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            Introduction to Fantastic School Hols

          

        

      

    

    
      Calvin (ranting): “I have to write a paragraph on what I did over the summer!  A whole paragraph!  I’ll never be able to write that much!  It’s not fair!”

      Calvin (to Hobbes): “How’s [the paragraph] coming?”

      Hobbes (writing) :Not so good.  What did you do besides watch TV?”

      -Calvin and Hobbes

      So … what did you do on your holidays?

      It is a key trope of the British Boarding School genre that the stories are set, almost completely, at the boarding school.  The classics of the genre start when the protagonist is told they are going to the school, or arrive at the gates, or even after the term has begun and everyone has moved into the dorm.  In a sense, the schools themselves are characters within the books; they provide the setting for the tales, be they jolly japes and midnight feasts or wizard duels and attacks from the resident dark lord.  They also provide a framework for the author to follow, with the plot focused on the characters and stereotypical students who fit into well-defined roles.  It is not easy to step outside this structure.

      This does make a certain degree of sense.  The readers want to read about life at boarding school, be it mundane or fantastic.  They don’t want to follow the characters outside school, not when the story isn’t centered on the characters and most of the people don’t fit into the plot or have any real role.  And indeed, it can be a little boring.  What happens outside the school is rarely, if ever, of any great importance inside the school.  There is a certain sense that the characters step off the stage and freeze, their development paused, until they return to the reader’s view once more.  Who really cares what the side characters do on their holidays?

      And yet, this is not to say that holidays are unimportant.

      I have said, when I wrote the afterword to The Family Pride, that the curse of boarding school is that you cannot get away.  A student at boarding school is constrained by the role they make for themselves, or are assigned by others; a student who makes a fool of himself very quickly will rarely be allowed a chance to grow into someone better, because he has already put himself (or been put) in his box and there’s no way out.  A student who is under heavy pressure, either to pass his exams or simply through being bullied constantly, will have one persona at school and a very different persona at home.  At school, he may be the star student, or an object of fun; at home, he may get to slack off and relax, or perhaps even develop friendships and relationships away from the unblinking stare of his persecutors.  It is a chance for the student, perhaps metaphorically, to let his hair down and do something else, or simply to interact with someone who has nothing to do with the school.

      There are also, of course, school-related activities that take place in the hols.  A student may be assigned to work experience, a British term for an internship, or get a chance to stay with another family to learn about their country or society.  Or a student may join a club and play games away from school, or even interact with their friends and teachers outside the school structure, which gives them a chance to see another part of their personalities.  And, for the reader, these serve as way to explore a whole new world.  Indeed, when I started to sketch out what eventually grew into the Schooled in Magic series, I intended to ensure Emily spent a lot of time exploring her new world as well as attending magic school.  And she did.

      The stories in this collection are a little different from the previous four anthologies.  They are centered on students and teachers, but not on their schools.  They represent glimpses of life outside the schools, where – amongst others - a young woman finds herself going back home only to discover she no longer fits in, or another young woman gets caught up in an adventure when her best friend runs into trouble and she must solve it herself.  I hope you will enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.  If you do, please leave a review.  Every little bit helps.

      And if you want to write a story for Fantastic Schools yourself, why not drop us an email?

      (Instructions at the rear of this tome.)

      Christopher G. Nuttall

      Edinburgh, 2022

    

  







            The Unexpected Rescue of Sigfried Smith

          

          

      

    

    






L. Jagi Lamplighter

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Even during their Spring Break from Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts, Sigfried Smith and his dragon Lucky cannot keep from getting into trouble. For more adventures with Rachel Griffin and Sigfried Smith, see The Books of Unexpected Enlightenment.

      

      

      Sigfried Smith dangled upside down by his left leg, which was clasped in the rocky fist of a Dartmoor giant who strode across the moors in the company of his three gigantic companions. Siggy swung back and forth, his blond curls catching the sunlight like golden flame.

      “Are you sure you want me to leave?” Rachel Griffin whispered, watching her blood-brother with concern. Thanks to his chameleon potion, she was invisible as she hovered near him on her bristleless broom.

      Silently, she vowed to herself: I am going to save Sigfried!

      “They’ve given me until sundown,” he murmured back as he swung. “Do you think you can make it?”

      Rachel glanced westward, out over the rolling hills of Dartmoor, calculating. “Yes. I can.”

      “Then go.” The young man, who would turn fifteen on the following Monday—if he were not eaten by giants first—spoke with confident cheer. “If you don’t make it back in time, it’s been nice being your blood-brother. Thank you for letting me come home with you on holiday. Your family’s enormous, gigantic, palatial mansion is a much nicer place to spend Spring Break than the dismal orphanage where I grew up. Or even than having to hide in the dorm to avoid the proctors, so they didn’t know I hadn’t left.”

      Rachel blinked rapidly.

      She was not going to cry.

      “Don’t worry,” said Lucky the Dragon. Sigfried’s familiar was also invisible. Rachel could hear his growly voice coming from the left, but she could not see him. “No giant will be eating the boss.”

      “No good, Lucky,” Sigfried shook his head. “You can’t rescue me. I gave my word.”

      “Boss, if only I had been here!” the dragon’s voice cried plaintively. “We can’t let the giants eat you, just because I wasn’t here!”

      “I can’t go back on my word,” said the young man. “What would King Arthur say?”

      “Well, if he were to come back, boss, and you were dead, he wouldn’t say anything.”

      “I won’t die.”

      “What are we gonna do?” asked the dragon plaintively.

      “I’ve a cunning plan,” Sigfried replied as he swung. “We have to trust the tiny but brainy blood-sister to carry it out.”

      “No tricks now,” warned the giant. His three companions nodded in agreement. The giant looked around. “Who are you talking to?”

      “No tricks.” Sigfried crossed his arms, which just made him swing faster, like a pendulum. The young man would have looked calm and collected had his face not been so red from the blood rushing to his head.

      “Jolly good, Siggy, I’m on it!” whispered Rachel. As she sped away, she called softly, “Lucky, keep him safe until I get back!”
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        * * *

      

      Rachel Griffin shot across the moors, her hair billowing behind her like an invisible war banner. As the brown grass of the half-frozen bogs flashed by beneath her, she glanced ahead of her at the sun. It was still a distance above the horizon, but she knew that the security this brought was deceptive. Sunset was at 6:41 today, according to an almanac she had glanced at once and thus memorized. She had a little over an hour to save Sigfried.

      She really hoped his plan would work!

      Continuing westward, she flew by the giants’ table and chairs, where this had all begun. Her and Sigfried’s wicker hamper and their red and white checkered cloth still lay strewn on the gray, weathered tabletop. Rachel landed at a run and, kneeling, quickly secured the basket on the brace on the back of her steeplechaser.

      As soon as this was done, she launched herself into the air again, leaving the tablecloth and the leftovers behind. They could reclaim them later, once Siggy was safe. She shook her head with wonder. How rapidly life had changed. They had set out this afternoon to test some new elixirs her mother had taught Sigfried to make. Twenty minutes ago, the two of them had been enjoying a late picnic, and her most pressing worries had been a minor matter of whether her boyfriend was sincerely busy or deliberately trying to avoid her.

      How had it gone from idyllic to nightmarish so quickly?
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        * * *

      

      Three hours earlier, Sigfried Smith paused as he shimmied up the fifteen-foot wooden leg of the giant’s table that towered over the rolling moors. He was big for his age and as handsome as a dream—if you liked that kind of dream. He was not Rachel’s cup of tea, much as she was fond of him. Siggy was cute. Her boyfriend, Gaius Valiant, was cuter.

      Rachel hovered beside him, seated upon Vroomie, her bristleless broom. She was a petite, almost-fourteen-year-old with thick, black, shoulder-length hair and almond-shaped eyes, inherited from her half-Korean mother. She was dressed in a Black Watch dress with a Peter Pan collar and a pair of black pantaloons underneath. On the broom behind her was a picnic basket affixed to the back of the long leather seat with leather straps. The large wicker hamper sat in a brace that clipped onto her bristleless, just behind the seat.

      “So this Roman guy, Cornelius,” Sigfried called as he caught his breath. “He wrestled the giant and won?”

      “Not exactly.” Rachel Griffin replied, “Where’d you hear the story of the Romans wrestling giants to gain control of Britain?”

      “From your mum when we were brewing elixirs.”

      “Ah. Makes sense. The giant cracked Cornelius’ ribs,” she explained, “but Cornelius managed to throw him over a cliff at the last minute. So the Romans were allowed to come into Britain, and the giants retreated here, to Dartmoor, where they live to this day—over two thousand years later.”

      “And this is one of their picnic tables?”

      “It is.” Rachel gauged the distance from Sigfried to the ground. “Um…don’t you think you should drink your new floating elixir now? What if you fall?”

      “Fall, shmall! It’s only a dozen feet or so down. I survived having my head slammed into ice repeatedly, by an ogre. What’s a little bounce on the heather going to do to me?”

      Rachel peered down dubiously at the still-frozen earth. “The heather isn’t blooming yet. It’s still March.”

      Siggy ignored her and continued shimmying upwards, his arms encircling the gray weathered wood. With a swoosh of red and gold, Lucky swooped out of the sky to circle around them. He was an Asian lung, with a long, almost cat-like face, yard-long red whiskers, like a carp’s, and a fluffy red mane that ran down the length of his furry golden body. His stomach scales glittered in the sun like rubies.

      “Hey, boss, aren’t you supposed to be testing elixirs? What about your spider-cling?”

      “Good idea, Lucks!” He was quiet for a moment. “Hey, Griffin, can you get closer?”

      She flew in closer until she was a foot or so away.

      “Do you see the vial at the top of my bandolier?” he asked. “Up by my shoulder? Can you open it and pour it into my mouth?”

      “Are you bonkers?” Rachel cried. “Do all that while you are clinging to the table leg at twice the height of a grown man? What if I accidentally knock you off?”

      Lucky swooped down beside her. “A true blood sister would help the boss drink his spider-cling elixir before he fell,” chided the dragon. “I would do it, but…” He wiggled his talons. “Claws are not good for carefully removing tiny things from bandoliers. If I do it with my teeth, I might accidentally knock the boss off the table leg.”

      Sighing, Rachel put a steadying hand on the leg of the gigantic table, careful not to lean too hard on the rough gray wood, lest she get splinters. She reached gingerly but could not safely grab the vial without possibly nudging him, which she did not want to do.

      “Wait! You gave just gave me a few elixirs. Wasn’t there a spider climb among them?”

      She pulled out the enchanted pouch she wore around her neck. It was small but had a larger volume inside. There were five elixir vials there, four of chameleon potion and one spider climb. She searched through them, pushing aside the oval calling card her parents had given her so she could call them in an emergency, until she found the one with a picture of a spider. “Okay, I have it. What now?”

      “Pull out the stopper and pour it into my mouth,” instructed Siggy.

      That was easier said than done.

      The stopper held tight in the vial, and Rachel did not have anything to lean on. She kept shooting forward or backward as she tried to get leverage to pull it free. Worse, she had the picnic basket behind her, so she was afraid of beaning Sigfried with the edge of the hamper. She managed not to, but she did knock her own head on the lip of the table.

      “Ouch!” she cried, rubbing the sore spot. “This is impossible.”

      Sigfried gave her a long level look. “And I’m the ‘Unwise’ one. Try using magic.”

      “Oh. Right.” She wedged the vial between her knees, which she squeezed together, while she performed the hand gestures for the Word of Opening.

      “Libra!”

      The stopper shot out of the vial, striking Sigfried in the eye. He yelped. Then he cleared his throat and deliberately made a much lower, much more masculine sound of dismay. He was blinking his eye rapidly, but he could not let go of the table leg to wipe it.

      “All right, here goes!” Rachel said, “Bottom’s up!”

      Maneuvering her broom near Sigfried’s head, she poured the shimmering black liquid into his mouth. Or onto his face, anyway. Sigfried tried to open his mouth to drink it, but his involuntary blinking of his tearing eye moved his head a bit. Some of the spider-cling potion went into his mouth. Some dribbled down his chin. Some went up his nose.

      “Oh, oops!”

      Sigfried swallowed and then made a sputtering noise.

      “Let me get that for you.” Eager to help, Lucky darted forward and began earnestly licking the extra elixir from his boy’s face.

      Rachel politely looked away. She did not need to know how the boy and his dragon handled the bit involving his nose.
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        * * *

      

      When she finally looked back, Siggy was no longer clinging to the table leg. Instead, he climbed quickly, palm and foot flat against the wood, almost as if he were crawling on a flat surface. Anywhere he put his hand, it stuck like glue. Pulling it away again took a bit of effort, almost like undoing the Unwary fastener that Sigfried’s girlfriend called Velcro. As Rachel watched, Sigfried scampered up to the tabletop and began climbing along the overhang that was the underside of the lip of the table.

      Rachel hovered nearby, but he seemed to have matters well in hand. He no longer needed her to spot him. She flew Vroomie upward, landing on the table and placing the hamper on the gray wood tabletop. Free of her burden at last, she soared high into the sky.

      Her steeplechaser was an old-fashioned model of bristleless, designed for quick maneuvering. It had a polished walnut shaft; levers, handles, and footrests of brass and cast iron; a shiny black leather seat; and a tail fan made of alternating blades of mahogany and cherry wood. Rachel thought Vroomie was the most beautiful flying broom in the world.

      She soared upward above the giant’s table and its three chairs. Spells woven into the enchantment of the bristleless hid her from the eyes of the Unwary, who knew nothing of magic. She sent the broom into a horizontal spin—what she mentally called a star spin.

      “Wheeeeeeeeeee!”

      Spreading her arms, she held on with her legs for dear life, shrieks of laughter coming from her lips. Her hair flew everywhere, getting in her mouth and eyes. It had a way of escaping from anything with which she fastened it. Today, she had not bothered fastening it at all.

      Rachel shouted with joy.

      The sky was a pale gray, touched here and there by puffs of white. The wind was calm below, but up here it was boisterous and nippy. She had missed the moors with their vast openness while she was away at school in America. Roanoke Island, situated in the middle of New York’s Hudson River, was lovely to behold, but she had missed the wide-open spaces and rocky expanse of Dartmoor. It felt so good to be home.

      The whiff of mossy bog upon the wind smelled so familiar. Breathing this air, she felt as if she were carefree and innocent again, as if the horrors of the last eight months had never happened and the weight of the world still rested on someone else’s shoulders.

      She let her broom slow until she was merely drifting. From here, she had a splendid view. To the north, south, and east lay fields separated by hedges, pierced here and there by rounded, rusty-colored tors. To the west stretched Dartmoor, gray boulders protruding from rolling, brown, boggy moors and hundreds of tall tors, some topped with cairns or stratified rock formations.

      Rachel knew the name of every single tor. She could see a few of her favorites from her current position; others were just beyond the horizon: Hameldown Tor and Birch Tor, Bellever Tor and Laughter Tor, Flat Tor and Rough Tor, and Fur Tor, which stood just below Little Kneeset and Great Kneeset. Beyond that, far to the west, Vixen Tor, which was forbidden, even to the Unwary. The witch who lived there was known for eating travelers. Of course, that witch was not half so frightening as Levera, the witch who lived at the foot of Bowerman’s Nose. That mound, with its pile of rocks that had once been a man—or possibly a giant—stood less than a mile to the southeast.

      Rachel shivered. Despite its untamed beauty, Dartmoor could be a grim and deadly place, and most deadly of all were its witches.

      A quick smile suddenly graced her lips. She soared upward, high above the table, so that she could see a very long way. Then she closed her eyes and thought back to what she had just seen and…voila! An obscuration hid parts of Dartmoor from the Unwary, but its magic depended in part on playing tricks on one’s memory. Her perfect memory was immune to such tricks, however. All she had to do was actively engage her memory and the obscuration popped like a soap bubble. Suddenly, the expanse before her doubled.

      The rough stone of the giants’ towers now rose in the west and north. Wistman’s Wood, with its curious, twisted, moss-covered trees, was ten times the size it had been before. Red-eyed phooka, some in the shape of horses, others of big black dogs, grazed or trotted across the moors. Northwards, the kelpie of Cranmere Pool had left its bog and stood on the slope of Fur Tor. The neck and haunches of the black horse were so shining and beautiful that Rachel had to carefully look away, lest she fall prey to the desire to descend and touch it, a deadly desire.

      Gazing at the vastness that was the real Dartmoor, Rachel spread her arms with joy.

      This was Dartmoor. This was her home! She was so grateful to be back, even if it was just for the two weeks of her school holiday. They called it a vacation at Roanoke Academy for the Sorcerous Arts. Americans had strange words for things.

      Flying higher, she could see still farther. She flew in a slow circle, naming more tors to herself as she saw them, along with castles and riverbeds, bogs and stone circles, forests and rolling fields. Beyond the boggy moors, a darker line in the distance indicating the presence of west Devon and, more importantly to Rachel, Cornwall.

      Somewhere, just about there, lived Gaius.

      The thought filled her with delight, as always, but today, it also made her sad. When she had first learned that her boyfriend lived only some thirty miles from her home, she imagined they would be seeing a great deal of each other while on holiday. Only she had been home for almost two weeks, and she had hardly heard from him, even though they could speak to each other over their bracelets any time they wished.

      Gaius claimed he was busier even than at school. His father needed his help on the farm, getting ready for the spring, repairing broken equipment, and the like. She had no reason to believe that it was not true. Only, if he did not particularly want to see her, wouldn’t he say exactly the same thing?

      Rachel bit at her bottom lip and touched the black bracelet on her wrist. With it, she could call her boyfriend. That should have been a blessing; only it was becoming a curse. The temptation to call him gnawed at her day and night. Sometimes, she gave in, but she was terribly afraid of pestering him.

      It embarrassed her to doubt him. She would not have doubted him at all, had he not expressed discomfort when he realized, on his birthday earlier in the month, that there was now a four-year gap between their ages. Was he ashamed to admit he was dating a thirteen-year-old, even if she would be fourteen in three days? He was a most chivalrous and respectful boyfriend who had never tried anything he should not. They had been dating since September. Now it was March. She was not any younger in comparison to him than she had been three weeks ago. Or was it just a boy thing? Were boys embarrassed if their girlfriend were too young?

      Boys were such mysteries.

      Rachel glanced down at Sigfried’s golden curls, as he crested the lip of the table and rose to his feet, standing with his legs wide and his arms akimbo, like Peter Pan. She sighed. She could not ask him. He was an orphan with a girlfriend his own age. He would not have the concerns about keeping up appearances that an ordinary boy might. He had no family to tell of—other than his familiar, Lucky. And she dare not ask her older brother. Peter hated Gaius Valiant.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Landing upon the giants’ table, Rachel jumped off and began wrestling the large picnic basket onto the surface. Sigfried strolled by and picked it up with one hand, carrying it casually to a spot near the center of the table. Each footstep required him to lift his leg high, as if dragging his boot off something sticky. The spider climb elixir was still affecting his shoes.

      “Food, boss! It’s just sitting here,” cried Lucky, peering into the hamper.

      “Let’s eat the food before an adult makes off with it,” announced Siggy. “Or a giant.”

      He looked carefully this way and that, as if expecting a giant to be sneaking up on them on tiptoe to pinch his lunch. Rachel looked around as well, turning in a circle. Then she remembered back a second or two, to see if she recalled anything in her perfect memory that she had not seen with her eye. Satisfied that no invisible giants approached, she began unloading the picnic basket.

      Opening the wicker hamper, she spread out the red and white checkered cloth. On it, she placed platters of cold roast beef, pork pie, Scotch eggs, sausage rolls, cheese—West Country Farmhouse cheddar, Devon sage, and Cornish yarg, water crackers, grapes, bread, a self-heating teapot, and, of course, currant scones, raspberry jam, and double Devon cream.

      “Wow!” Sigfried’s eyes bulged. “All that came out of that little box?”

      “It’s a magic box, boss!” cried Lucky. “It produces food.”

      “Dig in!” she cried.

      And they did.

      They ate silently. Sigfried casually stuck two of the eggs and half of the cheese into his pockets. This was an ordinary behavior on his part, only this time, every time, he stuffed something into his pocket, it stuck to him and came back out again when he withdrew his hand. Eventually, Rachel took pity on him and ended the magic of the spider climb elixir with the Word of Ending cantrip. After that, food disappeared into his pockets more quickly.

      After a time, Rachel picked up her Victorian Grandmother’s self-heating teapot, which looked like a phoenix, poured water into it from a wineskin, and tapped it once, igniting the heating spell.

      “We have to wait for the water to boil,” she said.

      Sigfried rose and began wandering around the large, gray tabletop, a sandwich in his hand. Rachel went to join him. Together, they gazed out at the rolling fields and tors. Here and there, ponies nibbled the dried grass. In the distance, a troop of Royal Marines trekked stolidly across the boggy landscape.

      “This must be the most boring landscape in all the universe,” opined Sigfried, gazing out at the relentless ups and downs of brown grass and gray, weathered stone.

      Rachel gasped in outrage. “How could you?” Spreading her arms, she added, “It’s all right, Dartmoor. He doesn’t mean it.”

      “Yes, I do. There’s nothing here.”

      “Look through Lucky’s eyes,” she instructed.

      Sigfried closed his eyes for a moment. “Whoa! That’s…an even bigger really boring landscape.”

      “The land you couldn’t see before belongs to my father. It’s part of the Duchy of Devon,” she said primly, refusing to acknowledge his slight against her beloved moors.

      “Who does the rest of the land belong to?”

      “Various concerns. Dartmoor National Park. Some of it’s private. Most of it belongs to the Duchy of Cornwall.”

      “You mean the Prince of Wales?” Sigfried asked.

      Rachel nodded.

      He turned around, gazing in the other direction, beyond the enormous table and its three gray wood chairs. “Hey, there’s a town there! All those stone houses. They weren’t there before.”

      He was looking to the east. Where the obscuration set to fool Unwary eyes had shown Medieval ruins, a small village was now visible on the slopes of Hound Tor.

      Rachel said, “That’s the village of Hounton. The folk who live there are quaint and eccentric. It’s said that they’re more piskey than human.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “Occasionally,” she nodded. “They have a kind of sheep with wool as soft as thistledown. Father buys some for his weavers occasionally.” Rachel turned slightly northward. “Over there? On King’s Tor?” She shaded her eyes and squinted. “I can’t see the wight—today’s probably too bright—but he lives there. In King’s Barrow.”

      “You mean a ghost?” The otherwise fearless boy grew slightly pale. Ghosts terrified him. “He could just be a legend, right?”

      “My older sister Laurel and some of her friends have seen him. In fact, once, they threw rocks at him. They wandered too close. As a souvenir, Laurel has one white hair among her jet-black locks,” explained Rachel.

      “Your hot sister with the truly prodigious chest and the legs that don’t stop? I haven’t noticed anything white in her luxurious midnight locks,” said Sigfried.

      Rachel glared at him.

      “What? Not my fault if your sister is hotter than the surface of the star Rigel.”

      “It was there for years, but I haven’t seen it recently, either. Maybe she plucks it or dyes it,” replied Rachel, not dignifying his impudence with an answer. Changing the subject, she pointed at a large pile of rocks atop a rise to the southeast of them. “That, over there, is Bowerman’s Nose.”

      “Just his nose?” Sigfried leaned forward and squinted. “Where’s the rest of him?”

      “The witch Levera lives there. She turned him to stone.”

      “Just his nose to stone?” he repeated.

      “No, all of him. And his hounds, too. On the pile of rocks up there, one sticks out. That’s his nose.”

      “That’s rough,” Sigfried returned to the basket and dug into the cold meats and cheeses for the third time. He gave half of everything he foraged to Lucky, who gobbled it down. “So there are ghosts here and giants and witches who turn people to stone. Anything else?”

      Rachel nodded. “There are hundreds of graves on Dartmoor, and a few barrows haunted by wights. And there are ghosts, giants, witches, great black dogs, phooka, kelpie, pixies, and a dozen other fey creatures. Dangerous place at night, but it’s not so bad during the day.”

      She shivered again, recalling a time, some years earlier, when Laurel had thought it was a funny prank to abandon her little sister near Bowerman’s Nose as the sun was setting. The terror that had gripped Rachel that night extended its clammy fingers again and laid them upon her soul. That had been by far the most frightening experience of her childhood. She had been certain she would die, eaten by the witch Levera.

      Luckily, her Shetland pony, Widdershins, had known the way home.

      “Hey, look!” Sigfried pointed again. “Ponies! Or is that a dog?”

      “Could be a rabbit,” offered Lucky, not looking up from the food. “Rabbits are tasty!”

      “Careful,” Rachel warned, “Up here on Dartmoor, chances are it might be a phooka.”

      “Mmm, phooka!” Lucky said dreamily. “Are they good to eat?”

      Rachel chuckled, shaking her head, “I don’t think they would agree with your digestion.”

      “Hey, Lucky can digest anything, can’t you, Lucks?” asked Siggy.

      “Sure thing.” The dragon burped out a long plume of flame. “Nothing I can’t eat. Well, except maybe that foul-tasting, cursed, bug-thing that tried to kill the boss’s gal. Course, if that had tasted like the other kind of fowl, I wouldn’t have spit it out. I would have eaten it anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      The two of them returned to the red and white cloth for tea and scones. Rachel laid everything out properly: the tea, the milk, the sugar cubes, the current scones, the raspberry jam, and, most importantly, the Double Devon cream. Seeing the cream made her think of Gaius and their argument about the relative merits of Double Devon cream verses Cornish clotted cream. Recalling it made her miss him all the more. She swallowed with some difficulty. He had been such a steady, comforting presence during the traumatic events of her first eight months at school. How would she manage if he decided she was too young and cut her loose?

      She poured out the tea, letting Sigfried add milk and sugar to taste, while she slathered the scones with the thick, sweet cream and then topped them off with jam. Then she handed one to Sigfried.

      He took a perfunctory bite, then his eyes grew as large as twin moons. He exclaimed, “Wow. This is downright amazing! Like eating a cloud.”

      “A soft, fluffy cloud,” purred Lucky, munching the piece Siggy had shared with him.

      Rachel’s smile brightened. “It came from the giants, you know.”

      “The giants drink tea?” Siggy asked, dubiously, spooning more cream onto his scone.

      “Well, they are British giants, aren’t they?” replied Rachel primly. “But I meant the concept of clotted cream. Would you like to hear the story?”

      “About giants! Yes, definitely. Even if there’s tea.”

      “There was a giant who had four wives …”

      “That’s way too many wives,” Sigfried advised. “That will only lead to trouble.”

      “Four’s not a bad number for a harem, boss,” announced Lucky. “Assuming you have a big enough nest in the volcano. You just have to bite them on the back of the neck in order, so they know which one is the head female.”

      “Lucky, you are my sworn brother, and we share everything; but this is the one place where we do not see eye to eye,” objected his boy. “I am a one-woman man, myself. A shame Goldilocks couldn’t be here. I think she might have enjoyed a picnic. She could have snapped pictures and written an article about it for The Roanoke Glass.”

      By Goldilocks, Rachel knew that he meant his girlfriend Valerie, who happened to have golden blonde hair.

      Rachel tried again. “He had four wives—”

      “What was his name?” interrupted Sigfried.

      “Blunderbus. Or Moran the Mighty, sources differ.”

      “Let’s go with Blunderbus. That’s a great name for a giant.” Sigfried mimicked shooting a large gun and then made pew-pew noises.

      Rachel sighed. “I shall try one more time. If you interrupt me again, I won’t tell it.”

      “No, tell it. I want to hear about giants and tea.”

      “Cream.”

      “Whatever.”

      Rachel said, “Blunderbus’s youngest wife was named Jennie. Jennie was the sweetest, so the giant liked her best. But she could not cook. For that, the giant had to rely on his other three wives. Blunderbus kept sneaking off with Jennie, so he could have time with her alone. The other wives became jealous. They began burning his food and putting sand in his bed and the like. The giant’s life became so uncomfortable, he had to put Jennie away.”

      “You mean…like you put down a dog?” Lucky asked, eyes big.

      Rachel laughed. “No. He just had to not have her around.”

      “Where did he put her away, a cabinet?” asked Siggy. He and Lucky snickered.

      “A cave. By the sea.”

      “Caves are cool!” Siggy leaned forward.

      “Like the ogre’s cave,” said Lucky. “Where we went to get his loot!”

      “After we murderfied him!” crowed Siggy.

      Sigfried and Lucky high-fived each other. Rachel sighed.

      “One night,” she continued, despite her warning, “Jennie looked out of her cave and saw some Cornish wreckers holding ship lamps near the seashore.”

      “Wait…wait…I know this one. Pirates from Penzance, right?”

      “Penzance is further west, at the far tip of Cornwall. This was more likely Beer Head or Brixham, or Dartmouth.”

      “Why were they carrying ship lamps, seeing as they’re not ships?” asked Lucky.

      “Good question!” Rachel raised a finger. “That is exactly what Jennie asked herself: Why were they doing this? Just then, she saw the lights of a real ship. She realized they were trying to trick the ship into thinking another ship was ahead of it, in deep water, so they could lure the ship into crashing on the cliffs.”

      “Ah!” Siggy nodded sagely. “Wreckers!”

      “Well, Jennie wanted none of that, so she lit a big bonfire. The captain of the incoming ship saw the fire and realized the truth of it. His ship was saved.”

      “What happened to the pirates from Penzance?” asked Lucky.

      “Beerhead,” said Sigfried.

      “Alehead?” asked Lucky.

      “They were all killed by the crew of the ship, who turned out to be Phoenicians. The Phoenician captain wanted to reward Jennie. When he learned her circumstance, he taught her the secret of making clotted cream. When the giant came again, Jennie made it for him. He loved it so much he brought her back to live in his house, here on Dartmoor. And the other wives loved it so much that they stopped fighting with Jennie so that they could keep her around to make the cream. And they all lived together, happily ever after.”

      “Do you think that this was their very table?” asked Sigfried.

      Rachel looked around, “Not enough chairs. Though there used to be one more. Some years ago, some schoolboys from Exeter School of Enchantment broke the obscuration on the last chair. For a while, everyone could see it, even the Unwary.”

      “Did they freak out when they realized that there were real giants?”

      Rachel shook her head. “My father’s department put around that it was a work of art, left mysteriously on Dartmoor for people to enjoy.”

      “And they fell for that?” Sigfried shook his head. “Lucky, humans are dumb.”

      “Yeah, you can say that again,” murmured Lucky.

      “Hey, I resemble that remark!” objected Sigfried.

      Rachel shivered slightly. “You know, I haven’t thought about this story recently. Those skeletons we fought in Tunisia? Those were the remains of Phoenician children.”

      “Wonder if they ate this cloud stuff, too, before they were sacrificed to Saturn.”

      Rachel sat back on her knees and was quiet. “It’s terrifying, Siggy, the things we’ve been through in the last six months. Demons and sacrificed children…What if we had not fallen out of dreamland into Transylvania in October? That little boy would have been murdered.”

      Normally, Siggy laughed off her more heartfelt comments, but his face was deadly serious. “We’ve got to stop them, these orphan-makers. That’s why I want to test these elixirs. We need more power, more magic, so we can defeat the evil in this world. Human beings were not made to live without parents. Being an orphan is a fate I would not wish on a dog.”

      “Or a frog,” Lucky said gravely.

      “Or a bog,” Siggy replied, his eyes still hot with anger.

      “Or a fog,” Rachel murmured, her heart going out to her friend and his parentless state. She wished she could share her parents. The Duke of Devon owned one of the largest personal residences in England, if one counted the additional space added to the house by kenomancy. There was more than enough room for one orphan boy.

      Never mind a room, Sigfried could have his own floor.

      “Fog doesn’t make any sense,” scowled Sigfried.

      “Neither does bog,” Rachel pointed out.

      The two of them looked at each other and laughed.
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        * * *

      

      “Where do the giants live?” Sigfried asked suddenly.

      Rachel pointed.

      “Those rickety stone stacks?” asked Siggy.

      “Yes. Those are the towers and chimneys of the giants’ city.”

      “Ace!” He jumped to his feet. “The time has come to try my new elixirs. Your mom helped me brew them. I added some elf herbs, too. So they should be super powerful. We don’t know exactly what elf herbs do when we add them, but they always do something awesome.” Siggy tilted his head slightly, and his eyes became dreamy. “Your mom … a vision of loveliness.”

      Rachel sighed. Boys were like that about her mom.

      “So, which first?” he continued. “The strength elixir or the bumblebee elixir. And why is it called bumblebee elixir, when we didn’t put any essence of bumblebee into it?”

      Rachel giggled. “Because it makes things fly that shouldn’t be able to fly, like bumblebees.”

      “Do bumblebees need to drink it to fly?”

      “When I was little, Laurel told me they did. She said the elixir was the nectar of a flower, and if the bumblebees didn’t drink it, they would fall out of the air.”

      “We should try it! Deprive a bumblebee of nectar and see if he—” Siggy made a gesture with his finger, indicating something spiraling downward.

      “Then I could eat it!” Lucky added.

      Siggy cocked his head, thoughtfully. “I’m…not seeing how that could help, Lucks.”

      “Just saying I’m willing to do my part for science,” said Lucky.

      “Or for magic,” said Rachel.

      Sigfried looked again toward the giant towers in the distance. He did not so much as twitch, but suddenly Lucky shot off, snaking through the air in the direction of the towers. Rachel was reasonably sure the boy had sent his dragon to scope out the giant’s city and report back. Before she could object, Lucky was over the horizon and out of sight.

      Turning to Rachel, Sigfried said, “So…do I drink the bumblebee elixir and float down? Or drink the strength potion and see if my legs are strong enough to let me jump down.”

      “Bumblebee,” Rachel replied firmly. “If you pick strength, you cannot test the floaty elixir on the ground; it doesn’t allow you to float up. You have to start up. And, if you jump with the strength elixir, and it doesn’t work, you’ve got two broken legs for nothing.”

      “Legs, snegs,” scoffed Sigfried. “I could survive that!”

      But he downed the bumblebee elixir, smacked his lips, and leapt off the tabletop.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel watched him cheerfully as he floated downward, kicking his legs, turning somersaults, and performing other gyrations.

      “Hey, cool, ponies!” Sigfried called as he reached the ground. “Not as good as my noble steed, though. What’s his name, again?”

      “Cummerbund,” Rachel called down, smiling indulgently as Sigfried walked among the Dartmoor ponies as they grazed on the grass. “I wonder how they got here. Usually this field is—” Rachel gasped. “Sigfried! No! Those are phooka!”

      But it was too late.

      The phooka shrank, darted between Sigfried’s legs, grew much larger, until the boy was high up on its back, and bolted. It ran toward Bowerman’s Nose. moving at speeds far faster than any horse should be able to travel. Rachel leapt on her steeplechaser and took off after it.

      She flew fast, but the phooka was faster. She bent over the handlebars and picked up her speed, but the creature still outdistanced her. She needed to go faster still! She lay down across the bristleless’s seat, stretching her legs behind her. The steeplechaser was built to be operated from this position. She could maneuver the tail fan directly with her feet.

      Bringing the slats together into as narrow a wedge as she dared, she urged her steeplechaser to higher and higher speeds, until the ground flashed by in a blur. She chased the two of them with everything she had. She just hoped she would not encounter a turbulent air current or, worse, a bird.

      Fast as she flew, the phooka outdistanced her. How was this possible?

      Suddenly, the phooka changed directions, darting to the north. Rachel swerved to keep up. If she could pivot from the center of gravity, a broom did not need to bank the way an ordinary flying object did; however, pivoting at high speed took care and skill.

      On the creature’s back, Sigfried whooped—was it possible he did not know he had been kidnapped and thought this was a lark? If so, she was at least going to enjoy pursuing him.

      She had just managed to shoot off in the right direction when the phooka zagged to the south. She attempted a half spin to change directions, but her steeplechaser was traveling too quickly. She spun like a top for several rotations before pulling out and orienting herself in the right direction. As soon as she was properly heading south, the phooka zigged north again.

      Rachel dived downward into a vertical half spin. This put her flying north, upside-down. Moving close to the handles, she rolled to bring herself right side up again.

      The fourth time the phooka changed directions, Rachel slowed down. She pictured the fey creature’s trajectory in her perfect memory, calculating the direction of motion. The phooka switched between north and south, but it was steadily heading east. Rachel decided to risk not to keeping up with its maneuvers and to head eastward, since that seemed to be the way it was heading. Sure enough, as soon as she stopped falling for its tricks, the phooka stopped zig-zagging and took off to the east. Rachel gave chase.

      The fey steed carried Sigfried into the fenced yard at the bottom of Bowerman’s Nose. A cold chill ran along Rachel’s spine. The phooka had entered the yard of the witch Levera. Her childhood fears rushed back, clamoring in her head. She almost turned tail and ran.

      She could not desert her blood-brother.

      She swerved to the north, spread her tail fan, and reduced her speed. The fence ahead of her was a ward. If she flew over it, there was a chance her broom would fail and fall. She circled around and landed outside the fenced enclosure. Hopping off her broom, she ran to the fence. Her legs trembled as she remembered having been left here in the dark, abandoned by her older sister, but she ignored this, forcing them to carry her forward.

      The phooka was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Sigfried. Where had they gone? Inside the ramshackle stone hut, perhaps? Rachel did not dare cross the fence to find out as then her magic would not work. She would be reduced to the resources of a little girl who was not yet fourteen or even five feet tall.

      She backed up and pulled out the calling card her parents had given her. The oval of green glass shook slightly in her trembling hand.

      Staring into it, she called, “Mummy? Father?”

      For a moment, no one answered. Then her mother’s face appeared.

      “Hallo, lamb, what can I do for you?” her mother asked sweetly.

      “Um…is Daddy there?”

      “No, he’s in the office, in Old Scotland Yard. Is he not picking up? He may be incommunicado for a meeting or experiment.”

      Rachel wondered what to say. Her father could jump here in an instant. Her mother almost never jumped and could only go to places she knew well. If she told her the problem, her mother would fret, but she would not be able to help.

      There was no reason for them both to be scared.

      “Could you ask him to call me if you hear from him? It’s very important.”

      “Of course, dear one. I will have him call you right away.”

      As she spoke into the glass, Rachel crept around the edge of the witch’s property, her steeplechaser clutched tight in her other hand. Putting the glass away with still-trembling fingers, she peered over the fence, looking for signs of Sigfried. The obscuration was so thick here that she had to continue to think back and use her perfect memory to break it, or she began to see merely rocks and brown grass. She had never encountered such a stubborn obscuration. In addition to the protections that the Wisecraft put up, the witch herself must have increased the effect of the spell to lure in hapless travelers.

      Coming around a boulder, Rachel’s blood ran cold. Levera herself stood in her yard, a bent, withered old woman with a long nose and eyes that looked in two different directions. In front of her were four giants. They looked as if they had been hewn from the local rock, with hair of grassy sod—as if portions of the landscape had stood up and stretched out arms.

      One of the giants held a net bag inside of which wriggled Sigfried Smith. Her blood-brother struggled against the gossamer-like strings. Siggy ripped the threads and stuck one hand out, but the net writhed like a living thing, wrapping around his wrist and weaving itself back together.

      Rachel’s fear melted. An unseen witch was a thing of terror. Seen giants, however, ceased to be a supernatural foe she could not face. Instead, they were an obstacle she could strive to surmount. Now she just needed to figure out how to get Siggy back.

      She watched from behind the boulder as the giants handed the witch a cow, which they placed upon its unsteady feet. Then, they turned and strode away to the north, carrying Sigfried.

      Rachel opened her pouch and drew out one of the four vials of the chameleon elixir. She uncorked it and drank it, shivering at the lizardy aftertaste. She watched as her legs and then her hands faded from sight. Then she jumped on her steeplechaser, which faded as well, and gave chase.

      The giants stomped westward toward their stony towers. Rachel flew after them. It was eerie to fly the bristleless when she could neither see it nor see her own body, but she had done it so many times, and she knew Vroomie so well, she seldom made a mistake.

      Ahead of her, the giants walked, swinging the bag with Sigfried in it. Sigfried did not look the least bit disaccommodated. If anything, he seemed to be enjoying the ride. He called out to the giants. It could have been a question or a challenge. After a little while, the giants began to converse with him. Rachel wished very much she could hear what they were saying.
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        * * *

      

      The giants strode across the moors. One of the giants held Sigfried upside-down by his foot, so that the boy sung back and forth as they went. Sigfried had his Bowie knife out and cheerfully attempted a swipe at the gigantic bruit every time he swung past. She slipped in close to where Sigfried hung and called out softly. As she did so, she saw Lucky rocketing back from the west.

      Sigfried whispered. “Don’t worry. I’ve got them right where I want them. But…I need some help. I have a cunning plan.”

      “Plan? You?” She was so surprised she forgot to be polite.

      “I need you to get me something. This is the deal I made.”

      And he told her.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the present, with the hamper attached to her bristleless again, Rachel launched off the giant’s picnic table and rocketed southward over the moors, shooting over gray granite boulders, dead grass, and yellow-flowering gorse bushes. She looked left and right, considering her options. What would be faster? Where could she go and return in time?

      Her black bracelet vibrated. To her utter delight, a cheerful voice drawled as if next to her ear. “Hello, Rach. I have a few minutes. I thought I’d call. How are you doing?”

      “Gaius!” Rachel cried with delight. “Can’t talk. Got to… Wait. Where are you?”

      “I’m at Trewithen Dairy, delivering milk.”

      “Trewithen! Isn’t that the place… Gaius, could you do me a favor? It’s a matter of life and death. Sigfried’s.”

      “What’s wrong? Is he ill?”

      “About to be eaten by giants.”

      “Giants? Um…right. Of course, anything. What can I do to help?”
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        * * *

      

      It took her twenty minutes of hard flying to reach the rendezvous spot; however, the time flew by in an instant. She was going to see Gaius. Maybe he had been avoiding her; maybe he hadn’t. Either way, she was going to see him now, if only for a moment.

      Rachel landed and hid her broom. Then she called Gaius on the bracelet and let him know she had arrived. A run-down old farm truck drove over from the other side of the parking lot of the place where they had agreed to meet. Gaius hopped out holding a large box. He was an older boy in blue-grey farmer’s coveralls with his chestnut hair pulled back into an old-fashioned queue—a very cute older boy! She wanted to rush up and hug him, but with his father’s farmhand watching, she was too shy. Instead, she approached and stood very close to him, beaming up at him.

      He looked around as if she was not there. Rachel’s stomach began to tie into a knot. Maybe he did not want to greet her with a kiss in front of his coworker, but he might at least smile at her.

      Oh. She was invisible.

      She ran around behind the truck, out of sight of the Unwary farmhand, ended the magic of the elixir, and came walking around the truck. Then she stood very close to him and beamed up at him. He gave her a huge smile and a short, sweet kiss.

      Gaius looked at her. He looked at the box he was holding. He looked at her again.

      “Ere…” He looked over his shoulder. There was a great deal more West Country lilt to his voice than when he was at school. “Rudhek, tell me da I’ll be back dreckly. He can do without me running about slaving away for a part of one afternoon.”

      “Got it, me ansome,” said the gruff older man. “I’ll tell ‘em drectly.”

      Gaius slammed the old door shut, and the farmhand drove off. “Okay, me lovver, I’ll hold the box. You fly.”

      Rachel’s cheeks grew warm until she remembered that in Cornwall, everyone called everyone else “me lovver.” They didn’t mean anything particular by it. Still, it made her feel warm and slightly giggly that he had used it with her.

      She brought him around to her bristleless and opened the hamper. Together, they were able to put most of what he had brought into the picnic basket. Then, she hopped on Vroomie, and Gaius climbed on behind, holding the box containing the remainder.

      “All right, we’ve got to be back before sunset, or they eat him. I think we’ll make it with time to spare, but we’d better hurry!”

      “Hurry away,” he replied gallantly. “I’m ready!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rachel flew across the moors at much higher speeds than she normally used, but with her newly improved becalming enchantments, there was nary a wind to disturb their hair. After a few false starts in the how-to-hold-on department, Gaius maneuvered the box onto Rachel’s lap, put his arms around her, and then held onto the box on the other side of her slender form. This meant that, for the entire twenty-minute flight, Rachel had to lean against Gaius’s chest with his arms encircling her waist. A more delightful outcome she could not have contrived had she plotted it.

      They reached the place where she had seen the giants and turned north, heading the direction they had been traveling. After a short time, she saw them. The giants had gathered around what looked like a sink hole, though when she thought back and broke through the obscuration, she saw it was a gigantic fire pit. One of the giants held Sigfried upside-down by his foot. Two others prepared the fire. Beside the firepit rested a big black pot.

      As they neared the giants’ fire pit, Rachel said, “Do you think we should approach invisibly? I have several vials of chameleon elixir.”

      “Probably wise. I would hate to end up on the menu,” replied Gaius.

      They landed a distance from the fire pit. Rachel did not want a repeat of trying to feed an elixir to someone in mid-air. Once their feet were on solid ground, she handed a vial to Gaius.

      Gaius sniffed the vial and shivered. “Ugh. Chameleon.”

      Then he downed the whole thing. He was right, Rachel thought with a shiver of her own, after drinking hers. The aftertaste was just as distinctly lizardy as last time. Once invisible, they crept forward to where they could see the giants. There were six of them now. They had hung Sigfried upside-down from a pole with one foot tied behind his knee, liked the Hanged Man on a tarot card. He swung back and forth, chatting amiably. Another person might be uncomfortable having been left upside-down for the better part of an hour. Not Sigfried. He did not even seem fazed.

      Lucky the dragon was lying on a rock, sunning and watching his boy. When Rachel hissed, he came over to where she was. “Dwarf, genius, blood-sister of the boss, are you here?”

      “I am, and Gaius, too. We’ve got the goods!” Rachel said. “Where should we put them?”

      Lucky said, “I’m telling him you’re here.” There was a pause. “The boss says to put it next to the fire ring, and he’ll take it from there.”

      “I’ll do that.” Gaius said as he emptied the hamper back into his large box. “I don’t want Rach getting so close to the flesh-eating giants. Wait here, me love, I’ll be right back.”

      Rachel smiled happily, even though he could not see her. She was perfectly capable of sneaking a box two hundred yards, putting it down, and slipping away again, but the fact that he wanted to do it to protect her sent little bursts of happiness throughout her body. It was not the kind of thing that a young man who had grown bored with his girlfriend would be likely to say.

      Rachel sat on the boulder beside Lucky, waiting impatiently. For a while, nothing occurred. Then, once Gaius had put everything down and moved away, the box appeared.

      “Behold!” cried the upside-down Sigfried. “The clotted cream! Just like in the tales of old! Now you giants can eat the same delicious treat that Jennie made for her giant husband.”

      The giants oohed and aahed. Inside the larger cardboard box were dozens of tubs of Trewithen Dairy’s world-famous clotted cream. Each tub was rather small. It was hard for the giants to open the containers with their big rocky fingers. After some fumbling, they cut Sigfried down so he could open the cream for them. He did.

      Siggy opened the tubs and, using his fingers, scooped some into the giants’ big earthenware bowls, and presented each of them with what was to them a small serving. The giants ate the cream, howling their approval, a noise that sounded very much like winds upon the moors.

      The giants spent some time eating their cream and exclaiming with giant joy. Gaius and Rachel sat on the stone near Lucky and waited. She wanted to lean against him, but since he was invisible, she was not exactly sure where he might be. She wished she were back on her broom, with him behind her and his arms wrapped tight about her. Then she knew exactly where she stood with him. Now, she felt uncertain again.

      “It’s good to finally see you. Okay, I’m not seeing you,” she chuckled, “but you know.”

      “I do know! I’ve been working like a dog. Do dogs work hard? Sled dogs maybe? Like a hardworking dog. Like the opposite of a log, since logs lie around. Working hard,” he sighed contentedly. “You can’t imagine how nice it is for me to just sit here with you for a few minutes, doing nothing.”

      “I’m glad.” She smiled at him but then remembered he could not see her. “I’m very glad to have you here, too. I’m sorry you are so overworked.”

      “Oh, Rachel, I was home for Yule. I can’t imagine how me da could have racked up so many problems in a mere three, no two and a half, months.” Gaius sighed again, a very different kind of sigh. “But you probably don’t want to hear me complain about chores.”

      “I don’t mind,” she said, remembering to express her cheerfulness through her voice rather than her face. “I’d much rather hear you complain about chores than, oh I don’t know, fear you’re avoiding me, due to thinking I was too young.”

      She expected him to deny this instantly. When time went by and he remained quiet, her stomach began to sink. If only they were visible. If only she could see his face.

      “I’m sorry, Rach, but it does make me a bit queasy.”

      “What? But…I’m not any different than I was a few weeks ago! Do you think…”

      “Whoa! Whoa, Nelly!” Gaius caught her hands. It took him a few tries to find them since he could not see her. He nearly poked her in the eye. “Calm down. I’m not talking about breaking up. You are a most excellent girlfriend, and I have few complaints. But that doesn’t mean everything is perfect all the time. Relationships have challenges. It’s part of life.”

      “Oh.”

      “You are too impatient, Rachel.”

      “What’s that mean?” Rachel asked in a very small voice, squeezing his hands tightly.

      “You try to solve every problem instantly. Not everything can be solved at once. Sometimes, patience is needed. Like, take now. In just a few days…”

      “Three.”

      “Three days, you’ll be fourteen. Still a bit of a stretch to seventeen but not as bad as thirteen. And do you know what? Those three days will go by in just—yes, that’s right—three days. And soon after that, we’ll be back at school where we can spend time together, and I can have constant reminders of how smart you are, despite your young age, and everything will be back to normal.” His voice came nearer and nearer. With some care not to bump their invisible heads, he kissed her on the tip of her nose. “I’m not angry with you, me lovver. I’m just…a little uncomfortable.”

      “I see.” Rachel was quiet for a while.

      His arm snaked around her and pulled her close. It was strange to lean against a firm surface and see nothing there when she opened her eyes. She closed them.

      “But…this has nothing to do with the fact that I am truly busy,” Gaius continued. “I’m not avoiding you, Rachel. I’ve been working like a … what do dogs do that’s work, anyway? Even if we were both seventeen, I wouldn’t have time to get together. My da put aside all sorts of mechanical problems to be solved while I’m home because he knows I’m good with that sort of thing. I’ve been falling into bed before nine and waking up at four-thirty to see to the livestock and then begin working again.” His forehead somehow found her forehead and rested against it. “I really would not neglect my girlfriend, even my uncomfortably young girlfriend, if I had even a smidgen of extra time.”

      Rachel’s arms curled around his invisible body. She pressed her cheek against his chest. “I’m so glad.”

      “Sure wish we had kept some of that clotted cream,” Gaius said wistfully. “It looked awfully good.”
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        * * *

      

      “I kept my side of the bargain!” Sigfried declared as the giants licked their bowls, “Now, you must keep yours!”

      “What’s their bargain?” Gaius asked Rachel.

      “I…have no idea. My guess is that he gives them clotted cream, like in the legend, and they let him go.” She frowned slightly, “At least … I hope it’s that.”

      “Where shall we do it?” asked the giant who had carried Sigfried from the witch’s house. Rachel recognized him by the shape of his granite-like nose. Also, his head sod was green rather than straw-colored.

      Sigfried pointed at a flat space several hundred feet south of them. “How about there?”

      “There is good,” replied the giant.

      “What are they doing?” asked Gaius.

      “I have no idea,” Rachel’s voice rose unexpectedly.

      What in the world was her blood-brother up to?
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        * * *

      

      The sun was going down, sending long golden rays across the moors. The wind was picking up, and there was a chill in the air. Sigfried swaggered forward to meet the giant on the appointed area of matted bog. The giant with the green sod hair took up a position about twenty-five feet away and faced him. They took each other’s measure.

      “What are you doing?” Rachel asked, slipping closer to Siggy invisibly.

      “Wrestling,” announced Sigfried.

      “What?”

      “I survive wrestling with them for one minute; they’ll let me go.”

      “What was the cream for?” she cried, confused.

      “They wouldn’t make the deal with me unless I proved myself to be a reliable guy.”

      “So, I just spent an hour—and some money that I need to give to Gaius to pay him back—gathering the best clotted cream in the country so you can get squished by a giant nonetheless? Why? Is ‘broken by a rock’ a better way to die than ‘being eaten?’”

      “Have a little faith in my cunning plan, sis,” said Sigfried, and he began stretching his neck this way and that in preparation for the upcoming match.

      The green-haired giant stomped onto the field of battle. He imitated Sigfried, stretching his neck this way and that. The two opponents did some basic warmups, reaching over their heads and such. Then they squared off. Sigfried took a vial from his bandolier of elixirs, uncorked it, and drank it. Rachel watched puzzled.

      “What’s he doing?” she asked softly.

      “Going to turn invisible and make a break for it?” asked Gaius.

      She shrugged. “Wouldn’t it have made more sense to do that while they were eating?”

      “That would have been clever, actually,” agreed Gaius. “To dazzle their taste buds with the most delicious clotted cream in the country and make a dash for it.”

      “If you’re trying to get into an argument about Double Devon verses clotted again, this is not the time!” squeaked Rachel.

      “That’s not the boss’s style, to eat and run,” Lucky said loyally. “He carries through.”

      The giant stomped forward and set his feet. Sigfried did the same. Then the enormous, rocky giant leaned down and lowered his thumb to push Siggy into the ground like a tent peg.

      Casually, covering a yawn with one hand, Sigfried raised his other hand and met the giant’s thumb. The giant pushed down. Siggy pushed back. Sigfried stayed where he was, but the giant’s thumb went upward.

      “How is he doing that?” Gaius gawked. At least, it sounded as if he was gawking from his tone of voice. She could not see if his mouth truly hung open. “What’s he doing?”

      “Exactly what we came out here to do,” said Lucky.

      “Which was?” asked her boyfriend.

      Suddenly, Rachel began to giggle.

      “Test potions,” she declared. “We came out to the moors to test some new potions he made with Mum. One of them was a strength potion.”

      Lucky nodded his head. “Your mum told us it would make him so strong, he could wrestle giants.”

      “Sigfried Smith’s testing a strength potion by antagonizing giants!” Gaius exclaimed. “What’ll he do if it doesn’t work?”

      Sigfried grabbed the giant’s thumb. Wrapping his arms around it, he turned and yanked. The entire giant, all twenty feet of rock and sod, went flying over his shoulder and landed on its back with a thud that shook Rachel’s teeth as it reverberated across the countryside.

      Answering his own question, Gaius replied lightly, “I guess we’ll never know.”
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        * * *
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        Schools began in order to prepare children for the rigors of adult life, but somewhere along the way they also became a way to keep kids off the streets. In Arkham County, the most important lesson for youngsters to learn is just that -- stay off the streets! Naturally, teens don’t want to listen ... especially when their inner spirit is speaking quite a different language.

      

      

      Anybody walks in here, we are screwed, blued and tattooed,” said Justin Crawford. His voice was slow and careless, but that was a long way from sleepy or stupid. His blue eyes missed nothing.

      Right now, those eyes were fixed a large whiteboard at the back of the Darkwood Upper School’s graphic arts room, covered with photos, post-it notes, and printouts. They’d used magnets until they ran out, which was why most of the exhibits were stuck on with tape. Green-edged tape, for the most part, since the markers they used were mostly green, and tended to smear.

      “Lucky for us, ain’t nobody else interested in Yearbook,” replied Rowena Moran. She was rangy and redheaded, in contrast to Justin’s sandy-haired good looks, in jeans and work shirt without a trace of makeup. To be fair, Justin didn’t wear any makeup, either.

      “Including us,” said Billy Boucher. “Have either of you done any actual yearbook work since we found out about Harmon and them?”

      Rowena looked guilty, but Justin counterattacked. He’d run into accusations before. Most times, he was innocent, but that didn’t mean he responded differently. You couldn’t afford to have tells.

      “Why no, William, I have not,” Justin said smoothly. “I thought finding out a little bit more about these spirits we got living inside us might be more important than finding out what Mary Kate Spurlock thinks about world peace. Spoiler: she’s for it. And it seems to me you think so too, since you ain’t so much as taken a picture since we saw what Harmon really looks like. Yearbook ain’t nothing without pictures.”

      Harmon Creel was a freshman who was also a fish-man; his family had pronounced amphibian tendencies, which began showing at puberty, or in other words, the worst possible time, socially. But he had an amulet that made him look normal, projecting his human spirit to cover the other, less human, spirit he also had.

      In the course of discovering why Harmon couldn’t be photographed, the Drei Amigos (so-called because they couldn’t choose a language freshman year) found out that they, too, possessed a second nature, or as Harmon’s Dad called it, a geist. Billy’s other self burrowed, including through solid doors. Justin’s other self had armor and a sword. And Rowena’s other self was as silent as a fox, bearing a spear that glowed like it was on fire.

      None of the Amigos had yet figured out what they were supposed to do with this information, or indeed what they were actually willing to do. In the case of the boys, with their wariness of authority, these weren’t likely to be the same thing.

      “Well, I have too been working,” Billy insisted. “Not on yearbook, of course.”

      “Or any other class,” Rowena suggested confidently.

      “Why tip my hand by changing my pattern of life?” Billy said, agreeing. He liked cop shows. “Anyhow, what I have been doing is going through the last year’s yearbook, to find other guyts like us.”

      “I think it’s geists,” Rowena said.

      “I don’t know how you say that without sneezing,” Billy said. “Do you wanna see my list or not?”

      They did.

      It was handwritten, of course, for security’s sake. And that security was just about total, since only one person in the universe could tell what Billy’s scratchy scrawl intended to say, and that one person was Billy himself.

      Knowing his seismic calligraphy by now, the others let him narrate.

      “So Dr. Armitage told us these:

      “Exie Carlton: yes. He doesn’t know what kind.

      “Ted Daley: no.

      “Excellence Caldwell: double no.”

      “What does he mean, double no?” Justin interrupted.

      “Do I know? Maybe a guyt –”

      “Geist,” said Rowena to herself.

      “— would have to wipe its paws before it came into Excellence’s high-rent soul. I don’t know. All he said was, no way in Hell.”

      He glanced at Rowena, who sometimes objected to cuss words. She didn’t seem to think this use of the word was out of line. It might even be literally accurate.

      “Now, here is what I’ve found out on my own. You’re right, Justin, I haven’t taken any pictures. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t tried! The following fellow students can’t be photographed, just like Harmon:

      “Thessaly Morin. Anime chick.

      “Fawn McCoul. Some kind of forest animal. Maybe a werewolf.”

      “Her name’s Fawn, Sheldon. How ‘bout a were-deer?” said Justin.

      “Maybe … yeah, that fits. Anyway:

      “Erik Acksblod, werebear.

      “Paula Gormengeist, weremonster. She even has ‘geist’ in her name.”

      “You said it right that time,” Rowena pointed out.

      “I can say geist. It’s geis-tuh-zuh that gets me tangled up,” said Billy. “I still say it’s part of your superpower that you can say it at all.”

      “Geists,” said Justin, without apparent difficulty.

      “A common superpower, but still unnatural,” Billy amended. “There’s us, of course. And that includes what we didn’t tell Dr. Armitage. He said Cunning, Persistence, Judgment,” he said, pointing to himself, Rowena, and Justin. “Whatever. Cunning isn’t an animal, it’s a whaddyacallit. The opposite of a sin.”

      Both his friends racked their brains for a moment.

      “A goodness?” Justin came up with, tentatively.

      “A virtue,” said Rowena. “But a sin is an act, and a virtue’s a characteristic. What’s an act which is virtuous called?”

      “Heroic, in the military,” Justin said.

      “A heroic act. But is there a name for it?” Rowena persisted. “An act of evil is a sin. An act of virtue is a what? Does that word even exist?”

      “No. It doesn’t,” Billy declared firmly. He was only halfway through the page of notes.

      “Look here: Ayleen Bass. She doesn’t show up at all on digital cameras. Not even with the weird clues that helped us track down Harmon. She’s a geist, all right, but her geist is hiding.”

      “Aileen Bass? With the braids of different lengths?” Rowena said.

      “She pronounces it AY-leen,” Justin corrected. “I heard it in church.”

      “Mr. Grove calls her EYE-leen,” Rowena insisted.

      “She don’t like to correct the teacher,” Justin said. “Went all through the eighth grade bein’ called EYE-leen.”

      “That could be part of the puzzle,” said Billy. “Shy, doesn’t want to make waves … so her geist stays hidden.”

      “Could be,” said Justin. He didn’t sound convinced.

      “Diligence Peaslee,” said Billy.

      “The geist of a very boring person,” Justin guessed.

      “Maybe. All I see is a lot of books, stretching away into the distance,” said Billy. “And before you ask, no, I can’t show it to you. These digital pictures don’t last but a few hours. Good thing I took my notes before they went all blurry and normal.”

      “Blurry is normal?”

      “I don’t take very good pictures.”

      He indicated the lower part of the page.

      “Alexandra Miller. Swirly purple stuff. Maybe she’s a were-lavalamp.

      “Nick Uli. Were-dwarf. Got kind of a leather armor thing going on.

      “Sparta Harrison. Were-elf. Skinny and super-blond. Wavy cape.”

      “She got pointed ears? Elves got pointed ears,” said Justin.

      “Professor Tolkien made that up,” Rowena stated.

      “Long white hair,” said Billy. “I didn’t see her ear at all.”

      “Mm. Then we can’t be positive,” said Justin.

      “That makes ten. Thirteen if you count us three. Oh, fourteen, because Harmon.”

      “Fifteen,” said Rowena. She pronounced the last syllable like tane. “Dr. Armitage.”

      “Right,” said Justin. He’d forgotten about their Yearbook teacher. Then he did a double-take.

      “He didn’t show up at all?” he demanded.

      “Not on digital, not on film,” Rowena confirmed. “Dr. Armitage is as hard to photograph as Count Dracula himself. Plus, he doesn’t show up in mirrors.”

      “Holy --! You didn’t tell us that,” Justin exclaimed.

      “Just found out my own self,” Rowena said. “Yesterday, as a matter of fact. Looked in my compact, and everyone else was there. Not him.”

      “You carry a compact now,” Billy said in a tone of disbelief.

      “There’s werewolves and such roaming around now, Billy Boucher. You bet I carry a compact! Easier for me to explain than for you boys,” she said. “The cross, I already wore habitual. Can’t see any way to explain a stake an’ a mallet, though. Not even if I bring a pie.”

      Justin snapped his fingers.

      “Nick Uli.”

      “Yeah,” said Billy. “Were-dwarf.”

      “I remember where I heard that name. He’s in the hospital.”

      “Come again?”

      “Brought him in last week all tore up, like he’d fallen through a plate glass window,” Justin said. “A guy I know in the ER said he’s surprised he made it.”

      “Who do you know in the ER?” Billy wanted to know.

      “Yeah, and how?” Rowena added.

      Justin’s grin was a thing of beauty. It was the fruit of long practice.

      “Ask me no questions, dear Rowena, an’ I’ll tell you no lies. Same goes for you, Billy.”

      “So you’re telling us to shut up?” Billy said.

      “But I’m smiling when I say it,” Justin confirmed. “See?”

      He was, indeed, smiling. It was a sunny smile full of cheer, if not innocence.

      “Either way you found out about it, that ain’t good,” Billy said, choosing not to make an issue of the smile. “Whatever beat him up might not want to quit with just one geist.”

      “Geist,” said Rowena automatically. “Oh, shoot. Sorry.”

      Billy’s teeth showed in a way that would have disturbed anyone not used to him.

      “Heh,” he said, acknowledging the hit. “But that puts us behind the eight-ball, because we don’t know crap about how our geis-tuh-zuhs work, or what we ought to avoid.”

      Rowena just nodded when he got the word ‘geists’ wrong. Reality made sense again.

      “He’s right. You’re right, Billy Boucher,” she said. “We don’t know enough about our own selves, let alone nine … twelve others.”

      “Well now, hang on a minute,” said Justin. “We got a place to hang our hat, anyway. Dr. Armitage had that list of geist types, right? All of ours sort of match up.”

      They regarded him skeptically, as cats might. He carried on regardless.

      “Well, none of us are werewolves, for certain. I’m the Knight, according to what Mr. Creel said. Billy’s the Thief …”

      “Hey!”

      “Just sayin’ what everybody’s thinkin’, Bill. It’s just a word … though it is one that captures everything we’ve seen you do when the spirit’s on you. Doesn’t mean you gotta steal everything you see. I ain’t about to get up on no white horse, an’ a sword don’t seem to add up real well against handguns, either. Although I will admit, shinin’ armor could come in handy in certain circumstances. Just don’t ask me to go find no Grail. I heard that one before.”

      He finished, a bit surprised that the other two had let him. Billy’s eyes were dark, his face unreadable.

      Justin sighed and shifted his weight into the growing silence.

      “We cool?” he said.

      Billy let it drag out a little longer before snorting.

      “Aah,” he said, waving the sullen look away. “I would be pretty good at thievin’ if I took the notion,” he admitted.

      “You might at that. Let’s talk locks some time,” said Justin with well-concealed relief. “An’ Rowena’s the Hunter.”

      “We’re all hunters, Justin. Huntin’ down the geisters. It’s just I’m also the predator, and neither of you boys is,” she replied.

      “Like the movie?” Justin said, perking up.

      “What movie is that?”

      Billy scoffed. Justin looked perplexed.

      “Well I … I honestly don’t know how to even respond to that, Rowena. You mean you never heard of the Predator?”

      “What movie’s he in, I asked you.”

      “Predator! An’ Predator 2. An’ The Predator.”

      “There’s two movies called Predator?”

      “One’s called THE Predator. The other ones just have … A Predator. Except Predators. That’s got lots of ‘em.”

      “What’s she like?”

      Billy snorted again. He settled in to enjoy the train wreck.

      Justin was game, as Billy knew he’d be.

      “It’s a he. Probably. Big an’ tall, lizard skin, got a helmet with dreadlocks an’ a spear that shoots lightning outta his shoulder. Oh, an’ he’s invisible.”

      “Sounds like a rattlesnake,” Billy added.

      “That ain’t me, then. I never seen what I got in any kind of movie,” Rowena said.

      “I never seen what I am, either,” said Billy. “‘Cause this isn’t movie junk. Nobody wrote anything down about the real spirit world, because nobody knows nothin’.”

      “Almost nobody. Doc Armitage does,” said Justin.

      “He does … except he can’t be photographed. Makes me wonder if he’s tellin’ the truth,” said Rowena.

      “Makes me wonder, is he telling us all he knows. You seen all those journals and such he keeps here at the school,” said Justin.

      Billy nodded along with Justin.

      “Yeah. We need to know what he knows. But if we ask, he’ll know we’re on to him.”

      “We don’t need to ask … what we need is what’s in his files. Askin’s a bell you can’t un-ring, you want my opinion,” said Justin.

      “Files,” said Billy. “Well, here’s some of ‘em on my phone …”

      “Billy! What did you do?” Rowena demanded.

      Justin was on top of the question.

      “Lemme use my psychic powers here, Rowena … he snuck into that darkroom where the Doc keeps all his secret books, an’ he took himself some pictures. Am I kinda close, there, Batman?”

      Billy didn’t seem to mind the epithet at all.

      “Yeah. Something’s up with him; you all said it. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t about to spring anything on us.”

      “Well, I refuse to look at those stolen pictures,” said Rowena.

      “Really?” Billy’s look was doubt distilled to its essence. But she was evidently sincere.

      “Yes I do. I refuse. You just look at ‘em and tell me if there’s anything I need to be aware of,” she said.

      Justin grinned.

      “I always knew you’d join us over here on the Dark Side,” he said. “I don’t even care that you don’t want anyone else to know. I know.”

      “Darn it, Justin, they might be important!” Rowena hissed.

      “Oh, I understand, I do,” Justin soothed. “The Dark Side is where things get done. I just –”

      “Ss!” Billy sniffed. Or hissed … it was hard to tell.

      They both looked at him. He’d gone steel-stiff.

      “He’s comin,” Billy muttered out of the side of his mouth.

      They all looked up. Indeed, the rubber flap, which sealed the darkroom, was stirring. Someone had opened the door from the storage room, changing the air pressure just enough to move the flap.

      Dr. Henry Armitage entered from the darkroom, peeling the flap aside with the backs of his fingers. He was pointlessly tall, in shirtsleeves, gray vest, and matching trousers. His hair stood stiffly brushed back from a high brow, wire-rimmed glasses glinting from his face.

      That face was calm, but inquisitive.

      “Hard at work?” he inquired, with an effort at a smile.

      “Not really,” Justin admitted. “Every picture’s kinda the same, after a while.”

      He took a print of a dozen grinning kids in front of a banner off a pile of similar images.

      “I don’t even know what club this is any more,” he said. “But I do think we ought to revisit croppin’ these two on the end out of it altogether. They don’t seem to fit in with the others.”

      “That is the decision of the Egyptology Club and no concern of ours,” said Dr. Armitage, adjusting his spectacles. “Which ones do you think don’t fit in?”

      “These two right here.”

      “Yaas. See what you mean,” he Britted. “Still, one would notice their omission, and the last thing we need is more attention paid to the Yearbook Club, wouldn’t you say?”

      “More than zero,” Billy muttered.

      “I’d say zero is right where we want the attention to be,” Armitage responded. “Especially tonight.”

      Three pairs of eyes turned up, locking on his. Armitage took a half-step back.

      “You’re gonna have to explain that, sir,” Rowena said respectfully. “What’s wrong with tonight?”

      “Ah. Yes, well … we’ve talked about the need for, well, for secrecy. If anyone found out you have geists sharing your souls, they could very easily conclude you are, ah, witches. Or possessed by devils.”

      “Seriously? The Devil,” Justin said with exaggerated flatness, as one does when calling attention to something no one would ever have said on purpose.

      “There are many devils, not just the one,” Armitage corrected him. “Yes, I’ve seen it before. The unwary see any hint of geists as abominations, things which should not be. And those who believe in spirits, in many ways, are worse. They may well identify you as werewolves.”

      Billy laughed derisively.

      “Us?”

      “They might. I don’t say it’s reasonable, or even rational. But it is distressingly common. So far you’ve been very cooperative in keeping the secret. There’s no reason to expect that to change … ah, is there?”

