not stop him from plotting because she is training him in fey politics. They live for intrigue and thrive on gossip and fear, and I am less than a pet to the court of the Queen.

      “And so Dorchadas sent a — what again? — to crawl down your skirts?” My Lady mother’s voice was incredulous. “I do not believe the son of the Queen would play with vermin.” She shuddered.

      The Nobility have very narrow views of some of the lesser species of Fey. Although she, like others of her class, will pay Piskies to do any number of small chores or jobs, they do not consider them as equals.

      “I am just as shocked as you are, my Lady Mother.” I said as casually as I could. Mother’s friendship and position with the Queen limited her ability to see Dorchadas for the contemptible being he is.

      “Yet when the thing bit me, he broke into raucous laughter, and when I tossed it toward him, he caught it and stuffed it into his pack. I assume it is his after all.” I smiled as My Lady Mother shuddered at the thought of the royal son handling a Piskie, “I am worried that the red lily amulet of the Queen’s has a spell her son can overcome.” I tried to keep my voice as pleasant as possible.

      “I cannot believe Dorchadas would do such a cruel thing to you. You are one of His favorites. He asks if he can be your patron all the time. Of course, I always say no, and he cannot take you from me —- unless I turn you out, but I will not do that —-You are going to bring so much honor to this house when you succeed in your trade! I’m so excited to see your finished piece for the Queen,” Lady Lilidh insisted brightly, “And you chose a Lily as your design.” Her voice became rather soft. I assume she was dreaming of the acclaim she’d receive once the Queen approved of my lily cup.

      My Lady Mother is as beautiful as a lily, too. All Fey nobility are beautiful. My Lady Mother is tall and willowy, with long hair flowing like a perfectly white waterfall down her back. Her eyes are a glorious violet blue, but they only shine for me when I show her the things I made. I once made her a ruby ring in the shape of a small tiger lily, and her eyes danced with joy.

      They almost never do otherwise. She was not in the least concerned for my safety from Dorchadas, even though he allowed something she considered vermin to bite my hand—my precious fingers that make her pretty things. She has no concept of the notion that someone important to the Queen would want to hurt me, or take me away from her.

      The routine of the final days in Master Fluagh’s schola were boring, but interesting in the content; we learned how to spot flaws in a spell, how to see the flow of the spell as the magic flowed into and out of the person casting it, and where it was going to go wrong and why. I can sense the magic, as I said. I swear I can taste and even smell it as it moves about me. But I cannot actually see it, as the Fey can.

      Dorchadas was given a script of a spell to make a glamour permanent. It will work only in the Under, Master Fluagh insists. The Magic of Outside is very different because the Outside is not made like the Under. The magic is not in the Outside; it must be drawn always from the Under. If a Fey wants to make a spell of transformation or a glamour permanent in the Outside, there are other things they must do to bring it about, much more complicated and much more difficult.

      Dorchadas, with his cruel smirk, began to cast his glamour, and I could smell something rotten like the abandoned bad egg of a basilisk - we get nests of them in the workshop so I know that smell well. I knew the spell was going wrong and could feel it swarming around me like insects in the Outside and so did Master Fluagh. Master Fluagh tried to get Dorchadas to stop casting — I got the sensation that the spell was cast at me, that whatever protection the Queen’s amulet provides is too weak and inadequate — and I shook myself out of my fear to stand beside Master Fluagh.

      “My young Lord, Dorchadas. Do not cast that spell; can you not smell the wrong of it? That magic is strictly forbidden in my schola, and well the Son of the Queen knows it! You may not cast that foul glamour upon Miss Ruby; take it back into yourself and cease or you will be sent home in disgrace.”

      I have never seen Master Fluagh angry with any of the students in the schola, not even on the day the Piskie was sent to crawl down my skirt. He began to murmur a spell of Countering, which I could also feel as cool water washing away the stink and slimy spell that Dorchadas was crafting. I could do nothing so I just stood there, hoping that I looked sufficiently defiant and confident, wishing I had some clever use of magic that I could use to protect myself.

      I could see Fitheach trying to figure out if this threat to me was a legitimate reason to offend the honor of the Queen or a legitimate threat to the Great House of the Flower of the Court. He was, perhaps, weighing My Lady Mother’s lack of concern for Dorchadas’s behavior against the realization that his employer might lose her Changeling daughter to the machinations of the prince. He began positioning himself to absorb the spell, a little too late to take the spell from Dorchadas into himself. We never saw the result of the spell because Master Flaugh’s spell of countering ended it. Master Flaugh looked angry and weary, but he quite deftly nullified the spell.

      “Miss Ruby, I am sending you home with your —” he looked with grave disappointment and disdain at Fitheach, — “paedogogus, such as he is, and I will deal with young Lord Dorchadas. It is not reasonable for you to witness his punishment.” I knew he was trying to protect me. If I witnessed Dorchadas’s disgrace, he may retaliate further against me. Master Flaugh quickly ran to his podium, grabbed a small strip of papyrus, scribbled something upon it, rolled it up, and handed it to Fitheach.

      “You will give this to Lady Lilidh, and to no one else. Return Miss Ruby back to Lady Lilidh, hand her this note and be on your guard.”

      I could have told Master Flaugh that my Lady Mother was not going to believe me, nor even Fitheach. She crumpled the note from Master Flaugh and said, and I quote, “Fah! I’m sure you were in no danger from Lord Dorchadas. He is the son of the Queen, and she would never permit such a thing.”

      As if anyone could control the mind of another Fey. There was nothing much else to say so I excused myself to her and asked Fitheach, who was incredulous that he was not believed, to take me back to Mistress Onyx and the workshop. I had much work to do. The Moons would not wait.

      As I entered the workshop, I knew something bad had happened. The workshop door was open; the shop was dark and cold. Inside, the whole workshop was chaos. My wax tablet with the drawing of my lily cup was broken and scattered all over the floor was my careful wax carving of a Calla lily for my planned gold casting. I began to run from room to room calling for Onyx. There was no answer. Fitheach and I found her at last, curled in the ashes of the cold forge. Had she been killed while the forge was ransacked and my test was destroyed?

      “Oh, Onyx, my dear, dear Onyx,” I sobbed.

      Reaching into the forge, I touched her hand. It was still warm. I grasped her hand and pleaded with her not to die and leave me here alone. It was only after Fitheach put his hand on my shoulder and gave a squeeze, and nodded toward Onyx’s face, that I realized: she was not dead; her eyes fluttered and closed again.

      Onyx groaned and removed her hand from mine, to gingerly touch her head. Blood came away onto her fingers. Opening her eyes, she said, “Get a bucket.”

      When I brought it over, she began to retch into it.

      “Water.”

      I sent Fitheach to the pump to get water. I helped Onyx get into her chair, and examined the large bloody lump on the side of her head, just behind her right ear. I tenderly washed her wound with a bit of flannel and the cool water and then had Fitheach bring her a small cup so she could have a drink and rinse out her mouth.

      “They wore dark hoods; they spoke like nobility pretending to be trolls, but they were after the gold, silver and the ruby. I tried to fight them, but one of them hit me, although I don’t know what he used — I never saw it coming, I fell towards the forge, and since the inside of the forge is iron, I crawled in. Spells won’t work within a cradle of iron. They taunted me, laughing and claiming you were finished and would be ‘his’ property when the Moons eclipse. And they may be right. The House of Flowers cannot afford the time or the property to go out and find more ore to replace what they have stolen.”

      I ran over to my project on my worktable and saw that all my smaller precious stones were stolen; the big ruby had been knocked behind the workbench, hidden behind a box of iron shavings. I only found it after I moved the bench to look for some of my tools. About half of the gold, now poured into bars, was missing. The silver was still sitting in bars along the back of the workbench. Very few Fey want to touch pure silver.

      The Queen could touch and handle and even wear pure silver, since her magic was stronger than the magic properties of silver. Her rule as Queen made her more powerful than nearly anyone else in the Under. This was pure silver, and perhaps none of the thieves wanted to risk their magic coming undone from handling it.

      Half of my metals were gone and most of my precious stones. I had plans for those in the design. I began to fear for my life now. What was, just a few hours ago, a chore I had to do grudgingly, now meant the difference between my liberty, such as it was, and slavery to a spoiled, irresponsible, smug and darkling noble Lord—and the continued life of my dear Mistress Onyx. Nothing had changed, truthfully, except now I knew the seriousness of my situation, and my vulnerability.

      It took Onyx time to be able to talk about the robbery of the workshop. My Lady Mother was going to have to face facts now: either Dorchadas or another of the Fey noble houses had intentionally robbed her changeling daughter right on the estate —to prevent the success of her final exam. While I was in a state of near panic, my dear Onyx began forming a plan and that involved meeting with my Lady Mother.

      My Lady Mother was none too pleased. Her estate had been violated by — someone — she still refused to consider Dorchadas, She began berating Onyx for not defending the raw materials with her life. I pointed out she had, as the lump on her head was rather large and still weeping blood. As her own panic arose — the honor of her house was sacred to her, as it is for all the Fey nobility — she began to despair. This is when my dear Onyx came forward with her own plan.

      Kneeling before our powerful patron, she said, “My great Lady, please consider the words of this wretched human servant. Allow me to take your daughter Ruby to your little hidden property in the Outside, where you often take us for human food. There, we may be able to find replacements for the stolen items and the chance to forge the items there.

      “Fitheach can bring our tools,” Onyx continued, “and his people can bring the forge and the small furnace to the little house if we carefully protect them from its iron. We can construct our own small workshop out there, and she can make her project safely. Those seeking her Under the Hills will hardly know to find her Outside as long as no one is told of our whereabouts. And if we have use of part of one bar of the gold, we can use it to trade among our kind, by using the cleverness of Fitheach and his Vily family for things we need to create the Lily Cup in time for the Moons to eclipse.”

      It was a sensible plan, and my Lady Mother decided we could go if Fitheach stayed with us to protect us. She emphasized the words, “You and your tribe will protect her and Mistress Onyx with your lives from any and all danger,” leaving no room for doubt as to the seriousness of the situation.

      The next day, we walked through the portal that took us to the Outside property. Outside differed from Under the Hills in that it is drab; the colors are not so bright, but the music of the Outside is lovely!

      As soon as we stepped through the portal to the small wooden house, I watched Fitheach turn into his natural shape. He became a large black bird as do all the Vily. It was too great an effort for him to retain the higher status human-like form he could easily take Under the Hills.

      This was useful to Onyx and I. We could send Fitheach to find things for us and exchange one thing for another. We could give him a silver or gold ‘coin’ and have him leave it when he takes an object of value we need. (I am no thief!) We could avoid human contact, which could be deadly. We are vulnerable to kidnapping; We could also be in danger because we could inadvertently violate the confusing human laws. We do not speak the local human language. That it makes it difficult for us to be among our own. I had limited time to construct my cup and making friends with humans was out of the question.

      Being a Vily, Fitheach has kin about, who he could recruit to work for us for an exchange of food and a safe, cozy place to roost at night. Vily are like all birds — always hungry and always wanting to be busy when awake and become easy prey when asleep. Fitheach, whose name means “Raven,” had feathers of a deep black with a glorious iridescent sheen and a black beak. While he was a mildly attractive ‘human’, he was a wonderfully handsome bird. I began trying to win all of his flock to my friendship, such as it was. Vily are like many other Fey; they do not like the feeling of being in another’s debt. I began setting aside large quantities of bread, dried fruits, and seedcakes and gave them to Fitheach and his flock. I told them it was in fair payment for their help, and so they accepted my gifts in exchange for helping me obtain my materials. At night, they roosted in the rafters of the little house, warm and dry and safe from disturbances by wild animals. In this way, I gained their trust and friendship. Friendship is a greater and more secure alliance than fear, I think.

      I spent part of each day Outside the house, marveling at the beauty of the Outside, this wonderful place that I belonged in, as I never belonged in the Under. My heart cried in sorrow that we would leave soon to return to the Under. My fondest wish was to stay here where I belonged. Is there any song or fragrance as magnificent as rainfall?

      With Mistress Onyx’s help, I began to modify the plans for the cup. I found wild lilies growing in a nearby meadow just outside the wood which hid our little house. We created a modest workroom, obtained the materials to begin making the cup through the clever trades of the Vily. and also succeeded in bringing many of our tools of the trade with us.

      We sent Fitheach and his flock to human cities with small gold and silver coin blanks, just simple disks, whose value we could not determine compared to the items we needed. I sent Fitheach and his sister Feannag, whose name means Crow, to find for me stones made of black Onyx, Jasper, and Amber so that I might honor each of the Masters of previous generations. I wanted to acknowledge their gifts to me and to the Golden Mistress.

      Fitheach returned with a large piece of black stone that Onyx said was not onyx but Jet, a piece of pine wood turned to stone by time. Feannag found a large red-gold piece of amber. Mistress Onyx said both stones were sourced from ancient pine trees and good against dark magic. Others in the flock found ample copper, which Onyx and I smelted and mixed with our gold to make a lovely rich warm rose-gold. We mixed silver with some of the other gold we had retained and made a dull green-gold that is called electrum that would do for the leaves and stems of the lily cups. I used the rose gold to hammer out a larger calla lily, a gold lily for the Golden Mistress, and used part of the amber for a spadix.

      A second lily was made of the large piece of carved Jet, with its own amber spadix. Onyx had to instruct me how to make the jet stable enough to carve it into a useable cup framed in hammered silver.

      Another lily of Jasper was carved, and the last piece of amber was set as its spadix. And I began arranging the floral cups on long, greenish electrum stems with delicately veined leaves in a vase carved of the intricately decorated large red ruby. I created this piece so that each lily cup could stand upright in the ruby vase on stems so perfectly straight that not a drop of liquid would spill out of the cups if standing together or alone in the vase.

      As I carved, cast, hammered, and arranged my materials, Onyx inspected all the work I did, pointing out improvements on the material’s placement to the effect of making each of the cups into a protective magic spell of its own—not in the magic in the very air of the Under, but in the magic of the nature of an especially powerful amulet. If what I learned and what Onyx knew was correct, it would be a very, very dangerous amulet to anyone casting a spell of dark magic directed at the one holding any of the cups or the vase. If one is holding one of the cups, the materials from which they are made and the shape, itself, will cause the spell to reverberate back to the unsuspecting caster. So these cups not only were beautiful but also protective to the Queen, making her safe from any of the fey in her court. Just because I have no magic myself does not mean I cannot make something magical. Master Flaugh will be very proud to know that I used everything that I learned from him about magic to create this piece.

      Fitheach was sent to fetch My Lady Mother to come and judge the piece as worthy of the Queen or not. Being her friend, she would know best. I stood in the porch of the small house smelling the clean fresh air, and marveling at the beauty around me, the music of the Outside floating around me. Feannag flew to my shoulder and whispered that the Great Lady was coming, and I gave her a small seedcake as a thank you for the prompt information.

      My Lady Mother’s arrival presented me with another a surprise. She brought another small stone with her that she handed to me with great reverence. She said it was the most precious thing she owned. It was red-brown, a little like the color of dried human blood. My lady mother told me this story as she handed me the small stone, no bigger than the top joint of my little finger. “A thousand years ago or so, as time is reckoned here in the Outside, I was walking among men with my sisters watching the humans move and cry and shout and riot like insects. I did not know what was happening because I was ignorant of human history; I was still quite young as our kind is reckoned and only out to observe the people in their city as men might observe animals. An Oracle told me that I would find the means to one day save my life if I went to this particular city on this particular day. My sisters and I followed a small crowd of angry, shouting humans to a place where I saw the One Who We Fear allowing Himself to be nailed upon a wooden object shaped such as this little stone. I could not bear to see Him in such agony and looking at His murderers with such love. I could not believe he forgave them. That cry of forgiveness struck my heart for a moment, and I wept for the beauty and pain and glory of it all. My sisters all wept, too. We felt something never before or since kindled in our breasts, and every tear that fell to the ground took this shape in the color of His blood, some red like fresh blood, some black as long dried blood, and some yellow as the fluid around the blood. Men to this day call these stones Fairy Tears. Some consider the wearing of them ‘lucky,’ and I have kept this first tear that fell and formed at my feet. It is my most treasured possession because it fell from my own eyes as a witness of that One’s great love, dignity, and sacrifice.

      “It is a love I do not understand,” my Lady Mother continued, “but a most beautiful and wondrous thing that I witnessed. This tear, I believe is greater than all the magic Under, and so you will be giving the Queen not only the riches of my house, but also the most valuable thing in the Under because it was formed when The One We Fear stirred deep love and grief in the heart of a Fey noblewoman and caused her to shed a blood-stone tear shaped like His cross.”

      The story, unexpected and told with great emotion from one who had never shown me real emotion before, moved me to tears as well, but mine fell as mere water and not a small blood-red cross of stone

      I set this little stone within the intricate woven insular designs that I had carved into the Great Ruby vase. I set the little stone in the center of one of the intricate, knots that flowed around the lip of the vase.

      As I carved to inset the stone, I once again marveled at the sounds of the Outside, savoring them and trying to imitate and sing them back. So much magic here in the sound of what I learned were frogs in the pond and birds singing music unlike anything in the Under. The Vily were marvelous teachers about the wonders of the Outside, and over some time, I began to talk at length with Feannag, exchanging more than just bits of food for information, but what I think of as an actual friendship with one of the Fey. She sat with me and spoke her croaky crow-like speech describing things of which I had no real understanding. She also began to teach me what little she knew from her observations about the ways of humans in the Outside.

      Under the Hills there are no crickets; there are no singing frogs; no patter of rain on the roof. The air is still and mostly quiet when the Fey are not singing and dancing among their own tribes. It can become very noisy when they decide to hold long festivals. In the Under, the colors are bright and gaudy and very jarring to human eyes after a time Outside.

      Here, Outside, I find a peace I do not feel Under the Hills. Rainfall sang the loudest to my heart, and I wished again that I could forget this test and remain here where I felt I belong.

      Feannag flew into the window of a morning, a few days after the cross was inset firmly into the vase, and immediately, she changed into a most lovely young women with curious, wild eyes and a beaky nose. She was dressed in a short black tunic. Her hair was black as the jet lily cup, and her eyes as bright as the stars in the night sky.

      In a quiet voice she said, “Eclipse, pack, we go.”

      And so Onyx and I began to gather our things, set the ‘vase’ and its cups into a box prepared for the event of meeting the Queen, and were ready for the journey back to the Under.

      As the bigger moon eclipsed the smaller, the Bana-mhaighstir òir Queen Titania held the Court of Eclipse. At this event, each of the major Grammaticus were to introduce their students and present their gifts to the Queen, and from her to their Lady Mothers. Master Flaugh’s Grammaticus was to present first since the Lord Dorchadas was to do his first grand transformation for his Lady Mother. His was to be the last and final gift before the next Grammaticus presented their gifts. Because my gift was not a glamour, but an actual tangible object, mine was to be presented first. Mistress Onyx and Master Flaugh walked with me side by side as I held the box with my precious gift for the Queen. My Lady Mother was already standing alongside the Queen as one of her Ladies. Ladies from other houses, such as the House of The Sgian (the knife), with Lady Cloiche, mother of the lamentable Bròn, whose house was in competition for the attentions of the Queen with my Lady Mother. Dorchadas and Bròn were fast friends, and so House Sgian hoped to bolster their claim to the Queen’s friendship through Dorchadas. Dorchadas and Bròn and the Lady Cloiche were standing behind the Queen’s throne, trying to look as meek as lambs.

      Walking forward, I planted my box on a small table at the foot of the Dais. Fitheach and Feannag flew to handles along the top and very carefully lifted the box for the Queen. Her eyes opened wide in surprise. The two Vily flew the box top to the floor and then appeared in their human form alongside me.

      The Queen stood, and all the room stared at the vase, arranged with three lily-flower cups, rose gold, jet, and silver, and the Jasper cup all with amber spadix. Master Flaugh, produced a bottle of his special wine and handed it to me. Bowing deeply, I filled the colorful Jasper lily flower with the wine and, plucking the lily from the vase, presented it to the Queen, kneeling before her. I had intended to walk up to the top of the Dais with her approval and hand the cup to her, but she came down instead, inviting my Lady Mother to attend to her.

      Taking the cup, she sipped the wine and handed the flower to my Lady Mother. She then picked up the vase and examined the insular knot work and the small Fairy Tear inset. She picked up the black lily cup and held it to me to be filled, and so I did. As I did so, Dorchadas and Bròn, began to walk down the step, chanting a spell. I was certain it was directed towards me; however, it floated and seemed to be undulating around My Lady Mother and the Queen. Lady Cloiche joined them in chanting the spell.

      The Queen handed the vase to me and turned to her son, Lady Cloiche and Bròn, raising her glass as if in a toast.

      “Really, Dorchadas? You wanted to depose me this way? Did you think I wouldn’t realize your plotting until it was too late? You disappoint me, Cloiche. I had thought you more intelligent than that.” She sighed deeply and sipped lightly from her Cup. “Lilies, how beautiful.”

      Suddenly the confident spell began to wrap around the three chanters, and one by one, they transformed into small birds. All in the Court stood stunned as the Queen merrily drank from her lily and turned to My Lady Mother, handing her a delicate silver chain throbbing with the Queen’s magic. My Lady Mother carefully took the chain, placed it around the foot of the bird that had become Dorchadas, and took the other end and clipped it to the throne of the Queen. The Queen took another chain and placed it around the foot of the bird that had become Bròn, and the other end of it went around the neck of the bird that was once Lady Cloiche.

      Grandly, she turned to me, raising her glass again, as if in toast to me. “Beautiful handiwork, Mistress Ruby. You are no longer an apprentice, nor even a journeyman, but as of today, you are a master craftsman of your trade. You are a credit to your Lady Mother and to Master Flaugh and Mistress Onyx. Your lovely work has uncovered a plot by three traitors against me today. I grant you Three Boons, one for each traitor. Sadly, the great House of Sgian is no more, and its estate and will be turned over to the House of Flowers. Lady Lilidh is now head of the entire estate of House Sgian. Lady Cloiche and Bròn are to be left as they are as fair warning to anyone who acts in treason against me or my Court.”

      I knelt at her feet, gazing up at the most beautiful of all the beings of the Fey. Queen Titania was golden, with flawless golden skin and wave upon wave of honey gold hair flowing down her back yet some was still pinned in intricate designs upon her head. Her crown of glowing stones flickered light over everyone. Her heart-shaped face radiated power and authority and looked sternly but kindly at me as she awaited my reply.

      “Your gentle Majesty, May I consult with my — previous masters and my Lady Mother— about my boon? Before I make my formal request?” The queen nodded her approval and invited the rest of Master Flaugh’s schola, the other students, to come forward and present their magic to her.

      Most of them shook with fear, but Master Flaugh was having none of it. “You have nothing to fear, if you have no ill intent. Here is the clay cup; transform it as I taught you in class!”

      As the tests continued, I asked Mistress Onyx and My Lady Mother about my requests. My Lady Mother was reluctant and sad but understanding of my decision, after all I had brought a certain great honor and glory to her house, which was now increased. Mistress Onyx made it known to me that she was not going to join me in all of my requests, although she would visit me, certainly.

      And eventually I made my requests, and they were granted. My Lady Mother granted Mistress — now Lady Onyx — the estate of the former House Sgian. My beautiful friend and my ‘secret’ mother is now a Great Lady in her own right. I’ve left Fitheach to be her Major Domo, and My Lady Mother’s alliance with her house should keep it secure. Lady Onyx has invited Master Flaugh to relocate his school to her house, and as respected friends, they will keep each other safe and in good company.

      And that, my dear, is how I came to live here in this, my lovely little house, making and crafting the finest jewelry for the King of these lands. After seeing your letter of introduction, I am quite willing to take you on as my apprentice, but it will be very hard work. I will expect great things from you

      What? Of course you can. Here is a seedcake. You may feed my little bird, Dorchadas, chained to his perch here on the porch. Be careful of your fingers. His beak may pinch you as you feed him. I don’t think he’ll ever learn not to bite the hand that feeds him.”
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        * * *

      

      A mother and grandmother, Shana M Buck is an audiobook narrator, living in West Virginia. She takes great delight in giving voices to the students, staff and magical creatures of Roanoke Academy among the many science fiction and fantasy novels she’s narrated. Perhaps Ruby and Rachel Griffin will meet someday.
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      The Sorcerers’ Training College doesn’t just test its students’ abilities working alone. Their ability to work with others is also tested in the Challenge. Mesterin is a third-year student, and he is assigned the worst possible partner for this year’s Challenge - or is he?
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The Wrong Pairing

      It was that time of year again at the Sorcerers’ Training College. The randomly assigned pairings for the Teamwork Challenge had been posted.

      Mesterin was holding back. He was not looking forward to the Challenge. In both his first and second years, he and his partner had performed poorly. Both times, his partner had blamed it on Mesterin’s lack of power, and Mesterin didn’t object – he was secretly extremely embarrassed at his weakness in the practical sorcerous arts. He worried that he wouldn’t qualify for the fourth and fifth years at the College because he didn’t have the power to go with his theoretical skills.

      Mesterin approached the wall where the pairings had been hung. There was still a small crowd, with those at the front occasionally making cries of joy, of horror, of surprise. Mesterin joined the back of the group and gradually moved forward as those in front of him discovered their fates. Eventually, he was at the wall, facing the third-year assignment list.

      He ran his eyes down the parchment.

      “Oh, no!” He couldn’t help himself. His partner was Victisic. They had nothing in common. Victisic came from a long line of sorcerers on both sides of his family, while Mesterin was the first in his family with enough magical ability to train as a sorcerer. Victisic was possibly the best sports-sorcerer of their year, while Mesterin hated magical sports with a passion – having very little power, he was always the last to be picked for any team. Victisic had lots of power but avoided theory like the plague, while Mesterin adored theory above all else and was extremely good at it. They hadn’t taken a single course together since their first-year.

      He scanned down to the bottom of the parchment. The challenge was in two weeks. The practice run was in one week – and as with the challenge, the practice run was compulsory. At least he had six days of lessons to look forwards to before then.

      The first period the next day was Advanced Spell Interpretation – how to figure out what spells cast by another did and how to translate it into modern spell notation. After lunch, he had Advanced Ward Theory, followed by Advanced Counterspelling. The latter he wasn’t expecting particularly good grades in – while he mastered the theory with ease, the associated spellcasting often caused him trouble.

      That evening, many of the pupils spent time preparing for the practice run. Mesterin hadn’t bothered to set any preparation sessions up – what was the point when his lack of power would be their downfall however much they practiced? Victisic hadn’t contacted him to organise anything either, but Mesterin suspected that this derived from the opposite perspective – supreme confidence in having enough power to succeed whatever was thrown at him. (Mesterin wasn’t intending to discuss the matter with Victisic, so knew that he would never know the real reason.) Instead, Mesterin went to the library to read up on theory that hadn’t come up in lessons yet.

      The rest of the week went by in similar fashion, with Mesterin focussing solely on his lessons and learning yet more magical theory. But the ordeal couldn’t be put off forever, and a feeling of dread at what was to come started to permeate his bones.

      And then the day dawned. Not the worst day of the entire school year – that would be the day of the Challenge proper – but it would be close. Mesterin went through the motions of dressing for the day on autopilot and made his way down to the School Mess for breakfast. He had made the mistake of not eating enough on the morning of the Second Year Challenge, and he thought that had probably contributed to it being an even bigger disaster than the embarrassment that had been his First Year Challenge. So he forced himself to eat a normal-sized breakfast, washed down with plenty of tea. The latter may have been a mistake, but it seemed to calm his nerves somewhat.

      Victisic and Mesterin were third on the list for the practice run. Mesterin was both pleased and displeased – being early meant he couldn’t delay the torture for as long as he would have wished, but not being late meant that there wasn’t time for the butterflies to build up.

      Mesterin met Victisic at the entrance to the run. Victisic looked to be as nervous as Mesterin felt, but that didn’t make any sense as Victisic had power to spare for anything that they’d face in there.

      The Challenge was held in a long U-shaped corridor, divided into many rooms. The doors between the rooms were held shut by magic spells referred to as locks. Each lock needed a suitable counterspell to be cast before the door would open, permitting the pair to proceed to the next room. Since this was the third-year Challenge, the spells required would generally be beyond a second-year student.

      The first task didn’t seem to be too difficult. Mesterin swiftly determined that it was a double lock – two spells needed to be cast, one by each member of the party. Mesterin claimed what appeared to be the more theoretically tricky spell for himself and left Victisic to deal with the other – somewhat arrogant perhaps, but Mesterin knew that he was the better spell theoretician. His part was trickier than he thought, as some of the spell elements couldn’t be activated before others had been dealt with. It took him twenty minutes to put the necessary spell together, and then he tested it – it worked first time.

      Victisic still hadn’t cracked his lock. He kept trying spells, but they weren’t working. Some of the efforts were obviously not going to activate the next required element. Mesterin waited, and waited, and waited. By the time Victisic finally managed to crack the weaker lock, he was quietly fuming.

      The next problem was a triple lock, with no restriction on how many sorcerers needed to cast the spells. Mesterin handed the weakest lock to Victisic and set about cracking the other two. By the time Mesterin had finished his double task, Victisic was still struggling. Mesterin had had enough. Mesterin set about cracking the third lock as well, and when he had constructed the necessary spell he cast it – it was considered very bad manners to cast another sorcerer’s spell without warning them first, but Mesterin was beyond caring. He just wanted to get this hell over with as quickly as possible.

      The next set of problems Mesterin didn’t bother Victisic with. He could cast all the necessary spells himself, and it was a lot quicker this way than letting the theoretically incompetent Victisic lend a hand (an hour hand given his extreme lack of pace). Victisic was getting steadily more and more irritated (or possibly angry) himself – visibly so, but Mesterin was still seething about his slowness earlier so didn’t think it that important.

      And then disaster. A single-lock task, the theory wasn’t too difficult. But when Mesterin cast the spell, he didn’t have the power.

      “The Grand Sorcerer’s Garderobe!” he swore.

      They’d be stuck here now until Victisic figured out the solution (so nearly forever) unless they declared the task impossible (which it probably wasn’t as a suitable spell existed – the one Mesterin had just cast).

      “Write the spell out.” It was Victisic. He sounded as though he was having difficulty keeping his voice under control.

      It made no sense. Mesterin had cast the spell himself, and any sorcerer worth his robes could replicate a spell cast in front of their eyes. It was a simple application of the most basic spell in the book – all one needed was the ability to interpret the results, something learnt in their first course on theory.

      He must have let his confusion onto his face for Victisic continued: “I can’t use the interpretation spell. The results come out gibberish. I need you to write it out on parchment!”