      “Sir, you’re avoiding the subject,” said Rowena. “How come tonight is more dangerous than last night?”

      Armitage elected to stand mute. Three pairs of eyes convinced him otherwise.

      “Well, tonight is … perhaps I should have mentioned this sooner. But there’s a lot of background, which you haven’t been taught –”

      “Doc,” said Justin, chidingly. “We ain’t little kids. Tell us there ain’t no Santa Claus, an’ let us deal with it ourselves.”

      “Yes … yes, you’re right. What makes tonight unusually … ah, unusual, is that it is the first night of the Dual Revels. Something of a geister festival.”

      “An’ they get wild when they drink?” Justin guessed.

      “Drink,” said Armitage wonderingly. “If only it were that harmless.”

      He composed himself.

      “During the Revels, geisters celebrate by letting their second spirits run free, making them stronger through exercise. With the most common sort of geists –”

      “Werewolves,” Billy said sourly.

      “Eh-yes. Werewolves. With them running, as Justin said, a bit wild, this can be quite upsetting for anyone within arm’s reach. Fortunately the werewolf geist is a primitive one – they won’t be driving cars or aiming rifles while they’re reveling.”

      “Movie time,” Billy said.

      “Purge night,” said Justin. “With werewolves.”

      They left time for Rowena to chime in, but she didn’t continue the riff. Instead, she asked:

      “You said dual revel. What’s the other side? Revels, an’ what else?”

      “Quite right,” said Armitage, falling comfortably into lecture mode. “They let the geist run free, as I said, so that it becomes stronger, better able to navigate the physical world, which is rather terra incognita to them. Then, however, the human half of the partnership has to bring the geist back under control, before they become too strong to resist. That requires the exercise of human traits, such as envy, jealousy and greed.”

      “An’ pride,” said Rowena.

      “Yes … may I ask how you know that?”

      “Seven deadly sins. Sloth, gluttony an’ lust are familiar to animals, so the geist would love ‘em. Envy and pride an’ such are just for us humans.”

      Justin had a question. “Just how would they take these sins out for a walk, Doc? Knock over a liquor store?”

      “Animals drink. An’ they can get drunk,” Rowena said.

      “Yeah, but they don’t clean out the register. Or that drop safe under the counter,” said Billy.

      Dr. Armitage straightened his glasses, looking obliquely at Billy.

      “William … it is unsettling how well-informed you are in the details of crime.”

      “Yeah. Ain’t it?” Billy shot back.

      There was a pause, while Armitage defeated his impulse to turn Billy over to the police. He was practiced in this struggle, and its outcome was never truly in doubt, but it still occupied a measurable period of time.

      Then:

      “Well, often werewolves in the throes of regaining their human faculties, after a spree of animality, express envy and jealousy by ruining what others prize. Breaking windows, defacing artwork, setting fires … that sort of thing. Frightening others with loud noises or pretended aggression is commonplace; actual attack, at least in the sense that draws blood, less so.”

      Justin’s mobile mouth was set in a sneer so deep that one of the corners of his mouth was pointing straight down, or almost.

      “They act like animals,” he said in a talking-down-the-maniac tone, “so they can not act like animals? Is that what you’re tellin’ us?”

      Rowena spoke up on the heels of his statement.

      “Animals don’t set fires, Justin! Just listen to yourself! They don’t destroy for the fun of it, either.”

      Armitage nodded, a classroom gesture.

      “But humans do,” he said. “And when struggling to reassert control over their geists, werewolves, and to a less well-documented extent other geisters, can behave in a manner as savage as anything from the pages of history.”

      He caught their change of expression.

      “I’m sorry, did I somehow reassure you without meaning to? It’s important to take this seriously.”

      Justin took the duty upon himself.

      “History’s boring, Doc. It ain’t scary,” he said.

      “The Aztecs? The Mongols? The Waffen-SS? These don’t frighten you at all,” Armitage said in disbelief.

      Billy actually yawned.

      “Good guys always beat ‘em in the end,” he opined.

      “No one defeated the Mongols. Ever!” Dr. Armitage insisted.

      “Yeah? Where they at now?”

      “Mongolia!” he burst out. “Obviously.”

      They didn’t appear worried. Armitage looked around for a map to point at, but none of the yearbook pages featured Mongolia. Or werewolves, for that matter.

      “The point is,” he said, making an effort to refocus his audience, “we must be more careful. The Dual Revels last for three nights, not coincidentally the nights of the full moon. Werewolves and werewolf variants could be encountered anywhere outside the built-up area tonight. You will need to stick firmly to city streets on your way home.”

      “It ain’t even dark!” Billy protested.

      “When werewolves wish to avoid SWAT teams and angry mobs, they stick to the nighttime hours,” Armitage explained. “When they no longer care, the sun is not a factor. There have been lethal werewolf attacks in broad daylight for hundreds of years … I have several attested cases in my library.”

      “So they’re not like vampires, huh?” said Justin.

      “There are no such things as vampires,” Dr. Armitage declared. “There are those who have geists for bat-form, or a particularly nasty cannibal spirit, but the reanimated dead man in an opera cape is a Hollywood myth. While yes, I admit, you live in a world of spirits that share the bodies of human beings, not everything you fear is real.”

      “I ain’t afraid of vampires,” Justin clarified. “Specially, if they ain’t real.”

      “Sensible boy,” Dr. Armitage said. “So you will stick to city streets, all the way home, regardless of whether the sun has set or not? All of you?”

      “No sir, I can’t rightly promise what I can’t achieve,” Rowena said. “I live quite some piece outside of the city limits. Justin does, too.”

      “How do you get home?”

      “Bike, most times. I’ve walked it before, when I had to.” Rowena said.

      “I’ve walked it, too, but I don’t like it,” Justin said. “Never get home before dark, except in summertime. An’ when it’s summer, there ain’t no school anyhow.”

      “Billy?”

      “Nobody cares when I get home,” he said. “I could just crash here at the school.”

      “For three nights?”

      “Need some snacks. All’s in the machine is mineral water an’ V8. Can’t live off that.”

      “The school … may not be safe,” Armitage admitted. “Locks will not keep the werewolves out.”

      “An’ we don’t have no crosses hung up,” Justin added, watching for Armitage’s reaction.

      “Crosses don’t affect geists,” Armitage snapped automatically. “That’s a myth. We don’t hang crosses because the School Board would complain, and … quite frankly, they don’t do any good.”

      “Mm,” said Justin, who clearly didn’t believe Armitage.

      “I shall have to drive you home,” Armitage concluded. “And although the geists may start their revel before sunset, I can drive far better in daylight. We ought to start right away.”

      “I got my bike here,” Rowena said.

      “We’ll put it in the boot,” Armitage said. He meant to be accommodating, but his words got a laugh instead.

      “How long have you lived in this country?” Justin said. “It’s a ‘trunk’. C’mon, Rowena. I’ll help you get your bike.”

      “I don’t need no help,” she said. “But I won’t refuse the company.”

      They left through the regular door, into the silent halls.

      “Doc?” said Billy after they’d done.

      “Eh?”

      “You got a geist of your own?”

      Armitage looked very far away in that moment.

      “No, William,” he said after a moment. “I do not.”

      Billy thought he’d finished, but then Armitage said: “I don’t believe there would be room for it.”

      He didn’t sound like he was talking to Billy.

      

      With one thing and another, it was growing dark by the time Rowena’s bike was stowed, the boys and their backpacks loaded, and directions to their homes given.

      “Seat belts?” Justin asked from the back seat. Rowena was up front.

      “If you like. I’ve always thought they made it too hard to get out of a car in time, but I won’t impose my views. They should be, ah, under the seats somewhere. Do you need me to find them?”

      “I think we’ve all ridden in a car before, Doc,” Justin said.

      “Yes, ah, of course.”

      Armitage did not, of course, buckle his own seat belt.

      “Ain’t that against the law?” Billy whined.

      “The law is made by lawyers, not professors,” Armitage said. “I don’t see why we have to pretend their judgment to be superior to ours.”

      “The cops think different,” Billy said.

      “Have you actually seen a policeman in Arkham, William? Have any of you?”

      Justin considered.

      “Well, yeah. There’s that black and brown car that patrols the mall, an’ Kingsport, after dark.”

      “That is the county sheriff,” Armitage said. “It is very difficult to get applicants for Arkham’s police force. City Council’s never found a solution to our unsavory reputation.”

      “Well, wait. Then who’s driving around out there?” Now Billy was interested.

      “The county patrols the edge districts, such as Kingsport, as and when it can,” said Armitage. “As for downtown and the hills, it’s rather like our own geist situation: our best defense is secrecy.”

      “We don’t have any police?” said Rowena, seeking the definitive word before she reacted.

      “We have one,” Armitage offered. “He’s quite elderly and generally answers the telephone.”

      “Well, that’s just great. An’ nobody has any idea,” she said.

      “It is kinda great,” said Billy, considering.

      “You got a point there,” Justin agreed.

      “But, but, don’t get the idea that crime is easy in Arkham,” Armitage hastened to add. “There are the geists, after all, especially now.”

      “Why are there so many geists in town, Doc? Every town can’t be this weird,” Justin said. “Wouldn’t need so many horror movies if folks could just watch it live.”

      “The geists can’t be everywhere,” said Billy, still on the last subject.

      “No, Arkham and its surrounding counties have always had more than their share of spiritual activity,” said Armitage.

      “You mean like church, or supernatural?” Rowena asked.

      “Nothing is supernatural! There are only facets of nature we do not yet understand. But we will … if we survive.”

      No one had an answer to that; at least, none that they were willing to voice openly.

      “But in, in answer to your question, Justin … I and our principal, Mr. Martini, have for some time been trying to locate young people with geists all over the northeastern states and contact them, ah, encourage them to move here, and attend our school. There is a powerful attraction for the double-spirited to settle in this area anyway, which aids our efforts.”

      “You’re Professor X,” Justin said. “I knew it! Tough luck about the wheelchair.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Justin relaxed, having scored a point on the old guy. Armitage rallied by returning to the topic.

      “William, you live over by the Ravine, I believe,” he said. He made a tight turn, then another. The right side of the road became a black gulf showing the tops of trees whose roots were far, far below.

      “Yeah, just past it. You wanna look for our reflector on the right,” said Billy, sitting up in the back seat.

      “Yes, the Bouchers came here shortly after the War. Because of our program,” Armitage said.

      “What war is that, Doc? My folks’ve always been here,” Billy said.

      “You mean the Big War, sir? World War Two?” said Justin.

      “Yes, of course. The last time we were seriously threatened.” Armitage was rolling now. “I don’t count the Cold War, of course. All that talk of rocket bombs and atomic radiation always seemed a bit unlikely to me. Now, if we had had another sensible fellow like Woodrow Wilson in charge, things might not have gotten –”

      Justin broke in.

      “How the hell – ‘scuse me, Rowena – but how the hell old are you, anyway, Doc?”

      A beat passed.

      “I’m in late middle age,” said Armitage, a trifle stiffly.

      “Numbers.”

      “A gentleman doesn’t –”

      Rowena now interrupted him, even as she found herself faintly scandalized for doing so. She said:

      “I’m pretty sure that’s ‘a lady’, sir, unless things were seriously different in your time.”

      Armitage’s voice rose. He was clearly unprepared for this.

      “I don’t see why, why it matters when –”

      “Look out!” screamed Billy.

      A flood of dark material bulged out from the wooded roadside, crossing the white line in seconds. Armitage jerked the wheel hard to the left, putting him toward the threat and Rowena away. The car spun halfway around, stopping when two wheels fell into the ditch.

      Its headlights pointed back the way they had come, illuminating nothing worse than brush. The red glare of the brake lights showed hundreds of shaggy bodies packed hide to hide, turning toward the car in a glitter of tiny red eyes.

      “Rats!” said Justin.

      Billy said something explosive and probably obscene, but impossible to make out.

      Rowena shook Dr. Armitage. He leaned away from her, his head in the angle of door and roof. A dark trickle zigzagged downward from his hair.

      “He’s bleeding!” she said, more shrilly than usual.

      “I gotta get out!” Billy keened.

      “Your belt’s all twisted,” Justin told him. “Lean over so I can get at it. An’ Rowena, focus up. We gonna need you.”

      Rowena saw the droplet running down the window turn red as reflected white light struck it. She felt her stomach jump.

      A blizzard of small scratching, thumping sounds swallowed the back of the car. Furry shapes climbed on each other, up the trunk, scrabbling for the rear window.

      They were going to get in.

      Rowena gulped. She tasted fear.

      And she focused up.

      Justin was insulting, but right. She swallowed that lump down to the pit of her stomach and took hold with her will, clamping down. She felt a shudder of heat pass down her arms and legs, leaving quiet strength behind.

      They aren’t going to get us, she told herself. Any of us.

      Then she hauled Armitage back from the window, laying him down on the seat with his head almost in her lap. He was tall and weighed a lot, but she didn’t find it difficult.

      As she shifted her weight against her own door, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. The face of her reflection was whiskered and yellow-eyed, but it was still her face.

      The real me, she thought. It’s who I’ve always been.

      She raised her right hand. Firelight brightened the inside of the car, shining from the reflection of the blazing sword she held.

      Only in the mirror, sure. But it was real, too.

      Rowena smoothed Armitage’s hair away from the cut; it didn’t look deep. She shifted to give him room, popped the door lock, and pushed. The door felt gritty, but it didn’t budge.

      “Door’s broken,” she said out loud.

      “So what? We ain’t goin’ out there!” Justin exclaimed.

      “No we’re not,” she agreed. “I am.”

      With a shove, she popped the door open. A ping! of sheared steel accompanied her sneakers onto the pavement.

      Rowena’s eyes narrowed, taking in the prey. A whole pile of rats were up on the car now, biting and scratching at the roof. Those behind pushed the ones in front forward, toward the passenger door an arm’s length from her, which was wide open and couldn’t be closed.

      The car rocked as Justin struggled to free Billy. The rats were going to be inside in minutes.

      “Hrr,” said Rowena, raising up on her toes. “That’s not going to happen.”

      She swung her arm, and in her mind’s eye, a blazing sword swept across the roof.

      The rats stopped dead, twitching and rolling their eyes. The one who’d been hit by her actual hand went flying, sliced nearly in half and burned black, as though hit by an actual, physical flaming sword.

      But not the others. They just seemed thunderstruck.

      “All right,” she said, and her voice was new to her. “I need a sword, then.”

      She was standing at the edge of the drainage ditch. Broken sticks lay about.

      She snatched one up. It seemed, in the glossy side of the car, to reflect as a bar of bright firelight.

      The rats she had stunned with her spirit sword hadn’t recovered yet, if they were going to. But the pressure of their buddies behind them carried them on, across the smooth metal car roof, toward the open door and the three helpless humans inside.

      All right, two; Justin wasn’t helpless. But he was stuck inside a tight little box, which was going to make breaking off from the rats damn near impossible.

      Rowena struck.

      She whisked her stick down flat across the roof. The rats it struck split, sizzlingly in two.

      She swept it sideways. A great shelf of rats flew from her slender little stick, some trailing smoke.

      She stood up on the inside of the car, right beside the seat, and chopped downward at the rats on the back half of the roof.

      They burst aside, some kicking their legs in the air in panic. A great metallic plounk! split the metal aside, fluffing the air with burning headliner and insulation.

      Justin yelled a word she should have recognized. But she wasn’t thinking in words anymore.

      Some rats came climbing onto the roof from the back window. Before they could drop through the slash in the roof, she stabbed with her sword point, flicking it left, right, and back again.

      She slid up onto the roof on her belly. Some of them would get away if she didn’t close in …

      One of them bounded in two enormous leaps to within an inch of her face. He was too close to stab, too close to slap away. She waited for the right instant to bite him out of the air.

      Bite him?

      She came back to herself with a shock. The rat bit her hair, right at her scalp line.

      “Aieoow!”

      Rowena fell back across the roof, missed her footing, and went down in a heap on her back.

      The rat leaped off the car, arcing down toward her face.

      She swung up from the ground, bringing her stick in a complete arc that slapped the rat out of the air.

      He flew like a baseball. Halfway to the ground, the rat’s shape melted, spreading out into a starfish shape. One of the limbs was short; it bulged into a human head, as the others sprouted hands and feet at the ends.

      The form, which had been a rat when she hit it, had become a man by the time he crashed face-first onto the pavement.

      He rolled over, licking his arms. The torn-up sleeves flapped loose, but the torn skin underneath sealed up again.

      The man, in tattered clothes, barefoot, rose to his feet. He bounced nimbly on backward-curving knees, covered head to toe in gray fur.

      His face was as pointed as a cat’s. Tiny needle teeth gleamed in his open mouth.

      Rowena got her feet under her. She used the car door to get up. Her stick hung ready in her hand.

      But the bite had slowed her worse than she knew. She saw the rat-man take two bounding steps, right up into her reach, and slap her backhanded before she could bring the sword into play.

      She went right over the windshield, rolling down the hood. She fell on her arms and knees into the beams of the headlights. Her stick was gone; she had no idea where.

      The rat-man was going to jink on those springy knees, come around the door, and smack downwards at her. Or maybe he was springy enough to jump right over the door, come down on her back, and pin her while he flailed away.

      Either way, she needed not to be here in the next few instants. She went to roll under the car, but its left wheels were in the ditch, leaving no room for her underneath.

      Rowena snarled like a trapped animal.

      Then red searing light burst forth, catching the rat-man full in the face. Justin, coming around the front of the car, stepped between Rowena and the rat, a sputtering, smoking traffic flare in his hand.

      The rat-man covered his face, but the light was glaring from everywhere. The car was clean, and all its surfaces, chrome or paint alike, were shinier than anything in Nature.

      Justin waved the flare, then jabbed with it. The flame splashed on the car door window, blackening it, and the rat-man jerked back with a shriek.

      “You all right, Rowena?” Justin said.

      She understood him now, more or less.

      “Yeah,” she panted. Her elbows and knees hurt too much to stand, but the hurt was fading. “Don’t let him get away.”

      “Far’s I’m concerned, he can get as far away as he prefers,” Justin said, stretching out the syllables. “That’s right, Ratula. Scat!”

      The rat-man fell back, hiding his face with his hands, until he reached the great mass of rats. They had fallen back from the car after Rowena tore through their number, and now gathered around the rat-man’s feet.

      Justin came around the door to menace the rat-man and his pack with the flare. It still had a long way to burn yet, before it got too close to his hand.

      The rat-man crouched down. The backs of his hands rested on the carpet of rats.

      “He’s fixin’ to spring, Justin,” Rowena said. She’d pulled herself up using the hood grille, and was almost ready to stand on her feet again. “Get back!”

      “I ain’t afraid of this cheese-stealin’ fool,” Justin declared. “Come on! I’ll light you up, cat-toy. Believe that.”

      The rat-man on his knees and knuckles shivered. A ripple ran through the pack.

      Three more human, more or less, forms rose to their knees, then to their feet. The rats at their feet fell silent, except for a sibilant note that might have been their snarling.

      Billy wrestled the car door open and fell out onto the road.

      “Billy! Get back behind me,” Justin said.

      Billy looked up. He fell back, white-faced.

      “That’s the do-or-die call,” he said. “We are so sc–”

      The rat-men charged them.

      Perhaps the rats did, too, but Justin and Rowena only had eyes for the big ones. Justin moved to shelter Rowena with his body and the flame of his flare; Rowena curled her lip and dodged around him. He was in the way; he was protecting her, sure, but he was also protecting them.

      And she wouldn’t abide that.

      Justin whirled, stabbing out with his flare, and got one of them right under the arm. The stink of burnt hair smacked them both in the nose.

      Another rat-man came up on Justin’s blind side, got his arm, and twisted it up. He hung on to the flare, but it was harmless for the moment.

      The one he’d burned fell down, whimpering.

      Rowena chopped at another coming hard at her. He dropped on his belly under her swing, scuttled to the side, and grabbed her ankle. He pulled.

      He yanked her boot about a foot across the pavement, but she held her balance. He looked up, gaping in surprise.

      She chopped down on him without an explanation. Didn’t figure she owed him one.

      Spirit sword chunked sickeningly into spirit flesh, and the rat-man recoiled, missing an arm.

      The first rat-man, the one she’d smacked across the car, scrambled on all fours, leaving the ground with each heave. He reached the car and slithered under the rear wheel.

      That ain’t fair, Rowena thought. I couldn’t do that …

      Billy, meanwhile, had scrambled back into the car. The rat-man came back up the high side, where his door was still open, and swarmed inside. Dozens of smaller rats followed him.

      Billy’s shriek was a whistle of pure terror that went on and on and on …

      Rowena saw a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye. She swung back, into a slashing arm tipped with nasty black claws like thorns.

      Justin let him get past, she thought automatically. My hero …

      She caught herself before she went down flat, spinning halfway around. Her feet were way too far apart, and the enemy was directly behind her.

      Rowena folded one leg under herself, bowing forward till her hair fell over her face. Her nose was an inch from the pavement.

      The rat-man’s follow-up strike whooshed over the back of her neck, where it would have struck if she hadn’t gotten low.

      The light swooped crazily across the car as she rolled onto her back, kicking upward. The rat-man who’d knocked her down was on fire.

      Sorry, Justin. Looks like you were on the ball.

      The rat-man had overextended with his second slash. He caught himself on his other hand, pinning a flap of Rowena’s jacket to the road. She heard the nail-driving sound of claws punching asphalt.

      Her kick, therefore, didn’t have room to reach full extension, but it caught him in the belly and made him grunt. Her left arm was trapped by his claws pinning her jacket.

      Her right arm was empty. She groped frantically for something, anything, to carry her spirit sword into him, but touched only asphalt and dirt.

      He put all his weight on his right arm. His left came up, hooked to strike. The claws on it gleamed in the flare-light, slickened with her blood.

      A slash of silver fire split the sky.

      Everyone blinked in the sudden flash of lightning. The rat-man atop Rowena recovered first; he rolled off, hissing as his claws tore painfully out of the asphalt. He skittered backward away from her.

      She rolled left, covering her injured side. Justin was struggling with a rat-man who gripped him from behind. His jacket was hanging in strips, but he hadn’t been clawed yet. Both of them threw smoke-trailing bits of burning hair from themselves as they grappled.

      Fire hurts, but it don’t put ‘em down, said the other side of herself. She sounded like an Appalachian she-wolf in her mind.

      Well, yeah. She would.

      From the direction where the lightning came rose a tall figure, white-haired and black-cloaked. He strode, and his cloak blossomed around him like a thundercloud. A bright blade showed sharp below the black, coming up into the night-glow of taillights, flare, and rumbling sky.

      Rowena felt a terrible, irrational dread.

      We’ve been found out, and now we’re gonna pay for it, she felt herself think. It seemed to come from outside both of them, girl and geist. She didn’t know what she was guilty of, but she felt guilty; and she dreaded justice.

      This man was justice.

      He brought his sword up to center in front of his body, splitting his image into identical halves. He touched his forehead with the blade.

      “Be warned,” he said in a curling, unplaceable accent. “You are on notice.”

      The rat-man who had been about to finish her off skeered and fled. The one holding Justin whirled at the waist, hurling Justin toward the swordsman.

      White hair swirled as the swordsman dodged the freshman. He glided past Justin, sword extending smoothly on the backtrack of the escaping wererat.

      The car suddenly bounced, dropping into gear. Its engine noise revved.

      “Oh my God, Billy,” said Rowena, mortified. She’d forgotten all about him.

      The car lurched, grinding up out of the ditch. It ground a relentless arc across the road, toward the black depths of the Ravine on the other side.

      Billy fell from the back seat, rolling and bumping to a stop. He had his arms up to protect his head.

      The rat-man’s arm flailed up through the rent in the roof, struggling to pull the rest of his body up and out while he still could.

      He didn’t quite make it. The car plunged through the aluminum guardrail, upending as it fell into the Ravine.

      The swordsman blurred across the street and after the car; he seemed to become elongated, everywhere along his track at once.

      The sound of trees being snapped in half dissolved in the roar of the car hitting bottom. A glow of yellow flame showed bright almost at once.

      The swordsman stood on the edge, right where the car had gone over. He had Armitage over one shoulder.

      He seemed to feel the need to explain himself.

      “I had to make a choice,” he said in that odd, lots-of-different-places form of English. “There wasn’t time.”

      “An’ the other one was a were-rat, so you saved Dr. Armitage?” Rowena said. “Good enough reason, I guess.”

      “No,” the other insisted. “But it was worse to let them both be cut short.”

      “I reckon that’s so.”

      Justin looked from one to the other with increasing speed.

      “You know this guy?” he demanded.

      “Never set eyes on ‘im before,” Rowena said. She certainly was setting eyes on him now: her answer was addressed to Justin, but she was looking steadily at the stranger.

      Billy hobbled over.

      “I put it in low gear,” he said breathlessly. “Got his leg in the seat belt … who’s this?”

      The swordsman stared at Billy, evaluating his existence.

      “My point exactly,” said Justin. “Who the hell is this, an’ what the hell is he doin’ here?”

      “Please stop using that word,” he said. He pronounced it closer to yoo-sing datwurrt. “Not everyone will know you don’t mean it.”

      Justin blinked. He hadn’t taken the word “hell” literally in … well, ever.

      “Which one are you, the Lightning Sword?” he said.

      “Call me Marshal,” said the other. “Come, we should get to safety. The rat people are easily startled, but they will be back, and in larger numbers.”

      “That’s from Star Wars,” Justin accused.

      “I like Star Wars. Perhaps that makes me old-fashioned.”

      “The new stuff ain’t worth a hoot, that’s for sure.”

      He jerked a thumb at Marshal, facing toward his classmates.

      “He’s all right. He likes the classics, too!”

      The three of them followed Marshal. Armitage’s weight didn’t seem to slow him down much.

      “Here, I think,” he said at length. They were at a brick marker some distance back from the road.

      “This is a cemetery, sir,” Rowena said.

      “You don’t call me, sir, daughter of Eve. I call you madam.”

      “Ma’am is for women of a certain age, Mr. Marshal. My name’s Rowena. Rowena Moran.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Rowena.”

      “So, about the cemetery?” she said.

      The boys watched Marshal for his reaction.

      “It will serve to hide us from the other geisters. I was not stretching for the Star Wars quote; they really will be back in numbers once they get over the scare. Probably before dawn.”

      He gestured but did not walk past the marker until Justin did.

      “Cemetery,” he grumbled. “Whatever.”

      Marshal followed, crunching dry leaves. Rowena and Billy brought up the rear.

      Fallen leaves made it hard to see the markers set in the ground, but Marshal weaved unerringly among them. Rowena caught the pattern pretty soon and met them in a space near the almost-invisible line of upturned bricks which marked the cemetery’s edge.

      “This’s a family buryin’ ground,” she said.

      “I think it was a small church,” Marshal offered. “That looks like a chimney over there.”

      Both boys were using their phones as lights; the sky was a bit light from the burning car in the Ravine, but not enough to see by.

      They swung their lights where Marshal pointed. Sure enough, the dark shape was too thick and too straight to be a tree.

      “You’ve seen this sort of place before,” Rowena stated. It was not a question.

      “Many times,” he agreed. “Many places. I have always held a fondness for America … but others have buried their dead in similar manner.”

      Justin dug something out of his pocket.

      “Mr. Marshal, sir,” he said, “would you look over here, please?”

      He did. Justin had a cross in his hand, and his phone shining on the cross.

      Marshal smiled. His teeth were even, and very white.

      “Thank you, sir,” he said. “Would you like me to hold it?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’d like you to do that.”

      Marshal took the cross. He held on the flat of his palm, without using his fingers.

      “I am without a crucifix of my own just now …” he said, then seemed to remember something sad. “… although I do have a cross,” he finished. “Do you want this one back?”

      “I suppose,” said Justin. He seemed obscurely disappointed.

      “Not what you expected,” Marshal stated confidently.

      “Well, you’re fast; you’re strong; you’re all foreign and such; and swords are a thing a guy from centuries past would be comfortable with,” Justin said. “So I figured it’s at least possible you’re a vampire. I had to check.”

      “If I were a vampire, could I hold the cross?”

      “You couldn’t even enter this cemetery, Mr. Marshal,” said Rowena.

      “But I could, you know,” he said softly. “That is, if I were.”

      He patted the grass beside himself.

      “The folk whose bones lie beneath this soil are not here. Their eternal portions, which are much more truly their selves, have gone on. It is convenient that the geister, especially the most bestial of their ranks, do not know this, and thus avoid holy ground, and monuments to the dead.”

      “But they’re wrong?” said Billy, as if seeking confirmation. “They can get in.”

      “They cannot. Because they believe they cannot. There is no one more vulnerable to superstition than a supernatural being,” Marshal said with a smile. “It is their greatest intellectual weakness.”

      He leaned forward on his hand.

      “However, if you prefer, we can make things a bit more certain …”

      White light flowed through the ground, like lights underwater, emanating from his palm. The boundary of the cemetery, which did not line up with the wall of stones in all places, soaked up the light, where it glowed for a long time, slowly diminishing.

      “There,” Marshal said. “Now, even if the unhallowed things overcome their dread, they will find shock, pain and fear if they dare to cross this threshold.”

      “But if they’re willing to take the pain…” Billy prompted.

      “Then they will have my sword to deal with,” Marshal said. “No one has ever survived my sword,” he concluded. “So you see, you are safe here. From anything supernatural. Until the dawn, when the wild things must return to their haunts, and the sons of Adam can go about once more.”

      “An’ girls, too, I’m thinking,” Justin said.

      “Yes, they as well.”

      “So it’s over?” Billy asked.

      “The first night of the Dual Revels is almost over, yes,” Marshal said. “You have survived it. You will need more command of your geister to survive the second, still more to survive the third. I will show you what I can, but ultimately, your survival will be up to you.”

      “Well, all right then!” Justin crowed. “Amigos, I’m here to tell you that we are neither screwed, blued, nor tattooed! First round goes to the challengers!”

      “Bring us more rats!” said Billy. “We’ll take ‘em all on!”

      The boys high-fived. Rowena added her hand, slapping theirs.

      “Got clear of this lot neat enough,” she said in agreement. “An’ next night, we’ll be ready for anything.”

      “Anything?” said Marshal, cocking his head to the side.

      “Wouldn’t mind you telling us what’s likely, I will admit,” she said. “As far as us holing up in this buryin’ ground … you said nothin’ supernatural’s gettin’ in here. Now, Dr. Armitage knows a thing or two about this stuff, an’ he says there’s no such thing as the supernatural,” Rowena said, looking closely at Marshal’s eyes. “How do you stand on that?”

      “My dear Rowena,” he replied, “nature is not all of Creation. There is of course an order above it, just as there is the sub-natural below. And Henry …”

      “You know him?”

      “I call him by his Christian name, the one that marks him as unique. His other name is the name of his line; many of them would no doubt resent the association with Henry, and his surreptitious activities in this valley.”

      “Is that why you call me Rowena,” she asked, “even though we’ve just met?”

      “Precisely and exactly. I imagine you would be more familiar with ‘Miss Moran’, but as I said, there are other Morans involved; quite a few of them, if you take in the frequent changing of names, which wives perform. I would rather make you uneasy, to whom I can apologize and explain, rather than they, to whom apology would be a rather more ambitious undertaking.”

      Billy blinked.

      “You kinda talk like the Doc, though,” he said.

      “We may both strike your ear as formal, even artificial,” Marshal suggested. “This is a theatrical age, not a literary one. But I assure you, on my sacred name of honor, we are very different propositions indeed.”

      “How so?” Justin demanded. Billy and Rowena didn’t disagree with their eyes.

      “I am sent to preserve the children who share a spirit,” he said. “I will fulfill that obligation with my eternal soul, if need be. While he –”

      Marshal snapped his jaw shut, abruptly. He turned away from their startled faces.

      “You all right, Mr. Marshal?” Justin asked.

      “Hnh,” he said, facing away. He visibly gathered himself, turned back, only then beginning to speak.

      “Yes,” he said. “When describing Henry, I found it … difficult. To continue. But you must hear it. I cannot be everywhere at once – I am under orders. And you might need to know the truth to defend yourselves, when I am absent from you.”

      “The truth is …”

      “Do we have to be eighteen before somebody will just spit it out?” Justin demanded.

      “Eighteen?”

      “That’s when we’re thought of as adults,” Rowena explained.

      “Ah. So you are not.”

      “Not yet … I guess.”

      “All the more reason to be wary,” Marshal said. He looked back at Armitage on the ground.

      “Henry is not a suitable father figure for you children,” he stated.

      “I got a father,” Justin objected, and at the same time:

      “Why is that, Mr. Marshal?” said Rowena.

      The older man answered the girl first. There might have been no more to it than that she was a girl, and to be treated better than the boys when there was a choice.

      “Your friend here asked me to prove my bona fides because of a reasonable fear, Rowena. Henry Armitage is not a good mentor for the twice-souled, or children of any kind,” he said slowly and carefully, “for the same reason he has been able to gather geister together for literally the last hundred years. Indeed, that is probably the reason he has made the effort. He is a danger to you children …”

      They leaned forward, despite themselves.

      “…because Justin is quite correct; he is a vampire.”
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        * * *
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        Kyre is one of the characters in White Magic Academy, and I figured it was high time he got a tale from his point of view.

      

        

      
        He fits in a little better with wicked witch culture than his girlfriend does.  But only a little.

      

      

      Can’t we just capture some stingrays?” Lula complained, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “Patience.” Kyre poured a cup of ocean water over a small rod of taming brew frozen into an ice lattice. The rod frosted over, and cracks formed throughout it.

      Useless. He discarded it.

      “Founder’s Day is in six hours.”

      “I’ll be done before then.”

      “Unless you get too absorbed in your fascinating new tests and forget the whole point!”

      “Patience.”

      Kyre picked up the second frozen rod from the row in front of him. He’d assembled seven stable lattices that would keep a solid taming brew functional, and he only needed one of them to function properly after salt was added.

      If none of these lattices would work in the ocean, well, his plan wouldn’t work at all. They’d have to forgo their prank tomorrow.

      That would be a crying shame. Even though he couldn’t take credit for a prank that would enrage the High Witch, he needed to show off. Showing off was important.

      “It’ll take an hour to get to the ocean and back. Who knows how long it’ll take to find a kraken. If we’re not done before the teachers wake up, we’re going to be caught for sure.”

      “You don’t have to be part of this.” Kyre put enough haughty scorn into his voice to ensure she’d take it as a challenge.

      She did.

      Bristling, Lula announced, “You need me! You can’t leave the building without me!”

      “True . . .”

      But he left just enough superiority in his tone to hint that he might know something she didn’t.

      When you went to a school for wicked witches, you couldn’t show any weakness. Not even to friends. They’d take advantage. That was the less important reason showing off was important.

      He retrieved the puddle of ocean water from the table, floated the second rod under his hand and poured the salt water onto it.

      The top and right side exploded.

      Wincing as he jerked the shards out of his fingers, Kyre flicked ice slivers off to the side and tossed both failed rods off the table. They’d absorb into the floor soon enough. Every part of Kraken Institute was made out of frozen water.

      “Fine, I’m in,” Lula said irritably. “But if you get gobbled up, it isn’t my fault.”

      “I’m not that incompetent.”

      “Boy, have you got an ego.”

      “Of course.” No one could get by in witch society without one.

      The third rod went floppy when exposed to ocean water, which might not be a problem, but after a few seconds of bending it in different shapes, it started to soften and melt.

      Potentially useful, but not for this project.

      “Hey, Kyre?” Lula said hesitantly. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Mm.” He picked up the fourth rod and shoved the melted remains of the third off the table without touching any. There was no way he wanted that absorbing into his skin.

      “I, uh . . .” She fidgeted. “Friends do favors for friends, right?”

      “Sometimes,” he said cautiously. He wasn’t going to get guilted into something he wasn’t willing to do.

      “You’re better at brews than I am,” Lula blurted out. “Can you make me a love brew? I can cast a love spell just fine, but brews are subtler and last longer.”

      Kyre’s eyes narrowed. “I’d better not be the target.”

      “No, no, no!” she said hastily. She paused. “Well, I mean . . . if you were available . . .”

      “No.”

      “Right. I know that. Right.” She coughed. “Mahoon.”

      “My death-enemy?” Kyre stared at her incredulously.

      “Well, he’s smart and attractive, like you are. I mean, that’s why you’re rivals.” Lula rubbed her neck sheepishly. “Would that be too weird?”

      “Date whoever you want,” he said, though he felt a bit mystified. Mahoon was the most irritating person he’d ever met. “Why do you need my help?”

      “You’re better at brews than I am. Besides, you know him better than I do. You can find out if he’s taken.”

      “I know absolutely zero about his love life, and I don’t care.”

      “Do you at least know if he’s betrothed?”

      “He’s a village witch. I doubt it.”

      The classes of Restvanian witch society were sharply divided into those who lived among humans, and those who preyed upon humans. Most powerful witches were witch aristocracy, like Kyre. Most village witches were looked down upon, like Lula.

      “Is he?” She brightened.

      “Yes. I’ve taunted him about that before.”

      Lula made a face at him. “So . . . love brew?”

      “No.” Kyre poured the ocean puddle onto the fourth rod.

      She smacked the back of his shoulder. “Why not?”

      “It’s not a good idea to use black magic on humans.”

      “Oh, come on. I know it’s not typical to use it on other witches, but . . .”

      “Even Normals. Black magic just makes you enemies.”

      “You’re such a good witch,” she said with disgust.

      Kyre stiffened. That was an insult he didn’t feel he deserved.

      He got up, scooped up the promising fourth rod and the three he hadn’t tested yet, and shoved them in his pockets. He stalked to the door.

      “Where’re you going?” Lula asked, sounding alarmed.

      “To bed.”

      “What about the prank?”

      “Good witches don’t do pranks. Good witches obey their High Witch’s orders to listen to boring speeches instead of having fun all day.”

      “Wait! You’re respectable! I didn’t mean it!”

      Kyre inhaled, trying to calm down. This wasn’t the first time he’d been accused of being such a disgrace. It hit a nerve, because he seemed to have more of a conscience than most of his peers.

      He wasn’t a good witch. He wasn’t one of those weak little pushovers who did whatever Normals whined at them to do. Neither was his girlfriend. They were just . . . antisocial.

      “C’mon. I hate the new Founder’s Day rules as much as you do.” Lula almost sounded pleading. “Let’s disrupt the assembly. I want our free time back.”

      Silently, Kyre turned around and flopped back into his chair.

      Lula hurried to the other side of the study room table and sat down across from him. “Will any of those work?”

      “I don’t know yet.” Kyre pulled the rods out of his pocket and rolled the promising one across the table to her. “Check this one for defects while I test the others.”

      She nodded, and he poured the ocean water over each of the final three rods. None were suitable.

      He looked over at Lula. “Is that one still working?”

      “Yeah. It hasn’t changed at all.” She thumped it against the table. “Awesome lattice. I’m impressed you designed it.”

      It came from a textbook that he’d borrowed from an older student behind their back, but Kyre decided not to mention that. He stood up. “Shall we go?”

      She nodded and got up.

      Kyre grabbed their brooms from their spot against the wall, and Lula pressed her mouth to the wall and licked it.

      The study rooms were near the roof, right under the assembly hall, and the only way to exit the building was the doors at the bottom, which were monitored constantly.

      Or so the theory went. Lula was rather inventive and liked having a way to skip class whenever she felt like it. So she’d installed a special exit for herself in this study room.

      “You’ve got to teach me how to do that someday,” Kyre said.

      “No way.”

      “Friends do each other favors, right?”

      “My spell!”

      The ice melted, leaving a dripping hole just barely big enough to squeeze through. Kyre went out first, waiting on his broomstick while she hovered on hers, breathing frosted air on the outside of the wall to seal it. Cool!

      “Hey, how’d you get together with your girlfriend if you didn’t use a love brew?” Lula asked wistfully as they were flying to the ocean.

      Kyre stretched the rod with the functional lattice into thin, wispy cords, and started weaving them into a net. “I said I was glad we were betrothed; she said she agreed; and I kissed her.”

      Lula groaned. “You had it so easy.”

      “Romance isn’t hard. I’ve always known I’m going to marry her, so I’ve always been nice to her. She likes that, so she’s always been nice to me. Easy.”

      “‘Nice,’” Lula repeated, as if that were a foreign concept.

      Kyre rolled his eyes.

      The net was finished long before they reached the ocean, and even with depth-sight spells cast on themselves, no krakens were forthcoming within view right away.

      “I see a lot of stingrays,” Lula hinted.

      “Anyone can capture a stingray. They’re friendly.”

      “It’s not like anyone’s going to know who pulled the prank, anyway.”

      “If you want to fly back, go ahead. I’ll take the punishment and credit for having snuck out without anyone knowing.”

      “Okay, okay, don’t be nasty,” Lula muttered.

      At last, Kyre spotted a kraken near the surface. It was drifting along with its tentacles disguised as krill swarms, probably waiting for a breakfast of cetaceans to swim up to breathe.

      “There!” he pointed.

      “That’s not asleep!” Lula balked. “It’s awake and hungry!”

      “Well, if you’re afraid . . .”

      She snarled and aimed her broom down at the ocean, splashing down faster than he did.

      There was a blur of motion as the kraken dropped its disguise and lashed out at them. Lula yelped and darted between two sticky tentacles, barely escaping. Broomsticks were sluggish in water.

      “Careful!” Kyre yelled, looping the net over his head to fling it. “Behind —!”

      Sound traveled faster in water, but not fast enough. A third sticky tentacle lashed close, suctioning itself to her calf.

      Lula screamed and summoned an icicle to slice through it. The sliced-off tip on her calf crumbled to ocean, leaving a trickle of blood from her wound in its wake.

      The tentacle regrew and lashed back.

      Kyre flung the net around the monster, yanked hard, and the threads of frozen taming brew affixed to its body.

      The kraken went still.

      “That,” Lula said, breathing heavily, “was dangerous. We should have gone for the stingrays.”

      “We won, didn’t we?” Kyre said, reeling the kraken in. The massive monster was curling up into what looked like a cluster of coral, going to sleep.

      “We could have died, you — sharks!”

      They burst up out of the ocean, escaping the frenzy of encroaching teeth.

      “Owww,” Lula moaned, rubbing her calf as hopeful fins scrounged for scraps beneath them. Sharks loved kraken leftovers. The monsters were messy eaters.

      “Here.” Kyre knotted the ends of the net, shifted it carefully to one hand to make sure it didn’t unravel, and reached into his pocket with the other hand to toss her an ampoule. “Healing brew. I keep one on me at all times.”

      “You are such a good witch.”

      “Say that again, and I’ll leave you to the sharks.”

      Towing the kraken was heavy and difficult work, and the sky was starting to lighten as they landed on the roof of their school building.

      “Careful of the lily pads,” Kyre warned, heaving their capture up over the end of the river that fountained from one end and twisted and looped into the other.

      Witch schools liked to show off, so Kraken Institute didn’t have any stairs. Instead, it had an indoor river that flowed up on one side of the building and down on the other, for use of travel in either direction.

      “This isn’t my first time up here,” Lula grunted, giving their net full of “coral” a shove into place.

      Kyre slipped on an unexpected ice block and stumbled, just barely keeping from stomping on one of the ornamentals.

      Nothing at a witch school was ever safe. Over centuries of being grown on top of the school, the lily pads had absorbed a lot of magic and adapted. They were always in bloom, which was great. They grew instant thorns to puncture anyone that disturbed them, which wasn’t.

      “What’s ice doing here?” he muttered, leaning over to look. His fingers scraped the sides, uncovering a time-delayed boiling charm that he recognized from a trick played on him some weeks ago.

      Kyre froze.

      “What?” Lula asked.

      Kyre straightened, splashing water around him. “Mahoon! I know you’re up here. Drop the invisibility spell!”

      An illusion of empty air on the other side of the roof dripped away, uncovering a sulking boy with his arms folded. “I take it you’re playing a prank.”

      There seemed no point in denying it. “Bluster ticks me off.”

      “Me, too. Founder’s Day is supposed to be a vacation. What’s yours?”

      “Ha.” Kyre wasn’t that stupid.

      “You’re not going to tattle on us, right?” Lula asked, sidling forward. She put her hand on Mahoon’s arm and gave him a seductive look. “There’s room for two pranks.”

      Mahoon inhaled sharply, looking at her hand on his arm.

      Kyre bit back a snicker. Apparently, the interest was mutual.

      Mahoon cleared his throat. “Fine. You can have your prank, too, as long as mine’s first.”

      “Oh, no way,” Lula scowled. “Ours first.”

      A flurry of ice thorns glinted warningly across Mahoon’s face.

      This was about to end with no one getting a prank at all.

      Kyre cleared his throat. “How about this? Yours is time-delayed. We’ll enchant ours to begin after Bluster says the word that describes what it is. That way, neither of us can control which prank happens first.”

      Mahoon gave him a speculative look. “How do you know he’ll say the word at all?”

      “I don’t. I’m just assuming.”

      “Deal.” Mahoon smirked. “Mine’ll be better.”

      “We’ll see.” Kyre smiled lazily.

      Mahoon blew a cloud of steam around himself and vanished.

      “That’s fantastic,” Lula breathed. “I’ve got to learn how that works.”

      “I suspect Mahoon’ll say, ‘My spell!’”

      “Maybe not after I use a love spell on him.” She grinned slyly.

      Kyre groaned. She was still planning to do that?

      “Come on, Kyre.” Lula waved her hand at him. “It’s just a form of flirting.”

      No, it’s a way of trying to control someone’s mind, which is horrifying. But that wouldn’t get through to her. What would?

      Oh. Yeah. Of course.

      Kyre lifted his chin and gave her a superior smile. “I guess if you need magic . . .”

      Lula froze. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I just didn’t think you were that desperate.”

      An angry red flushed her cheeks. “Take it back!”

      “Sure, but that won’t change what Mahoon’ll be thinking after it wears off on him.”

      She swiped up a lily pad with her broom, chucking it at him.

      Kyre barely dodged a thorny attack.

      But as they headed back down to the study room, her eyes looked thoughtful.
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        * * *

      

      High Witch Besler stood at the podium, clearing his throat.

      This assembly was being broadcast by illusion to all their rival schools in Restva, no doubt to the annoyance of their students, too. Bluster had pulled in some favors to make sure everyone important heard him. High Witches loved to show off.

      Institute students muttered and squirmed across the assembly room, mumbling curses and flicking longing glances at the gorgeous hot sun that was beckoning through transparent walls.

      Lula leaned over to the side and whispered to Kyre, “How long do you think it’ll take before Bluster says it?”

      “Can’t be long.”

      Today’s most despised man in the country raised his arms in a grandiose fashion and began to speak.

      “Today, we celebrate the three hundred and thirty-eighth anniversary of the founding of the Four Institutes! Thirteen times twenty-six years ago, upon the settling of the Elemental Conflict, the greatest witches of fire, earth, wind, and water worked together and began our glorious communal competition. Smoldering Institute, home of the fire witches. Hemlock Institute, home of the earth witches. Cyclone Institute, home of the wind witches. And of course our own . . .”

      Students all over the room were yawning.

      “. . . Kraken Institute!”

      The ceiling exploded, the net shredded, and a furious kraken burst down on the stage, flailing tentacles everywhere. It launched an attack on the podium, splintering where it hit.

      The High Witch yelped and dodged out of the way.

      Students howled with laughter.

      Teachers bit back snickers.

      Kyre sat back and put his hands behind his head in satisfaction. Beat that, Mahoon!

      The High Witch waved his arms and froze the kraken in place.

      “WHO?” he bellowed. “Who dared to —?!”

      Steam bubbled from the walls and ice melted around them, revealing fresh air to an eager student body. Lily pads floated up, forming the words:

      
        
        ASSEMBLY IS OVER!

      

      

      Broomsticks were summoned, rivers were conjured, and students were flooding outside in a flash.

      A High Witch with robes that were steaming in fury was left down in the assembly hall, his eyes murderous as he glared at the few students who had remained.

      Kyre and Lula weren’t among them.

      “We’ll be paying for this tomorrow,” Lula commented, spiraling upwards beside Kyre.

      “No doubt. He’ll make everyone who left miserable for weeks.”

      “Still worth it.”

      “Oh, yes. No High Witch gets to rob us of our free time.”

      Mahoon veered over to them. “A kraken, huh? Impressive! But my prank was better.”

      “Think that if you want,” Kyre said loftily. “Mine required more skill.”

      “As if! I bet you only spent one day on your prank —”

      “I agree with Mahoon,” Lula said, her voice syrupy sweet. “His prank required more skill.”

      Kyre’s mouth opened in infuriation.

      Mahoon smirked.

      “But only because you copied my spell to get out of the school.”

      “Well.” His eyes glinted mischievously. “Isn’t stealing without getting caught a valuable skill?”

      He flew off, waving saucily backwards at them.

      Lula paused. “Would you mind if I . . .?”

      “Oh, go ahead, follow him!” Kyre was disgruntled.

      She spun her broomstick around and bolted after the most irritating person in the entire world.

      Sparkles sizzled from inside Kyre’s pocket. He quickly reached in and pulled out the instant-talk talisman his girlfriend’s father had made for them.

      Words were singed across the paper, leaving blackened holes.

      Were you the one who dropped the kraken? Everyone at Black Magic Academy is laughing over it!

      Kyre fished an ampoule of ink out of his other pocket, uncorked it, and flicked an answer onto the surface. I couldn’t possibly admit to something like that.

      More words blazed across it. Fine, but I’ll find a way to outdo it!

      Kyre grinned and traced his fingers over the word-shaped holes. Now that she’d used the talisman, it wouldn’t work as an emergency call for help, which was the reason her father had made it. But Rulisa could take care of herself.

      There were two reasons Kyre needed to show off. The less important one was to make sure he was constantly respected.

      The more important one was to keep Rulisa’s attention.

      He couldn’t wait to find out what she would do.
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        * * *
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        For students of Leeshore Technical College and the Quayside School of Nursing the annual Autumn Mixer was always the social event of the season, but this year disaster struck!

      

      

      Magus Vetch, may I have a word?”

      Leonid Vetch, OccD, Master Magus, and Full (though non-tenured) Professor of Industrial Magic at Leeshore Technical Collage, looked up from the stack of lab reports he was grading.

      At first, he took the figure standing in the door of his small, cramped office for a student, and then placed him as a junior faculty member, not long out of the Dracoheim Academy for Thaumaturgical Studies. His name was... Tanner? No. Tillman? Tellman, that was it.

      “Magus Tellman, right?” Leonid waved the young man in. “What can I do for you?”

      Tellman took a step, which brought him nearly to edge of Leonid’s desk. “Dr. Bink said I should talk to you. You’ve heard that Magus Winter is ailing?”

      “I handled several of his lectures last semester,” Leonid said with a sigh. “He really should retire. We’ll miss him, of course, but his health must come first.”

      “Well, he’s not going to be able to attend the Autumn Mixer, and Dr. Bink wants me to chaperone in his place. He said I should see you about the details.”

      “Oh dear,” Leonid said. “Abe must be doing poorly indeed. He hasn’t missed a dance in years.”

      “What do I need to do?” Tellman sounded very young, and Leonid reflected again that the teacher wasn’t that much older than his charges. Given the intensive nature of the instruction at the Academy, he was likely less experienced in social matters than the working-class boys who attended Leeshore College.

      Leonid leaned back in his chair and favored Tellman with the relaxed smile of a veteran. “We’ll open up the school at 1400 to let the volunteers decorate the cafeteria. The caterers usually show up about 1600. They’ll take care of all the food and drinks, and they know where everything is, we just need to unlock the kitchen for them. At 1800, the band will start up and they play until 2400. Then everyone staggers home.”

      “A lot of drinking?” Tellman asked nervously.

      Leonid shrugged. “They’re kids at the end of the term. As long as no one gets behind the wheel who shouldn’t—and most of these boys don’t have their own cars anyway—I don’t see a problem.”

      “And the young ladies?”

      “The matrons bring them on a rented bus and take them home the same way,” Leonid said. “Relax. It’s not a drunken orgy; it’s just a dance. Oh, somebody will end up getting sick in the bushes, certainly; but we’ve been doing this since the school opened, and we’ve never had a problem.”

      The young teacher looked unconvinced but nodded. “1400, you say?”

      “That’s when I’ll be there. You don’t need to show up until about 1600 or so.” Leonid frowned. The young man was acting like the Autumn Mixer was some kind of administrative punishment rather than the high point of the school year. “Relax,” he repeated. “It’ll be fine.”

      Tellman nodded, not looking at all relaxed, and left.

      Leonid watched the boy go, troubled. He’d known Abram Winter for... twenty years? More. They had both been independent operators, one-man shops in a field that was increasingly being taken over by the large firms with their stables of freshly scrubbed graduates. Industrial magic had become a trade no different than engineering or accounting.

      You and me, Abe, he thought. We’re the last of the wizards.

      And where had they ended up? Teaching magecraft to boys who would work in factories, punching a timeclock. The time of magic being the province of secret masters of the hermetic wisdoms was gone—the drab men in gray flannel suits had taken over, with nary a shot being fired.

      Leonid turned back to his stack of lab reports. One couldn’t stop progress, of course, but at times, one wanted to kick it in the balls.

      He reached for the next exercise book in the stack and was surprised to find that he had finished. He totaled the semester grades and smiled. All of his students had passed—true, some had barely squeaked by, but he wouldn’t have to issue any deficiency reports.

      He went back over the grading sheets automatically, scanning for errors. Satisfied, he squared the edges of the stack and slid it into an inter-office mail envelope. Time to call it a day.

      He stopped to drop the grades off with Mrs. Barden, Dr. Bink’s secretary, and noticed the door to the president’s inner office was open. He jerked his head at the door, and she nodded that it was okay for him to enter.

      “Leo,” the president said with a smile. “How is the end of the term treating you?”

      “I just dropped off the reports,” Leonid said. “I wanted to ask you about Abe Winter.”

      The president gave a frown of professional concern. He was a plump man, an able administrator and good with the juggling act of keeping the college running, soothing the faculty’s feathers and sweet-talking investors--a political animal who, to his credit, never claimed to be anything but.

      Leonid had never warmed to the man. Didn’t dislike him particularly, but he wasn’t a mage—his degree was in business administration.

      “Magus Winter is leaving the faculty,” Dr. Bink said. “We’re sorry to see him go, of course, a brilliant man. Not up to a teaching load, I’m afraid. He gave notice during the semester.”

      Leonid nodded sadly. “I can take over his labs if you need me to, at least until you can find a replacement. I’m not on his level in Conjuration & Evocation, though.”

      “That’s good to know. The registrar is working on the new catalog,” Dr. Bink said noncommittally. “He’ll be in touch to finalize your schedule. And we’re interviewing candidates.”

      “Abe’s still living with his niece, isn’t he?” Leonid asked. “I was thinking about dropping by for a visit.”

      Dr. Bink’s smile seemed almost genuine. “I’m sure he’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      “You left me in the lurch, Abe,” Leonid said. “Dr. Bink is giving me some baby-faced apprentice for the mixer. He’ll probably report me to the board for dancing with Eleanor.”

      Abe laughed weakly. In truth, he looked very sick. The two men were in the back garden of Abe’s niece’s Shell Beach townhouse. Although the day was warm, Abe was wrapped in a quilt, and his hands shook when he sipped his glass of coffee.

      “Tellman’s a good boy,” Abe said. “Has the makings of a first class C&E man, once he gets some seasoning. Top quarter of his class. We’re cursed lucky to have him.”

      “Why do we have him?” Leonid wondered.

      Abe shrugged. Even that gesture seemed shrunken. “He’s not a company man, I guess.” But he was looking away when he said it.

      “You know something,” Leonid accused.

      Abe’s lips twitched, and there was a gleam in his eye. For the first time he looked like his old self. “I might have heard something.”

      “Spill it.”

      “I really shouldn’t say.”

      “Abe...”

      Abe’s shoulder’s hunched forward slightly, and his already weak voice dropped to a near-whisper. “After graduation, he did the usual interviews and got an offer with one of the little firms. Apprentice, but with a verbal commitment to make him a junior partner in a year. Then, that firm was bought by Blackstone-Tate.”

      Abe paused, and Leonid gestured for him to continue, already suspecting what was next.

      “So the kid puts in his year as an apprentice, lab prep and sweeping floors, and then goes to the advancement committee to ask about getting his sash, and they say, ‘Oh, that agreement was with the old firm—we’re not bound by it. Maybe in a couple of years, kid, if there’s an opening.’“

      “So he quit,” Leonid suggested.

      Abe chuckled. “Not just quit. He stormed out. The way I heard it, he did some property damage along the way. Melted a statue in the lobby.”

      “Melted?”

      A shrug. “That’s what I hear. Blackstone didn’t want to make a formal complaint and look bad in court, so they hushed it up. But like I say, the kid’s a first class evocator.”

      Leonid laughed. It was a good story, but he suspected that it was exaggerated. The Magus Tellman that he’d met didn’t strike him as someone who would throw fireballs around the lobby of an office building.

      The next week was taken up with the usual cheerful chaos of graduation, with the thousand last minute glitches that were exactly the same as last year’s last-minute glitches, but nonetheless took everyone in the administration by surprise.

      Leonid weathered it with a smile and a sigh. Despite everything, the students managed to line up for their places and march across the stage to receive their certificates. It lacked the pomp and gravitas of the The Academy for Thaumaturgical Studies graduation, but Leonid couldn’t stop grinning as his watched his boys claim their scrolls. They were good kids, and they worked hard; and they had every right to be proud and know that he was proud of them.

      Underneath his excitement, though, there was a dark mood waiting. The upcoming Autumn Mixer was the final event of the school year. Sevenday night, the 32nd of Siebenember and then he was at leisure until the beginning of the spring term, Einsember the 12th. Lab classes—the only part of being a teacher that he truly enjoyed—wouldn’t resume until the 20th. A month and a half—sixty days of aimless wandering through the city that dear, dead, Annalise had loved, looking for something to distract him from the long empty nights with no companion but the bottle.

      He needed a research project. The administration would support him, provided it was something neither too expensive nor too dangerous. Something in materials science would be good. There were half a million gnoetic alloys of orelchium coming out of Ferose these days, and only a fraction of them had complete properties graphs. He could pick one of the obscure ones and run a series of tests, measure the changes in the etheric potential in response to environmental factors. Time consuming, boring, and almost certain to return nothing of interest to anyone except a handful of specialists.

      He made a mental note to make an appointment with his department head, and the dark mood chuckled at him. He made the same resolution at the end of every term and never followed through on it.

      On the day of the mixer, he spent the morning cleaning his small, cluttered office. Too many books and far too many journals, and he hated to part with anything. A crate of active metal samples from one of the school’s suppliers proved too heavy for him to lift so he shoved it into a corner for use as an improvised end table.

      He found himself thinking of the Quayside School of Nursing. The two schools had a good relationship, sharing resources and lab space where the disciplines overlapped. The overlap was increasing, not just as medicine found more uses for magic, but also as the long-term effects of practicing magic on the human body were better understood. The spinal palsy that was slowly killing Abe was a malady found exclusively in mages. No one had yet pinpointed the exact mechanism, but it seemed related to the neurological damage caused by the street drug called seventy-seven.

      He’d miss Abe at the mixer. It had been Abe who’d goaded him into asking Matron Eleanor to dance, after Annalise had died. Eleanor was a handsome woman, tall and elegant, with a stern, no-nonsense bearing that could turn disarmingly kittenish after a few drinks.

      He resolved to find a way to see her during the intersession, morbidly aware that, like his resolution to secure a research grant, it was a promise he made to himself and broke every year. Like his resolutions to renew his membership in the athletic club and get back into shape, lose these extra pounds and regain the wind that he once had. Once, thirty years and twice that many pounds ago, he had been a fair tennis player. Today he got out of breath from watching a match.

      Enough with the self-pity already. It was close enough to 1400 to head over to the cafeteria and unlock it. The boys would be showing up soon, and he didn’t want to bring his black cloud to the party. Let the boys and girls have their fun.

      Automatically, Leonid unlocked the doors and flipped the switches to warm up the overhead lights. He pulled out the big carts that would hold the folded chairs and tables to free the floor for dancing. Then he went out into the parking lot to smoke and wait for the boys. A dozen of them piled out of the city bus together, carrying parcels containing paper decorations. Leonid went to meet them, his mood already brightening.

      The students had decided on “A Clockwork Music Box” as the theme. They started stringing silver and gold streamers and hanging paper gears. Leonid watched and offered suggestions, which the boys cheerfully ignored.

      “Magus, do you know where we could find some bricks?” one of the boys asked him suddenly.

      Leonid glanced over at the boy. Was it a joke? He patted his pockets. “Sorry, I seem to have left my masonry in my other jacket. Dare I ask what you want bricks for?”

      The boy—Baker, his name was, and Leonid remembered him as both serious and studious—gestured at the corner of the room that would serve as the stage. Several other boys were wrestling with some sort of construction of poles and brightly colored cloth. “We made a music box, sir, but it keeps falling over. We need something heavy to stabilize the bases.”

      “Let me think,” Leonid said, strolling in that direction. It was a clever construction, fabric panels decorated with gears and pulleys. The poles that were intended to hold the panels upright leaned crazily in all directions, unable to support the weight.

      After a moment’s study Leonid decided the boy was right—weights on the base of the poles should work. But what?

      “We tried books, but they’re not heavy enough. Foster got a little carried away.”

      Foster—red-haired and plump—grimaced at that. “You said you wanted it to look like a music box,” he said sulkily.

      It was an impressive bit of work, and it would be a shame not to use it. Leonid remembered the box of metal samples in his office.

      “I think I have something that might work,” he admitted. “Come with me.”

      The samples were cast in cylinders six inches high and four across, each once stamped with numbers that identified the precise alloy. Two of them, taped to the base of each pole, made the entire structure stable. Well, stable enough.

      Magus Tellman arrived as they were finishing up. He glanced at the work, then gave the metal cylinders a hard look. “What are those?”

      “I got a case of test metals from Grimtooth’s,” Leonid said. “They needed something heavy to put up this tent.”

      Tellman frowned. “Non-active, I hope.”

      Leonid shrugged. “Active, but with a very low resonance. They aren’t dangerous.”

      “Any active material has the potential to be dangerous,” Tellman said pedantically.

      “So does having a tent fall on you,” Leonid replied. “Relax, no one is doing any magic tonight.”

      “Hey,” objected a young man who was unpacking his saxophone, “Give us a chance, brother.”

      Leonid laughed, and after a moment, Tellman’s face relaxed into a smile.

      “Come on, it looks like the caterers are here,” Leonid said.

      “Do they need help?”

      “No, but we need drinks.”

      The boys were trickling in, scrubbed and shaved and in their best suits. Leonid circulated, offering his congratulations all around. He was a popular instructor and nearly all the boys had been in one of his labs during their three years at the college. The boys asked about Magus Winter, and Leonid said that, yes, Abe was retiring; they had spoken recently, and the elder magus was in good spirits, if not good health.

      The word came that the bus from Quayside had been spotted coming down the road, and Leonid clapped his hands for attention.

      “Gentlemen!” he called. “It’s time.”

      The boys quickly lined up across the floor, facing the door, quickly and with a minimum of jostling. Leonid walked a few steps in advance of the line and looked around for Tellman, annoyed. There he was, gossiping with the band.

      “Magus, if you will attend, please,” Leonid called, his voice echoing in the suddenly still cafeteria. “We have guests to greet.”

      Flustered, Tellman rushed to join the older instructor. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      Leonid strode to the door to the parking lot, Tellman following nervously.

      The bus was parked by the time they got outside. The doors swung open, and the matrons climbed out, three of them. Handsome women in formal gowns, Eleanor in the lead in a deep green that complemented her auburn hair.

      Leonid bowed to her. “Looks like we made it through another term,” he said with a smile.

      Eleanor smiled back warmly and offered her arm.

      Flustered and unsure, Tellman approached the others. “I’m Magus Oskar Tellman, ma’am,” he said stiffly. “Magus Winter was unable to attend.”

      “Elizabet Vance,” the younger one smiled at him, offering her arm. “And that’s Viktoria Throckmorton. Don’t worry, you’re only obligated to one dance, and I promise I won’t step on your toes.”

      He chuckled nervously and took her arm.

      Behind them, Matron Viktoria signaled to her flock, and they came out in a flood of color. They were working class girls, the daughters of longshoremen and fishermen. Their gowns were from thrift stores, painstakingly home-tailored, shoes and jewelry borrowed from aunts and older sisters, makeup applied inexpertly with hands more accustomed to scrubbing floors than faces.

      Pride in their accomplishments and hope for the future gave them a radiance that their breeding denied them, though, and tonight they were princesses, every one.

      Leonid opened the doors to the cafeteria with a flourish. By tradition, the first dance was ladies’ choice, and the young men stood straight and tall, smiling nervously. This year, there were more boys than girls, and the newly minted nurses made a show of making their selections. A few stern looks from the matrons hurried the process along, and soon, the girls were all paired off, the surplus boys slinking off to the bar.

      Eleanor came into Leonid’s arms, graceful and long. Viktoria, he noticed, had taken Tellman, who looked uncomfortable. With a smile, Leonid nodded to the band, trusting that they were watching him through the openings in the music box tent.

      The band started up with a long smokey note from the saxophone, and the year’s Autumn Mixer had begun. Leonid scanned the floor during the first few measures to ensure that things were going smoothly, then turned his attention to Eleanor.

      “You look lovely tonight,” he said with honest admiration.

      She acknowledged his words with a smile. “You’re wearing the same suit as last year. And the year before. And, I think, the year before that.”

      Leonid looked down at himself, suddenly self-conscious. It was an old suit, he had to admit, but in good repair. It wasn’t as if he wore it often.

      “Somebody should take you shopping,” Eleanor went on, her eyes laughing. “Put you into something modern.”

      “I’m not a modern man,” Leonid objected.

      “Nor am I a modern woman,” Eleanor left his arms and then spun back to him, momentarily displaying long, lean legs. “But I can look the part.”

      “It’s different for men,” Leonid complained, looking around at the young graduates in their loud checks and stripes. “I’d just look silly in a mod get up.”

      “I can’t imagine you ever looking silly,” Eleanor said softly. And then the song was over.

      By unspoken agreement, they separated, going off to police their respective charges, making sure that no one was sneaking off or hitting the bar too hard.

      So far, the night was going well. This year’s band was good, sticking to old standards but giving them enough swing to keep the kids on the dance floor. Leonid nursed a cider carefully, wishing for a shot of absinthe but knowing it would be a bad idea. He was working up the guts to ask Eleanor for another dance when word of the disaster reached him.

      “Magus Vetch,” a breathless voice got his attention. It was Foster, the pudgy redhead who had made the music box tent for the band. “I think the Summerisle ferry is on fire.”

      “What?”

      The boy jerked his head towards the parking lot. “You’d better come see.”

      Vetch walked quickly outside. As soon as he reached the lot, he could see the glow of the fire. A dozen boys and girls stood solemnly at the edge of the lot, looking out across the river to where the ferry sat dead in the water. On the upper deck, cars were burning, at least three or four, maybe a half dozen of them.

      “When did this start?” Leonid asked.

      “It just happened,” one of the boys said. “We were out here, you know, just having a smoke, and... boom! They all went up together.”

      Leonid stared. He could see the crowd on the ferry, milling about in panic. As he watched, one of the small figures went into the water with a splash, either jumping to escape the fire or pushed by the crush of bodies.

      More people were coming out onto the lot, the kids watching, frozen in horror. Eleanor was at his shoulder.

      “We have to do something,” she said urgently.

      “What?” Leonid wondered aloud.

      The harbor patrol had to mobilizing already. All that a gang of students could accomplish would be to get in the way and slow down the rescue.

      Then Tellman hurried up, his arms full, pushing his way through the students and to the water’s edge. Leonid rushed to catch him.

      “What are you doing?”

      Tellman dropped his burden, the metal cylinders thumping into the soft soil of the riverbank. “Start scribing those,” he ordered. “Open thetas.”

      Leonid reached to pick up the first of the cylinders automatically. “Open thetas?” he asked. That was the root for an energy transfer. “Why?”

      In answer Tellman reached down to slap the water’s edge. Where his hand struck the water it crystallized, freezing instantly.

      Leonid got it then. He fumbled his pocket knife out, turning over his shoulder to shout, “We need help here.”

      He started scribing the metal cylinders. The alloys were low yield; they wouldn’t provide much power. He looked out at the stretch of water that separated the shore from the burning ferry. Maybe...

      He held up the sample cylinder. “I need the rest of these from the bandstand. And the crate; it’s behind the bar someplace.”

      The boys hurried back to the school.

      Tellman exhausted the first cylinder and held out his hand for another. Already, the ice bridge extended yards into the river. Abe had been right: the man really was a top evocator.

      Leonid handed over another activated chunk of metal and went back to scribing the others.

      Eleanor led a group of students to the water’s edge. The boys had discarded their jackets. “How soon can we walk on this?”

      Tellman looked back at the question. “Not yet,” he said grimly. His face was pale and covered with sweat. “It’s too thin. Give me a few minutes.”

      Eleanor nodded.

      “You should be getting the girls ready to treat the wounded,” Leonid said.

      “Viktoria’s doing that,” Eleanor said. She had another pair of metal samples. “You need me here.”

      Leonid took the cylinders. “I’ll take the boys to the ferry,” he said.

      “You can’t,” Eleanor argued. “You need to stay here and support the bridge.”

      Tellman reached back for the next sample, and Leonid handed it to him automatically, thinking furiously. He didn’t want Eleanor to take the boys across the ice bridge, but she was right. He was needed here, with Tellman, and the boys needed a leader.

      Tellman stood and slammed his foot down on the ice bridge. It held. It was five yards wide and extended more than halfway to the ferry.

      “It’ll hold,” he said. “Get moving.”

      Other boys came up with more sample cylinders. and Leonid scribed, his hands cutting the soft metal with deft strokes born of long practice. When he looked up Eleanor was halfway down the ice causeway, a group of his graduates close behind.

      Tellman was ready for more activated metal. The strain showed on his face as he siphoned the heat out of the water. Talented or not, it was a desperate task he’d set himself. Under ordinary circumstances, a working like this would call for at least four evocators and a dozen apprentices.