      It still made no sense. But arguing about it would waste time – and the quicker Mesterin escaped this particular torture, the better. He fished a piece of parchment out of his robes along with a self-inking quill, and, with very bad grace, quickly scribbled his spell down. After one final check to confirm he hadn’t made any transcription errors, he handed it to Victisic.

      Victisic read through it once, then cast the spell. The lock unlocked, and they could continue.

      Mesterin followed him to the next task, feeling very confused. Even the best theoretical sorcerers needed time to put someone else’s spell together. Yet Victisic, who hadn’t demonstrated any theoretical competence – quite the opposite, appearing extremely incompetent – was able to do it instantly.

      The tasks became progressively more difficult as they continued through the practice course. There was a permanent undercurrent of irritation between the pair, but they proceeded at a faster rate than Mesterin had ever achieved. Mesterin continued to construct all the necessary spells but had to write many of them down for Victisic to cast.

      Finally, the final test of the practice run. A single spell was required, but it wouldn’t be that simple under the circumstances. Mesterin was right; he didn’t have the power to unlock the final gateway, nor, once he’d written the spell down, did Victisic. Victisic’s failure put Mesterin on the verge of claiming impossibility and escaping the torture by any means necessary, only for Victisic to suggest a paired casting.

      A paired casting was trickier than a solo spell, but it might work. Mesterin reconstructed the spellwork for an equal pairing (an imbalanced pairing might be better given their significant difference in magical power, but they were significantly trickier to both write and cast). The spell rewritten, the pair cast it together, and, after an initial struggle, got their portions to mesh. They then set about increasing the spell’s power – the limit in this case was twice Mesterin’s power, and it was just enough. The lock on the gate clicked open.

      Mesterin rushed through the final gate and stood outside breathing deeply the free air. Only one more descent into the hell of the Challenge left this year.

      Victisic made his way through the gate at a more sedate pace. Once through, he turned to Mesterin. “We need to talk. I’ll book one of the Changing Rooms this evening – there won’t be that many teams wanting to practice sports tonight.”

      He turned sharply and headed determinedly down the corridor, leaving Mesterin alone to indulge his relief in his escape.

      That evening, Mesterin made his way down through the college to the magical sports wing. As he entered the wing, his breathing quickened, and a mild sense of panic entered his veins. He couldn’t help but remember the games lessons before he’d been able to drop them – he was always the player neither team wanted, and none of his teammates wanted to pass to him. He kept going and made his way to Changing Room 4.

      Opening the door, he went inside and found Victisic already waiting, appearing to pace nervously up and down the aisle. As soon as Victisic saw that Mesterin was there, Victisic appeared to gather himself, after which the apparent nervousness was gone. Mesterin wondered if he’d imagined it; it seemed so incongruous for the great sports-sorcerer Victisic to show any signs of nerves.

      It was Victisic who opened the conversation. “You’re looking forwards to the Challenge as little as I am, aren’t you?”

      Mesterin wasn’t entirely sure what he’d been expecting as an opening gambit, but it wasn’t that. Shocked, he blundered into an honesty he didn’t want to admit. “It’s torture. I cripple whatever pairing I’m in with my lack of power.”

      “At least you’re a full sorcerer!” The pain etched into every syllable of Victisic’s voice burned in Mesterin’s ears.

      “I don’t understand.” For Mesterin didn’t.

      “My parents made it very clear to me when I started at this place that theory was the most important aspect of my training. They said that someone who knew the practical but not the theory would only ever be a half-sorcerer, a pale shadow of what he should be.” The pain was in no sense diminished. “I tried! But I can’t grasp even the slightest bit of theory! So a half-sorcerer is all I can ever look forwards to being. And the Challenge is the only thing I can’t avoid that shows that up for all to see and jeer.” There was an element of intense self-loathing now in Victisic’s voice, and Mesterin, for all his own pain at his own shortcomings, was moved to pity.

      “But didn’t you make it into the top rank in our first year?”

      “Luck! Pure, unadulterated luck. Nothing whatsoever to be proud of.” The contempt Victisic felt for his own achievement was clear from his tone. “All I can do is figure out a workable spell by trial and error. In the first-year the Challenge, spells weren’t that difficult, and I could sometimes do it faster than other sorcerers doing it the only correct and proper way. The second-year spells were an order of magnitude trickier, so I was slow, persistently and consistently. And you saw how long it takes me to get past the third-year spells.”

      “I’m sorry. I was so desperate to get out of there as quickly as possible, I didn’t think how you would take my taking over.”

      “Thank you, your lack of trust in my abilities hurt – it hurt even more because I knew that they were warranted. But if you hadn’t jumped in, we wouldn’t have found the key to a quick exit from the Challenge. Look, you’re good at theory – I’d rate you more highly, but we both know I couldn’t tell an excellent theoretician from a merely very good one. You can crack all the locks on your own faster than I can crack the easiest of them. And I can cast any spell you can’t if you only write it down first.”

      Mesterin was confused. “I crack all the locks, and you cast all the spells?”

      “I don’t think it will be quite as simple as that. But with suitable adjustment for the more annoying challenges, it should work. Focus on both our strengths, hide our weaknesses as much as possible – exactly what a manager does when deciding on team formations.”

      It made sense. Mesterin was a little annoyed that he hadn’t thought of it, but he hadn’t the same team-playing sports-sorcery background. He cast his mind back through the practice run, and realised that they had been a little fortunate on that last spell.

      “We may need a paired casting on the final run. An imbalanced one would better fit our relative strengths and enable us to cast a more powerful spell.”

      “And imbalanced pairings are harder to cast, and sometimes require the partners to practice a great deal before they can be cast on demand.” Victisic must have seen Mesterin’s shock that Victisic knew this nugget of theory, for he continued. “I’ve been required to practice all sorts of paired castings. I may not be able to grasp spell theory, but I can observe the practice.”

      Mesterin chuckled, and after a short pause Victisic joined in.

      When the pair finally left the sports wing, the sky outside the windows was almost completely black, with only the many stars providing any light. They had very little time to get up to the dormitories before curfew. But as he hurried through the corridors and up the stairs, Mesterin’s heart was strangely light. For the first time since before the practice run way back in his first-year, he thought that there was a chance that he’d have a half-decent result in the Challenge.

      That week’s lessons passed in the same way as the previous week’s. The evenings were very different. Instead of a couple of hours alone with the books of the library, Mesterin spent his time in a series of small practice rooms – all that Victisic could book this close to the Challenge proper with almost every other pairing desperate to do well.

      It was a good job that they did spend the time practising. The power imbalance was significant. The ratio was approximately eight to fifteen which was a tricky ratio to rewrite the spells for and to cast. Three to five was easier for Mesterin to construct the spells for and was an easier ratio for the pair to cast. It took the pair two nights to master the three to five balance, and a further three to master the eight to fifteen ratio. But the latter was necessary, for it gave them an additional extra bit of power should it be needed.

      Then the dreaded day dawned. This year, there was a chance that it wouldn’t be as terrible as the previous two years, but Mesterin still needed to prepare properly. He had a full breakfast in the School Mess, washed down with plenty of tea.

      As with the practice run, Mesterin and Victisic were third on the list for the Challenge proper. Mesterin was both pleased and displeased – being early meant he couldn’t delay the process – which he still secretly feared would be a torture, despite his recent hope that it would finally be otherwise – for as long as he would have wished, but, as with a week previous, not being late meant that there wasn’t time for the butterflies to build up.

      Mesterin met Victisic at the entrance to the run. Victisic again looked to be as nervous as Mesterin felt, but they hugged and steeled themselves for the process to come.

      “One last run. We’re as prepared as we can be, and this time, we have a plan.”

      Mesterin smiled at Victisic’s reminder of their practice that week. “Together?” he asked.

      “Together,” Victisic echoed.

      Mesterin took a deep breath, and then side by side the pair entered the challenge. It was the same corridor as for the practice run, but the spell locks on the doors had been comprehensively re-worked.

      As Mesterin had both expected and feared, the tasks for the challenge proper were more challenging than those for the practice run. But Mesterin and Victisic managed to solve the first few without too much difficulty by the simple expedient of Mesterin constructing all the necessary spells and writing down the ones Victisic needed to cast.

      The ninth challenge proved a more stubborn challenge. Two spells were required, cast simultaneously. Both of them needed to cast one spell. Mesterin solved the riddles and wrote both spells down. He cast the first but didn’t have the power to unlock that particular lock. So he handed the relevant piece of parchment to Victisic.

      Victisic cast it, as Mesterin cast the other. Victisic’s lock unlocked, but Mesterin again didn’t have the power to unlock the other. They were stuck, and Mesterin didn’t know what to do.

      Victisic spoke up before Mesterin could sink into despair. “Give me the other parchment.”

      Mesterin had no idea what Victisic was thinking, but he handed the spell over. Victisic cast it alone, and the other lock unlocked. “Both spells work, but you don’t have the power to unlock either lock. So, since we need to cast both spells together to proceed, the task is impossible for us.”

      Victisic then put actions to words. He pulled the rope provided to enable the pairings to make that declaration. Not something to be done lightly. If the task wasn’t impossible, the pairing would be penalised with a significant amount of time added to their run – always more than the longest time taken by any pairing to pass that particular gate.

      The door opened, and the pairing proceeded to the next task.

      The tasks progressively got more and more difficult. Many of the later spells required more power than either of them had, so a paired casting was required. It was a good thing that they had practiced, for the last task required the casting of three spells in sequence, all of which needed a paired casting in eight to fifteen ratio in order for the pair to generate the required levels of power.

      Without that week’s work, Mesterin and Victisic would have had to declare many of the later tasks impossible – which, given that they had succeeded in cracking all the locks, would have resulted in massive time penalties, guaranteeing them a place near the bottom of the list.

      Out in the free air once more, Mesterin breathed deeply, greatly relieved that they had passed the tests without too much ignominy. Then he turned to Victisic and held out his hand.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Victisic and Mesterin shook hands.

      “We couldn’t have done it without your skills,” Victisic responded.

      The two friends then parted to go their separate ways. Now it was a matter of waiting for the results.

      The next week’s lessons went well. When Mesterin had the time to think about the Challenge, he wasn’t too worried. The run had seemed to go quite well, so he could hope for mid-table obscurity. He didn’t even consider the possibility of his pairing with Victisic appearing near the top of his year’s list. This was encouraged by his worry that the impossible task wasn’t actually impossible, with the resultant penalty severely increasing their time.

      Six days after the day of the Challenge Mesterin was very surprised to receive an invitation to the Office of the Senior Teaching Sorcerer. It was for the next day, overlapping with the time when the Challenge Results would be published.

      More surprises were in store, for Victisic had also been invited at the same time.

      When the pair arrived at the Office of the Senior Teaching Sorcerer, they discovered that he was hosting a delegation from the Sorcerers Council, and they were the only sorcerers-in-training present.

      Mesterin and Victisic were formally introduced to the delegation, led by one of the Eminent Sorcerers (second only in rank to the Grand Sorcerer himself), Ilukonum.

      It was Ilukonum who initiated conversation, by complimenting the pair on their technique in the Challenge, and enquiring how they had developed it.

      “We stumbled upon it,” was all Mesterin could think to say.

      “We tried everything else, and this was the only option that gave us a chance of success,” added Victisic.

      “Nonetheless, very impressive. It’s not a route everyone would go down, even where there is a clear imbalance in theoretical skill.

      “Very impressive, I said, and very impressive I mean. Your Challenge run was exceptional. Not record-breaking speed, but better than we’ve seen for at least the last five years.”

      Mesterin was stunned into silence. He had had no expectation of even a near-the-top result; the best in five years was so far beyond his comprehension of what was possible that he couldn’t seem to process the words he’d heard. Victisic didn’t make any comment in response either. Fortunately, it seemed that no response was required for Ilukonum continued.

      “We would like to offer you both a position in the Order of the Council. This would come with two further years of training specially adapted to your skills, followed by a guaranteed apprenticeship. If you pass the apprenticeship, you will become a Guard of the Order.”

      Mesterin was stunned once more. The Order of the Council! The Sorcerers Council’s policing and enforcement arm. An order which prided itself on only accepting the best of the best and rejecting most of its applicants. And he was being offered a place!

      “But…” he got out before his mind caught up with his mouth and realised that mentioning his lack of power could result in the offer being withdrawn.

      Ilukonum, Eminent Sorcerer, smiled. “Your power levels? The Order doesn’t only need powerful sorcerers to deal with miscreants. It also needs skilled theoretical sorcerers to come up with the spells that are needed. It is clear from your Challenge performance that you are a gifted theoretical sorcerer. Your exam and lesson performance suggests that you are the most gifted in your year. Your abilities easily exceed the minimum levels required for admittance.

      “In addition, you are capable of working as part of a team, which many of the best theoretical minds are not. So the offer stands.”

      Ilukonum turned to Victisic, who so far had said nothing apart from what was necessary during the introductions. “You may be considering your theoretical inabilities. That may not be the barrier you think it is. I think a test is in order.”

      The Eminent Mage gestured to another of his party, who handed a pre-scribed piece of parchment to both sorcerers-in-training.

      Mesterin looked at what was written. It looked to be a spell, but the structure and syntax were not of a form he was familiar with. Without study of the underlying theory, he wouldn’t be able to cast the spell.

      Ilukonum meanwhile asked Victisic to cast the spell on the parchment. To Mesterin’s surprise he did, and a small fireball appeared in front of him, remaining for a second before fading again.

      “As we thought,” Ilukonum continued. “You are an instinctive spell-caster. You can take any spell and instinctively put it together to be able to cast it. It is a very rare gift, but one that is dangerous to the owner, for there are times when he must rely that the sorcerer supplying the spell has truthfully stated what it does.

      “It is also a gift that is incompatible with modern spell theory. Learning modern theory destroys the ability. Only the more traditional styles of theory are compatible with your abilities, but those are not much taught nowadays outside of the Order of the Council.

      “The modern styles are more precise, more flexible, and therefore in the eyes of most, more useful. Nonetheless, it used to be that schools kept an eye out for instinctive spell-casters and taught courses in the traditional styles as needed – but no more.

      “As part of your training, you will be taught the traditional styles of theory. This will enable you to understand some of the spells you will be asked to cast during your time in the Order, as well as construct your own spells for the first time.” Ilukonum turned to Mesterin once more. “I believe that you will enjoy learning traditional spell theory, to complement your abilities in the modern styles.”

      Victisic looked as if a massive load had been lifted from his mind. He had an enormous smile on his face. Mesterin didn’t need to ask questions to understand – Victisic had been offered a gift beyond price; no longer would he need to fear being found out as only a half-sorcerer. Victisic bowed low to the Eminent Sorcerer and formally accepted the offer.

      Mesterin also had the largest smile on his face. A place in the Order of the Council, and more theory to learn. It was an offer beyond any he had hoped for upon completing his third year. There was only one option available. He too bowed low to the Eminent Sorcerer and formally accepted the offer.

      It was only now that the Senior Teaching Sorcerer entered the conversation. “I also wish to tender my congratulations on your performance in the Challenge. Your demonstration that the impossible task was impossible was elegant.

      “Now to the future: Those offers are independent of examination results, so you need not worry about your performance in the exams in a few weeks. Nonetheless, I would suggest that you both do the best you can as it will give the Order the best guide as to the curricula to put together for each of you.

      “I am very glad that you both accepted the offer. As a more generalist training institution, we need minimum attainment in both theory and power. Now that it no longer matters, I can say that neither of you would have qualified for the next year of studies here.

      “In the event that I get no further opportunity to do so, my best wishes to both of you in your future training, and I hope to welcome you both back here as Guards of the Order.”

      Mesterin and Victisic were then dismissed, and returned to the students’ wings.

      Two more weeks of lessons, a fortnight for final revision, the exams, and then they would both start training under the Order of the Council.

      For Mesterin, the remainder of the term passed swiftly. The exams were as hard as he had feared, but the only pressure was to do the best he could. No longer did he need to worry that anything less than the highest grades would negatively affect the futures available. A week later, all the third-years were given a parchment on which had been scribed their examination results.

      Mesterin packed up and made his way to the main entrance. There he and Victisic were met by Ilukonum, Chief Sorcerer of the Order of the Council, and other Order representatives. For the first time in a long while, Mesterin was looking forwards to his training with no fear of being hindered by his relative lack of power.
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It Started in the Mail Room

      Only three hundred and eleven more days, I told myself as I opened another portal and slid a letter inside. Better than an entire year, like it was when the university’s disciplinary committee first sentenced me for allegedly blowing up the cafeteria. It was still hard to believe that in the past two months, I’d gone from studying dragon training to the tedium of running a mailroom.

      The door creaked open, and a chipper voice floated in.

      “We’ll start our tour here.” Jennifer, a junior-year student who volunteered to tour upcoming freshman around campus, waved a bunch of wide-eyed teens and their families into the room. “Meet Dannielle Walsh, our mail sorter for this building.”

      I plastered on a smile to cover my frustration at the interruption. At least, they were the last of the day.

      “Dannielle.” Jennifer pulled me out of my thoughts. “Would you show the group how you do your job?”

      A baseball cap-wearing boy snorted. “We all know how to put mail in a box.” His friends snickered until one mother glared at them.

      There was always a smart aleck.

      Jennifer’s smile stiffened. Uh oh. Here came the speech straight out of the introductory pamphlet. “That may be how it works where you’re from, Jim—”

      The kid pointed to the sticker on his shirt. “My name is Timothy.”

      “—but things are different here. Our university is the first to have a state-of-the-art magic pump under our main building. It taps into the rivers of magic under the earth’s crust to bring it to the surface, where it’s infused into the air for easy access by everyone on campus. Gone are the days of lugging around bulky orbs only to run out of power when you need it the most.”

      That was my cue. I moved my hand like I was opening a zipper, and a portal appeared as a slit of colored light. I stuck a letter inside, sending it to the proper destination.

      Everyone, even Timothy, gasped and applauded.

      Jennifer nodded approvingly. “Creating portals is one of many skills you’ll learn here at the University for the Magically Gifted. Now, let’s continue our tour with the classrooms.”

      As the guests filed out, Jennifer caught my eye and mouthed thanks. She was the only guide who ever bothered to do that. I smiled back, genuinely this time, then returned to my work.

      Something papery smacked me on the back of the head. A manilla envelope lay at my feet. It was the one I’d sent for the demonstration, addressed to Henry Duffy of Admissions.

      I picked up my phone and dialed. “Mr. Duffy, did you return an envelope to me?”

      “No, why?” said Duffy’s deep voice.

      “I sent one a minute ago, and it came back.”

      “Well, I didn’t get it. You probably sent it to the wrong place.” He hung up with a click.

      No way I’d misdelivered it. I was always careful.

      I re-opened Duffy’s portal, stretched it until I could see the nameplate on his desk, and pushed the envelope through.

      Okay, maybe I messed up the first time. I’d had people distracting me, after all.

      Enough dilly dallying. If I got too far behind, there would be extra work tomorrow. I cracked my knuckles and worked until dinner.

      When I returned to lock up for the night, most of the mail I’d sent lay piled on the floor. I choked on my decaf tea, throat burning and eyes watering. Was someone pranking me?

      As I coughed, a portal opened in midair and spat out another letter. No, no, no! This ended now. I dove for the glowing hole. It writhed like gelatin, but I forced it wider, ready to splash the culprit in the face with the remaining contents of my mug.

      Instead, I found myself staring at my backside. I squeaked and let go. The rogue portal snapped shut, as did the second one that had opened behind me. It was nothing but a loop to and from the mailroom. That made no sense. But neither did the idea that a weirdo was running around the building, returning everyone’s mail.

      I heard the clip-clop of hooves outside the door, then someone knocked. The frosted glass revealed a deer-like silhouette standing on two legs. Dean Cleary. I scrambled to answer.

      The brown-furred dean towered over me with a deep frown on her muzzle. “Miss Walsh, I have received many complaints about the mail service this evening or the lack thereof.”

      My words tumbled out, “I know, but it isn’t my fault. I’ve been doing everything I’m supposed to.”

      “Then who is to blame?”

      A familiar helplessness clawed at my chest. How could I get blamed for something I didn’t do, again? “I… I don’t know.”

      The dean pronounced each word crisply, “Getting you this job was difficult, but I trusted you would prove yourself capable. Did I misplace my trust?”

      The memory of her standing up for me in front of the disciplinary board flashed through my mind. I raised my chin. “No, ma’am.”

      The dean straightened her suit jacket then clasped her hands behind her back. “One more slip and I won’t be able to stop the board from expelling you permanently. Is that understood?”

      I swallowed hard. My dragon training career was slipping from my fingers. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Do not disappoint me.” She pivoted smoothly and strode down the hall.

      I shut the door and slid down to sit on the cold linoleum. Teeth and flames, what a disaster. How could I fix this? I’d never heard of a portal acting like the rogue one did. I rubbed my aching temples. The only way to make sure the mail went to the right place was to stretch each portal enough to see the other side. Time consuming, but I had to start somewhere.
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      It took until after midnight to shrink my pile down to the last envelope. My eyelids were heavy, but I gave myself a shake and focused on the address. Junk mail for the head of the Magical Arts and Design department. I groggily stretched my final portal wide, but there was only blackness, even though I specifically thought of M.A.A.D. when I opened it. How odd. What would happen if I put the letter in? It was an unsolicited advertisement. No one would care that it ever existed.

      I shrugged and stuffed it inside. Half a minute later, the rogue portal appeared, and the ad smacked my arm. So, that’s what happened to the mail earlier in the day. There had to be a reason for this glitch—assuming I wasn’t messing up royally without realizing it—but I was too exhausted to figure it out right then. I ambled to my desk and sat, rubbing my eyes. Time to gather my things and go to bed… after a quick nap.
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        * * *

      

      A scream outside my door jolted me awake. Morning light streamed through the mailroom window, and the wall clock said 7:03 a.m. I’d slept at my desk all night.

      I stumbled into the hall and found Jennifer sprawled on the floor, rubbing her head and staring at the broken ceiling tile that lay beside her.

      I ran to her. “What happened?”

      Jennifer took my hand and stood, legs wobbling. “I was practicing for my levitation exam. It was going fine until I came in the building, then I shot straight up.”

      “You’re not hurt?”

      “No, just shaken.” Jennifer smoothed the black strands of her pixie-cut hairdo into place and straightened her skirt. “This makes no sense. I was so focused.”

      A chill crawled down my spine. “It didn’t happen until you came in here?”

      “Yeah. You look pale. What’s wrong?”

      “Something weird happened yesterday.” I recounted my troubles.

      “You think it’s spreading?”

      A distant scream echoed.

      “Definitely.”

      “That sounded like my friend Kelly. She’s in Transmogrification 101.” Jennifer took off toward the sound, and I followed.

      Excited chatter came from inside the classroom. We flung the door open, only for it to bounce back.

      “Ow, watch it!” said an oddly loud voice.

      “We have a situation in here,” said a second voice belonging to Professor Leonard Norton.

      Jennifer and I shrugged and entered more carefully.

      Kelly Guthrie, daughter of one of the university’s deans, sat in the middle of the room, having grown so huge she had to hunch over to keep her head from bumping the ceiling. Her brown hair fell to the carpet, and so did my jaw.

      A red spot marked her ankle where the door had hit it.

      Professor Norton stood at the podium with the rest of the students huddled behind him, snickering or quivering.

      “Why, Kelly,” Jennifer’s lips twitched with laughter, “You’ve grown since I last saw you.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “You’re hilarious and also small enough to flick like a bug if you don’t watch your mouth.”

      “Now, now,” Professor Norton waved his hands in a soothing motion. “Jennifer, Dannielle, what are you doing here?”

      Jennifer scooted around Kelly’s sneaker until she reached the podium. “We heard Kelly shout and thought she needed help.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but the situation is under control.” Norton pushed his glasses up his nose. “Kelly got overzealous with her growth spell, is all. Class,” He addressed the others. “What will return her to her normal size?”

      “A shrinking spell,” they said in unison.

      Norton nodded and turned to Kelly. “Go ahead.”

      Kelly waved her hands in a pattern. She shrank to the size of a baby carrot sitting on the pile of papers on her desk. Good thing she was wearing a neon yellow shirt and bright white capris, or I would have lost track of her.

      Kelly screamed and stomped a tiny foot.

      “Stay calm, Kelly,” the professor said. “Getting upset will make it harder to control the magic. Since you’re having trouble, I’ll put this right myself.”

      I raised a finger. “Uh, sir?”

      “Silence, please.” Norton waved his hands, then he was the one filling the room. He spluttered, which sent giant spittle flying. Students dove for cover.

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you. Something’s wrong with the magic, and it’s spreading. If it’s not stopped, the entire school could end up in—” Something in the direction of the magical potions lab exploded. “—chaos.”

      Disorder washed over the school in waves. Loud thumping came from upstairs. People shouted, several classrooms down. Outside, a student ran past the window, chased by a purple whirlwind.

      The scenery beyond drew my eye, and I rubbed the iridescent scale pendant at my throat. The dragon training facility lay amongst those rolling green hills. Contrary to popular belief, dragons had no magic. I hoped because of that, those at the facility, especially my old friend, Christine, would be unaffected by this mess.

      Professor Norton watched it all with one eye twitching. “Where is the Caretaker? He must turn off the magic pump.”

      “I’ll find him,” I said. Anything to avoid going back to the mailroom, not to mention that I wanted to know what caused all this. As I turned to leave, I saw Jennifer shake her head at Kelly, who was whispering to her and gesturing vehemently. When Kelly caught me looking, she glared. What was that about?

      I turned to leave, then paused. “Professor Norton?”

      He rubbed circles into his giant temples. “Yes?”

      “Your shoelace is blocking the door.”
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        * * *

      

      I dodged through hallways full of panicking students and faculty. A centaur tap-danced out of control while I slipped past an enchanted paintbrush doodling on the walls. I then ducked to avoid the bucket of water being thrown over a cyclops who’d turned her own hair into flames.

      The dead-end hall with the Caretaker’s office, however, was empty. Most people had no reason to come here. On the few occasions I’d passed it, I’d glimpsed the hunched old Caretaker puttering around, but today, he was nowhere to be seen.

      His office was open, so I poked my head in. “Caretaker?”

      Not in there. Maybe he was already working on the problem.

      I strode across the hall to the basement and found the door ajar, but dark inside. The stairs spiraled down into a hole that glowed with the eerie light of the magic pump. “Caretaker? Are you there?”

      A groan came from below, followed by a weak, “Help.”

      That sounded bad. I toggled the switch, but the lights weren’t working. I held the railing in a white-knuckle grip the entire way down. The Caretaker, lit by the glow of the pump, sat on the bottom step, moaning. His leg, stretched out in front of him, looked swollen. I gasped and crouched beside him. “You’re hurt! How long have you been down here?”

      His elderly voice wavered. “All night. No one could hear me.”

      He rubbed his head with a wrinkled hand and winced when he pressed on a nasty lump.

      The poor man.

      “I’m calling an ambulance.” I grabbed the emergency phone on the wall.

      By the time I finished talking to the 9-1-1 operator, Dean Cleary’s voice rang from above. “Caretaker, where are you?”

      I shouted, “Dean Cleary, he’s down here and he’s hurt! I called for help.”

      “I’m coming down.”

      A brown mouse in a cobalt blue skirt suit hopped down the steps, water dripping off her whiskers. I clapped a hand over my mouth. “Dean Cleary, you’re a—”

      The dean held up a delicate paw. “Don’t say it. We’ve all had difficulties this morning.”

      I fought to keep my voice from shaking with laughter. “Why are you wet?”

      “Because adjusting the temperature in my office caused it to rain instead. Let’s focus on the situation at hand. What happened to the Caretaker?”

      “I think he fell.”

      “Fell?” He shook his head. “No, no, someone pushed me. It was late yesterday… The pump sounded strange, so I came to check on it. Someone in a black hoodie ran out of here and shoved past me on the stairs. I lost my balance, then woke up down here.”

      “That was right around when things got weird with my portals.” I squinted as I imagined the layout of the building. “Isn’t the mailroom almost directly above us?”

      Cleary smoothed a paw over her whiskers. “It is. If our mysterious stranger tampered with the pump, you would have noticed the effects before anyone else.”

      I stepped toward the giant machine. I’d only seen it once before, during my freshman tour of the school. Back then, it was fascinating. In the dark, standing so close to the transparent pipes with powerful magic pulsing through them, it was intimidating, and if I wasn’t mistaken, it was a different color.

      “Hey, didn’t this thing used to glow blue?”

      The Caretaker’s head jerked up as if noticing it for the first time. “It’s orange. That means the charge has been changed from positive to negative. If left too long, spells could backfire.” He eyed the miniscule dean. “Perhaps you’re aware of that, already…”

      “Yup,” I said. “Can we fix it?”

      He pointed to my left. “The panel. But my head hurts too much to remember the code.”

      Cleary patted his shoe. “Rest. I know the codes. Miss Walsh, if you would assist me in reaching the panel?”

      I let the tiny mouse-dean hop on my hand and held her up to the buttons. A long series of beeps later, and the magic’s glow turned a soothing azure.

      Cleary jumped to the floor and returned to her natural deer form with a snap.

      I scratched my ear. “So, who would do this, and how and why did they sabotage the pump?”

      Cleary’s brows pulled together. “Only the Caretaker and members of administration are supposed to have the codes. Our mysterious intruder must have stolen them, or…”

      Her voice trailed off, but her unspoken suggestion that someone gave them the codes hung heavy in the air.

      The Caretaker snorted. “I’d wager it was the person behind that explosion last year. What was the name in the school paper? It started with a ‘D.’”

      My face heated, and I fiddled with my necklace. Stupid article. I was lucky they didn’t print my picture along with my name. What was taking the ambulance so long?

      Dean Cleary scowled. “That story was false and unauthorized. We disciplined those involved with printing it. But yes, I agree it could be the same person, given that they misused magic each time.”

      The Caretaker cocked an eyebrow. “How do you mean? The article didn’t mention the cause of the explosion.”

      “I discovered burn marks in the cafeteria that could only have been caused by someone attempting to concentrate magic.”

      Cleary was telling a half-truth. I found the burns because I’d had exam-induced insomnia that night and gone for a walk, only for a BOOM to rattle my bones. Made the mistake of investigating, got “caught” at the scene of the crime and accused by Dean Guthrie himself, and my life slid downhill from there. I could only assume that Cleary was trying to protect me from more rumors and public scrutiny by telling the Caretaker she made the discovery herself.

      A man shouted from the top of the stairs. “Paramedics. We got a call from this location.”

      Cleary and I stayed with the Caretaker until they wheeled him to the ambulance. For a moment, we stood together in the hall in thoughtful silence. I could only imagine the clean-up job ahead for the university, but something else weighed on my mind more.