      “They made it!” somebody shouted, and Leonid looked up. The ice bridge now surrounded the ferry, trapping it place. Figures were scrambling down from the deck onto the ice and headed towards shore.

      Spotlights announced the arrival of the fireboats, spraying the top deck with river water even as passengers scrambled to safety.

      Leonid looked back to Tellman, who had dropped to sit on the bank, exhausted. “Can you hold it?”

      “Don’t have to,” Tellman gasped. “It’s passed critical. It’s stable now—for a couple of hours at least. Plenty of time.”

      The ice bridge stretched from shore to the ferry, as wide and solid as a highway bridge. It was the most impressive feat of spellcrafting he had ever seen.

      “Son of a bitch,” he murmured. “You did it.”

      “We did it, Magus,” Tellman corrected him. “Without you doing the prep I would never have gotten it stabilized.”

      The first of the passengers reached the shore and were met by the young nurses who started checking them for injuries. Some were burned; others had been trampled in the panic.

      Eleanor was not among them. He looked back to the ferry, but it was obscured by steam. In the center of the roiling cloud firelight still blazed. After another quick glance at Tellman, he headed down the ice bridge, slowly, against the flow of passengers.

      The ice wasn’t as slick as he expected. It crunched under his shoes like packed snow. Still, it was slow going, even when the stream of wounded trickled to a stop. Three of the students came out of the fog. The one in the middle was badly burned, the other two supporting him.

      “Matron Eleanor!” Leonid demanded. “Where is she? Did she get off the boat?”

      One of the boys tried to answer and started coughing. The other just pointed back along the ice causeway before staggering on towards shore. The air was opaque with smoke and steam. Leonid only found the hull of the ferry by running into it.

      “Eleanor!” he called. “Where are you? Can you hear me?”

      There was no answer. He pulled himself up and struggled onto the deck. It was frozen in place at an angle and slick with water and ice. Visibility was only a few feet in any direction.

      “Eleanor!” he called again.

      It seemed that all the cars on the upper deck were burning now, the elixir in the tanks producing clouds of oily black smoke to mix with the white steam and paint the world in shades of muddy gray. He could hardly hear his own voice when he tried to shout over the roar of fire and water.

      He slid into the bumper of a car—a big black sedan. It had broken free of the vehicular deck and rolled into one of the benches. Under the rear wheel was a still figure, draped in forest green.

      “No,” he breathed, dropping to the deck. It was Eleanor, still breathing but in shock. Her leg had to be broken, under the wheel.

      He shoved against the car, and it rocked forward but then rolled back before he could pull Eleanor free.

      “I’ve got a wounded woman here!” he shouted, hoping a fire boat was close enough to hear. “I need help!”

      Light blossomed in the cloud of smoke, followed by a wave of heat. The fire was still spreading, igniting the elixir in the car’s tanks.

      They didn’t have time to wait for rescue, Leonid realized. If he didn’t get Eleanor free, she’d burn to death when the fire spread to the sedan that trapped her. He braced himself against the bench and shoved the car forward. It rolled just enough to free her leg.

      “I am so sorry, but there’s no other way,” he whispered, then kicked her leg.

      Eleanor screamed.

      The sound made Leonid sick, but when he eased the car back it didn’t roll onto her. He dropped down beside her and lifted her shoulders. Her eyes were open, and she focused on his face.

      “We have to get away from the cars,” he told her. “It’s not safe.”

      “I can’t,” she gasped. “Just leave me.”

      “Not going to happen.” He got under and lifted. She groaned in pain, but he managed to drag her a few feet before he had to stop, fighting for breath. He was too old and too fat—too cursed useless!

      If only Tellman were here. The situation called for an evocator.

      Instead of an artificer. What could Leonid do, build a way out? Out of what?

      Another ‘lix tank blossomed into flame.

      Elixir was an exothermic alchemical compound. A car engine converted the energy into a usable form. Open thetas, just like he’d prepped for Tellman. He didn’t have to build a way out, the way out was already built for him.

      He’d just have to modify it a little.

      He turned his body and started pulling Eleanor back towards the car.

      “What are you doing?” she gasped.

      “Just trust me.”

      He got to the black sedan and opened the back door. Wincing, he manhandled Eleanor into the back seat, as gently as he could but knowing time was short. Every cry she made tore at his heart.

      Then he slid into the front, getting out his pocketknife. He looked around the cab for metal, but it was a luxury model with a leather interior.

      Going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      He tore off his jacket and ripped his shirt to expose his left forearm. He cut deeply, careful not to get close to either the veins or tendons. Fortunately, he had plenty of extra meat.

      He dipped the fingers of his right hand into the blood running down his arm and tried to clear his mind. Another tank went up, far too close, and he felt the heat on his face.

      Keep it simple, he told himself. Don’t worry about optimizing the sequence. It only has to last long enough to get us to shore. He closed his eyes and visualized the symbols.

      You can do this.

      The fire was close enough that the cab felt like he’d been running the heater full blast. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. With one smooth motion, he painted six symbols on the windscreen in his blood.

      The car lifted into the air. He turned the wheel, and the car slewed around, then straightened as his shoved down on the accelerator. At first, all he could see was smoke and steam, then he was out of the cloud.

      There was the school parking lot, flashing lights of emergency vehicles painting the sky in red and blue. He headed that way.

      As he grew closer, he slapped the horn. Nothing happened, and he felt foolish. Of course, the accessories wouldn’t be working—the car wasn’t actually running. He’d just tapped into the power plant for his working.

      No lights, no horn. He’d just have to hope they saw him coming.

      They did, the students pointing and yelling. They cleared a place for him, and he brought the car down hard enough to bounce on its springs. He winced again, thinking of Eleanor’s broken leg.

      But they were back.

      He opened the car door to a circle of staring faces. “Matron Eleanor’s in the back,” he shouted. “Her leg’s broken. Get her to the ambulance.”

      Then he sagged against the car, shaking. He was too exhausted to object when they took him to the ambulance, too.

      The papers got it all wrong, of course. They used words like “heroic” and “fantastic” to describe what was just basic applied thaumaturgy and failed to realize that Tellman’s working was far more impressive, from a technical standpoint.

      Laymen never understood magecraft.

      Dr. Bink visited him at home the next day with the news that the board had unanimously voted to extend tenure. Evidently the publicity was good for the school. Leonid asked if they made the same offer to Tellman.

      “He’s still very young,” Dr. Bink hedged. “But his actions will be taken into account, when the time comes.”

      Leonid accepted tenure, which came with a research stipend. He’d think of some way to spend it.

      He brought flowers to Eleanor when he visited her. Her leg was in a massive cast, which made him feel guilty.

      “I’m sorry I was so rough with you,” he said. “Time was short.”

      “You saved my life, Leo.”

      “Well...” he trailed off, embarrassed. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      She looked down at her leg. “They say it’s a clean break. It should heal just fine, and I’ll be able to dance again.”

      “That’s good,” Leonid said. It sounded silly, but he didn’t know what else to say.

      The silence stretched, uncomfortably.

      Then Eleanor laughed. “You really are impossible, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Come here and kiss me, silly man,” she said. “And when I get out of here, you can take me dancing—but first you’ll have to let me buy you a new suit.”
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        * * *
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        Jeremy, a young volkh wizard-warrior, has dared to bind one of the black dogs of winter, a Grim, from the Lord of Winds and Winter’s hunt. He promised to remember that ancient power on the Eve of the Winter Feast with gifts of mortal food and drink. While his friends party and celebrate, he walks out into storm alone to keep his promise. Despite the fact that others had done this and not returned.

        A tale from the world of the Avatar Wizard.

      

      

      
        
        
        Three times frozen the warrior

        Three times ice covered the land

        The third time they found him

        With the spear clenched in his hand.

      

        

      

      

      Hurry up, Jer, we’ll be late,” Harald said as Jeremy slowed on a turn. He was trying not to break or spill anything in his bag. His buddy didn’t even pause but bounded down the stairs. Well, his gifts were likely metal.

      Jeremy followed as fast as he dared. I don’t think I’ll have time to double back, and I did promise. The glass clicked, and he slowed a bit. He reached the bottom of the stairs as his friend went rushing out the door. Well, Annika will be there. Her grandfather, too, so I’m not sure why he’s in such a hurry. Captain Pavel had made it pretty clear he’s only tolerating Harald while he hopes Annika will change her mind. Jeremy smiled at that. The oldseaman’s got a long wait.

      He hurried to the door of the keep and looked across the crowd. The entire population of the keep, less the guards on duty, of course, were gathered as the sun set, and the sky darkened. Master Anthony, the world’s greatest living volkh, Lord of the Volkhvy and the wide lands held or allied with them, Master of the Altynr Stone, and called by some the new Tsar, stood holding an axe in the open area at the center of the crowd.

      He was staring at the eastern sky as the dusk darkened into night. As the first star appeared in the east, he raised his ax and made the sign of the Light with it. He chanted,

      “All ye powers and spirits, all who serve the Light, be thou welcome. All thee who do not, depart from us and dare not to draw near, for the Light is with us.”

      Three times he chanted it, and then said, “Come all, for the Holy Supper is laid. Let the beasts be fed, and then doors be opened.”

      As was custom, the animals in the keep had their evening feed put out first. Legend said tonight they could talk. Jeremy smiled at the memory of trying to get his father’s mare to answer him that night. He fed her a dozen apples one year, but she never did. His friend, Ruslan, swore that Master Anthony’s ox had spoken once.

      Everyone attending then followed Master Anthony as he led the way into Golden Hall. His immediately family, natural and sworn, mingled with the other inhabitants as they moved into the large hall normally used for court. Now, it was decked with green boughs from evergreen trees, set with tables whose legs were chained with iron, and lit by candles instead of the alabaster spell lamps. Each table had one empty place for those who might walk the world tonight. Only fasting foods were served for it was the eve of the Winter Feast.

      The great throne had been moved off the soleas and sat on the floor with a stool next to it. Large bags were stacked on either side. Jeremy could hear the little ones’ excitement over those. The rafters were garlanded with green boughs of evergreen and bunches of holly, the red berries glistening. A large, decorated tree filled one corner of the room, its roots in a pot and kept alive by spells. A life-sized icon to the Light filled another.

      Of course, not everyone in the community was here for dinner. Many had the ritual supper in their family homes. But afterwards, almost the entire community would turn up to sing carols and wait for the Keeper of the Keys to appear, especially the children.

      Different from home. There, gifts came earlier on another Feast Day. And his friend Danil said they came on the twelfth night after the Winter Feast in his village.

      Galena caught up to him in the rush, her cheeks flushed from the cold. She grabbed his hand in her mitten-covered one and squeezed. She kissed him gently on the cheek, though he knew she would have preferred to be more demonstrative, and he was thankful she didn’t cause a scandal. The noise from the last one had just died down.

      It was going to make her mother, Inge, mad enough that Galena chose to stay this year instead of going home. He didn’t need more rumors on top of that. The Mistress had forced Bjornhelm to accept a healer, despite Inge’s objections, and the healer she sent, Doreatha, kept them up to date on what was happening there. Jeremy was still considered a corrupting influence on her daughter —Inge was convinced he was leading her astray— and Doreatha found it hilarious. Since Inge’s bear form was a Kodiak bear, Jeremy was less amused. Being mauled and eaten wasn’t something he looked forward to.

      The room was more filled than Jeremy had ever seen it, as it seemed everyone who worked or lived in the keep had brought their families, especially their little ones. Seating was mostly by family unit, so Jeremy and Galena sat with his Master. That large table included his wife, Mistress Arianna, their children, Master Eyasu, Vasilia, Ivana, and Master Yakov’s huge family. He and Magistra Lydia had six sons, several daughters-in-law and a few grandchildren. It was boisterous and joyful.

      Master Anthony waited until everyone was placed and then clapped his hands for attention. As the room quieted, he offered an invocation to the Light. Then, picking up a clove of garlic, he dipped it in honey and ate it.

      “May joy cover all sorrow in the coming year.”

      After everyone followed him, Galena choking a bit on her clove, the wine started flowing, and the food was served. Twelve dishes as was traditional. People ate and mingled and exchanged gifts to be opened tomorrow. Someone started singing, and carols soon filled the room. Jeremy looked and could have sworn many of the ritually empty seats were filled, some with beings that did not look at all like mortals. He swore Devana, the spirit of spring and summer, sat in the one by Master Eyasu and was leaning on his shoulder talking to Ivana on the other side of him, but when he looked again, she was gone.

      Finally, Jeremy saw Master Anthony and Master Eyasu slip out and knew soon Svyatyy Mykolay, the Keeper of the Keys, would appear to give gifts to the children, with his groom, the terrifying Chornyy Pit. He smiled at memories of Master Eyasu’s over the top acting. Knowing the ved made it even more amusing, and he wondered what Yulia, the healing student from that people, would think. The monstrous horseman was covered in fur as the ved were, and Master Eyasu’s masks were always amazing.

      “Be bad and he’ll steal you away in his sack, beat you, and never let you come home,” was the traditional threat. If Master Eyasu really stole you, it’d be for washing pots or weeding his gardens.

      Jeremy worked his way around the room, handing out presents to his friends, collecting others in return as well as hugs and an occasional kiss. Presents handed out to his friends, he slipped out of the room with his bag and a bottle of brandy. He needed to put the bag up somewhere safe and pull the smaller sack he prepared for this out of it.
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        * * *

      

      He hurried along the walkway to the inner wall, smiling at the snow that was beginning to fall. He had just reached the door to the stairs that would take him to the top of the wall, when he heard a noise behind him. He turned and saw Galena and one of the other healers, Kara, running after him. Kara, one of his dwarven friend Bolgor’s many sisters, had just started training as a healer. She tended to follow Galena around since she arrived. She had met them when Jeremy and Galena visited the Halls of Eternal Music. Galena was part of the reason Kara was permitted to train, as normally Dwarven women did not leave the Halls.

      “You snuck out without telling me! What are you doing? Is it going to be fun?” Galena ran up and grabbed his arm. Kara joined them.

      “I promised the Lord of Winds and Winter to remember him on the Feast’s Eve, so I am taking him gifts,” Jeremy said, turning and holding her hands. “I hate to ask this, but can you stay here? I’m not sure it’s safe for anyone else.”

      “But they say he steals people. And hunts the wicked across the stream of stars for eternity.” Kara said. “The stories are all dark.” Her dark eyes were huge with fear.

      “Say rather perilous. For he also serves the Light in his way,” Jeremy said softly. “But a given word must be kept.”

      Turning to Galena, he smiled. “So, my dearest love, I must ask you, please? Vetter will take me to his master, but I fear you could not bear the cold.”

      Galena nodded sadly and squeezed his hand. “Be careful, Jer, you still have to find a dragon.”

      He laughed at that and then kissed Galena to the shock of her friend, Kara. “Beyond hope, beyond darkness, beyond death, as long as the Uncreated Light is, I love you.”

      Kara gasped. Galena drew him into a hug. When they separated, he could see the worry and fear in her eyes she was hiding. He gazed into her brown eyes for a minute. Finally she said, “That much of a risk, my love?”

      The snow thickened, and the storm increased, becoming a blizzard.

      “Vetter thinks not, but with the powers who can tell?” Jeremy laid his hand on the head of the hound that stood next to him. “Of all the flowers, only the violet have I loved.”

      Galena eyes teared up. Softly, in the old tongue, she said, “To the Dreadful Judgment Seat and beyond, my heart is yours alone. Come back to me if honor and the Joyous Light lets you.”

      He froze for a minute, surprised. The traditional words of a volkva to her love as he goes off to battle. I didn’t know she learned those.

      Before he could waver, he bowed, removed her hand from his arm, kissed it, and headed up the stairs to go into the storm.
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        * * *

      

      Galena felt her eyes teared up. Softly, in the old tongue, squeezing him, she said, “To the Dreadful Judgment Seat and beyond, my heart is yours alone. Come back to me if honor and the Joyous Light lets you.”

      The traditional words of a volkva to her love as they go to battle. I learned that for you. If the Mistress, Annika, and others can bear it, so can I. I will not cry in front of you.

      He smiled softly and formally bowed, kissing her hand. He turned and walked out into the blizzard, the sack with food and drink over one shoulder and a bottle of the finest brandy in one hand.

      Galena shut the door behind him.

      “He kissed you in public? Then if I understood, named you his love, yet you’re letting him go?” Kara exclaimed. “After he’s declared you his intended…”

      “He’s a volkh. If I tried to keep him from danger, his soul would die. He couldn’t love me as much as he does if we both didn’t love honor more.”

      “That’s a hard thing, Galena; I couldn’t bear it…”

      “Yes, it is.” Galena said nothing more aloud. The mistress warned me. The volkh serve the Light and knowledge first. And their word is more than life to them. To try and stop them from what they must do means destroying them, making them less than they can be.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy and Vetter stood on the edge of the wall, the blizzard raging around them. Finally, he said, “Call your master, oh wise hound. I promised to remember him on the Feast eve.”

      Vetter howled, and it sounded like the wind tearing through the northern pines on those nights when men feared spring would never come and the wolf had eaten the sun. Three times, he howled, and after the third, a horn replied.

      The blizzard intensified, and Jeremy felt the cold seep into his bones. He hadn’t felt cold since the last time he met Lord Winter, and it surprised him. He spit, and it froze with a crack before it hit the ground. He could see very little as the snow whited everything out. Then slowly, it seemed to clear, and a sled pulled by four horses stood in front of him. Dogs swirled around it, and Jeremy saw Vetter join them, working his way to the sleigh’s driver.

      The bearded giant again wore the kilt which looked woven of the night sky and stars and the necklace of bones. His white, wild hair was bound back, and a golden bow lay strung next to him. His eyes, the colors of the winter storm clouds, glittered with excitement. Vetter jumped up on the side of the sled and touched noses with him, then hopped down to mingle with the other dogs. Jeremy pushed his way through the milling dogs so he could hand over the glass bottle he carried.

      “Ho, lad, what is this?”

      “Kon’yak. The dwarves make it and store in bottles. It is flavored with the grasses of summer and the citrus fruits of the far south. I also have sweet breads from Master Eyasu’s kitchen and a skin of the horilka you liked.” He handed the weather bringer the sack.

      “Worthy drinks for after the hunt. Come, you must hunt with us. Will you ride in the sleigh or with the hunters?”

      As he asked, Jeremy saw horses with huntsmen crowding behind the sled. A girl with skin as white as snow spoke up. “Father, he is a young man, not an ancient like you. Let him ride with us as we chase the deer across the stars.”

      Fair she was, with hair as white as new silver and eyes so pale blue as to approach colorless. Dressed in snug hunting leathers, she rode a horse as pale as she and carried a bow and arrows.

      “Go, ride and sport with Snihuronʹka. For young men desire adventure and the admiration of pretty girls.”

      She laughed at that and pointed to a riderless horse. Jeremy grabbed its mane and vaulted into the saddle. The Lord of Winter tossed him a spear. A simple hewing spear with a long head and two wings below, with a shaft of black wood, leather wrapped, and counterweighted with a bronze buttcap. He caught it; the balance was superb.

      Stribog sounded his horn, and other horns and bays from the back replied. He shouted, “Let us chase down the morning and find the white deer that lives between the stars. Mighty is his rack of copper antlers that catches the moon, and his hoofs awaken the dawn. Ride, my valiants, ride for the path of the northern lights.”

      Vetter ran to the pack of hounds and bayed. The pack took off, and the riders followed.

      They rode across the band of stars, hounds baying and horns calling. Finally, one of the hunters called out, and Jeremy saw a white hart, with a rack of at least twenty tines. The deer saw the hunt and ran.

      They chased it across the path of stars, west of the blazing sun, east of the moon, and finally in the midst of the summer stars, a hound caught its leg. It turned to bay as the hounds tried to drag it down.

      The girl who spoke to him earlier rode close to him and said, “Dare you, Son of Adam?”

      She gestured, and he rode toward the hart as the dogs turned it. His spear took the hart in the chest. As the hart fell, the hounds and horns rose in a cry that was almost a song. The huntress dismounted and slit the hart’s throat, catching some of the blood into a horn. She drank and past it to the other hunters. When it finally reached Jeremy, she spoke.

      “You are last, oh Son of Adam, drain it if you dare.”

      Jeremy did, and the horn seemed bottomless. It burned into his stomach and seemed to fill his body with the wildness of the hunt. The Lord of Winter loaded the carcass into the sled and led them to camp, where shadows came and prepared the meat.

      Jeremy watched as they roasted the meat over a fire that seemed to throw no heat. He was offered the heart by the girl. The killer’s portion, the Volkhvy called it. He accepted and took a bite of the chewy iron-flavored meat. Then offered it to her, saying, “You granted me the kill, milady. Your share.”

      Smiling, she ate the heart, the bloody juices running down her chin. Then she pulled him in for a kiss.

      She kissed him, and she tasted of fresh blood, and the wildness of the storm, and of a sweetness he could not name. She blew her breath deep into his lungs, where it burned like fire. The fire spread through his body, burning down his bones. Darkness followed, and he was lost in it.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, he awoke in bed, with Galena, Bolgor and Mistress Ari watching him.

      “What happened?” Jeremy croaked out. Galena handed him a cup of tea mixed with honey and herbs.

      “We found you on a pile of snow made like a couch. You were cold, bluish, and had chilblains on your lips. Your cloak was wrapped about you, and the shadow of your hound lay at your feet,” Galena said. “Bolgor carried you here and we called Mistress Arianna.”

      Jeremy had a hard time finding words. “I rode with the hunt. We chased the white deer across the road of stars and when it turned to bay, I killed it with a spear Stribog had given me.”

      Galena and Bolgor shared a look that Jeremy saw, and he tried to continue. “They cooked it over a fire that had no heat, a cold flame that could burn. His daughter passed the horn around, and the riders told stories while the hounds lounged at our feet. I don’t remember being cold. I haven’t been cold in years, since I got Vetter. I am now.”

      He shivered.

      Mistress Ari felt his head. “You were chilled to bone, and your core temperature was low. We need to keep you warm and fed until it stabilizes.”

      “I don’t remember a lot.” Jeremy shook his head as to clear it. He starred into Galena’s eyes. “I do remember I knew I had to come back to you.”

      Then, softly, “I can’t feel Vetter. Did he come back?”

      Galena said sadly, “No, he disappeared once we found you on the ledge.”

      “Ah, well, he’s not really my dog,” Jeremy said. “I miss him.” He yawned. “I think I need to sleep some more.”

      “Yes, you do,” Mistress Ari said. “I’ll send an herbal tea with dinner, soups and easy foods for you.” She paused for a minute. “Oh, Jeremy, my boy, why must you be so much like Noci? Be careful.”

      The three left, and he heard them though the door talking but couldn’t make out the words.

      When Galena came back after dinner with a tray, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy again stood on the wall as the storm raged. He wasn’t quite sure how he got there. He was still in his robe and bedclothes. Hounds bayed in the storm, and he shook his head to clear it. Vetter appeared, leading a pack of hounds that ran down the air to swirl around. Pups bounced around him, grabbing at his hands and clothes as Vetter sat, king-like in front of him.

      “Greeting, oh wise and valiant hound.”

      “Greetings, oh young hero. Tonight, the master hunts the great auroch that shakes the ground, whose breath is thunder, and whose silver horns span the sky. Will you hunt with me again?”

      “Gladly, my brave comrade, but I lack a horse.”

      An alto voice, sweet yet cold, came from the storm as the girl, dressed tonight in red silk, with a cloak of white ermine over armor of ice, rode near holding the spear and leading a horse. Both horses were the steel-gray of thunderclouds, harness in fine black leather decorated with silver. “Greeting and Honor, my brave young valiant, here is a steed that can bear weight of mortality. Come ride with me. For the silver-horned auroch graze far away in the fields no man knows. Tasty is his flesh and hard will be the hunt, for he is a valiant beast. Long and dangerous shall be the ride, and mayhap battle will find us on the way, that we might show our mettle.”

      Jeremy looked down, and saw he was dressed in white scale over mail, with white silk trousers embroidered with gray clouds, light gray leather boots, and belted with silver plates. His kindjal rode at his back. He looked again at the horse and saw a sword and bow-case hanging from the saddle. A shield with the emblem of the weather-bringer wrought in silver on black iron hung on the other side.

      “As you have not yet chosen personal arms, carry mine this night, for you will not need the war shield you normally bear.” The bass profundo voice echoed through the storm and shook Jeremy’s bones. “Come, dally not with my daughter, but ride the storm to fields beyond Sun and Moon.”

      “Oh, Father, not before the hunt. Perhaps after…” the girl said and laughed as Jeremy felt his face heat. Jeremy vaulted into the saddle, accepted the spear, and spurred his horse to follow the sled into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Galena ran down the hall to Vasilia’s door. She knocked, and when Vasilia answered, said, “He’s gone.”

      She struggled unsuccessfully to keep the tears back. Vasilia grabbed her cloak from inside the room and headed out. Galena followed.

      “The wall ledge. He must have rode with the hunt again. Light save us.” Vasilia was nearly running. “I’ve summoned Tony.”

      They were reaching the top of the wall when Master Anthony appeared at the top. Stepping from a gate, he looked down and shook his head. Galena looked at his feet.

      There, on a couch of snow, Jeremy lay again, looking almost like a statue.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy awoke in his room with Master Eyasu leaning over him.

      “Ah, our wanderer is back.” The Sheban master sounded relieved.

      “All of him? Let me see…” Mistress Arianna pushed the master away and stared into Jeremy’s eyes. He felt her power seeking deep in soul. “Ah, yes, a bit battered, but he seems to be all here.”

      “Good. What he did is perilous beyond belief.”

      Jeremy heard Master Anthony’s voice coming from behind his wife. Mistress Arianna was still staring into his eyes, her emerald green eyes seeming the size of moons. He felt her power probing here, checking; he wasn’t sure for what.

      “He’s okay?” Galena asked.

      “Yes, not even frostbite. Just tired. I need the tonic for overuse of the flows and warm food. Galena, can you get the tonic from my study?” Mistress Arianna asked, moving back. “Kara, run to the kitchen and tell Joachim we need food for one who finished the cold trial.”

      Kara bolted from the room. Galena nodded and hesitated.

      “Go ahead, kiss him,” Mistress Ari said with a smile.

      Jeremy was engulfed in a warm hug and kissed soundly. He looked into those brown eyes that held back tears.

      “I promised I’ll always come back to you… I will.” Jeremy was surprised at the harshness of his voice. Galena smiled wanly and then with a hand lingering for a bit, turned and ran out of the room. The door closed behind her.

      “Okay, lad, your lady-love is gone. Tell me what happened.” Master Anthony sat on the edge of the bed. Master Eyasu winked and gestured.

      “And the no one outside will hear. I suspect your young lady will be distressed if she did.”

      Jeremy struggled to sit up and looked around. Master Anthony, Mistress Ari, Master Eyasu, and Vasilia, the latter with the Tiren stone blazing on her neck. She looked still and undisturbed, but she almost always did. The fact that her stone was visible...that was worrisome. She met his eyes and smiled slightly but said nothing.

      Someone added a pillow behind him.

      Jeremy took a deep breath and started his tale.

      “We rode into the sky and across the tops of the clouds like a road. Vetter led the pack, baying the hunting call. The other hounds followed, baying back in response. Soon even the clouds were left behind, and we rode the river of stars like it was a road.

      “The horses’ hoofs struck sparks of fire, that fell away like falling stars. The hoofbeats sounded like thunder, and over all; the baying of the hounds and the call of hunter’s horn echoed through space.

      “East of the sun and west of the moon we rode, for days or years, I couldn’t tell. And I didn’t care. If a man could ride like that forever…”

      Jeremy paused, his throat hoarse. He could see the concern in his masters’ faces. He reached for the water on his side table, but Mistress Arianna handed him a mug of a bitter tea. He swallowed some, and the hoarseness eased. He continued.

      “We rode, a fair-sized company of huntsmen racing in front of the weather-bringer’s sleigh, drawn by its four bone-white horses. Soon, we seemed to be riding in hills and fields of flowers and grasses, with dark forests crouching at the edges. It was so beautiful, so peaceful looking that I was surprised when a group of bandits? Demons? I’m not sure what to call them but these were foul-looking things with horrifying visages – scaled, winged, and clawed with crudely made weapons — attacked us as we crossed a stream.

      “Ah, Master, I never understood why you talk of the glory of battle, of riding to war with a song in your heart. I did then. There was no doubt, no regret. I drove among them, aiming my attack at their banner bearer, and stuck him. My spear tore through its armor like butter; he fell, dropping the banner. But he bound my spear. I dropped it and drew the sword on my hip. Its blade appeared to be ice, but it cut like fine steel. I hacked and cut my way to the snow maiden who had led the other riders into the mass of monsters.

      “Finally, they broke and ran.

      “She rode up to and greeted me with a salute, which I returned. Then she grabbed my arm and pulled me in for a kiss that burned. Passion rose in me, but I pushed it down, calling on the hawk mind to still my turmoiled thoughts. But it nagged me. She was so beautiful, wild and untamed. So unlike any mortal maid.

      “I recovered my spear, and we bound the wounds of the injured. The Weather-Bringer stood by his sleigh, a huge ax in his hands, with bodies of demons piled around him. His riders collected heads, and he hung them on the sides. Then we mounted again.

      “We rode to the field of grass by a great river, where a herd of aurochs grazed. The bull moved between us and the rest, snorting fire, his silver horns glistering in the sun. The snow maiden laughed and said, “First to strike gets their will.”

      “She raced toward the great bull, and I spurred my steed after her. I caught and passed her as the bull turned. I dipped my spear toward his breast and crashed into him. My spear sunk deep, but the impact threw me from my horse.

      “The snow maiden’s spear struck him behind the front leg, and he bellowed in rage, turning. He shook himself in anger, and my spear fell free. Blood was everywhere, but rage kept him moving.

      “The madness of the hunt was on me. I ran toward him, drawing the kindjal from my sheath. Without thinking, I vaulted on his back and drove the blade into the back of his skull.

      “He still charged ten steps toward the snow maiden, collapsing at the feet of her horse.

      “She jumped down and caught some of his blood in a horn. We drank of it, and I cut the heart of the beast free. We ate it together raw, alternating bites like lovers.

      “They carried the auroch’s corpse back in the back of the sled, not to a camp this time, but to a palace of ice and bones far, far north of the world. Shadowy servants prepared and cooked it over a huge pit of blazing flames.

      “Time seemed wrong. We had just sat down and passed the hunting cup when the meat was done. The cup was strange, worked of gold in many twisting designs and filled with a wine as dark as the storm-tossed seas. It tasted of little but burned like fire, a cold fire that settled into my bones.

      “I had been led to a seat, a low couch actually like one sees in the old paintings, beside the Lord of Winds and reclined on the furs placed there. Roasted meat from the wild ox was given to me, smoking hot from the fire, as well as the blood-red wine we call bulls’ blood.

      “Music started, strange and eldritch.

      “Then his daughter danced, in sheer silks the colors of the storm clouds, hung with bells of silver that sounded like the falling rain. Strange pipes and flutes echoed, while a tambor hammered out the rhythm of her dance.

      “The music came from everywhere and nowhere but seemed to echo my heartbeat.

      “The dance was passion and fire, the wild beauty of the storm in a woman’s form.

      “She ended the dance by throwing herself over me so she lay across on my lap. The silks were cut shamelessly low, open deeper than a maid should, and slit up the leg like one of the eastern dresses, but without the leggings. That perfect leg was so white, so pale as if shaped of alabaster or marble. She leaned against my breast and asked, “So, my hero, you have won your will. What do you want of me?”

      “My mind swirled with thoughts. Passion clouded them, but I fought myself clear. My avatar was no help; it was like he slept. Desires arose. Finally, I said, “Milady, just a kiss between friends.”

      “She smiled and said, ‘No more than that, my gallant? Ah, so little, but if that be your will...’

      “She kissed me, and it was no friendly kiss, but an invitation to…” Jeremy paused “...to things forbidden me by my word. Then she blew her breath into my lungs, so I felt like my body was full of the wildness of the storm. The world reeled, and I fell into darkness.

      “I awoke here.”

      Vasilia looked at Master Eyasu. “I see why you sealed the door. Galena would be…”

      “Upset at best,” Master Anthony finished the sentence. “Long has it been since a volkh rode with the wild hunt and returned. I fear this is not over yet.” He looked worried; leaning forward, he patted Jeremy’s leg.

      Despite Mistress Ari’s and Vasilia’s questions, he would say no more.

      A knock at the door stopped any further discussion. Galena stopped before him holding a strangely glowing bottle, and behind her, Kara held a covered tray. Jeremy looked up and smiled. She always makes my heart sing. Smiling, he accepted the medicine and the worried kiss on his forehead that came with it. He caught and kissed her hand.

      By the time he finished eating, he could barely keep his eyes open. With a kiss on the brow from Mistress Ari, they left him. Vasilia stroked his hair and smiled. Sleep soon took him.
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        * * *

      

      Later Jeremy awoke and found himself in the room alone. Trust Mistress Ari to slip a sleeping draught into the food or the tonic. He could hear the wind howling outside and in it, the baying of hounds and ringing call of horns. He got up and dressed, hearing the snow maiden’s voice calling. He moved to the door as if in a dream.

      Locked. And spell reinforced. Vasilia’s work by the energy signature. No way he was breaking that.

      He smiled, remembering the teasing Bolgor gave him about walking through doors. He had tried and bruised his nose a few times before he figured that out. He used it to make an entrance at the Halls of Eternal Music to Bolgor’s delight. He looked at the door again. This is going to be tricky, but I don’t think…No, she didn’t. I suspect she didn’t realize I figured out how to do this. With everything that happened there, I think that bit never got told.

      He drew his power around him and stepped through the door. He laughed to himself as he stepped into the hall. Bolgor would be thrilled. Just like when they were at Oleg again. Though those iron gates at Bolgor’s home were easier than a door Vasilia warded.

      He heard the horns again and hurried out of the keep to the wall.
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        * * *

      

      His horse was waiting, as was one of the riders. “We wondered if you forgot us, Son of Adam. Come, the Lord of Winds and his daughter ride tonight to hunt the great boar.”

      Again, in the white armor, again unscratched or marked despite its hard use yesterday, he vaulted into the horse’s saddle and again rode into the sky. As the storm clouds again became his road, the hounds swirled by him, and Vetter frisked like a puppy around him, skillfully avoiding the rather annoyed horse.

      The riders and the sleigh appeared and joined the throng about him. Stribog greeted him heartily, “Greeting, my brave young hero, yesterday you forgot your spear. One might think dallying with my daughter distracted you.”

      “Oh, Father, alas, he is as proper a volkh as any I have known,” the snow maiden said, laughing.

      Laughing at Jeremy’s blush, Stribog tossed a spear to Jeremy, who caught it and saluted him.

      Again, they rode over the storm clouds to the river of stars, where legends say the giant boar lived. Spotted by the hounds, they raised the call, and it ran. They bayed and followed. Across the stars and space, past the sun and behind the moon, past worlds ruined by the dark and those still glorious in the Joyous Light, it ran.

      And still the hounds followed. But the riders fell behind, save Jeremy and Stribog’s daughter. Before them, Jeremy saw the great boar run, with golden hair and tusks like swords. Easily the height of a man, it fled from the hounds.

      Odd how a beast that will stand and fight a man, fears the hounds so much. Jeremy spurred his horse onward, keeping pace with the weather-bringer’s daughter. Her laughter rang in the air, her hair streaming free, cloak billowing. He remembered his bata’s tales of how snow fell from the snow maiden’s rides and wondered what world they were causing blizzards in.

      Finally, the boar turned to bay, panting and tired, in a thicket by a cliff that appeared made of turquoise with veins of silver. The hounds swirled but couldn’t reach it.

      Jeremy vaulted from his saddle and landed, spear in hand. He waded through the churning mass of dogs and as expected, the boar charged him. He aimed the spear at its chest.

      It slammed into the spear, tusks trying to rip, and drove itself down the spear at him.

      It hit the wings, and the spear buckled in his hands.

      Thunder rolled overhead, and a storm burst out of nowhere.

      The boar kept pushing forward as hounds grabbed for its legs.

      Jeremy held on to the spear until the great beast died. When it did, the hounds raised a howl that was echoed by the thunder.

      Snihuronʹka dismounted and took a knife to cut its throat. Blood trickled out, and she caught it in a cup. Jeremy withdrew the spear, and she cut the boar open, reaching in and pulling out the heart, split by his spear. Arm bloody, she offered it to him.

      Something made him put it on the spear.

      They remounted and rode back to the palace of ice as huntsmen dressed and butchered the boar.

      “That was a brave and noble beast,” Jeremy said.

      “Aye, and a brave man to rush it with a spear,” the snow maiden said and laughed at Jeremy’s blush.

      His face burning, he rode the rest of the way in silence.
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        * * *

      

      The weather-bringer was not at the palace, and a servant showed him to the banya so he could bathe before dinner. It was strange having a hot pool and a steam room in a palace of ice. After he was clean and donned fine robes of richly patterned and boots of soft leather, he followed the directions of the attendant to the main hall.

      He wasn’t paying attention to where he was, his thoughts lost in how one would change the flows to allow fire and heat inside ice, when the snow maiden found him in the hallway of the palace.

      Snihuronʹka greeted him, bearing a horn filled a black wine in her hands. No longer in riding garments, she wore a robe of thinnest silk, that covered her as much as mist would, showing all of her beauty. She offered the horn, saying, “Drink, Son of Adam, and join me in my bower.”

      He bowed instead, but before he could speak; reality shifted again, and they were alone in a room decorated with both trophies of the hunt and fine tapestries. Paintings hung on the wall with arms. The furnishings were delicate and as fine as any lady’s could be, yet rugs of skins more suited for a huntress covered the floor. A large, covered bed, with silken pillows and rich furs, stood by one wall with lamps of gold around it.

      A mixture of wildness and femininity like the snow maiden herself. A strong musky perfume filled his nose, and gentle breezes caressed his skin. He looked down, and his garments had changed to a sleeping robe.

      Gentle music seemed to be playing from somewhere, and the room was blurry, like it was out of focus or misty.

      He felt desire grow. She was beautiful, and with her, eternity would be days of the wildness of hunt and nights of passion. No aging, no tiredness. Just her filling his days and nights forever. A lover with skills no mortal woman could match; a hunting companion as bold as any volkh hero.

      Again, he wrestled with his thoughts, till the image of Galena crossed his mind.

      Then he forced himself to bow as politely as he could. “Oh, bright lady of snow and frost, were I unbound gladly would I accept. But another holds my heart and to give you less than all would be ungentle.”

      She met my gaze with eyes as deep as the sky and offered the horn again.

      “Fairly said, man most mortal. Then, at least, drink of the horn, young hero.”

      Jeremy took it and drank, draining it. Turn it over, he offered it back. She ignored it and stepping in, kissed him hard on the lips, blowing her breath into his lungs. As storms seemed to rack his bones and heart; she bit his lip hard so a drop of blood flowed. Then she licked the drop of blood up. As she did, the world turned over, and time seemed to pause.

      “You are firm in this, mortal man, for I offer you immortal life and love?

      Jeremy struggled to answer. He forced the words out. “I am sworn, milady, to another. With her, I will gladly live, and for her, I would gladly die.”

      “Then take the spear mine and my father’s gift and go. But when the Light’s fell servant, Death, comes for you, I will come and offer again. Mayhap then your heart will be free.”

      And again, he fell into darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The third morning, Jeremy was gone again. Galena and Bolgor headed directly up to the wall. Master Eyasu was already climbing the stairs as they arrived, following Mistress Ari and Vasilia. Annika and Harald came shortly after. Master Eyasu looked down at them and said, “Well, if love can call him back, we should have enough. If.”

      The chill was brutal, and the wind howled like a one of the damned spirits of the crossroads. It was nearly impossible to see in the heavy snowfall, and Galena’s hands felt frozen. Despite the chill that sunk into her bones, she climbed after her mistress. Master Eyasu’s word had chilled her worse than the storm. If love can call him back? If? If not, Light help me. I don’t know what I will do.

      She heard Harald speak, greeting someone else. Master Yakov, Lydia and Boris. She didn’t tarry to find out. She climbed the stairs until she reached the top.

      Master Anthony stood there on the ledge looking down, watching. Cloaked in leather, leaning on a spear, he looked like a legend of old, like an old god one might find at the crossroads for a desperate bargain. As she reached the top, she gasped.

      On the ledge, Jeremy again lay on a couch of ice, his skin bluish. This time, a spear was clasped in his hand, its head of a bluish gray metal like a thunderhead. He was covered by his wolfskin cloak. On his breast, a hunting horn lay.

      Vetter lay at his feet, the shadow of a hound that was easily the height of her shoulders at his withers. Under his paws lay a bone that was as thick as a man’s thigh. As they approached, she saw his eyes were open, and they burned with white fire. Guarding his master’s… She couldn’t finish the thought.

      “Bear-girl, know that for love of you, he chose to return to the mortal lands rather than ride the skies with the hunt. Few men have been offered what he refused for your sake.” The Grim’s word echoed across the keep like the war bell. “For love of you and for the oaths, he returned when he could ride forever as the snowstorm’s consort across the skies of the worlds.”

      Galena froze. Her heart seemed to swell and skip a beat. He came back to me! Like he promised.

      Master Anthony was standing by Jeremy, studying him. Finally, he said, “He sleeps deeply but otherwise seems well. More concerning is the spear. Long has it been since that weapon has been loosed among men. “

      Handing his spear to his sister, he squatted and scooped Jeremy up like he was a babe. “Come, my lad, let’s get you inside and warm, where the ladies will fuss over you. Eyasu, will you handle the Spear?”

      Galena heard the capital in the word. What did Jeremy bring home this time?

      Master Eyasu nodded and muttered something in his native tongue over the weapon. Wrapping his hand in his robe, he picked up the spear and said, “Ill reckoned is this weapon. If the Light allows its return to men, dark days are upon us.”

      The two masters headed down the stairs back to the keep, with Mistress Ari next to them. Galena could feel the healer probing Jeremy as they carried him inside. She hurried to follow.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Jeremy stood on the top of a hill in Master Eyasu’s garden. His master sat on a bench behind him as Jeremy reached out with the power of the spear and called rain on the lands.

      “Gently, lad, Eyasu will not be amused if your storm ruins his harvest,” Master Anthony said.

      “Nor would his friend, Devana, but I think a gentle rain will be welcome. If I can convince Hunhir, who wants to call a thunderstorm.” Jeremy answered. He was wrestling with the spear, which was trying to unleash storms that would wash the very hills away.

      “And everything is alright between you and your young lady?” his master asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Jeremy answered. Happily, she doesn’t know the details, just that the snow maiden wanted me to stay with her. It’s hard, anyway, remembering what was real. That’s good because her image could haunt a man to madness.

      “Well, the memories of the other worlds fade. Our minds don’t really retain them or maybe can’t interpret them is more accurate. It’s worse for those without the gift. Watch your left.”

      Jeremy saw the forming thunderhead and dispelled it. He felt Hunhir almost grumble but guided the spear to rain gently.

      “Well-done. Just don’t lie to her, lad. It’s never good. You don’t have to fill in the details, but don’t ever lie. Yakov told me that before I married Ari, and it’s good advice.

      “Now, are you ready for breakfast? This rain of yours has been light but penetrating and my old joints are damp.” Master Anthony stood up. “Let go back.”

      Jeremy nodded and told Hunhir to let it rain for another hour. He’d come back and check. The spear was sneaky. His avatar moved in his mind, suggesting if they hurried Galena might be at breakfast. And there might be honey.

      He walked back to the gate with his master. Hopefully, the Feast of Waters, next week, would be less exciting.
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        * * *
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        The Library of Enclave Academy is widely regarded as the most dangerous place in the world’s last magical city. The many mystical books and artifacts create monsters, traps, and magical effects to protect themselves and lash out at intruders. During Summer Vacation, the Library is usually deserted due to the risks and the lack of combat Librarians to protect aspiring scholars. But there’s no such thing as Summer Vacation for a graduate student, and nothing quite as desperate as a graduate student on a deadline.

      

      

      Felix was not in his happy place. Walking back from his end of term project review was like walking home from the gallows after getting a reprieve.

      “‘Underdeveloped’? I’m halfway to ridding the world of mana-poisoning.” His robes felt too warm, too heavy. He pulled at his tie, trying to loosen its constrictive grip on his neck. “A week to finish the work of a lifetime. Might as well revoke my grant right now, get it over with.” His muttering to himself was not normal. The few students left in the hallways after the end of final exams gave him plenty of space as he walked back to his tiny broom-closet of an office.

      “Didn’t go well?” The other graduate student assigned to Felix’s office looked up from his nearly completed stack of undergraduate exams with mana-viewing glasses perched on his nose, standard equipment for looking at the mana-flows in the spells that constituted undergraduate papers. Caius was built like a Greek god who had found a Bowflex. Not that Felix resented him for it. Much.

      “Oh, it went perfectly.” Felix ran a hand through his dull brown hair, trying to rein in emotions.

      “Really? Because you look like you’re about to blow a fuse.”

      “Perfect, meaning I didn’t screw up. But Seimei and her cronies gave me a stay of assessment, which means I have a week to finish my Beast Blood Alchemy thesis or I lose my grant and get booted from the program.” Seimei was the master of shikigami in Enclave, magical puppets. Most looked like people or animals but she had managed to make facsimiles of dragons. It had made her second in Enclave only to the Headmaster of the Academy itself, who was a mage that could manipulate time.

      “I get that you have your heart set on a doctorate and professorship, but why not strike out on your own? Go to the private sector? Alchemy is pretty sought after.”

      “Caius, do you know what will happen if I don’t make this work?”

      “You go find a job?”

      “I get my visa to Enclave revoked, and I get deported.” Felix did his best to put his childhood “home” out of his mind. A dilapidated apartment in the bad part of Detroit that had rotted around him and his late widowed mother. “I am not going back to the mana-less world. I’d rather get my head cut off than get forced out of Enclave or the Academy.”

      “OK, OK. Calm down. Your arrays are starting to do… whatever it is that they do.” Felix glanced at his heavily tattooed skin and saw several designs glowing with freshly infused mana. The two his anger had inadvertently activated were meant to convert regular air to hydrogen and oxygen, preparing the volatile gasses to serve as the source of an explosion. He quickly forced the mana out and reversed the transmutation.

      “OK, I’m calm. I’m calm. I’m not going to blow anything up.”

      “Good,” said a new voice. Felix almost jumped out of his skin when Helena spoke behind him. “If you damaged my perfect boyfriend, I’d have to kill you.”

      “Dammit Helena.” Felix muttered, putting a hand on his chest.

      “Hey, babe! Is it time for dinner?” Caius perked up visibly, getting up from his desk and sweeping the much smaller woman up into his arms.

      “Reservation is in twenty minutes. I’m ready to be done with this place for a few weeks.” The bombshell blonde put her arms around her boyfriend. “Let’s get out of here. The grading can wait a day, can’t it?”

      “Sure. None of the undergrads can get past the wards Felix put on the office. They should be fine here.” Caius snapped his fingers, and the desk seemed to slide into the wall, becoming a drawing of a desk and papers done on the wallpaper.

      Felix tried to ignore the lovebirds, and the hollow pit in his stomach that came from seeing their displays of affection. Compared to Caius, Felix was too short, too ordinary, and too awkward around beautiful women. “I’ll lock up. I need to get moving too.”

      “Is Felix finally going on a date?” Helena asked.

      “No. I’m going to the Library.”

      Caius and Helena both froze in place. Felix ignored the slack-jawed stares and kept shoving materials from his desk into a bag that should have been too small to hold everything he was putting into it.

      “You’re going to the library during summer break? Have you lost it?” Helena asked. “The Librarians are gone; nobody will be around to keep the place from chewing you up like a Dim Sum dumpling.”

      “I don’t have a better option. Either I fix the side-effects of my project by next week, or I’m gone. For that, I need answers on alchemy that alters the human body. Those books should be on Floor Three. I give myself even odds of making it there and back with the books I need.”

      “You could ask us for help.” Caius offered. Helena nearly slapped a hand over his mouth.

      “Then we’d all get killed! Felix, I know things between us haven’t been great since I set you up with Ida, but I don’t want you to die a horrible, gruesome, bloody death.”

      Felix flinched at the memory. Ida, nearly as beautiful as Helena, had been sent on a blind date with him. Felix had taken the time to conceal the alchemical arrays on his skin, bought flowers, and paid for a table at the best restaurant he could afford. Ida had taken one look at him and assumed it was a joke. It was the single most humiliating moment of Felix’s life.

      “I’m not planning to die. And please stop bringing that up. I have enough food and water for three days, I have a map to the section of the library I need to get to, and I am in the mood to kill some monsters. Besides, it’s not like I’m the first grad student to make a library run in the summer. Hiroshi did it a few years before I got here.”

      “Yeah, and Hiroshi used to have two eyes and ten fingers. At least find someone to go with you,” Caius pleaded.

      “Do you know anyone?” Felix asked. It was a rhetorical question. Felix was about to do something so stupid and reckless that no one without their life already on the line would take. “Me either. Have a good dinner. I’ll see you in a few days.” Felix shouldered his pack and motioned for the couple to exit the office so he could lock up.

      “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” Caius lifted his fist. “Good luck.”

      Felix fist-bumped the much larger man and watched the couple leave. Helena was having a whispered argument with Caius as they walked away, but Felix had more important things to worry about than causing trouble for them.

      As Felix left, he locked his office door, making sure no one would sneak in and steal his hard-won findings while he was gone. As he approached the Library, he glanced out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on Enclave. The city was a mishmash of a dozen architectural traditions, each from a different magical culture, from the Chinese Daoine Alchemists to the Druids of ancient Britain. Each structure was richly adorned with precious metals and illuminated by magical flames of different colors. Enclave, the last refuge for magic in the modern world, was hidden inside a warped space that could not be entered by normal people without the Talent. Felix’s heart soared at the sight, just as it had the first time he’d been brought to the city. His life would never be limited to a run-down one-bedroom apartment in Detroit ever again.

      The library’s doors were no less impressive. Massive bronze slabs engraved with hundreds of small figures in dozens of scenes from history. Each engraving moved, showing the events as they played out and their end results. Some of it was war; some was the development of new magics; and at the very center was Enclave’s founder creating the space for the city on an unnamed island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. A lot of people would be quite shocked to hear that the Founder was none other than Jacques d’Euse, better known as Pope John XXII. The image on the door wasn’t literal. It had taken dozens of mages working together to seal off the island from normal space, but it was done with the Pope’s backing to create a haven where alchemy and other licit magics could still be practiced even after the leylines that supported magic around the world failed completely.

      The doors swung open at his touch, the mana in the air surging through pre-prepared lines that swung the massive slabs inward. The first floor was mostly safe since the books stored there were mostly mundane texts. The second floor held grimoires from middling mages and most of the current research the Academy produced. Those grimoires, with their secrets and infused mana, were nearly living things. They slept on their shelves, producing creatures and twisting space which made the area around them severely dangerous. Felix had been there many times, once even without one of the incredibly talented and deadly Librarians to keep him safe.

      The third floor contained relics and grimoires from ancient masters, and the corresponding strength of the creatures they produced usually required two Librarians to escort someone to it. Felix had been there once, needing a copy of the works of Paracelsus von Hohenheim to finish his very first alchemical experiment. On that day, he’d simply gone to the front desk of the first floor and made his request to the head librarian. It had been morning that day.

      The moonlight shining through the large windows provided a contrast in his circumstances. He glanced over at the desk anyway, hoping beyond hope that someone might be there. The large marble table surrounded by Greek columns was empty and bare, devoid of the normal clutter that the logistics of the Library required. Just beyond it was the gate to the second floor. Felix adjusted his backpack, checked the arrays on his arms, and pulled out his library card. The small golden plate’s complex engravings lit up and the gate, also made of delicately engraved gold, slid open. Beyond the gate was a bare stone stairway without adornment.

      “Here goes nothing.” Felix ran through the gate at speed, his alchemical arrays generating Alchemist’s Flame in his hands, a substance that would stick to a target and burn like napalm. Sure enough, the moment he started up the staircase, he found a small group of little green goblins waiting for him. Felix flung the fire out in front of him, and the creatures caught like candles soaked in gasoline. The creatures, merely manifestations of mana created by the Library’s holdings, dissipated into thin air.

      The staircase cleared, Felix kept on running, stepping a bit more carefully now that the floor had become cobblestones instead of smooth rock. His best option for survival was to get to one of the reading areas as quickly as possible. Calling them “safe” might have been overstating things, but they were generally clear of the monsters and traps that plagued the rest of the second floor. He readied another handful of fire in case he got an unpleasant greeting at the entrance to the next floor. The doors opened without a card this time. If Felix had more time and help, he would have stopped to bask in the majesty of the second floor. It was a vast space with seven linked rotundas, each corresponding to one of the general fields of magic. The first, and possibly least dangerous of the rooms, was conjuration. This was the room most of the manifested creatures would come from before distributing themselves in areas where the magic felt comfortable. Creatures who liked water would find the water portions of the Elementalist section. Spider-like creatures would make nests in the corners of the ceiling.

      “Speak of the devil.” Felix launched a handful of fire into the air above him where a Jirogumo, a yokai in the shape of a beautiful woman with spider legs, was descending from the ceiling. Felix took off running for a small alcove in the wall before the body hit the stone floor. The imitation spirit didn’t make a sound before crumbling into dust. He pressed his two index fingers together, aligning new arrays to create a new effect. His eyes swept the vaulted arches for more spiders before he launched a stream of highly pressurized air in front of him. It didn’t strike anything, but it did make sure that there were no wires of any kind ready to set off traps. Felix barely arrested his stride before his foot set down on an irregularly shaped stone. He stooped low to touch a hand to the floor and activated a full transmutation of the area around him. Cobblestones smoothed out, sealing any gaps as the rock was fused together, then he roughened the surface so he would be able to run effectively without slipping. That was two of the three dangers of the Library accounted for. The third was far more insidious, but it wouldn’t be an issue until he’d been inside a few days. Being in an environment with so much concentrated mana took a toll on the mind. The faster Felix got out, the lower the odds he would go insane. Of course, once his research into Beast Blood Alchemy was complete, mages would be immune to mana-poisoning and could spend weeks in the library with no ill effects. That achievement would make him a legend on par with the founders of Enclave.

      The alcove wasn’t large, but it had a small table and lamp to provide light. There were books on shelves, as well as a few small artifacts in glass cases. Everything was neat and tidy, not a speck of dust to be found. And no monsters or traps.

      “Six rooms between me and the third floor.” Felix pulled out a map and drew his finger over the path he’d marked out. It should keep him away from conjuration topics too abstract for him to counter with alchemy, let him avoid the divination areas likely to distort his sense of time, and get him to the next staircase by morning.

      First things first, he needed to stay sharp and alert. That called for the ambrosia of the graduate student: Coffee. From his bag, he extracted what he considered to be his greatest contribution to the field of alchemy. The battered old thermos was engraved with precise lines that, if rolled onto a flat surface, would be a complex alchemical circle that could convert fresh water to coffee. This specific thermos would also add the perfect amount of sugar and cream. The lines of the thermos glowed gently for a full minute before the aroma of Heaven itself began filling the small alcove. Felix smiled for the first time since he’d walked into the examination room.

      “That smells delicious.” A groan from the back of the small alcove, around the corner of a shelf of books that Felix could have sworn was pressed firmly against a wall. A young woman, maybe a year older than Felix, walked out from behind the bookcase rubbing sleepily at one eye. Her raven hair was pulled back and threaded through with colorful feathers. Her skin and eyes made him think she was Native American, but something about the shape of her face didn’t seem quite right for that heritage. Neither did her small, cute nose. Her eyes nearly shone in the dark despite being pools of ink themselves. The small, habitual smile on her lips gave Felix the impression that she enjoyed trouble. She wasn’t as beautiful as Ida or Helena, but something about her drew Felix’s attention more than simply being pretty.

      “Who are you?” Felix started running mana through an array on his feet that would shatter the ground around him for several yards.

      “Really? Wow.” She frowned at him. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you’re single.”

      Felix felt his eye twitch.

      “We’re in a place that will kill us if we don’t pay attention, and you just popped out of nowhere. Manners can wait. I want to know who you are and what you’re doing here.”

      “Can’t you tell just by looking?” She held out her arms so he could get a good look at the clothes she was wearing. Her plain gray suit vest over a more traditional set of thin robes only highlighted the small bit of gold sparkling on her chest. The small medallion had a stylized book and quill design that Felix was familiar with. After a moment, she crossed her arms over it, and he looked up to see a narrowed gaze over a sharp smile. “Get a good look?”

      Felix blinked, then his cheeks heated up a bit.

      “You’re a Librarian?” he asked quickly, looking to change the subject. “I thought all the Librarians were gone for Summer vacation?”

      “I’m the night-shift Librarian and that includes the school breaks. Someone has to be here to keep an eye on things. You can call me Liz.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Mana surges, Phantasmal Beasts-” the Librarian’s smile sharpened, “-and ambitious graduate students putting in late hours. Alchemy, right?” she asked, nodding at his own small medallion indicating his area of study.

      “Then I guess I do owe you an apology.” Felix let the mana drain from his arrays. “Sorry for being rude. If you have time open in your schedule, could you escort me to the third floor Magical Beast section?” Felix tried not to let it show just how badly he was startled by her sudden appearance.

      “Slow down. I just woke up. A gentleman would offer a lady coffee before making requests.”

      “How about coffee and my homemade dark chocolate scones?” Felix offered. He pulled a dark brown triangle from his pack and set it on the table next to him along with a small cup poured from his thermos.

      “Homemade?” she asked. Felix jumped a bit when he realized she had closed the distance between them in complete silence while he was reaching into his bag. “I have to admit, that’s a pretty tempting bribe. But if you were a really good guy you would just let me have them without asking for anything in return.”

      “See, I know you’re manipulating my sense of honor, but you have a point.” Felix transmuted a chunk of stone from the floor into another cup and poured some coffee for himself. “But I really could use your help, if you’re a gracious enough lady to lend me a hand?”

      “Third floor? You’re certainly ambitious. I was planning on heading there today for a quick look-over. If you want to give me a hand with some cataloging, I can help you get there.” She took a bite of the scone he’d given her, and she squealed in joy. “So... much... chocolate!” she mumbled through a mouthful of scone. “This would have absolutely worked as a bribe.”

      “A cook always likes to hear that his effort is appreciated.” Felix said, watching her more intently that he normally would. “All alchemists tend to be good cooks. Alchemy, chemistry, and baking aren’t all that different.”

      “Your tendency to run at the mouth could be endearing, if you were a bit more…” Liz moved her hands in a manner that Felix found amusing, like she was flailing around in the air for the right word. “Manly.”

      That single word soured the moment. Felix looked away, sipping his coffee and staring into the library where tendrils of mist were forming in the air.

      “What, not going to say anything?” Liz scooted around so she was again in his field of vision.

      “What’s there to say?”

      “You could push back? Call me a shallow bitch?” Liz was giving him a slightly lopsided smile.

      “Or I forget you said anything, and we get moving before that mist turns into something unpleasant.”

      “I really hit a nerve. Sorry, my mouth runs ahead of my brain sometimes.”

      “Apology accepted.” Felix held out his hand for the thermos lid. When he had it screwed back on and packed away, he started out of the alcove with Liz following close behind.

      “What section of the third floor are you looking to get something from?” Liz pulled something small and metallic from inside her robe.

      “Magical Beasts and Related Materials. It should be section two, right after the Grand Grimoires.”

      “We had to move things around a few weeks ago. It’s section one, now. First section after getting to the floor. What’s in there that an alchemist would want?”

      “I’m an Alchemi Biologus. My specialty is organic transmutation. I need some insight on the properties of magical beast blood and what I’ve found on the second floor is next to nothing.”

      “You don’t make homonculi, do you?”

      “Hell, no. I’m Catholic and creating human bodies with a facsimile of a soul is not only grossly offensive, it’s a sin. I work on living things that already exist. Down!” Felix dropped to his knees and pressed a hand to the stone floor. Spears of stone bloomed in front of him and a large, feathery body impacted the alchemical creation. Fragments of stone peppered his face, stinging and drawing blood. But the rush of air as the dying bird monster flapped and thrashed while it was impaled kept Felix from noticing until he saw blood dripping onto his hand. The thrashing stopped, and Felix saw the feathers around him dissolve back into mana fog.

      “Thanks.”

      Felix heard Liz’s voice down on the floor next to him, and he realized he’d wrapped an arm around her waist and dragged her down beside him. He’d unconsciously pulled himself in front of her as well, so she hadn’t taken any hits from shattered stone.

      “You can let go now.” Liz gave him another lopsided smile, but this one seemed different. She was looking at him differently than she had just moments ago.

      “Sure.” Felix let her go, but the warmth of her seemed to linger in his hand. He flattened out the stone again so they could move forward. “That was a cockatrice. Oh, if I could get blood from a real one, I’m sure I could finish my project.” Felix willed the arrays on his body to life and the small cuts sealed themselves.

      “Those tats are pretty useful.” Liz observed.

      “Alchemy is the most useful kind of magic, if you put in the time. Theoretically, alchemy can do just about anything.” Felix scanned the room. “So, what’s your specialty?”

      “Oh, a little of this, a little of that. Redirecting things is the kind of magic I’m most comfortable with. That bird-thing wouldn’t have hit me.”

      “It’s called a cockatrice. And hitting you would be the least of your worries. Depending on how faithful of a conjuration it was, it could have turned you to stone.”

      “I’m a Librarian, there’s nothing on this floor that can hurt me.” Liz was smiling in full.

      Felix could’ve stared at her like she was a Rembrandt. Liz noticed and posed a little, giving him that sharp, knowing smile.  Felix looked away again, his face growing warm.

      “I guess Librarians have to be pretty tough to work in a place like this. What do you do for fun?”

      “I don’t get a lot of time off, but I like Italy. The wine, the bread, the men speaking Italian.” Liz waved a hand and a section of shelving parted in front of them. “Teasing overly serious grad students is pretty fun, too.”

      “Dio aiuti l’Italia.” Felix muttered. Liz got right into his face, her eyes serious.

      “You can speak Italian?”

      “It’s one of the major alchemical lang-” Felix stopped himself when Liz’s expression soured. “Si, parlo Italiano.” Felix answered.

      “Knowing a romance language moves you a couple spots up the ‘datable’ scale.”

      “Really?” Felix wanted to test this out. “Sei il mio sole, la mia luna e le mie stelle.”

      Liz looked thunderstruck.

      “Sorry, did I cross a line?”

      “...What?” Liz shook herself, a light blush coloring her cheeks. “I was somewhere else for a minute there. You should be careful saying things like that. It’s pretty despicable to play with a woman’s heart.”

      “I don’t say things I don’t mean. I know we just met today, but I think you’re dazzling.” Felix immediately felt like he’d said something wrong or stupid. Thankfully, he didn’t have time to stumble into an apology.

      “You’re moving a little fast, slick. But I don’t hate guys who press their luck.” She favored him with a smile that warmed Felix down to his toes. The rest of the day passed without event, until they reached a small lake in the middle of a circle of bookshelves covered in glowing blue vines. Then they ran into an unexpected problem.

      “What do you mean you didn’t bring any food?” Felix asked.

      “I left it back in the conjuration section, in my office. You got me all excited about getting to the third floor. Besides, you have enough food for both of us, right?” Felix was starting to adjust his opinion of Liz toward someone who had a lot of natural talent and had never needed to work hard or persevere. She acted like a lush, but her ability to redirect harm away from them was no joke. A hail of arrows had been set at the entrance to the Elementalist section, and they had all somehow swerved away and landed well clear of the two mages.

      “I can stretch what I brought with me enough for two people enough for two more days. That’s just barely enough to last until I can analyze my sample and take the emergency exit.” Felix opened his pack and started pulling out the food he’d brought with him. A loaf of bread, some cheese, a bag of dried meat, and a bottle of red wine.

      “You brought a bottle of wine on an expedition through the Library?” Liz asked, incredulously.

      “I thought I already told you, I’m Catholic.”

      That got an almost startled giggle. “Was that a joke?”

      “Who knows/” Felix hid a smile. She had a nice laugh, and it made him feel warm inside when he heard it. He pulled a cauldron the size of a basketball from his pack and tossed a couple strips of the meat into it. He added some water and ran his finger over the rim of the pot. A few moments later, there was a rich, hearty soup in the pot. “Here.” Felix offered her a bowl of soup and a hunk of bread.

      “Ladies first?” Liz asked.

      “Of course. I am a gentleman, after all.”

      Liz took her bowl but didn’t eat any of it.

      “What happens if you can’t get what you’re looking for? Or if you can’t finish your project even after you have your samples?”

      “If I can’t make it work, I’ll be deported. I’m willing to risk my life instead of getting tossed back into the place I came from. If I do everything I can and still fail?” Felix grimaced. “I don’t know what I’ll do if that happens.”

      Liz didn’t say anything after that. Felix made a couple of stone enclosures, and they went to sleep. The next day while they were going through the last section of the second floor, things went wrong.

      The last section was the one least frequented because all the topics were forbidden as areas of practice. Necromancy, mind control, magic that invoked spirits to fuel them. The creatures and traps weren’t worse than any of the other areas, but one trap had fired a small bundle of poisoned darts at them from behind. Liz had managed to redirect most of them, but one somehow bypassed her magic and sank deeply into her calf.

      “OW!”

      “Liz?”

      “Leg!” She gestured at the small fletching sticking out where the bolt had pinned her dress to her calf. Felix cursed and quickly raised slabs of stone around them to stall any immediate attack by creatures. With a finger glowing with blue light, Felix slit the dress up enough that he could clearly see her leg.

      “Sorry, this is going to hurt.” Felix cut into the skin of her leg until he could pull the barb out.

      “Son of a bitch!” she screamed as the two inches of wood and metal came out. Felix licked the tip of the barb and spat.

      “Poisoned. No!” Felix grabbed Liz’s hand as she tried to press it to her leg. “Let the wound keep bleeding. I need something from my bag.” He found the small kit quickly and stuck a needle into Liz’s leg just above the wound.

      “What was—-oh?” Liz sighed as the painkiller kicked in. “That feels pretty good.”

      “Good. Because this next part would hurt a lot otherwise.” He put a small glass jar over the bleeding wound, and his alchemical tattoos lit up. More blood, darker to the point of being black, trickled slowly into the jar. Then a clump of something fell into the jar, and her blood started running red. “Wound’s clean, poison’s out.”

      “Didn’t feel a thing.” Liz’s speech was slightly slurred.

      “You’re going to feel this.” Felix showed her the glowing circle on his palm then pressed it firmly over her wound. He could see the damage to her skin and muscle in his mind as the alchemical array fed information to him. He quickly but carefully reconnected blood vessels, muscle tissue, nerves, and finally skin. He came out of the semi-trance to the sound of Liz groaning in pain.

      “Done.” He took her head in his hands and checked her eyes. Then he put two fingers to her neck to check her pulse. “You should be OK now.”

      “You’re pretty handy. Up another notch you go.” Liz giggled, a little high on the painkiller. Her eyes drooped, and Felix knew that she would be drifting in and out for the next few hours, assuming she didn’t pass out. Carrying her all the way to the door along with his supplies would be difficult. And he couldn’t afford to waste a whole night tending to her. He needed to move fast, needed to get what he needed from the third floor. Besides, he was almost there! The doors were in sight. Surely, he had no responsibility to risk himself for someone he barely knew. Felix felt sickened at the thought of doing something so callous, but the temptation remained.

      “People die every day. What difference could one possibly make?” Felix jerked upright at his own words. “What the hell?” Something was wrong. Something was messing with his head. “She’s just dead weight. I owe her nothing.”The words came out of his mouth, but Felix wasn’t thinking them before they were spoken. Something was in his head. Felix gritted his teeth and grasped the blessed medal under his shirt, dark suspicions making fear bubble in his gut. Sure enough, the moment he touched the medal something let go inside him. His chest felt lighter, his thoughts less constrained. “What nitwit let a demon loose in here?” he growled, shouldering Liz’s additional weight.

      Leaving his pack behind, he started jogging. Not toward the alcove, but toward the doors to the third floor. A demon wasn’t physical; the barriers over the alcoves would do nothing to stop it. Magic would be less than useless. Solomon, the greatest mage in all of history, could only bind demons by divine sanction. Humans who tried to replicate that magic were inevitably corrupted and damned.

      “You think she will look at you like a man just because you helped her?” This time Felix heard the voice as separate from himself. It sounded beautiful, but there was something slimy, something sickening about it. Like velvet pulled from a sewer.

      “Ipse venena bibas,” Felix breathed.

      The velvet voice roughened noticeably. “You will fail. She will drag you down, and you are too weak to help anyone. You were such a burden on your mother.”

      “Shut up,” Felix growled.

      “A bastard has no place in any world. Why bother even trying? You were born unwanted; you will die unwanted.”

      “My left kidney for a priest.” Felix did his best to tune out the words and just set one foot in front of the other. The doors crept just a bit closer. “Domine Iesu Christe, Fili Dei, miserere mei peccatoris.” He repeated the small prayer over and over, trying to drown out the increasingly shrill voice ringing in his ears. An eternity of abuse later, the third-floor doors were before him. He quickly held out his Library card, and the doors opened. The moment they closed behind him, he collapsed onto the grand staircase’s red carpet, Liz falling off his shoulders and onto the carpet next to him. The demon was bound to the last section of the second floor. It wouldn’t be able to follow them.

      Felix felt completely hollowed out. Empty. Had monsters come down from the staircase, he wouldn’t have lifted a finger in defense of his life. Rather, he couldn’t have mustered the mental energy to care. With Liz laid out on the floor next to him, he sighed once and passed out with his back against the doors.

      Sunlight streaming through stained glass windows at the base of the staircase woke Felix from troubling dreams. The same light made Liz stir from her own dreams.

      “Ugh, what happened?” Liz woke up sluggishly.

      Felix just remembered that she’d be waking up dehydrated from the drug he’d given her.

      “Oh, right. The arrow.” Liz put a hand to her leg, looking for a wound. “I don’t know how a simple trap could actually hurt me. My magic should protect me from anything that mundane.”

      “There’s a demon in there.” Felix still didn’t feel well; the demon had ripped into his spirit pretty thoroughly, but at least he didn’t feel like just lying down and dying anymore.

      “A de- oh that’s bad. That explains why my spell failed. And you-” Felix could practically see her memories catching up to her. “Did you carry me here with a demon chewing on you?”

      “I had to leave my backpack behind.” Felix admitted. He pulled the canteen from his hip and handed it to her. “Drink, or you’re going to feel hungover.”

      “Thanks.” The expression on Liz’s face was too complex for Felix to understand. She wouldn’t look at him, and she fidgeted with the feathers in her hair. “Third floor is right up there, but I would bet money we’ll find a Phantasmal waiting for us at the top of the stairs. Maybe we should leave?”

      Felix grimaced and reflexively reached under his robes for the metal tubes he kept for emergencies.

      “A true replica of a mythical beast. As long as it’s corporeal and not too powerful, I think we can take it. If we destroy it, we should have half a day or so before we need to use the emergency exit. Right?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.” Liz confirmed, but she still wasn’t looking at him.

      Felix stood up, stretching out sore muscles from exertion and a bad sleeping position. He closed his eyes to enjoy the feeling of knotted muscles being worked loose. He felt something warm and soft against his cheek and froze. Too quickly, the feeling was gone. Felix blinked and saw Liz standing very close to him.

      “Thanks for saving my life.”

      “I-” Felix had no idea how he was supposed to respond to that. He’d never had a woman kiss him like that. The feeling of warmth in his chest made figuring that out an impossible problem. Maybe it was the light, but Liz looked even more beautiful than when he’d first met her. He resolved, at that moment, that he would be coming back to the Library at night regularly. They’d gotten off to a slightly rocky start, but he felt like his life would be better with Liz in it.

      “Well, no time like the present!” Liz declared, starting up the stairs. Felix watched her for a moment, then followed. “Do you have anything ready for dealing with a Phantasmal? Since no one’s gone to the third floor for a few days I can practically guarantee that one has coalesced.”

      “I lost a lot of my equipment, but I have some reagents stored in my robe that might be enough. They can make a pretty nice boom.”

      “How big of a boom are we talking about?”

      “With what I have?” Felix took a moment to check all of his robe pockets before answering. “Enough to demolish a city block.”

      Liz made a choking noise. “Why?”

      “I told you, I grew up in a bad place. Magic plus access to the internet makes alchemists as dangerous as a walking nuclear weapon, if we have the time and materials to prepare.”

      “Not that the bad boy anarchist isn’t an attractive image, but you sound like a full-on terrorist when you say things like that.”

      “Weird, my thesis review board said the same thing when I was presenting my research.”

      “If you ever want a girlfriend, take the hint.”

      The rest of the climb happened in silence, until they got to the third-floor entrance doors. Felix reached for his library card but stopped when he remembered he had a Librarian along with him. She didn’t move to open the door.

      “Are we waiting for something?” Feix asked.

      “Oh! No, but I think you should open it. I’m firing up a stronger version of my redirection spell. What’s waiting for us is probably too much for my standard protections.”

      Felix frowned and began to entertain some private doubts. IF he didn’t know better, he’d suspect he was being set up to take a trap or monster attack by being first through the door. He pulled out his mana-viewing glasses from his front pocket to see exactly what Liz was up to, but he reconsidered it, in light of his desire not to offend her by peeking at her spellwork. He decided that he could extend a little trust.

      “Get ready.” Felix had his card in one hand and a metal vial in the other.

      The doors opened slowly and revealed, not a pavilion full of books and shelves, but something that was a cross between a zoo and an anthropology museum. Magical beasts of all descriptions, and a few that human language couldn’t describe, were suspended in cages bound with intricate magical script. The mana was so thick in the room that Felix felt several of his tattoos building up to a reaction the moment he stepped inside. He had to actively suppress them, or the air in the room would suddenly be a lot more combustible. No hostile beast jumped out at the pair when they stepped inside, but neither let down their guard. Liz looked around, eyes darting rapidly around the room, as if looking for something specific. Felix knew that she might be looking for something hiding in the grand room, but a voice in the back of his head chattered away that it was suspicious behavior.

      “Do you see what you need?” Liz asked.

      Her voice was tense, and she was still glancing all over the room. Felix put on his mana-viewing glasses so he could identify the type of magical beast he needed.

      “Yeah, right over there.” He pointed to a magical beast cage that had a large, shaggy-furred creature curled into a ball. It shone in the light, the metallic mane of a Nemean Lion turned even the mist of mana around it a golden hue. “A simple blood sample and a few minutes examining it should be all I need.”

      “Are you sure that’s all you need?”

      “Yeah,” Felix answered on reflex.

      He pulled a vial from his robe and transmuted a portion of the metal into a hypodermic needle. Then he heard a click. It was something he hadn’t heard in years, not since he got out of Detroit. It was the sound of a hammer being pulled back on a firearm. He turned around, slowly, trying not to let his panic make his hands shake. What he saw left a bitter pit in his stomach.

      “I’m sorry.” Liz was holding a revolver, one of the old British ones he’d seen in World War Two movies. Her eyes were bright and shining, unshed tears gathering in the corners of her eyes.

      “Liz, what the hell is this?”

      “Why did you have to be so stubborn?!” she shouted at him. “Anyone who encountered a demon should have been smart enough to take the emergency exit!”

      “Why are you doing this, Liz?” Felix ran mana through his tattoos into his robes, priming several of his emergency spells.

      Then Liz vanished from his sight in an instant. He felt the barrel of the gun against the side of his head. Through his glasses, he saw the fading lines of mana where Liz had been a moment ago. She had pressed two points in space together then moved between them in an instant. It was teleportation, an incredibly high level of spatial magic. He slowly looked to where Liz stood now.

      “Stop casting, right now.”

      Felix hesitated, but let the mana drain out of his spells and back into the air.

      “You have one more chance. Just walk away.”

      “This is happening because of Seimei, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t-” Liz made a choking noise. Through his glasses, Felix could see a string of red Eastern script circling her neck. She was under a curse.

      “Figures. There’s not one thing in my life I ever got easily.” His tone was light, but Felix was cursing a blue streak in his head. He was not in a winning position. Even if he was able to kill Liz before she pulled the trigger, he didn’t think he would be able to make that choice. Risking his life for success was one thing, but deliberately taking someone else’s life? That was something else altogether. He dropped the makeshift syringe to the floor.

      “Thank God,” Liz breathed. “All you have to do is take the emergency exit next to the entran-”

      A growl reverberated around the room, and both mages looked up. The shadows of the ceiling seemed to shift, and two massive black wings dipped into the sunlight coming through stained glass windows.

      “Is that-?” Felix felt the bottom drop out of his stomach.

      That wasn’t just a Phantasmal Beast; it was one of the ancient monsters that had devastated kingdoms and wiped whole civilizations from the historical record.

      “A dragon,” Liz lowered the gun. “I’m sorry it turned out like this. My orders-” she choked again.

      Felix whipped his head around in time to see space fold in on itself until Liz vanished. Her tear-streaked face was burned into his memory. He had no time to reflect on that turn of events because the dragon dropped from the ceiling, and the impact shook the floor so violently that Felix fell on his butt. He scrambled to the side, putting the Lion’s cage between him and the dragon. Frantic, he pulled several vials from his robe and screwed them together. He hesitated, Without proper shielding the blast would turn him into pink mist. But anything less than everything he had wouldn’t do more than irritate a dragon. He prayed, if only to hold down the terror that threatened to choke him.

      “Little mage. Come out. I would speak with you.”

      Felix felt the words in his head at the same time he heard it. When his heart started beating again, he peeked around the corner of the Lion’s cage. The massive, black-scaled beast watched him with burning green eyes. The mana coming off it reminded Felix of the blast furnace his highschool shop teacher had used to melt a steel bar. Felix took his glasses off before the mana blinded him.

      “I am losing patience,” the dragon growled.

      Felix took one look at the alchemical bomb in his hand and primed it. If he was going out, it wouldn’t be as a dragon’s snack. He stepped out from behind the cage, making sure the dragon would see the lines of mana glowing on the alchemical device.

      “Good morning.” Felix said, having no idea how someone was supposed to talk with a dragon, Phantasmal or not.

      “An alchemist?” it grumbled. “I see you have some means of defending yourself. You would be wise to understand this: Even if you destroy this body, I will be reborn in time. Your spirit is the only one that would pass from this plane.” It shifted its wings in a shrug. “I wish to talk, and perhaps bargain.”

      “Bargain?”

      “Are you simple? Do not vex me by making me repeat myself.”

      “What could you want from me?” Felix asked. He hadn’t put the bomb away. The dragon might be lying, after all.

      “Can you transmute gold?” Felix narrowed his eyes. He could do it but not without reagents. None of which he had.

      “Not without leaving for materials.” Felix admitted. There was no way lying about it would let him get to the door. But if it thought he would come back it might let him go.

      “Unacceptable. Perhaps precious gems?”

      “Same problem.” Felix shifted his stance slightly, moving ever so slightly to his left so he could better gauge the distance to the exit.

      “Your value dims in my eyes. What can you create for me with what you have here?”

      “Coffee,” Felix said immediately.

      He knew it might not be very valuable in a dragon’s eyes, but his alternative answers were even worse. The dragon just stared at him in stony silence.

      “Maybe there’s something I can do for you outside the Library?” Felix hedged.

      He was putting together a plan. Decrease the potency of the bomb, make a screen out of the floor’s stone, and try to get to the door while the dragon was distracted.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I wish Seimei was here,” Felix muttered.

      The dragon’s eyes went wide and its wings swept wide, blocking any hope of Felix getting to the door.

      “Seimei?!” the dragon roared. Felix was knocked to the ground, and his ears rang loudly. Thankfully, he kept a tight grip on the bomb or that roar would have been drowned out by an explosion big enough to blow a passenger jet into scrap metal. “That cursed woman. How do you know her?”

      “She’s the reason I’m here risking my life.” Felix could smell proverbial blood in the water. He explained the circumstances that had led him to the library and how Seimei had likely ordered his death.

      “Little mage, vow to me now that there shall be enmity between you and Seimei, and I shall not only spare you but be your benefactor.” The Phantasmal Dragon extended one massive foreleg toward him. “My blood will prove much more useful than that of a simple beast.”

      Felix thought about it for a moment. Success, payback, a living reservoir of thousands of years of knowledge. There had to be a downside. What was the catch?

      “Why?” Felix asked. It might be stupid to look a gift horse in the mouth, but with dragons you couldn’t be too careful. A hasty bargain might leave him in a life not worth living.

      “Her shikigami were made from my true body’s scales. She is a thief.” The dragon’s fiery breath flared in its mouth at the word. Felix could practically taste the dragon’s hatred in the air around them. “I have a chance to bring her low, humiliate her. And if you do not agree, your life will end here, today.”

      “When you put it like that.” Felix didn’t see another way out, and a dragon wasn’t as bad as a demon. “I vow that I will pursue Seimei’s downfall should I be in a position to do so. Good enough?”

      “Almost.” The dragon slipped a claw under a scale and pushed until blood ran from the wound. Felix reached out with an empty metal vial and collected some of the blood. In his greed to get what he came for, he had set down the alchemical bomb. Faster than a striking snake, the dragon bit off his left arm. Felix screamed in pain, gripping the severed end and trying to activate an array to stop the bleeding. The dragon pressed its bloodied claw against his arm, and a new bone sprouted, followed by flesh, skin, and finally a sheet of hard black scales. Felix passed out for a few seconds before turning on the dragon.

      “What the hell was that?!” Felix shouted, still pale from the blood loss.

      “Flesh for flesh, and life for life. An alchemist should appreciate the concept of equivalent exchange.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s a lot to take in.” Caius said, looking skeptically at Felix’s new arm. When he’d come back, Felix had told him about the Library, and the following approval of his thesis, despite Seimei’s objections. “So, what are you going to do?”

      Felix chewed his lip.

      “Maybe, bring her flowers?” he said.

      “You’re going to bring Seimei flowers?”

      “No!” Felix balked. “I was talking about Liz.”

      “Didn’t she try to kill you?”

      “No one’s perfect,” Felix replied, shrugging. Besides, it was a rare thing in his life that someone wanted to be with him. He wasn’t going to risk losing that.

      “You should get over her and find a woman who won’t put a gun to your head,” Caius said.

      “Some things a man doesn’t get over so easy,” Felix said, quoting one of the few romance movies he actually liked.

      When Caius gave him a blank look, Felix sighed. “Even after everything, I can’t stop thinking about her. No matter how it turns out, I have to at least go see her.”

      “No one in their right mind spends summer break in the Library.” Caius sighed but held out his fist. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” Felix grinned and bumped his fist.
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        Alis has faced down a dragon, but now she’s facing something even worse.

        A party. A birthday party at that, one for her friend Cahan. What do you get for a man who as everything he wants? For the person that changed your life?

        Alis the Librarian has found her sense of adventure, but now she must find the courage to face her colleagues in a situation that is, for her, one of the scariest ones she knows.

        The School of Spells and War is a collection of short stories following a warrior and a wizard on their episodic adventures across the lands of Thillon. Join them as they fight ancient shadow monsters, discover ghosts, aid Schools of Magic, and more.

      

      

      The sounds of celebration and excitement echoed all around her, filling the stone arches and vast hallways with laughter. Alis sat alone in the library, seated at her favorite table, the joy of her fellows a muted buzz within its walls. At this time every year, classes took a break at the height of the summer. For two weeks, there were bonfires, games, and feasting. This year was no different. Looking out the nearby window, she could see across the grounds from her desk chair. Dozens of students lounged in the grass, drank, and played games. Alis never participated in these celebrations. She liked to watch them enjoy themselves, though.

      The Formless and the dragons still dominated much of her free time, her fascination with them both increasing by the day. A lurking anxiety plagued her waking thoughts, ever since she had encountered the yawning emptiness of the Formless beneath the university. What if the fate of Thillon depended on some ancient, forgotten knowledge? And what if she could discover that knowledge? Though the outer world hadn’t changed, and few even knew about the Formless, much less feared them, Alis worried about them. She felt like she balanced precariously on the edge of a cliff—too soon would be the plunge, the chaos of the coming storm. She would never forgive herself if she didn’t prepare for it.

      But even before impending doom hung over her head, she had not participated in the festivities. It had once been a time for leisure reading, maybe some organizing and napping. Fun for her was a new book, not a party. And now driven to find answers, she spent her off hours gathering what information she could in case the shadow creatures returned. Midsummer break didn’t change that behavior.

      Half the vacation had already come and gone while she spent her time inside in the library. Alis enjoyed the stillness of the empty halls. Being a magical library, it was usually quite busy and not always particularly quiet. The absence of the students let the books breathe, and so they settled into a well-deserved rest, too.

      “Maybe I’m crazy,” she muttered to herself, her thoughts wandering while she watched everyone else enjoying the sunshine. Little reliable scholarship existed on the Formless. Perhaps it was foolish to think that she, of all people, could discover more so the University would not be caught unawares again.

      Alis jumped as the doors on the far end of the library banged open with a thunderous clang. A boisterous group of men entered the empty room, their loud voices shattering the peace and quiet. She frowned deeply, glaring imperiously at them. When her disapproving stare did little to discourage their noise, she hunched over her work, doing her best to ignore them. Honestly, couldn’t they find somewhere else? Was there not a single room in the university free of the shenanigans of the School of War?

      Grumbling to herself and obsessively rearranging her research notes, Alis did not notice the men make a beeline right for her table until they stood in front of her. All three of them laughed at a joke that she hadn’t heard.

      Alis froze like an animal in a trap, staring at them in surprise. It was obvious they had come to see her. But no one, other than Cahan, ever came to see her in the library. The few school friends she’d had were graduated and gone, and she had not replaced them.

      She recognized them all. The ringleader of the three men, Saer, would have stood out in even the largest crowd. A big, big man, with piercings in his ears and hair shaved close to his scalp, he was perhaps even more famous than her companion Cahan. The burley warrior was quite popular with the kitchen maids. They even loved his scars. He towered over her, casting a shadow over the pages of her books.

      The second man, Elyas, was also a warrior - blond and bright eyed. He spent much of his time abroad, training troops for the nobles of the area. All the excessive arrogance and swagger Cahan didn’t possess had found a home in him. Perhaps it was all the time spent with the aristocracy, or perhaps it was his nature. Either way it irritated Alis, as he was everything she had (unfairly, in retrospect) expected Cahan to be. However, the man was friends with Cahan, and Cahan had given her a chance once. She could at least extend the same courtesy to his other friends.

      Lastly was a skinny, young wizard Alis had seen in the library many late nights. She knew his name was Brien from the logbook at the front desk. It was odd to see him in the company of the other warriors, but then she and Cahan had become quite famous since the dragon incident. Perhaps the younger wizards were less worried about associating with the other members of the school.

      “I thought we might find you here, Alis,” Elyas said to her. A winning smile graced his handsome face. If they so chose, he and Cahan could easily cut swathes through all the women of Thillon with their heroism and good looks.  At least Cahan had more self-respect than that.

      Alis frowned at his charm. “Well, yes. Librarian, library. Seems like a good guess.”

      Elyas grinned even wider. It was not lost on Alis that her choleric demeanor amused the warriors rather than irritating them. A librarian was nothing compared to a screaming vandal, apparently. She couldn’t decide if it was endearing or annoying.

      “We wanted to know if you are coming to the party tonight,” Brien asked.

      Alis paused, taken aback. Why did they care if she was coming to the midsummer party that night?

      “Why would I?” she asked cautiously. A childhood of being mocked and pranked for her magic had left her suspicious of such invites. Of course, her head knew it was different now - and these were Cahan’s friends - but under her prickly exterior her heart still flinched from those wounds.

      They laughed, and she sniffed pretentiously, knowing she missed something.

      “It is Cahan’s birthday!” Elyas explained.

      Alis’s face flushed red. She had been adventuring with Cahan for months now. It hadn’t even occurred to her she didn’t know his birthday.

      “Oh,” she said.

      The men laughed more at her embarrassment. Taking a deep breath, she tried not to take it personally. They were not being mean-spirited. All her life she had struggled with the idea that people could tease without meaning it cruelly. If she lashed out at the first people to invite her to a party, she would not be asked again.

      “The bonfire on the north lawn will be his,” Elyas told her, still smiling.

      “Can we count on you making an appearance?” Saer asked in a rumbling voice. He hadn’t spoken before now, and his voice almost vibrated the table with its volume. Alis found herself nodding without thinking.

      “Good!” Saer boomed, clapping her on the shoulder. Her body flew forward, sending her papers and books to the floor. Could this encounter get any more embarrassing?

      Saer picked up her books in apology and put them back on the table. Then with an overly loud goodbye, Saer and the other men left the library. Even though there was no one else present to complain about their noise, Alis sent a disapproving glare their way. She couldn’t become too compliant. Then she’d have no end of trouble from the undergraduates.

      Alone again, Alis stared at the jumbled mess of her papers. Cahan’s birthday. She had agreed to go without thinking about it.  Now, even if she didn’t want to, she needed to make an appearance.

      And birthdays meant gifts. Her stomach sloshed queasily as she thought about this. She spent money on little else but research supplies, books, and the occasional outfit. And even books she did not have to purchase often, working in one of the oldest and most extensive libraries in Thillon. She could easily afford to buy a gift for him.

      But what? What would be an appropriate gift for a man who saved her life? A man who had changed her life? As both a noble and a famous hero, he surely owned anything he already wanted. Perhaps a book on tactics? Or would he take that as an insult?

      Alis fretted over the predicament for some time and finally came to a solution. The logical answer was she needed something one of a kind. But, to her embarrassment, she didn’t actually know him very well. She had forged a battle bond with him, yes, but they didn’t sit around conversing like best friends.

      Alis sat in her spot for quite a while, staring at the bookshelf on the far wall, racking her brain for every detail she could remember about Cahan. What would he want? What meant the most to him? And could not easily be bought with his own money?

      And then it came to her, an inspiration so sudden it was like being struck by lightning. She knew what was important to him and knew what she could do.

      But she had to get it first.

      Alis stored her work in her bag and reshelved her books. It was time to go find Brien. He could help her get what she wanted.

      ---

      Alis found Brien in the dining hall, reading a book while eating lunch. The other two men were nowhere to be seen, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Brien by himself intimidated her less than the men of the School of War, particularly Saer.

      “Hello, again,” she said, sitting down next to him. Brien paused in the midst of eating.

      “Alis!” He narrowed his eyes in interest as he looked her over. “What brings you to my table this fine afternoon?”

      “I need your help,” she said bluntly.

      Brien grinned, shoveling one last spoonful of stew into his mouth before pushing his bowl away.  “Straightforward. I like that. What can I do for my lady?” he asked in an over-exaggerated chivalrous tone.

      Alis smiled weakly, nervousness suddenly stirring in the pit of her stomach. Thinking about doing this was one thing. Actually asking someone to do it was another.

      “I need to break into the records room.” She dropped her voice conspiratorially, glancing around to make sure no one overheard. She hadn’t broken the rules like this before.

      Brien smirked, amused by her feeble attempts at secrecy. “And your first thought was, hey, Brien will help me do that?”

      Alis shrugged, not entirely sure why he had been the first person to occur to her either. She did need a wizard for the job.

      “It’s for Cahan,” she said defensively, and Brien laughed.

      “You want to steal something from the School of Magic’s records to give to a warrior for his birthday?” he asked, his brow furrowing.

      For a moment Alis feared she had offended him.

      “Well, then you’ve got the right person. I’m game!” He flipped his book closed and stretched lazily. Alis let out a breath she didn’t know she had been holding. Brien, thankfully, did not ask her what she needed from the room. Even if she told him, he probably wouldn’t understand why she needed it.

      Brien paused and considered her closely. “You do realize that the records room falls under Pallin’s purview, don’t you?”

      This time, Alis grinned mischievously. “Yes, I do.”

      “Alright, as long as you know what you’re getting into,” he said.

      “We will need a distraction for him.” Alis had been thinking about it the entire walk from the tower to the dining hall. It wouldn’t be too difficult to distract the anal-retentive assistant dean with some kind of irritating accident in the library, but being a stickler for the rules, she struggled to come up with a good idea. “Perhaps some kind of prank in the library?”

      “No, no. We can do better than that. It needs to be something that will hold his attention as long as we need.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully.

      Alis, who endured Pallin’s demands on a daily basis, thought any amount of rule breaking would be enough to draw his attention but did not argue. She was the amateur in this situation, after all.

      Brien suddenly laughed and smacked the table. Alis jumped and frantically hushed him. He ignored her.

      “I have a plan!” he said.

      He stood up and motioned for her to follow. Alis complied, furtively glancing around the room again. They passed through the dining hall unnoticed, walking out a rear set of doors to a narrow stone hallway.

      Her nerves were starting to get the better of her, and she always had to know the plan. When he did not volunteer to share his brilliant idea with her quickly enough, she spoke up. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”

      Brien did not answer until he’d opened a door at the far end of the hall. He motioned for her to step inside and then followed her in.

      Alis stopped inside the door and blinked. He’d led her to the kitchens. She had never been down here before. Never once had she dared to ask for food outside the allotted dining hours. In truth, it had never even occurred to her she could. To her, the rules were the blueprint for life. Obviously, Brien didn’t share this view. The kitchen workers addressed him by name as he skillfully wove in and out of them, Alis timidly stumbling along behind him.

      “Pallin confiscated one of my papers for using a restricted book without filling out the proper paperwork. I didn’t have time to write an entire new one and failed that assignment,” Brien explained. Alis could barely keep up with him. He obviously spent a lot of time here.

      “That sounds like something he would do,” Alis replied.

      “So I’ve been spending ages trying to figure out how to get back at him. But this is perfect.”

      Alis made a mental note that Brien was the plotting sort. Though almost everyone turned into the grumbling, plotting sort after a run in with Pallin. He had that effect on people.

      Brien didn’t provide any more information as they climbed down a small staircase next to the hearths and ovens, entering a small dark room at the back of the kitchens. Half a dozen servants scrubbed dishes in big wooden buckets of water on the right side of the room. On the left, a row of women stood at a long table, already preparing produce for the evening meal, even though lunch had barely finished. On one side of the room kitchen workers scrubbed dishes in big wooden buckets of water. On the other, a row of women prepared the produce for the evening’s meal.

      A tall, stunning woman stood at the first station by the door, hard at work slicing apples and pears. Her curly blonde hair was pulled up loosely and covered in a pale blue kerchief. Even in her rough spun work clothing, she had a shapely and appealing body.

      “Eleri!” Brien shouted cheerfully.

      The woman turned at the sound of her name. Her face was just as attractive as her body, with a freckled nose, big blue eyes, and perfect lips. Alis unconsciously smoothed her blonde hair, suddenly feeling woefully inadequate.

      Eleri smiled at Brien. “My wizard boy!”

      She fondly kissed him on the cheek. Brien introduced Alis and then began a conversation before Alis could properly greet the kitchen maid.

      “This is Saer’s favorite girl,” Brien said cheekily.

      Eleri blushed. “Oh, don’t tease,” she said, swatting his arm. But Alis could tell it pleased her to hear the giant scarred warrior loved her.

      “I have a game for you, a favor.” Brien leaned against the table. “My friend Alis here wants to steal something from under Pallin’s nose.” He reached out and grabbed a slice from the apple Eleri was cutting, smirking at her. Eleri rolled her eyes but did not stop him.

      Alis tensed up again, worried about Brien’s cavalier behavior regarding the plot. They were going to be discovered, she just knew it.

      Eleri’s eyes widened in interest, and she smirked. “Oh, is she? What can I do to help?”

      Apparently, Pallin was even more unpopular than Alis had realized.

      “Why are you interested in getting back at him?” Alis asked. What might have Pallin done to offend a kitchen maid? She couldn’t imagine he would deign to enter the servant level of the castle on a regular basis.

      “He tried to have my friend fired for not folding his sheets the proper way,” Eleri answered, her face shadowed for a moment with anger.

      “We just need a distraction, really,” Brien told her.

      She laughed.

      “I can do that,” she replied, smiling a wicked sort of smile.

      Alis took one look at the grinning blonde, with her big blue eyes and ample bosom, and then thought about Pallin—the skinny, self-absorbed bureaucrat who regularly blew his top over obscure rule breaking. He didn’t have a chance.

      She frowned.

      “This is cruel,” she said aloud to Brien. He shrugged, unconcerned. Pallin had probably never had that kind of attention from a woman like Eleri. It seemed evil to taunt him.

      And then she remembered he had left her to be eaten by a dragon and decided that she didn’t care.

      “Excellent! Let’s be off, then,” Brien said, stealing another bite of fruit. Eleri gave him another warning glare.

      “Not now,” she said, motioning to the pile of uncut fruit on the table to her right.

      “But it’s for Cahan’s party,” Brien wheedled, flirting with her.

      Eleri shook her head.

      “Not until the work is done, not even for Pallin,” she said firmly, and Brien sighed dramatically.

      “Alright then, you’ve convinced me.” He winked at her. With a wave of his hands, he enchanted the utensils for all the kitchen maids. Now their knives cut, diced, and julienned all the produce for the evening meal. Even the cloths and brushes on the other side of the kitchen scrubbed cooking pots on their own accord.

      Alis stared. Wizards viewed it beneath the splendor of magic to use it for menial tasks such as cooking and cleaning. Of course, it was easy for them to take this mindset when living at the University. The lowborn workers did those chores for them here. But Brien was young and had already proven by his circle of friends that he did not hold to all the unspoken rules of the wizards.

      A cheer rose from all the maids, young and old, for Brien’s favor. All the young women crowded around him, and Brien basked in their praise with another dimpled grin. He received several kisses in thanks. They even passed a small sack of apples and a meat pie to him.

      Now Alis understood why Brien spent his time here, even if Saer was the one all the girls liked to swoon over. Mostly amused by it, she smiled. If the girls appreciated it, the higher ups didn’t need to know. She also couldn’t throw stones about rule breaking at the moment either, considering she planned to commit larceny in the near future.

      Now that Eleri’s work for the day was being finished by magic, she washed her hands and removed her apron.

      “Now I am ready.” She smiled again at them both, and their odd little party turned and left the kitchens.
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        * * *

      

      Alis found herself getting more and more nervous as they climbed the staircases and walked the hallways of the north library wing of the University. She had never been a rule breaker. She was almost as nervous about this as she had been about facing a dragon.

      Brien and Eleri did not seem worried at all, however. They laughed and joked with one another the entire time, Brien trying to convince Eleri to join him at the party later that night.

      It was probably better this way; their relaxed demeanor would be less suspicious. Alis knew she wasn’t very good at intentional mischief-making.

      The closer they got to Pallin’s office, though, the quieter the wizard and the kitchen maid became. When they were around the corner from it, Brien motioned for them to stop and spoke in a low voice.

      “Eleri, you go in first. Distract him with your charms,” Brien told her.

      The same wicked smile from earlier crossed her pretty face.

      “What should I talk to him about?” She took a moment to remove her kerchief and let down her curly hair, running her fingers through the strands to smooth them. Unbound, it hung almost to her waist.

      “Oh, the usual flattering stuff,” Brien said offhandedly.

      Alis shook her head.

      “No, no. That might work for a minute or two, at most. You need to ask him about something he cares about.” She paused, thinking. “Get him to detail out some obscure rule to you!”

      A ridiculously beautiful woman who cared about the minutiae of the bureaucracy? Pallin had no chance whatsoever. It would be heaven for him.

      Brien laughed. “Genius!”

      Alis blushed again.

      “I’ll get him to clarify his room cleaning preferences,” Eleri said slowly.

      Alis nodded. “That will get you at least ten minutes. If you exhaust that topic, you can ask him about the past and current codes of conduct for the library.”

      Eleri gave both wizards a confident smile and a wink, and disappeared around the corner.

      Alis’s stomach tightened. There isn’t any way out of this now. But it would be worth it. The idea was perfect. And even if Cahan didn’t love the gift, revenge on Pallin was an acceptable consolation prize.

      After Eleri left her sight, her voice drifted through the tall and empty hallways. Brien held up his hand for several moments, until it sounded as if she had successfully engaged the prickly administrator in conversation.

      Brien turned to Alis. “We need to get past him unseen. I can take care of that.” He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply, and then he spoke a string of words almost inaudibly. Little glowing motes appeared in the air around him, even though there was no sun to light them up. He opened his eyes, and the little luminescent flecks gathered around his fingers. He cupped his hands together like he held a measure of glittering sand in his palms and then blew gently on the sparkling mass. The motes burst into the air like dandelion fluff, skittering across the distance between their bodies and settling onto Alis.

      She blinked. The lights gamboled across her exposed skin like feather-light tufts of cotton. Tiny particles tickled her nose and her skin crawled. But when she raised her hand to her face, she couldn’t see it anymore. The motes were the makings of a spell to turn her invisible.

      Brien disappeared from her sight, though she could still sense his presence in front of her when she concentrated.

      “You can cast a full invisibility enchantment? Not just concealment?” She couldn’t do that. She doubted even the Charms professor could. “That is really impressive,” she finished awkwardly, looking in the general direction of where she thought he stood.

      “I’m the youngest of six boys. I learned how to make myself invisible in self-defense,” he replied. And though she could not see him, his pleasure at the compliment radiated out into the empty air.

      “Stay close to me. I can disrupt the alarm, too, but I have to stay outside the records room to do it.”

      Alis reached out and snagged what she hoped was the back of his robe.

      “I didn’t grab you anywhere inappropriate, did I?” she whispered.

      Brien snickered. “No, but even if you did, I wouldn’t mind.”

      She knew where enough of him was to smack him. He just laughed.

      “Do I want to know why you know about the alarm spell on the records room? Or that you know how to disrupt it?” she asked quietly as they approached the office.

      “I work nights around the campus to help cover my costs...six kids and all,” he explained.

      A warm rush of solidarity passed through her, and she found herself even more fond of Brien than she had been the moment before. She had worked both in the library and grading essays while she attended school to make ends meet. There was no way her family would have been able to pay anything for her education. It was nice to meet someone else who had done the same.

      They both fell silent as they came to the door of Pallin’s office. Alis peeked inside out of morbid curiosity.

      Eleri leaned suggestively over Pallin’s large and meticulously organized desk, giving him an excellent view of both her pretty face and her breasts. The usually sneering, unhappy man looked utterly shell-shocked. He explained his extensive research and reasoning behind his cleaning requirements while trying not to stare at Eleri’s chest inches from his face.

      Again, Alis felt a twinge of guilt but decided it couldn’t be all bad. Maybe the attention would put him in a better mood? She could hope for that at least.

      She silently skirted past Pallin’s desk, still holding on to Brien’s robes as they snuck along the far left wall. In the back corner, there was a door leading into the reading room. Beyond that small area was the extensive records room for the University. Every student that had passed through its halls, even for a short period of time, had information stored there.

      Brien ever so quietly opened this door, only pulling it open a crack so they could slide through. Alis held her breath as they did—this was the moment when Pallin was most likely to notice them. But he was captivated, and they squeezed between the door and jamb easily and without being caught.

      Brien pulled out of her grasp, and she couldn’t sense where he was anymore. After a moment that felt like an eternity, he whispered her name from the records hall door.

      “We only have about twenty minutes to do this. Personally, I wouldn’t take that long, in case Pallin gets bored,” he told her.

      Alis snorted. Pallin wasn’t likely to get tired of Eleri, but it was better to be safe than sorry. Hero or not, she would probably be thrown out of the university if caught breaking into the records room.

      He whispered another spell, and the door opened a crack. As she slid by, Brien said, “I have to stay out here to make sure the alarm stays off and the door will open back up. Good luck.”

      The door clicked closed behind her. Her heart pounded as she looked back over her shoulder unable to see the man who was her only way out. She took a deep breath to calm herself. Brien wouldn’t betray her. She trusted him. Or at least trusted in his dislike of the assistant advisor.

      The air was calm and settled, and quiet as a tomb. Goosebumps rose on her arms. She had never been anywhere in the University so silent, not even the library on its best day. With the feeling of age permeating the shelves, it seemed to Alis everything should have been very dusty, but was well kept and spotlessly clean.

      Alis surveyed the room. Every person, living or dead, who had passed through the doors of the University had a file here. There were several floors, each one divided up by century, with the most recent students on the entry level. Alis had heard the older wizards telling the stories of the one-hundred-year file transfer. They had participated in it as first or second year students. The very oldest records were beneath the university now.

      No torches or magical lanterns were lit, and Alis did not dare light them. Instead, she conjured a small blue ball of light, enough to barely see. Then she walked down the rows and rows of shelves, looking at boxes full of stacks of tiny leather books or tightly rolled scrolls. Each one was a recording of the time a student spent at the School of Spells and War.

      She could no longer see the doorway out, and it felt like she’d been walking for an eternity when Alis finally came to the Gs. Everything was in alphabetical order, so it did not take her long to find the one she was looking for.

      The handwritten letters of the label on the small box read Galeren, Gavin. This is what she had gone to so much trouble for. What better gift than knowledge about a person who was no longer here? The records were sealed. No one was allowed to read them unless granted approval by the wizards who wore the extra fancy robes and lived in the highest heights of the towers. Cahan would have never seen what was in this file. She didn’t know if it would be anything new or exciting, but at least, he would have the chance to find out for himself.

      Alis paused, the desire for knowledge surging so strong inside her that she had to take a deep breath and clench her teeth to keep from looking through the box. She knew literally almost nothing—just that Cahan had a younger brother named Gavin who had died several years ago. Cahan carried this with him and blamed himself.  And said almost nothing about it.

      But all she had to do was open the documents and read, and almost all her questions would be answered. She wasn’t a librarian just because she was good at filing or because she was a wizard. Alis was a librarian because she wanted to know. Everything. She had since she was a child, performing silly magic for the rich children in exchange for the right to read their books.

      Alis stared at the box, mentally noting her time was almost up, and went to war with herself. It would be so easy to find out. Maybe it would even help her be more sensitive when dealing with Cahan. He was so free and honest about everything else in his life that it made his one secret unbearable. Would she ever know if she let this opportunity pass her by?

      Cahan trusted her, and it was time to trust him as well. He would tell her someday. Reading about Gavin would be a terrible betrayal of his privacy, a betrayal of the type he might not forgive. Cahan was her friend. He had saved her life. The least she could do was let him have his one mystery. The thought of Cahan’s friendship ended the struggle, and she did not open it.

      She was running out of time. Alis tucked the box under her arm and returned to the door. Brien let her out, and the two of them fled with the stolen records, leaving Eleri behind to extricate herself from Pallin.
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        * * *

      

      Alis stood at the edge of the circle of light emitting from the massive bonfire on the north lawn. Many people—more than Alis had socialized with during the entire break—lingered in the firelight eating, talking, and laughing. The party sounded pleasant, and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. But Alis lingered in the shadows, gripping the present she had spent so much time acquiring, trying to keep herself from running away.

      How ridiculous, to have achieved what she had, and still be afraid of people. Alis steeled herself as if she was leaping into combat, then stepped out of the darkness.

      Brien sat amidst a gaggle of girls from the kitchens, laughing and sharing food with them. Saer commanded a place of honor by the fire, the beautiful Eleri draped across his massive lap.  She beamed about being the focus of his attention. Alis smiled at both men.

      There, to the left of Saer, was Cahan. She could see him through the flames of the bonfire. He sat in a chair decorated humorously like a throne for his birthday. For a moment, her breath caught in her chest at the sight of his face in the firelight. He smiled, and though he did it all the time, Alis could admit for one small instant that he really was insufferably handsome.

      Then nervousness flooded her stomach. Had she chosen the right gift? Would it make him mad to bring up his brother? Would the memories ruin his birthday?

      Cahan could sense her gaze on him, and he locked eyes with her across the grass. There was no leaving now that he knew she was here. He waved her over.

      “Alis! You came! I did not expect to see you here,” he said when she approached, sounding genuinely pleased. He was always genuine. His demeanor was refreshing to Alis, after living with wizards for so long. Many of the magical occupants of the castle were less than straightforward on a regular basis. It was sort of an unofficial mark of being a wizard, being cleverly dishonest or less than forthcoming even on trivial subjects.

      “I am here,” she conceded, smiling. “It is Saer’s fault, though.”

      Cahan laughed. “He does tend to get his way.”

      As if to accentuate this comment, Saer laughed, a big booming laugh that drowned out everyone else.

      She sat down next to Cahan on a pile of furs, awkwardly quiet before gathering up the courage to pass him the gift clutched in her hands in a death grip. Cahan took it and thanked her.

      “You didn’t know it was my birthday, did you?” Cahan asked, amused. He held the package in his hands but did not open it.

      Alis blushed at being called out but didn’t lie. “I’m sure you don’t know when mine is,” she replied in a waspish tone of voice.

      Cahan smirked.

      “The winter solstice,” he said primly. Alis stared at him. “Well, I didn’t know when I threw you out the window, but I know now. I like to know who I am working with.”

      “So my birthday is the winter solstice, and yours is the summer? That is an odd coincidence,” Alis said, frowning thoughtfully. She was not sure it was a coincidence at all. Things often weren’t when it came to magic.

      “Well, mine isn’t quite the solstice, but yes.” Cahan answered, and he, too, frowned. There was another awkward silence while they both considered this.

      “Don’t wait forever, I spent a lot of time on that,” Alis finally said to break the mood. She motioned to the rectangular package in his calloused hands.

      Cahan smiled at her, admiring the present. The wrapping glowed an iridescent blue-green, tied neatly with a twisted gold ribbon that flashed brightly as it sensed its recipient nearby.

      “Nice work,” he said.

      Alis blushed again. She liked that he appreciated magical skill.

      “I don’t get many presents anymore,” Cahan confessed as he reached for the ribbon. As his fingers touched it, it dissolved into the air. He nodded again, approving of the showmanship. Alis beamed, though not entirely sure why the opinion of a warrior mattered so much.

      He gently unwrapped the rest of the present. “I have to confess that I have no idea what you might choose as a present for me,” he said in good humor.

      Cahan paused as he opened the box. It took him a moment to puzzle out what it was. Alis held her breath the entire time. Only his eyes betrayed his shock. The rest of his face was expressionless.

      “Is this…” Cahan set the box on his lap and pulled out the record book, leaving the scrolls in the box.

      An excruciatingly long silence followed his unfinished sentence. Alis thought her lungs would burst while she waited for any sort of reaction from him. She became convinced he was furious with her and that he hated it. She had crossed the line even though she was trying to do something nice.

      “I didn’t read it. I just grabbed it and wrapped it up,” she finally blurted out, unable to stand the silence any longer.

      Cahan still said nothing as he stared down into the box.

      “You stole records from the school for me for my birthday? You?” He spoke quietly, and his voice almost cracked, thick with emotion. She concentrated on his tone and heard sadness and amusement, but no anger. She nodded.

      “Brien helped me,” she said, trying to give credit where it was due.

      He put the little leather book back into the box and replaced the lid. He turned to look at her, his expression still carefully controlled—but his eyes were full of emotion.

      “Thank you,” he said, the phrase laced with all the feelings not showing on his face. He was overwhelmed, not angry. A small prick of pride that she had rendered him speechless bloomed inside her. But his sorrow was so great, and the moment so emotionally charged that she could not look in his eyes any longer. Embarrassment flushed her cheeks as she looked down at the furs beneath.

      Cahan reached out and gently placed his fingers under her chin, lifting her face again so he could look at her.

      “Wait, Alis. I mean it. Thank you. It is the best gift I have ever been given,” he told her earnestly.  Alis knew he was being honest. Her blush grew deeper, and she was suddenly aware of the fact she was sitting at his feet, gazing up at him.

      “Just kiss her already!” Saer shouted across the bonfire at them. He laughed loudly, and the fragile moment between them shattered. Alis blushed even brighter and jerked away from Cahan.

      “She has made it abundantly clear that she has no interest in me,” Cahan said with good humor. “Perhaps she only cares for wizards.” He did not seem fazed by the teasing at all.

      “Oh ho! A woman that has said no to Cahan! Well done!” Saer laughed some more. “Maybe the wizard boy will have more luck than you!” He? motioned to Brien, who waved him off. Everyone laughed again.

      “I think I will go back to my quarters now that I have delivered my present,” Alis told Cahan when the teasing died down. It had been a mistake to come here. This was why she preferred the library to parties, books to people. She stood up and stiffly turned to the castle. Cahan reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her.

      “You should stay, Alis. It means they like you. They tease everyone this way,” he said kindly.

      Alis swallowed, her eyes darting to the company around the fire.

      Cahan followed her gaze before looking her in the eyes. “You have faced down a dragon. People are nothing compared to that.”

      He was right. Part of the reason she adventured with him was so she could be part of the world, instead of watching it from the outside.

      Who would have thought that a man who had thrown her out of a tower into a moat would have changed her life so much? She had been gone from her home for years, and still the fears and scars of her childhood haunted her. And here he helped her with them, though she couldn’t figure out why.

      “I will stay, then,” she said meekly.

      Cahan smiled at her.

      “Good,” he said.

      And so it came to pass that Alis Tredore, junior librarian at the School of Spells and War, attended her first Midsummer party.
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        * * *
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        This story follows the two leading characters of two previous short stories, free to read online: the Kitty and Otto stories: The Pasture Watch, and The Small Stranger. In this story, Kitty and Otto travel to spend the summer with Kitty’s jaunty, eccentric brother. There they find the way into a precious secret haunted by an old and grievous malevolence, casting the shadow of death over a blossoming family.

      

      

      Kitty Bauer’s fingers curled idly around the edge of the book to keep it from sliding off her lap as the car turned or jostled. The flickering shadows of passing trees reflected in Otto Kunger’s thick, round glasses as he bent over his own book next to her; Kitty, however, with her head to one side, was staring out the window. She did not see the tulip fields, kestrels, or telephone poles much more than the words on the page—she was pondering the curious prospect of spending the summer holidays with her oldest brother Senfain, who was now a doctor of magic.

      She didn’t think of the last time she had seen him, with his walnut brown wife being sweet to his elbow (when he moved farther away to work with a preternatural science research team). That had been so long ago that she thought further back, to when she was six, looking up at her tall brother—with his hair on fire. His hair was so often on fire it was a mystery how he kept it so long—as it was a mystery how he looked so masculine with the curls sweeping his shoulders. He said it was his resemblance to Isaac Newton (which Kitty never could see). However, he did look old-fashioned, without an ounce of the stiffness associated with the look. She wondered if he had grown stiff while working among older doctors of magic, but she highly doubted it.
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        * * *

      

      “Kitty!” (Her name sounded just like a term of endearment when her brother said it like that.)

      Senfain darted across with his long legs, and hugged her to his neck—lifting her almost three feet up to do so. She was surprised by feeling a momentary awkwardness at being embraced so tightly; had she become that much older in little more than one year? A lot had happened.

      He bounced her to the ground again, and bent to speak eye to eye,

      “Amazing to see you, Kitty, I’ve so much to… so much fun! And Otto!”

      With a sudden decorum he straightened and held out his hand.

      “A pleasure to see you again, Otto!”

      “A pleasure to see you, Doctor Bauer,” Otto replied, shaking Senfain’s hand; fourteen as he was, the manner suited him so much more naturally than it did Senfain that, with Otto, it almost didn’t seem a joke. Otto’s father (also named Otto: Otto the First) had now risen from the driver’s seat of the car. He, alone of anyone Kitty knew, was as tall as Senfain, but was about five times as thick. He embraced Senfain warmly; as a professor of history, he had a deep respect for geniuses in magic. Then he turned his intimidating good cheer upon Senfain’s gladsome, nut-brown wife, Sidhi; quite tiny she looked beside the two of them, though she was full and round with baby. Kitty felt sure she would see Senfain’s firstborn before the holidays were over. Motherhood, fatherhood, and children—another kind of magic Senfain had been practicing.
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        * * *

      

      For Kitty, who lived all her life on a farm, it was queer to be waited on by a maid at lunch: Abigail Klein, a sixteen-year-old student from Fadenland who spoke in broken English to Senfain, who in turn spoke in broken German to her. Though the house was small, Abigail had been hired particularly to help Sidhi, who refused to leave off fixing the flavourful, traditional meals she had grown up with. Kitty was liking the spicy food, though, being unpracticed, she often had to take bones and cardamoms back out of her mouth, and part of her tongue was numb from a clove she had bitten.

      Senfain had left the table early, with an odd expression on his face, though from the lack of reaction this appeared to be normal. A little later, Otto the First was discussing with Sidhi how the Karnahan plane crash had come about; Abigail stood in the kitchen door listening to his drumming, resonating voice; the young Otto was through eating, and leaned his chin on clasped hands. Kitty had been distracted even from the very interesting food, and so had not quite finished—when she felt a prickling on the back of her neck, like someone was staring at her.

      She looked round, and saw her brother’s impish face and bright eyes peeking around the corner from the parlour. He was beckoning to her with his finger. She glanced at the others, and hesitantly got up. No one seemed to notice she was leaving. Senfain whispered, “Come on!” with almost a giggle, and led her into the hall. There was something intense, almost hysterically excited, about his whole manner. Her heart was already beating fast.

      He stopped, laid his hand on her head, and spoke fluidly under his breath. Then he pressed an intricate signet to her forehead.
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        * * *

      

      There was a space in the hall between the closet and the guest bedroom where Otto would sleep. The space hadn’t been there before, yet there had been no transition—she couldn’t even remember what the hall looked like when it had seemed shorter.

      While the rest was painted off-white, this part of the wall was bare wood. Somehow it was one single piece of wood. Set in the middle of this, like a window, was a smooth door. It was of darker, richer wood than the surrounding wall, also made of one piece, hinged on hidden pegs, and inside the wood of the door instead of on it were curious, Asian-looking fastenings, securing all four sides. Other than these fastenings, there was no handle or keyhole. Senfain unsealed each of the fastenings with a touch and a command, and unlocked them, one after another; then the door opened inwards on the left. Though Kitty had seen nothing on the dark wooden surface before, as it swung she glimpsed glimmering lines thinner than hair tracing hieroglyphic patterns—but she was distracted by what lay beyond the door.

      A shoebox-shaped chamber, lined with shelves and glass-fronted pigeon-holes and racks. There were two identical tables, one completely bare, the other with scientific implements such as a burner, a mortar and pestle, precision scales, and a black journal. Here and there throughout the room were the miscellany of magickry: a bundle of herbs that ticked audibly, a dried bird embryo, a talisman with six points made of grass and a twist of metal, other bits of plants, animals, and stones, powders in various containments with long labels, and many fragments of paper and other materials with symbols and foreign scripts. There were artefacts of the Picts, Mishkininkai, Skeptrioi, and many civilisations she didn’t know the names of.

      Senfain went in first, then took her hand as she stepped through, like a gentleman helping a lady from a coach. This picture was broken when her short skirt caught on the lower fastening of the door, and she had to bend down and fiddle it off again. Then she shook her hair out of her face and looked around her. Senfain watched her eyes go from thing to thing. After some moments she remembered to breathe.

      “Your chamber of magic, an incantarium!”

      “The beginnings of one, I haven’t got it properly cluttered yet.”

      He went and closed the door—again she saw the shimmer of minute lines in zig-zagging curves as it moved. The same fastenings could be accessed from both sides of the door through the slots in which they were set. As Senfain relocked each of the fastenings and commanded them again, it struck her that it was like a door on board ship, except that it had corners.

      Once they were sealed inside, Senfain turned to her.

      “We are the only two who know of this place. Not even Sidhi knows about it.”

      This sounded uncomfortably strange to Kitty—however, as much as Sidhi loved Senfain’s magic, Kitty never remembered her wanting to participate.

      “I’m sorry there’s only one thing to sit down on,” Senfain said, gesturing to a three-legged stool. Kitty didn’t bother sitting—and didn’t bother asking about the wooden rocking chair at the end of the room. She was looking at a small sphere of dry grass, with a milky grey smoke soaking just in and out of its surface in fluttering, shy patches.

      “What’s this?” she asked, pointing to it but careful to keep her finger a good distance away.

      “You’re wise not to touch, but this one you can hold—please do. It’s an essence of Zarephae’s sixteenth, caged in a Fresdain Alfin Knot. What does it feel like?”

      Cradled in Kitty’s palms, it felt like a fish was nuzzling about with lips softer than spider’s web.

      “It’s kissing me, I think.”

      Senfain laughed.

      “Yes, it likes affinities in the suit of Wands.”

      Every person was connected with one of the seventy-eight cards in the elemental deck: the fifty-two suit cards, and the twenty-two archetypal cards: the Major Arcana. Kitty’s affinity was with Ten, in the suit of Wands.

      “Usually with the suit of Coins it will sit still, but since I’m the Knight, ambassador from the Swords suit, it sits uneasy with me, and smells a bit fearful. Speaking of affinities, I want to show you the big reason I couldn’t wait to show you my chamber…”

      He stepped to the old rocking chair, removed a white cloth from the seat, and another such cloth from something standing before the chair. This thing was a tin basin on a tripod; the inside was inscribed with thin, tight lines of script, dividing it into quadrants and three uneven concentric circles, with Senfain’s seal on one side. On the seat of the rocking chair was a broad disc of tin with similar inscriptions. Kitty put the Alfin Knot down, and puzzled for a moment before she realised what her brother was showing her.

      “A Fauner-scope? Is that really legal?

      “Most certainly. Why wouldn’t it be legal?”

      “I thought… I read in Ioannis Pallas that it was more like a bridge than a scope.”

      “Ah, well, I never liked old Ioannis anyway. I’ve explored what is visible to my affinity in the alignment here, but something truly telling is what differences are revealed to another affinity. Would you like to see into the Far?”

      Kitty suddenly thought of her friend Mina, traveller of the Far, born in Merowinter itself, and a shiver ran through her. Here maybe she could glimpse again the faces of the people beyond the firstborn world. What Otto would not give to be here…

      She almost choked trying to speak.

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      After the aligning elements had been ordered in the basin - salted oil, bound lavender, a fish’s keel, three seals (astronomical, geological, and cultural), a tiny circle of cloth with a stitched symbol that was gently dabbed in the moisture of Kitty’s eyes, a section of aloe, charred linseeds, nightjar’s eyes, the ticking herbs Kitty had seen (a willowherb hale snare), and many things which Senfain did not identify - there began to rise from the concoction a shifting vapour, fading away after a few handbreadths; this was not steam, Kitty knew, but the reflected shadows of creatures—hales—moving in the regional Far. To prove this to herself, she blew lightly on the pale vapour—her breath passed through it, and did not alter its movement at all.

      “Be careful how you add the breath of your life to the mix,” Senfain warned her.

      The long time seemed short till the aligning was set, and Senfain gestured to the inscribed plate in the chair:

      “Have a seat, Ten of Staffs.”

      Kitty sat, with only a slight jerk when she felt the cold of the metal, and clasped the armrests nervously.

      “Do I need to do anything?” she asked.

      “It’s hard to explain. For now just sit, and, whenever you work it out… go.”

      “How do I come back?”

      “You’ll be able to look away, so to speak, out of the Far, whenever you please.”

      So she sat, and waited, while Senfain watched from his stool with a calm, expectant air.
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        * * *

      

      She was supposed to be seeing, but she had tried closing her eyes.

      A moment came when she realised she could see the room around her, but wasn’t sure if her eyes were still closed. She saw that Senfain wasn’t on his stool. Then she saw that she wasn’t in the rocking chair: she could see it empty, without turning round. But where was she? She couldn’t see herself. It came to her: she had done it, she was seeing into the Far.

      She paused, until the tremulous reaction to this knowledge subsided in her enough to think clearly. The possibilities of another world were opened to her. It felt as if her heart was racing, though she couldn’t feel its beat.

      There was a warm light that came from behind her, and she decided to turn towards this, though she glimpsed something hunched in the corner of the room. Once turned, a new scene was before her, as was the way in visions.

      It still was not clear whether the light was of a lamp, or of a sun. There was a floor of boards, yellow grass, and a tall white picket fence. Kitty ventured out, feeling as safe in her invisibility as if enclosed in steel armour. She began to rise over the fence, eagerly searching to see a person, inhabitant or traveller, in this Otherworld.

      But she was troubled, unable to clear the top of the fence: something was preventing her. Looking down, she saw it was the thing that had been hunched in the room. She recognised the vivid green hat she had seen, which hid the eyes. The thought that there were eyes hidden in it gave her a tremble.

      It was drawing her down, like cords of bramble all about her, pushing away the fence and all that lay outside. She was gradually feeling smaller, more her own size and shape, losing her invisibility and intangibility, becoming more solid and vulnerable every moment. Then she was near it; it was upon her, she could feel its heat, and something hairy about it; its breath was rank like soil. Approaching out of an ominous distance came the voice of it:

      “...where are you breathing, girl of the earth?”

      She tightened her lips and clenched her body, not willing to mingle with such a presence. It held her, so that she could not look around, to find a way to escape. It was smelling her up and down, suspiciously, bitterly. It was crouching, coiling, pulling; it had her; it was having her. The voice approached again:

      “...do not see me, or find me, do not uncover me to another, this is my place, my own place … do not uncover it, turning it up like a plough … let me keep it…”

      She knew: the creature wanted to keep “it”, and she was in “it”, included, enclosed. Involuntarily, she tried to groan in pain of fear and dank claustrophobia, but the only sound that could come was the voice again:

      “...do not see this, forget this, blot it out, cover it over, do not understand it…”

      The viney twigs were longer, and circling close, like a scribbled hedge of ropes.

      As she clenched herself tighter against the pulling on all sides, the knowledge rose in her like chill water: that what was going to happen to her, was going to happen to her.
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        * * *

      

      A long dropper hovered over her face, and a tingling was on her tongue; she closed her mouth. Then she realised she was leaned back over the armrest with her head in her brother’s hand, so she sat up to look in his face. He smiled, raising his eyebrows.

      “Don’t worry, it’s just something to wake you back up a little. Does it taste that bad?” He returned the dropper to a tall, thin bottle, and began some process of sealing it up. Kitty wiped her mouth.

      “Wasn’t I supposed to be able to come back on my own?” she asked.

      “Certainly, like I said…”

      “Why did you take me out then? I don’t think I was finished.”

      “You were making some weird intense faces, so I thought I might as well.”

      “Did I say anything?” She didn’t know why the thought gave her a tremor of strange fear.

      “No, and they weren’t wild faces or anything either, just this sudden fixed look, and your eyes would flicker wide and relax over and over, like this.” He demonstrated. On his face it only looked funny, but she didn’t feel like laughing—the thought that her own face had done that gave her a self-conscious, almost nauseous feeling. Her brother went back to putting away a few of the various implements.

      “It was pretty creepy,” he said. “However, I may look like that myself whenever I do it, and I would never know.” He took out a black journal and a pen. “So, while it’s still fresh in your mind, what do you remember?”

      Kitty leaned back, and jerked slightly, clutching the armrests: she had forgotten it was a rocking chair.

      “Well, I remember…” she screwed up her face, “...the stone wall of a tower, a face in the window… a smell, like something hot, like a hot day… the sound of a handle being turned around and around… feathers on the ground… the sound of drums, or wings, I think…” She tapped her fingers on the wood, and Senfain took note of this as well. “...a cry of fire, because the sun was shining… the trunks of a forest, a flagpole behind a hedge… a well with spreading roots, a large flower attracting many bees and things…” She tilted her head. “I think that’s all. Isn’t it really…”

      “Random? It can seem that way, especially at first.”

      Senfain made some further notes, and Kitty bent her head. She had actually been going to say, “unclear”, “vague”, “meagre”, but had been confused because she felt relieved that it was unclear. What had happened to her desire? She was sitting with the keys to the Far, Mina’s world, in her hand, and all she felt was tired, and… sad. She decided it must be because seeing into the Far takes so much energy, especially for her: young, inexperienced, excitable.

      But her spirits returned some when her brother snapped his journal shut, towered up, and offered his hand to help her out of the chair—which she actually needed, with the tricky rocking and the unfastened slippery metal plate. She looked around again at the interesting things surrounding her in that room, but their interest had fallen in the shadow of the Fauner-scope. Senfain no doubt sensed this, and went to unfasten the door. Kitty shook herself, and bounced on her feet—she had been sitting for quite some time.

      “How long have we been gone? Will everyone miss us?”

      Senfain turned, sweeping the door open and stepping aside with the same movement.

      “They will not wonder where we are, but no doubt they would prefer to have the brilliant, engaging pleasure of our presence.”

      “Of one of us, anyway.”

      “Go along with you!”

      And he whacked her backside as she skipped out laughing through the opening.
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        * * *

      

      Otto.

      It weighed on Kitty’s mind all that day and night. Otto had become her chief confidante even before Senfain had moved so far away. Kitty knew the love that drew Otto to reading, and to magic, was his love of exploring. And now here was a Fauner-scope in the same house as him, and she of all people knew and couldn’t tell him.

      And on the other hand, Senfain cared about her more than anyone except her parents, yet he did not know that her life had been saved twice that year. He knew about their encounter with the slaver, when Mina had become their friend in a few hours and was gone again; but he did not know that it was because of the Fairy Prince that Mina had come to them. And he knew nothing of before, when Otto had become the Prince’s guardian to escape a curse, and Otto’s sweetheart, Else, had saved them from a deadly beast, the Prince’s enemy. Even Professor Morhier, the acrid teacher of their magic class at Cancer Independent, knew about these things, while Senfain did not. Having Otto know about the Fauner-scope simply seemed more fair.

      She screwed up her courage to approach Senfain about it after breakfast. Naturally, he could see something was up at once.

      “What is it? You look like you’re actually hesitating to say something. It’s a good habit you know, one that I haven’t quite developed enough perhaps…”

      “Could you show Otto what you showed me? Let him see into… you know?”

      Senfain didn’t look surprised, but his eyes did come a bit unfocused.

      “Hmmm…”

      He moved his hand as if stroking a longish beard. Though still trying to set her at ease with his jocund manner, Kitty could tell she had placed him in a deep quandary with her question. He made a false start or two before he really said anything.

      “You see, the fewer that know, the better it is…”

      “I know, it’s only… since you’ve been so far away, he’s been my best friend, and I’ve told him everything I’ve found, and he’s told me everything. And we’ve been through a lot together.”

      “Yes, I see that, and trust me I’m really glad you’ve got someone like that—you need it. However, I should say, and I’m not wanting to make you feel small at all, but I haven’t shown my chamber to my best friend: that would be Sidhi. And, too, there’s this… chapman type fellow, Erkin, he’s the best, and what he doesn’t know about… such things… wouldn’t fill a gnat’s stocking. But I haven’t shown him.”

      “I know. But… why did you show me?”

      Her brother suddenly smiled, and in the involuntary swell of warmth she saw at least one of his underlying motivations before he began to explain.

      “Many reasons… I had to pick someone, and someone close, and someone who would benefit from it, that sort of thing. And to reveal the secret, it had to be for a particular reason: I had to in order to see as a secondhand observer, and compare differences between the visions of two affinities…”

      “Oh!”

      “‘Oh’ what?”

      Kitty had seen the answer, a trump card she could play (literally, in a sense).

      “Senfain, Otto’s affinity is in the Major Arcana.”

      Her brother’s eyes kindled with a weird and hungry light.

      “How have I not been told this before?”
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        * * *

      

      Though it was still covered, the Fauner-scope was the first thing Otto saw upon entering Senfain’s chamber, and he recognised the device immediately. Apparently, all else in the room might just as well have been peripheral apparatus of the scope.

      He seemed to know the names and uses of every element of the alignment, and discussed them with Senfain as a peer. Kitty was aglow that she had a friend who, at least in one point, could talk on a level with a doctor of magic when he was only fourteen.

      Otto sat on the engraved disc, laid his hands on the armrests coolly, and fixed his eyes on the basin as the ghostly columns began to appear and morph. But Kitty could see that he was almost quivering with excitement as she stepped away with her brother. Her brother shared this subliminal vibration.

      “Bon Voyage, Arcanum Lunae,” he said, with a gleam.

      “I’m sorry,” he added in a whisper to Kitty, “I forgot again to get a chair for you. I suppose you could sit in my lap.”

      Kitty stifled a giggle.

      “I think I’m too big for that now,” she whispered back.

      “Not a chance, you’re hardly bigger than when you were nine: thin as a daffodil, light as a frog, brown as a bean, you remember? Almost as brown as Sidhi when the sun really gets to work on you.”

      Kitty stifled another giggle, with a little more success.

      “Could I look in your magic journal? Or is it too secret?”

      “Actually you can, as it’s just my own secrets. You wouldn’t be able to read it though, as I usually use shorthand. I’ll have to…”

      Otto jerked, and they both looked. Kitty wondered if they were being too loud—or had he already gotten “in”? He was leaning slightly forward, and his eyes looked hard as stone.

      All at once, Otto and the chair he sat in were driven backwards, striking against the shelves and pigeon-holes with a crash. Otto stiffened upright with open mouth, and there came from him the high, musical sound of some feral bird.

      Something was loose in the chamber. Many things were loose: glass cracked, walls thudded, the light left them in a flickering brown twilight. The Alfin Knot spilled a black sludge and lay still. A whining cry went up from a cage Kitty had not noticed. Something was in her hair; she looked up, and saw dark, coloured flames caught in her hair like algae in waterweed.

      A long, pale wand was in Senfain’s hand, and he thrust it over her.

      “Iureh kai Thriambos, sbennuteh!”

      Her hair fell all round her head, and she could see nothing. A tooth-rattling crack went through the air of the room that made her heart sink. When she got her hair out of her eyes, the light was shining steadily again—shining on the door, which now had a split that went, at a slight diagonal cross-grain, from the top nearly to the bottom.

      Senfain fell upon the door like an animal, undoing the fastenings. Kitty noticed he did not command them to unseal. He ran down the hall, Kitty following as close as she could, her heart dark and trembling like the brownout in the chamber. When they came to the parlour, a strange sight met their eyes.

      It was chaos, a sense of movement and upheaval with only the effects seen: the light swinging and spinning, latches snapping open, a clock burst like a balloon, a beam in the ceiling twanged like a guitar string, Kitty saw and felt a flash as if something had struck her eye.

      Across the room, Sidhi crouched behind Abigail, whose young, German face was drawn and stern. Her broom was raised head-down like a staff, and she was thundering words in her own language:

      “...und Angeles, alle zusammen, fürchten mich alleine!”

      She brought the broom straight down with a startlingly resonant boom, and the tumult stilled like a blowing flag suddenly snatched and held. While the light was still swinging, Abigail turned her rebuke upon Senfain. She continued in German, no doubt both because it was more natural to express her full feeling, and because she was speaking so to him in front of his wife. It was strange for Kitty to see her towering brother, rod in hand, quail before the reprimand of the teenage student.

      “Jah, es tut mir leid,” he said, “danke, Abby, sorry, Sidhi, this was my fault, come…”

      He took Sidhi’s hand and led her away, and just as they were going upstairs Kitty heard him speaking to her in her own language, more fluidly and softly than he could speak German. Then Kitty and Abigail looked at each other. After an awkward exchange of silence, Abigail simply looked away again.

      All at once Kitty realised Otto was not there, and ran back into the hall. The chamber door had been left open; the seals on it were probably broken anyway. Inside, Otto was seated again in the rocking chair, which he had dragged back into place in front of the basin. He seemed to be concentrating hard. Kitty sprang into the room, almost stumbling and falling on her face.

      “Wait! Otto, what are you doing?”

      He blinked and shook his head.

      “I’m rushing out of the room like you and your brother did, only the alignment has been thrown out of place. It made a confusion of all the hales in this house; that was the commotion. Whatever the creature was, it has escaped the house.”

      “What creature?”

      “All I saw before it got away was its green hat.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a long day for Kitty, who felt as though all she could do was wait, listening when she could only to things she couldn’t understand, often in other languages. There was no lunch, and she wasn’t hungry, but might have preferred eating to wandering the house aimlessly.

      Late in the evening, she at last came upon her brother sitting on a window-seat, rather than closed in one room or another doing she knew not what as he had been doing all day. She sat down beside him.

      “Is whatever that creature is… done with?” she asked.

      “It’s trapped in wards not far from here. Friends of mine are on their way to carry it off.”

      “Abigail was hard on you, wasn’t she?”

      He chuckled sorely.

      “Ten of Staffs, meet Nine of Staffs. I’m mortally glad she was here.” He sighed. “I was actually about to come look for you now…”

      “You couldn’t have known all that would happen, I’m sure she knows that.”

      “It’s worse than Abby knows though,” he said quietly, with his hair hanging down from his bent head. “The things you remembered when you looked in the Fauner-scope? They were expressions of your basic symbols, and elements of the dream exercise we did the last Christmas we were together. When that happens, it’s a sign something has consciously pushed back against being remembered, and these other things appear instead. I should have recognised them, but I was expecting new things.”

      “It’s been more than a year; it’s no surprise that you didn’t see it right away.”

      “That isn’t all I didn’t see. A lance in a bush is a sign of a deep wound, spiritual trauma of the first degree.”

      “Lance… wasn’t it a flagpole without a flag? Though it’s true I didn’t see a rope.”

      “I’m supposed to recognise the patterns; it’s what I do. Especially the dangerous ones. You were hurt, Kitty; you’ve been hurt terribly, and I didn’t even see an obvious mark. I’m sorry, Kitty…” His old-fashioned lower lip was trembling, and he didn’t seem to know where to look. She got up and embraced him, not caring in the slightest how awkward it might be. He choked on her shoulder, more than once, then swallowed and pushed her back to look in her face.

      “You’ll need to be purged, Kitty, and I don’t know if I could do it. Whatever you went through, you’ll go through it all over again.”

      “But you will be with me. I’m sure I can do it if you’re with me.”

      “I can’t see why you would trust me now, except that you’re just a confoundedly decent girl.”

      “If you’d pause feeling guilty for a little, you might see it’s because you’re such a confoundedly decent boy.”

      He did pause for a few moments in thought, and then light returned to his old-fashioned, tear-stained face.

      “Say! I am that, aren’t I?”
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        * * *

      

      Senfain brought a small solid chair from the deck into his chamber of magic, and set it at the empty table. He closed and commanded the fastenings of the door; apparently he had revived the seals. Kitty waited while he set up a brazier on the table and placed stones and coals and cut up something like a small vegetable into it. She was feeling nervous as she would when preparing to take a cold bath.

      “Wasn’t the door cracked almost all the way through?” she asked. “It looks like the crack is almost a foot from the edge.”

      “It’s… healing.”

      “Oh.”

      She looked around, with the new disturbance of this thought: as if the chamber was the stomach, or some more mysterious and unearthly internal organ, of a living creature which she was standing inside.

      Senfain kindled the fire on the brazier, and turned out the electric light. He led and helped Kitty to sit down in the shifting darkness around the red glow, and sat down near her on his stool. Over his head he pulled a black, tasselled mantle, which would keep the fire from being distracted by his presence. He held Kitty’s hand.

      “Now, just breathe in the smell, and look into the flames.”

      She did, and felt an upwelling inside her, like a bubble rising through mud. Then the memory returned. Senfain shook his head when he saw her body go rigid, and her jaw tighten.

      The experience had come moment by moment, but, when remembered, every moment came on stage at once. Kitty felt unexplained guilt; grief as if someone she loved had died, and she couldn’t say goodbye; dread of something infinite and astronomical. She sensed Senfain leaning forward in the shadows beside her.

      “The more you can describe it, the less hold it will keep within you.”

      She began, hesitantly, wanting to get it over, like a confession of some crime.

      “I saw it in the corner over there, with its bright green, beat-up old hat. I tried to leave, but… it came up underneath me, and pulled me down. It was all tangled, and dark, and tight…” Kitty’s voice was getting harder to control, and more forced. Flushes of random anger went through her, at her brother, at herself. “It said… I don’t remember any of it. It hated me. Then…” She gestured weakly, and crossed and recrossed her legs under her chair. “Then it… I can’t describe it, I don’t know how!”

      She closed her eyes, and broke into quick sobs. Senfain took her hand in both of his. After a moment he said,

      “Then give it a no-good description, one that doesn’t even begin to describe it, but just puts a label on it, nothing more.”

      Kitty tried to rein in her crying, and open her eyes again.