      Cleary’s shoulders sagged.

      “So much to do,” she mumbled and turned to leave.

      I couldn’t let her go yet. I had to get this off my chest, and if I didn’t do it now, I’d lose my courage. “Dean Cleary? Why do you keep standing up for me? Why did you believe I was innocent when most of the disciplinary board didn’t?”

      She blinked at me for what felt like an hour, then pursed her lips and sighed. “I read your file after you were accused. You came from a city where few are concerned about education, much less morality. The board saw that as a strike against you, and I did, too. But then I wondered how you got accepted here. So, I dug deeper.

      “You worked harder than anyone else in your school and won the first scholarship our university has ever granted someone from your district. Why do that only to ruin it all with an illegal act?”

      “I wouldn’t.” Never in a million years would I have done something so dumb and insanely dangerous as concentrating magic. If only I could have convinced more people than Dean Cleary of that, I wouldn’t be sorting mail instead of working to reach my dreams.

      “Indeed.” The dean nodded once. “The university will shut down while we assess the damage of today’s incident. That includes the mail department. You are free to do what you want until we reopen.” She walked away.

      Time off? I hadn’t gotten a break since the day of my sentencing. Of course, my free time would have to come on a day like today when the entire campus was a disaster, and the fun places like the ice rink and climbing wall were closed.

      Well, I had to grab my stuff from the mailroom, so maybe I could decide what to do by then. I passed the turn to the library on my way, only to backtrack and peer around the corner.

      Jennifer stood several paces away, her back to me as she spoke harshly into her phone.

      “All right, all right, I’m coming!” She tapped it off, rolled her shoulders, and shook out her hands before pushing through the library’s double doors with that same strained expression on her face as when she was whispering with Kelly earlier.

      Why meet someone in the library when everyone else was leaving, and why act so stressed about it? My gut said to follow her and find out, even as my brain screamed that I was asking for more trouble. But what if this had something to do with the sabotage?

      I slipped inside a few beats after Jennifer and nearly gasped out loud at the mess. Books were strewn everywhere, as if the spell the librarians used to shelve them had thrown them around instead. James, the faun in charge, stood in the center of it all, running his fingers through his brown curls with one hand and biting his nails on the other.

      We’d been on a first-name basis during my frequent library visits when I was studying for classes, but I hadn’t seen him in months. I sneaked past him so he wouldn’t call out and alert Jennifer that I was here.

      The question was, where had she gone? A glimpse of a purple cardigan sent me tip-toeing down an aisle to the private study areas in the quietest corner of the library. I spotted her as a hand shot out and yanked her behind a shelf.

      “What took you so long?”

      That was Kelly Guthrie’s voice. I crouched and slipped into the aisle beside hers.

      “Sorry,” Jennifer said. “Everyone’s cleaning up. It was like swimming upriver to get here.”

      “Whatever. Did my dad say we collected enough negatively charged magic?”

      “Yeah. If the concentration process goes well, everything should be ready by early evening.”

      I pressed my fist against my mouth. Dean Guthrie, Kelly, and Jennifer were behind the cafeteria explosion. No wonder the former dean had been so eager to frame me.

      The conversation paused, then Jennifer said, “What if this doesn’t work out? What if someone else takes the blame again?”

      Was that regret? I peeked through a gap in the books in time for Kelly to level an icy glare at her. “The only people who will get hurt are the ones stupid enough to stand in our way.”

      Kelly’s tone implied something worse than framing an innocent. What the heck were they planning? This was too big for me to handle alone. I had to tell someone.

      I crept away from the shelf, heart beating hard as a dragon’s wings, and aimed for the exit, but I tripped and bumped a book cart with my shoulder.

      “What was that?” Kelly muttered.

      I gathered myself to run. Something slammed into my skull, sending me sprawling forward. The world went black.
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        * * *

      

      I rolled onto my back and moaned at my throbbing head. Cement had replaced the library’s thick carpet. My wrists were bound by something hard and thin. Probably a zip tie. Wherever I was, it smelled of fertilizer and was too dark to see anything.

      A glowing, vertical line split the air nearby and widened until it became a door. Light stabbed my eyes until a figure cast a shadow over me.

      “Look who’s awake. Did you enjoy your nap?”

      “Kelly? What have you done?”

      She stuck a finger in my face. “You kept showing up in the wrong place at the wrong time, and we were tired of it.”

      “‘We’ being you and your dad? Why? What are you planning?”

      She smirked. “You’ll find out when everyone else does. No need to spoil the surprise. Don’t worry, Dannielle. When the plan is complete, you can go free. We won’t even frame you for it this time. We just want you out of the way.”

      I squinted after her as she exited through her portal. Clay figures, taller and wider than the average human, stood in rows that filled wherever-it-was to the rear wall. Statues? No, too shapeless. Golems.

      She closed the portal, leaving me in darkness. My insides iced over. Having golems would explain why they’d concentrated magic. They’d need it to animate that many. But what were they using them for? I strained to remember my freshman classes that taught about basic magical implements. The simple, mindless variety of golems like I just saw had little purpose besides destroying stuff, and there were enough in that room to bash entire buildings to bits.

      The thought sent a jolt through me. Surely not. But whatever Kellie and her father’s plan, I had to warn everyone. The question was, how?

      I turned onto my stomach, squirmed to my knees, then my feet. My fingers tingled with impending numbness.

      Back when the disciplinary committee was debating how to punish me, I’d had several days with nothing to do but watch TV. Zip ties seemed to be a popular method of restraint in crime shows these days, and even my favorite detective character had to escape them once.

      If I remembered correctly, I had to pull my hands apart as far as I could, slam them down across my body, and… Ow! Okay, that didn’t work. But the detective had to try a couple of times, too. I braced myself for pain and gave it one more shot. Snap! The zip tie broke. Thank goodness. I shook my hands until the stinging in my wrists faded and took in my surroundings. All I could see was a sliver of light that shone through the gap under the door.

      I walked to it, stumbling over a heavy bag that felt full of dirt, and pressed my ear against the rough wooden wall. Birds and crickets chirped outside. I tried the handle. Locked. My phone was missing, so no calling for help.

      I could try a portal. Problem was, I’d never learned to make one big enough for a person before, and I’d heard you could get stuck between openings if done poorly. But I only needed to get to the other side of the wall, not across campus, and I couldn’t stand around waiting for the Guthries to let me out. I had to try, and Kelly’s portal would be my example.

      I touched the floor and dragged my finger upward until I created a line of light a few inches taller than me, just like Kelly’s was.

      “You can do this,” I told myself. “Pretend you’re delivering mail, and the envelope is you.”

      I pulled the sides of the portal apart, just as I’d had to do when the magic first started running amok. Golden sunshine warmed me, and the aroma of pine filled my nose. I let go, only for the portal to snap shut centimeters from my face. Great. I’d have to hold it open and jump at the same time.

      I widened it again and took a steeling breath. One chance to get this right. On the count of three, I flung myself through and landed on my stomach in tall grass. I squealed and pumped my fist, scaring birds out of the trees.

      Turned out my prison was a dumpy maintenance shed on an unfamiliar hillside. How far away had Kelly taken me? No sign anywhere of campus or people, but a foot-worn dirt path led off to my right. At least, that was a start.

      I got up and walked, carrying a heavy stick for protection in case I encountered any more assailants. Just when I started to think this might be a deer trail that didn’t lead anywhere after all, a roar grabbed my ear. That was a dragon, which meant I was near the training center. I ran faster.

      The center’s pristine white walls gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. It was late enough in the day that the facility would close soon. But I knew someone who always stayed behind so she could help clean and put the dragons in their stalls for the night. “Christine!” I yelled. “Christine, where are you?”

      An instructor with red hair tied up in a bun strode out of the stables, her hands on her hips. “Danielle Walsh! You’re not supposed to set foot on this property until your disciplinary period is over.”

      Professor Jenkins. Of course, I had to run into the instructor who never liked me, even before the cafeteria incident. “Ma’am, you don’t understand. It’s an emergency.”

      Her nose crinkled, and she crossed her arms. “So much of an emergency that you had to come here on foot? Despite this morning’s issues, the phones are working fine.”

      I pushed down the urge to scream. Already, she couldn’t just listen. No way she’d believe me if I accused one of the deans and his daughter of wrongdoing.

      “Did someone call me?” A familiar strawberry-blonde leaned out of the domed practice arena, leading a saddled, silver dragon behind her.

      “Christine!” I waved.

      Her eyes bulged. “Dannielle? What are you doing here?”

      I blurted, “Your Uncle Ben has appendicitis. He’s going into surgery.” Christine had no uncles, but it was the first thing that popped into my head. I hoped it would send the message that we needed to talk, alone.

      Christine gasped like a professional actress. “That’s terrible! Professor Jenkins, can I speak to Danielle in private for a minute? Thanks, you’re the best.”

      She dragged me and the dragon into the covered arena before Jenkins could respond, then turned to face me.

      “It’s been a weird day, Dannielle. This better be good.”

      The words spilled out. “Kelly Guthrie hit me over the head and locked me in a shed. She, her father, Jennifer, and who-knows-who-else have some freaky plan. There’s a secret room full of golems!”

      Christine blinked. “You’re joking.”

      “I know it sounds insane, but it’s true. Look at me.” I pulled up my sleeves to show the darkening bruises on my wrists and parted my hair over the lump. “They caused the crazy magic today, too. People are in danger, and from what Kelly said, it’s all going down this evening. We have to get help.”

      Christine’s eyes widened with every word. “Why didn’t you tell Professor Jenkins?” She shook her head. “Never mind, I know why.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that spread over my face. “You believe me?”

      “You’ve never lied to me, and it’s not like you hit yourself over the head. But what are we supposed to do about all this?”

      “I think you should call campus security, since they won’t listen to me. You don’t have to tell them all the details, just say you heard rumors that make you think there’s a credible threat. That should put them on alert, at least.”

      I paced and pushed my hands through my hair. What to do next? This was all too big! “I have to tell Dean Cleary what’s happening, but I don’t have her number to call her. Walking to campus will take too long, and I am not trying a portal over that distance. Unless you know how?”

      Christine shrugged. “Sorry. What about my car?”

      “That ancient thing? Everything will be over by the time I get there in that.”

      She chewed her lip, then her gaze landed on the silver dragon. “What about Norman?”

      Butterflies zipped around my stomach at high speed, though whether from nerves, excitement, or both, I wasn’t sure. “You mean fly? I only ever flew with an instructor on board before they put me in the mailroom. Shouldn’t you be the one to go?”

      “Can’t, I have no evidence. But you…” She gestured to my bruises. “You are the evidence. Besides, if you’d continued classes, your next flight would have been your first solo. You’ve got the experience; you just need to kick those worries to the curb and do it.”

      Her words chased the butterflies away. I hugged her tight. “You’re the best. Okay, I’ll do it.”

      We moved to the outdoor arena where Christine gave me her leather flying vest and a leg up. Once I was on Norman’s back, the memory of how to sit and grip the saddle handle properly came rushing back.

      Christine checked the many straps one last time, then attached the saddle clip to my vest so that even if I slipped off, I wouldn’t fall to my doom. “Remember, all you have to do is tell him where to go, and make sure you lean into turns. Oh, and don’t squeeze your legs too hard against his sides. That annoys him.”

      A combination of terror and joy made my stomach flip. This wasn’t how I’d imagined my first solo flight, but hopefully, once I cleared my name, it wouldn’t be the last.

      Christine backed away from Norman’s wings, which he stretched in anticipation. “Be careful, would you? I want us to hang out again, and we can’t do that if you’re killed.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Professor Jenkins ran toward us, shouting. “Get off that dragon!”

      I gripped the saddle handle until my knuckles turned white. “Go!”

      The force with which Norman took off left my stomach on the ground. In a few beats of his wings, Christine and Jenkins were far below. A laugh bubbled out of me. “Straight ahead, Norman.”

      I scanned the ground as we flew. There were rocks, trees, and grassy knolls, but no sign of golems or secret hideouts. The pink of sunset leaked into the sky. What if I was too late, and they’d already executed the plan?

      A growl vibrated Norman’s body, and I realized how tense I’d become.

      “Sorry, boy.” I relaxed my legs, but my fists stayed clenched until the dramatic spires of the central campus building came into view. I had to catch Dean Cleary before she went home for the night. Thank goodness, her car was still in the parking lot.

      I told Norman to fly lower. A little too low since some loitering students hit the dirt. “Sorry,” I shouted.

      I landed Norman in a space beside a delivery truck and was about to run inside the building when a huge portal opened on top of the hill over which I’d just flown. Dean Guthrie stood at its entrance, wearing his usual white shirt, waistcoat, and tie. An orb glowed in his palm.

      My stomach clenched, and I scooted myself and Norman further behind the truck. Dean Cleary walked out of the main building, briefcase in hand. Her furry brows creased. “Miss Walsh, why is there a dragon here?”

      I put a finger to my lips and pointed.

      If a deer could go pale, Cleary did. “George,” she shouted to the former dean. “What are you doing?”

      “Making things right, Cleary. We have access to unlimited power because of the pump, yet this university gives it to any stuck-up brat whose parents pay enough. Then I learn that there are some who want to give these pumps to the public. Can you imagine the chaos if any idiot off the street could use magic with no limits? For months, I tried to reason with the powers-that-be, but because they will not listen, I’m forced to take matters into my own hands.”

      Students and professors gathered in the streets to see what the commotion was about.

      “Has Guthrie lost his mind?” asked Professor Norton. “Where is campus security?”

      A broad-shouldered ogre boy I recognized as a player on the football team grunted. “There are more of us than there are of him. Let’s take care of him ourselves.” He stretched his hands out, but nothing happened.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t consider that?” Guthrie shouted, his face turning red. The wind ruffled his gray hair, giving him a mad scientist look. “The pump is off. Half of you fools don’t remember how to function without it, do you? I can give magic to whom I please and take it from whom I please. I. Have. The. Power!”

      “That answers the question about sanity,” I mumbled. I turned to the others. “What were we saying about getting campus security out here?” Even if Christine had gotten through to them, they may not have believed her. Still, their headquarters weren’t that far away. Couldn’t they hear the commotion?

      Dean Cleary took her phone out of her briefcase. She’d barely finished dialing when, to everyone’s horror, one uniformed security guard, then another, stepped out of the portal until a third of the force stood at Guthrie’s side. Some students and faculty members appeared beside them, lining the hillside, each of them holding an orb that glowed unusually bright in either orange or blue. It had to be the concentrated magic the group collected.

      Guthrie swept a hand toward his allies. “I am not the only one who enjoys the feeling of power.”

      A chill ran up my spine at how many faces I recognized. Kelly Guthrie was there, of course, but some of them were my professors and classmates before the cafeteria incident. Others were respected members of the board of trustees.

      Jennifer stood at the end of the line farthest from the Guthries. Everyone else stood smug and confident, but she bit her lip and shifted from foot to foot. She’d expressed guilt about framing me. If she was having second thoughts, maybe I could convince her to defect.

      She scanned the crowd until her eyes landed on me and bugged out, probably surprised I’d escaped the shed.

      “Please,” I mouthed, and clasped my hands in a pleading motion, then pointed at the ground. “Come down.”

      Jennifer’s gaze darted between me and her fellows. Guthrie ranted about how those who were smart would join him and become a new generation of magic users who would go down in history as the most powerful of all time, and blah, blah, blah. A few spectators broke from the crowd and climbed the hill, eyes filled with the same greedy light. This was Jennifer’s chance, while the new recruits distracted everyone.

      I waved harder. Jennifer stuck her orb under her shirt and ran to me. I pulled her and her glowing shirt behind the truck.

      The girl trembled all over. “Dannielle, I’m so sorry. They made it sound like we were protecting people from those who would abuse magic if they had unlimited access to it. I didn’t know about the golems until yesterday, and I definitely didn’t know Kelly and her father were willing to hurt anyone.”

      “Good. You can help the rest of us, now. What is Guthrie’s plan?”

      “Once animated, the golems will make their way to the pump to destroy it and anyone who tries to stop them.”

      My palms slicked with sweat. We were all helpless without magic.

      Cleary, yelled into her phone at the remnant of campus security to get out there and do something. From the sound of it, Guthrie had trapped the other guards inside their building.

      My mind snapped to the training facility. The dragons! Their fire would make quick work of clay golems. We just had to get them here.

      “I have an idea. You know how to make a long-distance portal, right?” I whispered my plan in Jennifer’s ear.

      Jennifer’s eyes widened. “That could work! I’ll be back in a flash.” She opened a portal and disappeared.

      I jumped onto Norman’s back and was about to take off when someone touched my arm.

      Cleary stared at me with brows creased. “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve got to stall them until the cavalry arrives.” Judging by their chanting, I had no time to lose.

      “Cavalry?” She shook her head. “All right. Do what you must.”

      I cued Norman to leap over the truck and into the air. Three freshmen, who had probably never seen a dragon in real life, dropped their orbs and ran. The people below seized and scolded them.

      Kelly pointed at me. “Dad, she’s interfering again!”

      I gave a cheeky wave and shouted, “At least, I’m doing it on purpose this time.”

      “Deal with her,” Guthrie ordered his daughter. He picked up the fallen orbs and marched down the line straightening those who still cowered. “Ignore that little mosquito and keep chanting.”

      Kelly lifted her orb and shot beams of light straight at me. Norman dodged them all, but the last beam raised the hair on my arm as it passed. Too close.

      I urged Norman higher, out of range of Kelly’s orb, but still circling. Jennifer should have returned by now. Unless she’d abandoned us.

      “We’ll hold out as long as we can, boy.” I patted Norman’s neck.

      The chanting resumed, and the light of the orbs spread outward, reaching toward the golems. There had to be some way to stall them.

      Then it hit me. According to all those dragon books I read as a kid, dragons could hold a fireball in their mouths until they were ready to let it go. I’d never risk hurting anyone by having Norman breathe fire, but what if they thought I was that desperate? “Hey, Norman. Wanna play a game of chicken?”

      A golem near the portal’s opening twitched.

      I flew Norman around the back of the hill where no one could see or shoot at us. I needed a long, straight stretch for him to fly if this was going to work, so we flapped down the valley for a full mile. We sped up so much, the wind whistled over Norman’s scales as we turned back to campus.

      When the rebel group came into view in the distance, their orbs were so bright they looked like stars fallen to earth.

      “Now, Norman!” I shouted.

      Norman opened his mouth. The fireball inside heated the air.

      A woman screamed. Half of the group ran. The rest stopped chanting and stared at the oncoming dragon with mouths agape.

      “Hold your ground,” Guthrie shouted. “She won’t do it.”

      I locked eyes with him. Surely, Guthrie wasn’t crazy enough to gamble with his daughter’s life. They had to give in.

      Everyone but Guthrie and Kelly ran. Kelly hesitated. Then, pale with terror, she threw her orb down and followed the others.

      “What are you doing?” Guthrie roared after them. “Victory is in our grasp!”

      It was over. I heaved a sigh and told Norman to swallow the flame, but Guthrie whirled around, eyes flashing. He raised his orb.

      Heat and light almost blinded me. Norman screamed. I held on for dear life as we crashed and slid through the bushes. When we stopped, Norman’s body trapped my leg beneath it, and I felt something snap. Through the haze of tears, I spotted a hole blasted through the poor dragon’s wing. He lay there with sides heaving.

      The sound of a thousand plodding feet shook the ground.

      Guthrie cackled. “They’re awake!”

      Rows of golems marched forth in a slow, steady procession, and people fled before them.

      One clay monster crashed toward me. I struggled to free my leg, but Norman was too heavy. It raised its fists.

      A ball of fire smashed into it, crumbling it to pieces. Christine and every student and dragon from the training program flew over the tops of the buildings, blasting one golem after the other. I whooped.

      Nearby, a portal opened and out stepped Jennifer. Her eyes widened at the crashed dragon. “Oh my gosh, what happened?”

      “Long story. Please, get him off me.”

      Jennifer ran to find helpers, and they rolled Norman onto his side. I gritted my teeth at the pain caused by the shifting weight.

      The dragon riders destroyed the golems, leaving nothing but bits of singed clay everywhere. Christine landed her dragon in the grass, jumped off, and practically tackled me. “I saw you crash and thought the worst. Never do something that crazy again.”

      “I hope I won’t have to. Is Norman okay?”

      Christine looked him over. “Yes, I think so. Once his wing is bandaged, it should heal. How about your leg?”

      I tried to push myself up only for the pain to go from aching to stabbing. “Definitely broken.”

      Christine and Jennifer pulled my arms over their shoulders and helped me up.

      Dragons landed wherever there was enough room. The university faculty put Guthrie and all his allies under citizen’s arrest and made them sit on the pavement until police cars squealed into the parking lot. The paramedics followed soon after.

      “I called them, just in case,” Jennifer said. “Looks like you’re the only one who got hurt, though. Let’s get you over there.”

      Dean Cleary approached as the medics lifted me onto a stretcher. “Miss Walsh, thank you for what you did today. Now that the truth is out, I’m sure the board will reinstate you as a student, if that is your wish.”

      I smiled so big my cheeks ached, and I kept grinning even as the paramedics loaded my stretcher into the ambulance.

      People said college could be an adventure, but I hadn’t quite expected this. To think, it all started in the mailroom.
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        * * *
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      #14 The Way of the Guardian with a Ward

      Things have finally settled down for Miriam Talona at the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy–on Pluto, naturally. At least no one is trying to kill her anymore. But now, she has been tasked with guardianship over the newest student of the Academy, one Barbara Silverman, a Sleeper from the past, from the Rotten Times, ill-behaved and hideously ugly–on purpose, if you can believe that! Contemporary biotechnology has given Barbara a new lease on looking pretty, though not on acting right. Will Barbara be too much for Miriam, or will Miriam prevent that girl from behaving herself into more trouble than she can handle?
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The Way of a Guardian with a Ward

      Miriam Talona here. 15 years old, Harmonid—mahogany skin and black hair and eyes and telepathy and all—and fledgling technomancer.

      I was being flown back to the Plutonic Academy of Technomancy—on Pluto, naturally. My bodyguard Tearshot—also a Harmonid—was doing the flying, with her space-knight’s armor fully deployed against the cold and near-vacuum of what passes for Pluto’s atmosphere. Integral with her armor was a gravitic harness, which lifted and propelled her as she dragged me along. My own grav harness, not integral to anything, was set neutrally, so if Tearshot let go of me, I’d continue to drift along until I took control of my own flight. My HEV suit protected me—that’s Hostile EnVironment, in case you’ve never been outside.

      Please don’t call her Dame Tearshot; she wouldn’t take it well. A mere space-knight is yeomanry, not nobility, after all.

      I had three servants: Tearshot my bodyguard, Bamboo my tutor, and Thickbloom my maid of all work. All Harmonids. I did not employ them—they were assigned to me.

      Tearshot was doing me a kindness. We were flying high, avoiding any routes in or under the habitats. This way, I wouldn’t have to do my own traveling and could concentrate on other things. I was departing the site of a garden party that had been held in my honor. I had just been made a Special Deputy of Pluto Prime, answerable directly to its Chief Justiciar, and far too many young men on the Force wanted to celebrate this with me—hence the garden party. How did they decide which of those men got to throw, and attend, the party?

      My fellow student, Karen Windsor, for various reasons, was not in a position to attend the party herself, though I’m sure she would have had a hearty welcome there. Therefore, it fell to me to share such details of the festivities as I could convey. Telepathy was the best way to do that, so I reached out to her with my mind. As a matter of policy, she kept her thought-screen down so that I could do this sort of thing.

      She jumped in. So, tell me about all those handsome, strapping officers of the law.

      I replied, What’s to tell? They were there; they were happy to see me, ...

      Your heart isn’t in this. What, strappingly handsome doesn’t do it for you anymore?

      I don’t know. Come to think of it, I can’t even get worked up over Regimental Commander William Firewalker. You know, the man who caught both our eyes so soon after school started.

      Yeah, sorry for getting in your way.

      Worry about getting in Tearshot’s way from now on. I’m almost afraid those two will get married when I’m not looking.

      Karen tittered. Those two did orient on each other just about instantly, didn’t they?

      Well, sorry for keeping you away from the ...

      Oh, come on. I tried to kill you—with technomancy. I gave power to demons, which a technomancer should never do. I even gave a name to the demon whose job it was to tempt me into all that. I had a fugue state all ready for you when I woke you up, then made you think you had put on your HEV suit. I walked you out of the Academy with a glamor that kept others from noticing you. I held up another glamor that protected you from Pluto’s surface, then dropped it at the worst moment.

      And what did you do? Instead of letting Lord Holder Temujin separate my head from my neck for what I’d done, you went into my mind and redeemed me, saved me! You brought me back from being the kind of girl who would try to kill someone out of spite, out of a grudge.

      I was still worried for her. You’re still under suspended sentence ...

      ... and if I backslide too far, you’ll un-suspend the sentence. Why, they made you a Special Deputy so you could be responsible for me. Hence the garden party, which I’m having trouble enjoying vicariously through you. Well, such a sinner as I am can’t expect the moon and the stars. Karen chuckled, not at all ruefully.

      I let it drop. Now, what I need is a sparring match ...

      Wait, that’s Erol Forecastle’s image I’m seeing. You’re sparring with him?

      Well, yes ...

      He’s a hand-fighter like you? Well, that’s to be expected from a lord holder’s son. So, you’ll keep up the mind-link for this? I want to see.

      No, this is a genuine sparring match, and I’ll have to concentrate.

      Stingy. When someone pouts, being linked to her mind lets you see it almost as clearly as being physically present.
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        * * *

      

      Erol Forecastle, a fellow student technomancer, among other things—from the adult side of the academy—and I were in the school, in a small configurable gymnasium just off the main hall. Tearshot has no need to be there just then, what with the scholastic regiment being all around us, so she just might have been having a chat with the aforementioned William Firewater. I didn’t pry.

      When not competing for an audience, the training wear of choice is a sheath that covers one’s self from neck to toe, with some additional protection for the head, though it’s tight enough against the skin not to conceal all that much. The sheath is meant to protect against scrapes and impacts, which it does quite well. It also wicks away sweat in a way that cools down the wearer just enough for comfort, and suppresses odors as well, so neither of us would be smelling like much.

      Mine was dark green, to set off my mahogany skin. I wore a frock and slippers over it, in a lighter shade of green, on the way to the gym, for convention’s sake.

      Erol’s sheath was a dark red. It set off what I could see of his light brown complexion quite well and would probably have done as good a job on his long, flowing, dark brown hair if the light brown doublet he had on hadn’t taken on the task. The effect was a doublet-and-hose look that worked for him—how it worked! He was a well-formed man to begin with, lean and spare, which the sheath emphasized—below his waist, anyway, and ... no, I was here to spar.

      By convention, we turned away from each other long enough to shuck what outerwear we had on, turned toward one another and bowed slightly.

      “Shall I go easy on you?” Erol’s eyebrow was cocked. “You probably need a handicap.”

      “I’d advise against it. We Harmonids are superhumanly strong.”

      We spoke in English, which, among other things, was the language of war. As such, all sufficiently skilled hand-fighters speak it.

      “Holds and throws? I take it we’re not trying to pound each other into submission.”

      I nodded.

      “Well, then, stand ready,” he said as he rushed me.

      I couldn’t manage a proper hold. I was able to toss him aside. If he hadn’t taken the fall properly, he would have flopped as he tumbled and probably twisted something. As it was, he rolled to his feet quickly.

      Grappling in such fashion put my head momentarily inside his thought-screen. Staying out of his mind was as easy as not going into it in the first place. That’s just the way telepathy works.

      He smiled at me with eyes that might have had some intensity to them. “Superhuman strength, indeed. A man with your skill at hand-fighting would probably be too much for me, mere journeyman hand-fighter that I am.”

      I was only a journeyman hand-fighter myself, so that made us evenly matched, more or less.

      His stance told me he was ready, so I rushed him this time, thinking to dive and tackle him. He didn’t sidestep; I think he meant to grab and shove me to one side, putting me off-balance. Before I could lower myself for the tackle, we ended up gripping each other’s hands and pushing, neither of us able to gain any leverage.

      A contest of strength that could run a minute or more didn’t suit either of us, so by silent agreement, we broke apart and backed away a few steps.

      He rushed me again, which resulted in a frantic standing tangle of limbs. Then I felt my feet go out from under me just before my back hit the matted floor. Just like that, he was sitting on my belly, pinning my wrists to the mat.

      At that moment, I knew I had, a second previously, planted my left foot slightly wrong. I couldn’t help but admire how he did not hesitate to take full advantage. I guess I was swept off my feet in more ways than one. The fight drained right out of me. My lips started to tingle, and I could just feel my eyes getting dewy.

      Whatever invitation I was making to him unthinkingly, he seemed to take under consideration as he wore a half-smile. I thought about how he could have made up his mind quicker than ...

      “That is quite enough of that.” The sharp voice was Bamboo, fellow Harmonid, tutor, and, well, chaperone. She was in the gym with us, though I hadn’t noticed her when she’d come in.

      Why, oh why, did I have to have a chaperone just then? That would have been my first real kiss.

      Erol let go of my wrists and stood up, slowly and deliberately.

      I scooted backwards about a meter and got to my feet rather quicker than that. For all of the floor being solid under my feet, I felt as if I was on uncertain ground.

      Bamboo’s gaze drilled right into Erol’s eyes—but Erol gave as good as he got. He fiddled with something at waist level and then, to my surprise, gave the distinctive two-fingered double tap to his head that was the universal invitation for a telepath to enter his mind.

      Perhaps foolishly, I didn’t think about whether the invitation included me before I went in myself, or tried to. He had indeed deactivated his thought-screen, but I bounced right off Bamboo’s thought-shield. Maybe I could have overcome her telepathic power, but even trying it would have gotten me in major trouble.

      Still with locked eyes, Erol said aloud, “I could just ...”

      Bamboo blushed—furiously! — but stood her ground. Even with our dark red skin, we Harmonids’ have noticeable blushes. Harmonids can tell when another Harmonid is blushing, someone who has known a Harmonid for a long time can tell, and competent socialites can also tell.

      The rest of their conversation was silent and lasted for about a minute and a half.

      They looked away from each other, then Bamboo turned to me and said sternly, “If you expect to grow closer to Erol here, it will go slower than you think.”

      I looked Erol’s way. He gave me a half-nod, half-cock of his head. He wasn’t denying it. A thought came into my own head unbidden: no first kiss for me today.

      Bamboo shot her gaze back at Erol. He nodded, then turned and sauntered out of the room, throwing one last half-smile my way. After this, I had Bamboo’s undivided attention.

      I looked back at Bamboo half-defiantly. “You’re not going to tell me to stay away from him?”

      “No. Get your own heart settled on whether he’s what you want out of life with a man.”

      A blush started creeping onto my cheeks, but I still wanted answers. “So, what’s this about?”

      Bamboo’s face did not admit the least trace of a smile. She was stubbornly silent.

      I was not silent at all. “So, I have to go get him? From square one?”

      Bamboo broke her silence, her eyes somewhere beyond my right hip. “I didn’t say that.”

      My face reddened. That kiss could strike anytime. I hoped. I pushed my mind out beyond the room in search of Erol’s—and his thought-screen was back up.

      No joy. Not for now, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty seconds or so of awkward silence, that felt like an eternity, were broken by the PA. “Will Miriam Talona please present herself in the main hall at once? Lord Holder Temujin requests a conference with his special deputy.”

      Without thinking, I put on frock and slippers and stepped through the single doorway directly into the main hall. In passing, I checked my ocular display—which was sturdy enough to stay on through physical sparring painlessly. I had a text message that said the same thing as the PA.

      The first thing I saw was Temujin himself, Lord Holder of Pluto Prime. I began to feel mortified at the prospect of meeting him dressed as I was.

      Did he read my face just then? He declared in Latin, that most formal of the three courtly languages, “Special Deputy Miriam Talona, be at ease. This is not a formal audience. This is an emergency.”

      At that, I took in the fact that he had his space-knight’s armor on, minus his helmet. Truly an emergency, then.

      There were others in the room, starting with his entourage, mostly twenty-odd space-knights. Academy faculty and staff were there, most notably Head Instructor Ricardo Pascal and Tuya Davaa, the primary juvenile instructor. Those two were flanking ...

      They were flanking an absolute blob of a girl, over 150 kilos if she massed a gram. I’d never seen so much as an image of anything so gross as that. The general mood in the hall, punctuated by the occasional furtive glance her way, told me that no one else had, either. I couldn’t even picture this creature taking more than a few steps upward at a time without being too tired to continue. And her hair! It was a squat mop, whacked off above her shoulders, dyed the ugliest shade of greenish purple I had ever seen.

      Ricardo Pascal said, also in Latin. “This,” he tried to hide his distaste, to no avail, “girl is named Barbara Silverman. She is a Sleeper, from before the Bloody Century, before the First Stellar Expansion, in the era commonly known as the Rotten Times. She has just come out of suspended animation—somehow with technomantic powers. She must receive proper instruction here. Uninstructed, she is too dangerous to be at large.”

      “Why’re you all pushing me around and talking garbage?” The Silverman girl spoke up, putatively in English, but what a mush-mouth! Couldn’t she pronounce her words properly, even with a strange accent or dialect?

      I said to her, in English, “How do you do? My name is Miriam Talona.”

      Her head snapped my way. “You speak English! I’m Barbara, Barbara Silverman. The only English been spoken at me so far was some garbage about ‘do I renounce Satan.’ I mean, really, men invented the devil, same as they invented God.”

      My jaw was too slack for any words to come out. When I had gone into Karen Windsor’s mind to redeem her, I encountered both demon and angel. Now, to be told that neither one exists ...

      Her eyes slid sideways and lit upon Erol Forecastle, who turned out to have come in behind me, sporting his doublet and sheath. Her voice turned salacious, her manner forward. “Well, there’s the handsomest thing I’ve seen all day. I’m Barbara. How about you?”

      I felt hot bile rise in my throat. Life returned to my jaw and fire entered my tongue. What did she suppose she was?

      My eyes flicked toward Erol, perhaps not without apprehension. His eyes were dull, the corners of his mouth downturned; his words were clipped. “Your praise is noted. I’m Mr. Forecastle.”

      Was he as annoyed with her as I was? I hoped so.

      Her demeanor visibly cooled, though it looked as if she had not given up.

      Into the main hall walked Father Grief Durham, looking every bit the archetypal Hindu who had just ascended into Heaven—as expected of the New Man of Tellus he was.

      The Silverman thing eyed him and muttered, “The second handsomest thing today ...”

      Father Grief returned her gaze and said, in English, “Barbara Silverman, this is important. Do you renounce Satan and all his works?”

      “For you, I’d ... no, this is ridiculous. There is no such thing as Satan; there’s no such thing as God. Why are you all so deluded?”

      Father Grief looked unsurprised as he addressed the room, this time in Latin. “Well, this is where we stand.”

      Lord Holder Temujin took up the gauntlet. “I should probably say the rest.”

      Then, in English, “Barbara Silverman, you have awakened into a world quite different from the one you know. In the process, you have gained powers and abilities that make you too dangerous to be left alone as you are. You must be instructed in the use of these powers, collectively called technomancy, and you will receive instruction here, at this academy. At some point, you must renounce Satan and all his works. If you don’t, you will be bound into powerlessness and imprisoned until I can figure out what to do with you.”

      “Wait!” she cried as her head whipped around, “This is ridiculous. I have rights! I have ...”

      Hard eyes were upon her from all around the room, mine included. She was cornered and she knew it. Her eyes were downcast.

      Lord Holder Temujin continued, “Actually, Sleeper, until I, Lord Holder of Pluto Prime, accept you as a proper subject without prejudice, you have very few rights here.” Temujin pressed on. “Since accepting you thusly is too dangerous to the rest of known space, I decline to do so. Instead, you will require a plenary guardian. ‘Guardian’ means that she will watch over you. ‘Plenary’ means that she can do with you as she sees fit. That’s even worse than in loco parentis.”

      Silverman’s eyes were still heavy with resignation.

      My stomach started to sink. Lord Holder Temujin sounded as if he had his guardian all picked out.

      “Special Deputy Miriam Talona?” Still in English, this, probably for Silverman’s benefit.

      “Yes, Lord Temujin?”

      “I have some additional duties for you. Naturally, they come with an additional stipend.”

      “ Um, isn’t there someone else who could do this?”

      Tuya Davaa had to go and close off my escape route. “Barbara Silverman is eighteen, technically no longer a juvenile, but too immature to be taught anywhere but the Juvenile Side of this academy.”

      Lord Temujin spread his hands. “Who else could watch over her there, go everywhere she goes? Not the faculty—they’re busy teaching and running the school. Other staffers have their own duties, and they aren’t technomancers. There’s no one else. Please, Miriam.”

      He had me. I sighed, “Very well.”

      Dime-dancer Nova Bright was present, raven-haired pale-skinned beauty that she was designed to be. She gave me an unexpected reassurance. “You won’t have charge of Miss Silverman until the beginning of next term. Until then, it will be up to me to cram the necessary courtly knowledge into her head. I am the summer instructor, after all.”

      My eyes widened. This I didn’t know, not even from her surface-tags visible in my ocular display.

      “Also,” she looked at Silverman disgustedly, “we’ll have the regimental medicos slim her down, regenerate the accompanying stretch-marks, and fix that fright-wig on her head that passes for her hair. I can’t believe she’s this ugly by accident.”

      I put up my hand. “Uh., from what I know of the Rotten Times and before then, people did struggle with their weight, much more than we do today.”

      Nova Bright was hard-eyed, more so than I had ever seen her. “An eighteen-year-old who struggled with her weight, even in the Rotten times, would not end up like this. The rare metabolic exception, who needn’t be ashamed of herself, invariably is. This creature, on the other hand, has hardly any shame at all.”

      Nova Bright’s words were in English, to Silverman’s consternation. A journeyman dancer speaks English as surely as does a journeyman hand-fighter, and Nova Bright was a master dancer.
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        * * *

      

      Before I went to bed, I received a call, with video though not with full telepresence, over the hyperwave from Rook of the Caledans, Lord Holder of Harmony and Harmonia, King of the Harmonids. He was not a Harmonid himself. Rather, we—the first generation of us—awoke and imprinted on him. The second and even the third generation of us carried the imprint as well. That meant he was ours, all of ours. To me, though, he was even more than that.

      “How’s my favorite goddaughter?”

      “Your only goddaughter.”

      “Yes. Think about it.”

      I thought about it, then felt warm inside. “Good to hear from you.”

      “Yes, I had to fight for this much hyperwave bandwidth. You know we don’t have the infrastructure for hyperwave, so we have to rely on those of us who can afford our own ansibles. Even the one I own is overrun by state business.”

      “Well, talk fast, then.” I grinned.

      “I hear Special Deputy Miriam Talona has some new duties.”

      “Yes.” My face fell. “She seems like a lost cause.”

      “You redeemed Karen Windsor when she seemed lost, so don’t count yourself out before you’ve begun.”

      “Karen Windsor wasn’t from that horrid past where everyone thought he was holier than God.”

      “Oh, does this Barbara girl seem like some great villainess or at least anti-heroine?”

      “No, she comes across as, well, weak-hearted and small-souled.”

      “Then she won’t be able to stand against you in the long run.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “She won’t. And, in the short run, you have plenary powers over her, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t underrate that. You’ll be able to gag her, restrain her, keep her out of trouble until she learns better. Not like Angela Rosenbaum. That was another Sleeper, one that the Hundred and Eight,” that would be King Rook’s regiment, “were hired to guard. The trouble was, we didn’t have plenary powers over her, so we couldn’t gag her. She was free to mouth off to the entire Solar System, which she did. At the end, she agitated for war on Titan, whose armada was ready to blow her and us into hot space-dust.

      “It’s a good thing for us that we were able to argue, to a maritime court, that the way she endangered us was outside the scope of our contract to protect her. Not good for her; she’s still rotting in prison on Titan. Anyway, my point is, you have what you need to succeed where I and the Hundred-and-Eight failed.”

      That stabbed more deeply than it might’ve; Talon, my father, had been the executive officer of the Hundred-and-Eight. Failing with Barbara Silverman would be letting both of them down.

      Maybe my godfather could see my face sag, because he added, “Come on, don’t lose hope. You’re more of an extraordinary young lady than you know. And don’t be afraid to fail. If you do your best and it’s not enough, we’ll all love you and be proud of you. I think you can do it, though, so don’t be afraid to succeed.”

      There was nothing for it. I’d have to give this my all.
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        * * *

      

      Time marched on, through the rest of my term and the Christmas break, until the time when Barbara Silverman would be put under my care.

      Not long after the day of the garden party, Karen Windsor’s loan officer saw me about her. I thought the officer was there to play professional harridan. As it turned out, though, even the Solarian Financial Network cares about a victory over the forces of Hell, and they expressed this by granting Karen an interest-free year. With this, the prospect of being held back a year wouldn’t run up her debt. Until then, I would never have expected a loan officer to show mercy.

      Lessons happened, student cotillions happened. The term ended. Harmonia did not have its own stargate, so going there and back would have used up most of the break. I had to stay at the school and celebrate Christmas with Karen and with whoever else remained, mostly Karen.
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        * * *

      

      Still no first kiss.
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        * * *

      

      The new term was about to begin, and it was time for Nova Bright to hand off custody of Barbara Silverman to me. Nova led Barbara into the Juvenile Side of the Academy, not quite by the ear.

      To say the least, Barbara wasn’t pleased with this. “What? Some fifteen-year-old girl is going to be the boss of me? Not acceptable!”

      No more mush-mouth, at least. Her diction had become acceptable. Also, contemporary medicine had slimmed her down, healing stretch-marks and presumable curing metabolic damage in the process, and grown out plenty of her natural hair color. She was now the pretty, presentable brunette God had intended her to be. Maybe this time around, she wouldn’t despoil that.

      She may not have been pleased with me, but she was much pleased with herself. She kept preening and stealing glances at her own body.

      At this point, Nova did grab her ear. She pulled Barbara’s face toward her and locked eyes with her. “By the will of Lord Holder Temujin, with the full cooperation of Ricardo Pascal, Head Instructor of this very Academy, Miriam Talona here, aged fifteen, is your plenary guardian. ‘Plenary’ means that she may do with you as she likes, exercising any and all of her own powers and abilities as she sees fit. She may also call others in to help her—and I assure you, those she would likely call in will be too much for you.”

      Whew! I thought to myself at that moment that the only thing scarier than Nova Bright—or Bamboo, for that matter—would be the two of them together. Barbara seemed to think so too, because I saw her eyes drop as her body sagged just a bit.

      Barbara rubbed her ear where Nova had grabbed it. Then she turned to me and brightened up. “Hey, I come from an age when people knew how to have fun. Stick with me, and I can show you things.”

      Would she have been that brazen had Nova Bright not already been on her way out of the room?

      Without a thought as to how I sounded, I said, “You should just stick to your studies and try to stay out of trouble. This is still a new world to you, and you don’t know your way around. The fun will come soon enough.”

      I could see disappointment in her face, though not resignation.

      I continued. “So far, you’ve been missing the fun. Salons and informal conversations, dinner parties, outings, student cotillions, ...”

      “Cotillion—what? Oh wait, I had that knowledge crammed in along with the dance lessons. Formal dance parties, right? Sponsored by the school.” She rubbed her head.

      I could sympathize. Having that much knowledge stuffed in that quickly makes your brain hurt.

      I said, “Yes, might be handsome men at the party. You could even bring your own.”

      “I’ve never been to a formal dance party before. That does sound like fun.”

      There was the carrot. Now the stick. “I’m within my powers to forbid you to go.”

      She looked as if I were about to shoot her dog.

      “Just behave yourself, and I won’t have to.”

      From her face, I could see that her dog was going to live.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I entered my own room, Bamboo was there, grinning, with Thickbloom and Tearshot in the background. “You handled yourself quite well with Barbara Silverman just then, especially for someone of your age.”

      “Eavesdropping on my mind again?”

      She drew herself up to her full height, face and all. “I would be remiss in my duties regarding you if I did not.” Her face broke into a grin again. “For all the times you resisted my discipline and instruction, to see you growing into being an effective disciplinarian yourself. It brings me joy.”

      I fought to keep a frown off my face.

      She chuckled at me.

      I said, begrudgingly, “Yes, you’ve told me so, more than once.”

      She beamed with satisfaction.
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        * * *

      

      Still no kiss.
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        * * *

      

      The new term began. On the Juvenile Side we had myself, Barbara, Karen Windsor—who by then was out of seclusion—and Reginald Clark, who, though only twelve, was a second year, a year ahead of the rest of us. Barbara and Karen got along well enough, though coolly.

      Karen was a little possessive of me, jockeying for the position that would show that she was my favorite; Barbara didn’t contend with her for this.

      Reginald and I continued to get on well. He kept his distance from Karen and Barbara—Karen, presumably, because he was unsure whether to forgive her for the things she’d done. I didn’t know about him and Barbara, though. Maybe he didn’t like her? Maybe he just didn’t have that much to say to her?

      On school days, mornings were for instruction in technomancy, afternoons were for whatever the students could arrange in the way of instruction on other subjects. I had Bamboo as a tutor, doling out knowledge at a rate that didn’t make my brain hurt. Bamboo also spared some tutoring for Karen and even for Barbara, who accepted it coolly. Reginald had his own arrangements.
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        * * *

      

      The student cotillions were on alternating Saturdays, skipping the first such Saturday of each term. Barbara had behaved herself well enough—making allowances for the coarse age from which she had come—for me not to forbid her from attending.

      We were all in the main hall in our best generic formal wear. None of us had couturiers so haut couture was out, and robes of leisure were for those who had more free time than us.

      Still no kiss from Erol. It was, however, iron law by then that he and I would always dance the first dance together, though never the second. He already had my hand as we waited for the music to start when Barbara not-quite rushed over to us.

      Over to Erol, actually. “You can dance the first dance with me, can’t you?”

      Erol’s face froze. “Miriam and I have already arranged to dance this first dance together.”

      “Come on, Miriam got to dance with you all the cotillions of last term. Can’t she spare this one?”

      So much for being well-enough behaved.

      “No.” Erol’s voice was as cold as his face.

      Barbara kept it up, even as the music started. Soon enough, Erol turned away from her abruptly and led me down the line of dance. I contemplated feeding her just a bit of hot death for cutting into my time with Erol.

      There were three other handsome men here, as guests, that is. William Firewalker, Commander of the Scholastic Regiment and a guest at my invitation, was deep in conversation with Tearshot, herself present as my bodyguard. Well, that’s why I invited him. Tane the well-built, one of the male dime-dancers, held a smiling Karen Windsor in a dance-hold. Beautiful Petyr Solomon, the other male dime-dancer, was dancing with his wife Natia. Instead of being a dime-dancer on duty, he was his wife’s plus-one, for this and for all the cotillions. As a student here, inviting him and making a guest instead of a dime-dancer of him was her privilege.

      There was one handsome boy, Reginald Clark. Nova Bright was dancing with him.

      The wall around the handsome men being insurmountable, Barbara tried for some of the not-so-handsome men. The Zorlu brothers had dates and were dancing with them. Others were with female dime-dancers, so she tried for some of the available men. They all refused her, because it is borderline insulting to be asked to dance after that dance’s music has begun. She should have done the smart thing, which would have been to set herself up for the next dance.

      The music stopped, and it was time to acquire the next dance partner. Mr. Ugly was being rejected by Barbara. I know he has a name, but of all the men at the Academy, he was hardest on the eyes. Uncharitable of me, perhaps.

      While this was happening, Erol and I changed partners with Reginald and Nova. Reginald bowed and kissed my hand before we started. The boy loved his courtly manners, and I couldn’t say I disliked them myself.

      Of the four of us, only Reginald and I were able to start with the music. Barbara was pestering Erol for a dance again. Nova was a dime-dancer on duty, so a certain professional patience was required of her. Erol, though, was as cold to her as he was the previous time. Well, I guess a little frozen death was good enough for Barbara.

      She had denied herself the second dance of the night as surely as she had the first.

      Near the end of the second dance, I sent a thought William Firewater’s way, his thought-screen being down for Tearshot’s sake. Do you think my bodyguard could spare you for the interval of a dance?

      Tearshot pushed into my mind. Certainly. I’m not here to monopolize him. My first duty is to you, after all.

      The music stopped, and I released Reginald to his third dance partner, whoever she might be. That may have been a disservice to him, because Barbara caught up to him and tried for a dance. Reginald’s opinion of her had evidently not changed; he was looking for a way out.

      The music started, and Barbara was still trying. Natia broke from Petyr, went to Reginald and scooped him up, to his relief.

      That left Petyr free, and Barbara tried for him. To my lack of surprise, he refused.

      Barbara’s behavior was not improving. I entered her mind. Her thought-screen was down, per my order.

      Barbara was arguing with Petyr, saying he was a dime-dancer and therefore could not refuse her. He replied that since his wife invited him, he was not on duty. Even were he, starting a dance after the music had begun was rude unless both parties approved.

      I had a decision to make. Would I scold Barbara for how she was acting, or would I let her be, let her dig her own social grave? Barbara was scared of disobeying me but did not respect me; she was afraid of Lord Holder Temujin and of Nova Bright. I decided to let her be.

      Bamboo sent to me, Is that wise?

      I sent back, God knows, my parents have let the consequences of some of my actions catch up to me more than once. You can’t say that doesn’t work.

      Bamboo paused, then sent, Your judgment seems sound enough. I leave it to you.

      In the end, Barbara got one dance out of Erol and was not able to pierce the thin wall of ice he kept between him and her.

      She got no dances out of Reginald. Karen did, along with a kiss on the hand that had her beaming at him. Reginald had forgiven her.

      As the night wore on, it looked as if Reginald was making sure that each choice of dance partner, each flourish of courtly manners more exaggerated than usual for him, was in Barbara’ line of sight, all the while refusing to have anything to do with her. My gut told me he was snubbing her blatantly.

      Barbara wouldn’t dance with Mr. Ugly at all, showing less consideration than any of the other girls attending this dance, including me. Granted, that amounted to Karen, Natia, me, and four female dime-dancers, but still. She did dance with each of the three Zorlu brothers and seemed to be ingratiating herself with them.
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        * * *

      

      Mass was the following morning. As technomancers, our power comes from spirits, usually bound to us, which rearrange happenstance and spin glamours. Once bound, they accompany us everywhere, and, to a one, they are God-fearing. One could understand, then, why all of us technomancers had granted our bound spirits leave to sing hymns along with us—a valuable consideration to a God-fearing spirit—all of us except Barbara.

      There was an after-church dinner in the main hall. Mongolian hot pot it was. Superb, as expected in Pluto Prime, a Tartar holding.

      As I came in, Reginald was sitting alone at a table. I saw Natia Solomon approaching the table, only to steer clear of it and sit down elsewhere, guiding Petyr to her with her eyes. Just then, Nova Bright came and plopped herself down next to him and took his hand—consolingly?

      This scene led me to expect other female dime-dancers to come in and reinforce her, or at least to check and see if reinforcements were necessary. Instead, I saw them clustered at the other end of the hall, avoiding looking Reginald’s way.

      I approached the table of dime-dancers, but they looked away from me strangely. There was no opening I could use to start a conversation.

      I looked around, caught Erol’s eye, then we exchanged a look of mutual understanding. We both had taken it all in.

      I went to Natia. Neither she nor Petyr froze me out of sitting with them, so I did so. I was able to coax some small talk out of her, then got to the point. “Is there a reason to avoid sitting with Reginald over there?”

      Natia hesitated, then said, “I’ve heard talk.”

      “What kind of talk?”

      “Well ... that he has the soul of a rapist.”

      “What?” I had to orient myself to the kind of world where someone could even say that about Reginald.

      Petyr said, “I wouldn’t have figured him for that. I still don’t.”

      I hissed, “Who would say that about him?”

      Natia looked down. “The Zorlu brothers. I mean, it’s surprising, but they seemed to believe it.”

      My head spun. I couldn’t figure them for that kind of backbiting. So, what made them believe it?

      I glanced Erol’s way. He was already up, and his grim face suggested a tale similar to mine.

      I got up and approached him. He double-tapped his head with two fingers. I entered his mind; his thought-screen was down, as expected.

      Soul of a rapist, Natia says, I sent.

      Same with the dime-dancers. Zorlu brothers?

      Yes. What do we do?

      First, we tell Reginald what manner of gossip is afoot, without telling him from whom.

      I pondered for a few seconds. I trust your judgment.

      His mind was on the matter at hand, so his surface thoughts did not reveal why he hadn’t kissed me yet. I had to settle for the fact that he had closed all but about ten centimeters of distance between us, maybe a little less at the lips. I could probe deeper, but he’d know, and I would be mortified at myself for trying.

      We sat down, still only ten centimeters apart, and we told him.

      “Impossible!” Nova hissed.

      Reginald went stone-faced. “If that’s the problem,” he stood up and raised his voice. “Father Grief Durham, please come here. I have a request.”

      He came.

      Reginald’s voice was still raised. “For the benefit of those in this hall, please enter my mind, probe as deep as you need to, and answer the question of whether I have the soul of a rapist.”

      Father Grief rocked back slightly, then nodded. He went in.

      A deep probe may or may not be painful, but it is always uncomfortable, often intensely so. Furthermore, there is the invasion of privacy to consider. I could have done it, but Harmonids are not spiritually superhuman, so are not considered as trustworthy as New Men of Tellus.

      After a few minutes, during which Reginald looked as if he were receiving a root canal operation and a proctological examination at the same time, Father Grief pulled out of his mind and said, “With authority and conviction, I say that Reginald Clark here does not have the soul of a rapist.”

      Adam, the oldest of the Zorlu brothers, stood up suddenly and approached me, siblings trailing behind him. “I,” he looked back at his brothers, who nodded at him, “We apologize for spreading this gossip. It seemed sincere when we heard it. We couldn’t believe such an accusation could be spoken so frivolously.”

      My voice surprised me by sounding like thick gravel. “Tell me who.”

      Adam sighed. “Your ward, Barbara Silverman.”

      Briefly, I saw red. Barbara wasn’t here. I scanned for her mind, discovering her in her room. I spun on my feet and marched there. Her door was locked, but as her guardian, I had a bypass.

      Wordlessly, I strode in, grabbed her by the ear, then pulled her back to the main hall, heedless of her cries of discomfort, pain, and indignation. As I pulled, I entered her mind. It was easy to see that she was angry at Reginald’s snub, that the accusation was her revenge.

      Back in the main hall, still with Barbara by the ear, I looked at Reginald with hard eyes and said, “Well?”

      He spoke his piece. “I, Reginald Clark, do hereby address you, Miriam Talona, plenary guardian of Barbara Silverman. I warrant that she has falsely accused me of rape, by spreading the rumor that I have ‘a rapist’s soul’, so to speak.”

      “Presumably, your telecom has recorded that. So has mine.” We nodded at each other.

      Barbara just did not know when to be quiet. “Wait! I didn’t actually accuse him of raping anyone! I just said he had the soul of a rapist.”

      I pulled her face to me. “You accused him of mens rea, of having a guilty mind. That’s enough to constitute a false accusation in most any part of known space, certainly including this one.”

      I was still in her mind, even if I was speaking out loud. She didn’t disbelieve me.

      I almost shouted. “The standard penalty for rape is thirty days barebacked in a hard cell with no soft bedding. Every day brings 10 lashes, with only enough medical treatment to keep the wounds from festering and from going numb.

      “For false accusation of rape, the penalty is the same. Naturally, your powers would be bound away for the duration.”

      She shuddered.

      I pressed on. “You don’t know how lucky you are. Reginald Clark, the aggrieved party, swore out his complaint to me, not to you and not to a magistrate. That means I can do as I like, which will most certainly be easier on you than the standard penalty.”

      I dragged her off, still by the ear.
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        * * *

      

      We were in my room, my attendants standing by. I doubt Barbara even noticed they were there.

      I was about to let go of Barbara’s ear—and do what? If I did nothing, it was the standard penalty, then what would become of her after that?

      There was nothing for it. I’d have to discipline her somehow. Why me? It was much too early; I was much too young. Even if I married tomorrow, it’d be years before I’d have to give proper discipline to our firstborn.

      What could I do, then? Lock her up and scourge her? I knew I’d want to go easy on her, but too easy and she wouldn’t learn her lesson. If I was too hard on her, I’d do almost as bad a job on her as the authorities would, and Barbara would be in danger of losing hope. No, I didn’t even know how to do a proper scourging, so that was out.

      Why me? Why was I the one who had to discipline this brat?

      I thought of spanking. Less painful, far less injurious, fully as humiliating. No! It just seemed wrong. At fifteen, it had been years since I had been spanked, since I had needed spanking. My sense of shame regarding my own behavior had kicked in several years ago, and a good sense of actions and consequences not long after that. Who needs a spanking at eighteen? Was she really that wrong in the head? Did I really have to treat her as that much of a naughty child?

      And why me?

      The crisis was nonetheless on me, and I had to act. I had plenary powers here, and I didn’t want to let my godfather down. For that matter, I still didn’t want Barbara to suffer more than she had to.

      Still, why me?

      I dragged her to my bed and sat down. Before I let go of her ear, I gripped her body solidly. It was when I started to swing her over my knee that she awoke from her half-fright and started struggling, her face twisted toward mine in disbelief. Was I really going to go through with this? her eyes pled to know.

      While this was going on, Bamboo gathered up Thickbloom and Tearshot with her eyes and they departed.

      I was indeed superhumanly strong and a journeyman hand-fighter. Barbara was neither, so didn’t stand a chance against me. She was shortly, and helplessly, in position. When my first bare-handed blow landed against her fundament, her shriek reflected pain mixed in with the disbelief already on her face. Worse than this awaited her if I stopped, though, so I willed myself to keep going.

      She cried out, “No! Stop! Please! Damn it, stop!”

      I pressed into her mind. She was at that moment failing to grasp that this was proper punishment, so ...

      “No ... more ... false ... accusations ... of rape!”

      She half-sobbed, “OK, please! I won’t do it again!”

      “I’m a ... telepath ... remember? You have ... to mean it!”

      After her third such plea, I could feel her will give way. Not true repentance, just willingness to do as I said. I almost despaired of her then and there—it was as if she were six instead of eighteen.

      I shoved her on her feet roughly. “Now, back to your room!”

      She went, red-facedly ignoring my attendants as they came back into the room.

      Was that a smirk about to form on Bamboo’s face? Maybe not, because she put on a blandly neutral expression and spared me her ‘I told you so’s’. In any case, I didn’t feel like touching her mind just then. Did I feel soiled? No, that wasn’t the word for it, but I didn’t know how I felt.

      I sent a one-sentence message to Reginald, who pronounced himself satisfied, at least providing no further incidents happened.
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        * * *

      

      Next day’s lunch, in the common anteroom that Barbara, Karen, and I shared, consisted of several nose-filling, mouth-watering dishes. The main dish was slices of prime rib, slathered with sour cream and horseradish and dusted with fresh-ground black pepper, plopped on thin firm toast and eaten before the toast had a chance to get soggy. Complementing this were asparagus spears with just the right amount of garlic sauce on them and potatoes au gratin in all their creamy, buttery glory. The accompanying sweet water had been flavored just so, complementing all the dishes perfectly—don’t ask me how that was done.

      Bamboo, Thickbloom, and Tearshot all ate what I ate. Karen’s budget didn’t allow for food this good, so I shared with her as was my custom. Thickbloom planned our meals to allow for this sort of thing.

      Breakfast had been grab-and-go, so Barbara didn’t get a chance to see what the rest of us were eating, but now ...

      She had all four varieties of dull-flavored synth-food in front of her: crunch, paste, mash, and slosh. She also had plain water on tap. She had to serve herself, too, from start to finish. Even her servant-bot was missing ...

      Servitor-bot, Thickbloom chided into my mind. I am a servant. What used to wait on Barbara here was a servitor-bot.

      I’ve only really had attendants for a few months, though I’ve had Bamboo as a tutor for longer. I thought about how long Thickbloom might have been offended at my usage and my cheeks felt warm. I sent back, Sorry. I didn’t know it was a sore point.

      Just get it right from now on. It’s not just me, it’s servants in general.

      My cheeks felt warmer.

      Meanwhile, Barbara was looking our way, a silent half-pleading look on her face.

      Bamboo stood, locking eyes with her. “No, your sponsors are quite displeased with you, and cutting your budget for personal expenses to the bone is how they are making their displeasure felt.”

      Barbara pulled back like a child being scolded for having her hand in the cookie jar.

      Karen glanced at me sidelong, eyebrows raised in query.

      I sent to her, No, Bamboo is playing the heavy for me. This gives me an opening to show mercy—but not today.

      After we ate, Barbara approached me timidly. After I failed to drive her off, she said, “Um, can you speak to some of the others? No one will talk with me. Even the instructors won’t say more than they have to.”

      Karen stepped up to us. “Barbara, I’ll talk to you if Miriam will.”

      “Oh, thanks!” Barbara grabbed Karen’s hand like a lifeline.