      “It was like… being dirt, which all the thin, hairy roots of stinking weeds go into, like being sand lost in the sand at a beach, mixed in and lost forever, and sorted through by fingers, and not able to feel anything at all, just being lost.”

      The description was so far from right that it made her want to gag. Words didn’t have meanings for these things, and she hated words then for betraying her when she needed so desperately to release the vision from her mind. Senfain squeezed her hand.

      “That’s all, Kitty, even if you feel you need something better. Remember that you’re alive, that in fact you can feel all this because you are so alive. And it ended then, did it not?”

      “Yes, it did.”

      She remembered her dissolved self amid the creature, and the suffocating despair of it, dragged away from the back of her eyes as she felt the drop land on her tongue. But it had not been dragged away from her: she had remained in it, or it had been dragged away into her.

      “Kitty,” Senfain said, “we need to pray about it now. I’ll speak first.”

      He bowed his head and pulled the mantle away.

      “Father, who made us, and made our world, and gave us glorious things to see and know, help us when we find those things that have gone against you, and become so dark. Please help my sister, heal her spirit, and make her strong and well and happy again. Protect her from such evils as have touched her, and give her courage to face whatever darkness that may still lie in her way soon or long from now. I ask in the holy name of your holy Child, Jesus Christ, Amen.”

      He squeezed Kitty’s hand. She cleared her throat.

      “God, please… help me, to not be afraid anymore. I’m… sorry for anything I’ve done. Please be close by. Please don’t forget me. Thank you… for my brother. Amen.”

      Senfain pulled the mantle over his head again. In the quietness, Kitty felt very heavy, as if after a very warm bath. She was glad Senfain didn’t let go of her hand.

      “Another thing that might help you,” he said, “and perhaps help me: I had seen that thing with the hat before. It never did anything though, and I thought it was like a log covered with moss: not alive, but looking like life. Something about you it didn’t like.”

      Kitty was looking into the fire again, and suddenly swallowed to clear her throat.

      “Senfain, something’s wrong with Sidhi.”

      He snatched the mantle from his head and looked in with her, knocking her half from the seat. Then, for the second time that day, he fell upon the door of his chamber to open it as quickly as he could; this time fumbling in the dark and unsealing them with a savage edge to his commands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This time, they ran to the end of the hall and upstairs to his bedroom. Abigail met them at the door, and there was no rebuke in her eyes; they were wide in the light of the lamp.

      “I do not know what is wrong, it is not the hales of the house…”

      Sidhi was lying, shaking on the bed in her night dress, beads of sweat on her dark skin. Kitty felt her heart go cold. Once again something had reached out of namelessness, and all she could do was wait, and bear it like a flower underfoot.

      Senfain cradled his wife’s head, and spoke softly but urgently to her. She murmured in pain,

      “Mayim ig rey dhopi dekhi.”

      Senfain looked at Kitty with a hopeless wearniness.

      “She saw the green hat.”

      “What? How?”

      “It must have escaped the wards, and crept back into the house. Now it’s attaching to the weakest as prey.”

      As if he had only afterwards realised what he had said and what it meant, he dry heaved into his arm. He suddenly groped for Kitty and clung to her, trying to hide his whispers from his tormented wife:

      “Kitty, I don’t know what this is, or how to stop it. This isn’t a vision. I don’t want to lose them…”

      Kitty felt a shiver inside her, but kept herself still. Sidhi lying on the bed, fighting for her life and for her child, alone with a monster though surrounded by friends: it was something that happened in a story, not something one could stand in one’s brother’s bedroom and see with one’s own eyes.

      There was a knocking at the door, and Otto’s voice:

      “Dr. Bauer! Senfain!”

      Senfain rose and clenched his fists.

      “God, please, no more.”

      And he left the room. Kitty heard him speak to Otto, and then both of them running downstairs. Even her spirit was speechless then. She took Sidhi’s sweaty hand, and put her head down on the bed. Vaguely, she was aware of Abigail who seemed to hover between staying or going after Senfain. The minutes slid past, and the surety that Sidhi and her baby would die without her husband by her side gathered like snow on Kitty’s whole body.

      The door swept open. Kitty stood up to see Senfain come in, and with him a bowed figure, much shorter, covered in a black robe. Both came and stood by the bed across from Kitty, and Senfain raised something like a sceptre aloft, with words in an old language which Kitty could not quite make out. Then, very clear:

      “Breathe the smell of your enemy, and breathe poison to your…” and again it was another language.

      Then Senfain caught away the black cloth from the figure beside him, and at the same time blackness descended on the whole room. In the blackness, a small dancing light allowed Kitty to just see who the figure was.

      It was Otto, and the light was reflected from nowhere in his thick, round glasses.

      Senfain’s voice rose with a ragged strength:

      “Poison! Ploughs and wheels and walls, gates, and roads and hedges, take it! Take it!”

      Something sinuous and webby rippled in the room; Kitty shuddered to think of it all about her, of having been in the midst of it. But it was gone, as scum is swept away, as an old scab is gone. After the darkness was pure of that foul presence, the lamp was shining again. Senfain had collapsed partly on top of Sidhi, and both were breathing as if they had been underwater. Abigail stretched out her hand and spoke under her breath, no doubt directing the hales of the house to help them now the danger was past. Then the girl turned aside and prayed with her face in her hands, aimlessly pulling a bit of window-curtain over her head as a covering.

      Senfain rose, and wiped his forehead, still holding the short, twisted rod he had used. Otto stood beside him like a statue of an owl. Sidhi began to murmur softly again, now in thankfulness and relief, her head in a pool of her tossed, black locks. Senfain took his wife’s dark, small hand, and looked at Kitty.

      “It was a willowmare, old, trapped in the regional Far since this house was built. Otto saw that it hated you and fled from him, and brought me to look in the Ninun fire you and I were using, and it was all there. You two have been with the Fairy Prince.”

      Kitty was startled. Not only did he know now, but he was speaking of it in front of Sidhi and Abigail. But again, like when she had first left the meal to follow Senfain to the chamber, the others didn’t seem to notice. Senfain was somehow speaking only to her.

      “Yes, the Fairy Prince,” he went on, “a nocturnal creature of domestic lands, and a bane of the willowmare. Otto bore the mark of the Prince’s guardian, and, using him, I was able to drive out and waste the beast. It is now only a husk, and the hales of my house are already cocooning the remains.”

      “But are Sidhi and your baby all right? It didn’t poison them, did it?”

      Her brother looked down at his wife, damp and soft, with her gentle bosom and mounded belly. He lifted Sidhi’s hand in his.

      “No, not poisoned. By God’s dear grace, my family won’t suffer any more from my carelessness. But she’ll need a lot of rest…”

      Both he and the willowmare may have underestimated her; in her abrupt way, she used Senfain’s hand to pull herself up, and, however it was that she understood what had happened, she stood and cast her arms about Otto, lavishing him with endearments in mixed English.

      Kitty would have burst out in a laugh at the sight of Otto’s astonished, bespectacled eyes while being embraced by such a pretty, tearful, vigorous, and pregnant young lady, in her night dress, but a sudden exhaustion choked the laugh in Kitty’s throat.

      She was not destined to rest that night, however. There was a sound of soft drops falling on the carpet: Sidhi’s water had broken, onto Otto’s feet.
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        * * *

      

      Senfain wondered out loud if it was bad luck to have a child whose appearance was so exactly halfway between him and Sidhi. The little bundle in Kitty’s arms, with his downy hair and soft, roaming eyes like wells of quiet shadow, looked like anything but bad luck.

      “He is a boy, and that is from you,” Sidhi pointed out.

      “We hope that is from you the only thing,” Abigail said, giving Senfain a playfully dark look; Kitty laughed, and Senfain smiled and frowned at once.

      The little boy had moved against Kitty’s chest when she had shaken him with her laugh, and, looking down, she met the child’s eyes looking up at her. His still tenderness seemed to bleed through the blankets and into Kitty’s skin; something in her bosom came alive again, healed, awakened out of a numb trance like a chick in a nest startled by sunrise. She felt full of tears inside, though none spilled.

      “Senfain… I would really like… to look into a Fauner-scope now.”

      Senfain pressed his lips together. He understood. Perhaps as a distraction, he reached out and laid his hand on his son’s arm and hers together.

      “You know what this means, Kitty? You have a nephew. You’re an aunt now.”

      Kitty squinted with one eye, scrunching her face with a look of concern.

      “An aunt? That sounds like I’m old…”

      Senfain skillfully turned his guffaw into a cough. Sidhi exclaimed, “Auntie Kitty!” in her peart accent, and Kitty smiled again. She gathered and squeezed the tiny boy to her aching chest with a farmgirl’s strength.

      “I don’t care if it does make me old.”

      “Hey, now, now, be careful Kitty,” Senfain said, alarmed at her athletic demonstration of affection. “Hey now! Someone get my baby away from her!”

      Kitty’s parents came, and her other two brothers, one of whom stayed to help with the house (which seemed to be to the personal pleasure of him and Abby). The name “Sigvald” was decided on. But, to Kitty, no time that summer was like when she first held that tiny child.
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        * * *

      

      It was the end of the holiday; Otto the First had arrived, filling up nearly half of his Volvo 144. Though the jolly giant could be a thunderstorm sparkling with gaiety in the company of young ladies, in the presence of a baby he became as solemn as any Jew.

      Kitty jumped the three feet to hug Senfain’s neck. She knew him more and loved him better than she ever could have when she was younger. The cordiality and respect of Senfain and Otto’s handshake wasn’t a joke now, not even for Senfain. Kitty held Sigvald to her chest one last time (with Senfain hovering cautiously near).

      After waving goodbye out the car windows, Kitty and Otto looked at each other. The holiday was not all that had come to an end. Otto adjusted his glasses when the car lurched.

      “We’ve learned more during summer than we did in school.”

      Kitty nodded. Neither of them wanted to read at the moment.

      Since Sigvald’s birth, they had both seen into the Far more than once by the Fauner-scope in Senfain’s chamber of magic; Kitty had crossed the white fence, and the low hills of black stone that lay beyond. Her remaining regret was that she had seen no people of the Far, unless that was where babies came from.

      Her brother was a master of magic truly, for all the fires that still got in his hair.

      
        
        “Where did you come from, baby dear?

        Out of the everywhere, into here.”

        - George Macdonald
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        * * *
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            Jon and Leftwich Have a Holiday Adventure
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        It’s Ba’altinne (Humans call it Beltane). Every beast must be blessed, including Leftwich’s fractious dog Annbess. (Cute, but fractious, and definitely with a mind of her own, that Annbess.) But Annbess doesn’t feel like being blessed today, and causes an incident…what can Jon and Leftwich, two young magical Elfys of the Bilre race, do to make it any better?

      

      

      Jon-Bruno Harrison-Johnson and Iarlait Leftwich sat in a dark sports bar in the Human Realm near Davis, California. Both had IDs that claimed them to be of age as the Humans thought of it—twenty-one, or perhaps twenty-two. Their ages were older than that, but as their species, the Bilre (called Elfys by most Humans), matured far more slowly than Humans, they were approximately the right maturity for the ages claimed on the IDs given to them by the Elfy Embassy.

      For that matter, both had been drinking dark ale for the past ten years in the Elfy Realm that was far more potent than any “light beer” this bar served.

      “Do you have anything other than light beer?” Jon-Bruno asked. (He went by Bruno to most Humans, Jon to most Elfys, and whatever his wife wanted to call him at home.) “What about Guinness?”

      “Fresh out,” the waiter muttered. “That guy—” he motioned to an eight-foot Troll in the corner “—bespoke the Guinness, and he meant all of it.”

      Bruno sighed. “What do you have, then?”

      The waiter, a tallish Human with some slight mage gifts, rattled off a list of beers. None were more than what he and his friend Leftwich (never Iarlait, as his first name was too silly to be borne) would consider swineswater back home. But mixed drinks didn’t agree with Bruno whatsoever, so he ordered the least offensive of the light beers and hoped he could transmogrify it later into something they’d rather drink.

      The waiter smiled a bit and asked if they’d eat something.

      Bruno looked over the menu, then ordered two appetizer platters that contained buffalo wings, shrimp, bits of different types of sandwiches, and more. The waiter nodded and went away again.

      Then, despite the other magicians in the room, he put up a mild misdirection spell that would allow them to speak their own language without anyone wondering what it was or caring, either. (That was allowed, the Elfy Embassy had told them. And it wasn’t impolite, either.)

      “I can’t believe how well you’ve done in the Human Realm,” Leftwich started in their own language, Bilre. “You speak English so well! I can barely do so…you fit in as if you were born here.”

      The waiter brought their beers over. Bruno thanked him again, in English.

      “No problem, sir,” the man said. His name appeared to be Francis. Hmm. “Your appetizer platters will be right up.”

      Bruno nodded, and the waiter went away again. Then he took a sip of his beer and grimaced. “We both have to get used to this,” he told Leftwich, again in English. “Even though it’s not to my taste—”

      “Nor mine, either,” Leftwich answered. He eyed the amber-colored beer dubiously and took a brief swallow. He rolled his eyes, and said, “We drank hard ale from the first year at St. Robin’s. Why can’t they do as well here?”

      “I have no idea,” Bruno admitted. “As for fitting in here, you may be right. But I definitely don’t feel like it. There are dozens of things I have no idea about, and Sarah—” his half-Human wife “—has to help me. Most of these folks, even the ones who know we’re magicians, think I’m from the Emerald Isle, or Ireland, as they call it. But…”

      Leftwich nodded. “I’ve only been here for a few days. It’s very different from the Elfy Realm.”

      “No doubt about that,” Bruno agreed. “How’s your dog Annbess doing? She is here with you, isn’t she?”

      “In a kennel for the moment, but yes.” Leftwich smiled, which lifted his whole face and brightened his eyes. “She’s old now but still as feisty as ever.”

      Bruno chuckled softly. Leftwich had always loved his dog, and the feeling was mutual. Bruno asked him, “Do you remember, when we were in school, the mess she made of the Ba’altinne Holiday Festival?”

      “Yeah. There we were, a year into our schooling at St. Robin Goodfellow, on our first major holiday. She did not want to be blessed in the traditional Beltinaingell. Not one bit.”

      That got them both to reminiscing…
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        * * *

      

      Jon and Leftwich stood in the chilly air with Leftwich’s dog, Annbess. It was their first Ba’altinne ceremony at their new school, St. Robin Goodfellow’s School for Scions of the Nobility and Other Unfortunates; it was a holiday, of course, but they were both orphans and had no one to be with except each other. Even their teacher, the great Roberto the Wise, had gone to visit with his sister, the Lady Keisha Madhrogan, which made sense as she always had to Bless the Beasts for the Elfy High Council as only the best cleric-mage in the entirety of the Elfy Realm would do. And from what everyone said, Lady Keisha most certainly was that.

      The way their people, the Bilre, handled the holiday went like this: If you had a beast of any sort, it had to be blessed by a cleric of some sort. Some ceremonies were headed up by renowned people such as Lady Keisha. And some weren’t…such as their own.

      A sober postulant in the raiment of the Garden Blessers stood next to the school. There was a Beltinaingell, of course. The school’s chickens, mules, and other animals had all been herded into the fire and out again. But Leftwich’s dog Annbess had thus far stoutly refused to do the same.

      “Is she afraid of fire?” Jon asked.

      “She never has been before.” Leftwich looked down. “I don’t know what to do to get her to go through it, though, and Postulant Karenna seems to want to just get on with things.”

      “Maybe she’s got a hot date,” Jon said, snickering. (Yes, most people who were above the Age of Ascension—otherwise known as puberty—got to frolicking on the greens during the Ba’altinne holiday, late at night. Or so said all the older boys.)

      Leftwich laughed a bit and tugged on Annbess’s worn, leather leash. “Come on, now,” he told her. “You need to do this for me.”

      Annbess never had been that great at following orders, Jon knew. She had always had a mind of her own, and today she just wasn’t interested in that balefire.

      After some discussion between Leftwich and Postulant Karenna, a youngish woman who had yet to take her full vows, she came over to ceremonially bless Annbess. As Karenna intoned, “May you, Annbess, be blessed at this holy time of year, and be fruitful and multiply in the fullness of time—”

      “Not yet, she shouldn’t,” Leftwich muttered.

      “—and may you always obey your owner, Iarlait Leftwich, for good measure.”

      Ought oh, Jon thought. The postulant had really done it now…

      Annbess was not a dumb dog. She knew when she was being talked down to, and she really didn’t like it. So before the postulant could get out the holy water to daub Annbess on the head as was proper, Annbess reared to her great height and started worrying at the jewelry Postulant Karenna had around her neck. There were purple stones—amethyst, Jon thought—along with clear quartz and some yellowish bits that might be topaz. If he bent his head, he could almost figure it out…it looked like a map of the stars!

      Gifts like that were only given in the expectation of something major done later by the recipient. They needed to stay in the owner’s possession until whatever that “something major” was, at bare minimum. Usually, a necklace like that was bonded to the owner…but in this case, as Karenna was still a postulant, it was unlikely she’d been bonded.

      Unfortunately, Annbess was strangely attracted to it.

      Just as Karenna seemed to realize Annbess meant to get that necklace, the necklace’s chain broke, along with Annbess’s leash. The dog grabbed the necklace in her mouth, ran through the fire, and was gone.

      Well, that’s one way to get her through the Beltinaingell, Jon thought.

      “My mother gave me that necklace!” Karenna moaned. “It was her nameday gift to me—her last gift to me, as she’s dead—when I pledged to become a priestess someday.”

      And that explains what Karenna was doing with it, plus the ‘something major’ that had to be done, for that matter.

      “I’m so sorry,” Leftwich said haltingly.

      “We’ll get it back for you,” Jon said, before he’d thought much about it. He had flashes, sometimes, where he could see the future; his father, whom he remembered dimly, had been a full-fledged clairvoyant. And the future did say, strongly, they would get the necklace back.

      “Oh, could you?” Karenna tried to smile. “I’d be ever so grateful…and that way, I’d not have to tell Reverend Mother Susanna about what just happened.”

      “Yes, definitely leave the Reverend Mother out of this,” Leftwich put in hastily.

      They made arrangements to come back in a few hours, the two boys hoping they’d be able to find the necklace soon enough so they’d not miss the whole of the feast put on by the catering staff of St. Robin’s.
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        * * *

      

      Bruno took another sip of the noxious beer, then said, “Forget this nonsense.” He thought of the rich, dark ale he and Leftwich were used to drinking in the Elfy Realm, and pictured it, instead of the watery swill they had ordered. For good measure, he did what he could to keep the waiter from realizing their beverages were different than before…though the way the folks around here were cheering for the Giants (a San Francisco, California baseball team, not any of the various Other species the Elfys knew, loved, or otherwise stayed away from), the waiter probably wouldn’t know even if Bruno had done nothing at all.

      Leftwich took an appreciative sip of the ale. “This is more like it! How did you do it?”

      “Oh, a bit of transubstantiation, I suppose,” Bruno said modestly. “I’m not sure how I do a lot of stuff, to be perfectly honest. But Lady Keisha tells me all the time that she’s for ‘whatever works,’ and there’s no doubt what I’m doing works.”

      “Absolutely,” Leftwich said after a long sip of the ale. “Anyway, how did you find Annbess, back then? I never did ask you about that.”

      “Master Roberto had recently taught us a finding spell. I used that.”

      “But that spell—if it’s the one I’m thinking of—is not meant for people or animals! Too many variables, I thought.”

      Bruno shrugged. “I didn’t know any better. It worked.”

      They lost themselves in more reminiscences…
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        * * *

      

      “We first have to find Annbess,” Jon said, steering Leftwich to a secluded grotto in the middle of the campus that he figured would not be in use at this time of day. (Most of the older students, if any were indeed at the school this day, were uninterested in plant life, and there were too many other people around the area for them to get up to, well, fooling around with whomever they were going to fool around with.) He knew he needed a bit of peace and quiet so he could cast the finding spell.

      Yes, the grotto was empty. Good.

      “What can I do, Jon?” Leftwich paced the grotto, two steps forward, three steps back and to the side, almost as if he was dancing. (It was an odd-sized grotto, to be sure.) “I have no idea how to find Annbess; she’s never run off before!”

      “Do you have a piece of something she’s worn that’s easy to find?” Jon asked. He possibly could do the spell without it, but it was always easier if there was an object that had been used recently by a person—or, in this case, a dog—as the spell had more to home in on, if that made any sense whatsoever.

      “Well, of course I do!” Leftwich held up the broken leash. “Can’t you use this?”

      “Why not?”

      Jon took the broken leash and concentrated. He first thought of Annbess, next thought of where the leash was broken, and thought directly to the leash, How do I make you whole? Then, as he felt power rise from somewhere, he said, “If it pleases the Goddess, on this, one of Her holiest days of the year, to help us find Annbess, I would greatly appreciate it.”

      He had a brief vision of…something, or maybe someone…and more power rushed into the link.

      The leash in Jon’s hand quivered. Then the end Jon didn’t hold moved to the middle of the air. It was eerie, but it seemed potentially useful.

      “We have to follow this leash,” Jon said to Leftwich, who seemed stunned.

      “I—I couldn’t have cast that spell,” Leftwich stammered.

      “Of course not. You’re too stressed out by Annbess running off. And really, how was it that the leash broke at the same time as the postulant’s necklace?”

      Leftwich, as they moved along with the leash (which continued to guide them), mumbled, “I meant to get a new one. I knew that old leather was wearing out. But for it to happen today? Why?”

      “I can’t tell you that, my friend,” Jon said, hoping he sounded sympathetic. “What I can tell you is that providing no one’s taken that leash off Annbess, we’ll find her. And hopefully, she’ll still have the necklace. And if we do it fast enough, we might even make it back to St. Robin’s in time for some of the braissichbian.”

      “Yes, we have to get the sausages this year. Somehow. Especially as most of the older boys aren’t around to crowd us out,” Leftwich put in.

      For a while, they followed the broken leash. It had fallen to the ground now for whatever reason, so they had to step sharply to keep it in range. There were people everywhere, drinking, dancing, enjoying Ba’altinne as they should…too bad they couldn’t.

      But Annbess couldn’t wait. Much less Karenna’s necklace.

      Jon realized he possibly could use a levitation spell to get the leash up high enough for he and Leftwich to follow it more easily, but he didn’t want to waste magic this soon. Something hazy within him, that reminded him again of his late father’s gift of clairvoyance, told him he was going to need his magic later. Maybe even for that repelling shield spell he’d mastered…good thing, as it was the only spell he felt confident in using in an emergency like this.

      Quickly, they became out of breath. Jon thought at the leash, Can you slow down? I don’t want to pass out. Besides, if Leftwich passes out, even if I find Annbess by myself, she’ll never allow me to do anything with her. She barely even knows me!

      The leash slowed and stopped for a few minutes in a glen that was, for the moment, unoccupied. Jon could only thank the Goddess, privately, for that. But once they got their wind back, he told the leash silently that it should continue.

      Fortunately, it did.

      After a small slice of forever, where they went through at least two middens and four holiday cookouts (fortunately most of the people were too drunk to get in their way), they found Annbess. She was contentedly munching on a piece of some sort of hard meat, probably taken from a holiday cookout.

      But the necklace was nowhere to be found.
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        * * *

      

      Bruno banished the misdirection spell as the waiter came by with their platters.

      After the waiter’d left again, he told Leftwich, “You’ll like these. There’s hot peppers with cream cheese that reminds me, just a bit, of some of the holiday foods we almost never got. And cheese curds—have you tried those yet?”

      Leftwich shrugged. “Are they that different than in the Elfy Realm?”

      “Not really, but the contrast between them and the hot peppers is not to be missed.” Bruno kissed his fingers, as he’d seen some gourmet chef on Sarah’s television do that as it seemed to indicate excellent food.

      Leftwich still seemed unimpressed.

      Bruno chuckled. “This particular appetizer has a little of everything, so even if the hot peppers or the cheese curds aren’t to your taste, you should find something that is.” Of course, Bruno could add on anything Leftwich wanted, if the waiter forgot it or the cook didn’t have it, but he didn’t want to overawe his friend. He’d already changed the drinks.

      Bruno ruthlessly changed the subject.

      “When we got to Annbess, and she didn’t have the necklace, what were you thinking?”

      “That we were going to be called before Karenna’s supervisor for sure,” Leftwich said, a bit sourly. “I also wondered why you’d volunteered us to find it.”

      “I kind of had a vision,” Bruno told him. “My father Dillon—d’you remember me telling you about him?”

      “He was a clairvoyant, right? Went into trances that look much like what these Humans call ‘epilepsy’?”

      “Yes.” Bruno sighed. “It’s an interesting talent, but it doesn’t come easily to me. Still, when something is as strong as that vision was—that split-second vision—I’ve learned I have to act. Not sure why, though.”

      They fell to the appetizer plates with a will.

      After there was nothing left of the plates but crumbs, Leftwich said, “So, what did you do to find that necklace?”

      “Well, it was like this…” Bruno started.
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        * * *

      

      The boys stared at each other for a moment, dumbfounded. Leftwich recovered his aplomb a bit sooner and went over to Annbess. She finished her sausage, then looked at her owner calmly, as if to say, “See? I did just fine by myself.”

      Jon felt like rolling his eyes, but he didn’t want to give Annbess the satisfaction.

      Leftwich spoke in low tones to his dog, then asked Bruno if there was any way to fix the leash now that they had both halves.

      “Give me a moment.” Jon thought hard and remembered Master Roberto’s “restoration spell.” Supposedly, it would restore anything inanimate to its original condition, so if this leash had ever been in better condition, the spell should mend it.

      “Bring Annbess here, along with the other part of the leash that guided us here.” That part was now quiescent, which was just as well. “Stay with Annbess, and don’t say anything for a minute. Hopefully this will work…”

      Jon was sure Leftwich rolled his eyes, but fortunately Annbess didn’t catch it. (Either that, or her adventure on this day had already tired her out. Whichever.) So he closed his eyes, thought the words of the restoration spell, plus added a cantrip about oiling the leather strap so Leftwich wouldn’t get chilblains from trying to grip Annbess’s leash. (It also would be more comfortable for Annbess, that leash, if it were properly oiled.)

      In a couple of minutes, the leash was whole, oiled, and looked brand-new.

      Leftwich sighed gustily. “Thanks, Jon. I didn’t know what I was going to do.”

      Jon shrugged. “I’ll always help, if I can. The boys told me I don’t have that much magic, usually, but…”

      “Oh, don’t let the older boys bother you. They say that to everyone new at this place.”

      “How’d you figure that out?”

      “I got to school a month before you did. A couple of graduating seniors told me, as they were leaving, who to be wary of, and why.”

      “Wish you’d told me that sooner,” Jon muttered.

      “So, we now have a whole leash, we have Annbess…Jon, how do we get that necklace back?”

      Jon thought. Slowly, an idea came to him, but he wanted to run it past Leftwich first.

      “We know Annbess took the necklace in her mouth, correct?”

      “We both saw it, so of course!” Leftwich gave him a “don’t repeat the obvious stuff” look.

      “She drools, right?”

      “She’s a dog! Of course she does! What’s your point?”

      Jon still wasn’t sure he was right, but he went for broke. “The law of contagion should apply, providing Annbess drooled at all on that necklace.”

      “Doesn’t finding something using that law require a ritual-spell? How can we find it in time, providing we have enough magic to spare in the first place?”

      “Master Roberto told me that the ritual-spell is for weaker magicians than I am. He said intention, with something like this, would be good enough.” Then he grinned sheepishly. “If that doesn’t work, we can get one of Karenna’s hairs and use that.”

      “I still don’t want to mess around with her Reverend Mother,” Leftwich grumbled.

      “Then we’ll try this. And see what we get.”
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        * * *

      

      The waiter had brought the bill, and Bruno had paid it. (Leftwich was still working out how to use Human money, much less how to pay with a cellular phone.) They lingered over the remains of their ale.

      “I’m glad that you turned out to be Adept-class,” Leftwich put in surprisingly.

      Bruno turned to him. “Huh?”

      “When you first mended Annbess’s leash—it still is just as new-looking as it was ten years ago!—I thought, ‘how did he do that?’ Then, when you used the law of contagion spell without a ritual, without any visual passes, and just used the power of your mind, I wondered why I couldn’t do any of that.” Leftwich frowned. “It’s not to my credit, but I have to say I was a little jealous.”

      “It’s all right,” Bruno told him. “Besides, it all worked out. You have a great job now as a Trader, you’re working with Adamantha, a living legend, and you even like her Troll husband, Brenagh.”

      “But I will never have the magic you do.” Leftwich looked a bit downcast.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Bruno told him. “What matters is the heart. The will. The strength to keep going. And, in your case, the ability to keep Annbess out of trouble.”

      Leftwich puffed a laugh. “She got into Brenagh’s watercolors last week. Good thing he hadn’t needed them. And he was a good sport about it; said he’d had a dog, too, when he was young, and knew how they were.”

      “Keep everyone’s shoes away from her,” Bruno suggested.

      After they took their last sip of ale, Leftwich asked, “So, after you cast the spell, how did you find it? There were all those people around!”

      “I figured Annbess couldn’t have drooled on them all,” Bruno said with a droll grin. “But you’re right…I did have to narrow things down a bit.”

      They continued reminiscing…
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        * * *

      

      After Jon petted Annbess, which helped to quiet her, he scratched underneath her chin. Annbess went into doggie rapture, and just a little bit of drool landed on his hand. He scratched a bit more, then stepped away from the dog.

      Before Annbess could get upset, Leftwich stepped in and continued what Jon had been doing. Annbess placated, Jon started to think about how he could make Annbess’s drool work to find Karenna’s necklace. Master Roberto said intention was enough to find something. His intention was to return that necklace to Karenna. He’d seen the necklace, he knew what it was, and he knew why she’d been given it. That and the drool should be enough.

      He hoped.

      “Keep an eye out for anyone coming by,” Jon told Leftwich. “I need some quietude and to be away from everyone but you and Annbess for a bit.”

      “Will do,” Leftwich said. “Are you sure that’s all I can do?”

      Leftwich did have magic talent and was smart. He was a good sort, which is why Jon liked him. But neither of them had been trained yet as to how to work with other magicians.

      Regretfully, Jon told Leftwich that. “But you keeping a sharp eye out will do me a great service. All right?”

      Leftwich nodded firmly and continued to pet his dog.

      Jon closed his eyes and thought hard about the necklace, then about Annbess’s drool on his hand. It felt cold, but not slimy…and then, something made him open his eyes again.

      The drool on his hand had turned lavender, a powerful color of protection. It also looked a bit like some of the lighter purple stones in the necklace, so this had to be a sign.

      Leftwich asked, “How’d you do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Jon admitted. “But I think we’d better figure out if this sign—” Talisman? Portent? What was the right word when you were talking about transformed dog drool, anyway? “—will lead us to the necklace.”

      “Makes as much sense as anything.” Leftwich put the restored leash around Annbess’s neck, and indicated he was ready to go.

      Jon took one step to the right. The color lightened almost to invisibility.

      “Not that way, I guess,” he muttered.

      He took one step to the left. The color brightened. “This way,” he told Leftwich.

      Using the colors on his hand as best he could for guidance, after about twenty minutes he came to a temple. It was the closest temple of the Garden Blessers to Robin Goodfellow…which in a way was surprising.

      Then again, maybe not.

      “Here?” Leftwich asked. “I can’t bring Annbess in there!”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Jon told him. “You stay out here, all right?”

      He went inside, following the glow on his hand. Behind the pulpit, in an aperture of some sort, was Karenna’s necklace.

      As he picked it up, he heard a voice.

      “Hey! What are you doing with that? It’s my necklace!” A strange young woman with gray eyes and blondish hair came out from wherever she’d been (in the rectory, maybe?) and scolded him.

      “No, it’s not,” Jon told her.

      She stood there, hands on her hips. “How do you know?”

      “Because it’s Postulant Karenna’s necklace, that’s how I know. She wore it this morning. This sort of necklace can only be worn if a great deed is promised…and her great deed is to become a member of this priesthood.”

      The odd-looking girl tried to grab the necklace from him, uncaring that they stood in a house of worship. Jon put up a repelling shield, grateful this was one spell he’d mastered and that it could be done in a hurry.

      “No,” he told her. “This is not yours. If it were, the necklace would not let me hold it.”

      The girl scowled. “It should be mine. Karenna and I are sisters.”

      “But it’s not yours,” Jon said. “It is Karenna’s. And I need to get this back to her.”

      “It should’ve been mine! Mama always preferred Karenna over me!”

      “Even so.” Jon told the necklace, mentally, that they were bringing it back to Karenna soon.

      Then, he said, “You need to grow up. This was a horrible thing to do to your own sister, much less to another postulant of your order. I am not sure you have the makings of a priest, if you can do this to anyone…much less your own sister.” As it was Ba’altinne, he added, “It’s a holiday, so I’m not going to tell Karenna you took the necklace. But you’d best ask for some sort of penance on your own—perhaps from Reverend Mother Susanna—” the girl paled “—as you made great trouble for your own sister for no reason whatsoever.”

      Then, he turned away, went outside to Leftwich, and they proceeded to return the necklace to a grateful Karenna.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked outside to the waiting Uber, which would bring them back to Bruno’s house in Knightsville, Leftwich looked troubled.

      “What’s wrong?” Bruno said, halfway between the door of the bar and the Uber.

      “I never did thank you for getting the necklace back,” Leftwich said. “We even were in time for some of the sausages.”

      “I was just glad to help,” Bruno told him.

      They settled themselves in the car, both using discreet levitation spells to aid their short legs in getting up onto the back seat without distress. After they fastened their seatbelts, the Uber took off.

      “If you hadn’t been there—” Leftwich started.

      “But I was.” Bruno nodded. How could he explain this? Friends were worth their weight in gold. And friends’ dogs were equally worthy…that is, when they weren’t scarfing down watercolors or shoes. Ah, now he knew what to say.

      “You’re worth it. So is Annbess, though I hope she won’t get all puffed up if you ever tell her.”

      Leftwich smiled a bit. “I probably won’t say anything. But I’ll give her an extra treat the next time I see her.”

      “Good enough,” Bruno said. “Anyway, I was there to help, and the necklace got back to Karenna. Though I do wonder about Karenna’s sister…did you ever hear what happened to her?”

      Leftwich smiled. “She became a Trader, and now has dozens of necklaces.”

      Bruno laughed, and Leftwich joined in.
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        * * *

      

      Barb Caffrey is a writer, editor, musician and composer from Wisconsin. Her Elfyverse novels (AN ELFY ON THE LOOSE and A LITTLE ELFY IN BIG TROUBLE) postulate multiple universes with Humans, Elfys, Elfs (never call them ‘Elves’ as it’s a swear word in their language), Trolls and more. This is the second story from the Elfyverse Barb’s placed in the Fantastic Schools Anthologies, the previous one being “How Jon Came to Put the Chickens on the Ceiling, as Told by Master Magician Roberto the Wise” in Fantastic Schools 3.

      She has kept up a blog discussing life, the universe, and everything for over ten years at https://elfyverse.wordpress.com. Come visit anytime and do tell her you read her story. (She’ll get a kick out of that.)
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      Readers are doubtless familiar with magical academies modeled after English Public (meaning private, boarding) Schools.  In those hideous magical academies, student ages range from 10 or so to 18.  There are vast numbers of unpleasant practical jokes, students destroying each other’s property, students in charge of disciplining younger students, beatings and floggings, and rarely a modest interest in academic life.  Clubs and team sports are viewed as a critical part of a student’s education.  Studying is at best secondary when not deprecated. The Faculty are teachers, not academicians; they do not perform research or write scholarly works.

      Dorrance Academy is not one of these places.  There are athletic facilities, but intramural team sports are a modest interest, while intercollegiate athletics do not exist. Dorrance resembles an American research university, though there are several tracks.  One set of students arrives, collects marginally passing grades, makes social contacts, and receives a passing diploma.  A second set of students works respectably hard, passes well a legitimate and moderately demanding set of courses, and is prepared for a career. For a very few students, academic work leads toward a legitimate academic vocation.

      Adara, landheiress-third of House Triskittenion, is 23.  She just finished her second year at Dorrance Academy, the premier university of the Timeless Ones.  ‘Two years down, eight years to a good start’ she says, but a ten-year academic program is not much when you’re immortal.  So far at Dorrance, she’s survived one assault, two murder attempts, one Death-Pride Honor duel, and one kidnapping, all at the hands of Harold Fourbridge, land-heir of House Fourbridge. The school authorities view her experiences to be highly anomalous.  Fourbridge was expelled for the first assault and has kept a grudge ever since.  This Summer, she’s finished her six weeks of house service, working at home on projects of benefit to her family, House Triskittenion.  She’s now returned to Dorrance Academy and its Grand Library.
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            Called to the Colors!

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a sunny day, largely spent in my fourth-floor study, reading about diagram magic. A gentle sea breeze kept me pleasantly cool. School was on holiday for another month, giving faculty and serious students time to read, write, and do research.  That meant no classes, so I could study what I wanted to. If you want to become an Academician, I told myself, your focus must stay with the study of magic. I’d finished the day by going for a vigorous swim.  On returning to my townhouse, I found a one-word note pinned to the door.

      “Mail!” it read.

      I’d never had such a note before.  What was the urgency?

      I headed for the townhouse mail room.  There a courier-delivered letter awaited me.  The bright-violet envelope was unmistakable.  What could be wrong?  Had Dad or Mom died?

      The letter was that rara avis, a Militia Mobilization Notice, calling on me to perform my decennial service to my family, Triskittenion House.  The seal on the letter was a trefoil, within which slept the three kittens honored as our house’s nominal founders.  I’d already done my house service for the year, but I could be summoned for militia duty.

      The letter from Dad, in his role as family Landsteward, explained: ‘You are summoned to your decennial duty in response to this year’s Outremer meeting.  The event —’Congress’ this House is not calling it —is being held at House Radescu.  You will serve at home, protecting the House if need be, because the militia is at Radescu Hall.  Yes, I realize that you have renounced your leadership role in the House Militia, but you still must serve. Besides, Gramps Worrow says this will be a good experience for you.  Nothing can go wrong, so bring books along to read.”

      Militia duty? What was I supposed to do?  Protect the poor defenseless bison from the sheep?

      Good-byes on short notice were simple.  Larry White was the only resident in my town house, Knowlton Towers, this week.  He and his girlfriend Jill did take me out to dinner.  If they wondered what gossip I had from home, they were disappointed.
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        * * *

      

      I rose with the morning sun, had a quick breakfast, donned armor and travel clothes, and was on my way.  Dorrance Academy was well within the Commonality, outside of which lay Outremer and Triskittenion Hall. Gating from one world plane to another granted real shortcuts, so a stiff forced march brought me home by mid-afternoon.  The soaring heights of Three-Kittens Tower rose above the keep. I saw someone standing watch on its topmost balcony. The outer wards were set; I had to wait before they let me pass.  The grounds were remarkably quiet.  In the distance came the bleating of a herd of sheep. The front door was unlocked.

      “Hello!” I called as I slipped off pack and cape.  No one answered.  I could surely smell something cooking. “Hello!” I called again.

      “In the kitchen!”

      It took me a moment to recognize the voice. “Auntie Ranataka!” I exclaimed. “It’s been years!”

      The ‘aunt’ was honorary; Lady Ranataka was an unman.  She had been my cooking teacher.  Yes, there are cooking spells, but they work better if you know how to cook without using spellwork.  Ranataka was short, thin, with long hair tied in a single pigtail.  Alas, that hair was now showing silver threads.  She had served the Hall for years and years, running the field kitchens for our farmers and foresters and teaching young women of the House how to cook, but her stay on this plane was transitory. Like all unmen, she had no command of magic, so all too soon she would pass into old age and die. I command the fire of the Presence, magic, so my agelessness spells can keep me young forever.  I was saddened by that thought, but there was no way I could help her.

      I dashed over to her and gave her a hug.

      “Missy Adara!”  Her voice was as sweet as ever. “Your mother put me in charge of the kitchen, everyone being gone to Radescu House.  So I am making your favorite, veal paprikash.  Onions are about to start browning.  Ready in — not quite an hour.”

      I grinned.  Truthfully, I was famished. “Is it just the two of us?”

      “More than that,” she answered. “A half-dozen friends of your grandfather’s.  That nice Cecil boy from the Antragons.  Cissy May is running the big kitchen in the pavilion for other people, because the house’s magic wall is closed.  They can’t come up here.”

      I forced a smile.  Someone sounded to be very worried about keeping the Hall secure.

      “Someone forgot to send me the letter, telling me to show up, when they should have,” I answered, “but I came as fast as I could.  Did anyone tell you what is going on?”

      “No, Missy Adara,” Ranataka answered, eyes suddenly downcast. “That’s Ageless Ones business, not something for Ascenders.”

      I had to think for half a second, then remembered.  Unmen believe their stay on this plane is but a moment, following which they Ascend into an afterlife.

      “But there are rumors,” I teased, “that Ascenders have ears.  The StoneHall barbarians were defeated by civilization, once upon a time, because they plotted while their house servants, perpetually abused by the StoneHallers, were standing right there.”

      “House Triskittenion does not abuse its Ascender friends,” Ranataka answered.   “And your Grandfather must know this tale.  He is a very careful man.”

      “And you are a friend.  You even managed to teach me how to boil water without burning it,” I said.

      She laughed. “You were a good student.  Always careful. But, no, I did not hear anything.”

      “I’ve been on my feet all day,” I said. “I need to change into clean clothing.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a strange affair.  Lady Ranataka left the kitchen in the charge of cousins Gabriel and Rafael.  Gabriel was tall, slightly gangly with black hair, deep blue eyes, and a pronounced lack of humor. His brother Rafael was shorter, with blond hair and the same deep blue eyes.  His jokes were sometimes subtle.  They informed me that as senior heiress in residence I should sit at the table’s head.

      Cecil Antragon sat in solitary splendor at the table’s foot.  He always wore formal dress, complete with short cape and Triskittenion pin adjoining the House Antragon dragon-serpent embroidered on his tabard.

      “Cecil, good to see you again.  The pin?” I asked. “That’s new.”

      “Yes, Adara,” he said, “our families agreed, so your father took me into your house’s service as Secretary for the Congress.  I read all the Congress’s mail and organize things for another book.”

      “Another book.  A noble task,” I said. His book on the misdeeds of the Commonality, all deeds injurious to Outremer, had drawn much attention. “But why are you down there?”

      “My Lady,” he answered, “As a metic resident, what else would I be entitled to?”

      “This isn’t a formal meal.  Please come up here.”  I pointed to the closest vacant chair.  Sheepishly, he did as he was told.

      “An urgent task,” cousin Rudolph emphasized. “Cousins Blake and Sara were helping, but they are now mostly at the meeting.”

      “Why was it moved?” I asked.

      “Too big,” cousin Karyn responded.  She was a somewhat heavy-set blonde, supposedly romantically involved with several younger men, but was also one of Gramps Worrow’s less successful students in combat magic. “Closing on a thousand people.”

      “That’s huge,” I said.  I took another bite of the veal.  It was cooked to juicy tenderness.  The mushrooms had done a fine job of thickening the sour cream gravy.

      “After the Miller event people got upset,” distant cousin Rudolph remarked.

      Rudolph, I thought, was solidly built, with a ragged short beard that did nothing to improve his looks.  Patchy beards were a recent style among young men, those who had relaxed their agelessness spells long enough to pass through puberty, thus transitioning from Young Adult to Adult.  That transition also meant that their ability to summon the Fire of the Presence, the power that underlies all magic, would more or less stop increasing, which is why I continued to avoid the transition.  As a side benefit, the clothing I’d received as my eleventh birthday gift still fits me well.

      “Then,” Rudolph continued, “Senator Brofescu — Commonality Senate — started accusing us of smuggling goods into the Commonality, without paying their taxes.”

      “So he demanded that we pay the taxes, because it is our paper,” Gabriel added. “And threatened to come to Outremer to collect them.”

      “Going back?  What Miller event?” I asked. “I was at the Academy in deep Summer, when lots of students go on vacation. Most people at Dorrance aren’t interested in politics.  A bunch of us were helping Larry White — you don’t know him —measure how far away moons are.”

      “How far away a moon is?” Rafael asked. “Is this another of your jokes, Adara, sort of like my left-handed screwdriver?”

      “It’s a surveying problem,” I answered.  Okay, I did fall for his screwdriver joke, but I was nine at the time. “It’s perhaps his Mastery project.  You can measure how far it is to a moon, just like you can measure from our Hall how far away Monteareos Hill is.” I saw disbelieving looks. “The answers are hundreds of thousands of miles.” There were more disbelieving looks. “What Miller event?”

      “Capital papers gave it a few short paragraphs,” Cecil reminded. “They said ‘Commonality Army recovers stolen grain’.  They didn’t say where.”

      “To be precise,” Rudolph said, “the Commonality Army went into Miller, grabbed a lot of wheat containers, and burned a bunch of others, supposedly to collect taxes Miller allegedly owed on wheat exports to the Commonality.  Miller claims there were no exports.”

      “Then there were reparations claims,” Karyn added. “Commonality soldiers died during the steal, so the Commonality demanded were gild.  They’re taking it out of the wheat they stole.”

      “Went into?  An invasion? Isn’t this why we have Union Treaty Courts?” I asked. “To settle things peacefully?”

      “They take a while,” Rafael said.

      “But you got the news out,” Cecil said blandly.

      “I did what?” I asked disconcertedly.

      “You read the Observer, don’t you?” he asked.

      “What?  What Observer?” What was going on, I wondered?

      “The one you invented.  I know I mailed you copies.  Weeks and weeks ago.”  Cecil looked upset.

      I was staggered. “Someone published an Outremer Observer?” Okay, I thought, I had proposed the Outremer Observer to the Family Council, as an Outremer newspaper to compete with the three major Commonality newspapers, incidentally bringing income to the family and supporting Dad’s corresponding committees.

      “Well, Gramps said to leave your name out of it,” Rudolph said. “So no one outside the House knows it was your idea.”

      “Just so I get the royalties,” I said. “Let me guess.  My copies were sent via Commonality Mail.”

      “Oh.  Right.”  Cecil looked down at his plate. “Please forgive me, your Ladyship.”

      “Forgiven, Cecil, and we’re not that formal here. Bright side!” I winked at him. “More material for your book.”

      “I was at Miller,” Karyn said. “Stayed at a safe distance.  Watched the Miller riots.  It was terrible.  Spells. Fires.  Dead bodies.  Wrote up what happened.  It was front page in the Observer.  It went out with Cecil’s book.”

      “Except everyone here calls it your book, Adara,” Cecil said, “because you did so much of the work.”

      “Oh, good,” I managed.  I wondered why they called it my book.  Last summer Triskittenion Hall had hosted a meeting of family house leaders from all around Outremer, all here to discuss the problems Outremer had had with the Commonality.  Dad had presented me with the notes from dozens of small discussion circles, each meeting repeatedly over several days, and told me to turn it into a report.  My six-week effort was organizing and summarizing the notes.  Other people generated the final draft, a report now published as a longish book.

      “Your Dad made like a thousand copies of the book, more of the Observer, and asked everyone to circulate them to friendly houses,” Cecil said. “They did.  People read what happened and were furious.  They’d already heard about the Commonality taxes, especially the new coffee tax.”

      “And when you didn’t mention the Observer, when you wrote home, your father announced you must be shifting your loyalty to the Commonality,” Gabriel explained. “Your Grandfather defended you. He was furious. By rumor he told the Family Council that they needed a new Landsteward, or he would resign from the Militia.  He suggested your brother Heath would be a good Landsteward.”

      For a moment the food lost its flavor. “Dad is really good at jumping to conclusions,” I said slowly. “He keeps doing that.  And Heath is a fine person who I love dearly, but he’s awfully young to be our Landsteward.  He’s only in his first century. How did they paper over that gem?”

      “There was a Family Council meeting,” Rafael said. “Apparently, there was much screaming and shouting. Someone was supposed to have written you about this.  They agreed that we would wait until after the Congress to do anything, your Dad would say no more about you, Gramps Worrow would stay on until then, oh, and the royalties on the Observer were a sacred obligation of the entire House.”

      “We should send a letter,” Karyn said, “to the Family Council. They are all at the Congress.  Tell them you never got the Observer issues.  It might help.”

      “Yah, I guess,” I answered dispiritedly. “Please do.?  So why am I here?  I have been mobilized, but no one said why I’m wanted here.”

      “Family Council wants someone here who can link to all the house wards,” Rudolph announced. “They knew you were trustworthy, wanted you to be someplace, not in the Commonality or where your Dad or Gramps Worrow are.  That went over badly with your Dad, but they overruled him.”

      Linking to all the wards, I thought, only matters if the Hall itself is under siege. The sheep, having subjugated the bison, are now advancing on us?

      “Who is supposed to be attacking us?” I asked.

      “The main concern,” Cecil said, “is that we are the center of discontent, or so editors of the Capital Moonwatcher believe. They said that if House Triskittenion were removed, the discontent would fade away.  Your Family Council is at Radescu Hall.  The House Militia is with them, in case something happens there.  You are here to prevent ‘remove’, not that there’s a way for them to remove us.”

      The Capital Moonwatcher’s editorials were vitriolically anti-Outremer, though I’d missed their diatribe against Triskittenion.  The Commonality’s other two newspapers, the National Intelligencer and the Commonality Business Daily, were usually more measured in their remarks.

      I looked around the table.  Plates had emptied.  Seconds had been taken.  Rudolph was bringing something from the sideboard.

      “Chestnut puree in whipped cream, with lots of honey,” he announced. “Lady Ranataka said you should leave some, Adara, for the rest of us.”

      I giggled.

      “How did Dorrance treat you?” Karyn asked. “You could always transfer to Innsmouth if you’re unhappy.”

      “Thanks,” I answered, “I am mostly very happy.  Kidnapping could have happened anywhere.  Grades are good.  Library and bookstores are incredible.  The great annoyance on exams is finding my extra reading was on the wrong topics.  But final grades were good.”

      “Extra reading accumulates.  Someday it pays off.” Cecil nodded wisely. “I’ve been there,” he added.

      “Did you have many classmates trying to persuade you to relax your agelessness spells?” Karyn asked. “And visit the notorious White’s Beach?”

      I rolled my eyes. “For all that Mom and Dad and Gramps and brothers had warned me about it,” I answered, “at first there were more of those classmates than I expected.  Most were fellow first years, wanting someone to relax the spells with them.  There was also this character who had long since relaxed his spells and assured me he’d be so much better as a partner.  The answer ‘no’ always worked.  After a while, word gets around that you’re not interested.”

      We happily finished the meal, my cousins providing gossip on our other relatives. Cousin Rita had been very busy sleeping through her younger relatives, and was now at the Congress.
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            The Commonality Strikes!

          

        

      

    

    
      I was to stay here for two weeks, during which time I had no assigned duties.  The house wards, I confirmed, were all happy to speak to me. They appeared to have been recharged and tuned up since I was last here.  I spent a reasonable part of the day helping Cecil, who was totally focused on his new book on the misdeeds of the Commonality.  Sara and Blake appeared daily to deliver notes from the Congress ... there were a lot of notes.  They also delivered a short letter from Master of the Coins Emrys, saying that the Family Council agreed: I had never received the Outremer Observer, accusations against me were clearly mistaken, and, by the way, my annual royalty payment had been passed to Northwest Bank.  Emrysquoted amounts.  The number of different Outremer house currencies was impressive.  My evenings let me read.  Our library was better than I remembered.  Being able to find things was a real pleasure.

      I was curled up on a couch in Fellner Tower, making notes on yet another Congress discussion circle. The room had originally been a reception hall, with high ceiling, off-white painted walls, blond maple floors, and bay windows along three walls. Even without light globes, the room was pleasantly bright.  Cecil had brought in several large tables that were rapidly being covered by piles of notes.  He sat at a classic U-shaped desk, the view out the window being a line of gardens.  Every so often, he would mutter to himself.

      There were, Gods help me, a hundred of these discussion circles, with two sessions every day, people switching between groups each time.  Transcription pens meant that I got to read a lot of words.  In the latest stack of paper, the woman who recorded the notes had been extremely careful to record all the bad words used to refer to the Commonality. Buried in the middle was the tax on bottled wine, figured as the tax on the same wine, by the cask, plus the tax on the bottle, including the export tax when the bottle was exported from the Commonality.  Wine bottles were a registered Commonality product, whatever ‘registered’ meant, so all bottles were taxed at the nominal — high — Commonality price for a bottle, whether they had been exported or not. What a racket!

      At that moment, I was interrupted.

      “Lady Adara, please report to the watch-tower. Urgent!  Lady Adara, please report to the watch-tower. Urgent!”  The call over the annunciator system was loud and clear.

      I pulled on my slippers and headed down the stairs.

      The watchmaster’s chamber was the highest enclosed space in Three-Kittens Tower.  Supposedly the tower had been built near to the place where the family’s founder encountered the three kittens that gave the tower, and House Tris-kitten-ion, their names.   Its seeming windows were fakes, being glass slabs backed by black-painted stone.  Cousins Gabriel and Rafael were on watch.  They faced an enchanted crystal panel, showing a map of the inhabited part of our domain, on which glyphs reported the status of border wards.

      “Something entered the Domain,” Gabriel announced.  He pointed at a patch of ugly red. “That’s a lot of power.  Not clear what it is.”

      I glared at the map.  Whatever it was, it was advancing through grazing land for our bison herd.

      “Is that still rolling tall grass?” I asked, pointing at the map.

      “Indeed,” Gabriel announced. “I’d show you a farseer image, except the spell is being blocked.”

      “I’m preparing a skyglobe,” Rafael said. “Releasing it is up to you, Adara, you being the heiress present.”

      How had I reached this position? I wondered.  I’d made it clear that I’d not command the House militia, not that I was competent to do so. “Isn’t that a Domain Militia decision?”

      “The globe actually belongs to your direct family,” Rafael answered, “not the Militia.”

      “Recommendation?” I asked.

      “Has to be your decision,” Rafael answered. “I’m not getting hit with the tab for taking expensive family property.”

      Oh, wonderful.  We used skyglobes to look for forest fires, flying them after storms had passed.  They were expensive and fragile.

      “Okay,” I said, “but send it in at high altitude.  Pull it back fast if it gets noticed.”

      Gabriel shook his head and wide shoulders. “If we do that, we tell whatever it is that we’ve noticed them.”

      “It’s a beautiful clear day,” I said, “start with it way high.  And straight above the keep.”

      “Okay,” Rafael announced, “I’ve synched the skyglobe and an image recorder here.”

      “On my authority as Heiress-third, launch!” I said.  Sometimes Rafael’s cautiousness could be a pain.

      “By your command,” Rafael said, a broad grin covering his face.  He’d made a reference to a popular series of combat novels involving the Barbarian Wars.  I rolled my eyes.

      “Have you notified the House Militia yet,” I asked, “whoever is not off in Radescu?  Raised the Domain defenses?”

      “We need the Militia keys for that,” Rafael answered. “That’s why we called you.”

      “You don’t have the Militia keys?” I asked. “Where are they?”

      “I assumed you had them,” a shocked Gabriel answered.

      “Gramps is off in Radescu,” I observed. “Who did Dad put in charge?”

      “We assumed it was you,” Gabriel countered. “Your Dad was upset when you were not here as expected.”

      “That being the day before my notice was mailed,” I remarked. I wished I’d thought to ask this sooner.  At a guess, they assumed that I knew the answer.

      “Globe in position,” Rafael said. “Bringing up image.”

      The display showed rolling fields of tall grass. A column of dust rose in the center of the image. Rafael increased the magnification.  At the base of the dust column, a silvery glitter could be seen.  Lines of marching men followed on each side of the glitter.

      “Need something closer,” Rafael said.  He set the skyglobe advancing toward the intruders. “If they’re marching, they’re four hours out.”

      The globe closed on the column.  There was an obfuscation spell around the marchers; they were hard to see.  Rafael skittered the globe back and forth, making it a more difficult target, so we made do with stills from the recorder.

      “Their spell,” Gabriel observed, “also makes it interesting for them to target us.  When we pass through its line, we get a good look.  Until they destroy the sphere.”

      Suddenly the image was totally sharp.

      “What?” Gabriel said.

      “Back!” I shouted.

      Rafael drove the sphere back through the obfuscation line.  Then the image went blank.

      “Loss of signal,” he announced. “They got it anyhow.”

      Gabriel isolated still images from the record.

      “Those shiny things are golems,” I announced. “Four of them.”

      “The person on the left,” Gabriel observed. “That pink cone is a treldiar, isn’t it?”

      “The fellows behind are Commonality Army,” I grumbled. “That’s their plain uniform.”

      “That’s plain?  Looks garish to me,” Rafael said.

      “There’s also a dress uniform,” I said. “Its function is to blind opponents with the glare from all the shiny baubles they’re wearing and deafen opponents with the clatter of baubles bouncing against each other.  Then there is their ballroom uniform, which is indescribable.”

      “There are an awful lot of them,” Rafael said. “I’ll count.”

      “That’s obviously an invasion.  We need to call out whichever of the Militia is here,” I said.

      “We don’t have the militia keys,” Rafael said. “We can’t call them up.  Besides, your Dad took all of the militia with him.”

      “Is anyone on duty?” I asked.

      “Ummh, the two of us?”  Gabriel answered. “Rudolph and Karyn are probably asleep.”

      This situation was a complete mess, I thought.  Someone had not been thinking clearly, or assumed that someone else had taken care of the keys. Sending a messenger to Gramps Worrow to bring back the militia would take too long.  The invaders would reach us first.

      Okay, I am Heiress-Third, and no one more senior is here, so I have some authority to act.

      “You can’t,” I said. “I can.” I strode over to the annunciator horn and switched to the Elder Tongue. “I am Adara, Heiress-Third of Triskittenion House, and I speak on my own authority.”  I waited for the hidden ward to recognize me. “Sound the call; sound the call; sound the call for all the kittens!”

      The responder was a trumpet melody, a tune you memorized in Primary School but never expected to hear played except on Foundation Day.  I heard the notes but knew the words by heart

      For the love,

      for the love,

      for the love

      of kittens three!

      

      For the glory,

      for the glory,

      for the glory

      of this their hall!

      The call repeated, once and again.  I could feel a ripple in the air as the wards around the hall powered up.  I had just called to the colors every member of the House, young and old, well or feeble, fit or lame.  The Family Council would throw a fit if my call was a mistake.

      “Send up another skyglobe,” I said. “Get a count of their march pace, how long before they reach here.  Find a messenger, someone really fast at shallow gating, to chase around the periphery to Radescu.  Summon back our militia.  Send messengers to our near neighbors.  Ask for help. We need to don armor.”

      “Not deep gate through Junction?” Gabriel asked. “That would be way faster.”

      My training with Gramps Worrow cut in. “Gabriel, that is a Commonality invasion.  For sure, anyone who deep gates to Radescu stops first at Junction or Capital, where there will be a reception committee waiting.”

      “You are meaning a less-than-friendly reception committee?” he asked, not quite seriously.

      “To put it mildly,” I answered.

      I stepped out to the balcony and summoned farseeing.  I was well over a hundred feet above the ground.  Where the column was not, I could see patches of yarrow and hyssop, sunflowers in full bloom, and bluestem going to seed.  The buffalo would be delighted with their feed.   I tried looking down from far above.  The golems were in the lead.  Lines of men followed.  Left and right flanks were each covered by a single line of men, carefully spaced. Groups of men inside were less orderly.  Some invaders were towing long lines of cargo containers.

      I headed for my room and my weapons.
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        * * *

      

      No sooner was I back in the tower than a patter of feet announced someone running up the stairs toward us.

      “Lady Adara!  Lady Adara!”  I recognized Rudolph’s voice. “Herald at the outer wards.  Waving an olive branch.  Demands to speak with your father.”

      “He gets me,” I announced.

      Waiting at the outer wards was a woman in an ornate costume I didn’t recognize, followed by two men in the pure-white robes of the Commonality Supreme Judicial Court. Karyn, dressed in a pale green housecoat and slippers, had reached them first.  Our visitors stared in my direction and ignored her.  My Dorrance courses on the History of the Union Treaty were about to become useful.

      “What’s your issue?” I demanded.

      “We are here to speak to the LandSteward of this House, not some young adult,” the woman sneered.

      Okay, I thought, I am a young adult, my physical age frozen at twelve or a bit less until command of sorcery develops.  I am also legally, even inside the Commonality, an adult with adult rights.

      “We are Adara Triskittenion, Heiress-Third of this Our House,” I answered in the Elder Tongue. “Speak to Us, or go in peace.”

      “We bear orders from the Commonality Supreme Judicial Court,” the woman said.

      “Legal papers,” I said firmly, “should be handed over to the Family Council, which is in attendance at the Great Congress of All Outremer, meeting now at House Radescu.”  That was more than a bit strange, I thought.  Okay, I’d inflated the meeting’s title a tad.

      “These are our orders to your house,” she announced. “They have immediate effect, so you should accept the papers and read them, so you know what you now required to do.” She handed a stack of paper to Karyn.

      “You appear to be lost,” I said. “You are a Commonality Court.  You are in Outremer.  Here in Outremer, you can order nothing.  Any standard text on the Unity Treaty explains this.”  I rattled off the names of five textbook authors, closing with a quote from my History of the Commonality course.

      “You do not understand,” she said. “First, your line of succession has been corrected.  You are commanded forthwith to recognize Lady Tweed Triskittenion as your Landowner and LandSteward.  Furthermore, you owe taxes on the paper you shipped to the Commonality over the past year. To ensure collection, you are ordered to receive a Domain Administrator, a Commonality citizen who will administer all your funds until your debts have been discharged.”

      They seemed to claim that they could impose taxes on us, for things that happened before they passed their tax laws.  Worse, they claimed they could hand the House over to Tweed.  I was reasonably sure I had not recently sampled any strong hallucinogens.  That shot down the obvious explanation for this conversation.

      “Tweed not-Triskittenion,” I announced, “has been disinherited, expelled from this House, and attainted.  If she stands where I can reach her, it will be my duty of Lady High Executioner to put her to death.”

      There are more pleasant duties, less pleasant duties, and executing Great-great-great-grandmother was about as bad as duties can get: But she was a traitor, so I would have to do it.

      “No,” the woman announced, “it is your duty to kneel before her and beg her pardon.”

      My answer, in the Elder Tongue, was anatomically impossible.

      “Who is this Domain Administrator?” I finally asked.

      “A distinguished Commonality citizen,” the woman answered.

      “You don’t happen to know her name, do you?” I continued.

      “It hardly matters...” she began.

      “Harold Fourbridge, a recent graduate of the Dorrance Academy,” the fellow to her right answered.

      “A recent student at Dorrance Academy,” the person on the left corrected.

      “That idiot? You are joking, aren’t you?” I asked.  “Fourbridge, who by the way still owes me weregild, is unfit to administer an outdoor privy.”

      “Absolutely not!” the woman answered.  “We are totally serious.”

      Who was she? I asked myself.  I now remembered that Supreme Judicial Court officials do not have names while performing their duties.

      “You will do as you are told,” the woman said, “and accept your new land-heir and domain administrator, or matters will go poorly for you.  To see that our orders are obeyed, we are followed by an elite strike force of the Commonality Army, including multiple wondrous sorcerous mechanisms, a force so powerful that you have no hope of resistance.”

      “You are in Outremer,” I answered. “Your presence here is illegal under the Union Treaty. A Commonality Army in Outremer is even more illegal.  Your claim to give us Court orders is forbidden under the Union Treaty.  However, we shall keep those papers, as they are proof of your crimes against the Union Treaty.  Go back to the Commonality now, and take your gaggle of play soldiers and mechanical toys with you, or things will be going badly for you, unless you have decided to revoke the Union Treaty and renew the Final War, in which case matters will go truly badly for you.  We are the Land-Heiress Third of House Triskittenion, and We have Spoken!”

      I really didn’t remember if they were allowed to be here, and I was stretching my limited authority as a Land-Heiress to threaten them, but I was sure that Commonality Courts had no power inside Outremer.

      “You have been warned,” the woman said. “We have done our duty.” In perfect unison, they pivoted away and gated out.

      Flight is flashy, and not safe in combat, but, for once, it was called for.  I took a leap, up, up, over, and landed on the Three-Kittens Tower top balcony. Karyn followed close behind.  Several militia members had listened dubiously to the conversation.

      “This is insane,” Karyn said. “Have these people taken leave of their senses?”

      “I sent Barbara Goosedaughter off to Radescu,” Rudolph announced, “to tell them what’s happening.”

      “I tried.”  An ashen-faced Barbara stepped from around the Tower. “There’s a Goddess-help-us hrordrin parked just above the wards, one plane over, waiting to snatch anyone who gates out of here.  It almost ate me.”

      “The Commonality morons just gated,” I said.

      “They must have been wearing friend-glyphs,” Rafael responded. “The hrordrin knew who they were.”

      “Makes sense,” I agreed.

      “Send someone to the farthest point in the domain,” Rafael said. “See if it’s there, too.  Where is that?”

      “Monteareos Hill,” I said. “Southwest ten miles.” I pointed.  Monteareos Hill was chalk; its white slopes gleamed in the far distance.

      “We get them there how?” Karyn grumbled. “It’s a long walk.”

      Okay, I thought, she said she’s never actually been here, other than in the Keep.

      “Horseback,” I answered. “You can ride on top of a horse.  Or fly, if you have the endurance.   We’ll send some volunteers.”

      “Meanwhile,” Gabriel said, “we have this invasion.”  He pointed to the West, where the column of dust had crept closer while we talked. “How do we deal with it?”

      “I make it four golems and perhaps a thousand men,” Rafael said. “Men in the outer lines are ten yards apart, with people between the outer lines.  The columns are about two miles long.”

      My fellows looked in surprise at each other when the spacing was mentioned.

      “Ten yards,” I said, “they train to keep that distance, each person holding a ward a bit bigger than that. The wards are like the scales on a fish. The whole column is shielded against people firing spells at it from outside, but each man only holds a single surface.  See, I learned something eating at the Dorrance Army tables.”

      “Why Army tables?” Rudolph asked.

      “Cheap, healthy breakfasts, available early.  And if you listen, you learn things,” I answered. “In particular, Commonality Army endurance training is dismal.  We can take advantage of that.”

      “Dorrance is officers,” Barbara remarked pointedly. “Lazy sods.”

      “They train harder than the other ranks,” I said. “I know.  I watched. I took some of their officer trainees on one of Gramps training runs.  They didn’t quite die.”

      “And they just gave us an advantage,” Rudolph said. “That hrordrin means they can’t gate, either. The hrordrin will recognize a couple-four friend glyphs.  Those men are stuck walking.”

      “Which of you is in charge?” I asked.

      It was a bit late to be raising the question, I thought, but better late than never.

      Looks passed back and forth.

      “Commander Worrow,” Rudolph said, “told as to reach a friendly agreement on any decision.  If he had to come back here to settle a disagreement, we would not like it.  But you called general mobilization, so you’re in charge.”

      That was the job I had thoroughly dumped.  Now it was coming back at me.

      “So what do we do?  We crush them.  Okay,” I said. “One of you stays here as long as possible.  If the Hall is about to fall, flee with all the ward records.  Who’s done outdoor survival?” Several hands came up. “You gather up the very young, the very old, their caregivers, people with no combat skills, supplies, wood and stone cutting tools, and retreat to Monteareos Hill and then into the wilderness.  About ten miles beyond the hill is Lacuslimon Lake.  It’s huge with good fishing.  The woods are full of deer, turkeys, and rabbits. Get moving as soon as possible.  Four of you, teams of two, collect people who know long-range combat spells.  Get out and start sniping at the sides of the column.  Stay at a distance.”

      “Not keep the old in the keep?” Rafael asked.

      “Against four golems?” I questioned. “Golems are citadel breakers.  I don’t know if our wards will stop them.  Safer not to take the chance.”

      “Shall I send any of the Fives to Monteareos?” Gabriel asked.

      “Fives?” I answered.  What did he mean?

      “That started after last Summer,” Rudolph said. “Oh, you wouldn’t have seen it. Gramps Worrow pounded the table demanded that everyone not in the militia start rudimentary training, how to fight as a group, a group of five, hence Fives.  A couple people ward the group; the others throw spells and counterspells.”

      That was someplace in one of his books, I thought. “So there’s already some organization, not just an unorganized mob about to rout?  How many Fives are there? Which of you knows how it works?”

      Rudolph raised a hand. “I do! There are about two hundred Fives here. People get here, I tell them to form up in their Fives.  Each Five already has an assigned point on the Great Lawn, so they form up pretty quick.  The people near the Keep who can’t fight, that’s another thousand.  Then there are the better part of three thousand people on adjoining planes, operating the paper mills, and some hundreds spread across Outremer and the Commonality, our agents and factors and their families.  That’s another three hundred Fives, except those people have no idea this is happening and can’t get here, anyhow, thanks to the hrordrin.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Send a couple of Fives, people least ready for combat, to Monteareos.  They lead the way so other people get moving.  Keep some, say ten, here to add to the Keep’s defenses.  The rest of of them, go out and start sniping on the north side of that column.”

      It was absolutely wonderful, I thought.  I am in charge and have no idea what my own side can do or how it is organized.

      “Not both sides of the column?” Rudolph asked.

      “Those sides are about 300 people each,” I said, “with about as many people standing between the columns.  If you stay on one side, you’ve got three-to-one odds, and can wear them down before they wear you down.  If you split, they can turn and attack one side, while our people on the other side can’t reinforce.  It’s called detailed defeat, or something like that, and is a bad idea, so we don’t want to do it. That’s what Grandpa Worrow’s books say. Hopefully, the invaders turn around and quit when their plans go sour.”  I did not emphasize what Grandpa Worrow’s books also said about mass combat, namely that almost no one now living had ever seen it, so all modern ideas on how to do it had never been tested.

      Rudolph nodded. “Okay, I see.”

      “Preferably the High Treaty Court gets here soon and tells them to stop,” I said. “Otherwise, this is the largest battle since...a very long time.”