      Karen turned to me and said, “You know I’ve done worse.”

      True enough, that. I said, “I’ll talk to the others.”
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        * * *

      

      First, I pinged Reginald. “Sorry about interrupting your afternoon lessons. Did I manage to slip in between two of them?”

      “Why? Do you and Karen want to synch up with me, see if we have enough mundane subjects in common?”

      “Actually, it’s about Barbara ...”

      “What, her? She deserves her shunning.”

      “But if you ...”

      “I never liked her and have no intention of starting now.”

      I let out a sigh.

      He kept talking. “Look, it’s you, so you get to ask. You did help Karen become a decent human being. My answer’s still no, though. I just can’t stomach Barbara right now.”

      Next, I pinged the Zorlu brothers, getting Aras—not the oldest. “Could I talk with you three tonight, following afternoon lessons?”

      “Certainly. You’re always a charming dinner companion, and so is Karen Windsor; bring her too. Check the menu as well; the school is offering complimentary hot pot again. But, if this is what I think it is, don’t get your hopes up.”

      I told Barbara to stay out of the main hall that night. “There’s no Mongolian hot pot for you; if you tried for it, you’d be refused. Also, your presence will just make things harder on me.”

      She valiantly tried not to sulk at this, to mixed results.
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        * * *

      

      The meat was vat-grown, the vegetables were actually yeast and algae, but the smell and flavor, and for that matter the texture, were superb. Leave it to the Tartars to make that happen.

      “Aras, here,” said Adam, the oldest of the Zorlu brothers, “decided on his own that we’d be eating together.”

      Aras had a twinkle in his eye. “You and Attila didn’t have to show up for this. You could have had supper elsewhere.”

      “No, Miriam and Karen here are good company. Better than some people.”

      I waited until the eating and talking were mostly done before bringing up Barbara Silverman.

      “No,” declared Adam, “she used us. We trusted that her tongue would not wag so frivolously as it had on such a grave matter, and she abused that trust. We’ve learned our lesson: never trust anyone from the Rotten Times. That said, having her too close makes us feel filthy.”

      Adam’s brothers were solidly behind him. I resigned myself to having asked too much of them.

      As Karen and I took our leave, Petyr the beautiful caught my eye. He walked slowly toward me, so I got up and met him halfway. Karen faded back but would step forward if needed.

      He broached the subject before I could; the man could read a room. “I speak for Tane and myself when I say that, as male dime dancers; our duty is primarily to interact socially with the female students. We will do our duty by Silverman-san,” he did not quite spit out that particular honorific, “but don’t expect us to enjoy it, nor act as if we do. Don’t expect Natia to warm to her, either.”

      Petyr’s stone wall was up. There was no breaching it, so I’d just have to accept what he gave.

      He half-smiled before departing. “Good luck with the female dime-dancers. Their duties toward those of the same sex as themselves hardly exist.”

      Three of the female dime-dancers were in a group, having an after-supper conversation. I approached them tentatively. One of them, black-haired with violet highlights and with violet-tinged skin not found naturally, gathered me up with her eyes and pulled me toward them. Her surface-tags said she was an alpha-type gen-human, like Nova and Petyr and not like Tane. Her name was Violet Orchid. Well, if she didn’t like that name, she was within her rights to change it.

      When I reached them, Violet smiled crookedly, “Well, if it isn’t Miriam Talona herself. Haven’t you been a little too boy-crazy to pay attention to mere female dime-dancers?”

      This was no time for prevarication. I plopped myself down next to them and, “Guilty as charged. So, are we going to talk about boys?”

      Violet’s smile righted itself. “Maybe one. Father Grief Durham, his celibate order’s gain being our loss.”

      We all looked at each other as if to say, “Alas.”

      The medium-dusky-skinned one with the striking white hair piped up, “When the New Men of Tellus first came to be, his ancestral line was named ‘Durian’. Not their choice.”

      I suppressed a snort. Named after a stink-fruit?

      She continued, “Needless to say, they quickly changed it to ‘Durham’.”

      From surface-tags, I took in her name and that of the pale red-headed one. Alpha-type gen-humans both. Were their names really ...?

      “Snow White,” said Miss White-Hair.

      “... and Rose Red,” said the redhead.

      Violet spoke up. “You think they’d keep those names if they didn’t like them?”

      “We gen-humans,” said Snow White, “can have fun with this sort of thing in ways ordinary girls can’t.”

      Rose Red asked me, “Did you ever find out who created you Harmonids?”

      I replied, one artificial breed to another, “Long-dead aliens, presumably the same aliens who created technomancy and all the other exotic tech people find here and there about known space. That’s still all we know. We do breed true like the New Men of Tellus and the Mind-Men of Mars. I’m second generation.”

      Rose Red said, “There’s just about no breeding true for us. We’re vat-grown and well-adjusted to it. One side effect of this is that we lack our own sexual urgency. Naturals can make up the difference that way, so we almost always marry them instead of each other.”

      Violet’s eyes twinkled. “Yes, hardly any such urgency for us. Not like some people.”

      My cheeks warmed uncomfortably.

      Violet put a hand on my shoulder. “You want us not to shun Barbara Silverman. We can be polite to her, not ostracize her, but we’ll be keeping some distance. We’ll forgive her someday, just not today.”

      Her companions nodded.

      “Thanks,” I said, “I think that’s all I can ask.”

      “Careful with Nova Bright,” Violet warned. “She put her heart into pounding an upbringing into that Silverman baggage, but she also regards Reginald Clark warmly,” which had been abundantly clear for months, but bore repeating, “so she’s tightly wound about all this.”

      I nodded.
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        * * *

      

      “Couldn’t you have tried harder?” Barbara complained. We were back in our common anteroom.

      I shot her a look. “Forgiveness doesn’t come that easily nor quickly, not for what you’ve done. Have you forgotten how much mercy you’ve been shown even now?”

      She pouted. “Was what I said really that big a deal? It never has been before.”

      This wasn’t her first time saying this about someone? I bridled at the implication. “It was much worse than you seem to have known. Don’t ever even think about trying to get away with it again, and remember, you’re not in the Rotten Times anymore. Trying anything sleazy like that will get you in deep trouble.”

      She sulked.

      “Try to do better!”

      She winced. I pushed my way into her mind. She was at least trying to make herself act better, still reminding me of a child and not a grown-up.
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        * * *

      

      Chief Juvenile Instructor Tuya Davaa was reviewing what demons meant to a technomancer. “We can summon and bind demons, on purpose or thoughtlessly. We can give them power, beyond their native capabilities, the same way we empower spirits. We can even give demons new names.”

      Karen was attentive, though she already knew all this from bitter, first-hand experience.

      Davaa-sensei continued.

      Barbara’s eyes and face looked as if they were drifting, so I sent into her mind, She is reviewing this material for your sake. Show respect and pay attention!

      Barbara straightened up her face and focused, so I let it go for a bit. During a pause in the lessons, though, I grew suspicious, so I probed her comprehension—to my disappointment. Was she that dull or did she not care?

      When a telepath probes as I did, the one probed knows it and feels the specifics. Barbara started shouting, “What’s so important about demons anyway? You talk about them too much, they’re probably just your imagination. It’s nonsense. You people are drowning in religion. If you’d just give up your religious nonsense, the world would be a better place!”

      Reginald laughed half-ruefully. “You mean, such religious nonsense as the commandment forbidding bearing false witness against your neighbor? Would the world be a better place if people falsely believe I’m a rapist?”

      Barbara winced but did not concede.

      Tuya Davaa was silent as she looked at me sidelong.

      Karen shook off her astonishment. “I used a real demon to try to kill Miriam here. She was rescued from that—thank God! —and then Miriam saved me.”

      Barbara shouted, “That was just your own power, your own malice!”

      I declared, “That was more than just her own malice, or else she wouldn’t have been so easy to save. I was in her mind, so I know. That was a demon inflaming her malice. Once its influence was gone, Karen didn’t have nearly enough hatred toward me to matter.”

      Barbara did not quite throw a tantrum. “Karen is delusional, and you’re just imagining things! Stop it!”

      She stormed out.
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        * * *

      

      Barbara Silverman had locked herself in her room. I was in the anteroom, talking to her over the local intercom. “You don’t get to ignore me. If you became friend to demons, you’d be too dangerous to be left at large. Even as you are now, you’re too dangerous. You’ve learned all the basics of spirit-binding by now, after all, and that alone is enough to allow demons to do their worst. That’s why we want you to renounce them.”

      There was no answer.

      I sent my mind into the room. I bounced off her thought-screen.

      I strode in, having overrode the lock, grabbed her by the ear—her force-screen was set to stop energy and thoughts, not matter—and pulled her back, shrieking, into the anteroom.

      I leaned my head inside her screen, then sent, Even imaginary evils are evil. Why not renounce them? Why not renounce demons?

      Barbara snarled aloud, “Right now, you’re being the demon.”

      No, you’re being a brat. If so-called religious nonsense is so bad, why are you so deficient as a human being without it?

      “Heh, demons aren’t so bad. Here, I’ll show you.”

      No, what are you talking about?

      “If I bind a demon, it’ll be just like another spirit. You’ll see.”

      Don’t! It’s dangerous. Demons are dangerous!

      “Your name will be Brimstone. How’s that?”

      No!

      She had performed the binding. To my dismay, there truly was a demon awaiting its chance. At that moment, its name had become Brimstone.

      Barbara’s face took on a rictus of agony and terror. She screamed loudly enough to hurt my ears.

      I didn’t lean back. Crashing through her thought-screen at a distance would have taken time. My ears would just have to take it.

      God help you, Barbara! Say it! Say, God help me!

      Barbara wouldn’t say it. She truly did not believe. So, she was helpless as this fiend pulled her in, chewed on her.

      Unbind the demon! You have the power. It can only get at you like this because you have it bound. Let it go! God help me, there was no way for one technomancer to unbind a spirit, let alone a demon, on another’s behalf.

      She couldn’t even bring herself to do that. No one could unbind the thing for her, so bound it remained as it pulled her into a helpless, terrified stupor. I tried and tried but couldn’t pull her out of it. She was no longer screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Barbara was back in her quarters, nigh-catatonic, under guard by a squad on loan from the Scholastic Regiment, a squad I had deputized as guardians pro tempore. Head Instructor Ricardo Pascal had confirmed that her powers were bound; she could neither bind fresh spirits—or demons—nor allow them to create a glamour or rearrange happenstance. All she could do was unbind what she had bound—if she had the will.

      I was in my room. Karen held me as I muttered, “She was too closely watched for the demon to use her, so it just took her. Now she’s helpless; no will to do anything. I can’t reach her. I tried but I can’t reach her.”

      Karen whispered, “You saved me.”

      “You were never like that. I could talk to you, and you would answer.”

      She was silent but held on to me.

      My attendants were with us. Bamboo acted as if something had her attention, then she left. She returned with Erol Forecastle, her sharp eyes on him.

      Karen relaxed her grip but did not let go.

      Erol smiled. “Good. There you are, Barbara Silverman’s bright hope.”

      I was gloomy. “Things don’t look hopeful to me.”

      His eyebrow arched. “Now, that I just can’t believe. The one who faced down a demon to redeem Karen Windsor here, and yet you have no hope for Barbara Silverman? You’re putting yourself down far too much.”

      Well, it wasn’t a kiss—I wasn’t in the mood anyway—but it was something. I could feel a bit of warmth inside.

      Erol looked Bamboo’s way. “If you would escort me, please?”

      They left together. Soon enough, they both returned, with Father Grief.

      Father Grief addressed me. “My child, you are far from done with Barbara Silverman.”

      I was still more despondent than not. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Then pray to God for guidance. I’ll pray with you, for you.”

      After a bit, I bowed my head.

      I could hear the voice of King Rook, speaking as my godfather, in my head. He was telling me to keep doing my best by Barbara Silverman. Perhaps that was God’s answer to my prayer.

      Or, maybe God’s answer was a notion I just had. I reached out to Barbara’s mind, scanned it, felt for the demonic presence. Yes, it could have been a familiar one.

      I pulled out. “Karen, allow me to link with you. Pay attention to what I sense in Barbara’s mind.”

      “Yes, Miriam-sama.”

      I went in again. Familiar to you, Karen?

      Yes, it’s ...

      Don’t say it. I don’t want to lend dignity to its former name. When Karen had it bound, the thing’s name was Firebrand.

      Once again, I pulled out. “Karen, think you can help us this time around? It’s the same demon, so I think I can provoke it.”

      “Anything you need.”
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        * * *

      

      It was time to make the full expedition into Barbara’s mind. We had five strong telepaths: myself, Father Grief, Bamboo, Thickbloom, and Tearshot. Also, we had Karen. I had formally, if swiftly, deputized them all as Barbara’s temporary guardians.

      As Barbara’s plenary guardian, I could use my telepathy on her as I saw fit. Those I deputized were more restricted legally, but Lord Holder Temujin’s Chief Justiciar had already allowed that this was a mission of mercy.

      It was easiest for us to be in Barbara’s room, so there we were, seated around her bed. We linked our minds and went in.

      Hello, fiend. Remember me? You lost Karen Windsor to me. I was as insolent as I could feign.

      I thought I half-heard an Infernal chuckle.

      I was a brusque as I could be. So, who’s in charge here? I don’t see anyone.

      I got a reply. I am someone. She gave me the name Brimstone, and now that name reigns supreme here.

      Proud devil, that one. Time to peck at the thing’s pride. Could she be just ignoring you, waiting for you to become irrelevant?

      Ignore me? How? It did something. I sensed a trembling heart, a helpless heart. Look upon my works and despair. She has bound me and will not unbind me. How can such as you drive me off now?

      Now! I cried out to my allies. And don’t let go!

      In showing us Barbara’s heart and mind, the fiend had given us access to it. We weren’t about to let it be snatched away again.

      Bamboo, Thickbloom, and Tearshot kept her psyche from snapping away, while Father Grief and I gave Karen a mental voice.

      I am Karen Windsor. Mine is the weakest mind here, and I am not afraid of this demon. Why should you be, Barbara?

      The rest of us professed our lack of fear in turn, with conviction. Indeed, why should we have been afraid? The thing couldn’t use Barbara’s powers against us; those powers had been bound away. And, anything the demon might do on its own would be noticed by any number of angels, who would almost certainly put a stop to it.

      Suddenly, the demon rushed me mentally, trying to bludgeon my mind. Unfortunately for that thing, what passed for its mind was no stronger than Barbara’s or Karen’s, while a Harmonid’s mind is supernally strong. It couldn’t even strain my native thought-shield.

      It flinched.

      I could feel Barbara’s mind stir, tremble a little less.

      I pushed my words at her. You are far from powerless here. You can unbind the demon, be free of it, as easily as you bound it. Do it!

      I brought this on myself! Wow, she had just started forming words. Progress!

      Karen cut in. Let me talk again. We boosted her voice. I’ve done worse than you. I gave this very demon the power to try to murder Miriam Talona, yet she saved me. What makes you think we’re just going to let this thing drag you to Hell?

      I don’t deserve ...

      It’s not about deserving! Jesus Christ died on the cross so we wouldn’t have to deserve it, so we could stay out of Hell anyway. Karen had indeed come a long way from being the girl who had tried to kill me.

      But what I did to Reginald Clark. How can I ...

      I cut in. Clark-san pronounces himself satisfied with the punishment you have already received. Just don’t do anything else to him.

      I could feel her despair start to turn to hope. The demon probably felt it, too; it was gathering its strength to strike at Barbara.

      Dully she pronounced, Demon, get thee behind me.

      It was enough. The binding came undone. The thing was Brimstone no more.

      Aloud, Barbara said with a shudder, “I renounce Satan and all his works.”

      She had just begun to mean that. It was a start.
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        * * *

      

      We left Barbara to collapse into sleep.

      Father Grief assured us, “I’ll take charge of her baptism and her religious instruction; it’s what I do. She seems to have soaked up more religion than she realizes, but that won’t be nearly enough, not for long, anyway. So, that means I have work to do.”

      Next day, Lord Holder Temujin visited me in person. “I knew I chose the right guardian for Barbara Silverman. Please stay on as guardian along with your existing duties as a special deputy.”

      I asked, “The stipends for each are separate. Are you going to combine them?”

      “You mean, reduce the total. No, separate they remain, as the duties are separate. After all, the laborer is worthy of his hire.”

      Was I arguing for less pay? If so, I decided to stop.
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        * * *

      

      Head Instructor Ricardo Pascal called me into his office. “First, I’d like to congratulate you for another victory on behalf of the forces of Heaven.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” I didn’t feel victorious. Going up against demons—a demon? —seemed like too close a thing to feel good about my virtue and righteousness. I could feel good about the state of Barbara’s soul—and, for that matter, Karen’s.

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. You’ve done it twice. You’ve acquitted yourself well as part of the Church, the Army of Christ, stretching throughout time and space, terrible as an army with banners.”

      “It was a close thing both times.”

      “Yet you won. Or aren’t their souls worth it?”

      “No, they’re worth it.”

      “Now for the second matter. I’d like you to join the faculty, on an irregular basis.”

      “More duties?” My voice was rueful.

      “Not really. I don’t expect you to do more than you’ve already been doing. I’d just like it to be in a more official capacity. Having you do what you already do on behalf of the school will save administrative and procedural headaches, just in case your actions have unforeseen repercussions. Of course, this would come with a stipend.”

      “Another stipend.” My mouth hung open slightly.

      “Yes. Do you accept?”

      I pondered a bit, then figured I could decide what to do with the stipends later. “I accept.”
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        * * *

      

      Rook of the Caledans, King of the Harmonids, Lord Holder of Harmonia, and my godfather, had made some more hyperwave time for me, which I took alone in my room.

      “I hear you did an excellent job looking after Barbara Silverman. You make me proud.”

      “A demon terrified her, almost ate her ...”

      “And you guided her past that crisis. Now she is on the strait and narrow, thanks to you. You’ve even managed to keep her out of prison. Well done.”

      “I had to discipline her ...”

      “I knew your plenary powers over her would come in handy. They’re more than I had, and again, you’ve done me proud.”

      I sat silent for a bit, then I ventured, “I’m up to three stipends now. Two from Lord Holder Temujin, one from this very school. I’m not sure what I should ...”

      “Keep them. You really should learn to accept rewards properly.”

      “All right. I guess I could use them to defray some of the expenses that you’re paying ...”

      “No, spend them on something nearer to your heart than that. You have to learn to accept rewards properly.”

      I let out a sigh.

      My godfather pressed on. “You’re a technomancer in training, so you have to learn to be a dignitary. Also, you are accumulating status and honors faster than we expected, so you have to learn to cope with that, too. Accept them with honor and with grace. Don’t spurn then and do not try to deflect them. Be a proper lady, a woman of quality! By now, it’s obviously your destiny, so don’t shirk it.”

      “All right, I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s my goddaughter. Now is there any other news in your life I should know?”

      I thought that it was still too early to talk about Erol—we still hadn’t kissed, after all. “Nothing to speak of.”

      “Hmm.” He seemed a little disappointed, but only a little. I surmised Bamboo also thought it was too early to talk about Erol. “Well, I have to sign off now.”

      “Bye. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late at night in my room. I had not yet changed clothes for sleep. Bamboo walked in—with Erol Forecastle. She looked sharply at him. “You have forty-five seconds.”

      Then she left us alone in the room.

      He said, “Congratulations on saving Barbara the way you saved Karen.”

      “Um, I’m not that good at saving souls. I’ve been getting lucky ...”

      He closed the distance between us, his hands suddenly pulling my shoulders where he wanted them. Then one of those hands pressed into the small of my back while the other hand led his arm around my shoulders. He pulled me to him and pressed his lips on mine. My face felt hot; I pressed my lips against his without thinking. My arms found their way around him. Had I come home? I felt lost, not knowing the answer.

      He broke the kiss and pulled away just as Bamboo walked back in. He smiled at me crookedly, saying, “There’s a girl.”

      Then he took his leave, too soon to suit me.

      My lips tingled for days afterward.
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        * * *

      

      C. E. Perez has, as of this writing, six 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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By Christopher G. Nuttall

        

      

    

    
      Of all the innovations introduced by Emily of Schooled in Magic, none had so immediate an effect as the printing press and the new alphabet, putting the power of the written words in the hands on anyone capable of memorising and learning to read a relative handful of letters and numbers. The concept of newsletters and suchlike was not altogether unknown on the Nameless World prior to Emily, but they were the domain of noblemen and magicians until the printing press unleashed a flurry of new broadsheets, ranging from serious newspapers to gutter tabloids. It was perhaps inevitable that someone would eventually start a school newsletter at Whitehall …

      

      Chronologically speaking, The Muckraker’s Tale takes place between The Artful Apprentice and Oathkeeper, but you don’t have to have read any of the mainstream books to read and enjoy this novella.
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        * * *

      

      

  




The Muckraker’s Tale

      
        
        Prologue

      

      

      This is the greatest story ever told.

      Hyperbole, of course. But Dad always said a little hyperbole never hurt anyone and believe me, he should know. He was a broadsheet reporter before broadsheets were even invented and his job meant he had to keep himself employed by keeping his clients invested in his work. If that meant exaggerating a few details, he did it. And he had very few qualms about it as well

      My father was a bastard, by birth if not in behaviour. He was born on the wrong side of the blankets and while his father had made provisions for his support and education, the rest of his family were nowhere near so welcoming. His stepmother hated him – he was a grim reminder that her conduct had to be above reproach while her husband could go whoring and no one would say a word – and his half-brothers and sisters loathed him. He had a reasonably decent education, but what could he do with it? I don’t blame him for going into quasi-exile and heading to Dragon’s Den, where talent sometimes rose above birth and breeding. He had enough magic as well as education to make a living. And he had something to offer.

      His family wanted to know what was going on in Dragon’s Den. Who was in, who was out, who was on the rise and who was going down ... my father, armed with talent and determination and a certain willingness to let the pureblood aristocrats make fools of themselves, slotted neatly into his new role as correspondent. He collected gossip, verified it as best as he could, and then wrote it in letters for his clients. He called himself a correspondent and wrote to anyone willing to pay his fees. They called him a muckraker and regarded him with the same kind of loathing and contempt they reserved for whores, scullery maids, and mercenaries, even as they made use of their services. Dad found it amusing to watch how none of them would be seen in public with him but begged him – when they were firmly out of the public eye – to keep them informed of what was going on. The first person to hear the news, in the distant mansions of the rich and aristocratic, would have an edge over his competitors. And Dad was the best in the business.

      He had few principles, but the ones he did have he held tightly. He dug up the truth as best as he could and did everything in his power to make sure it was the truth. He guarded his reputation for honesty like aristocratic women guarded their reputations for chastity. Truth was a defence against his clients, when they questioned his word. They considered him a deniable and ultimately expendable asset, but they knew better than to break their word with him. He’d ensure that the entire world knew what they’d done, and, due to his reputation for veracity, no one would ever trust them again.

      I don’t know how he survived long enough to get married and have a daughter, let alone raise her to follow in his footsteps. His profession was hazardous. By his retelling – and for once I don’t think there was any hyperbole – he’d come close to death a thousand times in his first decade as a correspondent. He’d been beaten up by private guards, turned into animals and objects by magicians, even attacked in the streets by faceless assassins who could have been sent by anyone, anyone at all. Mum always feared that one day he’d go out in pursuit of a story and never come back, but he survived. Personally, I suspected it was because he was useful to everyone, even the ones who hated him. They didn’t kill him because they wanted to make use of him. His best tips often came from people who wanted to make trouble for their rivals.

      And then the New Learning changed everything.

      Dad was the best in the business, but even he couldn’t write to everyone. There weren’t many scribes willing to work for him – the Scribes Guild frowned on correspondents – and there were limits to how much news he could send to his contacts. The printing press and cheap paper changed all that. Dad bought one of the first presses and expanded his services, then – when he heard about broadsheets – started his own. Everyone – everyone who thought they were anyone, at least – bought copies, just to make sure their names weren’t amongst the gossip. The vast majority of new broadsheets lasted only a few editions before folding and vanishing, their writers and editors unable to bring in enough money to keep themselves going, but Dad survived and prospered and grew wealthy. He was rich enough to send me to Whitehall to study magic. And that was when I started the school newsletter.

      The Whitehall Times was my baby. I liked to think it would keep the students informed of what was going on, from minor matters to major; I also liked to think that its stories would rock the establishment and keep the tutors honest, as well as giving the students a chance to get involved in running the school. But, in truth, my lofty dreams crashed straight into reality. It wasn’t easy to keep the paper interesting and some of my colleagues had weird ideas of what would actually sell copies. I mean, who cared about the kitchen staff’s plans for the dinner welcoming the new students? They served the same thing every year!

      I told myself we needed a scoop. And fast.

      And that, my readers, was why I was sneaking into the sport captain’s office on a very early morning.
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      If you ask an old student of Whitehall, they will tell you there is a tradition of trying to sneak into the offices and escape without being caught. What they won’t tell you, I reflected sourly as I made my way through the air vents, is that it is very hard to avoid being caught. The youngest and least experienced of the tutors still has at least five or six years of experience on even the oldest students, meaning that it is rare for anyone to get through the wards and escape without being detected. They may tell you that you’ll get a pass, if you steal the exam questions ahead of time, but it hardly ever happens. It’s much more likely you’ll be trapped in the wards and held prisoner, until the tutor arrives to free you. And then you’ll be in deep trouble.

      I concentrated on breathing through my mouth as I crawled on. The sports captain had been careful, very careful, to protect the doors to her office and I doubted I could crack them, certainly not without setting off the alarms. But, like most students who weren’t particularly interested in the nuts and bolts of her profession, she might have missed the air vents when she layered wards over her office to keep out intruders. It was claustrophobic as hell – and I was sure there were mutated rats scurrying around in the darkness – but no magic blocked my way as I reached the end of the passage and peered through the darkness. I’d checked the outline of the office carefully, the last time I’d been forced to enter, and if I was right ...

      Got it, I thought.

      I smirked. Someone – years ago – had put a cupboard right in front of the air vent. Out of sight, out of mind. Juliet of House Remora, Captain-General of Sports, wasn’t an idiot – idiotic students rarely made it to the uppermost years – but she was very single minded, and I doubted she’d bothered to take the furniture out to make sure there were no concealed passageways or air vents. Hell, for all I knew, she might have thought the walls were rock solid. It seemed an unpardonable oversight to me, but Dad had told me it was astonishing what people took for granted. He’d spent his fair share of the time spying on his targets from a safe distance. Sometimes, he’d discovered – too late – that it wasn’t anything like safe enough.

      Perhaps I should have felt guilty, as I drew the charmed ear trumpet from my pouch and pressed it to my ear. Dad had never had any qualms about spying on people, but he’d grown up in a mansion where there was no real privacy. The staff had orders to keep an eye on all the children, even the ones who’d reached their majority. They’d certainly kept a very strict eye on him. I drew the line at spying on someone in their bedroom, but otherwise? The sporting section was open to all. And besides, it was a matter of public interest.

      Of course it is, I told myself. Everyone wants to know how the sporting captains lay their plans for the year.

      It was, I had to admit, a frustrating problem. In theory, anyone could start a sports team and declare themselves a captain. In practice, the well-connected students had a much better chance of making their team last long enough to play their first game, let alone enough to become a permanent part of the school. The old teams had been around for years, the captaincies carefully passed down from student to student in a bid to ensure power remained in the right set of hands. Sports was serious business – or so I’d been told; personally, I’d never been inclined to care – and organising the teams was of vital importance. And the process was anything but transparent. How did they do it?

      Bribes, probably, I thought. Give the captain money – or a promise of future favours – and you’ll be on the team.

      I rolled my eyes. School sports were more than just a chance to blow off steam on the playing fields. The sportsmen could – and did – make contacts that would help them climb to the top, after they left school. I’d heard rumours of sports captains making all sorts of trades to ensure they got the right players – the well-connected or otherwise useful, rather than brilliant players – and there was a lot of resentment amongst those who couldn’t make the grade. I didn’t pretend to understand why the staff hadn’t cracked down to ensure everyone got a fair chance of playing in the championship league, but perhaps it served a vital purpose. Or perhaps they simply didn’t care.

      Grandmaster Gordian started a Duelling Club, I recalled. Surely, he’ll care if I prove the captains are taking bribes.

      My ear trumpet twitched. I smirked. I’d have been caught in an instant if I’d sneaked a probe into the chamber, unless Juliet had bribed someone to take her exams for her, but it was astonishing just how far sound could travel even within a deadening privacy ward. I twisted the trumpet, trying to pick out the words without making a sound myself. It wasn’t easy to get anything. It sounded as if they were sharing a drink, perhaps even a dinner. I guessed one of the richer students had laid out a buffet, in hopes of impressing his fellow captains. It was the sort of thing they’d do.

      “I’d like to take Cameron,” a male voice said. I couldn’t be sure, but the sheer dripping entitlement in the tone suggested it was a very snooty student indeed. There were only a handful of suspects. “Can I trade him for Gabby?”

      “Gabby isn’t good enough for my team,” Juliet said. Her voice had rubbed me the wrong way from the very first day we’d met, when she’d been charged with mentoring me and a bunch of other girls. She’d done as little as she could get away with and, unsurprisingly, she’d gotten away with it. “She’s certainly not a fitting replacement for Cameron.”

      “She does have the looks,” the male student said. I could hear the leer in his voice. “I thought you chose your team based on looks?”

      I didn’t need to see Juliet’s face to sense her anger. “A team must be more than just presentable,” she said. I’d been told she paid for uniforms for her entire team, binding them to her. “And you, Blair, should know better than to make such an offer.”

      Curse him, I thought. Or something.

      I kept the thought to myself. Blair was a swaggering, boastful, outrageous pain in the ass who somehow – even I had to admit – managed to lead his team to victory time and time again. I felt a twinge of sympathy for Juliet. Blair was two years younger than her, and normally, she could have shut him down with a few well-chosen words – or hexes - but he was also a captain, and she had to treat him as an equal. And he took full advantage ...

      “Perhaps I could make an offer for him instead,” a third voice said. “If I trade you Miller and Parkinson ...”

      I forced myself to relax and listen as the conversation went on and on. I’d been sure the process was corrupt, right from the start, but it was still astonishing to discover how little sportsmanship played in the negotiations. They talked about their players as though they were nothing more than pieces on a gameboard, to be shuffled around at will. The idea they might have thoughts and feelings of their own was alien to them ... I shook my head as one captain offered a bribe and another accepted, arranging a player’s transfer without bothering to ask what the player thought of it. The hell of it was that they’d probably get away with it. A player who refused to transfer would be kicked off the team and never allowed to play again.

      And I can do something with this, I told myself. I had an amazing story ready to go. As long as I was careful, I could get the broadsheet printed and distributed before Juliet and her peers realised what I was doing. And then ... I’d have to watch my back for a few days, but it would be worth it. Their players would revolt against them if they knew how casually they were being traded. It will make the paper ...

      Something landed on my butt, something sharp. I yelped, stifling myself an instant too late. Dad had taught me how to be stealthy, but ... I heard someone shout and swore under my breath, crawling back as fast as I could. The sound had carried into the room and they were looking for me ... how long would it take for them to realise where I was? Not long ... I heard breaking wood behind me and crawled faster, knowing they’d torn the cupboard from the wall. I felt a pair of questing spells coming after me and deflected them as best as I could, even as I found the next air vent and pushed it open, darting through it as the last of the spells faded away. If I was lucky, I should be able to get out the door and down the corridor at breakneck speed before they cut me off. If ... magic snapped at me, invisible hands pulling me back to the vent. Shrewd thinking on their part, I conceded. If they trapped me, they’d have all the time in the world to compel me to forget what I’d heard. Dad had told me he was sure he’d had a slice gapped out of his memory once or twice.

      Creepy, I thought. There were mental disciplines to recall memories magicians wanted you to forget, but they were unreliable. I was no expert. If they catch me ...

      I pushed the spell aside with an effort and ran through the door, heading down the corridor. They hadn’t gotten a good look at me. They’d have to conclude it could have been anyone, if I made it to the upper levels. Students running around as if a tiger was on their tail was hardly an uncommon sight and not everyone liked the captains. They’d keep their mouth shut, probably. I hoped so.

      Magic spiked, behind me. The spell slammed into my back. My body froze, then tumbled to the ground. The impact would have hurt if the spell hadn’t been binding me in place. I cursed as I tried desperately to cast a counterspell. Juliet was strong, stronger than I’d dared admit to myself. I could have escaped one of my peers, if they’d frozen me, but not an older student. A strong hand gripped mine and rolled me over. I found myself looking up into Juliet’s blue eyes.

      She was beautiful. Beautiful and cold. Long blonde hair framed a delicate face and hung over muscular shoulders. Juliet was no academic, but everyone knew she was one of the best sportswomen in school. She was proud, tough, and not given to allowing anyone to get away with the slightest hint of disrespect. And she’d caught me spying on her.

      I wanted to wince, but I couldn’t move a muscle. I was in deep shit. Older students were not allowed to pick on younger students, a rule I suspected was honoured in the breach rather more than the observance, but if the younger student started something the older student was allowed to finish it. Juliet could curse me and swear blind it was a terrible accident or ... I heard running footsteps coming up behind her and groaned mentally. The other captains would demand harsh punishment. I was really in deep shit.

      “And what,” a mild voice asked, “is going on here?”

      Juliet’s face tightened. I felt a flash of hope, mingled with a strange and bitter resignation. I’d been saved by the grandmaster and ... oh, no one was ever going to let me forget it. It would be better if I’d taken my lumps and then put the matter behind me. Instead ...

      “We caught Janet spying on us,” Juliet said and explained. I was surprised she tattled so quickly – and in so much detail. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised. If the grandmaster thought they were picking on me for no reason, they might be expelled. “And we were going to bring her to you.”

      My name is Jane, I thought, angrily. Did Juliet really not remember me? Or was she being insulting? It was unlikely the grandmaster would call her on it and if he did, she had plausible deniability. Damn it!

      “I see.” Grandmaster Gordian made a dismissive gesture with one hand. I found myself suddenly free. My body collapsed in a heap. “Jane, accompany me.”

      I staggered to my feet, all too aware of Juliet’s eyes burning into my back, and followed the grandmaster as he led the way to his office. Passing students stared, wondering what I’d done to draw the attention of the grandmaster himself. Was it pity in their eyes, or amusement? It was always hard to tell. The grandmaster was supposed to keep himself aloof from the younger students, or so I’d been told. He’d certainly never spoken to me in private before, even when I’d put together the proposal for Whitehall Times. I wondered, sometimes, if there’d been a debate amongst the staff, or if they’d just rubber-stamped the paper without bothering to read it. My broadsheet wasn’t the strangest proposal that had been approved ...

      I’d never been in the grandmaster’s office before. I couldn’t help looking around with interest, my eyes drinking in the bookshelves, the portraits and the heavy wooden desk positioned in the centre of the room. The grandmaster’s chair was suspiciously close to a throne. He motioned for me to stay on the near side of the desk as he took his seat and scowled. I clasped my hands behind my back to keep them from shaking. It was almost a relief there was no chair for me.

      “Perhaps you could tell me,” the grandmaster said, “precisely why you were spying on the captains?”

      His tone was mild, but I didn’t need to hear the ice to know I’d better come up with a very good explanation indeed. And I didn’t think I could. Spying on one’s fellow students might be a hallowed tradition, but so were harsh punishments for anyone who got caught.

      “I’m waiting,” the grandmaster said. “Why?”

      I met his eyes. “The student body has long wanted to know precisely how the sports captains make their selections, sir,” I said, carefully. “The captains themselves don’t tell the candidates how and why they make their choices; they just issue the final results and force everyone to accept them.”

      “There is nothing stopping the disappointed from founding their own teams,” the grandmaster pointed out, in the same mild tones. “There is room for everyone.”

      “There isn’t,” I insisted. I remembered myself a second later. “Sir.”

      The grandmaster studied me for a long, cold minute. “I was not best pleased when you put forward your proposal for a school newsletter. It was a good idea, in theory, but your father’s reputation precedes you. I did not expect you’d be able to content yourself with matters of interest to the school ...”

      “This is a matter of interest,” I insisted.

      “... And now you have been caught spying on older students,” the grandmaster continued, as if I hadn’t spoken at all. “That is not acceptable conduct.”

      Spying on them was perfectly acceptable, I thought, darkly. It was spying on them and getting caught you found so offensive.

      “I am not pleased, young lady,” the grandmaster told me. “You have betrayed the trust vested in you. Frankly, your newsletter should be shut down. I understand your arguments – and those of your supporters – but you have undermined the school. The championship is coming up, and we do not have time to deal with the problems you have raised.”

      I felt my heart clench. “You mean, the unfairness of the process?”

      “Life is not fair,” the grandmaster snapped. “And it is vitally important the championships go off without a hitch.”

      Because the old grandmaster had little interest in sporting events and kept us largely out of them, I thought, nastily. And you want to change things.

      The grandmaster kept talking, unaware of my inner thoughts. “After this meeting, you will report to the Warden, and then you will wait in your bedroom. I will not shut down your newsletter – not yet – but I will appoint an editor who will ride herd on you and tamp down any wild ideas before they lead the newsletter to ruin. That person will have authority over the newsletter, with the final say on what does and does not get published. If you defy them, they will have the power to sack you.”

      I blanched. “It’s my newsletter!”

      “No,” the grandmaster said. “It’s the school’s newsletter. You may have made the proposal and done the legwork, but the school funded the printing press and provided the office and how much else? We own it. If you want to abandon your project, you may. If not, you need someone riding herd on you to make sure you don’t do something stupid. Again.”

      I ground my teeth. “Sir ...”

      The grandmaster cut me off. “It isn’t up for debate,” he said. “If you want the newsletter to continue, with your involvement, you can do it with supervision. If not ... you may go.”

      “Yes, sir,” I grated. There was no point in arguing further. Some people would dig their heels in and refuse to concede an inch, or worse, if you kept up the pressure. I had a nasty feeling Grandmaster Gordian was one of them. Lady Emily might have been able to talk sense into him. I couldn’t. “I look forward to meeting my new boss.”

      “Glad to hear it,” the grandmaster said. He didn’t react to my sardonic tone. “Now, go.”
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      It was a relief, when I got back to my room, to discover my roommates were elsewhere.

      I lay on the bed, gritting my teeth against the pain. The Warden had laid the cane on as hard as always, and I knew I’d be in agony for days, no matter how much soothing ointment or lotion I rubbed onto my buttocks. It was nothing to be ashamed of, but ... I knew everyone was going to know, by the end of the day, what happened. Unless Juliet kept it quiet ... she might, I told myself. She wouldn’t want anyone to know a mere second-year student had managed to spy on her, or everyone else would start trying to spy on her too.

      Bitch, I thought. It was hard to be charitable when my rear was on fire. If she hadn’t tattled to the grandmaster ...

      I thrust that thought out of my head. Dad had always taught me to count my blessings and I’d been lucky, very lucky, the grandmaster had come along in time to keep them from trying to wipe my memories. Or something. Juliet and Blair were too well connected for anyone’s peace of mind. They might have gotten away with accidentally wiping my mind completely or something worse, far worse. The caning was small beer, compared to what they could have done and then sworn blind it was a terrible accident. I’d live.

      My thoughts ran in circles. Who would be the new supervisor? Would it be someone who understood the importance of a free press, or someone who thought I had to be kept under control for my own good? It would be an older student, I was sure. The tutors didn’t have time to spare, not when everyone was adapting to a new grandmaster and everything he brought with him. Anyone who showed they had free time by offering to supervise the broadsheet would rapidly discover they had something else to do, if they weren’t fired by a new boss who wanted to cut headcount. Dad had run a long story on a sawmill that had sacked half its workforce after the new manager had discovered half the workers didn’t do much of anything. Personally, I suspected the old manager had been a fool or blatantly corrupt.

      I won’t give up, I told myself. I’ll keep writing even if they shut me down.

      It wasn’t a pleasant thought. Dad had worked hard to send me to Whitehall. He wouldn’t be pleased if I got in trouble, even if I escaped expulsion. He’d understand the urge to write the truth – and do whatever it took to get the story – but he’d always been reluctant to let me anywhere near the less savoury aspects of his business. There had been times when he’d been late, and I’d feared he’d never come home again. How much worse would it be for a father who watched his daughter go into danger, knowing she might not come home either?

      There was a sharp knock on the door. It opened a moment later. I tensed. My roommates would have just walked in, and everyone else knew to wait until they were called before opening the door. The hexes we’d put on the doorknob should have been enough to deter any of our peers or stop them in their tracks if they tried to break through the warning spells. Was it the housemother? Or ... I swore under my breath as Juliet waltzed into the bedroom as though she owned the place. She was an older student. She’d probably dismantled the protections – or simply walked through them – with a flick of her wrist.

      A flash of alarm shot though me as I sat up, wincing at the pain. Why was she here? The tradition was absolute. Senior students were not allowed to enter junior bedrooms without a very good excuse. She was no longer my mentor ... did she want revenge? Or ...

      Juliet smiled at me, so sweetly I knew something was up. “I wouldn’t sit on your buttocks like that,” she commented. “It’ll just make them sorer.”

      I stood, folding my hands under my breasts. Technically, I should probably curtsey to her or something, but she was the guest in my bedroom. Besides, no amount of grovelling would make up for the fact she’d caught me spying on her. Sure, she wasn’t allowed to do anything to me directly – at least not without a lot of provocation – but there were plenty of ways for her to make my life miserable if she wanted. I had rivals amongst my peers. She could give them a little extra training, then send them out to hex me. Or worse.

      It was hard to keep my voice calm. “What can I do for you?”

      Juliet smirked. “You can do exactly as I say,” she said. I knew what she was going to say next before the words crossed her lips. “I’m your new boss.”

      I tried not to wince. Again. “You?”

      “The Grandmaster felt a young and immature student such as yourself, eighteen going on eight, would benefit from the supervision of an older and wiser student,” Juliet said, not bothering to hide her glee. “Your broadsheet has potential, or so I am told, but it won’t survive the year without some supervision. I mean, really. What were you thinking when you spied on my meeting?”

      I ignored the question. “What makes you think you’re qualified to supervise the broadsheet?”

      Juliet shrugged. “What makes you think you’re qualified to write the broadsheet?”

      “I’ve been writing since I was old enough to hold a chalk,” I said, sharply. It was true. Dad had taught me how to read and write Old Script, before Lady Emily had introduced a newer and better alphabet anyone could master. No wonder the Scribes hated her. She’d rendered them useless in the blink of an eye. “I wrote my very first story when I was a little girl and kept going, to the point I was trusted to write the annual address for my class last year. What about you?”

      “I have common sense,” Juliet said, snidely. “Really, what were you thinking?”

      I looked her in the eye. “I was thinking everyone needs to know how the sports captains make their decisions,” I told her, bluntly. “Why do you think they shouldn’t?”

      “Everyone loves sausage,” Juliet countered. “But they don’t want to know how sausage is made.”

      It was hard not to roll my eyes. I’d grown up in a small town. I might not have been a farmer or a butcher, but I’d done my fair share of cooking; and I knew how raw meat was turned into sausage. Proof, if I’d needed it, that Juliet had an aristocratic background. A commoner girl, even a wealthy one, would have basic skills drilled into her from birth by her mother. Juliet would have been taught a great deal, but cooking wouldn’t have been on the list.

      My lips quirked. It was funny how many boys insisted alchemy wasn’t really cooking. How could it? Cooking was women’s work. Never mind that alchemy used the same skills as cooking, and a person with a solid understanding of cooking could produce wonders in an alchemy cauldron. They weren’t the same because if they were it would mean the men were doing women’s work ...

      Juliet glowered. “What’s so funny?”

      “My mind was wandering,” I said. I’d have shared the joke with my roommates – it was always funny to laugh at how men would argue desperately to prove they weren’t doing women’s work – but Juliet wouldn’t see the joke. I wondered, idly, if she’d had the sense to ask for cooking lessons when she went home, after a year of alchemy. “I think ...”

      I took a breath. “Maybe people don’t like to think of how sausage is made” – I doubted it; slaughtering animals and preparing meat for consumption wasn’t for the faint-hearted – “but that doesn’t mean they don’t need to know.”

      “And if they did, what would they do with it?” Juliet looked around the room, her lips thinning in distaste. She probably thought she was slumming by gracing our bedroom with her presence. Bitch. It wasn’t as if the room was a mess. It was just a little untidy. “The players have to be assigned to teams, and traded, in as cold and calculating a manner as possible. They cannot be allowed to influence the captains ...”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Can I quote you on that?”

      Juliet’s face reddened. She knew I’d been spying on them. Did she know – or guess – how much I’d overheard? It wasn’t as if she’d had a chance to interrogate me ... for all she knew, I could have crawled into the air vent a few seconds before the rat landed on me. I might not have overheard anything ... I hoped she thought so, although I doubted it. Juliet wouldn’t have become Captain-General of Sports if she was a complete idiot.

      Surprisingly, she kept her voice calm. “We do not discuss our decisions with the players,” she said. A hint of condescension entered her tone. “It would cause offense. So would a misleading report written by a second-year brat who has barely reached her majority, one without the experience to understand that some decisions are better made out of the public eye. You can no more explain our decisions than you could explain how healing magic works or how best to apply it to save lives.”

      The scorn in her voice made my blood boil. I’d always hated people talking down to me, as if I were some kind of idiot. I might be young, and I might lack specialised knowledge and experience, but that didn’t mean I was stupid. Besides, Dad had always insisted the mark of a true expert was the talent of explaining himself to the layman. Juliet didn’t seem capable of explaining anything, let alone the reasoning behind her decisions.

      I met her eyes. “You could try to explain them to me,” I said. If Juliet had to justify putting one player ahead of another, it would level the playing field. Secrecy, Dad had always said, was the keystone of tyranny. “And then I could break them down so the common folk could understand.”

      Juliet snorted. “I have no interest in explaining my decisions to commoners,” she said, loading the word with as much contempt as possible. “Anyone who really cared about sports would understand both the secrecy and the reasoning behind it and let the matter rest.”

      “How convenient,” I said, sardonically.

      Juliet drew back her hand, as if she was about to slap me, then thought better of it. “Let me make a few things clear,” she said, instead. “I am your new supervisor. I am your boss. I have the final say on what does, and what doesn’t, get printed in the broadsheet. You will take direction from me. You will follow orders to the letter. You will write the stories I tell you to write, then show them to me and wait for my approval before you print them. Do you understand me?”

      “I created the broadsheet,” I protested. “Whitehall Times is mine!”

      “You convinced the school to fund it,” Juliet said, snidely. “Didn’t the Grandmaster tell you? The school funds it, and so the school has the final say in everything.”

      Her lips twisted into a nasty smile. “You can quit, of course,” she added. “You don’t have to stay on the staff. Perhaps it would be better if you didn’t.”

      She leaned forward, pushing her way into my personal space. “And do you know what’ll happen, the moment you disobey me? Or publish something without my permission? You’ll be kicked out and that will be that.”

      I clenched my fists. The urge to hit her was almost overpowering. Juliet was fit and healthy – and years on the playing fields had given her remarkable strength and endurance – but if I hit her hard enough, the first time, she’d go down. Dad had shown me a few tricks ... I gritted my teeth, forcing my fists to unclench. Juliet was deliberately provoking me. If I hit her, I’d be expected so fast I’d be out the school before her body hit the ground. And then, what would I do? Dad had been lucky to get me into the school. He wouldn’t be able to get me into another.

      “Fine,” I said. It wasn’t fine and she knew it. “I hope you understand the importance of keeping the public informed.”

      Juliet stepped back and straightened. “I hope you understand the importance of sports,” she said. “The Grandmaster – the old Grandmaster – was never keen on participating in international contests, for fear it would divert attention from the necromancers on the far side of the mountains. He didn’t even want a duelling club. Grandmaster Gordian, on the other hand, wants to reverse that policy. Whitehall – he says – will start sending teams to contests as quickly as possible, which means the coming championship is of vital importance. The winning team will go to the international games.”

      “Great,” I said, sarcastically. There were a few people who made a living through sports – or jousting – but it wasn’t really an option unless your family was very rich. You had to spend money in order to make money – or, in this case, buy the supplies – and there was no guarantee of any prize money. Dad had reported on a joust – more of a war game, he’d said – where the winner was ordered to give up his booty to his superiors, without even a hint of compensation. He’d had no recourse. I hoped he’d found a way to ensure his social superiors looked like idiots in the next joust. “Do we get to go with them?”

      “This is important,” Juliet snarled. “Do you understand me?”

      “It’s important to you,” I said. “I ...”

      Juliet reached out – lightning-fast – and grabbed my collar. “The broadsheet will report on each and every one of the games, from now until the final contest that determines who goes to the international arena,” she snapped, pulling me forward. “You will write those reports personally, instead of sneaking around and poking your nose in matters that are none of your business. Or else!”

      I couldn’t resist. “Or else what?”

      She shoved me. I fell back on the bed. I bit my lip to keep from yelping in pain.

      “Or else you’ll be kicked out of the broadsheet and probably out of the school,” Juliet snapped. She loomed over me, hands resting on her hips. “Get one thing straight! You were caught spying on other students. Older students! Do you think anyone will take your broadsheet seriously, if everyone hears what you did? Or trust you with anything?”

      She met my eyes. “Do you really want a reputation for prying into someone’s private business?”

      “I wasn’t prying into your bedroom,” I muttered. “The office is fair game ...”

      I cut that thought off before it could go any further. There was very little privacy at boarding school, not until you became a senior and got a private room of your own. My roommates and I had few barriers between us, so we guarded what little privacy we had tightly and did what we could to ensure the others had some of their own. To turn someone into a frog was a mild prank, but to go poking into someone’s trunk was an unforgiveable offense deserving permanent shunning, if not a curse that would haunt the victim for the rest of their lives. If someone thought I’d done something so vile ...

      Juliet smirked. She had me.

      “I’ll be speaking to the rest of your” – Juliet held her hands up to make quote marks – “staff later in the day. They’ll be under the same rules as you. Nothing, and I mean nothing, gets printed without my permission. The broadsheet will focus on matters of interest to the school, from new lectures and tutors to sports and exams, not dig up controversy. You can do that later, when you graduate from school and go into ... whatever you want to do, when you’re not annoying me.”

      I snorted. That wasn’t remotely fair. I’d barely had any contact with her, even when she’d been a mentor to my class, until now. This was the closest we’d ever been. I told myself it would only be for a year or so. Juliet would graduate, unless she had to repeat her final year, and go on into the wider world. Hell, after the championship, her exams would start to loom. She would have no more time to supervise us. If I kept my head down and bided my time, I could retake control. And then, who knew? The sky was the limit.

      “You will report on the next game, the day after tomorrow,” Juliet said. “I want a good story, one that will get more talent on the fields. Do you understand me?”

      I stood and made a long slow curtsey, keeping the movements so slow it was clearly sarcastic. “Yes, My Lady.”

      Juliet pretended not to notice. “Good.” Her lips curved into a sneer. “Behave yourself.”

      She turned and marched out. I made a rude gesture at her back as the door closed behind her, then turned back to the bed. It was hard not to give into despair. Juliet ... Juliet was the supervisor? I didn’t know the older students very well, but I was sure there were dozens – perhaps hundreds – who would be better. Juliet hated me ... I wondered, grimly, why she hadn’t fired me on the spot, then realised she couldn’t if she wanted to keep me under her thumb. As long as I wanted to work on Whitehall Times, I’d have to bend the knee to her.

      It won’t last, I told myself. Juliet would have to organise her time carefully, when the exams came round, and I doubted she’d put the broadsheet at the top of her priority list. She’ll lose interest in bossing us around, and we’ll be able to go our own way. Again.

      But I knew, as I sat gingerly on the bed, that it would feel like a very long time indeed.
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      “This sucks!”

      Aniseed glowered at me. My roommate – and fellow reporter - was a short dark girl, with long black hair and a pretty face that lit up when she smiled, but she wasn’t smiling now. I understood, all too well. Aniseed might not have been caught spying on older students, or caned to within an inch of her life, but she was still in trouble. Juliet had made it clear, over the past two days, that nothing was to be written and printed without her permission. It was deeply, deeply, frustrating to all of us.

      I tried not to wince at the anger in her voice. She had every right to be mad. She’d been putting together a story on what our fellow students had been doing, over the summer holidays, and now it had been cancelled. Juliet hadn’t liked the idea, for some reason she hadn’t bothered to share, and so it hadn’t gotten off the ground. I didn’t understand why she’d cancelled the story. It wasn’t as if we’d been spying on our friends over the holidays. Aniseed had asked them what they’d done, then turned it into a story ...

      “I’m sorry,” I said, again.

      “Sorry isn’t good enough,” Aniseed snapped. “What were you thinking?”

      I sighed inwardly. Juliet had laid down the law in no uncertain terms. She’d worked hard to ensure that every single story idea was run past her first, no matter how much work my fellow reporters and I had put into them already. The proposal to write something about new opportunities for students in Dragon’s Den had been killed, after Stuart had carried out a dozen interviews and written over a thousand words on the topic. I didn’t blame him for quitting, not really. He’d told his contacts that they’d be able to put adverts in the broadsheet and now he looked like a liar, something no true magician could tolerate. There was nothing he could do about it either. Juliet had squashed ideas, from ones of no real interest to anyone to stories that would rock the school, just to make it clear she was in charge.

      And the only thing she wanted to go through without hesitation was a piece of ego-stroking crap about the sports captains and their teams, I thought, sourly. She didn’t try to stop us from doing that.

      It was hard not to clench my teeth in frustration. Kings and aristos had a never-ending appetite for praise and demanded it from everyone, particularly those who had nothing better to do than kissing their master’s feet. I’d be ashamed if someone called me the ‘light of the world’ or the ‘bringer of perpetual peace’ or even ‘father to the kingdom,’ particularly if I ruled a tiny princedom that was only independent because my neighbours couldn’t be bothered to seize it, but the aristos didn’t seem to care. Dad had told me, once, that forcing people to crawl in front of their master was an unsubtle attempt to remind them who was really in charge. I suspected it worked very well. If I’d been forced to prostrate myself, and stay prostrated, as long as I was in the aristocratic presence, it would have very definitely kept me in my place.

      “She’s probably doing the same to us,” I muttered. “Keeping us firmly under her thumb.”

      Aniseed gave me a cross look. “She didn’t like my story on betting rings either,” she said. “She said it would distract from the beauty of the sport.”

      I rolled my eyes. Betting – and gambling – was heavily discouraged, but nothing short of mass mind-control spells would be enough to completely stop it. People with money to spare had been gambling since time out of mind, placing their bets on who would win everything from simple jousts to skirmishes and wars. The playing card craze had only made it easier for anyone to get in on the game. Grandmaster Hasdrubal had done his best to limit the betting – and forbidding anyone to bet anything they couldn’t really afford to lose – but it had been an uphill struggle. The betting shops in Dragon’s Den were happy to take the bets students weren’t allowed to place at school.

      Idiots, I thought, remembering one of my father’s sharper observations on aristo society. A fool and his money are soon parted.

      “You’d think she’d want to get more people involved,” I said, thoughtfully. I’d yet to meet a sports captain who discouraged gambling. I’d been told they saw it as a sign of confidence in their players. Personally, I saw it as a sign the sports captains had too much time on their hands. “If someone was placing bets on the game, surely they’d be invested in the outcome.”

      Aniseed scowled. “We have to put up with her,” she muttered. “And it is all because of you.”

      I kept my mouth shut – my father had taught me well – as we stepped into the arena and found our seats. The two teams were already on opposing sides of the fields, making rude gestures and shouting insults whenever the referee was looking in the other direction. I saw a pair of boys striking ridiculous poses as they swanned around the field, drawing a mixture of cheers and boos from the gathering crowd. Their captains pretended not to notice, but – even at a distance – I could see their irritation. They wouldn’t have become sports captains if they didn’t think sports were serious business. They saw grandstanding as just another stunt that distracted from the sport itself.

      Unless the grandstander does something that wins the match, I thought, cynically. I’d never seen the point of sports myself – it wasn’t as if I’d ever been any good at playing the game – and I found it hard to understand why anyone did. They can get away with anything as long as it wins the game.

      “Tell me,” I said, dryly. “Does anyone actually enjoy this sort of thing?”

      Aniseed waved a hand at the stands. They were jam-packed with students, parents and scouts – spies – from the sporting leagues. The Grandmaster had gone out of his way to invite everyone he could to watch the games, so keen was he to show that Whitehall was capable of fielding players who could actually win. I suspected he’d forgotten what lurked behind the Craggy Mountains, only a few short miles away. Lady Emily had killed Shadye six years ago, but the rest of his foul kin were still out there. It was just a matter of time before another necromancer moved into his territory and started pressing against the school’s defences again.

      “It’s good for morale,” she said, finally. “People like to see their teams play – and win.”

      “I’d be happier if they went off and fought the necromancers,” I muttered sourly. “They might actually get something important done.”

      It was hard to keep the disdain from my face. The sports captains and their teams had massive egos, and far too many people thought the sun shone out of their arses, but they weren’t that important in the grand scheme of things. Juliet was going to leave her glory days behind when she left school, unless she somehow managed to springboard into a sporting league. I doubted it. She simply didn’t have the contacts she’d need to parlay her time at school into a career. No wonder she had such a bad attitude. She’d committed herself to playing sports and yet, if she didn’t make it this year, she wouldn’t make it at all.

      And I might feel sorry for her, I reflected, if she wasn’t such a pain in my rear.

      The whistle blew. I reached for my notebook and pencil, resting them on my lap as the two teams rushed into battle. The crowd cheered, even though very little had happened yet, as the ball was launched into the court. I groaned under my breath as the players rushed past, the arena adjusting itself unpredictably to make life difficult for both sides. Being forced to watch the game felt like cruel and unusual punishment.

      “Maybe Juliet did it on purpose,” Aniseed suggested. “If she knew how much you hated it ...”

      “Perhaps,” I agreed. I doubted it – Juliet wasn’t particularly subtle – but it was possible. “Or maybe she just wants to have me under her thumb.”

      “Cheer up,” Aniseed said. “She’ll be gone next year.”

      I scowled. Sure, Juliet would be gone next year, but I’d be heading straight towards my fourth-year exams. I’d wanted to get the broadsheet well underway before I had to stop devoting so much of my time to my pet project and start concentrating on my exams instead. It shouldn’t have been that hard to recruit newer reporters and editing staff ... now, thanks to Juliet, it was going to be a great deal harder. No one wanted to spend their spare time writing puff pieces about sports captains and other pieces of fluff. They wanted to make a name for themselves exposing the truth.

      The whistle blew. Something had happened. I tried not to slump in my chair as a player was sent off, a chorus of boos following him. I wondered, idly, what he’d done and then decided it didn’t matter. The player’s gambit, whatever it had been, had failed. If it had worked, the crowd would be cheering instead.

      I looked at Aniseed. “How much longer?”

      “It’s only been ten minutes,” Aniseed said, amused. “You have an hour or two to go.”

      I groaned. “Why couldn’t she have just caned me instead?”

      Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the game went on and on. The crowd cheered with every goal and booed, mockingly, every time the players came close to scoring, only to miss at the last second. Hexes and curses – some borderline illicit and some very definitely over the line – were exchanged whenever the referee was looking in the other direction; the ball made a raspberry noise as an enterprising player tried to cast a charm on it, then flew right at the idiot and slammed into his chest. The crowd roared with laughter as the stunned player was levitated out of the arena, his teammates looking pissed. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Their teammate’s sin hadn’t been trying to charm the ball. It had been trying and failing.

      It’s perfectly legal to turn the other players into small hopping things, I thought cynically, but the gods forbid you try to do anything to the ball.

      The referee blew his whistle. Again. I slumped in my seat, thinking baleful thoughts about Juliet as the game resumed. Perhaps sending me to the arena was a subtle punishment after all. I doubted she had the empathy to realise not everyone shared her love for sports ... perhaps it had been one of the one of the other sports captains. They’d pegged me as a shirker long ago, and I had to admit they were right. I’d never been the type of person to exert myself on the sports field. It was so much better to just stay on the sidelines and look the other way whenever the ball came near me.

      And I didn’t really care if we won or lost, I reflected. What did it matter?

      “The REDHAWKS are besting the MAGIS,” the commenter bellowed. I rubbed my ears as the sound echoed around the arena. I’d cast charms to keep the racket to something slightly below a thunderclap, but they’d either been overpowered or simply worn down. “If the MAGIS don’t MAKE points by the END of the match, they have LOST!”

      “Ouch,” I muttered. I had no idea what charm he was using, to boost certain words above the others, but it worked far too well. The crowd roared – some delighted, some angry – as the game entered its final moments. I was sure I saw money and gambling tokens changing hands already. “Can they just get on with it?”

      “It’s nearly over,” Aniseed said, in a tone that suggested she’d had enough of my grumbling. “Just a few more moments.”