      “The tactic for each Five,” Rafael said, “is fire a few spells, then move.  Remember, have cover and a line of retreat.  They might pivot and come after you.  If you can put a hole in their line of wards they’ll tend to stop, or their line fragments.  Are there any spellcasters in the armories?  Those would really help.”

      “Father Triskittenion took all of them,” Karyn said. “I helped with the inventory record, so I’m sure.  Adara, your gnothdiar is the only one here.”

      “Where’d you find column sniping, Adara?”  Gabriel looked puzzled.

      “It was used against some of our unmen clients,” I answered. “Rafael knows more than I do.  Effective if your opponent has no magic.”

      “And how does this stop the golems?” Barbara asked.

      “I have the house wards to draw on,” I said. “Except when they actually get here, please move your people to the front of the column and attack them.  Any attack spell is good.  And, remember, do not gate!”

      “What did we miss?” Rudolph asked.  We all thought for a few moments.

      “If you have anyone who can cast ward breaking spells,” I said, “I want them here when I face the golems.  That seems to be their weakness.”

      “Oh, wow,” Gabriel answered. “Speak of rare spells hard to learn.  I’ll ask, but don’t expect many people.”

      “Don’t expect anyone,” Rudolph said. “Regular militia would be great with that.”

      “Unmen,” Karyn said. “How do we protect the Domain’s unmen?”

      “There are three villages on this plane,” I said, “all a few miles to the east at Twin Falls, using water wheels for their sawmills, lathes, and milling machines. Send a messenger, telling them what’s happening.  They should prepare to flee into the wilderness.  Family members on other planes will rescue them when the hrordrin leaves.”
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        * * *

      

      A crowd had formed on the lawn behind the Hall.  I went out on the second-floor balcony, the balcony traditionally used by the family to address people.  Most often, it is used by my parents to lead the crowd in singing Foundation Day carols, singers being less and less sober as the evening advanced. I summoned a voice-amplification spell.

      “People of Triskittenion!” I began. “Yes, most of you know me.  I’m Adara, Heiress-Third.  My parents, my brothers, Gramps Worrow, and our entire regular militia are off in Radescu.  A Commonality Army has invaded and is now marching on this Hall.  It will be here in a few hours.  Our Militia cannot come to our aid.  It is our duty to defend our Hall.  It is up to us to defend Three-Kitten Tower.  The Three Kittens lived because they supported each other.  We shall do the same.”

      I outlined my plan, such as it was.  Rafael put up a skyglobe image of the advancing army, enough that people could be convinced the threat was soon to arrive.

      My closer was a reminder: “The Commonality has parked ahrordrin right above us, on the next plane.  If you try to gate out, you will be eaten.”  The crowd dispersed.

      I went back to the Tower. Flares of light and loud rumbles marked the first of our people firing on the Commonality column.  The Commonality people set counterspells.  They were fond of ball lightning as a counterattack. This side of the bison fields, a respectably large stream —Sheep Creek, it was called — runs across the property in a deep bed.  Three bridges were there for the convenience of the cattle.  Someone had taken the bridges down.   I could see a trio of tween-age boys, downstream from the line of march, building a dam.  Shearing spells and levitation let them move logs into position very quickly; I’d have to hope they were careful about not dropping tree limbs on each other’s head. They’d had a very clever idea, except the stream bed mightn’t fill in time.

      Bursts of polychrome light surrounded the head of the column.  Those were fireworks spells, which can be cast from far away.  They won’t hurt you, but they’re for sure distracting.  The Foundation Day fireworks sent from Fellner Tower are easily seen across the entire domain. Where were they coming from?  I identified a bastion on the eastern parapet.

      “Barbara,” I asked. “Are you up to Dance of the Air?”  A short flight would be the fastest.

      She nodded.

      “Those fireworks? It looks to be three little girls who are supposed to be fleeing.  Ditto the three boys building their dam.” I pointed.

      “They’re this decade’s birth class,” Barbara announced. “I did two years as their schoolteacher.  I’ll see what is going on.”

      Birth class...that would be everyone born in the keep in the last decade, and it had been a large class.  Losing them would be really bad.

      Minutes later, Barbara returned. “The girls have a great-uncle with them.  Their parents are packing, told them to get out of the way, know where they are.  So they’re contributing fireworks.  The boys have eight horses, three for them, three for the girls, two pack horses, and the girls packed the bags for an extended camping trip.  Parents gave them a destination, but the kids won’t say where, except not Lacuslimon.”

      “They seem to have loaded the horses rather quickly,” I said.

      “Planned camping trip,” Barbara said, “and clever domestic spellwork, much practiced.”

      Well in front of the invaders, a column of dust, dirt, and loose stones erupted. The column moved from left to right across the invaders’ path then came back the other way.  On the way back, the column brought up the orange-red clay found a few feet under our soil.

      “What is that dust?” I asked.  The spellwork was a bit distant to see clearly.

      “Ditch-digging spell,” Barbara answered.

      “Clever.  Won’t stop them.”  I shook my head.

      “It will delay them, give people fleeing the Hall more time to pack,” she answered.

      “Fair enough,” I answered. “But now I need quiet to tie into the Hall Wards. Are you staying?”

      “I know almost no combat spells, and the column heading into the wilderness needs a few qualified healers,” she answered. “But I can dig more ditches.”

      “Safe travels, but start the march soon,” I answered. “In fact, tell Rudolph and Karyn to get the first people moving now, if they have not already started.  If they argue, remind them that they said I am in charge, and I am making that an order.  And ask them if anyone knows any rain-summoning spells.”

      I had to give my speech twice more as people trickled in from outlying points.  Now I got to wait and watch.  To my great surprise, three dozen unmen, young people armed with bows and a large stock of arrows, appeared from Twin Falls.

      The man in the lead went down on one knee before me, a custom I have never before seen used in this Hall.

      “Eternal Lady Adara,” he said, “I am Achilles Hieroglyphos.  We are the Twin Falls Hunters’ Guild. We were warned that a hostile army approaches this Hall, and that we will likely be driven like cattle from these lands.”

      Okay, I thought, whoever warned the unmen was a bit emphatic with her warning.

      “Since time beyond memory,” he continued, “The tower of the three kittens has protected us.  We know our weapons are totally feeble, relative to those of the Ageless, but we humbly ask permission to join in your defense.”

      “Please stand,” I said. “My House is deeply honored by your presence. I cannot say no.”

      “Adara,” Rafael said, “there’s a way they can help.  Combined arms are good.”

      “Rafael, please take them under your wing,” I said. “I have the House Wards to manage.”  I had no idea what Rafael was going to have them do, but sometimes you simply trust people.

      Waiting is the worst part of a battle.  Gramps had said that.  I can testify that he was right. The House wards agreed that I was the heiress in residence. I could feel their power unfold beneath my feet.

      “Mistress Adara?”  The voice was behind me.

      I turned. “Auntie Tatakana?” I said. “Why are you still here?”

      “I brought you lunch,” she said.  She set down a tray with a large mug of thick soup, looking to be cream of chicken, a stack of sandwiches, and some pickled eggs. “I already fed the men in the tower.”

      “Auntie Tatakana, it is very dangerous for you to be here,” I said. “You should go home.”

      “Adara.  I am an old woman,” she said firmly. “I have children, grandchildren, and in a few days my first great-grandchild. Soon, I will Ascend.  I do this for you, so that they have better chances for life.”

      I didn’t even try to hide my tears as I hugged her. “I’ll do my best,” I said, “so that they and you stay safe.  I promise.”

      “Now I am bothering you and will go back to the kitchen,” she announced.  She went back down the stairs.

      I made myself start eating.  Her cooking hadn’t changed; it was always excellent.

      I still had to decide how to deal with the golems.  Cousin Rudolph and the militia were going to take care of the men following them — I hoped — but the machines, the woman with the treldiar, and whoever else was in the lead were the hardened steel tip of the spear thrusting into our Domain’s heart. Better six foes than a thousand.   Even if the thousand were weak spellcasters, a mass of weak spells is more dangerous than a few powerful ones. I had plenty of time to think.  After all, the people keeping up the wards on the sides of the column couldn’t move fast, not and keep their wards aligned. Indeed, as they closed, it was clear that every few steps they stopped to align their wards.

      If I hadn’t pulled the limit stops on my void nodes, the year before last, I’d be dead.  It was time to do that again.  Void nodes are your link to the Fire of the Presence, the hidden power underlying all magic.  Limit stops are there to keep you from drawing more power than you can handle safely; if you draw too much, and make a mistake, you turn to a column of flaming steam.  I pulled my stops, meaning I had far more available power, but it was now entirely on me to handle the power safely. A habit of pulling my limit stops more-or-less guaranteed that I’d eventually die in combat, but the available choice was dying now or dying someday.

      Here and there along the column, I saw shields wavering.  Keeping up a shield as a lot easier than knocking it down, but Rudolph appeared to have multiple Fives targeting a single shield.  For the most part, people in the column were not casting spells back.  What were they thinking?  Perhaps they thought they had total surprise, so we’d do nothing, and weren’t adjusting when we did something.  Listening at the Commonality Army tables, there was a certain arrogance: Officers order, and other ranks do as they’re told without complaining.  Did the Commonality officers notice what was happening to their flank shields?  If the shield-bearers didn’t complain, and in the Commonality other ranks who complained were punished, nothing much would be visible until a shield collapsed.  Perhaps the invaders expected us to form a line perpendicular to their path of march, and rout when their golems pierced our line.  That strategy had worked against the barbarians, in the wars that civilization finally won.

      Every so often I’d see a group of invaders charge out through a gap in the wards, to clear their flanks of our people.  I wanted our people to pull back fast enough that they wouldn’t get caught, but I knew that some of them wouldn’t.  Now I could see a few of our people, once and again, getting perilously close to the invader’s line of advance, only to be chased away.  It was always the same chasers, from the same part of the column.  Finally our people provoked a strong response, a half-dozen of our people being chased by fifty or a hundred of their people.  This time, the chase continued, the pursuers following their tormentors farther and farther from their column.

      Cousin Rudolph had a thousand people out there, and at guess a quarter of them were in on the ambush. I had no idea how he’d maneuvered them into place, but he had. At one moment, the pursuers were running pell-mell after our people.  At the next, they were under attack from all sides.  Some saw the trap and turned to flee.  Others kept advancing. Our people fought in groups; theirs fought as individuals.  I could tell; their people were better at combat spells.  That didn’t help when they were badly outnumbered.  Perhaps half of them fled to the safety of their column. The rest lay still, bright flowers among the green grasses. That must have done wonders for the column’s morale.

      The golems simply marched.  A golem could cast remarkably powerful blasting spells. Why were they ignoring our people on their column’s flank?  Then I realized why the golems weren’t fighting.  They were machines, not artifacts, so they had spell batteries, not void nodes.  The people right behind them might be keeping their batteries charged, but if they entered high-power combat they’d run out of power. Two years ago, that had almost happened to the golem sent to kill me, except I smashed it first.  I realized that already knew how to deal with them...ward-breaker spells, all different.  Ward-breakers are sophisticated combat spells.  I’d learned them from Gramps, not even heard them mentioned in my Abstract Combat Magic courses.

      Despite our best efforts, the invaders reached Sheep Creek.  The boys damming it looked to have done a good job, because the creek bed was visibly deep with water.  Where were the boys?  Far off to the south, three boys on horseback were galloping for the Keep, leading another three saddled horses and two packhorses.  The three girls who had been entertaining the golems with fireworks, all sensibly dressed for a long ride, were on the lawn waiting for them.  Good.  The decade’s birthclass would go someplace reasonably safe, and hopefully not get themselves into too much trouble after getting there.

      More waiting was in order.  Wardbreaker spells have a practical range. I had to wait for the golems to close.  The advancing column was having an interesting time with the ditches, which were deep enough that people could slide into them but then had difficulty climbing out again.  I could see columns of dust rising behind the invaders.  Those were more ditches. If the invaders had to withdraw, they faced obstacles.

      Cecil Harrington joined me. “My Lady,” he said, “I am attached to your house, so I should join in its defense,” he said. “Mind you, I only know a little combat magic, but I’m told those metal things don’t like ward-breaking spells, and I can cast some simple ones.”

      “No one would blame you for leaving, Cecil,” I said, “but anyone who can cast ward breakers is most welcome here.”  He was always formal.  House Antragon was, it appeared, like that, with manners out of a first ice age romance novel.

      “I did protect the Congress’s records,” he answered. “I dropped everything into several shipping crates and gave them to Sara and Blake to take to that mountain, the one with the amusing name.”

      “Amusing?” I asked.

      “In First Speech,” he said, “from before the Elder Tongue, a few words are remembered. Monte and areos both mean ‘mount’, so the mountain’s name is actually Mount mount-mount.”

      “Learned something,” I answered. “I’m sure I’ve never heard that.”

      “Can I put a spell through your house wards?” he asked.

      I reached into the wards and made a small adjustment. “I’ve tuned you into the house wards,” I said. “Could you show me the ward breakers you know?  So I know if I shouldn’t cast some of mine?”

      Cecil did as requested.  His spells were elegantly simple, not very powerful, but would stick to a golem’s wards if they struck.

      “They seem to be in range,” I finally said. “After you.” His breaker appeared as a violet circle spinning across the intervening distance, only to be dispersed by a counterpell before it reached its target.

      “Not good,” I said, “they can throw a lot of counterspells.”

      I prepped and threw a half dozen ward-breakers.  None of them reached their targets.  I reached into the depth of my power and threw almost two dozen ward breakers.  Not one penetrated. Four golems could throw a lot of counterspells.

      “Some of them got close,” Cecil said.

      “Close does not count,” I answered, “and that’s about how many of those spells I can cast at a time.”   Unless, I thought, I ignore the lines where my limit stops had been, and see if I survive frying myself again.  I wracked my brain for an answer, then fired a range of other attacks, all of which were hit with counterspells.

      “Those are presets,” he said.  At that moment the golems and the person with the treldiar launched rapid-fire blasting spells.  The house wards shrugged them off.

      “Adara, have you ever seen a dissecting spell?” Cecil asked.

      “I’ve heard of them.  I think.” I wasn’t sure.

      “That’s how we pick apples and pears,” he answered. “One picking spell, dissector splits it into a hundred pieces, and a hundred apples float ever so gently to the ground. Now, one ward breaking spell becomes a hundred, each needing its own counterspell.”

      “Please show me,” I answered.  Where did this take us?

      “I can do that.  Give me a few moments to remember.”  A large grid appeared in the space before us. “It’s fragile,” he warned. “Probably won’t split one of your ward breakers. It should split mine.”

      “Yours are fine for this,” I said. “Give me a moment to set something up.” I reached as deep as I dared for power, then called on the House wards to support me.

      “Once upon a time,” he said, “I threw three spells at once.  I think I can do it again.”

      “Don’t overload,” I said, “We may need to keep this up of a while. Okay, I’m ready.”

      “When I say three?” he asked.  I nodded. “One, two three.”

      “For the honor!” Cecil shouted. “For the honor of House Antragon!”

      He cut loose with a very simple ward eater.  The eater struck the grid and split into a hundred pieces. Yes, ward eaters can be countered, one at a time, but suddenly there were an awful lot of them. And while they were being cancelled, the golems couldn’t tell what was behind them.  My ward-eaters, for example.

      As rapidly as I could, I cast complex ward-eating spells. Advancing under the cover of Cecil’s spell, they reached the golems and bit into their wards. The space around the golems burned with released energy.   No matter how bright the released energy was, their wards did not appear to be getting weaker.  I switched to blasting spells, targeting the ground in front of them.  I could hear the clatter of rocks against their chassis.  The Fives on the keep walls joined me in hurling spells at the golems.  The golems continued to advance.

      Now someone was trying to seduce the house wards away from me.  They knew the details of the ward lines better than I did.  It had to be someone from our house.  Who?   I am the land-heiress, so the wards still bow to me.  I clamped down hard to hold the wards in place, then fired death curses down the seduction link. That attack stopped.  Cecil’s ward breakers were penetrating. I called all the power I could find.  My skeleton felt as though it was burning.  A scarlet haze passed across my field of view.  I hit the golems with more ward breakers, interlaced with shield penetrating spells. I was hardly alone.  A good fifty people lined the walls of the keep, all sending combat spells as hard as they could against the golems.  It would have been nice if our people on the flank had kept up with the golems, but most of them hadn’t, so the thousand of our people to the advance’s south were contributing little against the golems.

      Pyrotechnic bursts filled the space where the golems stood.  Even through the house wards, I felt the earth shake.  Smoke obscured my view.  I called a stored wind spell from the house wards.  Attacking under cover of smoke was a very old tactic, against which we were prepared.

      In front of me lay the wreckage of four golems. The ground was littered with starsteel shards and bits of molten copper.  Fragments of spells lurked among the ruins, crackling and popping as they discharged.

      Beyond that were bodies.  I recognized the woman, no longer hiding behind obscuration spells.  Great-Grandmother Tweed was quite dead, her hands clenched around a now-shattered treldiar.  That treldiar had been someone’s supremely powerful and absurdly expensive spellcaster, and I had broken it. I would very much not have wanted to face her, not with her wielding a treldiar, even with the House Wards backing me.

      Who was the other fellow on the ground, carrying another shattered treldiar? I tried a weak farseeing spell.  Oh, him! Harold Fourbridge lay on the ground, unconscious.

      I was up against him?  Again?  That was getting tiresome.

      I hit him with several stun spells to keep him unconscious.  I couldn’t kill him myself, not without breaking my peace oath from last year, but very certainly I could tell someone else who he was, and they would lop off his head.  The four controllers of the four golems sat glassy-eyed, unmoving.  I stunned them, too.

      “You beat a treldiar!” Cecil said.

      “Yes,” I answered, “she had a powered-up treldiar. But I am the Mistress of the House Wards, and she is dead.”  I cast several death curses in her direction, just to be certain.

      The people at the front of the column had become disorganized.

      “Cecil! Ward breakers,” I shouted, “north side of the column!  Those people are already under attack.”

      My nerves hummed.  There was a roaring in my ears. I grasped the power in the Hall Wards and shaped it into ward breaking spells. They faded with distance, but even a mile out they were entirely effective against the wards protecting the column. First one and then more and more wards shimmered and vanished.

      I told myself I should pull back and look at what was happening, rather than simply being part of the fighting.  Close to the Keep, the advance had stopped, not without collisions between invaders who stopped and invaders who kept advancing.  Further back, our people had knocked holes in the line and were targeting people inside the column.

      I spotted someone close to the front of the column, an officer from his absurdly garish dress, who was organizing people near him into a combat formation.  He looked to be well warded, but some of the people around him weren’t.  I got Cecil’s attention, had him direct his spells in their direction.  They returned the favor, but we were behind the Hall’s inner wards. Other people in the Keep joined Cecil.

      I began working through the people next to the officer, one at a time.  Seeing the man next to you shredded by killing spells did not create enthusiasm for continuing the fight.  I sent someone standing directly in front of the officer into the afterlife.  When he fell, I hit the ground under him with a heat spell.  The resulting steam explosion blew the officer and close buddies skyward.

      Invaders near the Keep began moving to the rear.  Along the line, I saw other groups of men doing the same.  Suddenly the front of the attacker formation collapsed, invaders fleeing pell-mell. From front to rear, the formation fell into disorder, fragmenting like a house of cards when its keystone slips. Our people were concentrated in combat formations, and their people were concentrating on fleeing for their lives.

      “Cecil, have you ever cast a voice bubble?” I asked.

      “Many times,” he said.

      “The message,” I said, “to those large groups of ours, is ‘Cecil Harrington speaking for Heiress-Third Adara.  Please take prisoners.  We need to interrogate them.’ Can you send that?”

      “Will do.” He sounded completely confident.  He also looked ready to fall over.  I slipped him one of Auntie Tatakana’s sandwiches, and then another.

      I leaned forward against the stone balustrade.  I wasn’t quite toppling-over dizzy, but my medical wards were firmly warning me to stop casting spells, because I was at the edge of killing myself. Cecil and I had disposed of four golems, two people with treldiars, a stack of protective wards, and an officer trying to rally his troops. I could see that the invaders, whoever they were, had routed and were fleeing the field.  I wanted to keep fighting, but our people on the ground were intermixed with theirs.  If I cast a spell, I would likely hit the wrong people.  Okay, I thought, if there is another sudden reverse, and our people rout, I will be the backstop.

      I felt the aftereffect of so much spellcasting as a high-pitched hum, playing on my nerves like the bow of an ancient violin. What I wanted to do at this point was to collapse, but there were wounded to treat and prisoners to detain.

      The Commonality Army had several hours of retreating before they reached their gating spell. Many of them didn’t get that far. I was much happier after Gramps Worrow and a large slice of our formed militia showed up.  They appeared near the Commonality gate, well beyond the zone affected by the hrordrin, pocketed the invaders, and killed most of those who were still fighting.
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      Our people chased the fleeing Commonality Army soldiers, proving that the best place to bespell a man is his back.  He can’t see you casting a spell.  He casts counterspells poorly.  The unman Hunter’s Guild killed a perfectly respectable number of invaders, putting arrows into their backs. I could see people levitating bodies of dead Commonality soldiers and stacking them like so much cordwood.  Bodies of our own people, of which there were more than a few, were being brought back for proper cremations.  The Commonality Army had marched with a remarkable amount of baggage, all in freight containers.  Now captured, the containers were being parked, carefully spaced, beyond our outer wards.

      A messenger from Capital arrived.  The High Treaty Court said they would send a representative as soon as possible.  Even if he deep-gated to the scene, he might need a while to don his robes.

      By and by, Justice Smythe and his clerk appeared.  Smythe’s face held a thin smile.  His hair was uncombed.  From appearances, he had started his trip by getting out of bed.

      “Ah, Miss Triskittenion,” Smythe said. “Your message reached us.  I gather that you claim that there was another golem?”

      I pointed at the wreckage. “Four of them, as it happens.  The serial number blocks are intact.”  I pointed. Gramps, standing at my side, had already confirmed that the blocks were what I said.

      “How can this be?” he asked. “The army assured us that there was only one, the one that you destroyed.”

      “The evidence is in front of you,” Gramps countered.

      “I see this,” Smythe said. “This is very bad.  I would like to recover the four serial blocks as evidence.”

      “You get two of them,” Gramps said. “We keep two.  For obvious reasons.”

      Smythe spread his hands in acquiescence.

      “And now the other part,” Gramps continued. “The Union Treaty is completely transparent.  These six people used forbidden artifacts, Class IV golems, in battle.  The penalty is summary execution. Do you disagree?”

      “I need two more Justices to make that finding,” Smythe answered. “They will be here momentarily.”

      The Justices — two women I did not know — and three members of the Brotherhood of the Axe soon arrived.  They revived Harold and the four men and questioned them, not at great length.  Their guilt was unambiguous.  The prisoners didn’t try to deny that they had operated the golems. They were too stunned by their defeat to think clearly.

      “Adara, Lady High Executioner, it is time for you to do your duty,” Gramps announced.

      I flinched.  It was my duty, but there would be consequences when I returned to Dorrance.

      “Gramps,” I said. “The first of those men is Harold Fourbridge; these other people are his supporters. My Death-Pride Honor duel with him was settled.  If I kill them, it may be death by hrordrin for me.

      “Well said!” Smythe interjected. “Though under the circumstances surely not a death-penalty crime.  Sergeant Meyers, these persons are guilty of crimes against the Union Treaty.  The penalty is death.  Please carry it out.”

      We carefully stepped back to avoid blood spray.  The Sergeant’s axe clove each man in twain, from the top of the head through the pelvis.  I suppose I could be sorry that these men had reached such untimely ends, but they had earned their fates. As Tweed was a traitor to the House, I had the task of executing her, no matter that she appeared to be dead already. She lost her head.

      And that was the end of the battle.  Harold Fourbridge had tried, again and again, to kill me, culminating in the army he had march on my Family Hall.  He failed every time, not learning from his defeats.  I didn’t gloat.  I was grimly satisfied that justice had been done.

      Gramps glared at Justice Smythe. “The Union Treaty appears to have been ruptured,” he said. “Unless the Union Senate didn’t authorize this.  There needs to be a formal hearing by the High Treaty Court.”

      “I will be collecting evidence,” Smythe said. “That may take a while.”

      “Start with the Supreme Judicial Court of the Commonality,” I said. “They authorized this.  At least, there were people here dressed as court officers here with papers claiming that they did.”

      Rafael handed copies of the papers to Smythe.  Smythe looked at them.  Suddenly his tone mellowed. “I should have heard about any Supreme Judicial Court finding,” Smythe said, “if their decision referenced the Union Treaty.  Clearly I did not. I am puzzled.”

      “What should we do with the prisoners?” I asked Smythe. “Many of them are unconscious.  The wounded are being put into deep healing sleeps. The Hall has a warded gaol, from which escape would be difficult if we had enough guards for it. We have considerably more prisoners than space for them.”

      “They are prisoners,” Gramps interrupted. “We will question them soon.  The presence of a Treaty Court Justice is preferred.  We then return them under parole to House Fourbridge and demand weregild.”

      “What will you ask them?” Smythe said. “Sometimes questions become improper and we Justices must leave.”

      “We’ll stay legal,” Gramps said. “We determine from each one who they are, where they live, and what they thought they were doing here, with answers obtained while under a truth spell.”

      “Sounds good.  Justice Ralston should be here momentarily,” Smythe said. “She thinks it’s morning.”
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      I would have been happier if Gramps hadn’t pointed out that I was the land-heir in residence, and therefore I had to preside over the prisoner interrogations.  Dad and Heath were at the Congress. Dad wrote that either I won the battle, in which case he was not needed, or I lost the battle, in which case he needed to be outside rallying Outremer to the Hall’s rescue.  Older brother Moore, off in Capital, had not been heard from.  I hoped he was safe.  Gramps gave me a minimum list of questions, and said he would interrupt if more were needed, but I had to do the questioning.

      A two-level porch faced the Great Lawn.  Gramps found a large desk and placed it on the upper level, with me sitting behind it.  I wore my presence necklace on top of bare armor.  Prisoners would stand at the bottom of the stairs, so they had to look up at me. There was a very small audience, namely Gramps, High Treaty Court Justice Ralston, and classmate and long-time friend Kimberley Lane.  I had not known that Kimberley was a land-heiress, but she is.  She appeared to tell us that the Lane militia was coming to our aid.  Members of our formed militia served as court officers.

      The first prisoner was brought before me. “I am Adara, Land-Heiress Third of House Triskittenion, and I am the presiding officer at this hearing,” I announced. “There was a battle.  Your side lost.  You are a prisoner in Triskittenion Domain.  We would prefer that you swear an oath not to attack us again, so that we can send you home.”  I told the first man what I wanted to know.

      “I am Nathan Frederick,” he answered, his back as straight as a poplar tree. “I was sent here to enforce a legal order of the Commonality High Court.  My superiors assured me that what I was doing is in accord with the Law and the Union Treaty.”

      “Law?  Commonality Law?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, Commonality Law, and my superiors said Union Treaty made it applicable.”

      “Superiors?”  I asked. “I need to ask them. Who are your superiors?”

      “I am a warrior of the Imperial Guard,” he answered. “I take orders from Guard Officers, anyone who outranks me.”

      I could see surprise in the audience’s faces.  That was very much not the answer I expected to hear.  I’d been confident the invaders were the Fourbridge House militia wearing fancy uniforms.  The Imperial Guard, if I remembered, wears bright scarlet, except for the Temple Guard, which wears canary yellow. “You don’t appear to be in Imperial Guard uniform,” I observed.

      He smiled. “Ah, obscure point of law, not likely to be known to an Outremer Princess — when we enforce a court order, we transfer to the Army, so I wear these colorless Army togs.”

      Colorless? I cringed. “Do you remember who gave you the order?” I asked.

      “That would be Grand Master Laporte, himself,” he answered. “He was obliged to remain in Capital.  He is not here to be questioned.”

      If I remembered correctly, LaPorte was the Supreme Master of their Order.

      “Do you have reinforcements following you?” I asked. “So we can prepare a proper reception for them?”

      “Of course not!  We are invincible.”  He hesitated. “I mean, it would be dishonorable for me to answer that question.”

      “So noted,” I answered. “Let the record show that on reflection the prisoner said that he was not allowed to answer.”

      Gramps cleared his throat.

      Gramps had emphasized to me: The sooner we returned these people, and the fewer legal complications these people faced at the far end, the faster we could sue for weregild.

      “Duress rule,” I said firmly.

      Gramps frowned.  Justice Ralston gave me a thumbs up.

      “If we release you, do you promise never to return to Outremer, except if our Justiciars ask you to?  High Court Justice Ralston,” I gestured politely in his direction, “is here as a witness.”

      “On my honor, I agree,” Frederick said. “Never is too soon.  After that battle, I want to return to my House and help tend the apiaries.”

      Gramps cleared his throat.

      “Yes, Gramps, er, Senior Counsellor Augustus Primus Worrow,” I said.

      The prisoner smiled.

      “I am an attorney of the Fourth Temple.  Outremer Justiciars have no jurisdiction in the Commonality,” Gramps said, “so, Frederick, by them you can be invited, not ordered, to appear, and you can require that you not be made a criminal or civil defendant while answering an invitation to become a witness.  Also, you may ask for an exception, for example to attend a wedding.”

      “That statement is correct,” Ralston said.

      “Thank you, sirs,” the prisoner said.

      “I should also caution you that if you are caught violating your oath never to return, for example if your superiors try another invasion, you will be summarily executed,” Gramps said.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Frederick answered.

      “Does anyone see a reason why the prisoner should not be released, under oath?”  I asked. There was silence.  I read from my notes. “Then let this be done.  You will be returned to the border of Outremer.  From there, go home.  There will be weregild claims against the people who caused this mess.  You may be called by the High Treaty Court, seated in Outremer, to testify.  For that purpose, you may enter Outremer.”

      “Understood. Will you try to recover weregild from me?”

      The amount he might owe, I thought, could be huge. “That’s a legal issue. Ask the High Treaty Court.  I have no idea.”

      “Understood.”

      “The bannerman,” I pointed at a militia member standing against the far edge of the patio, “will take you to a holding point on the lawn.  We’ll take you all from there to the border.”

      After trying a long string of enlisted men, I reached a portly, older prisoner wearing a remarkable tonnage of medals and ribbons.

      “I am Ruben Markoff, Landgraf of House Markoff,” he announced. “I commanded this operation for the Commonality.  I demand that you surrender, immediately submit to the orders of the Commonality Court, and renounce all weregild claims.”

      “I have a better idea,” I announced. “You will be held here until your House pays the weregild we will be demanding.  If they refuse, your people killed a lot of my friends, so you will then be tried for murder and beheaded.”

      Markoff turned blood-red.

      “Take him away,” I ordered.

      Before I finished, it was late in the evening. There are spells you can use to keep you alert and functional.  I was using them, but approaching the hour when I’d need to say ‘enough’.  Rafael and Gabriel reported that our wounded were being cared for, reinforcements and medical support had appeared from Lane House and farther away, and the precautionary steps I’d ordered were being carried out.   Hundreds and hundreds of additional prisoners, the badly wounded, were in timestop bags.  There were also a large number of Imperial Guard corpses. Happily, Gramps had needed little time to arrange the return of the wounded and the dead.

      “The wounded,” I asked, “are mostly all unconscious. I didn’t take their oaths not to come back. How does that work?”

      “I’ll take an oath from their Grand Master,” Judge Ralston said. “When they recover, either they take the oath or they will be required to come back here.”

      “One last question,” I said. “It’s late evening. How do people normally handle large battles with thousands of prisoners?  My voice would wear out.”

      “This was a large battle,” Ralston answered. “There are occasional house disputes in the Commonality, but nothing like this.  It’s almost unprecedented.  And that was a substantial segment of the entire Imperial Guard someone sent against you.  The High Treaty Court will be very busy.  With that, I am grateful for your hospitality but should be on my way.”

      “I’ll escort you to our deep gate point,” Gramps announced.

      “Gramps, I forgot.  I need to send a message to Dad,” I said. “Kittens conquer should do it.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” he said, “and one kitten,” he pointed at me, “needs to go to bed.”

      Judge Ralston nodded his agreement. “Good work,” he said to me.  “You were fair to all.”

      I did not argue with his nod.

      “You can wake me if you need me,” I said.

      “We won’t,” Gramps said. “Get some sleep.”

      With that, we bid each other good night. Next week my term of service was over, and I could return to Dorrance. I might want a few days’ vacation first.  Dad’s promise ‘nothing can go wrong’ had in the end been not quite correct.  I did manage to get out of my armor — I dropped it on the floor of my bedroom — before I collapsed onto my bed and fell asleep. My dreams were of our pasture fields, redolent with the scent of brilliantly-colored summer flowers.
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        Mo Donaldson is learning kinetic magic and she’s getting quite good. Helping her father put the Christmas decorations on the roof gives her a chance to show him what she’s learned. But when Santa and his reindeer inexplicably slide off the roof and land in the neighbor’s garden, she has to explain the situation to her father and face one of her biggest fears – talking to her neighbor, the grouchy, scary Mr. Cumberland. Will there be a Christmas miracle? Can Mo fix the Christmas decorations and win over Mr. Cumberland?

      

      

      Mo raced down the stairs reaching desperate hands towards the trunk and suitcase that floated in front of her.

      “Look out! Trunk on the loose!” she shouted at the students clustered around the bottom of the stairs.

      Shouts of alarm rose as students shoved each other out of the way of the erratically weaving trunk and suitcase. Both pieces of luggage finally landed on the floor without hitting anybody. Mo breathed a sigh of relief. A small, dark-haired woman coming around the corner stopped suddenly, gazing at the trunk and suitcase landing innocently at the foot of the stairs and at the scrum of students moving away. She looked up at Mo, still galloping down the stairs.

      “Moira Donaldson. What are you doing?” Juliet Ocampo’s voice was measured.

      “Um, well, I um, thought that it would be easier to use a kinetic pattern to get my stuff downstairs. The trunk is kinda heavy…” Mo began, grabbing at the stair rail to slow her momentum.

      “Yes, heavy and could have seriously injured somebody. Didn’t you read the holiday notice? Kinetic patterns are not to be used in the dorms except by teachers or parents. Or did you, once again, think that didn’t apply to you?” Ms. Ocampo asked in a quiet tone.

      Mo swallowed. “I’m, um, I’m sorry. I just thought…”

      “No, you didn’t think. That’s a problem, Mo. You don’t think things through and then when they go wrong you expect everybody to just forgive you and move on. You could have seriously hurt or possibly even killed somebody just now. I will be speaking with your parents when they arrive.” Ms. Ocampo turned away and continued down the hall. The clutch of girls at the bottom of the stairs looked everywhere except at Mo.

      “I warned you, sis,” Donny, Mo’s brother, said, coming into the hall. “I’ll help you carry the trunk out to the front.”

      Mo glared at her older brother. Being the youngest and the only girl meant that her brothers and parents were always trying to tell her what to do. She was tired of it. “What are you doing in the girls’ dorm?”

      “Boys are allowed on the ground floor, and I’m here to help you with your stuff,” Donny said in a mild tone. He picked up one end of the trunk.

      “I know how to use a kinetic pattern to move a stupid trunk! It’s stupid that they don’t let us do it for things like luggage!” she told him.

      “Yeah, and how’d that work out for you, Mo?” Donny asked.

      “It’s not my fault!” Mo bit her lip to keep from crying. It wasn’t fair! She’d done it before. Why hadn’t it worked this time?

      “C’mon sis. I came over here to help you. My things are outside in the pick-up area. Let’s get yours out there too. Dad will be here soon. Don’t give Ms. Ocampo another reason to be upset with you.” Donny gave her a brief one-armed hug and tilted his head toward the opposite end of the trunk, inviting her to pick it up.

      Mo took a deep breath and then let it out. Yelling at Donny wouldn’t help anything. She sighed and picked up the other end of the trunk. They hauled it out to the pick-up area between the girls’ and boys’ dorms and then Donny sat down on it while Mo trotted back to Solomons Hall to get her suitcase and say good-bye to her friends. The Christmas holiday break wasn’t as long as the summer holidays, but it was still long enough that by the end, she missed her friends.

      She made it back to the pick-up area just her father pulled up. Unfortunately, Ms. Ocampo must have been waiting behind a tree or something because she materialized as soon as the car pulled up.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Donaldson. How are you? I’m Juliet Ocampo, imaging teacher and faculty resident for Solomons Hall here at Academy Arcane,” Ms. Ocampo introduced herself as Mo’s dad climbed out of the car.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Ocampo. I’m fine. I hope neither of these two did anything too destructive?” Mr. Donaldson replied.

      “No, not destructive, just almost destructive,” Ms. Ocampo told him with a small smile. She went on to describe the scene in the dormitory, adding what Mo felt were unnecessary details. The trunk had not “barely skimmed over” Marija’s head. It had missed her by at least a foot!

      “I see. Thank you for letting me know. I assure you we will be discussing this with Moira over the Christmas break,” Mr. Donaldson said.

      Mo cringed. She really didn’t want to spend Christmas holidays explaining things to her parents.

      Donny nudged her with his elbow. “Told you,” he said under his breath.

      “Enjoy your break, Moira. I’ll see you in a month,” Ms. Ocampo said before turning to go back to Solomons Hall.

      “Uh, you, too,” Mo managed.

      “Well, Mo. It appears you’ve already made quite an impression on your teachers,” Mr. Donaldson said as he used a kinetic pattern to maneuver Mo’s trunk into the back of the car.

      “I was only doing what you’re doing right now,” Mo protested. “Something happened to the pattern. It wasn’t my fault!”

      Her father settled the trunk in the car and turned to look at Mo. “Was it your pattern, Mo?”

      “Well, yeah, but…”

      “But nothing. Your pattern, your flaw, your responsibility. You created the pattern, and you created the flaw that caused it to go sideways.” Her father held her eyes.

      Mo shrank under that gaze. More than anything, she wanted her father to be proud of her, and she didn’t think he was all that proud right now.

      “I’m sorry, Pop. I won’t do it again,” she whispered.

      Her dad laughed. “I sincerely hope you won’t, but I’m sure you will. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” He ruffled her hair. “C’mon you two. Let’s get going. Your mother is baking cookies and waiting for taste-testers.” He opened the car doors and gestured. Mo climbed in back while Donny got in the front.

      Mo settled in for the two-hour drive home. A whole month without schoolwork was a wonderful thing. She liked school because she liked learning how to do all the different kinds of magic, like kinetic and images and elements, but she also liked not having any homework or exams.

      When they finally pulled into their driveway, Mo was impatient to get out of the car and into the house.

      “Mo, please help me with your things,” her dad said. “I’ll take care of the trunk, but you need to take your suitcase.”

      Mo scurried around to the back of the car, grabbed her suitcase out of the trunk as soon as Donny moved out of the way, and raced into the house. As soon as she stepped through the door, she stopped and took a deep breath. The smell of freshly baked cookies and bread told her it was almost Christmas and held the promise of many wonderful meals over the next few weeks.

      “Mom! We’re home!” she called, dropping her suitcase just inside the door and hurrying into the kitchen. Her mother was standing at the oven pulling out a sheet tray filled with shortbread cookies. Mo reached a hand in to steal a cookie, almost unbalancing the sheet tray, and got a firm whack on her wrist.

      “Mo! I’m very happy to see you, but you have to be careful, or you’ll burn yourself and spill all the cookies!” her mother remonstrated. She set the sheet tray down and turn to give Mo a big hug. “Where’s Donny and your father?”

      “Uh, bringing in the stuff. Dad said he’d take care of my trunk, and Donny’s taking care of his stuff,” Mo answered.

      “Did you put the rest of your things in your room?” her mother asked.

      “Um… I gotta go grab my suitcase.” Mo hurried back out of the kitchen to retrieve the suitcase she’d left by the front door. She quickly hauled it upstairs to her bedroom and trotted back down to the kitchen. Donny was sitting at the kitchen counter munching on a cookie, and her dad had his head in the refrigerator, searching for something.

      “Hey! Where’d you get the cookie?” Mo asked Donny in an accusing tone.

      “Mom said we could have a couple of the cooled ones… over there.” Donny pointed. Three big serving plates, piled high with cookies, sat on the counter across from the stove.

      “Oh!” Mo took three cookies and sat down next to Donny. “Where’s everybody else?” she asked.

      “Freddy won’t get here until tomorrow, Dominic should be here in a couple of hours, and Rory will be here for Christmas Eve and Christmas day,” Donny gave her the update on their three older brothers. He gave Mo a sideways glance. “I think Rory has a girlfriend… he might bring her with him.”

      “Oh, gag. Do we have to sit around and watch them make goo-goo eyes at each other?” Mo made melodramatic retching sounds.

      Donny laughed. “You can if you want. I don’t want to be anywhere near them if they do that!”

      “I’ll remember that when both of you bring home somebody!” Mo’s mother grinned and waved a spatula at her.

      “Mom! No way!” Mo protested.

      Donny just rolled his eyes.

      Later that night, after dinner, while Donny and Dominic played some kind of table-top game, Mo sat in the living room reading a book and idly listening to her parents talk about what needed to be done for the Christmas decorations.

      “I think I’ll put the tree up tomorrow evening. Everybody but Rory will be home by then,” her mother commented.

      “Good idea. We can all help decorate,” her father replied. “I’ll work on getting the outside decorations up in the morning. I have to go into work for a couple hours, but I should be back before lunch.”

      Mo looked up. “Can I help you with the decorations, Dad?” She loved it when the outside decorations went up. Everything just seemed more festive and holiday-ish.

      Her dad gave her a speculative look. “Yes, as long as you promise to pay attention to the patterns I use, and we don’t have another trunk and suitcase incident.”

      “Trunk and suitcase incident? What did your daughter do now, Jonathan?” Mo’s mom raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, your daughter,” her dad began, with a grin, “tried to use a kinetic pattern to get her things to the bottom of the stairs in the dorm. It didn’t work out so well.”

      “Oh, Moira,” her mom sighed. “What did we tell you?”

      “Well, the trunk was heavy, and there wasn’t anybody around to help…” Mo started.

      “Mo, we discussed this. You knew better, and Donny was on his way over,” her father cut off Mo’s attempt at defending her actions.

      “I know. I’m sorry,” Mo apologized quietly. “Um, Mom? Are you planning on baking more cookies tomorrow?” she asked, trying to change the subject. The smile on her mother’s face told her that the ploy was recognized but had been accepted.

      “Yes, I am. Did you want to be the assistant baker?”

      “Yes, please! Thanks, Mom!” Mo answered.

      “Aw, you just want a chance to eat raw cookie dough!” Dominic laughed.

      “Well, you were planning on stealing some, weren’t you?” Donny teased their older brother.

      “Good point, little brother. Your job tomorrow is to distract Mo, while I grab the dough.” Dominic grinned.

      Mo stuck her tongue out at them. “Won’t work. You can’t distract me from cookie making!”

      Her parents laughed, and her dad looked sideways at her mom. “It’s good to have them all home… right?”

      Grinning, her mom returned her dad’s look. “Yes, it’s good. Mostly.”

      The next morning, Mo lay in bed trying to decide if she should get up, or if she should roll over and try to go back to sleep. She heard the front door close and realized that Dad had probably just left for work. She hoped he didn’t have to be gone too long. She really wanted to get the Christmas decorations up on the house. Mo decided she’d get up, see what was for breakfast, and find out when Mom was going to start making cookies. The smell of bacon wafting out of the kitchen greeted her when she walked downstairs a few minutes later. Mo took a deep breath and trotted down the last couple of steps and into the kitchen. Her mother was standing at the stove keeping an eye on the bacon while she beat a bowl full of eggs.

      “Good morning, sweetie. Will you please watch the bacon? It needs to be turned in a minute. I’m going to start the eggs.” Her mother gave Mo a one-armed hug and pulled another pan out of the cupboard. Mo reached for the tongs and carefully flipped the bacon. As it sizzled and popped, she pulled down a plate and lined it with a couple of paper towels to absorb the grease.

      Her mother glanced over while she was pouring the beaten eggs into her pan. “That looks good. You can take it out now. And then grab some more plates and silverware.” She stirred the eggs into the melted butter.

      Mo turned off her burner and pulled the bacon out of the pan and onto the paper towels. Ripping off another paper towel, she dabbed it across the bacon, trying to soak up as much grease as possible. Her mother slid the eggs onto a serving platter and put that in the middle of the kitchen table. Mo put the plate of bacon next to the eggs and poured herself a glass of orange juice.

      “Go ahead and help yourself,” her mother told her. “I’m sure your brothers will be down in a minute, but there’s no point in waiting for them. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to eat cold eggs.”

      They both sat down and started eating. Sure enough, about five minutes later the two boys arrived in the kitchen and devoured the remaining bacon and eggs. Mo was very happy she’d gotten there before them. Her brothers ate so much and so fast, she probably would have missed out on eggs and bacon and been stuck with cereal for breakfast.

      The rest of the morning passed in a cloud of flour, powdered sugar, sprinkles, and the wonderful smell of baking cookies. Mo had forgotten how many cookies her mother baked for the holidays. But then, there were a lot of people in her family, and they ate a lot of cookies!

      The day’s baking done, Mo was sitting in the living room, reading when she heard her mother on the phone. A couple of minutes later, her mom came into the living room. “Your father has been delayed at work, so he won’t get home for a few more hours. He asked if you would get the outside decorations out of the garage and make sure all the lights work so that when he gets home you two can just start putting them all up.”

      “Sure! I can do that!” Mo jumped up and dropped her book onto the chair. She trotted out to the garage and started pulling out the boxes of Christmas lights and decorations. She decided to lay them all out on the floor of the garage, since it was empty, and there was an outlet she could use to test the lights.

      Mo carefully laid out the strings of lights, the trees made of lights, and Santa Claus, with his sleigh and the reindeer. The last was one of her favorites. Her dad always put it on the roof and managed to make it look like the sleigh was in the process of landing. Mo wasn’t sure exactly how he did it, but she knew there was some kind of image or kinetic pattern that Dad used to make it look like the sleigh was still airborne while Rudolph and the reindeer in front had already touched down.

      As she stared at the decorations, an idea began to form. What if she could get Santa and his reindeer up on the roof before Dad got home? She knew she couldn’t get the landing part done, she didn’t know enough about imaging and kinetic magic yet, but she could at least get it all up there.

      Mo walked out of the garage and over to the front lawn. She gazed up at the roof of the house, thinking. It would be easiest if she moved everything from the lawn to the roof. That would mean she only had to create one pattern. Standing in the snow, she looked at the roof and back to the yard. Yes. If she lined everything up right here, she could just create a simple pattern and move everything straight up to the roof. Easy as pie! She giggled and clapped her hands. Dad would be amazed!

      Hauling the reindeer, one at a time, out of the garage, Mo thought about the pattern she’d need to get everything to the roof. She decided she’d put the sleigh and Santa up first, and that way she could make sure it was exactly where it needed to be, next to the chimney. She figured she could balance it on the peak of the roof and then it would be easy for her dad to make it “fly” when he came home. She skipped back to the garage for Santa and his sleigh.

      Once she had everything lined up on the lawn, Mo took a moment to study the roof. There was that little gable thing that stuck out over the front door. She’d forgotten about that. Well, no big deal. Just move the pattern a little higher to get things over the gable. She walked backwards until she could see the whole roof line. If she worked from here, she could see everything easily. And, at the edge of the front yard, she wasn’t that far from the house. She clapped her hands again. This was going to be great!

      Ten minutes later, Mo was completely reassessing her prediction of how easy this was going to be. It was a good thing she’d decided to practice with one of the reindeer first. Being even just the width of the front yard away from the house was making the pattern work that much harder. She hadn’t realized that the far end of the pattern might sag the further away it was. How did Mr. S., her kinetics teacher, manage to make patterns to go to elsewhere if they sagged like that?

      Mo stared between the sleigh and the house thinking hard. Maybe if she stood halfway between the pile of decorations and the house… she was pretty sure she knew where things had to land, even if she couldn’t see it from there. If she could get everything up there, she could rearrange after. She stepped back and stared hard at the roof line and the location of the chimney, trying to commit the image to memory like she’d been taught in imaging class. She probably should start paying more attention in that class, even though it wasn’t as much fun as kinetics.

      After staring back and forth for a few minutes, Mo felt confident that she could create a pattern that wouldn’t sag at the end and an image that would get everything to the roof. She moved to a position halfway between Santa and his reindeer, and the house. Taking a deep breath, she started to create the pattern. She held the image of the rooftop in her head as she began to move Santa and the sleigh into her pattern. It was working! It was also harder than she expected, and she found herself panting from exertion. How did Mr. S. make it look so easy?

      Suddenly, she lost the image. The sleigh hung in the pattern and started to drop. Mo hurriedly rebuilt the image of the roof, and the sleigh flew upward, and out of her line of sight. She waited for the sort of hum back along the pattern that would tell her the sleigh was in position.

      CRASH! BANG!

      Mo jumped and lost control of her pattern.

      CLANGCLANGCLANG!

      She covered her eyes and tried to regain her breath. What had just happened? Her knees trembled as she forced herself to walk around to the side of the house and through the gate into the backyard.

      When she emerged into the backyard, her mother and brothers were standing outside on the back porch looking into the yard of the neighbor behind them.

      “Moira Elizabeth Donaldson, what have you done?” her mother fumed.

      “I was just trying to get Santa and the sleigh up on the roof!” Mo wailed. “I didn’t think…”

      She stopped. She knew she was in a lot of trouble. Her mother only ever used Mo’s full name when Mom was really, really angry.

      “Of course, you didn’t think! You never do! You were told to wait for your father to get home, and then you could help him… not do it all yourself!” By now Mom was glaring at her and Mo lost the ability to explain. “You will march over there and explain yourself, if you can, to Mr. Cumberland, and retrieve whatever’s left of Santa and the sleigh. Then you can try to explain things to your father.” Mo shrank under the power of that gaze.

      “Um, okay. I’ll go as soon as I …” she started.

      “You will go NOW, young lady! You will not delay.” Mom continued to glare.

      Mo dared a sideways glance at her brothers and saw that they were all looking at her with varying degrees of sympathy and small grins. There would be no help coming from them. They knew not to cross Mom when she was truly angry.

      A head with a wispy crown of white hair appeared over the back fence. “Mrs. Donaldson! Your tawdry Christmas décor appears to have landed in my rose bed! I expect someone to come collect it immediately!”

      The head disappeared and a loud “harrumph” could be heard from the other side of the fence.

      “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Cumberland! The responsible party is on her way to clear things up,” Mom called back, rolling her eyes.

      Mom stared daggers at Mo. “Now. And take your brothers with you to carry everything. You will explain to Mr. Cumberland and you will offer your services should he need help repairing any damages. Is that clear?”

      Mo gulped. “Yes, Mom,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize to me. Go fix things and apologize to Mr. Cumberland,” Mom replied in a somewhat softer tone. She waved at the boys. “Go help your sister. All of you.” She turned and walked back into the house.

      “C’mon sis. Let’s go. Maybe Mr. Cumberland will let you come home for an hour or so on Christmas Day,” Freddy laughed, ruffling her hair.

      Mo jerked her head away from his hand and stomped off toward the street. This was so unfair. She was just trying to help with the decorations and now stupid Mr. Cumberland couldn’t even be bothered with lifting Santa and his sleigh across the fence. She had to go all the way around the block and get them. And listen to her brothers teasing her the whole way. Mo made sure to stay in front of her brothers so she didn’t have to talk to them.

      The little group turned the corner and started down the street that ran behind theirs. Approaching Mr. Cumberland’s house, Mo noticed that the thin layer of snow didn’t quite cover the disheveled look of the front yard. The front door had an old, stringy wreath hanging on it. Mo snorted. Obviously, Mr. Cumberland couldn’t even decorate right. She walked up to the front door and then hesitated before pushing the doorbell. Donny gave her a nudge with his shoulder.

      “Go on. He’s not that bad, and you did mess up. Ring the bell.” He smiled at her.

      Mo took a deep breath and jammed her finger at the doorbell. A squawking, wheezing sound could be heard. Clearly the doorbell barely worked. After what seemed like an eternity with no response, Mo started breathing a little easier. Maybe Mr. Cumberland didn’t really care about the Santa after all. She began to turn away.

      “Oh, no you don’t. It just takes him a little longer to answer the door these days. We’re staying right here until he does.” Freddy put out a hand to stop her.

      “But…” Mo started.

      The sound of the deadbolt opening and the handle turning cut off any protest she’d been about to make.

      The door eased open a crack, and a head with the same wispy hair peered around it.

      “Hi, Mr. Cumberland! We’ve come to get the Santa out of your yard. Moira here is going to explain what happened,” Dominic said brightly.

      “Damn straight,” Mr. Cumberland wheezed. He peered at Mo. “You did this? I expected something like that from one of your brothers. Disrespectful lot.”

      The boys just grinned.

      Mo swallowed. “I… I’m s-sorry. I w-was t-trying to use a kinetic pattern to g-get the Santa up on the r-roof. I don’t know what happened.”

      She took a deep breath and tried very hard not to whimper in the face of the nearsighted glare.

      “Hmph. Boys, you can go around the side and get the sleigh. Be careful you don’t damage my roses any more than they already are. Young lady, I’ll meet you in the yard as well. You can help me repair my roses.” Mr. Cumberland shut the door, and Mo could hear him shuffling away.

      “Well, let’s go. Mo, I guess you’re gonna get a lesson in growing roses,” Donny said.

      “I don’t want to learn about roses. That’s stupid,” Mo grumbled.

      “Then maybe don’t drop Santa and his sleigh on the neighbors,” Freddy said mildly.

      Mo and her brothers walked around the side of the house, and Freddy opened the latch gate. The backyard looked to be in even worse shape than the front yard, except for the pristine beds of roses that hugged the side of the house and stretched out alongside a small deck. Well, pristine except for where Santa lay face down on top of one of the dormant rose bushes next to the sleigh which lay on its side half in-half out of the garden.

      “Why doesn’t he keep the yard looking nice?” Mo whispered to Donny.

      “Well, I don’t think he’s cared much since his wife died. Or maybe he only has energy for the roses,” Donny answered.

      “He had a wife?” Mo was incredulous. “But he’s so old!”

      Freddy heard her and laughed. “Everybody gets old, Mo. Yes, he had a wife. And she died several years ago. You’re too young to remember her, but she was nice to us. Always making cookies.”

      Mr. Cumberland shuffled out the back door and onto the deck. Mo could just see inside, and there were piles of paper everywhere. A large orange cat followed Mr. Cumberland out, trotting to the end of the deck and watching the boys as they discussed how they were going to get the decorations off the rose bushes without causing any more trouble.

      “Well? How bad is it?” Mr. Cumberland called to the boys.

      “Not too bad, sir, but I think that the bush the sleigh landed on might be in trouble,” Dominic answered.

      “Hmph. Don’t add to the damage,” Mr. Cumberland replied. He turned his glare on to Mo. “And you are supposed to have an explanation for all of this mess.” He waved his cane at the Christmas decorations spread haphazardly across his rose bushes.

      Mo had been trying to get the cat to let her pet him. She looked up, startled.

      “Me? Um, well, um, sir. I was trying to help my dad with the decorations, and, um… I thought…” she began.

      “No, clearly you didn’t think,” he interrupted.

      Why did everybody have to keep telling her she didn’t think? It was getting annoying. Mo took a deep breath. No point in getting him angrier.

      “No, sir. I guess not. I um, had a, um, kinetic pattern worked out, but it sagged, and I couldn’t figure out what to do; so I stood closer, to the house I mean, and then it didn’t sag; but I couldn’t see where it was going, I mean I thought I had it, but then, um, it crashed into your yard. I’m really sorry.” Mo’s words came out in a rush, pushed by fear of Mr. Cumberland and the desire to explain to someone that she’d been trying to work out a problem.

      “Hmph. Likely story. But I’ll accept it.” He handed her a pair of clippers. “Here. Go cut off only the broken branches of the rose bush under the sleigh. Don’t touch any of the other branches or rose bushes!”

      Mo gingerly took the proffered clippers and walked back to where her brothers were now easing Santa off his bed of roses. The sleigh was dented on one side, and the paint was scratched where branches and thorns had scraped it. Santa was in one piece, but there were scratches on him as well.

      “We got it all, Mr. Cumberland. Again, we’re really sorry. We’ll get it out of here now,” Freddy said. He and Dominic picked up the sleigh and Donny grabbed Santa. They started back around the house.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” Mo cried.

      “We have to get this back to our place and try to fix it up before Dad gets home. You need to trim some rose bushes,” Freddy pointed out.

      Mo stared. They were just going to leave her here? Alone with Mr. Cumberland? Some brothers they were! She glanced back at where Mr. Cumberland stood on his deck with the big orange cat sitting at his feet. She wasn’t going to be able to fake this. She hoped that she could cut the roses right and get out of here as fast as possible.

      Gripping the garden clippers, Mo walked over to the damaged rose bush. It really was in bad shape. Several branches were cracked, and others were completely broken off. She started on the edge and carefully snipped away some of the more smashed and broken branches. Then she worked her way in, making sure to cut as close to the break as possible. After what felt like hours, but was really only about ten minutes, Mo examined her work. That wasn’t too bad. A small pile of thorn-filled branches lay on the ground just outside the edge of the garden bed.

      She looked back at Mr. Cumberland. “I think I got it all, sir. Do you want to come look at it?”

      “Did you do a good job?” Mr. Cumberland asked.

      “I think so. Yes,” Mo glanced down at the rose bush. It did look better than before.

      “Then I’ll trust you,” he answered.

      “May I go now, sir?” Mo asked him.

      The wispy white hair floated up as he nodded. “Yes, you may. Thank you for fixing the damage.”

      Not knowing what else to do, Mo nodded back. She handed back the clippers and walked toward the side gate. Mr. Cumberland turned and went into the house, followed by the cat. Mo carefully latched the gate after she went through and then trotted across the front lawn, down to the sidewalk. Behind her, the front door opened, and Mr. Cumberland watched her go.

      Back at home, Mo gave her mother the whole story and only received one more reprimand for carelessness. All in all, while the afternoon hadn’t gone to plan, it hadn’t been as bad as she’d expected. She went out into the back yard to see how the boys were doing with repairing the decorations. They’d managed to hammer out some of the dents in the sleigh and had found some paint to cover up the dings and scratches.

      An hour or so later, her father came home, and Mo had to explain everything to him. She was still certain it wasn’t her fault, but she made sure not to mention that to Dad because he would get that disappointed look on his face, and she didn’t want to see that again.

      “I know. I saw Mr. Cumberland as I came home, and he told me what happened. But I’m glad you decided to tell me yourself. I’ve invited Mr. Cumberland over for Christmas Eve dinner,” her father told her.

      “What? Why? He’s just going to talk about his roses and be cranky!” Mo cried, all pretense of remorse gone. Why did Dad have to go and invite a cranky old man over for their family Christmas dinner?

      “Moira Donaldson. That is unkind and immature. Mr. Cumberland is lonely. His wife died ten years ago. Those are her rose bushes you damaged. The least we can do is offer company and your mother’s delicious food for Christmas Eve.” Her father’s voice was as hard as she’d ever heard it.

      Mo felt her face go red and stepped back. How was she supposed to know all that? Something in the back of her head mentioned that paying attention was a good way to learn things. She turned and ran up to her bedroom.

      Christmas Eve arrived a week after the “Santa Incident,” as Mo’s brothers were calling the decorating mishap. Her dad had managed to get the decorations up without any more problems, and he’d even shown her how to keep her kinetic pattern from sagging and causing other issues. If it weren’t for her brothers, Mo would have forgotten all about dropping decorations on Mr. Cumberland’s rose bushes.

      Rory came home Christmas Eve morning, and he did not bring the rumored girlfriend with him, much to Mo’s relief. She really didn’t like the idea of sharing her oldest brother with anybody else.

      That evening, as they started setting the table and getting everything ready for dinner, Mo overheard her mother talking to her father.

      “Do you think he’ll finally come?” her mom asked.

      “I don’t know for sure. He seemed a little more receptive to the idea than before. Let’s plan on it and hope for the best,” her father answered in a low voice.

      Were they talking about Mr. Cumberland? Had he been invited for dinner other years? Mo didn’t remember anybody mentioning it. There was an extra chair and place setting at the table, and Mo was a bit disconcerted that it was next to her seat. She didn’t really want to spend dinner having to talk to Mr. Cumberland. But there was no sign of him as they started putting food on the table and getting ready to eat and she breathed a little easier. Maybe he wouldn’t show up. The whole family had just sat down, and Dad was getting ready to say grace when the doorbell rang.

      Mom looked up in surprise, and Dad jumped up and went to the door. There was a mumble of voices, and Dad came back into the dining room followed by Mr. Cumberland carrying a tray… followed by the big ginger cat.

      “My thanks for the invitation and my apologies for not taking you up on it before. Erm, Tompkins here decided to come as well. I was unable to dissuade him,” Mr. Cumberland said, gesturing toward the cat and giving a small bow to Mom.

      “I’m just happy you decided to come, Josiah. Please, sit down.” Mom smiled and indicated the empty chair next to Mo. “There’s a fire in the living room if Mr. Tompkins would like to warm up there.” Mom glanced down at the cat and waved a hand toward the living room. The cat gave a mewrowl and wandered into the living room.

      Mr. Cumberland held out the tray he had in his hands. “I hope you will accept my contribution to this meal. I made some of my wife’s favorite cookies. I, erm, used to make them for her every Christmas.” His eyes got a little shiny, and he quickly handed the tray to Mom.

      “They’re perfect, and we’ll have them for dessert,” Mom told him, taking the tray.

      Mr. Cumberland gave another small bow, and Dad pulled out the chair next to Mo. “Please have a seat.”

      “How are you doing young lady? Are you any better with kinetic magic than you were a week ago?” Mr. Cumberland asked with a little smile, settling into the chair.

      Mo swallowed. “Um, I don’t know, sir. Um, Dad showed me how I should have done it, but I haven’t really had time to practice.”

      “Hmph. You need to find time,” Mr. Cumberland told her.

      Mo’s response was cut off by her father indicating that he was going to say grace. Mo bowed her head.

      Dinner was a tantalizing spread of turkey, roast beef, peas, roasted parsnips and carrots, mashed potatoes, green beans, and gravy. Mo’s mouth was watering before her mother even started passing around the serving platters and bowls.

      In between handing around platters of food, Mo caught her dad looking at her. “What?”

      “Well, you said you wanted to learn more about kinetic magic, right?” her dad asked.

      “Yeah. But it’s a month before I have to go back to school,” Mo replied.

      “Ah, true. However…” Dad paused to put a spoonful of buttered peas on his plate. “You are sitting next to one of the strongest kinetics I know. I bet if you asked nicely, he might be willing to teach you some things before you go back to school.” He winked at her.

      Mo turned to stare open-mouthed at Mr. Cumberland. That gentleman ignored her in favor of carefully pulling a slice of turkey off the platter held by her mother. Turkey secured on his plate and platter passed on, Mr. Cumberland turned to Mo.

      “Was there something you wanted to ask?” The first genuine smile she’d seen from him bloomed on his face.

      “Um, really? Um, would you, um teach me kinetics? Please?” Mo stammered out the question.

      Mr. Cumberland held her eyes for a long moment. “Will you listen to me and watch me work a pattern before jumping into anything? We don’t really need a repeat of last week’s incident.”

      “Yes, sir! And no, sir, we don’t. I promise I’ll pay attention and listen to you.” Mo grinned back at him. She was already thinking about how impressed Mr. S. would be when he saw what she’d learned.

      “Hmph. Moira, I’m serious. You will have to actually listen to me, not just promise it… but do it,” Mr. Cumberland said.

      Dad was watching her with a serious look on his face. Mo glanced between the two men. It was obvious from their expressions that the extra lessons would stop immediately if she messed this up. She took a deep breath.

      “I promise. I will listen to you and watch you do patterns before I try them,” she said quietly.

      “Very well. We will start the day after Christmas,” Mr. Cumberland told her with a decisive nod. Dad smiled at them both. Mo blushed and pushed her fork into her potatoes.

      This was going to be the best Christmas holidays ever!
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        All Grant and Karen wanted was a week of skiing in South America. Now, thanks to Sir Carl, they’ll spend fall break looking for a long-lost sword that somehow wound up in the middle of the Argentine jungle. They’re all Lawful, but Chrissy wants in and she wears the black robes of Evil magic. Can they trust her as she argues their enemy is also her enemy?

        And why is the universe conspiring to keep Grant from writing his term papers?

      

      

      Here we are!” Karen shouted as they walked through the main door of the South American ski lodge. “La Hoya, home of some of the southernmost, skiable slopes in the world!”

      She grinned and tossed her white-streaked, brown hair back over her shoulders with a shake of her head. One hand held her magical staff with a carved dragon head at the end. The slender brunette carried only one travel bag and a purse. Her white robes should have marked her in the crowd, but no one seemed to notice them on her or the red ones on Grant.

      The white streaks were neither natural nor dyed. To progress in their studies, mages had to complete a set of tests called the Trials. Those who passed and showed their deep commitment to magic were changed, called a Scar among the students. Karen’s hair had gained white streaks. Grant’s Scar was a magical tattoo that warned if he was getting off balance mentally.

      Grant stepped through right after his girlfriend, hurrying to avoid the door shutting on his feet. He had both his bags and one of hers. “Perfect! Far away from everything!”

      Coming out of the cold, he was glad he had enchanted his glasses with a permanent anti-fogging spell after he crossed over the Veil.

      The red-robed mage was on vacation from both schools right now. His seminary was on fall break, and, after passing his Trials of magic, he had no classes at the school of magic, either. However, upon returning, a mentor would select him as apprentice. He wondered who it would be. He had left applications with three senior mages, two red robes and one white robe. Red robed mages specialized in neutral magic but could cast white or black as well.

      That was for the magic school. At seminary, he still had a term paper to write for Intro to Theology. His other papers were in various states of completion—ethics was almost done, but he still hadn’t even decided the theology paper’s thesis.

      “Move please,” came a muffled voice behind him.

      Grant stepped to the side as Sir Carl stumbled in, suitcases in both hands and under both arms. Perhaps more amazing than the lack of interest in the two mages’ robes, no one noticed Carl’s knightly armor with his shield across his back. A former college football player, the knight was easily two of Grant. He towered over the mage and was wider across the shoulders.

      Grant snickered as the knight dropped the suitcases and smoothed his mustaches.

      “I can help you, if you just let me get us checked in.”

      The burly knight shook his head as he moved away from the door. “Not necessary.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s not necessary,” Karen interjected, “all those clothes at a ski resort.”

      Rolling her eyes, Karen gently kicked one of the suitcases. Metal clinked within it.

      Carl was wearing his silver armor, and the cases didn’t look large enough to haul a spare suit. Grant groaned. There was only one thing made of metal that Carl liked better than armor. “Did you bring your entire arsenal?”

      “Of course not. There’s no way I could get a lance into one of these.” He pursed his lips while looking at the luggage. “However, I probably could have fit a morning star in here. I have one with a collapsible handle. Definitely a few more knives.”

      Karen’s laughter at the completely serious tone made Grant smile. “I like it when you joke like that.”

      “Joke?”

      Grant brought his friends back to the topic at hand. “Whatever you’ve packed, we need to get out of the way and check in.”

      He led them to the desk to claim the reservations Carl had made in anticipation of Grant passing his Trials.

      The clerk gave a key card to Karen and one to Grant. The rooms were neighboring and on the second floor.

      Karen looked out the large window in the resort’s lobby. They could see the slopes of La Hoya with the sun shining behind them on the Andes. “Still time for skiing this afternoon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Carl and Grant were in their rented room. Grant placed his belongings on the bed further from the door. Carl would want to be close to the door to defend against any attackers.

      “I see you know how I think,” the knight said, placing his suitcases on the twin bed. He opened them and began to collect the weapons he had hidden within them.

      Unpacking his own belongings, Grant glanced at Carl’s bed. The mage stopped working and heard his blood rush in his ears. It wasn’t just the collection of European blades he expected. “Ice pitons? You don’t intend to ski all week. What are you not telling me?”

      Sighing, Carl crossed his arms and straightened up.

      Grant’s brown hair flopped as he hung his head. “All I wanted was a week of skiing without thinking about Beyond. I still have two papers to write this semester! Two! I even brought a book for one of them! I was going to read it while winding down at night.”

      “Theology helps you wind down?” Carl asked, looking skeptical.

      “Yes,” the mage answered, digging the tattered book out of his suitcase. “Hebrew and Early Christian Comments on the Proverbs of Solomon. Wisdom that can’t be found anywhere else. You have no idea how many used books stores I searched and how many online book sellers I had to look through.”

      He pointed an accusatory finger at the knight. “You suggested this lodge! This is knighthood business, isn’t it?”

      Carl nodded. “Very much so. Can you check for any listening spells that might be focused on us?”

      Grant shook his head. “Didn’t prepare an appropriate spell, but I brought a Privacy scroll. That’ll block any spell, camera, microphone, or ear for a day.”

      “Do it!” Carl nodded.

      Grant rummaged in his suitcase for the tiny scroll. All he needed to do was read the invocation and the room would be immune to anyone from outside trying to listen.

      “Privacy,” he intoned.

      In his hands, the words on the scroll flared bright orange before fading back to black and then disappearing from the parchment. Each inscribed scroll could only be used once, but he could reuse the parchment for another.

      The room momentarily took on a slight reddish tint, telling both of them the magic was working. He crossed his arms. “Somehow, I knew this vacation would involve a quest.”

      Carl still looked around like he expected a spy before speaking. “There are very old ruins in the jungles of Argentina. Centuries ago, before Columbus, the Knights Templar arrived in this region with treasure.”

      Grant tapped his fingers. Carl’s order of knighthood, the Leonine, traced themselves to a joining of the Templar and the final remnants of Arthur’s Round Table. “I suppose we need the Argentine constitution to get the clues.”

      “Grant! This is serious. The abandoned forts are across Argentina, but the weapon was hidden in a cave near here.”

      “And you want to play Indiana Jones on my break?” The mage sighed. Spelunking surely would cut into his reading time. “I’m in. Do you know what treasure we’re looking for?”

      “My brothers stole the sword of Judas Maccabees from Mohammedan in the Holy Land. We might need it against the Lily. Even if we don’t, we need to make sure they don’t get it.”