      I forced myself to sit up as the losing team launched a desperate play, two-thirds of the team charging their opponents and hurling hexes in a bid to distract them from the players who were snatching control of the ball and tossing it from player to player to keep it from putting them in the sin bin for the last few seconds of the match. A hex lanced at the referee and exploded a moment or two before it reached him, the flash blinding him long enough for the losing team to push through the chaos and try to score. I sensed the anticipation building, the crowd leaning forward in unison – it looked as if they were all under compulsion spells – as the two teams clashed one final time. Hope rang through the air – the gamblers exchanged more money and tokens – before flicking and dying as the winning team stood its ground. It was such a simple tactic that even I could understand it. They were already winning. They didn’t need to score any more points. They just had to keep the other team from scoring enough points to turn their defeat into a draw.

      Aniseed leaned forward – I felt a twinge of disappointment from her – as the two teams clashed an instant before the whistle blew one final time. The fighting was already out of hand. The referee blew again and again, but the teams refused to engage. I tried not to laugh at the sight of magicians brawling like mundane apprentices, throwing punches instead of hexes as the wards around the arena started to come down. The crowd laughed and egged the two sides on as the referee tried to restore order. I found it impossible not to laugh, too, as I saw Hector – the snobbiest snob in the school, which was quite a remarkable feat – punching Callam in the face, only to be kicked in the chest by Diamond. Hector was likely to be in some trouble when he got home, I decided. There was little difference, as far as I was concerned, between hexing and punching someone, but the magical families disagreed.

      I grabbed my notebook and scribbled notes as the referee battled to restore order. The two teams were too close together for him to simply separate them, not unless ... I felt magic flaring through the air as he changed his tactics, freezing the players in place. Silence fell, so heavily my ears rang. The referee didn’t hesitate. He levitated the players out of the field – half of them were going straight to the healers, from what I could see – and ordered the watching audience to leave the arena. I stood slowly enough to take note of more money and tokens exchanging hands, then followed Aniseed back to our bedroom. I wasn’t going to hang around for the post-game party, if indeed there was one. The referee might have already ordered the party cancelled.

      Not that it will stop them from having one in Dragon’s Den, I thought. It was early afternoon. The players and their supporters could easily get to the town and have some fun before they had to return. Unless they’re all put in detention ...

      I put the thought out of my mind as I wrote a story about the game. It bored me – and, even looking at Aniseed’s notes, I couldn’t recall much about it. The players were average players playing a very average game, enlivened only by the fight at the end of the match. I made it the centrepiece of the story, doing my best to detail who had punched who and praising the referee for ending the fight before someone got seriously – and permanently – hurt. Magic could heal almost any physical wound, I’d been told, but only if the healers had time to work their spells. A surprisingly high number of kings and aristos had expired on the battlefield because they couldn’t get to the healers in time. The nasty, cynical part of my mind suspected their fellows had dawdled long enough to make sure their former masters couldn’t recover and reclaim their power.

      Dad wrote a story about someone who might have done just that, I reflected, as I made my way to the office. And they shouted so much you’d think he accused them of incest or oath-breaking.

      I’d hoped Juliet wouldn’t be in the office, but no such luck. She was there, sitting in my chair and writing on my desk. I tried not to grind my teeth as she looked up at me. We normally had three or four student reporters in the office on the weekends, writing stories or simply chatting about their plans for future articles. Now, Juliet was alone. I wondered, numbly, just how many of my reporters had already checked out mentally, deciding there was no point in trying to do their jobs with Juliet peering over their shoulder and micromanaging them to the point of absurdity. How many of my staff did I have left?

      Not mine any longer, I thought, bitterly. Hers.

      “You’re late,” Juliet said. Her lips twisted into a sneer. “Where have you been?”

      I swallowed a sarcastic response that would probably have landed me in even more trouble, if that was possible. “I was unaware we had an appointment,” I said, carefully. “Did we?”

      “I told you to have the story ready as soon as possible,” Juliet said. “We want it in the Sunday edition, don’t we?”

      I swallowed another sarcastic response. We only published one broadsheet a week. I’d have loved to do more, like my father and the rest of the broadsheet writers and editors, but it simply wasn’t possible. Not here. We simply didn’t have time. I kept that thought to myself as I leaned forward and passed her the story draft. If she liked it ...

      Needless to say, she didn’t.
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      “Is this some kind of joke?”

      I did my best to hide my amusement, even though it wasn’t funny. “It’s a story about what happened at the game,” I said. “Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

      Juliet flattened her hand, as if she were about to slap me like a particularly stupid maid before thinking better of it. I was surprised she had that much self-control. Most aristos thought nothing of striking their servants and then acted all surprised when their servants became my father’s best sources, taking what revenge they could on their masters. Perhaps she thought she couldn’t get away with it. She wasn’t my year’s advisor any longer. Or ... who knew what was going through her head?

      “I told you to write about the game,” Juliet snarled. “Not ... the fight afterwards.”

      I shrugged. “The Magis beat the Redhawks,” I said. “Or was it the other way around? Does it matter?”

      Juliet reddened. “Just because you don’t care who won and who lost doesn’t mean there aren’t people who do.”

      That was a good point. I elected to ignore it. “You told me to write about the game,” I said, “and I did. I noted the winner and the loser and the fight afterwards and all the little details that turn a bland recitation of facts into something someone actually wants to read.”

      “I told you to write about the game,” Juliet repeated. “How many times do I have to say it?”

      I met her eyes. “Do you want the broadsheet to be nothing but mindless praise?”

      Juliet took a breath. “I don’t think you understand how important it is for the school to re-enter the league tables at the top,” she said. “If we fail now, no one will ever take us seriously again.”

      I tried not to laugh. Really, I tried. Really.

      “It seems to me that, no matter how good the various schools and teams are, there will always be someone who is objectively on the bottom of the tables,” I managed. “They might be pretty damn good, but ...”

      “No.” Juliet cut me off. “That might be true for other schools, but not for us.”

      “Really?” I slipped into reporter mode. “And why might that be true?”

      Juliet eyed me, like a teacher who’d just seen me add two and two together and get five. “We moved out of the league years ago, when Grandmaster Hasdrubal decided it was more important to concentrate on other things,” she said, with icy patience. “Our detractors claim we moved out because we couldn’t compete. And if we enter at the bottom of the tables, they’ll have all the proof they need to dismiss us.”

      You mean, dismiss you, I thought. Juliet wouldn’t have a second chance to enter the professional leagues. It was this year or never. The school teams can work their way up to the top, but it will be too late for you.

      “You make it sound important,” I said. “There is a looming threat to the south.”

      “Be quiet.” Juliet cast a spell. My mouth snapped closed and locked. “You have two choices. You can follow my orders, or you can get out.”

      It was lucky, I supposed, that I couldn’t talk. What I wanted to say would have given her all the excuse she needed to not only kick me out of my own broadsheet but get me sent to the Warden as well.

      “Next week, my team will be playing our rivals for the semi-championships,” Juliet said, curtly. “I want you to write a complete and detailed – very detailed – report on the game. Do you understand me?”

      I pointed to my mouth. She unsealed my lips with a gesture.

      “Fine,” I said. I would have been angrier if I hadn’t already had a plan. “You want a very detailed report. I get you.”

      Juliet didn’t notice the sarcasm in my tone. Or if she did, she ignored it.

      “The Grandmaster himself is going to be there, as referee,” she said. “And it is vitally important the game goes off without a hitch.”

      “The Grandmaster?” I made a show of raising my eyebrows. I didn’t have to pretend to be surprised. I’d never heard of a senior tutor, let alone the school’s lord and master, refereeing a game. “Don’t you think he might be biased?”

      Juliet smiled, like the cat who’d gotten into the cream. “I certainly hope so,” she said. “He’s very invested in us returning to the league tables. too.”

      She pointed to the door. “You know what to do,” she said. “Hop to it. Or you will be hopping.”

      I dropped a mocking curtsey – she took it as her due – and left the office, my plan already half-formulated. Juliet wanted me to follow her orders? Right, I would follow her orders to the letter. I’d heard all sorts of stories about spell-controlled slaves who looked for loopholes in their orders, to find ways to avoid doing as they were told ... I was going to make them proud. And I’d make her regret she even thought of giving me such precise orders.

      The next week would have been maddening, if I hadn’t been so determined to make a fool of her. I spent all my free time in the library, researching the games. The original rulebook had long since been lost – or so we’d been told – leaving a collection of rules that looked as if a bunch of lawyers had taken a relatively simple concept and turned it into a legalistic nightmare that favoured the well-connected, or at least decent players, over everyone else. I looked up all the precedents and studied previous games, trying to plot out how the different teams had evolved over the past decade. Juliet’s fingerprints were everywhere. She’d joined the teams right from the start and climbed to the top very quickly. I would have been impressed if I’d cared one jot about sports.

      I’d always been good at pure research – my practical magic wasn’t that great, but my theoretical skills were first-rate – and I forced myself to keep going as the days wore on, even though it started to wear on me. I made long lists of questions to ask and then found a handful of players more than willing to talk to me, as long as I wanted to talk about sports. It was hard to hide my contempt as the players explained the rules to me again and again, then talked about famous goals they’d scored ... I wondered, not for the first time, precisely what they thought they’d do with their lives after they graduated. The game was supposed to teach practical magic and teamwork – it was the official justification for allowing student magicians to play – but there weren’t that many slots open for adult players. Perhaps they thought they could find a way to parlay their skills into something a little more useful.

      Or perhaps they simply haven’t thought that far ahead, I reflected, as I forced myself to listen to an endless discussion on the rules from a player I was starting to loathe. It wouldn’t surprise me.

      The weekend dawned brightly, despite my looming headache. I’d spent the week studying, and I wanted nothing more than to go back to bed and sleep it off, but there was no time. I collected my notebooks and spoke briefly to Aniseed before making my way to the arena well before the whistle blew. I’d taken care to reserve a spot right next to the referee, the best vantage point in the stands, but still ... I wished, as the players marched onto the field, that I had a few friends to help. I hadn’t dared recruit anyone. If my plan went spectacularly wrong, I wanted to be the only one in trouble.

      My lips quirked. She’s not going to find it easy to get me in trouble this time ...

      The whistle blew. I leaned forward, my pencil flying over my notepad automatically as I glued my eyes to the field. The players had clearly planned carefully – I gave Juliet credit for getting everyone going in the same direction, something that was almost impossible – and I noted every detail. The plays, the passes, the legal, semi-legal and flat-out illegal hexes and curses ... I glanced at the Grandmaster, who seemed to be ignoring all but the most blatant spells. I knew cheating was part of the game – as long as it was done in the proper and acceptable manner, of course – yet ... I shook my head. The Grandmaster knew what he was doing ...

      Right?

      It grew harder to keep track of every detail as the carefully planned order started to break down. Juliet had had a plan, of course, but so had her opponent. The two teams were forced to improvise, and I thought, looking at the pattern, that the opposing side was much better at it. They took more gambles, I noted, and some were good enough to score points ... even when they weren’t scoring, they were still disrupting Juliet’s plan. I made careful note of her control freak tendencies. The plan had looked good on paper, I was sure, but she hadn’t primed her players to deal with the unexpected. She certainly wasn’t good enough to put a new plan together on the fly.

      And she lost, I told myself. Her team had done well – I supposed; I was no expert – but they’d lost. She could have won if she’d let them have more freedom to act ...

      The thought made me smile as I hurried straight back to my bedroom to write. My notes were already fantastically detailed, but – with the help of a handful of memory charms and potions – I was able to list nearly everything that had happened between the first and last whistles. It was odd – I was sure I could sense a pattern lurking behind the plays, something a little more subtle than Juliet’s game plan – but it was impossible to be certain. My lips quirked as I surveyed my story. It was little better than a list of names and plays. If my father had seen it, he would have probably disowned me on the spot.

      I added a little commentary, sticking carefully to the facts, then sat back in my chair to wait for the post-game party to finish. Juliet was good at throwing parties for her players ... I supposed it was why they put up with her. It was astonishing what someone would do if they thought they’d be rewarded afterwards, win or lose. She’d even invited the opposing players ... I snorted in cold amusement. Was it really so easy to win people to her cause?

      It was nearly night when I made my way down to the office. It was empty. I placed the story on the desk – my desk – and sat on the chair, thumbing my way through a handful of other prospective stories as I waited. Juliet’s baleful influence was already contaminating my reporters. The stories they’d submitted were bland and boring and completely lacking in anything to grab and hold the reader’s attention. I cursed her under my breath as I finished the last story. If she wasn’t forced to step back and let me resume my post soon, the broadsheet would be beyond salvation and all my hopes and dreams would crumble into dust.

      “You’re sitting in my seat,” a voice said. “Get up. Now.”

      I tried not to jump. Juliet had practically sneaked up on me ... no, there was no practically about it. She had. I didn’t like her surprising stealth ... had she hidden herself behind a concealment charm, or was she simply light on her feet? She was certainly athletic enough to get very close to me before I registered her presence ...

      Juliet grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. I tried not to wince. Juliet wasn’t the strongest student, but she was certainly in the top ten. Her bare arm was intimidatingly muscular. She could lay me out with a punch ... if she was willing to take the risk of becoming a laughingstock. Magicians hexed or cursed their enemies. They didn’t stoop to physically striking them.

      She shoved me in front of the desk, then took her seat. I clasped my hands behind my back to compose myself. Dad had been manhandled enough, during his career, for him to caution me it was an occupational risk. There had been times, in those days, when I’d feared he’d never come home. Compared to his enemies, Juliet was a silly little girl.

      “This is my chair,” Juliet growled. “Why were you sitting in it?”

      I didn’t try to answer. Nothing I could have said would have pleased her, even if I’d cared to try. “Did you enjoy the game?”

      I’d hoped to needle her, just a little. If she lost control ... I could take a slap, or a punch, in the certain knowledge it would hurt her far more than it hurt me. Instead, Juliet seemed remarkably calm, for someone whose team had just lost a game ... and under her leadership, no less. I knew from my research it wouldn’t be enough to cost her the change to take her team into the big leagues – if she even bothered to take them with her; I wasn’t sure she could – but it still had to gnaw at her. Instead, she just looked serene. A ripple of alarm ran through me. Something was wrong. What?

      “This is your story?” Juliet showed, finally, the flash of anger I’d been expecting. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “Not at all.” I dug my fingernails into my palm to keep from giggling. “It is exactly what you wanted. A detailed report and analysis of everything that happened from start to finish, with some added commentary from previous games ...”

      Juliet glared. “You went looking up my old games?”

      “I looked up every game,” I said, sweetly. “How else could I do a detailed analysis?”

      “You ...” Juliet caught herself. “This is absurd!”

      “It is?” It was growing harder to keep from smirking. “It is precisely what you wanted, is it not?”

      I went on before she could say a word. “I noted everything. I noted the missed plays. I noted every call the referee made, and the times he should have blown the whistle. I noted how Hendrix made a sweet valley pass in four of six previous games but fumbled it here so the opposing side got control of the ball and had a clear shot at the goal. I think you need to have a long talk with him, because that was an unforgivable flub ...”

      “And you quit playing sports the moment you could,” Juliet snarled. “What makes you think you are qualified to judge my calls?”

      “I researched the game,” I said, snidely. The golden rule hadn’t been hard to figure out, even though it wasn’t written down. “Winning is everything. Anything else comes a very distant second.”

      “And if you spent more time playing sports” – Juliet pointed at my belly – “you might lose some of that weight.”

      I flushed. “Hey!”

      “You might also understand the difference between knowing the rules and actually playing,” she added. Her lips curved into a smile. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go.”

      I did my best to feign shock. It wasn’t easy. “But ...”

      Juliet smirked. “You are fired,” she said, falling right into my trap. “The broadsheet will do just fine without you.”

      She pointed at the door. “Get out.”

      “No.” I kept my voice very even. “You can’t fire me.”

      “I think you’ll find I can,” Juliet said. “The Grandmaster put me in charge of your broadsheet, and I can do what I like with it.”

      “No.” I allowed myself a smirk. “The rules are clear. You cannot fire me for following your orders – and that is precisely what I did. You said you wanted a detailed report, and I gave you one. If you fire me, I will go straight to the Grandmaster and file an official complaint.”

      “You ...” Juliet broke off. I could practically see the wheels turning inside her head. “Do you think the Grandmaster will pay attention to you?”

      “He will,” I said. “The rules are clear. The junior cannot be held accountable for following her senior’s orders. Can she?”

      Juliet glared. I waited, wondering what she’d do. Would she push it anyway? She might get away with it, if the Grandmaster decided I was a troublemaker ... she might. Or if it went too far, she’d be in trouble even if she won ... hell, she’d have to spend the weekends arguing her case rather than drilling her team for victory. What would it do to her chances, if she got a reputation for throwing her juniors under the barge? She had given me the orders. Tradition insisted she wasn’t allowed to deny it. And if she did, I could prove it. No one would ever take her seriously again.

      “No,” Juliet conceded. She sounded as though she would sooner have bared her throat for a necromancer than grant me anything. “But the junior isn’t allowed to be cheeky to the senior either.”

      I shrugged. “I think we have a different definition of cheek.”

      “Quite.” Juliet smirked. “And seeing you have to follow my orders, you can follow them now.”

      “I did,” I said. “I wrote an article. Are you going to publish it?”

      Juliet’s face darkened. “No,” she said. “It isn’t what I wanted.”

      I knew I probably shouldn’t bait her any further, but I couldn’t resist. “You gave the orders,” I said, in the most reasonable – and aggravating – tone I could muster. “Why, if you didn’t want me to follow them?”

      “I think some kind of menial punishment is called for,” Juliet said, ignoring my jibe. “Like I said, you can follow my orders now.”

      Her lips curved into a cruel smile. “Next week, you won’t be attending the games,” she said. “You’ll be spending the time cleaning my rooms instead.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I thought you liked following orders,” Juliet said. “Or are you going to disobey?”

      I felt a hot flash of anger. I wasn’t sure she could order me to clean her rooms, but if I refused, she’d have excellent grounds to fire me, and my complaints would fall on deaf ears. There was no point in making a big song and dance about following orders if I picked and chose which orders to follow. I had to admit she’d turned the tables very well. And yet, assigning me to a servant’s chores ...

      “Report to my rooms at twelve bells, next Saturday,” Juliet said. “And don’t let me see you before then. Go.”

      It was all I could do, as I left the room, not to slam the door. She had me, and she knew it and, worst of all ...

      ... I’d walked right into it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “Perhaps you should wear a maid’s uniform,” Aniseed suggested, the following weekend. “They’re easy to clean.”

      I scowled. Telling her about my assigned punishment had been a mistake. I was a student magician, not a servant, and making me clean a suite of rooms as if I were nothing more than a common-born maid was cruel and unusual punishment. And yet, Juliet had played her cards very well. She hadn’t struck me – or sent me to the Warden, which might have landed her in hot water if the supervising tutors thought she’d overreacted – or anything that might have pushed her authority to its breaking point. I was going to be a laughingstock when the story got out and, worst of all, it had been my fault.

      “I’ll wear my casuals,” I said, sourly. There were limits. If Juliet thought I was going to dress up as a maid for her, she could think again, “And you’d better report on the game too.”

      “Of course.” Aniseed put on a mocking tone. “It’s the most important game since the last one.”

      I nodded and stepped in front of the mirror, looking myself up and down. The rough shirt and trousers looked too big– they’d been passed down from my father – but they were decent as well as easy to clean. Juliet would make the job as dirty as possible or my name wasn’t Jane, Daughter of Gerald. I wondered, idly, just how far she’d go. It was rare for students, even seniors, to have someone else clean their rooms. They were supposed to handle it themselves. I’d only ever heard of one student having an assigned servant and that had been through finding a loophole and exploiting it mercilessly.

      And the princess who had the servant was mocked relentlessly, when the rest of the school figured out what her parents had done, I reflected. If she couldn’t take care of her own room, how could she be expected to take care of anything else?

      The thought mocked me as I left the room and headed to the senior dorms. It was a weekend, and the school was nearly empty, students either making their way to town or gathering in the grounds to wait for the arena to open. Juliet – damn her – had been telling everyone she expected to see them at the game, picking her words carefully to make sure it was taken as an order while giving her room to deny it if someone challenged her. I doubted anyone would. A word from her in the right – or rather the wrong – set of ears could make someone’s life a misery. Or keep them off a good sports team.

      Oh, how terrible, I thought. It was hard not to dawdle. I didn’t want to get to her rooms. How many of the sporty players are going to keep playing well into adulthood?

      I made a mental note to research it – it might be interesting to see what the figures actually were – as I made my way into the dorms, then down to the Captain-General’s suite. I didn’t try to fight the surge of jealousy as I looked at her door. I had to share a room with two other girls, while Juliet got three rooms all to herself ...? It wasn’t fair. I would have loved some actual privacy. Aniseed and Suzie weren’t bad roommates – I’d had worse – but we were living in each other’s pockets, and clashes were inevitable. We’d all be happier with rooms of our own.

      The door opened. I rolled my eyes – I hadn’t even knocked – and stepped inside, looking around with undisguised interest. Juliet had a comfortable armchair, a sofa, a large writing desk, a trunk, a private bathroom ... her rooms were so far superior to mine, both at school and at home, that it took me a moment to realise she wasn’t alone. Blair and Thomas sat on the sofa, wearing their sporting outfits. They looked at me and laughed. I flushed, despite myself. I looked like a poor commoner, not a student of magic.

      Juliet stood. “I see you’re dressed for the part,” she said, with a sniff. “You’ll find cleaning supplies in the bathroom, under the sink. I want every last inch of these rooms cleaned so thoroughly I can’t find a single speck of dust, or you’ll regret it.”

      Blair accidentally knocked over his glass. It fell to the ground and shattered, splashing a dark red liquid everywhere. “Oops.”

      “Clean that up too,” Juliet said. She didn’t try to hide her amusement. “I do trust you’ve been keeping up with your domestic spells?”

      I gritted my teeth, not trusting myself to answer. I had, but admitting as much would only open me to more mockery. Domestic spells were looked down upon by almost everyone, save for the domestics themselves. It was odd – a spell to clean windows had quite a few other uses – but no one seemed interested in trying to improve their reputation. I looked around instead, trying not to wince as I noticed the mess. It looked as if Juliet hadn’t bothered to so much as wipe the tabletops, let alone mop the floors and change the bedding, in the months since she’d started her final year. I hoped she was just a slob. If that was true, she’d be in some trouble if the housemothers noticed.

      And she’s left dozens of papers on the desk, I thought. Textbooks, notes, chat parchments – some primed, some still sealed – it was so messy I had no idea how she thought she could find something when she needed it. How does she plan to pass her exams?

      “Perhaps you could let me borrow her, after the match.” Blair leered at me. “Seeing she’s so keen on following orders ...”

      “If she does a good job.” Juliet didn’t seem amused by his remark. It was probably the one thing we’d ever have in common. “If not, we will see ...”

      Thomas cleared his throat. “I hate to remind you, but you did promise to buy the drinks for the party last week and ...”

      Juliet cut him off. “It was an unfortunate mix-up when the orders were placed,” she said, stiffly. “I will pay you back later today.”

      “See that you do,” Thomas said. “My family was not pleased.”

      “Families are never pleased,” Juliet muttered. I heard a hint of bitterness in her tone. “But I will be paying for the drinks this afternoon, after the game.”

      She let the words hang in the air as she stood and peered down her nose at me. “We’re off to the arena,” she said. “I’ll be back after the match. If you do a good job, you can go. If not ... I’ll be supervising your every move until the room is spotless.”

      Blair and Thomas stood and headed for the door, making sure to splash through the puddle as they moved. Juliet’s lips thinned as she followed them, closing the door behind her. I felt a flicker of magic a moment later, effectively locking the door. I guessed she wanted to rub my punishment in a little more. It wasn’t as if I could run out on her, unless I chose to leave school completely. She’d track me down and then ...

      I gritted my teeth as I turned slowly, surveying the room. I wasn’t unused to menial chores – I’d been my father’s housekeeper well before I’d been accepted at Whitehall – but it was still humiliating to be assigned to clean her room. There were schools where younger students were expected to serve their seniors, in exchange for private tuition and patronage ... I tried not to grimace at the thought. Whitehall wasn’t one of those schools, and it was all the better for it. I’d barely had any time to myself as a firstie. It would have been so much worse if I’d been expected to wait hand and foot on an older girl.

      She really is a slob, I thought, as I stripped the bed and mattress, piling the dirty covers by the door. Juliet would have to hand them to the cleaning staff ... no, unless I was very much mistaken, I’d get that job too. It was lucky there were spares in her cupboards. Did she think to collect them, or did she simply never change her sheets since coming into the rooms?

      I put the thought aside and kept working, muttering a handful of domestic spells to clear away the dust and juice from the floor. The spells were surprisingly low-power, but they needed constant tendering to ensure they didn’t fade back into nothingness or turn into miniature tornadoes. I’d half-expected Juliet to fiddle with her wards, purely to make it harder for me to use spells in her lair, but the magic worked normally. There weren’t even any spying spells watching me. I guessed she didn’t really want me here that long. Who knew what I might find?

      Good question, I thought. Let’s find out.

      It cost me a pang to look at her desk drawers and trunk and start considering how best to open them. We had so little privacy at school, even in our later years, that we jealously guarded what little we had. To break into someone’s warded trunk was no better than flipping up someone’s robes to expose their underwear, something no one would take lightly even if it was committed against the school outcast. I’d become the outcast if they knew I’d poked through her trunk and yet, the temptation was almost overpowering. I inched forward, carefully reaching out with all my senses. Dad had arranged for me to have proper – advanced – lessons and ...

      I recoiled in shock. Juliet had been careful. Very careful. Her trunk was so heavily warded I doubted even one of her peers could break in, not without risking life and limb. I wondered, as I turned my attention to her desk, if she’d deliberately baited a trap for me. She hadn’t climbed all the way to Captain-General without a certain willingness to take risks – I’d discovered that through researching her career – and if she’d caught me violating her privacy I would be thoroughly screwed. I sensed a handful of very nasty spells coiling just under the wards, waiting for me to break into the trunk. If I’d tried, I would have wound up an inanimate object – or worse – until she came back and freed me.

      If she ever did, I reflected. She could try to argue I did it to myself.

      I scowled, silently thanking all the gods my father had been so careful. A normal second-year student would be ... something ... by now. As it was ... I felt my scowl deepen as I turned to the desk. The drawers were as heavily warded as her trunk, while the papers on the desk itself were nothing more than lecture notes. They didn’t look to be written in her handwriting. I guessed she’d hired someone else to take notes for her. Was she even attending the lectures? She was a senior student. No one would scold her for not attending. They’d let her exam results do that.

      My lips quirked. She’s old enough to know better, really?

      A sharp knock ran through the room. “Come in,” I called, automatically. I caught myself a second too late. It wasn’t my room, and the door was locked ... wasn’t it? The door opened a moment later, revealing a shy first-year girl. She was only a year or so younger than me, and yet she looked so young I was tempted to inspect her lips for milk. My suspicious mind sounded the alarm a second later. What was a first-year girl doing in a senior girl’s room?

      “I ...” The girl stared at me. “Are you one of her friends?”

      “I suppose I work for her,” I managed, trying to keep my puzzlement off my face. I couldn’t understand Juliet having any interest in a mere first year, unless the girl was astonishingly good at sports. No, it was unlikely. Promoting a complete newcomer into a team would raise hackles, even from students who would normally be on her side. “What can I do for you?”

      “Can you give her these?” The girl passed me a sheaf of parchments. “Please? I’d stay for her, but ... I have to report to Professor Lombardi and ...”

      “Of course,” I said, feeling a twinge of pity. What had the poor girl done to earn a detention from Professor Lombardi? “I’ll tell her you popped by.”

      The girl nodded and retreated. I frowned as she closed the door. Nothing about the affair made sense. It was beneath Juliet’s dignity to pay attention to first years, no matter how good they were at sports. I wondered if she even knew the girl’s name. I didn’t. And yet ... I forced myself to concentrate on the memories, replaying the brief conversation in my mind for clues. The girl was common-born, or I was a ninny. She certainly hadn’t displayed the tasteless confidence that came with being able to buy one’s way out of trouble, an attitude – I’d discovered – that most aristos went out of their way to cultivate. I hadn’t sensed her magic either, which meant she was either masking very well or she simply wasn’t that powerful. It really didn’t make sense.

      I stood by the bed and started to pick my way through the parchments. The spells on them were minor, enough to protect them from mundanes and first-year students, but no one else. I knew how to unpick the spells without destroying them, allowing me – at least in theory – to put them back after I’d read them. It should be impossible for anyone, even Juliet, to tell I’d read her mail ...

      My eyes narrowed as I parsed the messages. Betting slips?

      For a moment, I refused to believe it. Juliet was betting? Gambling?

      She can’t, I thought, slowly. Can she?

      I wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem legal, but ... I stared down at the slips, slowly working out the messages. Juliet – through her messenger – had been placing bets in town. Proof, if I needed it, that she was bending if not breaking the rules. Why bother recruiting an agent, and one so beneath her, if she could do it herself? My senses tingled as I kept going, sure I was on the verge of something. Juliet seemed to be a pretty good gambler. She’d won more than she’d lost.

      She always does, I thought, coldly. The sums on each of the slips were low but put together, they were a decent income. Dad had always called gambling rings taxes on stupid people – and I was inclined to agree – yet Juliet was far from stupid. What is she doing ...?

      I stared at the slips. Something was nagging at my mind. Something I’d missed. Something ... I looked at the last dated slip – last weekend - and knew. Juliet was betting on her own games. I’d watched the game myself ... worse, I’d written a detailed report on every last play and counter-play. Juliet had lost and yet, according to the betting slip, she’d won?

      For a moment, I refused to believe it. She bet on her own team to lose?

      My mind spun in circles. I held the majority of sports-mad students in absolute contempt. I wouldn’t trust them to add two and two together and get four. And yet, I was sure Juliet had a higher opinion of her fellow players. And yet ... I skimmed back through the slips, silently blessing my father for forcing me to develop my recollection skills. The pattern came into focus very quickly. Juliet had bet against her own team, repeatedly, and made a considerable sum of money doing so.

      I swallowed, hard, as I recalled how intensively she’d planned the last game, the one I’d watched her lose. Is she throwing the games to make money?

      It was a distasteful thought. I’d understand someone rigging a game to win, but to lose ...?

      “She’s mad,” I said, out loud. “She can’t get away with it, can she?”

      I wasn’t sure, in all honesty, that was true. The plan was surprisingly simple. Put out a plan that would leave plenty of opportunity for the opposing team to score and force your team to stick to it. If you knew the other team very well, and Juliet did, it would be easy to predict what they’d do. And then bet against your own term, working through a proxy to ensure your name was never mentioned. I worked my way through the figures and frowned as I noted another pattern. On the surface, Juliet – or rather her proxy – had won some and lost others. A deeper look showed she always won when serious money was at stake. I was surprised none of the gambling rings had noted the pattern ...

      If she went to a handful of different betting shops, I mused, they might not notice anything unless they compared notes.

      I slumped against the bed, feeling as if I’d gone fishing for minnows and wound up catching a shark. This was serious. This was ... I looked down at the slips, wondering if they’d be enough to prove Juliet was rigging the games against herself. And yet ... I swallowed hard. It was difficult to believe ... if someone had brought the story to me, a few hours ago, I wouldn’t have believed it. How in the name of all the gods did she intend to get away with it? When word got out, and it would, she’d be lucky if she was merely kicked out of the sporting leagues. The leagues took sports seriously. They’d try to brand her an outlaw and harry her from her home.

      “She’s mad,” I said, again. “Why ...?”

      The door opened. Juliet stepped into the room.

      I froze. I was dead.
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      “You little ...” Juliet staggered, just for a second, as she saw the betting slips in my hand. “Give them to me, you ...”

      “You cheat,” I said. It was hard to lace my voice with the amount of contempt she deserved, but I tried. “You bet against your own team!”

      Juliet’s face flickered through an incomprehensible series of emotions. She was shocked and guilty and determined and ... she stepped forward, closing the door behind her. I felt powerful privacy wards – too powerful – snap into place. I cursed my own mistake as she loomed over me, her magic billowing on the air. She was far too powerful for me to take in a duel and ... I kicked myself, mentally, for not trying to flee the moment I’d realised what she’d been doing. Now, I was practically at her mercy. I had no doubt she was planning one final gamble before her house of cards came crashing down.

      “You read my mail,” Juliet said. “Do you think anyone will pay attention to whatever you have to say?”

      I couldn’t help myself. I snickered. “After they look at the betting slips, how much attention do you think they’ll pay to you?”

      Juliet reddened. “You don’t understand.”

      “I think I do.” I tried to look down my nose at her. It wasn’t easy – she was taller than me – but the flash of anger that crossed her face suggested she’d taken the point. “You plan your games carefully, leaving windows of opportunity for the other team to score. You micromanage your team to ensure their opportunities are few and far between. You boss them around to make sure they don’t even think of taking an unplanned shot. You rig the game against them and then you bet on the outcome, an outcome you have already predetermined. Right?”

      “It seems an absurd story,” Juliet said. “Have you ever heard of a Captain-General who played to lose?”

      I felt another piece of the puzzle fall into place. “It does seem absurd, until you look at the betting pattern and the games,” I said. “That’s why you were so angry about my report! I didn’t understand, not until now. Anyone reading a detailed report of the last few games might see a pattern, a pattern carefully prepared by the planner. By you! And you couldn’t risk firing me for obeying your orders because someone might take a close look at my analysis and see the pattern. I should have seen it sooner.”

      Juliet made a gesture in my direction. Her magic surged. I tried to duck, too late. My hands snapped behind my back and clasped each other tightly, tightly enough to hurt. My feet were suddenly stuck to the floor. I tried to muster a counterspell, only to have it shatter harmlessly against her power. She smirked at me as I tried again, to no avail. I’d duelled my peers – and lost more than I’d won – but Juliet was an order of magnitude more powerful than any of them. I was completely at her mercy.

      Her voice became honeyed, dripping with magic. “How many people have you told?”

      I fought – gods, I fought – but her compulsion spell was just too strong. My treacherous lips opened, no matter how much I tried to tell them to stay closed.

      “No one.”

      Juliet smirked. I felt a rush of shame and humiliation. She had me in her power, and she knew it. She could make me say or do or believe anything ... I cursed myself for not thinking ahead, for not taking precautions to jog my memory if someone wiped it. Dad would have known better. He was very good at reflecting on his thoughts, noting the discrepancies and working through the memories to work out what he’d been made to forget. I was nowhere near as capable and I knew it. As long as Juliet was careful, I would never know I’d left her room with a slice gapped out of my memory. And if I had no reason to question the cover story ...

      “No one,” Juliet repeated. “How ... unfortunate.”

      Something clicked in my mind. I forced myself to speak. “You’re not as wealthy as they say, are you?”

      Juliet’s eyes flashed murder. “My family is rich!”

      “Yes, but you’re not,” I said. Thomas had called Juliet out for not paying for the drinks. It was possible she’d tried to hide her involvement – alcohol and magicians didn’t mix – but he’d have been a little more understanding if that was all it was. It made a great deal more sense to think she might be nowhere near as personally rich as she claimed. Sure, most aristos gave their children enough pocket money to buy a castle or two, but not all. “I think you wouldn’t have taken the risk if you weren’t desperate for money.”

      “Shows how much you know,” Juliet said. “Idiot.”

      “I’m the idiot?” I giggled. I couldn’t help it. “You’re betting against your own team! How will you make it to be the big leagues if your team keeps losing?”

      Juliet smirked. I hoped that meant she wanted to gloat. Dad had told me most people were terrible at keeping secrets because they wanted to impress their peers, which meant sharing the secret or – at the very least – the fact they had a secret. And yet, Juliet had had to keep her mouth shut if she didn’t want to face a weighty helping of justice for her misdeeds. She could gloat to me, before she made damn sure I forgot everything. If I kept pressing ...

      “I’m the Captain-General, as well as a team captain,” Juliet said, sardonically. “It doesn’t matter, not to the leagues, if my team wins or loses. What matters is how I perform as Captain-General, and my record is unmatched.”

      “Only because there wasn’t a Captain-General of Whitehall until Grandmaster Gordian took control,” I jibed. I had no idea how the matter had been handled under the last Grandmaster, but as we hadn’t been playing in the leagues it probably hadn’t mattered. “You’re the best and the worst in living memory.”

      Juliet ignored my sally. “My performance as Captain-General will make my reputation,” she said, curtly. “The spotters will spot me – I’ve made sure of it – and recruit me when I graduate and head into the leagues. And I’ll have the chance to recruit new players from Whitehall.”

      “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “And you think you’ll have free reign?”

      “Remind me,” Juliet said, dryly. “Who was – who is – Captain-General of Whitehall?”

      She went on before I could answer. “Who has the greatest insights into the players here? Me. Who knows their strengths and weaknesses and knows how to place them in context? Me. Who has the inside track on knowing what offers could be made to them, to recruit them to my new team? Me.”

      “I suppose you know what you’re doing,” I conceded. It might have made sense. I didn’t know enough about the leagues to guess one way or the other. “But you are still running a terrible risk. What happens when you get caught?”

      “I won’t,” Juliet said. “You got very lucky. That won’t happen again.”

      “And when someone does what I did and works through the game records, noticing the pattern?” I met her eyes. “Or when your accomplice gets tired of being your cat’s paw and confesses all?”

      Juliet shrugged. “A first-year commoner barely old enough to bleed? Who’d listen to her?”

      “I would,” I said. It really was astonishing how many aristos had gotten into trouble through ignoring the servants. “And so might the Grandmaster.”

      I met her eyes. “If he figures out what you’ve done, you’ll be for the high jump.”

      Juliet laughed. “Do you really think the Grandmaster will listen to such accusations against one of his favoured students?”

      “He’ll have to make a show of investigating the claims,” I countered. “And when he works out the pattern ...”

      “He’ll cover it up,” Juliet said. “It will go no further.”

      I stared at her. Juliet’s family might be important, but they weren’t that important. I didn’t know any student who had the clout to convince the staff to look the other way, except perhaps Lady Emily, and she’d left school last year. There was no way in hell the staff could afford to overlook the charges, even if they were made up of whole cloth. They’d have to investigate. Juliet – and her accomplice – would be interrogated under truth spells, questioned ruthlessly until they spilled their guts. They’d have no recourse. They wouldn’t even get an apology if it turned out they were innocent all along.

      “Impossible,” I said. “He won’t cover anything up for you.”

      Juliet gave me a pitying look. “The Grandmaster wants Whitehall to return to the league tables,” she said, snidely. “If there is a major cheating scandal in the very first year, we’ll be kicked back out of the league before we’ve even fully returned. There are so many people with a vested interest in keeping us out of the league that even a hint of scandal will be enough to turn them against us. The Grandmaster will cover up the whole affair to make sure nothing, not even a single word, leaks out to our enemies.”

      My heart sank. Juliet might be right. The Grandmaster had a very good reason – more than one, really – to cover up the story as much as possible. If he caught Juliet ... he might just settle for quietly expelling her, or even coming up with a cover story to explain her departure from the field rather than confessing the truth. It wouldn’t be that hard to fake an injury or simply tell the world – with the deepest regret, naturally - that she hadn’t kept up with her schoolwork. I’d been told players who failed to keep their grades up were offered a flat choice between shaping up – and quickly – or being banned from playing. The cover story would be believable ...

      I glared. “Perhaps he’ll turn you into a toad and dump you in the pond for the rest of your life,” I snarled. It was hard to believe the old man would just let Juliet walk away with her earnings and reputation intact. “Or something ...”

      Juliet gave me a serene smile. “And if I vanished when I was supposed to be at school, don’t you think questions would be asked?”

      “Point,” I conceded.

      “You won’t remember any of this,” Juliet said, raising her hand. “And now ...”

      “Wait!” I did my best to act frantic. Truthfully, it wasn’t really an act. “We can make a deal ...”

      “I wouldn’t trust you, even if you took an oath,” Juliet said. “I caught you spying on me and peeking at my letters, didn’t I?”

      “And you’re such a paragon of trustworthiness,” I sneered, bitterly. She’d remember the jibe, even if I didn’t. “Cheating to win is one thing but cheating to lose is quite ... despicable.”

      Juliet reddened. “You little ...”

      I pressed forward. “Are you sure you can even hide my memories forever? Aniseed knows where I am. Your fellow captains know where I am. Your accomplice knows where I am ... are you sure she isn’t going to say something to me, in perfect innocence, that will jog my memory? Are you ...”

      “Be quiet,” Juliet snapped. “Who knows you’re here?”

      My mouth spoke of its own accord. “You. Aniseed. Blair. Thomas. Your ally ...”

      I bit down hard. I’d thought I’d bested the truth spell. Clearly, enough of it lingered to make it impossible to lie directly. Juliet glowered at me, then turned and started to pace the room, clearly lost in thought. I hoped she didn’t hurt herself thinking so hard. It wasn’t going to be easy to make sure everyone kept their mouth shut. Blair was just the sort of person to harass me over my time as a maid, which would certainly jog my memory if I didn’t remember it myself. And Juliet couldn’t wipe his memory ... I wondered, idly, what she’d have to offer to get him to keep his mouth shut. If she asked him, he’d know something wasn’t quite right.

      He might not give a damn about me, I reflected, but the chance to have Juliet in his debt isn’t one he’ll pass up easily.

      I studied Juliet’s back as she paced. It made a very tempting target. If I’d been able to move, I would have bashed her over the head and run for it. I might not have been able to knock her out – she was strong, and there was no point in denying it – but it might have stunned her long enough for me to escape.

      The clock chimed. The match was about to begin.

      “I’ll be back,” Juliet snapped. “Don’t you move.”

      I wanted to scream as she scooped up her bag and hurried out the room, closing the door behind her. Whatever spell she’d used on me was strong. I couldn’t dispel it. I was fairly sure shouting for help would be pointless. The privacy wards on the room would make sure they never reached friendly ears. There were emergency spells, but I couldn’t cast them. My heart sank further – I would have thought it impossible – as it dawned on me Juliet might just get away with it after all. She would speak to Blair and Thomas, probably offering them a favour to be redeemed later in exchange for their silence, then intimidate her accomplice or simply wipe her memory too. Aniseed ... I liked to think my roommate would be a tougher nut to crack, but Juliet probably wouldn’t have any trouble wiping her memories, either. And then ... all she had to do was make sure our memories matched, and she’d be home free.

      There has to be a way out, I told myself. It was hard to move my fingers to cast spells and I’d never been that good at fingerless casting. The counterspells should have dissolved the spell holding me still, but it remained firmly in place. There has to be ...

      My thoughts ran in circles. Gods, I hoped Blair and Thomas demanded something thoroughly disgusting in return for their silence. It might be the only justice Juliet would ever face for her crimes. The Grandmaster might cover them up … she certainly thought he would or she’d never have taken the risk. I glared at the wall, as if I could see through it to the arena and the players taking their places on the field. Juliet had gone on and on about the league sending its finest spotters to the match, to watch as she showcased her skills ... my heart burned in frustration when I realised she might get away with it after all. The game might be rigged ... even if it wasn’t, I knew past games had been.

      I suppose it is proof she’s good at her job, I thought, bitterly. She’d had a stroke of bad luck – her accomplice shouldn’t have given me the betting slips– but she’d recovered nicely before returning to the game. And as long as she’s careful, she’ll get away with it ...

      My hands shook as I tried to break free. My father was going to be very disappointed in me ... no he wasn’t, because as long as Juliet was careful he’d never find out. I hoped he’d ask enough probing questions, when I went home for the holidays, to break the memory spell ... would he? My father wasn’t one of the aristos who considered his daughters nothing more than pawns on his personal gameboard, or – worse – one of the ones who thought his children were extensions of himself. Dad trusted me to be smart – and to come to him if I got into something I couldn’t handle. I felt a wave of frustration. For once, I wanted him to be a little more controlling, a little more inclined to demand to know everything I’d done since we parted. If he asked the right questions ...

      Think, I told myself. There’s always a way out.

      I pushed my despair aside and forced myself to think. I couldn’t break the spell directly. It was cast by a stronger magician, who had every reason to keep me trapped until she could wipe my mind. But if I could push it aside ... an idea crossed my mind, and I performed a simple summoning charm, drawing a piece of chat parchment to my hands. It wasn’t easy to press it against my bare skin – my hands were clenched so hard I knew I was going to be aching for days afterwards – but I made it. The charms on the parchment were strikingly simple. I’d cast them myself, when we’d been experimenting with a self-updating broadsheet. If I could use them to wriggle through the charm holding me in place ...

      The spell broke. I collapsed in a heap, my muscles cramping violently. More proof, if I’d needed it, that Juliet was a sadist. It would have been kinder to simply freeze me completely until she returned. Safer, too. If she didn’t account for the cramps somehow, I’d start wondering why I’d cramped, and the entire memory spell would start to unravel. It was hard, so hard, to pick myself off the floor and stagger to my feet. I had to hurry. If I was still in her room when she returned, I’d leave with a slice gapped out of my memory.

      My heart sank. If she was right – if the Grandmaster really would cover up the whole affair – I might end up losing my memory anyway. Anger flowed through me, followed by grim resolution. There couldn’t be a cover-up if the truth was already out, could there? If I took a leaf from Juliet’s book and gambled, if I made sure they learnt the truth in a manner they couldn’t ignore ...

      This is either a crazy idea or a brilliant one, I thought, as I slipped through the door. And I’m about to find out which it is.
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      There was no sign of anyone, not even a groupie, as I made my way into the sporting halls directly linked to the arena, but I slowed and tried to be as stealthy as possible just in case. I felt sure unseen eyes were following me, their owners possibly wondering why I – as unsporting a girl who had ever lived – was down here. I’d never felt comfortable in this place. I’d dropped sports as soon as I could. Yet, it was the only way to get to the arena without being spotted. I wasn’t even sure I could get onto the field from the stands.

      And someone might stop you before it is too late, I thought, as I inched forward. The dampening spells were strong, but I heard the roar of the crowd echo through the walls. I wondered, idly, if Juliet was winning or losing. The Grandmaster wouldn’t be refereeing this match, not with all the spotters in the stands. If I can’t get onto the field ...

      Ice congealed in my chest. I did my best to ignore it as I reached the locker rooms. The players had gathered there, drinking water and practicing their spells while running through the game plan one final time. The air stank of sweat, of too many hard-working men and women in too close of a proximity. I felt a twinge of sympathy for the players, even though most of them were jerks. They were going to be asked a lot of questions when the truth came out, and, even though I was sure they didn’t have the slightest idea of what was going on, they were going to be in deep shit. I heard the crowd roar again, jeering a player who’d been sent to the Sin Bin. I wondered, numbly, if they’d cheer for me.

      Will they praise me for revealing the truth, I asked myself, or hate me for tattling?

      My heart sank. I hesitated. If I kept my mouth shut ... I could take precautions, make sure Juliet couldn’t wipe my memory, perhaps even strike a deal with the Grandmaster to keep the truth from coming out. It wouldn’t be that hard ... I shivered, despite the warmth. If I did ...

      The crowd roared again. I swallowed, then braced myself. I had to go through with the plan. Not just for justice. Not just to spite Juliet. Not even for the crowd, cheering loudly for games that had been decided well before the players marched onto the field, but for the truth. The truth had to come out. The world needed to know what was actually going on. And all it would cost me was ...

      I slipped my hands under my shirt and pulled it off. My breasts bobbled free. I’d never been particularly well-endowed, but ... it would draw the eye. I flushed as I pushed my trousers and underwear to my knees – I’d found it hard to undress in front of my roommates, and here I was undressing in public – and stepped out of them. No one would ever be able to forget this day, no matter what Juliet and the Grandmaster and anyone else did. They’d all remember me.

      I braced myself, threw open the door and ran onto the field.

      There’d been no time to recon the players first. I had no idea who was where. It didn’t matter. All I had to do was get to the referees – and the Grandmaster – before it was too late.

      The world seemed to freeze, a moment of total silence, before the noise broke. Boys hooted, hollered and whistled; girls gasped in shock; tutors snapping orders to avert eyes, orders I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt would not be followed. The arena’s wards were designed to block outside interference, even from the teachers. No one outside the field itself would be able to stop me, as far as I knew. They wouldn’t even be able to block everyone else from looking at me. The wards were designed to make it impossible.

      I had a series of impressions as I ran. Players scrambled to get out of my way, some gawking at me; team captains scowled while casting spells, all of which missed me ... I was fairly sure some of them were deliberately aiming to miss. A flash of light behind me ... I later learned someone had tried to hex me, only to be hexed herself by Blair. The bastard wanted to watch my bare ass as I ran ... I kept running, ducking a final set of hexes, until I reached the referees. The two outsiders glanced from side to side, as if they didn’t know quite where to look. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so serious.

      The Grandmaster was pissed. “Young Lady,” he said, in a tone that would have chilled me to the bone if I hadn’t had so many other problems. “What is the meaning of this?”

      I met his eyes, muttering a spell under my breath that would ensure my words carried across the arena without being deafeningly loud. It occurred to me – too late – that the spell might not work inside the wards, but this was no time to stop. I was going to go down in history, either as the brave reporter who’d exposed a cheating ring or the silly girl who’d flashed the entire school. I’d been committed the moment I worked out what Juliet had been doing ...

      “The game is rigged,” I said. The Grandmaster might want to cover it up, but with two outside witnesses and the entire school watching it would be impossible. I hoped. “They’re playing to lose!”

      “I gave her detention this afternoon,” Juliet said. I tried not to flinch. How had she come up behind me without me noticing? “Sir, this is just her petty and spiteful revenge.”

      The Grandmaster eyed me for a long cold moment, his eyes never slipping below my neck. It would have been impressive, and amusing, if the situation wasn’t so dire. I could feel hundreds of eyes lingering on my rear ... one way or the other, no one was ever going to forget me. Juliet could take her final gambit to hide the truth and stuff it up her ...

      “I have proof,” I said, gabbling out the details as fast as I could. “She’s been betting against her own team and ...”

      Juliet’s hand darted up. Time seemed to slow down; the world moving in slow motion even as my thoughts raced ahead at lightning speed. Juliet was playing one final gamble. No one would blame her for striking me down for slander, despite the age difference. The curse she was preparing to cast would not just stun me, but scramble my short-term memories to the point I wouldn’t be able to swear to anything. And no one would fault her for blasting me, not after I’d smeared her in front of hundreds of witnesses. She might just get away with it.

      I tried to muster a defence, to raise my wards, but everything was moving painfully slow ...

      Juliet’s body flashed blue and froze. “That will do,” the Grandmaster said. “The charges will be investigated. And the truth will come out.”

      He raised his voice. “The game is over. Players are to return to the locker rooms and remain there. The audience is dismissed.”

      I blinked in surprise, then reminded myself there were just too many witnesses. The Grandmaster had to make a show of investigating the charges, no matter how much he wanted to bury the whole affair. Hell, the outsiders might want to run their own investigation as a quid pro quo for readmitting Whitehall into the leagues. The last thing anyone wanted was a public cheating scandal. The leagues had quite enough problems already.

      The Grandmaster looked at me. I felt his magic shimmer. A dress materialised around me, covering me. I felt a strange mixture of fear at the sheer display of power – conjuring matter from nothingness was a very impressive feat, even though the material felt paper-thin, and I was uneasily aware it wouldn’t last long – and defiance. Just because someone had power didn’t mean they had great responsibility. In my experience, power brought nothing but irresponsibility.

      “Go to my office, wait for me there,” he ordered. I guessed I could keep the dress. “And no excursions along the way.”

      I nodded, curtly, and stumbled out of the arena. The adrenaline was wearing off, and it was slowly starting to dawn on me what I’d done. I’d shown myself to the entire school ... it was unlikely anyone had been considering me potential marriage material, after my father’s rather dubious origins, but if they had, they sure as hell weren’t now. I knew I wasn’t the most attractive girl in the world – Juliet was much more of a classical beauty – and yet I knew boys didn’t discriminate. They’d be teasing me for years. Or selling paintings of my naked body as I ran for justice.

      The thought tormented me as I walked up the stairs and into the office. The doors opened for me and shut the moment I stepped through, the wards slipping into place. I felt like a prisoner, awaiting her judge. The Grandmaster couldn’t kill me or wipe my memory – or so I told myself – but he had plenty of other ways to make my life miserable. It wouldn’t be that hard to come up with an argument that proved me guilty of something ... probably. Using spells to strip an unsuspecting victim was against the rules, and harshly punished whenever it happened, but I’d stripped myself. Could he punish me for offences against my person? I didn’t know.

      I sat and waited. It felt like hours – days, weeks, months – before the door opened behind me, and the Grandmaster stepped into the office. His face was so tightly composed I knew he was angry, although it didn’t seem directed at me. I forced myself to sit up and look attentive as he took his seat and rested his hands on the desk. It couldn’t have been an easy few hours for him, either. The outsiders, I was sure, would have asked a lot of pointed questions about why no one had spotted the pattern sooner.

      “Juliet” – I noticed he omitted her title – “was interrogated under truth spells,” he said, slowly. “She tried hard to conceal the truth, but it came out. We know – now – that she was the only sports captain involved. Her accomplice, a first-year student, was bullied into helping her.”

      I nodded, stiffly. Juliet was – had been, I hoped – important and powerful. There was no way in hell a mere common-born firstie could stand up to her, no matter what she wanted. If she tried, her life would become a nightmare ...

      “Please,” I said. “Go easy on her.”

      The Grandmaster frowned. “On Juliet?”

      “On the firstie,” I said. I knew what it was like to be picked on by someone who thought power or birth gave them the right to boss me around. “Juliet wouldn’t have given her a choice.”

      “No.” The Grandmaster studied me for a long moment. I thought I saw a flicker of approval in his eyes. Or maybe it was just a trick of the light. “I will do what I can to keep her name out of the affair. The betting shops knew nothing about the affair and cared less, as long as they got their money. There’s no reason for anyone to know what she was doing and why. She will get a stern lecture, but nothing further. I don’t think she’ll cause any further trouble.”

      I nodded, feeling a twinge of relief. “Thank you.”

      “And that leaves us with two final questions,” Grandmaster Gordian said. “First, why did you ... run naked across the field? Why didn’t you bring the word to me?”

      “I ...” I swallowed. “Can I refuse to answer the question?”

      “I’d really rather you didn’t,” Gordian said, in a pleasant tone that carried a hint of threat. He could use truth spells on me, too, if he wished. “Please.”

      “Juliet insisted you’d cover up and bury the whole affair, if you could,” I said, bracing myself for ... something. If he took it as an insult ... I hoped, desperately, there were people who’d draw the right conclusions, after my disappearance, and asked the right questions. “I wanted to make sure it couldn’t be buried forever.”

      The Grandmaster looked pained. “And so we see her essential immaturity. Nothing ever remains buried forever. The truth would have come out, sooner or later, and I would have been disgraced. To admit my choice for Captain-General, and the student most likely to have a successful career in the sporting leagues, had been cheating would be embarrassing, but the consequences for covering it up would have been a great deal worse.”

      He sighed. “Still, she is by no means the first person to think authority will put expedience ahead of practicality,” she said. “Or to follow short-term interests at the expense of long-term stability.”

      “Why ...?” I took a breath and started again. “Why did she do it?”

      “Money.” The Grandmaster looked down at his hands. “Money and reputation. She thought she could portray herself as more than just a team captain, but as someone who uplifted all the teams. And she might have gotten away with it, if it weren’t for a meddling student and some bad luck.”

      He met my eyes. “And that leads to a second question,” he said. “What should we do with you? Besides, I suppose, a stern reprimand for being improperly dressed?”

      I flushed but refused to allow myself to be distracted. “I want my broadsheet back,” I said, firmly. “And I want official accreditation and complete editorial freedom.”

      “Indeed?” The Grandmaster raised his eyebrows. “And you don’t think there should be consequences for misdeeds? Deeds like spying on private meetings and poking through private property? Or even printing something that isn’t actually true, or taken out of context, or even deliberately misleading?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But those consequences shouldn’t be used to silence the truth, when it is embarrassing or awkward for those in power. And if ...”

      I took a breath. “If I hadn’t been so devoted to the truth, sir, Juliet would have gotten away with her scheme long enough for it to be a serious embarrassment when it really came out. What would have happened then?”

      “Point.” The Grandmaster leaned back in his chair. “And I take it you intend to run with the story of how you exposed Juliet first?”

      “Yes.” I looked back at him evenly. “If I don’t, I’ll be remembered as something else instead.”

      “Quite,” the Grandmaster said.

      He said nothing for a long moment, then leaned forward. “Two conditions,” he said. “First, I expect you to come up with a proper code of conduct, both for what you consider fit to print and how you go about collecting the news. You may not have broken any written rules over the last few weeks, but you broke a number of unwritten rules and that will come back to haunt you if you keep doing it. Second, I expect you to make room for others to join your broadsheet staff or, if they wish, to set up broadsheets of their own.”

      “Yes, sir,” I managed. It was better than I’d expected. “I’ll do you proud.”

      “We’ll see,” he said. “And I hope, I really do, that you got what you wanted.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      And that, more or less, was how The Whitehall Times became a permanent part of the school.

      It wasn’t easy. I wrote the story – a detailed exposé of Juliet, who was never seen again after her family withdrew her before she could be expelled – and printed it for everyone to read. It seemed, for a time, as though everyone wanted to become a reporter, submitting stories and ideas for stories and articles on subjects from the sensible to the mind-numbingly boring. I had problems sorting out the truly interested from those who just wanted to jump on the bandwagon – ironically, Juliet’s first-year accomplice became one of the former – and wound up assigning make-work tasks in a bid to keep staff numbers manageable. We went back and forth from one edition a week to three a week and then back again, as sales went up in the wake of the scandal before falling back to their original levels.

      But hey, we could support ourselves. I never had to ask for money from the school.

      It wasn’t so easy for me either. Everyone knew what I’d done to make sure no one could bury the truth and whispers followed me wherever I went, both about the streaking and about how I’d spied on Juliet’s meetings. My father was proud of me – he understood how far one had to go, sometimes, to get the truth out – but everyone else? Not so much. I was in the odd position of being both adored and admired and yet shunned and loathed, a person everyone wanted to know and yet didn’t want anywhere near them. They invited me to their gatherings and yet kept their mouths firmly closed, whenever I was near. It shouldn’t have surprised me – my father got the same treatment, in town – and yet it did.

      They’re happy I exposed Juliet as a cheating fraud, I thought sourly, one evening. A great many things had happened, between then and now, yet my treatment hadn’t changed. But they’re also concerned about what I might expose about them.

      And they gave me a nickname, one I wore as a badge of honour.

      Muckraker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      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/

      Blog: https://chrishanger.wordpress.com/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed this volume, please consider leaving a review.

      If you would like to write a story for an upcoming volumes of Fantastic Schools, let us know! Upcoming volumes include Fantastic Schools Sports, Fantastic Schools Staff and more generalist Fantastic Schools.

      Also check out:

      Fantastic Schools, Volume 1— Follow a girl trying desperately to find her place in a school of dark magic, a band of witches desperate to prove they can be as good as the wizards, a school of magical monsters standing between the evil one and ultimate power, a businesswoman discovering the secrets of darkest evil ... and what happens when a magical education goes badly wrong.

      Includes stories by: Christopher G. Nuttall, Thomas K. Carpenter, Mel Lee Newmin, Emily Martha Sorensen, Aaron Van Treeck, Steven G. Johnson, George Phillies, Benjamin Wheeler, Frank B. Luke, G. Scott Huggins, Bernadette Durbin, Roger D. Strahan, Erin N.H. Furby and Denton Salle.

      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.

      My Book

      Fantastic Middle Schools—In this set of stories, welcoming younger readers but still entertaining to all ages, we look at the lighter side of magic schools. Follow a young girl entering school for the first time - and another, desperate to go to a school that actually suits her. Watch a bully get her comeuppance and accompany young students as they go on a field trip, follow an expelled student trying to build a new life, and others learning the nature of magical creatures ... ... And many more.

      Includes stories by: Christopher G. Nuttall, James Odell, Cedar Sanderson, Denton Salle, Erin N.H. Furby, Penelope Hill, Steven G. Johnson, Fiona Grey, Charles Perez, Benjamin A. Sorensen, N. R. LaPoint, Lucca DeJardins, L. Jagi Lamplighter

      Fantastic Schools Hols (Volume 5)

      Come join a young girl who goes home to face the shadows of the past, three young misfits at a school that may be all misfits, a young woman who must use her wits to win back her best friend from the giants of Dartmoor, a young man who must resist being permanently drawn into the magical world of winter, and students trying to find the best possible prank to disrupt a school holiday ceremony.

      …And many more.

      Includes stories by Christopher G. Nuttall, L. Jagi Lamplighter, Steven G. Johnson, Emily Martha Sorensen, Misha Burnett, Denton Salle, Aaron Van Treeck, Morgon Newquist, Patrick Lauser, Barb Caffrey, George Phillies, Becky R. Jones, Frank B. Luke, Fiona Grey

      My Book

    

  

cover.jpeg
Gorg Huff & Patilal
N. R. LaPoint and more...





images/00002.jpeg
C\Visecraﬁ





images/00001.jpeg
Wiseerafi