      The mage pursed his lips in thought. The Gilded Lily—a collection of renegade magic users, warriors, and other assorted Evil—meant to bring back their slain deity, really a demoness known as the Dragon Queen. She had to be stopped.

      “And our cover story is a vacation.” Grant’s phone dinged—the Veil app letting him know that he had joined a quest. Then Carl’s phone dinged.
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        * * *

      

      Grant spent that evening with Karen at the resort’s main restaurant. Carl had stayed in the room, pouring over maps and planning their next day while Grant and Karen had hit the slopes. The mage was already regretting the quest.

      He glanced around the crowded room. Recordings of Argentine pop singers played softly. Cigarette smoke hung over the bar. Grant didn’t know if it was legal to smoke in public or not in Argentina, but he supposed no one went to a bar for their health.

      “Have I told you how good you look?” Grant asked Karen. While Grant had come down in his mage’s robes, Karen had worn a white, off-the-shoulder dress with white heels. None of the normal people would notice how he was dressed--they’d think he was simply wearing a classy, red shirt. He didn’t have to wear his robes all the time, but he usually did.

      “Not in the last five minutes, but I was starting to wonder if the allure had gone away. Maybe I need to cast Eagle’s Splendor.” She fluffed her white-streaked chestnut hair, rings sparkling in the light. Earrings and a choker topped off her outfit. Grant knew that her jewels were amulets, prepared with spells both offensive and defensive. She never left home without her amulets.

      Cutting another piece of his boga a la parilla, a fish entree, Grant wondered how he could tell her about Carl’s plans. The fish was cooked to perfection, with spices he couldn’t identify and a local salsa. A bit of irritation washed over him. The vacation was supposed to be about food, friends, and fun! But no, Sir Carl had to make it a quest!

      Karen took a sip of her pineapple soft drink. “I’m thinking we spend the days on the slopes and then take in the nightlife here. Maybe we can even go into town one night and see what kind of shopping is available. I promise to have you home in time to read that theology book you brought along.”

      “That sounds great. I’d love it.” He nodded in response to the waiter asking if he wanted a refill.

      Karen caught the change in his tone and the wording. She put her fork down next to the duck breast with orange sauce on her plate. “You would love it. Not you will love it. What aren’t you telling me?”

      One of these days, I’m going to learn to be more careful with what I say around her.

      “Oh, look. The fireflies.” He gestured to the window where they could see onto the slopes.

      Night skiers were coming down the dark trails, glowing red rods on the end of their poles. The skiers swerved side to side and past one another in an elegant choreography.

      Karen waited until the last skier had gone past in the nightly performance. “You were saying?”

      Of course, she hadn’t forgotten. “Yeah, Carl has plans. I really should tell you in the hotel room after supper. There’s more privacy there.” He put a slight inflection on the word.

      His girlfriend looked around. “You used a Privacy scroll on your hotel room? That must have been important.”

      Grant’s glasses almost came off from his vigorous nodding. “Finish up. I’ll treat you to a special dessert later this week.”

      A few minutes later, they were paying out when the blood drained from Grant’s face. Sitting at the bar in a short-sleeved, black dress with a slit well past the knee was Chrissy Mason, one of the most promising Evil mages their own age. He considered her a friend, but she and Karen had only recently started getting along.

      “Chrissy?” he said.

      Karen followed his eyes and frowned. “What? Just yesterday, she was at the Tower with us! She never mentioned planning a trip.”

      “Well, let’s say hi.” Without waiting for Karen, he called out to Chrissy.

      The third mage turned to face them, her raven hair held back by a red ribbon. “Grant! Karen! What are you guys doing here? Besides skiing. Vacation after the Trials?”

      Grant replied. “Exactly. What about you?”

      Chrissy waved a hand. In her other hand, she held a mixed drink that Grant couldn’t recognize. “Oh, I just love mountains. Have you ever been to the Alps? Italy is gorgeous. Next year, I’m going to the Himalayas. The Dark One said he can show me a Yeti tribe.”

      Karen’s tone dripped ice. “What are the odds of the three of us vacationing at the same resort, thousands of miles from the Tower of the Moons?”

      Chrissy shrugged, finished her drink, and said, “Impossible odds happen every day. I say if the odds are a million-to-one, it’s a sure thing.”

      The red-robed mage understood Karen’s suspicion, but he enjoyed Chrissy’s company. Not nearly as much as Karen’s company, though. However, if Carl was right that a magical treasure in the region, other Beyonders could be seeking it also.

      “Hey, I’m done here.” Chrissy stood, signaling the barkeeper for her bill. “Let’s go back upstairs together and gossip!”

      The dark mage was Karen’s height, several inches shorter than Grant. The black dress cut tight in the middle to show off her figure. She lay a gentle hand on Grant’s arm.

      Frowning, Grant calculated how to get away from her. He, Karen, and Carl needed to discuss the quest.

      Before he could turn her down, she cried out, “My purse? Where’d it go?”

      Glancing around, Grant quickly cast a spell. “Detect Evil!”

      Chrissy took on a red glow while the rest of the room’s colors paled. Grant would never tell Karen this, but Chrissy looked dang cute glowing red.

      Working his way down the bar was a figure who also glowed slightly red. He was a normal person, not a Beyonder. Grant hustled after him.

      “Gotcha!” he said, grabbing his collar. “Iron Hand.”

      The man squirmed, trying to break Grant’s grip on his clothes as a spectral hand appeared and gripped his body. Normally, magic could not be used on those who had never gone Beyond, but the thief’s actions against Chrissy allowed it.

      Chrissy took back her clutch and dug out a pack of gum.

      “Anyone?” she offered, her tone cold.
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        * * *

      

      The three mages sat in the tiny hotel security office a minute later with the thief.

      “Senorita, will you be pressing charges?” the hotel detective asked. His thick jowls jiggled as he spoke.

      “Yes,” Chrissy said as she smacked her gum. “He stole my purse. He must pay.”

      Grant interjected, “Chrissy, you’re only here for a few days. Will you have to come back for the trial, whenever that will be?”

      Chrissy scowled and told the house detective, “I guess not.”

      Sighing, the detective drummed his fingers on the desk. “Then I can kick him out of the hotel, but that will be all. He also will not be refunded for any remaining days on his reservation.”

      “What?” The thief’s eyes bulged.

      “Let this be a lesson!”

      Grant wasn’t sure he liked the arrangement. The man needed to face justice of some kind.

      The three mages left the office to head upstairs.

      “I’m on the second floor,” Chrissy said.

      “So are we,” Grant replied.

      “Oh, same room? But Karen’s Lawful.” Her voice had a teasing tone.

      “No,” Karen laughed, but her cheeks turned pink.

      Grant saw Chrissy wince and wondered why.

      As they reached the stairs in the center of the lobby, Carl came down. “Grant, Karen, where have you been? I was getting worried.” Then, he saw they had a third with them and looked confused. “An Evil mage!”

      The knight’s hand went reflexively to his sword, but he left it in place and forced his hand away. He remained tense and alert.

      Grant stepped between the two.

      “Carl, this is Chrissy Mason. I’ve mentioned her a couple of times. We’re all friends, and she’s just vacationing like us.” He carefully kept the last two words the same inflection as the others.

      Chrissy’s eyes darted between the two men, then she said, “You know, I’m tired after the trip and a day on the slopes. I’ll see you three in the morning. How well can you ski, big guy?” She patted the knight on the shoulder, a predatory grin on her face.

      Carl’s jaw hung agape. “I’d consider myself an intermediate skier.”

      “Fair enough. See you later!” She walked hurriedly up the stairs and disappeared on the second floor.
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        * * *

      

      In the men’s hotel room, Karen stated, “I know something is up, and you have to tell me what it is.”

      Carl leaned against the beige wall. “The Templar hid a sword in Argentina before Columbus found America. The Leonine want me to retrieve it.”

      Karen closed her eyes, and Grant heard her counting to ten.

      “So, we just throw away our vacation so you can find a rusty, old sword that’s been hidden for at least seven centuries?” Her arms flailed about.

      Grant interjected, “We still get to go sightseeing, just different parts of Argentina.”

      Carl nodded and added, “The Lily will be after the sword once they know about it.”

      “Just don’t let anyone know. Just keep it quiet. Just bring other people down here after it!” She looked at Grant with tears in her eyes. “I just want to spend all week on the slopes and shopping!”

      Grant shook his head. “I’m sorry. The quest is urgent. We need to seek the sword first.”

      Karen’s eyes narrowed. “Carl said that the Lily will be after it once they know about it. So would others. Could the black robes be after the sword? Could they have sent Chrissy?”

      Grant shook his head. “Let’s not accuse her of anything that hasn’t happened yet. At least you aren’t doing chemistry homework on break.”

      After giving him a final glare, she sank into a chair and hung her head. Her phone dinged.

      A second later, Carl and Grant’s phones dinged.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ll need to ditch Chrissy,” Carl said, while he and Grant put on their cold-weather gear to wear under their Beyond clothes. “She can’t go with us into the caves.”

      “Why? Just because she’s Evil doesn’t mean she isn’t a nice person.”

      Carl stopped buttoning his shirt and stared at Grant. “You... She... What?”

      Finally, Grant’s face broke into a grin. “I had you going there. That stick you carry without using your hands makes you an easy target.”

      “Class feature. All knights have it.” He pursed his lips.

      “All Lawful-Good knights. Blackguards are different.”

      “Lawful-Evil knights. Yes, they are different; the stick is bigger, and they beat people with it.”

      A knock at the door interrupted any further conversation.

      Grant hurriedly tucked in his shirt and opened the door.

      The two women stood outside the door in white and black. Chrissy pushed her way through. “Privacy spell still in place? Don’t want to waste a spell on it this morning.”

      Grant looked at Carl who looked at Karen. “Yeah.”

      The hair on his neck prickled. Chrissy must have probed the room last night.

      Karen followed and closed the door behind her with a squeak. Holding the staff, her cheeks burned red.

      “Karen acted guilty all during breakfast. What’s the quest?”

      Carl’s face turned red, and he played with the ends of his mustaches. Grant knew that meant he was trying not to lie.

      The mage jumped in. He didn’t know why he knew this, but he trusted his intuition. “You’ve known about the quest all along. You came here to infiltrate.”

      The woman’s cute face twisted. “You’re half right. The Dark One sent me to spy on you, but not to join. He doesn’t know what the quest is for, but he’s sure you three have one. I want in for myself.” She pointed a thumb at herself.

      Grant shook his head vigorously. “Where we go might not take kindly to an Evil alignment being there.”

      She stared up at him. “You need someone who can cast the spells not even you dare, Grant.”

      Grant shivered. Truly, he hated casting spells from the blacker kinds of magic, but being Neutral allowed him to do just that. Karen could cast white or red. Chrissy, black or red. But he could cast any color. However, every time he cast from the black side of things, it became a little easier to do so next time.

      The big knight was shaking his head. “No, absolutely not. Three for the quest.”

      Grant felt a twinge of revenge within. Carl had wrecked his vacation. The least he could do was throw a monkey wrench in Carl’s plans. “Chrissy, we’d be glad to have you join us.”

      Sinking onto his bed, Carl looked ready to eat his helmet. On the other hand, Karen stared daggers at Grant.

      “Listen,” Chrissy said, “you may not trust me, and I get that. I don’t play well with others. I look out for myself and my side, but I am against the Lily. They may be Evil, but they are Chaotic Evil. I’d team up with all the saints if it meant keeping something powerful out of their hands. Once they eliminate the Good and Neutral, they’ll come after the Lawful Evil who aren’t Lilies. I have to think ahead. You can trust me to help you stop them.”

      “You don’t like the Lily?” Carl asked, looking up.

      “Not in the least. A society can’t function without law and order.” She drew a dagger from her dress’s belt and held the blade out towards Carl. With a quick movement, she sliced a small opening in her thumb. “I swear to act in accordance with your goals on this quest. If I so falter from that goal, may the bones inside my voluptuous body be shattered by...” The raven-haired mage paused, her face twisting in thought. “By whatever horrid monster passes for local in the Andes.”

      The blood on her dagger began to smoke, and the smoke formed into the shape of a winged snake. It took one look at Chrissy, nodded, and faded away.

      With a wicked smile, she held the blade towards the others. “All for one.”

      An uneasy smile playing about his face, Carl drew his own dagger and motioned for Karen and Grant to join them.

      The other two mages found their daggers and touched points. “And one for all.”
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        * * *

      

      “It was low of you to invite her.” Carl’s frigid stare left Grant unperturbed. The two men were alone in the hotel room, while the women packed pouches with spell components.

      Grant turned to look at his frat brother. His voice level and cold, he said, “You wreck my vacation; I throw a monkey wrench in your quest.”

      “It was not a good thing to do.” Carl examined another piton before adding it to his equipment.

      Grant shrugged. “I am Neutral, not Good.”

      “So you get a certain amount of sins free of charge? That’s not how it works.” The knight glared at the mage.

      Grant shrugged. “Never said it was. I don’t see how inviting her is a sin. We might need another mage.”

      “A black robe,” Carl spat out. “She specializes in Evil magic.”

      “I’ll talk to her about keeping it towards the Neutral part of the spectrum.”

      Carl just stood with his mouth hanging open. “It really doesn’t bother you?”

      Grant shrugged, keeping a poker face. “You do know we are in a war with the forces of the Dragon Queen? Nothing should be off limits in a war. If they use a weapon, we can use it. I’m sure you’re familiar with the concept of limited warfare from medieval times.” He waited for Carl to nod. “Remember how it ruled that if one kingdom killed civilians, their own civilians became open targets? Mutually Assured Destruction on a medieval scale.”

      Grant put a red and brown spell book into his bag with a smile. It was the first he had completed, and a mage at the Tower had hand-tooled the leather to Grant’s specifications. The most powerful spells he knew hid within those pages. Right now, several of them burned within his mind, eager to be cast.

      “Besides, everyone deserves a second chance.”

      “Do they?” Carl asked, condescension dripping from his voice. “First, she chooses to be Evil while second chances require repentance. Second, there comes a point at which no more second chances can come.”

      Grant hung a pouch on the side of his red robes. “Probably, but who am I to say when that time has come?”

      Carl refused to budge in his opinion. “She’s Evil. Capital E, Evil. I’m surprised you call her friend.”

      Grant shrugged. “She’s a nice, Goth girl who has access to some serious black magic. Black magic that we might need but is beyond my skill.”

      Carl looked aghast. “Evil means betraying us is on the table for her.”

      Grant shook his head. “Not from her. I’ve never had a reason not to trust her. She was the lab assistant for one of my classes last summer. In her case, she’s more Lawful than Evil. She’ll keep her word. Just like you are more Lawful than Good.”

      Carl shuddered and asked, “What if the Dark One ordered her to lie and betray us?”

      “She’s not that good of an actress. She holds no love for the Dark One. He burned any bridges with her when she passed her Trials and he made it so she can’t hear laughter.”

      “Yet, she’s his apprentice. She puts her goals in front of her personal comfort.”

      “That’s maturity. She has a business relationship with the Dark One; nothing more. Listen, you know the alignments better than I do. ‘Evil mage’ doesn’t mean ‘bad person.’ It means she sees less benefit from beauty and freedom. It means she doesn’t let her personal feelings get in the way of her goals.”

      The knight shook his head. “What is it you want from life, Grant? The goals from college don’t apply anymore.”

      Grant thought for a moment. At one point, he’d dreamed of the little house with a wife and children. Later, he’d dreamed of fame as a known thinker. Now, he dreamed of the ministry, but that wasn’t what Carl was asking.

      “Wisdom. I want wisdom more than anything. It’s why I hunted through the websites of every bookstore in the state for this book.” He reached into his robes and dug out the red book he intended to read this vacation. Costing a pretty penny, he’d finally found it in a tiny, used bookstore near the seminary. It would benefit him on both sides of the Veil. As a mage, he had a high intellect and a natural affinity for gaining more. Wisdom required more effort for all people who sought it.

      He slipped the book into his robes in case they had a quiet moment on the quest.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the foursome entered a dark cave hidden high up in the Andes mountains. Carl led the way, weapon drawn in one hand, his shield on the other arm. Karen then Chrissy followed. Grant brought up the rear. All three mages had gathered magical energy to themselves, just in case.

      “Light,” Karen said, holding the staff high.

      The dragon head at the top glowed brightly. The spell would last as long as Karen wanted it to and could be recast as often as needed. Grant wondered what other magics lay within the staff. He knew a few of them, but Karen kept most a tight secret.

      The light cast eerie shadows behind the stalactites and stalagmites of the cave.

      “Look out for traps. I don’t know there will be, but the Templar did make use of them. Were we in the jungles to the north, I’d be sure of traps.”

      Chrissy asked, “How deep to the treasure?”

      Carl shrugged and said with snark, “If I knew for sure, the treasure wouldn’t be lost.”

      “You don’t have to be so rude about it!” Chrissy hissed back.

      Moving forward, Grant let out a yelp as his foot came out from under him on the ice. He sat down hard, jaws slamming together from the impact.

      “Careful back there,” Carl said.

      “That’s one warning that always comes too late,” Grant said, noticing how Chrissy didn’t try to hide her amusement at his accident. Her smile surprised him a little. She’d become more serious since passing her Trials. The black robe could not hear her own laughter or anyone else’s. Laughter was one of life’s rewards.

      “Are you all right?” Karen asked, bracing the staff against the floor so he could pull himself up on it.

      “Yeah. Pride hurt worse than anything.” So saying, he took his place as rear guard.

      They kept going through the cave. The temperatures meant few animals would be attacking them. But it was the two-legged variety they worried about.

      Grant saw Chrissy take another gulp from her water bottle. The black-robed mage had been taking many drinks.

      “Pace yourself, Chrissy,” he said. “Your ration needs to last you all the way to the treasure and back.”

      Looking back, she smiled. “Even when it’s cold like this, I’m hot.”

      Grant was glad the shadows should hide his face from her.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell us about the sword, Carl. What’s so special that it has everyone questing for it?” Karen asked.

      “This is the sword that Judas Maccabees used when throwing off the Seleucid empire. He died before the rebellion was complete, but his brother took the sword and finished the war. The sword enhances the charisma of the holder. All who hear him speak while holding the sword are rallied to his cause and fight with great morale as long as he holds it.”

      “Now, that’s amazing,” Karen said. “It will be a help against the Lily.”

      “At the very least, having it will harm their goals,” Chrissy said.

      “Victory is better than a tie,” Grant said, “But yes, at least we can keep them from winning.”

      “I wish I’d paid more attention to cold-weather monsters,” Chrissy grumbled.

      “Maybe there won’t be any monsters in the cave,” Karen said, the light from her staff illuminating the walls.

      “Oh, I do love the optimism of the white robes,” Chrissy replied with a smile. She turned to Grant. “Thanks for the second chance. I know you must have really argued with Sir Carl to let me on the team.”

      Grant shrugged as they kept on walking. “Just don’t blow it. I’ve really put myself on the line with him there. If you betray us...” He left the last part unspoken but trusted Chrissy could see the ice in his eyes.

      The black-haired mage stumbled a bit as she turned back to look forward.

      Grant frowned at himself. He needed to keep her at arm’s length for Karen’s sake, but he didn’t need to push her completely away. As with all things in ministry related to people, balance was key. They were friends and would remain exactly that. Even if she is dang cute, he thought.

      “Is it getting colder in here?” Karen asked.

      Carl grumped. “I’d hoped it was just me in my armor. I guess not.”

      “That’s funny. The cave should have a year-round temperature,” Grant said. “What might cause this?”

      “Salamanders!” Chrissy remarked, four, ice-blue amphibians, each a foot long, scurried out of holes in the wall.

      The four companions broke into pairs, back to back. Carl and Karen poked blade and staff at the little things. Radiating coldness, the salamanders got directly between the two pairs.

      Grant began digging in his pouch. He hoped whatever he found would inspire him to a spell.

      One jumped, landing on Chrissy’s leg. “Cold! Get it off! Get it off!”

      Grant grabbed the salamander and threw it away. Both hands turned numb.

      “That was not smart!” he said, shaking his hands.

      Any spell he cast would have to be one without gestures in the invocation. Really, he wouldn’t be able to use material components either. For the time being, he was limited to spells with activation words only.

      Carl cut the salamander closest to him in half. An explosion of cold air radiated from the beast’s corpse.

      “Fingers of Flame!” Chrissy shouted.

      The resulting cone of fire sent the remaining salamanders scurrying back into their holes in the cave.

      “Hurry on!” Carl said. “They might come back!”

      The others didn’t need to be told twice.
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        * * *

      

      The next room in the cave looked to be clear so Carl called a breather. “Who is hurt?”

      Limping, Chrissy raised a hand. “And Grant’s hands are frozen.”

      The white-robed mage rushed over to Grant, taking his hands in hers. “What happened? It looks like you grabbed hold of one of those things.”

      Embarrassed, Grant stammered out, “Yeah. It had jumped on Chrissy’s robe. Stupid me. Take care of her leg first.”

      Karen gazed at him with slit eyes for a second. “Carl. If you can get a couple of healing balms from my pack, I’d appreciate it.”

      Grant winced. Karen’s tone meant she was angry at him.

      Carl rummaged in her pack and held out two bottles to her. She took one and said, “Use the other on Chrissy’s leg.” Before the knight could protest, she continued. “If her hands aren’t messed up, she can do it herself.”

      Carl led Chrissy away from the other two.

      Karen just looked at Grant until they were alone. Then she opened the bottle of balm. “General healing. Good for both fire damage and cold damage. I wish you could drink it. Maybe it’d do something to that icy heart of yours.”

      “Icy heart?”

      Rubbing the balm into his palms, she said, “You don’t care about my feelings. You took the first chance to grab hold of Chrissy’s leg. Look where it got you!”

      Grant looked at her incredulously. “Believe me, I didn’t do it for a cheap thrill. I had one thought, get the salamander off of our party member.”

      “So Chrissy isn’t your type?” Karen turned his hands over and rubbed balm onto the backs of his hands. “Even with that great hair and body to kill for?”

      His hands tingled as sensation returned to his hands. “No! You are my type. I just finished my Trials, remember? I faced my old girlfriend in them. She came on to me hard several times before trying to kill me. A wise man spends all he has to attain the priceless treasure.”

      Karen relaxed. “I’m just glad we didn’t go to a beach for the vacation. Chrissy would have followed, and I know she would have worn a black bikini, maybe one with little red hearts on it.”

      Grant blinked. “Black, I can see, but how can you be sure it would be a bikini?”

      “Woman’s intuition. She’s got a great body and likes showing it off.” Karen looked stricken.

      Now that the feeling was back in his hands, Grant took hold of Karen’s hands in his own. “I didn’t fall for you because I saw you in a swimsuit—you did look good in that suit, though. I fell for you because we connected on a deep level. We’ve known each other for years. Having you help me navigate this side of the Veil was a lifesaver.”

      “You fell for me because I helped you?”

      “I fell for you because you have a great heart,” he said in all seriousness. “The face and body go well with it,” he joked.

      “Oh, you,” she said, wiping away tears and smiling.

      Grant kissed the back of her hands. “That is for healing my hands. This is for being such an amazing girlfriend.”

      With that, he took her in his arms and kissed her, softly and tenderly.

      She swayed a bit when he let go of her. Then she lay her head on his chest.

      The knight cleared his throat. “If you two are all healed up in body and soul, we need to keep moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Grant had begun to wonder how much farther to the sword this cave could take them when the narrow cave widened into a great room. On the other side, stood a single opening. Between them and the opening was a floor of hexagonal stone tiles, each about two feet on a side. The tiles stretched ten wide and five across.

      “Tiles in a cave?” Karen asked, squinting at the floor. She tapped on one with the staff.

      A dart whizzed past the staff.

      “Okay!” Grant shouted. “Looks like we’ll be flying across. Karen, that’s one of yours.”

      “I didn’t prepare Flight, today,” she blushed. Seemed silly when we knew our destination was a cave.”

      “True enough,” Grant said. He knelt to examine the tiles.

      “Each one has a number between one and ten,” Karen said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “That’s got to be important.”

      Grant nodded, enjoying her touch. They needed a clue to know which tiles to step on.

      Something snickered from the walls.

      “Is someone watching us?” Carl asked, sword at the ready.

      “Why?” Chrissy asked.

      “I heard someone laugh.” He stalked the walls, looking for a spy hole.

      “Well, that explains why I didn’t hear it,” the black robe muttered.

      Another voice began laughing on the other side of the walls. Then another. More laughter echoed from the walls as perhaps a dozen different laughs filled the air.

      Grant covered his ears with his hands. “This is maddening!”

      “Mages!” Carl shouted, “Did you prepare a silence spell?”

      Chrissy answered, “That’s a bard spell or cleric! Not one we can do!”

      Three of the companions had hands over their ears.

      Chrissy stood still. “Listen, do you hear that?” She cupped her hands around her ears, straining to hear something.

      “Not a thing over this din!” Grant shouted.

      “You don’t have to yell at me,” the black robe stated. “I can’t hear the laughter, but I can hear instructions being whispered.”

      “Instructions!” Grant yelped. “Instructions to cross the tiles?”

      “Yes! I think so! It says ‘ratio of the circle.’ Ratio of the circle to what? You’ve got to have two parts for a ratio.”

      “Easy enough,” Carl said. “We step on the tiles in order of the digits of pi, but three point one four won’t get us across.”

      “That’s because 3.14 is just an approximation!” Karen shouted over the racket. The white robe looked out over the tiles. “The number goes on forever. I see a snaking path to the other side with 3-1-4-1-5-9.”

      Insisting on leading, Carl stepped on the first tile numbered 3. The laughter stopped, then he stepped on 1. Grant followed him to the 3 then Carl stepped to the 4. However, when the knight stepped on the next with a carved 1, his foot went through the rock tile!

      Just behind him, Grant grabbed his arm!

      “Hold on, buddy! I got you!”

      Rushing out, Karen and Chrissy made a chain gang with Grant. They pulled the knight up and stepped onto the prior squares to make room for everyone.

      “What happened?” Karen asked.

      “The tile collapsed when stepped on the 1. Are you sure your answer was correct?”

      “Of course, she’s right,” Grant said, defensively. “Everyone knows that pi is 3.14159.”

      Chrissy groaned and shook her head. “We know that now, at least that’s the—what did you call it—approximation we use. What if they didn’t know that back then?”

      “What was the approximation when the Templar were active?” Carl asked, looking at everyone. “The Year of Our Lord, 1119 to 1312.”

      “Twenty-two divided by seven,” Karen said after a brief thought. When the others looked at her, she shrugged. “Chemistry has a lot of math, and I like history. History of math just kinda works in.”

      “Then where do we go next?” Grant asked.

      Karen closed her eyes and wrote in the air. “3.1428571. Will that get us to the other side?”

      Grant checked the tiles. “Yes. Two-eight-five-seven will get us there.”

      Still moving carefully, Carl picked his way across the tiles. He breathed a sigh of relief when he put his foot on the seven and then leapt to the solid floor beyond.

      The others followed right behind.

      Once past the tiles, applause erupted from the walls then fell silent.

      Carl turned to Chrissy. The stiffness of his back told Grant how hard the words form his mouth were to say. “Chrissy, my apologies for not wanting you on this quest.”

      Karen nodded. “I’m sorry, Chrissy. We were... wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      They trudged on through the cave, unable to take the time to enjoy the rock formations. To his right, Grant saw a wall that had been broken by a little ice getting into a crack and then expanding. His teacher of magical ecology had mentioned this was the way of water. All five elements could be used for good or evil, but water’s nature demanded that it tear down. Void did not care about any of the others. Fire feared water and fled. Air and water had an uneasy truce. Yet earth and water were enemies. Earth, when hard like a rock, could fight it off for a time, but eventually, water would win.

      He slowed his steps just a bit, his thoughts running over the elements. Everything in creation could teach a man about God. His theology professor called this “general revelation.” It was enough to convince most people of God’s existence but not enough to bring salvation. That required special revelation. He still needed to pick a topic for his term paper in that class. Maybe he could write on the types of revelation and work in the medieval understanding of the elements.

      With a chuckle, he decided that may not be the best. Surely, referring to water as an element, even specifying this was a historical thought, would raise an eyebrow from the stuffy Dr. Hector. Grant might be able to work it out, but he had other papers this semester to worry about as well. He had almost finished his ethics paper, “No Time to Repent: Against Capital Punishment.”

      Grant stopped. He could use the wisdom book as one source for the theology paper! He’d need more but tracing the interpretation of wisdom literature throughout the church would be an amazing topic.

      Pulling out the book and a notebook, he jotted down the thought and which writers he might start his search with. Jerome, Augustine, and Aquinas for sure. Kaiser was a contemporary writer but liked to talk about the history of interpretation.

      He looked ahead. He had fallen behind the others. Irritated at himself, he started to speed up but stopped.

      Behind him, he heard the unmistakable sound of boots on the cave floor. Someone was following them!

      Armed with this knowledge, he hustled ahead. Who could this be? He doubted their intentions were pure.

      Slipping sideways through a narrow opening in the path, he realized he had fallen further behind than he realized! Finally, he could see Karen’s staff, glowing brightly ahead.

      Carl knelt at the top of a cliff, pounding a piton into the hard cave floor. An attached rope would let them all rappel down the cliff face.

      “Grant!” Karen almost shouted. “There you are! Where have you been?”

      “Not important! We have company coming!” He pointed behind him.

      Chrissy swore and then said, “Piercing Sight!” The spell would allow her to see much farther and even through a couple of solid walls. The Evil mage swore again, this time more fiercely. “Blackguards. The Gilded Lily!”

      Carl stood and drew his sword.

      “There are eight of them, at least,” Chrissy snarled. “We can’t win!”

      “I just need to delay them while you three get to the bottom. I’ll follow as soon as you are there. Grant, you go first in case the ladies need help.” Carl took a defensive stance with his shield held out. “Shield of Faith!”

      A glowing force field stretched from his shield to make a dome around the knight, blocking the tunnel the blackguards were coming through.

      Grant knew better than to argue with Carl on an issue like this. Grabbing hold of the rope, he braced against the cliff wall and let himself down as fast as he dared. The rope held for the 100 feet. Carl had been a scout and could tie any kind of knot.

      Placing the glowing staff in her belt and behind her, Karen slid down next without a problem.

      Grant grabbed her shoulders to steady her once she put her feet on the floor.

      Grant saw Chrissy swing over the edge and start down.

      “They’re here!” Carl shouted from the top as metal rang against metal.

      Her hands slipping from the rope, Chrissy yelped, faltered, and fell backwards!

      With barely a thought, Grant pointed at Chrissy and shouted, “Featherfall!”

      Chrissy’s descent slowed to a crawl as she wafted side to side. However, her screams didn’t stop.

      Up above, metal thudded against Carl’s force field as the enemy tried to get past.

      “Hold on, Carl!” Karen shouted.

      Chrissy yelled back up, “Jump, Carl! You have to!”

      Carl released the force field and ran. Ducking one sword and jumping over another, Carl dove over the side of the cliff.

      Karen pointed at the falling knight. “Featherfall!”

      A white light shot from the ring Karen wore on her middle finger. When it impacted the knight, his plummet slowed, and he and Chrissy came to the ground safely.

      Chrissy immediately dug something from her pouch. A whiff of sulfur told Grant her intention.

      “Fireball!” the Evil mage shouted, an orange sphere streaking from her hand to the top of the cliff where the blackguards were preparing to use the rope and piton left behind.

      “Duck!” Grant yelled as the fireball exploded against the cliff ledge, destroying the piton and rope.

      “Shield of Faith!” Carl shouted, holding his shield up between his friends and the falling rocks.

      A shimmering shield of energy formed a dome around them. The rocks bounced off it harmlessly.

      Once the rocks stopped falling, the companions hurried further into the cave.
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        * * *

      

      The four hustled through the cave, with only slight caution to avoid the worst falls. No one knew if the Lily’s blackguards had managed to get down the cliff, but no one knew if they hadn’t either. It was best to just keep going.

      Grant saw Carl duck to go through a small opening. He had considered using a spell to collapse the tunnel behind them, but they needed to get out once they had the sword.

      “Whoa!” Carl yelled from the front.

      It was too late, though. Karen ran into Carl, Chrissy ran into Karen, and Grant slammed into Chrissy’s back. Everyone let out an “oof!”

      “Problem ahead, Carl?” Grant asked after apologizing to Chrissy, steadying himself against the cave wall.

      “Traps all over the tunnel ahead. We must be getting close. Watch me closely!”

      The knight eased his way through the tunnel. It was only a bit more than 20 feet long, but now Grant could see holes in the wall that Carl was working past like a thief avoiding sensors. Those would be murder holes to release darts or arrows.

      Chrissy must have had the same thought. “Oh, for a rogue to be among us right now.”

      Grant laughed, causing Chrissy to wince.

      Once Carl completed the hazardous journey, Karen began. After passing the holes, she waved the glowing staff in front of one. A poisoned dart blew from the hole. She waved it again and nothing.

      “Watch the trip wire at the end,” Carl said. “It’s almost invisible.”

      “Almost isn’t good enough!” Karen exclaimed, taking a stand beside Carl. “Chrissy!”

      Chrissy stepped into the tunnel. She paused to wink at Grant before pulling a glass bottle from inside her robes. The liquid inside was black and smoky. “Bottoms up!”

      After drinking the whole potion, she turned translucent and wispy. Without a care, she walked through the tunnel. “Sorry, can’t run with this spell in place.”

      On his turn, Grant took care to bend and duck at the same places the others had. Karen had emptied one hole, maybe. Who knew if it had a mechanism preventing it from blowing a second right after the first?

      Halfway through, he heard the stomp of metal boots behind him.

      “Here they come!” he yelled in warning and jumped past the last traps. He landed on the other side of the trip wire and rolled further away from it.

      “Grant! Let’s go!” Carl shouted.

      “No. We fight here. They come no further!”

      A crossbow bolt thunked into the wall beside him.

      Karen took a ruby from her necklace. “They’re trapped like sardines. One fireball to toast them all!”

      “No! Keep your jewel!” Grant shouted at her. “Mage Hand!”

      A ghostly hand appeared in the air beside the trip wire. The red-robed mage made a fist and pantomimed yanking the wire hard. The spectral hand did the same!

      With only a rumble for warning, the roof of the tunnel collapsed, trapping all of the blackguards except the one in the lead who had just made it past the trip wire.

      Sir Carl ran forward and cold cocked the blackguard.

      “Hold him up, Carl.” Chrissy quickly doffed her pack and pulled a length of rope from it. “Rope Friend,” she said, snaking her hand from side to side.

      The rope uncoiled and slithered like a snake to the blackguard where it wrapped itself around the man’s chest and arms. Part of it stuck out like a leash.

      Carl took hold of the rope and yanked. “This’ll do nicely.”

      Karen gagged the blackguard so that he couldn’t cast any knightly spells. The fiend had red hair and a mustache.

      Chrissy winked at Grant. “Rope friend comes in handier than you might think.”

      The male mage shook his head. She had to know what her flirting was doing to Karen. He had to put a stop to it.

      “Chrissy. Can I talk to you?” He stepped away from the others, expecting her to follow.

      When they were far enough away, Grant spoke to her with steel in his voice. “Listen. I know you flirt by nature, and if I didn’t have a girlfriend, it would be very appreciated. However, I am dating Karen, and that is all you need to hear. Stop.”

      Chrissy’s smile had been fading during his speech. Now, it was gone. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, but I just flirt with everybody.”

      “Carl?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, not everybody.”

      “You and Karen became friends during my Trials, at least you reached a truce. If you want to continue that truce, knock off the flirting. My patience is wearing thin. Karen’s is far thinner.”

      Chagrined, Chrissy hung her head. “If it means that much to you.”

      “She means that much to me. If you can’t be good, be Neutral in this situation.” He smiled to show there were no hard feelings.

      Chrissy chuckled. “For you two, I’ll be Neutral.”

      She walked back to the others. Grant shook his head again. Karen was pure sugar. Chrissy was spice. Yeah, she seemed like an adventure, but he knew better than to risk what he had.

      His mind clear, Grant strode back to the others. “We need to take care of the blackguard.”

      “Kill him,” Chrissy said. “We can’t carry him with us.”

      “Execute him,” Carl said. “With the rank insignia on his armor, he has been involved in much blood and mayhem. We’d be ridding the world of a murderer.”

      Karen shouted, “No! He might reform if shown mercy.”

      Grant agreed with her. “Execution is a punishment that you can’t change once enacted. Surely, the knights have dungeons where he can be kept indefinitely.”

      Karen’s face lit up the room at Grant’s vote. Chrissy merely rolled her eyes.

      “A tie,” the knight said, chaffing. “Ties go to the merciful. Let’s keep going.”

      As they continued through the cave, the blackguard stumbling between them, Grant noticed that Carl seemed very disappointed in him.
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        * * *

      

      They made their way further into the cave.

      “Do you know how long we’ve been in here?” Chrissy asked, ducking through another rock formation.

      “No,” Carl replied. “It doesn’t matter. We have to find the sword.”

      The group of four companions with their prisoner emerged into a wide and tall room. The light from Karen’s staff showed there were no rock formations or stalactites within it.

      In the very center of the room sat a locked iron chest with a Templar cross carved into it. Standing behind the chest was a suit of armor with Templar symbols. The suit held a battle ax straight up in front of itself.

      Slowly, they approached, weapons out and spells ready.

      “Traps could be anywhere,” Chrissy warned.

      “Always,” Karen said.

      “I think the trap is just ahead,” Carl said, pointing at a sign next to the suit.

      Karen pointed the staff at the sign to give it light. She read, “He who wants to have friends must show himself friendly.”

      “Proverbs,” Grant whispered, like the book he intended to read.

      “A riddle?” Carl said. “I imagine that only those who show themselves friendly may touch the box. Maybe the Templar code word must be stated.”

      “Oh,” Chrissy spat, crossing her arms over her chest. “This must have been left centuries ago. Just open the box and leave.”

      She stepped forward, reaching for the box.

      As she did so, the suit of armor turned its helmet and readied the axe.

      “Or it could still be operable,” Chrissy said, stepping backwards and almost tripping.

      The suit returned to its ready position.

      Grant pushed his glasses back on his nose and said, “Amazing. A centuries-old automaton. I can’t believe it. It’s fantastic!”

      His girlfriend pulled his arm. “As fantastic as getting robes and magical powers?”

      “All part and parcel. Course, if I could have gotten you without getting the robes, I’d take that.”

      Chrissy snorted as Karen put her head on Grant’s arm. Shaking her head, the black robe said, “Listen, solve yonder riddle, it’s all I ask.”

      “Carl, do you know any Templar code words or passcodes from back then?”

      The knight started to open his mouth when the blackguard in their custody ran forward and fell upon the iron chest faster than the automaton could move to intercept him.

      Grant ran after him and pulled the evil knight off the chest, hoping he would be quick enough to prevent the suit from activating.

      The mage was not! The suit readied its ax and slashed at Grant.

      The mage ducked.

      With a clang, Carl’s blade blocked the ax.

      Karen brought her staff down hard on the blackguard’s back of the head to keep him off his feet.

      From the corner of his eye, Grant saw Chrissy put the blackguard out with sleep sand. He nodded in approval and tried to decide which spell to cast. A duck and dodge of the automaton’s swing was required.

      “How heavy do you think that thing is?” Chrissy asked, pulling something from her pouch.

      “Why?” Carl asked as he went on the attack.

      “If it weighs less than 60 pounds, I can try to take it out with Perfect Pitch!”

      “Do we need to destroy it?” Grant asked. “If we just disable it...”

      “Yeah, see how that worked with the blackguard!” Chrissy snapped at him.

      “It’s probably too heavy,” Carl shouted, “but give it a try!”

      Chrissy’s left hand moved in complex patterns. From her right, she dropped a piece of mica, then shouted, “Perfect Pitch!”

      A cone of sonic force burst from her mouth, slamming into the suit of armor. The pitch rose and rose. The suit shook and stumbled back but was otherwise unharmed.

      “Too heavy!” Chrissy said.

      “It gives me time, though!” Carl said, leaping forward and running into the suit with his shield.

      The automaton slammed into the rock wall behind it. Carl kept slamming it harder and harder. The fight prevented the suit from attacking but didn’t seem to hurt it otherwise.

      Grant thought hard. No magic had worked against that thing. Maybe a little indirect magic? At least, he could stop it in its tracks. “Get back, Carl!”

      Once Carl had jumped back, Grant yelled, “Web!”

      Sticky strands of white goo enveloped the suit, sticking it to the rocky wall. It pushed against them but could not move.

      The companions relaxed just a bit.

      “How can we destroy it?” Chrissy asked.

      “I don’t think we need to,” Carl said, removing something from his pack. “We just have to show ourselves friendly.”

      He withdrew a necklace with a red Templar cross hanging from it. After he held it in front of the suit, the suit stopped struggling against the webs.
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        * * *

      

      Carl marched back to the iron chest.

      “Before we open that,” Grant said, “I change my vote regarding the blackguard. Like all fools, he pursues folly, and we cannot have folly in our midst.”

      Four heads turned to look at him. Jaws dropped.

      “He has shown he cannot be trusted. The first chance he had to work against us, he did.”

      “Grant?” Karen asked, reaching out for him then stopping before her hand touched his red robes.

      “I have shown too much mercy,” Grant said. “My vote put us all in danger.”

      With no smile on his face, Carl drew his sword and spoke to the blackguard. “I grant you more honor than you deserve!”

      Chrissy smiled wickedly as Carl prepared to strike the killing blow.

      Karen turned away, covering her face.

      Grant went to Karen and put his arm around her, but she shook him off.

      A wet thunk from behind told Grant that the deed was done.

      “How could you side with her on this?” Karen hissed, looking at Grant sideways.

      “Black robes aren’t always wrong. She was right, but for the wrong reason. She wanted revenge or mayhem. I wanted justice, just like Sir Carl.”

      “Just like Sir Carl,” Karen said, mocking him.

      Grant knew what she wanted. “I’m not apologizing for changing my vote. The prisoner proved a danger to all of us. Even bound and gagged so he couldn’t cast spells, he almost got us killed. He proved we can’t afford to be merciful with him.”

      Karen shook his hand off her arm. “I don’t know. I thought I could date a red robe who leaned towards Good, but now I question that assumption.”

      Grant raised an eyebrow. “Really? My vote changed your mind that much?”

      “Not just the vote. I can cast spells from the red side of things, but you can cast black if you want to.”

      “Not when I want to. Only when I have to.”

      Karen shook her head. “There should never be a time when you have to cast black.”

      “Oh, I agree that much black magic is truly evil and not just labeled as such, but there’s some necromancy that isn’t too far afield, like Cause Bleeding or Frighten.”

      “But it doesn’t stop there! One day, you’ll be able to kill with rune or entrap a soul in a gemstone.”

      “You think I can go that high?” Grant had never imagined attaining that kind of power.

      Nodding, Karen continued, “Some of the deeper and eldritch magic frightens me. Can you be sure to stop before getting in too deep and stick with red and white?”

      “Oh course, I can.” His head spun.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. You think so highly of yourself and often overestimate your abilities. You hyper focus so much on what you want instead of what’s best for the group. That’s part of why you’re Neutral.”

      Grant’s eyes had been widening during her whole speech. Was she breaking up with him?

      “Grant, maybe we should—”

      From behind them, Chrissy’s groan interrupted them. “It’s not the sword!”

      Grant breathed a sigh of relief that Karen couldn’t finish the sentence, but his heart was beating fast. What did she mean to say? It wasn’t good, he knew that for sure.

      Karen and Grant ran back to the other two. “What is it?”

      Carl had opened the chest. Inside lay a red gemstone about the size of a man’s fist, carved like a Templar cross. “But I bet this will lead us to the sword.”

      He took hold of the gemstone and placed it in a hole in the wall.

      Rock ground against rock and the wall split open. Fresh air and sunlight swept into the cavern.

      Grant saw through the opening a green and pleasant land.
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        * * *

      

      The companions stepped through the yawning portal into a hidden valley. The sun had already sunk behind the mountains on the west side. The mountain walls rose around them, providing more security and invisibility for those inside. Trees covered the mountains up to the tree line and lush vegetation covered the valley floor. No snow came down further than the tree line. Grant’s jaw hung open. Why no snow inside the valley?

      Grant could see several houses, built in a style he couldn’t identify. Though the houses seemed larger than expected. He took off his glasses and cleaned them, thinking the distance was playing tricks on him. No, the houses truly were extra tall!

      The door to the house nearest to them opened, and a giant emerged. He wore a Templar tunic, white with a red cross, all four arms the same length. No weapon could be seen.

      The giant towered over the party, Carl barely coming to the man’s chest.

      Chrissy sighed and readied a spell. Karen took one of her necklace gems to toss.

      “There is no need!” the giant shouted to them as he approached, hands held out to his sides.

      “He speaks English?” Sir Carl said, his sword and shield held in preparation.

      “No one comes into the valley without our knowing, but we go out to learn of the world. I am Bwangi. This is the final valley of the Patagonians.”

      “Patagonians?” Carl asked, “Like the giants spotted by Magellan on his voyage?”

      The knight kept his sword out and ready but relaxed a bit.

      “Yes. Though the Templar were here long before Magellan,” Carl said.

      The man nodded. “The Templar intended to colonize here, but the supply ships stopped coming. We have never known why.”

      “I imagine the records were lost. The Templar were hounded off the mainland.”

      The giant bowed his head. “We knew the Templar would not abandon us without cause.”

      Grant spoke up. “We came here seeking a treasure. Evil walks the world outside and followed us in. They will come back for the Sword of Judas Maccabees. We need it to fight the Gilded Lily.”

      “Devotees of the Dragon Queen of Chaos, I take it?” the giant asked.

      Grant simply nodded.

      “You say you fight Evil, yet one of your own wears the black robes. How can this be?”

      “I do not serve the Lily,” Chrissy said. “I am my own mage. The Lily brings chaos and confusion. I know that life thrives in order.”

      Bwangi laughed heartily.

      Chrissy winced and looked away.

      The giant stopped. “What happened, Evil mage?”

      “I cannot hear laughter,” she said, a single tear escaping from her eye. “My teacher cursed me that I would learn to be more serious. The lesson hasn’t taken, yet.”

      Without another word, the giant motioned for them to follow.

      They walked through much of the valley as an evening shower began to fall. The houses stood far back from the dirt road with flowers planted around each tree. Behind each house, Grant could see vegetable gardens. As they passed, children almost as tall as Carl emerged from the houses and began to play. By their build and faces, they looked to be ten.

      In the center of the valley stood an old church, made out of rock carved from the mountain. A giant in priestly robes emerged, carrying the sword.

      Sir Carl stepped up to be about five feet from the man. “We pray you give us the sword, Father.”

      “I cannot give you the sword, knight,” the giant priest shook his head. “We can trade for it but not give.”

      “Anything you ask!” Carl said, holding out his sword. “I will trade anything for that sword. Take this sword of mine!”

      The priest shook his head. “Why would we trade one sword for another?”

      Karen took off her necklace. “The gems here are really amulets. Toss them and the spell activates.”

      Bwangi inspected the necklace but handed it back to Karen. “We dwell here in peace. No enemy has entered in centuries.”

      The companions looked at one another, wondering what to do. Finally, Chrissy said, “Maybe you could use a fast-acting poison. I can teach you how to mix one from plants you can find here in South America.”

      “Poison!” Grant gasped. “You want to give them a poison?”

      “For hunting,” Chrissy sniffed. “I’m sure they could use some when hunting in the jungle.”

      “We already have a fast poison. Very powerful. The monkeys don’t even jump to the next tree before dying.”

      “Then tell us what you need,” Grant stated, perturbed.

      “Perhaps we need nothing.”

      Something clicked in Grant’s brain, something the Christian Origins professor said in chapel. He repeated it now. “If you have wisdom, what do you lack? But if you lack wisdom, what do you have?”

      “Wisdom?” the lead giant repeated. “One can never have too much wisdom.”

      Wisdom. He could supply them with rare wisdom, but he was so looking forward to finishing the book. Knowing he’d likely never find another copy, Grant weighed the options. He wanted to read the book, but if the Lily got the sword, it wouldn’t matter. Biting his lower lip, Grant took the book from the inside of his robes.

      “No!” Karen shouted. “Your paper!”

      “No, Grant,” Carl said. “That is too hard to find.”

      “The sword is even rarer,” the mage said. “Will you accept this book in trade?” He held it out to the leader.

      The leader gently took the book in his calloused hands. His large hands made the book look tiny. “Hebrew and Early Christian Comments on the Proverbs of Solomon. Yes, this would add to our wisdom nicely.”

      With a flourish, the priestly giant handed the sword to Grant. “Use this against the Lily. Defend the defenseless. Lift up the downtrodden.”

      Grant stumbled under the weight of the massive sword. “Carl, I believe you will use this better than I. I’m not allowed to use edged weapons larger than a dagger, anyway.”

      Carl took hold of the sword and held it up effortlessly. It began to glow in his hands. “Oh, yes. The Lily will not know what hit them!”

      “Please stay with us, tonight,” Bwangi offered. “We will escort you back in the morning.”

      Smiling softly, Karen slipped her hand into Grant’s. “Maybe I thought wrong.”

      He took of the white robe’s hand and smiled at her. A peaceful night in a beautiful valley sounded wonderful. “We can stay as long as you like. We’re on vacation!”

      Then he groaned. “Oh, I have an ethics paper to redo!”
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        * * *
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        Mikhail and Liza, the unlikely friend pairing of Wisurg Magic Academy, are off on holiday. This summer, they’re traveling to the American West for a magical work-study program. As Mikhail strengthens his protective magics, and Liza discovers that unicorns are really mean, another threat rises as the animals’ habitat is threatened…and this time, all the magic in the world may not be enough to save the world they’d come to love.

      

      

      The stream flowed lazily through the meadow, deep depressions in the dark mud indicating heavy, hooved creatures made regular visits. On either side was a green-gold wave of grasses, stiff until the wind rippled and wafted the scent of new growth. Buried low to the ground, nearly hidden, were yellow cactus blooms, while pale pink primrose bobbed just barely over the tips of the reeds. Nearby were strange, rounded depressions where the dirt was scraped bare and brilliant orange.

      Interspersed amongst wild grasses and green ground were the occasional purple stem with a pinecone tip. Far darker than lavender and streaked with fiery threads, these plants hid so well, they were largely discovered by biologists, bees, and the curious.

      Mikhail was not only curious enough to find the flowers, he got a good snort of unfamiliar pollen and a fit of the sneezes.

      Professor Kasia Edyth suppressed a grin. The snake head poking out from underneath her head wrap did not, bobbing its thumb-length visage with a laughing hiss.

      He stuck his tongue back out at it and watched his teacher casually give the escapee a quick boop of affectionate reprimand.

      “Come now, Mikhail,” she said, and absently adjusted her sunglasses. “You’ll scare the aurochs herd with all that sneezing.”

      He rubbed his stinging nose with the back of his hand. It felt warmer than he’d expected, maybe because he’d given his olfactory senses an unexpected workout. “I thought Liza would like them. They’re like living fire.”

      The djinn in question gave him a thumbs up from behind their professor. “You were right. They’re pretty cool.”

      “Those plants masquerade as clover,” a rough voice said. A man made his way through the parting swarm of students, tipping his cowboy hat down with his left and extending his right toward Professor Edyth. “Jack Ingram, Work Program Coordinator. Everyone here to learn? Come on now, let’s get started.”

      The fifteen students docilely herded to where Jack had stepped onto the porch steps of the wildlife center. Above his head was a handmade sign reading Welcome Wisurg Magic Academy Work Study Students.

      The group had been there about fifteen minutes. Enough time from when the van finally stopped to wander about aimlessly, not enough to recover from jet lag. The dinner break an hour beforehand had been a blur of hamburger and milkshake, and he couldn’t even remember the flavor. It was clear that relative positions on a map were different in the American West from what Mikhail was used to and measured in time rather than distance.

      “See this?” Jack’s voice broke through meandering thoughts. The students moved their heads as one to follow his pointing finger. “Mundanes think this is prairie clover. Blooms in spring, sometimes after an unexpected rain.”

      “Why are there so many bees?” Mikhail thought the questioner might have been Cleo. He was still shocked that the pale, bookish wisp of a girl had come on a magical work-study internship. Outdoors. He’d never even figured out how she transited between classes.

      “Great question. Bees love it for the pollen, which is also how it disguises itself. You see those itty-bitty purple blossoms covering the stem there? Looks like bells, with orange bits in the middle. That’s the stamen, covered in pollen. There’s a nectar reward.”

      Mikhail rubbed his nose again surreptitiously. It still tingled.

      Jack pushed back his hat again. “Now in the magical world, we like it because that supposed clover makes fire honey thanks to those bees. Great for the apothecaries, cures hypothermia right up. Brings you back to life after being frozen. I like a dose after a cold day on the range with the herd.”

      Liza sighed and clasped her hands together, her amber eyes wide and glowing with excitement. “He’s a real cowboy. They exist!”

      Mikhail groaned and dodged one of the fire extinguishers that was bewitched to float behind her. “It’s going to be a long summer, isn’t it?”

      She nudged Mikhail with a hip and did an awkward waggling dance in response.

      “All right, cabin assignments.” Jack’s interruption was welcome. “Tomorrow, we have a park tour and orientation. You already know what jobs you’ll be handling, but if you hate it, come see me or let your professor know. There’s plenty to do, and we’ll find you something. We can’t afford to pay much, but I can promise a unique experience.”

      He leaned against the polished wooden post. Under the shadows of his wide-brimmed hat and the porch, Jack’s face was grave. “I want to personally thank you for coming out here. You could have gone anywhere this summer. This is my home, and I hope you’ll come to love the prairie as much as I do.”

      Jack paused and drummed a hand on his thigh. “Every year, it gets harder to protect the magical from the mundanes. What you do here matters.”

      And without so much as a ‘good night,’ the cowboy faded from view.

      Professor Edyth pulled her head back in shock and opened her mouth, then shut it again as she slowly fanned a selection of envelopes in front of her. “Right-o. It seems I do in fact have the cabin assignments.”

      Living quarters were positioned some distance down a path and just out of sight from the wilderness center. The ubiquitous pines had blocked their view from the road, and Mikhail couldn’t say he minded the privacy.

      As the exhausted group trudged into view, it became clear why they each had their own cabin rather than the roommates Mikhail had expected. It wasn’t just the open spaces that made the cabins look miniscule. He’d be lucky to stand up inside—and that was without the growth spurt he was hoping for this year.

      “One per cabin, and you’re all responsible for cleaning them. Seven tomorrow morning, remember!”

      Giggles answered the professor’s obligatory reminders.

      The next morning came early, and Mikhail sat alone on the edge of his cabin’s front stoop and watched the sun rise, red-orange above the horizon, a single deciduous tree rising above the pines to break the flat.

      “Can’t wait?” Jack shimmered into view, a coffee cup in his hand.

      He shook his head. “I’ve never seen such openness before. It’s like it never ends.”

      “There’s nothing like it.” They sat in silence and watched the sun streak the deep purple sky with red, orange, and gold, turning it to the brightest blue Mikhail had ever seen.

      “Well, come on, then,” said the cowboy. Mikhail hadn’t seen Jack stand, but he had to look up in order to meet the shadow where the cowboy’s eyes remained hidden. “Better grab some chow. You’ve got a tour today. Let’s go find the others.”

      Mikhail clambered into the middle row of the first of two red tour Jeeps fifteen minutes later, grateful for another day to break in his new boots before he’d really need them. Liza followed, then Cleo.

      “Welcome to the Paha Sapa region,” Jack said, keeping his eyes shadowed as he drove. “That’s the Lakota Sioux term for the Black Hills. Ponderosa pines have sap so dark it looks black. One of the things I love most about this place is all the different colors.”

      Cleo coughed at the dust as they went off the main road. “What do you mean? It’s all neutrals. Just a couple little pops of color where there are flowers. Half of those are hidden.”

      What a ridiculous question, Mikhail thought. The endless sky was the brightest blue he’d ever seen, the hills a green so deep it was nearly black with pines and shadow. Green and golden grasses rose ragged but gracefully toward the sky, white clumps he suspected were weeds interspersing the view at random intervals. It was the widest, most beautiful space he’d ever seen.

      Jack seemed to agree, because he laughed a little. “You get used to it out here. Shades of brown, green, and yellows.” He hmm’d to himself, and pulled the Jeep over. “Tell you what. Look out the window for a minute and see if you can spot our visitor.”

      Mikhail spotted it first, then spent the next few moments bouncing with excitement until the girls noticed the movement across the field as well.

      “Are those, um, maybe ears?” Cleo asked.

      “Yep. What you see there is a coyote.”

      “Mama,” Mikhail added.

      “I don’t think she’s here,” Jack answered.

      Mikhail unbuckled and leaned forward, trying to mirror Jack’s viewpoint. “There, and there, and maybe there. She’s a mama coyote. I noticed because she kept looking back to get the babies to follow.”

      “Well, I’ll be darned. Good eye, kid.”

      The lack of surprise in his tone made Mikhail pretty sure he’d passed a deliberate test.

      Jack put the Jeep back in gear. “The coyotes around here are sometimes regular, sometimes not. All of ‘em are tricksters. Best to stay out of their way if you can, especially with pups. And be right respectful if you can’t.”

      A few minutes later, Jack pulled the Jeep into an odd, desolate spot.

      “We got some rain the other day, so most places, you’re getting to see the prairie in bloom. Gorgeous, but overall, it’s pretty arid out here.” Jack pointed to a wide section where the pines were dark with char rather than sap. “Wildfires are really serious. This damage is from eight years ago now, and it still looks bad.”

      Bad was an understatement. He stared in shock at the Ponderosa pines that stretched toward the endless sky, blackened and spearlike, with mere stubs remaining where branches had once stood strong. He couldn’t imagine how high the fire must have been to reach the tops of these trees.

      “The ecosystem’s recovering. But if you want s’mores, pay attention, all right? You’ll get fire safety training in orientation.”

      Mikhail felt a sharp elbow hit his ribs as the Jeep rolled on, bumping over the potholes. He looked over to find Liza paler than usual.

      “Do you think I need another fire extinguisher?” Her voice was a full octave higher than usual and certainly not as quiet as she probably hoped. “Am I a danger? Can I be trusted to stay? I don’t want to burn down the park!”

      Mikhail grimaced. He didn’t know what to tell her. The wildfire scars across the landscape were horrifyingly bleak. “Fire’s a natural element. It’s not inherently bad.”

      The vehicle came to a jolting halt. He put out a hand to stop his forward movement and caught Jack’s gaze in the rearview mirror before the cowboy turned his shadowed eyes toward Liza.

      “You’re followed around by two fire extinguishers,” Jack said. “Your friend there has a third on his bag, when he’s around you.”

      She gulped and nodded. “Are they enough?”

      “They’re recharged regularly? Ever leave your side?”

      “Yes and no.” Her panic was fading into submission. “In that order.”

      His gaze in the mirror didn’t waver. “I assume that means you haven’t yet controlled your fire magic. Right?”

      Liza deflated, a balloon that sagged rather than exploded. “No.”

      “You have some incentive to try real hard after seeing that?”

      She nodded, looking down at her lap. Mikhail felt her fingers clench upon his and patted her hand awkwardly with the suddenly chill fingers of his free hand.

      “You trust your teachers to know what they’re doing? Think we didn’t warn them about the dangers so they could prepare? Send the best person?”

      Mikhail twisted to look at the seat behind him. Professor Edyth gave an enigmatic smile and said nothing. But then, she did that a lot. He hadn’t had her biology or earth magics classes yet and had been holding in all his questions about her snakes since learning she would be the Wisurg Magic Academy chaperone.

      Liza had informed him repeatedly that bombarding someone he’d just met with a million questions was insufferably rude. It seemed efficient to him, but there was no denying she was better at peopling than he was.

      But what did Professor Edyth’s earth magics have to do with fire control? Liza herself was looking thoughtful, and the Jeep restarted the tour, skidding on the rocks beneath the massive wheels.

      The prairie dog farm was neat, even with Jack muttering about plague and pests. Even better was the burrowing owl family, oddly tall on white stick legs and nodding at the visitors with suspicion from their roosts in the ground.

      And when Jack took them over to the Badlands, even Cleo couldn’t deny the color striations in the rocks, or the formations that looked eerily like melted castles.

      But the best part by far was the aurochs herd as they headed back to the cabins. Jack drew to a gentle halt. “They usually come here this time of day. We’ll give it a few minutes.”

      Mikhail leaned on the open window and breathed in the spicy, earthy scents. They’d learned the rusty red streaks in the nearby hills were due to minerals. It made the azure sky stand out against green pine, the sun-bleached white of dead trees, and the muted grasses.

      It was so amazing, it made him want to run around for the sheer joy of it. This place was wild and free and deserved to stay that way. It hadn’t taken three months of holiday for him to fall in love with the Black Hills, just less than a day. No way it could get better.

      He heard the rumble before he realized what was happening.

      “Stay inside the car,” Jack warned. “Don’t pet them, no matter how tempted you are.”

      Slowly—too slowly!—the aurochs herd came over the hill. A cow led the way, a juvenile and a wobbly cinnamon-colored calf following. Their chocolate-colored hair was matted and dusty, with burrs and bits of straw caught in occasional spaces. Enormous skulls were dwarfed by even more magnificent horns, covered in mud and ending in wicked points.

      Steadily, the herd came over the rise and moved into the valley, taking bites of grass on occasion. Bulls walked alone, distinguished by a single stripe and greater height, bobbing their heads low to the ground and sticking their tongues out in warning. One pointed massive horns with a lowered head and snorted a challenge when another aurochs moved too close to his mate.

      “They’re beautiful,” Liza whispered.

      Mikhail nodded. “I can’t believe I get to work with them. They’re magnificent.” He could feel Jack’s approval from the front seat. “They’re headed right toward us.”

      “No danger,” Jack murmured. “They’re curious, that’s all.”

      The Jeep rocked, and Cleo screamed. Professor Edyth reached over the back of the seat and squeezed her shoulder in reassurance.

      “They’re also big,” he amended. The aurochs lowered her head and scraped her muzzle across the bumper.

      “Why’s he—I mean she—licking the car?” Mikhail leaned over Jack’s seat to watch. If he wasn’t still inside the vehicle, he might float away from excitement.

      “They like the road salt.” Jack nudged him back. “Give it a minute, now.”

      “But—” His protest ceased when the same cow came up on his side of the Jeep. Quickly, he sat on his hands so he wouldn’t be tempted to pet the creature. Liquid brown eyes with no visible white stared into his soul, and he held his breath for a long moment as her enormous nose nudged its way into the car itself.

      “Aren’t you gorgeous?” he cooed, and heard Liza snort a giggle.

      Jack grinned. “I agree. They’ll even walk into housing sometimes. You wake up, and they’re having breakfast on your front lawn.”

      He settled back to watch the herd flow around them and couldn’t stop the grin splitting his face open. A herd of aurochs! Ancient gigantic cattle, thought extinct for centuries. This was even better than finding out he had magic.

      “I read the core herd was brought over centuries ago from Romania and kept hidden after Europe lost the last of theirs. What do the mundanes see?”

      “Bison,” Jack said, nodding to confirm Mikhail’s research. “Also known as buffalo. They keep the tourists coming. We do have a small bison herd as well, but they’re cover for these guys. They’re special.”

      “Yeah,” Mikhail said, satisfied in a way he hadn’t been since before his magic had started leaking out and causing the trouble that landed him at the academy. “They really are.”

      The group split up after orientation, with various magical university students picking up most of the younger students each day and taking them to their assignments. Mikhail was pleased and nervous to find he’d been partnered directly with Jack for aurochs herding and care.

      “We’ll get you riding a horse soon enough. Familiarity and friendship comes first. Sugar cubes and currying and the like.”

      “Do we have to curry the aurochs herd?”

      “No, they shed winter coats on their own over the summer.” He displayed impressively white teeth in a grin, and under the shadows, there might have been a wink. “Look kind of like zombies when clumps of fur start coming off. Anyway, no shoveling after their messes, either.”

      Mikhail shuddered. He’d seen the droppings the herd left behind and was appropriately grateful he didn’t have to pick up after it. The new boots crunched around his toes as he strained to see over the fence. “What about herding?”

      “Sure, sometimes. They need health care just like any other creature. It’s calving season, and sometimes, that goes wrong. Sometimes, we just need them to move. But they’re wild animals. We want to keep them calm.”

      “Why?”

      Jack gave a friendly slap on the shoulder. “You tell me, kid. Think it through.”

      “Because…” He didn’t know, and froze for a few seconds. “Wait, those horns. Because we don’t want them to get mad?”

      “Exactly. Plus, they’re huge. This fence we’re leaning on? In a wildfire, when the herd’s riled up, it’s just a suggestion.”

      He clenched the wood. It was rough under his fingers and dug into his palms. “Is that what happened during the last wildfire?”

      “They know what to do, don’t you worry. It’s instinct. The aurochs and the bison herds both ran into a rancher’s cattle field. Took the fence right out.” Jack pushed off the fence. “And we’ll be fixing fences all summer no matter what happens, so let’s get started.”

      Mikhail was sore and sunburned when Jack dropped him off that evening, but he couldn’t wait to go back. He was also certain that his first paycheck would go toward a cowboy hat. It wasn’t a fashion choice; it was downright practical out here. Even if he had no idea whether he’d ever wear the headgear again after this summer.

      Liza, it seemed, had not had the same fabulous experience.

      “So much poo,” she kept repeating as the students gathered around the carefully constructed fire pit. “Maybe my dad was right that I shouldn’t have come here. Seriously. So much poo.”

      He placed his aluminum packet of chopped up sausage, vegetables, and potato at the edge of the fire and returned to the folding chair. “You don’t like your job?”

      She turned a wan face his way and wrinkled her freckle-covered nose. “My new boots were ruined in a single day. I’m going to have to shovel poo all summer.”

      He’d wondered why she was barefoot. “I thought you really wanted to work with the herd.”

      “It sounded amazing.”

      He grabbed a handful of chips from the bowl on small plastic table between them. He stuffed several in his mouth to buy time. “So wha’ happened?”

      “Unicorns are mean.”

      “Oh.” Mikhail had no idea what to say, and none of the other students were paying enough attention to save him.

      “Don’t you get to ride one as part of the tours?” He was pretty sure the stable offered multiple types of trail rides. “How many people get to say they’ve ridden a unicorn?”

      She pouted, and the fire extinguishers moved so close they brushed flyaway strands of her hair. “No. Not yet. I’m getting a lot of ears and tails.”

      He paused, hand halfway to the chip bowl. “Sorry?”

      “Unicorns are pretty much fancy horses. They pin their ears back when they’re grumpy. And a tail swish. Usually, as they trot away from you at full speed.” She sounded sad and disappointed.

      “Maybe you just need to give it time,” he suggested. “Once the unicorns get used to you, they’ll let you go nearer. You’ll be leading trail rides in no time.”

      “You think?”

      He nodded, and popped a chip in his mouth. “You just need their trust. The herd’s, and—who? The head groom? But you gotta earn it.”

      “And part of that involves poo.” She wrinkled her nose again. This time, the freckles didn’t look as if they were about to jump off her face. “As long as I can avoid the front desk. Every time I went by, seemed like mundane mothers were arguing about wearing sandals around giant hooved animals. Do they want to get squished?”

      “Yeah, but think about their reactions if they knew what magical creature they were really riding. And they can’t even see it!”

      Liza laughed. More importantly, the fire extinguishers eased back several inches. “How’d your first day go?”

      “Well, mostly all I did was learn how to fix a wire fence,” he said with a shrug. “But I picked up a lot of tidbits on how to care for herd animals and what not to do.”

      The others joined them then, and the conversation bubbled into a cacophony of new experiences. He pulled his dinner out of the fire and listened to the chatter. Giving up his holiday to come to an entirely new place had been terrifying, especially so soon after leaving home for the academy. If the noise level was anything to go by, nearly everyone was excited about their work-study program.

      The sunset blazed in the distance, with deepening purple shadows darting between sky and astringent pine. The campfire blazed cheerily inside its pit, and he was surrounded by – if not entirely friends, yet, then comrades who shared this strange new place alongside him. As Mikhail settled back with his foil packet meal, he couldn’t imagine being anywhere else.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat dripped down Mikhail’s face as he struggled to balance the power flows. The Black Hills had deep reservoirs of power, but each time he reached for energy, it was as if he were digging a well through sticky clay to get to the aquifer.

      He’d only made the mistake of reaching farther away once and shied away from attempting it again. As it turned out, the Badlands were aptly named. The magic there wasn’t unusable, but it certainly was unusual. Those rock formations might have more of a history than he’d thought during their brief drive-by a few weeks ago.

      “Concentrate,” Jack said softly.

      Blushing under his newfound tan, he focused back on the camouflage spell, weaving the last of the threads together and tying them into a knot. At least, that’s how he thought of working with earth power, and it seemed effective.

      He relaxed, and his muscles felt as if he’d run around the entire park four times. It usually took them an hour to drive around the loop a single instance and that was without running into one of the herds that roamed free and blocked visitors’ vehicles while they snapped photographs. The tourists loved the traffic jams.

      So did he, of course. But it helped to be able to see the reality underneath the illusion.

      “Camouflage complete,” he announced proudly and stretched his arms overhead. “The tourists will only see bison now. No extinct aurochs herd here, no sir.”

      “I dare say you’ve done it.” Jack gave him a high five. “Walk me through what you did.”

      He grabbed his water bottle and took a long sip before answering. “First, draw energy. Air for illusion. For me, that shows up as yellow.” He used Jack’s nod to take another drink. “Then green for camouflage. Brown for protection in case someone sees through the first two.”

      “Then what?”

      “Braid them all together.” He’d not expected watching Liza fix her hair to ever be useful. “Intent matters and keeping the lines even.”

      “What happens if someone has nefarious intent?”

      “Bad luck.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow, and Mikhail felt his ears burn once more. He’d questioned his own ethics on that one, because it wasn’t in his natural instincts to go on the offensive. It felt too aggressive. So he’d tweaked it a bit.

      “Someone who comes in wishing harm will get what’s coming. Someone wanting aurochs horns won’t make it past the park entrance without getting several flat tires, tripping over their shoelaces, or falling down a hill.”

      “Ah,” Jack said and seemed energized again. “That’s what you were struggling with. Illusion and camouflage spells are on the herd already. But you pushed the boundaries further with the protection.”

      He nodded and raked a hand through sweat-damp hair. “Tied it to the land. It was trickier than I thought it would be, doing all of those at once.”

      “Well, then.” Jack gave him a slow smile, keeping his eyes shadowed as usual. “I think you’re ready.”

      His mentor refused to answer questions until they arrived. He’d have recognized that smell anywhere, even if he hadn’t memorized the main paths by now.

      But what were they doing at the stables?

      Liza was just coming in from a tour, riding tail-end on a glistening silver unicorn. Its horn was pearlescent, shining in the gaps of sunlight coming through the leaves. Mundanes were rushed off their horses after a quick photo, and, he knew after their evening campfire, that it was so they didn’t have a chance to break the illusion by petting the “horses” and encountering a horn.

      A few minutes later, she strode over to them, looking more confident than Mikhail had ever seen. Her boots weren’t pristine but cleaner than the first few weeks and solidly broken in. A Western hat rested atop her fiery hair, keeping her freckles from multiplying.

      “What’s up?” Her voice was lower than usual. “Susanna sent me over.”

      Jack nodded. “I want to get Mikhail started on riding. And introduce him to my own horse. Maybe by the end of the summer, we can get Duke to accept him for a ride.”

      She nodded and looked both ways before striding across the street.

      “I guess we follow?”

      Jack laughed. “We do. The corral is over there.”

      The corral was actually three, it turned out. One for unicorns, one for the horses locals and visitors stabled at the park, and one, as it turned out, that held something even more exceptional than a unicorn.

      “But – but – they’re real?” Mikhail ran to the fence. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the gleaming creature. It was as if an ice sculpture had come to glorious, shining life. “Professor Hapburn once mentioned rainhorses, but I thought…”

      “Real as snake eyes and lightning strikes,” Jack answered easily. “If he doesn’t like you, the water’s not solid underneath.”

      “You never mentioned him, Liza!”

      “I shovel poo, remember? They don’t tell me important things.”

      “You were on a tour when we came in,” he pointed out.

      She shrugged. “My second today. Which is also my second ever, no matter that I keep telling them I’ve been riding since I was four. With a proper saddle, too.”

      “Are unicorns still mean?”

      “Totally.” Her answer was instantaneous. “They’re bitey little jerks. Anyway, it wasn’t an intentional omission. His corral’s way in the back, and Duke’s always hidden in the shadows. It’s harder to see him for what he really is back there.”

      “Evaporation isn’t something he needs to worry about,” Jack said. “A transparent horse is harder to explain. I mostly ride him in the evenings, when there are fewer people. But the mundanes think he’s a dark dappled silver when they do spot him.”

      “He’s pretty amazing,” Mikhail said, and Duke snorted as if in agreement.

      “For that, you get to feed him a sugar cube.”

      Liza and Jack taught him the basics of riding not long after. On a unicorn, while Duke watched. The weight of judgment being passed was heavy in the air – and not just from the humans.

      “Sit up straight,” she said with scorn in her voice. “Come on. We’ve been over this.”

      “I’m getting tired,” he admitted. “I’m not used to this.”

      Jack nodded from where he watched by the fence, his boots braced against the slight rise of the hill behind him. “It was a long morning for you. Let’s head back to my truck.”

      As they crossed the road back to the main stabling area, Liza scowled. “I hate that campground. You think I’m a fire risk? Those idiots are going to burn the whole place down sometime.”

      Jack tensed, but all he said was, “Oh?”

      “Every few days, someone tries to get their money’s worth of campfire wood and burns it all at once.” She bared her teeth at the area. “Fires on days it’s too hot to make sense, fires too big, and even one left unattended. Just for a while, but long enough we noticed.”

      Mikhail noticed the smoky scent as they walked closer. “Is someone cooking?

      “Probably not,” she said darkly. The fire extinguishers clanked as she grimaced and moved faster.

      “I’ll keep an eye on it,” Jack promised.

      The grim determination in his voice made Mikhail pause and look up. For a moment, it almost seemed as if Jack’s shadowed eyes were glowing.
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        * * *

      

      “Fire!”

      The call broke through Mikhail’s dreams of riding his own rainhorse for the annual aurochs roundup. He was barefoot on the ground and shoving his feet into jeans and boots before the call came a second time.

      “Fire!”

      Mikhail could smell smoke, and a faint haze was in the air. He listened and did not hear the sounds he’d grown used to after innumerable evening campfires. Was the fire in the worker residential area or somewhere else?

      Professor Edyth stood in front of the passenger van that had brought the students here, a death grip on her phone as she barked orders. Her sunglasses were on, as usual, but her head-wrap was dangling and several hissing snakes eyed the students.

      “Count off and get in the van. Leave it behind if you don’t have in it your hands now.”

      Jack shimmered into view. “Kasia, I need Liza, Mikhail, and you. One of the university students can drive the van.”

      She turned her hissing head at him. “These students are my charges, and I will not leave them!”

      “You must,” Jack said simply. He stared at her, immobile.

      Professor Edyth jutted her chin upward and to the side, then down toward her shoulder. “I remember.”

      “It’s not right, what I ask of you,” Mikhail overheard Jack murmur to her. “But we must try.”

      They slid into Jack’s truck—which was always parked here in the evenings, whether Jack was or not, Mikhail belatedly realized.

      “Belt in,” Jack shouted. The second the last click sounded, he headed off-road.

      “Where are we going?” Liza’s hip dug into his painfully where they shared a seatbelt on the bench seat, but he wanted to know, too.

      “The campground by the stables,” Jack grumbled. This time a glow emanated from underneath his cowboy hat.

      Mikhail looked away. “What—what do you need us for?”

      “Every year,” Jack began, and stopped. A long pause ensued. “This park’s for everyone. Even those who can’t see with their own eyes. The mundanes love it, too, and help us stay open. But it’s up to us to protect it.”

      He steered around a panicked group of pronghorns.

      “Most people are careful. But every year, there’s at least one. We have a chance to stop this fire in its tracks. Before it’s unstoppable.”

      Liza shook her head, doubtful.

      Professor Edyth’s coppery skin was pale, even in the darkness. She clung to the top handlebar with each swaying bump over prairie potholes.

      They weren’t confident, Mikhail realized. As the smoke grew thicker, neither was he.

      The crackling roar he’d expected earlier competed with the noise of the diesel engine. It wasn’t until they were nearly there that Mikhail could hear the unicorns screaming.

      He surged forward and gripped the dash. “Let me out! Let me out now!”

      “I need something specific from you, Mikhail.” Jack’s voice was unrecognizable. “I need you to calm the unicorns down. Horses, too.”

      He trembled, wondering if he would vomit onto his boots. “And then what?”

      Professor Edyth stirred. “Get them to look me in the eyes. You do that; they’ll be safe, Mikhail.”

      “What do I do?” Liza sounded small and lost. “Lefty and George aren’t enough to take on this blaze.”

      “Her fire extinguishers,” Mikhail interjected quickly.

      “We handle fire control, kid. It’s now or never.” The truck jerked to a halt, nearly crashing into an RV flying down the road. “Let’s go.”

      They piled out and into chaos. Screaming horses, shouting humans, and thick smoke that whisked away with a wave of Professor Edyth’s shaking hand.

      The haze was still strong enough that Mikhail pulled a bandana over his mouth and nose, wishing he’d thought to wet it down before they’d gotten out of the truck. He headed with determination for the corral.

      One by one, he touched each unicorn’s mind. Liza was right—they were mean, and hated just about everything and everyone. They still came when he called them, desperate to escape the flames, only to be flash-frozen into statues by his professor. The herd looked like a parody of carved carousel horses, with mouths twisted open and eyes wide and white-rimmed. It would have made exceptional art at a renaissance festival, but it made Mikhail uncomfortable. Why hadn’t they guided the unicorns out of the fire’s path instead?

      What was Jack really up to? He tried to ask Professor Edyth, but she closed her eyes and frowned at him. “Let’s get our part done so we can help the others.”

      The horses were even easier than the unicorns, because they came in a line, as if headed to plod on the trail for the tourists.

      But when Mikhail reached for the rainhorse, he hit an impenetrable wall. Duke rebuffed his efforts, and he opened his eyes in shock.

      “The last one won’t come,” he whispered. “He won’t leave Jack. Even though fire’s the opposite element for a rainhorse. He’s in such danger!”

      Professor Edyth laid a hand on his shoulder. “Come. It looks like your friends have been successful.”

      The heat and stench were noticeably stronger on the side of the street with the stables. The fire was much diminished but had clearly started in the camps. “Lucky the aurochs don’t come here much, or the bison.”

      Beside him, his professor pressed her lips together firmly, then answered him. “The research I’ve been working on in the wildlife center implies the aurochs are smarter than we think. The bison probably take their cues from the herd most like them. I’d guess they avoid the tourists here, where their camouflage might give way.”

      “What are you doing while we’re doing work-study, anyway?” He coughed as pieces of char flaked into his mouth and spat out ash.

      “What really happened in the Badlands a thousand years ago?” she answered. “A lot of the original sources are destroyed or written in symbols. What’s left are the rock formations. So I use magic to talk to the earth’s layers and see what happened. Is that Liza?”

      “And Jack, and Duke. Come on!” He raced off, too worried about the trio to care about research.

      “Can you feel any more sparks?” Jack asked Liza.

      She shook her head. “No, but I’m pretty tired. Excited that I finally controlled fire, but I’m not sure I’d feel anything else.”

      “You got it right, kid. I don’t feel anything either. I’ll make sure the mundane fire department makes sure, though. The more checks the better.”

      Mikhail wheezed his way to a stop. “You did it. You did it!”

      She beamed at him. “I did. I squashed that fire right into the ground!”

      “I didn’t mean to,” sobbed a strange voice. “I just wanted a marshmallow. The campfire just got out of control.”

      Liza whirled, her eyes amber, hands raised and sparking. “You!”

      Lefty and George clanked and moved forward, foam at the ready. Duke stepped in front of the mundane, protecting the stranger with his watery body. Professor Edyth whipped off her sunglasses again and froze the human through Duke’s transparent form, her snakes snapping at the air.

      And Jack did something odd with his hands that zapped Liza’s fire.

      “Hey, hey, hey. You don’t toast the people, kid. Didn’t my brother teach you anything?”

      She looked at him with exhausted suspicion. “What?”

      Jack took his hat off, and his amber eyes were a match for Liza’s own. “Guess I should have told you sooner, kid. Your dad and I got into a big fight about me staying out here permanently, and we haven’t spoken in a long time. Until this summer.”

      A lightning bolt hit Mikhail. “Wait. Are you two related?”

      Liza sputtered. “You’re the reason he didn’t want me to come?”

      “I’m your uncle.” Jack stood there sheepishly, hat in hand. “Didn’t know how to tell you. Never even thought I’d get to meet you, after the blowout your father and I had.”

      “My uncle’s name is John,” Liza said slowly.

      “Jack is a nickname for John,” Professor Edyth said. “I can also reassure you that Wisurg Magic Academy looked into the key players running this program quite carefully before we approved this program.”

      “Huh,” Liza said thoughtfully. A gleam grew in her eyes, but this time, it was with anticipation and false innocence. “I did find the unicorns disappointing.”

      “Okay?” His fluster was obvious.

      Her smile grew to wicked proportions. “So, Uncle Jack, I see you have a rainhorse.”

      “Um…”

      Professor Edyth laughed. “If I can handle them in a classroom and over holiday, you can take a single one for a few more weeks.”

      “Never mind that,” Mikhail broke in. “What are we going to do with all the statues?”

      “Don’t you remember the first day you were here?” Jack asked. He looked grateful for the interruption. “Anything can be unfrozen with fire honey.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        She never returned home, until now.

        Chronologically, the story starts roughly midway through Oathkeeper.

      

      

      There was something in the air.

      Radovan could feel it as he pushed his way through the twilight, stepping between trees and down paths that had barely been explored since the nearest village had been destroyed and the land cursed. It was rare for anyone to come so close, and even Radovan himself had been careful to skirt the edge of the ruined village, rather than go into the pooling shadows. The risk was just too great. Those who walked into the ruins never came out again.

      He kept moving, frowning slightly as he pressed through the undergrowth. It had been a mistake to travel so far from his village, but times were hard – they were always hard – and his family were desperately short of food. Nothing had been decided, yet, but the murmuring had already started. It was just a matter of time before the old and useless, or the small and weak, were shoved into the cold, giving their lives—willingly or not—so the rest of their families could survive. Radovan hated the thought of his aged grandfather, a man who’d reached sixty, being sent to his death, but what choice did they have? If he found food, the old man might live to see sixty-one. And here ...

      His fingers searched the bushes, feeling for hidden mushrooms and other fungi. They would feed the family for a few short days more, if he found enough. If not ... his stomach hurt, the hunger gnawing at his soul. He knew he should bring his find home, to feed his parents and older brothers, but he wanted to eat it himself. He knew, although he’d never admit it, that if he didn’t find enough he’d put himself first.

      Why not? Everyone else did.

      The ground shook, violently. Radovan tripped and fell, rolling down an incline he was sure hadn’t been there a few moments ago. He heard things crashing behind him, saw giant shapes—tree trunks—flying over his head, smashing to the ground further down the incline with sounds that almost deafened him. There was a brilliant flash of light, like lightning in a cloudless sky, there and gone so quickly he barely registered it. And then the world seemed to stop dead. He hit the bottom of the incline and lay still.

      Silence. There was nothing but silence. And the whispering.

      Radovan stumbled to his feet, quickly checking himself for wounds. There wasn’t anything beyond a handful of bruises. He breathed a sigh of relief as he straightened, taking deep shuddering breaths. The world was a harsh place, for a man with broken bones. His family couldn’t afford to let him heal on his own, let alone take him to a healer. The very thought was utterly absurd ... he shuddered, feeling his body ache as he moved. The bruises would heal quickly, if he got home. If ...

      He looked around. There was ... something, a strange shimmery radiance, flicking in the air, calling to him. The whispering was growing stronger, a sound right on the edge of his awareness ... a sound tempting him with understanding, if only he listened long enough to make out the words. He staggered towards the radiance, despite all the old wives’ tales of things lurking within the darkness. He wasn’t sure what was calling to him, but ... he couldn’t resist. His legs seemed to move of their own accord.

      The world shifted. Something was right in front of him, something dark and yet illuminated by a strange light that made his eyes hurt. He gritted his teeth as the whispering grew louder, unable to comprehend what he saw. Or heard. He reached out, a lone voice screaming at the back of his head to stop, to run, before it was too late, and pressed his head against the thing. The whispering grew louder, the voices suddenly clear. They promised him everything he’d ever wanted—a full belly, a life of idleness, a wife and children who didn’t have to slave all day if they wanted to see the night—as long as he let them in ...

      ... And he did.
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      Frieda woke, alone.

      The tent felt hot and uncomfortable, a faint light shimmering through the canvas reminding her it was shortly after dawn. She sat up, taking a deep shuddering breath as she gathered herself. She’d slept in worse places—the floor of her family’s hovel, the dorms of Mountaintop—but there was something about the small tent that unsettled her. It felt both solid and flimsy, mocking her as she tried to catch a good night’s sleep. The wards crackled around her as she reached out with her fingertips, carefully dismantling the spells that had protected her during the night. She’d never felt comfortable sleeping without them, or the pistol Emily had gifted to her last year. The tent was big enough for two, if they were close, but she’d flatly refused to share. She couldn’t sleep properly if she wasn’t alone.

      At least Hoban understood, she thought, brushing dark hair out of her eyes. And Emily ...

      The thought gnawed at her mind. She liked Hoban, not least because he let her sleep in a single tent. It was odd, she was sure, to his mind. She’d have sex, but not sleep—literally sleep—with him. Emily was about the only person Frieda had ever managed to sleep close to, and even she had been difficult, in those early days. And the less said about the dorms of Mountaintop and the rooms of Whitehall the better. She just preferred to have space to herself when she was asleep and vulnerable. The wards just didn’t feel like enough.

      She crawled out of the bedroll and reached for her clothes, pulling trousers and shirt over her sleepwear. It felt grimy but compared to her childhood it was heaven. She scowled to herself—if she’d realised where they were going, she might have had second thoughts about spending much of the summer with her boyfriend—and tied her hair back in a long ponytail before clambering out of the tent. The campsite was remarkably active ... she told herself she was being silly. Whitehall had spoilt her. Her old family had risen when the sun rose and gone to bed when it fell behind the distant peaks.

      The air tasted fresh and pure, the faint scent of wild magic brushing against her nostrils. The campsite, nearly ten miles from the nearest major town, was surrounded by trees and—in the distance—mountains rising so high their peaks vanished in the clouds. She shivered, despite herself, as she looked at the trees. The clearing felt a little too clear for her peace of mind. It was hard not to fear unseen eyes. She’d grown up in the Cairngorms, before she’d been sold to Mountaintop, and she’d never quite managed to rid herself of the habits she’d learnt as a child. Her tutors had called them superstitions. She wanted to believe they’d been right. And yet ...

      She took a long breath, her eyes peering into the pools of shadow, then forced herself to walk on stiff legs towards the fire. Hoban was standing by the flames, brewing a pot of something the archaeologists—the diggers, they were nicknamed—considered stronger than kava. He smiled as she appeared, then picked up a mug and poured for her. Frieda took a moment to study him—he was tall and muscular, with hair cut close to his scalp and a nasty-looking set of scars that ran under his shirt—and then took the mug, sipping it gratefully. It tasted foul, and set her teeth on edge, but it woke her up. Hoban nodded politely—he was a man of few words—as the rest of the team appeared. He handed round the drinks without a hint of hesitation, or suggestion someone else should do the work. It was one of the things she liked about him. The men in her childhood had always passed such jobs to the women.

      Her heart twisted as she looked at the distant mountains. She’d grown up only a few short miles from their destination, a nameless village—they were all nameless—hidden within the forests, their mere existences rarely acknowledged on any map. She felt her hands begin to shake as she remembered her childhood, remembered how close she’d come to dying time and time again before a passing magician had purchased her as one might purchase a sow or a lamb. No, he’d shown even less consideration for her as a young girl. And yet, he’d probably saved her life. The villages were permanently on the brink of starvation. She’d known it was only a matter of time before she was cast out to die.

      Or someone killed me in a drunken fury, she thought, numbly. She’d thought she’d buried that part of her, but the memories had returned when she’d returned to the Cairngorms. The scent in the air was a mocking reminder of a time when life was nasty, brutish and short. It still was, for the hundreds of thousands of people within the region. Or I had an accident and they left me to die.

      She carried her mug to the nearest stream and washed it quickly—no staff to do the washing, not here—and then made her way back to the tent. The interior looked surprisingly inviting, despite the brew, but she forced herself to start dismantling the tent instead of trying to go back to sleep. She couldn’t, even if she wanted to. Hoban had told her she had to pull her weight as part of the team, to use her strong back and her magic to help them complete their mission. Frieda didn’t mind. Hoban, bless him, had been embarrassed when he’d told her. He didn’t realise how hard she’d had to work as a young girl. She’d been put to work from the moment she’d been able to walk.

      A hand touched her shoulder. She jumped and spun around, a hex forming on her fingertips before she realised it was Hoban. He raised his hands in surrender ... Frieda flushed, embarrassed, as she banished the spell. She was doing her best to overcome the scars of her childhood—Emily had called it a fight-or-flight reflex—but it wasn’t easy. She’d spent too much of her life in a place where an unexpected touch meant a beating, or worse. Hoban didn’t understand. How could he? The Great Families—and her boyfriend’s family was amongst the greatest, as they made sure to tell everyone who crossed their path—had their problems, but they didn’t treat their children as servants and slaves. They had no comprehension of just how lucky they were.

      “Sorry,” Hoban said. He kept his distance, a sign of understanding. Frieda loved him for that, too. He was a powerful sorcerer, used to taking what he wanted. And yet, he gave her space whenever needed. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Just about,” Frieda said. She leaned forward and gave him a quick hug, as far as she could go in public. “You?”

      “Ready.” Hoban watched as she finished stowing the tent in her rucksack, then slung it over her shoulders. “We’ll be on the way in a moment.”

      Frieda nodded and followed him back to the campsite. It was practically melting away in front of her as tents were dismantled, the fire stamped out, and everything either buried or packed away. The diggers showed a surprising amount of respect for the land, unlike most outsiders who visited the region, something that had puzzled Frieda until she’d realised they didn’t want to anger the Other Folk. Or the Awful Folk. Or ... she frowned inwardly as the team formed up, ready to resume the climb. There were all sorts of legends about things lurking in the shadows, ready to snare unwary passers-by. The team couldn’t afford not to take them seriously.

      And they’ll be here for quite some time, she thought. She was going back to Whitehall at the end of the summer, to take her final year of schooling before she went on to an apprenticeship or ... or what? They don’t want to anger the local spirits.

      “All ready?” Hoban’s eyes swept the team. “Let’s go.”

      The team shambled forward in a rough parody of a route march. Frieda had been shocked when she’d first seen it—Sergeant Miles would have castigated the lot of them—but the team wasn’t a military unit. It didn’t need to maintain strict discipline, not when everyone knew and trusted everyone else. Frieda flushed at the thought. She was the only stranger on the team, a newcomer who’d only been allowed to join because she was dating the team leader. It was galling ... sure, Hoban had told her another magician was always welcome, but she had her doubts. It had taken a while for the rest of the team to even speak to her.

      Sweat beaded on her back as they left the clearing behind, making their way along a rocky—and muddy—path that was barely visible, even to her. The wind blew hot and cold, the scent of wild magic pulsing around them ... she gritted her teeth, understanding why so many outsiders were so ill at ease here. The Cairngorms were beautiful, but so was a Death Viper. A man who climbed the mountains might never come down again. She glanced at Hoban, who winked. She was mildly surprised the team wasn’t grumbling like martial magic students on a forced march. But then, they’d all volunteered for the team.

      The hours wore on. Her arms and legs began to ache. It felt as though they’d walked and walked and yet made no progress, as if they were walking in circles. She told herself it wasn’t possible—Hoban and his team were skilled navigators, and someone would have spoken up if they’d thought they were going in the wrong direction—but it was hard to escape the sense they were lost. The landscape didn’t seem to change at all. It was nothing but endless trees and dark shadows.

      Frieda ground her teeth. She’d gotten soft. She hadn’t felt so ... unfit ... when she’d been a child, when she’d gathered mushrooms and herbs for her family and ... her heart twisted as she remembered finding a dead rabbit, only to have the carcass stolen from her by an older boy before she could get it home. The bastard had smacked her down ... hatred pulsed through her, numbed by the grim awareness life was a constant struggle for survival. There were stories of villages that had resorted to cannibalism, when the snow came. She wanted to tell herself they weren’t true, that no one would break the taboo on eating human flesh, but she’d never cared to lie to herself. The villagers would do everything in their power to survive.

      “Nearly there,” Hoban said, quietly. “Are you looking forward to seeing your family again?”

      Frieda had no answer. She’d been fourteen when she’d been sold and yet ... she barely remembered her parents. She wasn’t even sure the people she remembered were her true parents. Family relationships were a tangled tree in the Cairngorms, where it was rare for someone who’d lost their partner not to remarry as quickly as possible. A father needed a wife to care for his brood, a mother needed a husband to bring home the bacon ... not, she reflected, that there’d been much bacon. For all she knew, her parents were dead. She’d had no contact with them since she’d been sold. She had to think to remember their names.

      Hoban frowned. “Frieda?”

      “No,” she said, finally. “I’m not looking forward to seeing them again.”

      She put the thought aside as the road reached a peak, then fell down into a valley. It felt wrong, in more ways than one. The remnants of a village lay in front of them, blackened and burnt by ... something. She shivered as she remembered the stories the old women had told, while they’d been bossing the younger girls around. The village had been caught in a firestorm and destroyed, the entire population burnt to ash and the earth beneath their feet cursed. She’d been cautioned never to enter the valley, not for anything. The one time she’d wandered too close, she’d found herself unable to cross the old boundaryline. The village wasn’t a human place any longer.

      And something happened to reveal an ancient structure below the village, she thought. The stories hadn’t made much sense, but apparently that was fairly common. A team of preliminary explorers had been dispatched at once, when word reached the White Council, while Hoban had been ordered to prepare a follow-up expedition. They think it might predate recorded history.

      The thought made her smile. She’d never been that interested in history—she’d grown up in a world where nothing ever changed, where her family lived as their ancestors had done for thousands of years—but Emily loved it. Frieda had heard her grumbling about how recorded history wasn’t as recorded as everyone claimed, about inconsistencies in the records and confused dating systems making it impossible to be sure what had happened a few hundred years ago. Hoban agreed, from what he’d said. He’d told her that digging up the past was the only way to find out what had happened for sure. It was a dangerous task—old tombs tended to be cursed, old magical settlements tended to be infused with tainted magic—but he loved it. And Frieda wanted to make Emily proud.

      Hoban tensed, one hand dropping to his sword. “Hold,” he said, his voice quiet yet urgent. “Where are they?”

      Frieda nodded, reaching for her magic as the rest of the team spread out. The ruined village was completely deserted. There were no visible humans ... her eyes narrowed as she realised she couldn’t hear birds, or small animals rustling through the undergrowth. She took a breath and grimaced as she tasted the lingering scent of wet smoke and burnt human flesh. The stench should have vanished long ago, along with the remains of the village. The nearby villages should have salvaged what they could, before nature reoccupied the valley and erased all traces of human settlement. Instead, it felt as if the village was suspended in a single moment of time.

      “They should be here,” Garth said. He was a dark-skinned man, with a bearing that suggested he’d been a solider or a mercenary before joining the diggers. “They wouldn’t all have gone to the nearest village.”

      “No,” Hoban agreed. “They’d know better.”

      Frieda nodded in agreement. The nameless villages weren’t friendly to outsiders. There’d been no inn in her village, when she’d been a child, and she doubted there was one there now. There wasn’t even a proper pub. She doubted the diggers had been able to buy alcohol or find any of the pleasures of Dragon’s Den, not here. The villages were just too small and too tight-knit. Outside money was no good in the mountains.

      She kept the thought to herself as they searched the village with practiced ease. The advance party had had tents—they wouldn’t have risked sleeping in the ruined buildings—but there was no sign of them. There was no hint anyone had entered the village, save for a number of trees that had been knocked down by a landslide or chopped down by human hands. Frieda sensed the wild magic growing stronger as she peered through the ruined trees. There was something there, half-hidden below the earth. It was so ... alien ... she had trouble looking at it.

      “Interesting,” Hoban said. “What is it?”

      “Dangerous,” Esther said. She was the only other woman on the team, with short red hair, green eyes, and a prickly disposition that suggested she knew she’d paid her dues long ago. “It isn’t a tomb, that’s for sure.”

      Frieda swallowed as she tried to place the thing in proper context. It had been buried until the landslide had revealed it ... she thought, suddenly, of an iceberg, only the tip visible above the waves. The thought chilled and excited her in equal measure. What was it? She felt her head start to pound as she looked closer, trying to make out details. The ... the thing was just too different. Her eyes seemed to skip over it, as if her mind refused to accept its existence. Every time she thought she knew what it looked like, she realised she was wrong. The only thing she could say for sure was that there was a lot more under the ground.

      “We need to do more digging,” Hoban said. “Whatever it is, we need to know. Quickly.”

      “We need more manpower,” Garth said. “You want to teleport home and ask for help?”

      Hoban scowled. “There’s too much wild magic in the air to teleport safely,” he said, after a moment. “And it would take them some time to put together a second team.”

      Frieda barely heard him. She was torn, unsure what to do. She wanted to make Emily and Hoban proud, by helping to dig up the ... the whatever ... and figuring out what it actually was, but—at the same time—her instincts were insisting they should bury the whatever and swear blind they’d never seen it. It felt dangerous. The currents of magic flowing around it were just too eerie. And they really didn’t have the slightest idea what it was.

      “Frieda and I will go to the nearest village and recruit help,” Hoban said. “There should be enough young men to help us dig it up, if we pay through the nose. If they refuse ... we have authority to conscript labour.”

      “Really?” Esther scowled at him. “Aren’t you the slightest bit concerned about what happened to the first team? They should be here, waiting for us!”

      “Yes,” Hoban said, sharply. “But we also need to make a start on figuring out what we’ve found before someone else gets wind of it.”

      Frieda shuddered. He’d told her, bitterly, of tombs that had been looted decades—perhaps centuries—before the diggers had arrived, of priceless artefacts and records stolen or destroyed by people who didn’t have the slightest idea what they were doing. She understood his thinking. They needed to know what they were dealing with before other parties figured out what was going on and started to interfere ...

      ... And yet, as they started to walk, she couldn’t help feeling they were making a terrible mistake.
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      There were students, Frieda had been told, who looked forward to the holidays because it meant a chance to go home. She’d thought they were insane even before she’d been transferred to Whitehall and discovered that, away from the darkened tunnels of Mountaintop, it was possible to actually enjoy one’s holiday. But then, those students—children, really—had good and decent parents, parents who treated them as real people. She remembered laughing at a girl who’d whined that her parents had grounded her for a week after she’d disobeyed them. The silly twit hadn’t known how lucky she was. Frieda’s parents would have beaten her bloody if they’d caught her defying them.

      The sense of oppression grew stronger as they made their way down the muddy track, picking their way through woodland paths that were barely visible against the gloom. She felt out of place, as if she’d sneaked into an aristocratic ball and discovered, too late, that she was expected to lead the first dance. She’d once known the forests around her village like the back of her hand—all the best places to find mushrooms, all the best places to hide when her parents and relatives had been in that mood—but now, they felt strange and wrong. She looked down at herself, her head spinning. Her outfit was very simple—she had no intention of becoming a clothes horse—but it was still finer than anything she’d ever owned as a child. It struck her, suddenly, that they might not even recognise her. She looked nothing like the scrawny girl they’d sold into an uncertain fate.

      She snickered, then sobered. It might be better if they didn’t know who she was ...

      The path opened suddenly, revealing the village. Frieda gasped. Had it always been that small? And grimy? The low-built shacks looked laughable, even though she knew it was a very practical design. The children bustling around, watched by a pair of ancient crones—she knew the women were probably in their forties, but they looked older—were only half-dressed, while their older counterparts watched the newcomers warily. Frieda felt old memories rising inside her, taunting her, as she spied a cluster of thuggish young men eying her. She thought she knew them. She certainly knew their attitude.

      Hoban addressed the nearest man. “I seek the headman,” he said, “Point me to him.”

      The man jabbed a finger at the largest hut in the village. Frieda was torn between the urge to laugh or cry. She remembered the hut. It had once seemed a palace. Five rooms, a luxury beyond compare! Now ... she found herself giggling helplessly, drawing disapproving stares from the villages who thought she couldn’t see them. She’d seen palaces and castles and magical mansions that were bigger on the inside. The headman’s hut was so tiny! Frieda tried to calm herself as they were shown into the audience chamber, a fancy name for a muddy parody of a throne room. The headman sat on a raised chair, trying to look both firm and obsequious. Frieda frowned, inwardly, as she looked back at him. She’d been impressed by the headman once, the strongest man in the village. Now ... now, he was a joke.

      “My Lord,” the headman said. “I am Ivanov, Son of Ivanov.”

      “I am Lord Sorcerer Hoban,” Hoban said. “And this is Frieda, Daughter of Huckeba. She hails from your village.”

      Frieda looked up. The headman stared at her, a wash of confused emotions crossing his face before he schooled his features into an immobile mask. Frieda was torn between amusement and annoyance as he tried to work out how she should be treated. Was she a powerful sorceress, with enough magic to burn the entire village to the ground, or was she a worthless woman who could be put to work while the men talked? Frieda held his eyes, daring him to try to order her to submit. The headman broke contact first.

      It might have been better if Hoban hadn’t told him who I was, Frieda thought, crossly. I bet he doesn’t even remember me.

      She kept the thought to herself and allowed her eyes to roam the chamber while the two men talked. The curtains at the rear were drawn back, revealing a makeshift kitchen—it had once seemed the best kitchen in the world—and a hanging birdcage, positioned against the far wall. Her heart clenched. The cage wasn’t for birds, but for young women. She’d slept in one herself, when she’d been a child. It was supposed to keep them safe from the men.

      But it didn’t work, she recalled, trying not to shudder. The old memories hovered at the back of her mind. All it did was keep us firmly under our father’s thumb.

      “Your team visited twice, then never came again,” Ivanov said. He sounded as though he was telling the truth, although Frieda wasn’t so sure. The wretched headman would have lost his head—the thought nearly made her smile—by now if he hadn’t been a very good dissembler. “They’re not the only people to have wandered off, never to be seen again.”

      “Oh?” Hoban leaned forward. “Who else?”

      Ivanov didn’t shrug dismissively, but the effect was there. “A pair of taxmen set out from the keep last month, hoping to make their rounds. They left the village late in the day and were never seen again.”

      Frieda kept her thoughts to herself. The villagers hated the taxmen. They tended to be runaway villagers, looking for a little revenge by groveling in front of the local nobility while putting their insider knowledge to work rooting out hidden crops and seizing everything they could. Frieda recalled one boy, the runt of the litter, who’d become the worst of the bunch. He’d taken too much, even by the standards of the region. And he’d eventually had a terrible accident that was nothing of the sort.

      And these taxmen probably got killed too, Frieda thought. She found it hard to feel any pity for the wretched creatures. They were little better than traitors to their own families and kindred. As long as their masters don’t know what happened to them, or even precisely where they died, there will be no punishment.

      “We do need to recruit more workers,” Hoban said. There was a hint of threat in his tone. “We will pay good wages.”

      Frieda tuned out the rest of the conversation. She knew how it would go. Ivanov would protest—probably truthfully—that the village couldn’t spare anyone, then make a show of offering a handful of likely lads before Hoban started trying to conscript local men to work on the dig. They wouldn’t be that helpful, not unless Hoban offered them permanent employment a long way from the village or something—anything—more than coins they’d probably lose in a hurry. The headman would take his cut—naturally—and the local strongmen would take the rest.

      “We must discuss the details,” Ivanov said, finally. “Perhaps Lady Frieda” —Frieda could hear the sarcasm— “would care to visit her family?”

      Frieda felt her blood boil. The headman was provoking her. No, he was testing her. He wanted to see if he had any influence over her ... she wanted to laugh at the sheer provincialism of the trick. Didn’t he have any idea how wide the world truly was? Frieda had been to Mountaintop and Whitehall and Zangaria, all so far away the headman couldn’t even begin to comprehend the distance. His world petered out a few short miles from the boundary line. She doubted he’d been more than ten miles from the village in his entire life.

      The thought made her smile. He looked disconcerted.

      “Perhaps I will,” she said. She made a show of moving her eyes to Hoban. “I’ll meet up with you in an hour.”

      She could feel the headman’s eyes boring into her as she turned and left, stepping into the outside air. The poor man had to be completely unsure of her. Hoban was a sorcerer and Frieda was neither his clear superior nor groveling at his feet, let alone keeping herself out of sight and out of mind like a village girl. He didn’t have the slightest idea what to make of her. Good. She felt her smile grow wider as she took a long breath and let it out slowly. The village stank and yet, the air was cleaner than the hut. She wondered, not for the first time, how many unexplained deaths over the years had been caused by poisonous air.

      The thought sobered her as she kept walking, heading towards a shack she hadn’t seen for over six years. It hadn’t changed, as far as she could tell; it was still a long low building that seemed permanently on the verge of falling and being squashed under its own weight. The roof was covered with soil and grass, a trick that was supposed to keep the heat from escaping during the long winter months. The hell of it, she reflected, was that it actually worked. It just didn’t feel that way. She shuddered, remembering long nights when they’d huddled together for warmth. It wasn’t something she could do now. Not after ...

      Frieda stopped outside the shack, suddenly unsure of herself. Hoban had let the cat out of the bag, damn it. She should have told him to keep his mouth shut. Frieda was hardly an uncommon name. The scrawny girl she’d been had vanished long ago. No one would know her, even the girls who’d taunted and the boys who’d ... she felt her magic bubbling, her anger driving it on. It was hard to tap it down, to keep it under control. She knew she was brave and yet, it took everything she had to step up to the door and tap on the wood. There was no point in wasting time. Ivanov would tell her parents she’d returned shortly.

      The door opened. Frieda found herself looking at a stranger’s face. The woman looked ... strange. It took her a moment to realise just how much she had changed. The woman was both strong and weak, tough enough to bear and raise children while engaged in backbreaking labour and yet too weak to stand up to her husband or chart a new path for herself. A flash of horror ran through Frieda as she realised she was staring at her mother. The woman didn’t look like the giant she remembered ...

      “My Lady?” Daffodil, Wife of Huckeba, stared at her. “I ...”

      Frieda gritted her teeth. Her mother didn’t recognise her. Frieda had read a bunch of adventure stories about children who’d been stolen away and had to find their way back to their loving parents and, in all of them, the parents had recognised their children instantly. But this was reality ... it had been six years since Daffodil had laid eyes on her child, six years of good food and healthy exercise and decent treatment. Frieda no longer looked like someone who belonged in the village. She looked like a visiting aristocrat. It was hard, so hard, not to turn and walk away.

      “Mother,” she managed, suddenly very aware of how her accent had changed, too. “It’s me.”

      Daffodil staggered. “Frieda?”

      She stepped back hastily, muttering a welcoming invocation. Frieda sensed a faint tingle of magic around the doorway, too slight for her to be sure if it was anything more than a light sensation, as she stepped inside. The interior was dark and dingy, the air stinking of too many people in too close of a proximity. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted the older man leaning against the wall, the memories rising up and threatening to overwhelm her. Huckeba —her father—had once been her master, a tyrant who could never be appeased or challenged. He’d thrashed her regularly, beating her back and buttocks with his belt without even bothering with an excuse. He’d done the same to his other children, she recalled. It was no surprise to her that her oldest brother had walked off one day and never returned.

      “This is Frieda,” Daffodil said. There was an airy tone in her voice that scared Frieda almost as much as it angered her. “She’s come back to us.”

      Huckeba belched. He was drunk. Frieda shuddered. The villages brewed their own alcohol and drank themselves blind drunk regularly, when they weren’t fighting so savagely someone would be bound to wind up with a broken bone or cracked skull. A surge of hatred ran through her, followed by disgust and shame. She’d never really liked the tutors of Mountaintop—they’d looked down on her, for being a common-born magician—but they’d been far better than her biological father. She didn’t know, now, why she’d been so scared of him. It would be so easy to kill him with a snap of her finger.

      You were a child, she told herself. Her body ached, quivering with remembered pain. Now, you’re a grown woman and a sorceress to boot.

      “So,” Huckeba said. His voice was thick, his accent so strong it was hard to follow his words. “You’ve come back to us.”

      “She’ll raise us up,” Daffodil said, her voice shaking. “She’ll ...”

      Frieda gritted her teeth. She’d wondered, from time to time, what it would be like to see her parents again. They’d beg her forgiveness, she’d told herself, and welcome her back into the family. Or she’d rage at them, demand to know why they’d sold her to a stranger who’d taken her to an uncertain fate. Or ... instead, she felt an icy sensation spreading through her body. The man and woman in front of her were pathetic. It was impossible to believe they were her real parents. There were spells to check ... she bit down, hard, on the temptation to check they were. It was possible, but ... she studied her mother, picking out traces of her own features on the older woman’s embittered face. It was like staring into a vision of her future, or an alternate reality. The only thing she’d inherited from her father had been the eyes.

      Huckeba staggered to his feet. “What do you want, girl?”

      “Why?” Frieda readied a spell, just in case he tried to strike her. Again. “Why did you sell me to a stranger?”

      Daffodil twisted her hands. “We had no choice. We would have died that winter, without money and food. We were promised you’d become a great lady and you have ...”

      Huckeba grunted. “You were sacrificed so that the rest of the family might live,” he said, stiffly. “Just like your uncle.”

      Frieda frowned—her father’s brother had been a sore spot for as long as she could remember, although she’d never been sure of the details—and put the question aside for later consideration. Instead, she leaned forward. “That was it? You sent me away ...”

      “And now you’ve come back,” Daffodil said. “You’re our daughter ...”

      “There’s an aristocratic mother I met at Mountaintop,” Frieda said, stiffly. “She does everything for her daughter, from choosing her clothes to organising her courses and arranging her future marriage. The poor girl has no freedom. She doesn’t know how to cope without her mother. And yet, that mother is a far better parent than either of you!”

      Huckeba stumbled forward, raising his fist. Frieda froze him effortlessly, disgust and contempt welling up within her. How could this ... this brute rule his family? She looked at his uncovered arms and knew the answer. He’d brutalised everyone to the point they didn’t dare lift a hand to him, not when it would mean a week of pain. She knew she’d been lucky to survive. If she hadn’t had magic in her blood, she would have died too.

      “I never want to see you again,” she said. “Either of you.”

      She turned, ignoring the tears in her mother’s eyes. She felt no obligation to forgive her parents. They’d mistreated her and sold her and ... she shook her head in disgust as she pushed the door open and stepped outside. She wanted to burn the shack to the ground, to erase all traces of her past, yet ... what did that matter? She had made a life for herself that didn’t include any of her family. And besides, Emily would be disappointed. Frieda didn’t want to let her saviour down.

      “Well,” a new voice said. “Look who’s come crawling back, dressed so fine.”

      Frieda looked up, cursing herself for being lost in her own thoughts. The boys in front of her—she knew without looking there were others behind her—smiled nastily, their eyes wandering over her chest. Memories flashed through her mind, of little touches and gropes and ...

      She felt sick. She knew the leader. Ivanovo, Son of Ivanov.

      “You think you’re better than us?” Ivanovo leered at her. “You think ...?”

      Frieda cast the spell without thinking. There was a brilliant flash of light. The boys were gone, small frogs hopping on the ground where they’d been. They panicked a second later, completely discomfited by the sudden change. Frieda understood. She’d had trouble coping the first time someone had turned her into a frog too. Bile rose in her throat. The aristocratic bitch who’d cast the spell had also talked about putting her in her place. And now ...

      She muttered a summoning spell, yanking the runaway frogs back to her. “Two things,” she said. “First, the spell will wear off shortly, but if you ever touch another woman without her permission, you’ll become frogs again. Permanently. And second ...”

      The frogs stared at her, quivering. “And second,” Frieda repeated, “you’re all going to work on the dig. Report to the cursed village tomorrow, or you’ll be cursed.”

      She turned on her heel and walked away. Hoban would be pleased to have some labourers and he probably wouldn’t ask too many questions. Even if he did ... Frieda smirked, feeling some of the ghosts of the past fade away. It wasn’t the first time the village louts had ganged up on a woman alone, she was sure. They’d been a little too practiced for it to be their first time. They deserved punishment. They deserved ...

      And none of them will ever know the spell won’t linger, she thought. Ivanov would probably make a fuss, when his son whined to him, but who cared? It wasn’t as if he could do anything about it. They’ll treat their women a little better in future.
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      “They’re very good workers,” Hoban observed, three days later. “But they’re not very willing.”

      Frieda shrugged. Hoban hadn’t asked too many—or indeed any—questions when the seven lads had turned up to work, the day after Frieda had turned them into frogs. Ivanovo had put together a face-saving story about the lads volunteering to work, and Hoban had apparently accepted it without bothering to wonder why the village had sent the strong backs it could ill afford to lose. Frieda hadn’t bothered to say anything about it. She didn’t know how she felt about the whole affair, let alone how her boyfriend would react if he knew the truth. It was odd to feel ashamed of something she couldn’t help, but ... she was ashamed. Would he have even looked twice at her if he’d known where she’d come from?

      “They’ll do,” she said, tartly.

      It was hard to care about the village losing the lads for a few weeks. She suspected most of the female villagers would be quietly pleased, even if it was a possible death sentence. The harvest had to be gathered, the crops picked and hidden before the taxmen descended like a horde of locusts to take everything they could find.

      “When they’re done, they can go back to their lives.”

      Hoban gave her an odd look. Frieda scowled to herself. It had been a mistake to return home. She could have stayed away and kept thinking that, perhaps, her family missed her, that her parents regretted sending her away. Instead ... she felt dead and cold, her soul twisting in dull pain ... it was funny, she reflected, how she would almost have preferred to have their hatred than their attempt to use her, as tiny as it had been. Why should she help a family that had sold her to an uncertain fate? Why would she?

      She put the thought aside as she surveyed the ruined village. It was odd to think her father had hailed from the burnt or rotten buildings in front of her, the remnants of an ancient community steadfastly refusing to rot into the ground and give birth to new life. The stories had never been clear on precisely what had happened to the village, although there’d been no shortage of rumours. Everyone agreed there’d been a firestorm, and the village had been scorched clean of life, but beyond that ...? There were whispered stories of monsters striding out of the darkness, of shadowy creatures and evil sorcerers burning the land to ash ... she shook her head. No witnesses had lived to tell the tale. It might remain a mystery, one of many casting a long shadow over the Cairngorms. She quietly accepted she might never know the truth.

      Emily would never be satisfied with a mystery, Frieda thought. She’d be trying to unpick it until she found an answer.

      A shiver ran down her spine as she raised her eyes and looked towards the dig. The workers were grumbling—she knew they were muttering to themselves, even though they kept their faces under tight control—and doing as little as they could get away with, but the mystery ruins were slowly being exposed. Frieda shivered, again, as she looked at the thing. It was still hard to even look at it, as if her eyes refused to accept it was there. The sight made her think of something Emily had once told her, a story about five blind men who’d touched an elephant. Every time she looked, she saw something different yet part of a greater whole. She couldn’t figure out how the pieces went together ...

      She shivered, a third time. The thing didn’t feel human. Hoban had told her of ancient tomes and ruined castles and weird things on the wrong side of the Craggy Mountains, but the artefact in front of her was different. She could feel it, no matter how she tried to turn away and hide. Her head ached just looking in its general direction. The artefact was playing games with her perception. It was both immensely huge and infinitively tiny, so big it dwarfed her and yet so small she thought she could pick it up and put it in her pocket. She wanted to tell the louts to bury the artefact, then declare the entire region permanently barred to human settlement. And yet, she knew she couldn’t. The diggers would never agree.

      Hoban took her arm. “Are you alright?”

      Frieda flinched, then cursed herself. “Yeah,” she managed. Couldn’t he sense it? The artefact was fundamentally wrong. “I just feel a little dizzy.”

      “There’s water in the tents,” Hoban said. “We could go there ...”

      “Maybe later,” Frieda said. She knew he didn’t want water. He wanted to make love ... she wondered, wryly, what his team would make of him slipping off to make love to her before dismissing the thought. She’d grown up in a world where she’d been uneasily aware of her parents having sex—there’d been no privacy for anyone, not in the wretched shacks—and she’d never liked it. “I think ...”

      She glanced up as she saw a man picking his way towards them. Her teeth clenched in a flash of sudden instinctive hatred. Sir Wheaton—the knighthood was probably assumed, along with the name—was King Harold’s enforcer. King Harold. Frieda tried not to snort in disgust, although it wasn’t easy. The king had an entire string of grandiose titles, but his realm was smaller than the average city state ... her lips twitched, remembering the vast lands King Randor of Cursed Memory had bequeathed Emily. She could lose half her holdings, and half again, and she’d still have far more lands than the local monarch. She supposed that was why he’d given himself so many titles. It disguised the fact he was little more than a local bully-boy.

      “My Lord,” Sir Wheaton said. He was making a very clear attempt to present himself as a sophisticate and failing miserably, like a young girl who’d learnt her social etiquette from books rather than her elders. “I trust everything is in order?”

      Hoban nodded, curtly. He didn’t like Sir Wheaton either. The man had arrived to serve as the liaison between the diggers and the monarch, but he’d spent most of his time prowling the region rather than staying still. Frieda was sure he was preying on the villagers, which showed a certain lack of common sense. He’d hardly be the first person to vanish in the forests, his body lost forever. And yet ... she grimaced. She didn’t want to think about it.

      “I’ll see you later,” Frieda said, suddenly unable to bear the exchange any longer. “Have fun.”

      She turned and walked away, making a wide circuit around the ruined buildings. Dark and twisted magic hung around them, shadowy impressions of the disaster that had overwhelmed the villagers before they could feel. The diggers were used to traces of old magics—Hoban had told her stories of excavating an entire city, one buried by a long-ago disaster that might have been caused by magic—and yet, none of them felt comfortable enough to actually live in the ruined buildings. She didn’t blame them. The dark magic had effectively preserved them as a monument, somehow leaving the ruins suspended in a single moment of time. It was just ... unnatural. She knew what happened to other wooden buildings, if they weren’t constantly tended and repaired. They practically melted away, returning to the soil as nature reclaimed them. Here ... there weren’t even any rodents, or insects, or birds flitting through the trees.

      The air cleared suddenly as Frieda crossed the boundary line, the sunlight suddenly brighter and more welcoming. She took a long breath, looking down the road to the village before shaking her head and turning away. She hadn’t realised how oppressive the air had become, around the dig, until she’d stepped out of the site ... she scowled, wondering if she should ask Hoban to teleport her back to Whitehall. Archaeology was like going to war, she decided as she started to walk through the trees. Long hours—or days or weeks or months—of boredom, followed by brief moments of screaming terror. Or so Sergeant Miles had told the class. Frieda had never been to war.

      She felt better, somehow, as she made her way through the trees, keeping a wary eye out for trouble. In the old days, it had been dangerous for young girls to wander too far from their homes. It wasn’t uncommon for neighbouring villagers to kidnap young women for marriage, and everyone would pretend it was just normal ... Frieda’s stomach churned, remembering all the horror stories she’d heard. She hadn’t needed outsiders to threaten her, not when she’d been a young girl. Her fellow villagers had been quite bad enough. She smiled coldly, banishing the fears as she heard something moving up ahead. If it was a local lout with dreams of capturing a bride, he was in for a very nasty shock.

      The trees parted, revealing an old woman. Frieda blinked in surprise. The woman was genuinely old, not merely middle-aged and worn down by constant labour. Her skin was chestnut brown, darkened by a life in the woods, and her eyes were strangely avian, giving her a slightly disconcerting appearance. Frieda knew demihumans and yet ... the old woman was just odd. She leaned on a staff Frieda was entirely sure she didn’t need. And she had magic, a faint aura of power that surrounded her like a shroud. A hedge witch ...

      “Well met,” Frieda managed. There’d been a hedge witch living nearby, from an old and probably unreliable memory, but no one talked about the old woman even though everyone had known about her. Frieda had been too young to slip up to her hovel—everyone knew where it was, even though they claimed otherwise—before she’d been sold to a passing magician. “I greet you.”

      “Child of the Cairngorms,” the old woman said. “I greet you.”

      Frieda nodded, eying her warily. Magicians tended to look down on hedge witches, regarding them as low-power magicians at best and outright frauds at worst. And yet, they could be very dangerous. Some bathed in the wild magic, others ... Emily had told her of a hedge witch who’d embraced necromancy, the power driving her mad as she sought to change the world. Her eyes narrowed. That hadn’t been too far from here, had it? If she hadn’t known it was impossible, she would have wondered if it had been that battle that had left the village in ruins. But this had taken place well before Emily’s arrival and Frieda’s own birth.

      “You are welcome in this place,” the old woman continued. “You may call me Granny.”

      “Granny,” Frieda repeated. Hedge witches tended to be careful about names, either for fear of the Other Folk or—more likely—to conceal their family ties. Granny was old enough to have outlived her parents and siblings and it was quite possible the rest of her family had chosen to pretend she didn’t exist. “I’m sorry if I’ve walked into your land.”

      She braced herself, expecting everything from a tongue lashing to a blow from the staff to a nasty—and warped— hex. Emily had met a hedge witch with a very nasty attitude to trespassers and, from what little she’d said afterwards, had come very close to losing her freedom if not her life. Hedge witches could be nasty, if they had wild magic. Their spells could be difficult to handle, even for a trained magician ...

      “You are not the first person to come looking for me,” Granny said. “And you are welcome in this place. I mean you no harm.”

      “I didn’t come looking for you,” Frieda said, as Granny motioned her to follow. “I was exploring.”

      Granny laughed. “That’s what they all say,” she said. “Every last one of them. They insist they didn’t mean to come here, even as” —the trees suddenly parted, revealing a cave hidden within a rocky mound— “they stumble into my lair. I give them bark tea and wait, listening to their excuses as they dance around their questions and their requests until they finally tell me what they want. They all seem surprised when I tell them I’ve heard it all before.”

      Frieda frowned. “Everything?”

      “Oh, yes.” Granny was suddenly serious, motioning for Frieda to sit on a log while she brought out two steaming mugs. “I was expecting to see you earlier, truth be told. It was clear you had the gift. The threadlines of fate insisted we’d cross paths.”

      “You knew about me?” Frieda was startled. She hadn’t shown any magic, as far as she knew, until the passing sorcerer had noticed her. And purchased her. “You knew ...”

      “And I did nothing,” Granny said. There was no apology in her voice. “Destiny had you in his clutches.”

      “I’m not staying,” Frieda said, firmly. “When this summer is over, I’ll be going home, and I won’t be coming back.”

      Granny raised her eyebrows. “Going home?”

      “This isn’t my home,” Frieda said. The raw anger surprised her. “My parents and siblings kicked and beat me. The villages ...”

      She shuddered, feeling sick. It would be easy, so easy, to raise a firestorm of her own and burn the village to the ground. It would be easy ... she wondered, as she took a sip of the bark tea, if that was what had happened to the destroyed village. Her father had never talked about his brother, suggesting he’d been a magician ... he’d certainly never been seen again. Frieda wondered at it for a moment, then dismissed the thought. It didn’t matter. The village wasn’t hers any longer.

      “I understand,” Granny said. Her eyes were surprisingly gentle. Frieda believed her and yet ... “Better than you might expect.”

      Frieda scowled at her. Hedge witches enjoyed a certain amount of freedom, for all they were shunned publicly. Sir Wheaton would never dare visit the cave, for fear of spending the rest of his days croaking on a lily pad. Or worse. The villagers might mutter darkly whenever they saw the witch, but they wouldn’t get in her way or bar others from going to see her as long as they kept it quiet. The hypocrisy bugged her. Everyone knew everyone else did it.

      “You may have a role to play here,” Granny mused. Her voice faded, as if her mind was a long way away. “The threadlines are still tangled around you.”

      “No.” Frieda shook her head. It was impossible to predict the future, certainly in any great detail. And yet ... if it was impossible, why was it illegal? She’d heard of noblewomen being executed for trying to predict when the king would die ... why insist on the death penalty, if they were wasting their time? It was something to discuss with Emily, when they saw each other again. “I make my own future.”

      Granny smiled. “They all say that, young lady.”

      “Really.” Frieda finished her drink, grimacing slightly at the taste. It had been a long time since she’d drunk bark tea and she’d forgotten how sour it could be, if one wasn’t used to the flavour. She didn’t want to know what Granny had put in the water, before bringing it to the boil and leaving it to simmer. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll be on my way.”

      “They disturbed something very dangerous,” Granny said, her tone so serious Frieda found herself unable to look away. “Something best left buried under the ground, away from human eyes. You’ve felt it, haven’t you? The sense that the thing you found should be left firmly alone.”

      Frieda’s eyes hardened. “Do you know what it is?”

      “No,” Granny said. “But I do know it’s dangerous. Your friends aren’t the only people to have gone missing over the last few months. They can feel it, down in the village. They’re closing their doors at night, praying to all the old gods that whatever’s been unleashed doesn’t come for them. You need to warn your friends. It has to be buried again, and quickly.”

      “I can try,” Frieda said. “What do you know about it? Why was it even found?”

      “The ground shifted, from what I was told,” Granny said. “It was spat out. Or, perhaps, it grew out of the earth and thrust itself into the light. And now it is poisoning the land. I can feel it, a poisonous needle thrust into the earth.”

      Frieda shivered. “Did it destroy the village, so long ago?”

      “It might.” Granny shrugged, her voice suddenly urgent. “Tell your friends. Tell them to bury it beneath the soil and forget they ever saw it. And quickly.”

      “I can try,” Frieda repeated. She doubted the diggers would listen, even Hoban. It was hardly their first dangerous dig. She even understood their attitude. The artefact might be dangerous to the unwary, but they ... they were trained and experienced archaeologists who knew to be careful. They might not realise they’d run into something they couldn’t handle until it was far too late. “But ...”

      She stood, brushing down her tunic. They might not have run into something they couldn’t handle. Hoban would certainly think so, she was sure, and she hoped to all the gods he was right. And yet, all her instincts were screaming Granny was right. The artefact really was dangerous. They’d be safer playing catch with a necromancer.

      “You will be welcome, if you come back here,” Granny said. “Until then ...”

      Frieda nodded, recognising the dismissal. “I’ll do my best,” she promised. Hoban would give her a fair hearing, at least. He’d certainly never dismissed her because of an accident of birth. “And we’ll see.”

      But she feared, even as she spoke, that the diggers wouldn’t listen.
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      “We need to know what it is,” Hoban said, when she returned to the site and told them about Granny’s warning. “And quickly, in case there are more of them.”

      Frieda scowled. She understood his logic. The artefact, whatever it was, hadn’t come out of nowhere. Someone—or something—had made it. There were enough horror stories about things left behind after the Faerie Wars for her to be very aware of the dangers, of the need to know what was there even if the artefacts were buried and the site sealed off for the rest of eternity. Hell, she’d seen the Dark City and the wastelands near Mountaintop. And yet, the more she thought about it, the more she was sure they were making a terrible mistake.

      Hoban leaned forward and kissed her, lightly. “We can handle it,” he said. “We know what we’re doing.”

      “Perhaps we should call Emily,” Frieda said. “Or someone ...”

      Her boyfriend shook his head. “Lady Emily is not a trained archaeologist,” he said, curtly. It took Frieda a moment to realise she’d inadvertently insulted him. “And besides, isn’t she fighting a war?”

      Frieda kicked herself, mentally. She’d seen Emily at her best. Hoban had only seen her at her worst, when she’d come very close to being broken by King Randor’s final curse. She had not taken it well. Frieda sighed as Hoban turned away, to return to the dig, She couldn’t blame Emily for reacting badly to the curse and yet ... she ground her teeth in bitter frustration. They needed help.

      The thought mocked her as the hours slowly turned into days. The digging team grumbled and grumbled and did as little as they could get away with, despite a mixture of promise and threats, but they slowly dug out more of the artefact. Frieda thought, as she studied the object, that her early thoughts about icebergs had been more accurate than she’d realised at the time. The artefact did look like the tip of an iceberg, although it was still hard to get a good look at it. Her eyes kept skipping over the artefact, leaving her with the impression it was both smooth and oily and yet angular and hard. She wondered, as she paced the edge of the dig and supervised the workers, if her own preconceptions were colouring her impressions. Frieda was no expert on subtle magic, and the team knew to watch for it; but she knew the basics. The runes tended to work better when they were encouraging someone to believe what they wanted to believe. It was easy to think one might be right, harder to admit one might be wrong.

      Her sense of unease grew stronger as incidents started to mount up. One worker went mad, running around screaming his head off until she stunned him ... and then, when he recovered, had no memory of the incident at all. Another fell asleep when he was supposed to be working, nearly falling into the pit as he hit the ground. Frieda thought someone had hit him with a sleep spell, perhaps someone lurking in the undergrowth, but there was no trace of any magic on his person. Two more simply downed tools and walked away from the artefact, as if they thought it was the end of the working day. They didn’t stop, or respond to orders or shouts, until they crossed the boundary line on the edge of the ruined village.

      She watched, more concerned than she cared to admit. She’d been told, as a child, that the ruined village was haunted, that no man entered the blackened wasteland and returned with his life. It belonged to the Awful Folk now and ... she didn’t believe it. No, she didn’t want to believe it. And yet, there were things flickering at the corner of her eye, shapes moving within the forest as night crept over the land, whispers echoing at the edge of her awareness ... she knew she was brave. She knew she could handle anything, and if she couldn’t, she knew she could make it feel it had been in a fight; yet she wanted to turn and run. She hadn’t felt so scared since the first time the lads had cornered her, when she’d started to grow into a young woman ...

      Her eyes narrowed. No, it wasn’t like that. It was ... something else, a deep gnawing fear that didn’t seem to have a cause. There were no visible threats, save for the artefact and it didn’t seem to be doing anything, yet she was scared. Very scared. The sense of being watched waxed with nightfall and waned with sunrise, yet never faded completely. She could feel unseen eyes on her, but ... she could never see them.

      “We could sneak off, into the bushes,” Hoban suggested, one afternoon. “That’s what they do here, isn’t it?”

      Frieda shook her head. She’d never let herself be caught, not like some of the other girls ... they claimed, at least, that they’d been careful to run without running very fast. The thought of making love in the forest repelled her, for reasons she couldn’t put into words. It wasn’t just that it represented one of her nightmares, of being forced to go further than she wished ... it was the omnipresent sense they were being watched. She was too lost in her own fears to feel guilt at the way his expression fell, just for a second. He was too good a man to push the issue ... in a way, she almost wished he had. A fight would have broken the shadows falling over her thoughts, whatever the cause. She was almost tempted to pick one.

      I picked a fight with Cat, she recalled suddenly. And that didn’t end well.

      She frowned, inwardly. She’d never liked Cat. He was too flashy, too heavily masculine, too ... too full of himself for her peace of mind. She’d feared disaster, the moment she’d heard Cat and Emily had started to date. And she’d been right ... she shook her head, sternly. She wished both of them were here, beside her. If there was a threat, Cat would be quite happy to charge into the teeth of certain death while Emily and Frieda came up with a plan. He’d consider it sheer tactical brilliance. Of course, he would.

      Esther came up to them, her face grim. “Have either of you seen Sir Wheaton?”

      “He isn’t a real knight,” Frieda said automatically, although she’d never been clear on what a real knight was. The tales of chivalry and brave men battling evil sorcerers and rampaging dragons to save innocent women and children had long since given way to an ugly reality, where the best of the knights were little more than bully-boys enforcing their master’s will. “He’s probably trying to lure some maiden into the forest with him.”

      She knew, even as she spoke, it probably wasn’t true. Sir Wheaton didn’t need to lure anyone anywhere. He could have any woman in the village for the asking and to hell with however she felt about it. Her husband couldn’t say no ... although he’d probably take it out on the poor bitch afterwards, instead of the untouchable knight. Frieda had seen the way the so-called knight had looked at her, even though he knew she was a sorceress. She had no doubt he wouldn’t hesitate to take a village girl, if he wanted one.

      “He should have been up here at noon,” Esther said, flatly. She hadn’t grown up anywhere near the Cairngorms. She didn’t understand the realities of life in the mountains. “He’s not normally late.”

      “Odd,” Hoban agreed. “His master wants to keep an eye on us.”

      Frieda nodded. Lord Harold—the nobleman’s titles grew more grandiose with every passing day, from what she could see—wanted to be sure he got his fair share of the loot, if the dig uncovered an old tomb crammed with gold and jewels. It had happened, to be fair, although most of the buried treasure had come with very nasty curses attached. Frieda suspected Sir Wheaton had failed, unsurprisingly, to convey the sheer alienness of the artefact to his master. She’d bet her entire fortune that, if there was a tomb underneath, it wasn’t intended for a human.

      She brushed her hair out of her eyes. “I’ll go looking for him,” she said, shortly. It was something to do, something that would alleviate the boredom for a few short hours. “If he turns up, tell him not to waste so much time messing around in the village.”

      Hoban gave her an odd look. “The village?”

      Frieda shrugged. “Where else would he go?”

      She turned and walked to the knight’s tent, brushing the pair of tiny locking charms apart with practised ease. The tent might have been splendid once, but it had passed through so many owners—some of whom had patched the fabric up repeatedly—that it looked strikingly tawdry. She was mildly surprised the knight had been sleeping at the campsite. He could have stayed in his master’s castle, and commute every morning. Her lips twitched as she peered inside, rolling her eyes at the mess. Perhaps his master couldn’t stand the sight of him. Frieda could hardly blame the overlord for that.

      Disgusting, she thought. Sergeant Miles would have flogged his students for leaving their tents in such a state. Everything had to be in its place, he’d insisted, or you wouldn’t know where it was when you needed it. There has to be something of  his here.

      She gritted her teeth, picked up a small dagger and cast a tracking spell. The dagger pulled her around, pointing towards the village. Of course ... Frieda cursed under her breath as she allowed it to lead her out of the tent, pushing the flap closed behind her. The knight was in the village ... who knew? A thought crossed her mind, and she smiled. She was a sorceress, a de facto noblewoman. She could give him hell, and he’d just have to take it ...

      The dagger led her onwards, down the road. Frieda held the hilt lightly, keeping her eyes open. The sense of unseen eyes was growing stronger, again ... she thought she saw something within the tree-line, gone almost as soon as she noticed it. Her eyes narrowed. It might not be dangerous—she knew children snuck through the forests hunting for mushrooms, careful to remain unseen—and yet, she felt uneasy. The knife twisted in her hand, nearly breaking out of her grip. Frieda blinked in surprise. Sir Wheaton couldn’t have changed his position so quickly, yet the knife was charmed to point directly at its owner.

      Her mind raced. Sir Wheaton could have teleported ... except he couldn’t, because he wasn’t a sorcerer. Or was he? Frieda herself was living proof magic ran strong in the Cairngorms, and she was hardly the strongest magician to come out of the region. She’d once heard a rumour that Void himself had been born in the mountains ... she shook her head as the knife twisted again. Sir Wheaton was no sorcerer. If he had magic to match hers, he would either have left long ago or simply taken over for himself. He wouldn’t be running errands for a nobleman with grand titles and pitiful holdings.

      She kept her eyes open as she allowed the knife to lead her onwards, into the forest. The trees closed in around her, casting long shadows over her path. She frowned as she flitted from tree to tree, wishing she’d taken the time to brush up the skills she’d learnt as a child. She’d once practically flowed through the trees, so silently she hadn’t disturbed the wildlife. Now, she was uneasily aware of her own footsteps. Her mere presence was causing the birds and beasts to flee.

      The knife twisted again. This time, it pointed back towards the campsite. Frieda stopped dead, shaking her head. She wished she could fly, although ... the canopy overhead was so thick she doubted she could see anything if she flew over the treetops. It wouldn’t even be easy to spot the village itself, not from the air. Too many villages believed witches flew overhead at midnight, hunting for victims to drag back to their lairs before the sun rose ... she put the thought aside as she cancelled the tracking spell and carefully put it back together. This time, the knife twisted so rapidly she had to let go of the hilt and jump backwards. It fell and hit the ground, spinning in the soil before the last of the magic wore off. Frieda swore under her breath. Sir Wheaton was alive—she thought—but he was clearly hidden from her spells. Or ...

      She hesitated, briefly considering leaving the knife on the ground, then picked it up and headed back to the camp. It wasn’t easy going. The trees seemed to be closing in around her, as if they were moving when she wasn’t looking. She thought she was being silly, and yet the sensation of something right behind her, breathing down her neck, refused to go away. It was all she could do to walk calmly, despite an urge to either flee or hurl a fireball into the empty air behind her. If it hit something ... she breathed a sigh of relief when she found the road, then started to make her way back to the camp. Hoban had to be informed. He could decide what to do.

      Granny said we should bury the artefact and forget we ever saw it, she recalled, numbly. She hadn’t seen anything of the hedge witch, since she’d delivered her warning, And Hoban refused to listen.

      The thought haunted her as she reached the boundary line and crossed into the village. Hoban was standing there, talking to Ivanovo. Frieda nearly flinched. It was hard not to fear what Ivanovo might be saying to Hoban, even though it was unlikely Ivanovo would be able to poison his mind. And yet ... she gritted her teeth, reminding herself that the macho code of the mountains didn’t apply to magicians. If Ivanovo told Hoban everything, or even hinted at everything, it would probably be the last thing he ever did.

      Ivanovo really did flinch when he saw her. Frieda was almost pleased.

      “The tracking spell kept twisting,” Frieda said, talking an unholy delight in talking over the headman’s son. It was rare for any woman to have a chance to speak in the village, certainly not before the men. The sheer disrespect she’d shown would grate on him, all the more because he couldn’t strike back at her. “It felt as if he was teleporting.”

      “Or someone was concealing his location,” Hoban finished. “There’s a lot of wild magic in the air. It could have disrupted the spell.”

      “Or the Awful Folk got him,” Ivanovo said. “He was their lawful pray ...”

      “It wasn’t as if the magic was disrupting the spell,” Frieda said, interrupting Ivanovo. She knew she was being petty, but—for once—it felt awfully good. “It was more as if he was being whisked around, impossibly fast.”

      “Curious,” Hoban said. “We’ll send a messenger to his master if he doesn’t show up by nightfall.”

      Frieda bit her tongue to keep from telling Hoban they had to act now. He might not notice, or care, if she undercut him in public, but Ivanovo would. And then ... she wanted to think it wouldn’t matter, when both Frieda and Hoban were powerful sorcerers, but she knew better. Ivanovo would think Hoban was weak—his woman was daring to contradict him in front of watching eyes, the horror—and it would rebound on them somehow. She promised herself she’d discuss it later, when they were in the tents. She could chat with him, as well as make love, before she went to her own tent.

      The villagers might have done something to him, she thought coldly, but how could they have hidden him from my charm?

      Her thoughts raced as she left the two men and headed to the tents. The charm had been cast perfectly. She’d checked. If Sir Wheaton had been killed, the charm wouldn’t have worked at all. If he’d been wounded and left to die, or simply held prisoner somewhere, the charm should have led her straight to him. Unless a sorcerer had hidden him, in which case the charm shouldn’t have locked on to anything ... she frowned, wishing she knew more about how the spells actually worked. Was she facing a curiously improved obscurification charm, tied into a concealment ward? She thought it was possible ...

      No, she thought. That wouldn’t give us a variable location. The charm would just refuse to locate him.

      She puzzled over it for the rest of the day, wishing—again—Emily or Alassa or even Jade or Aloha were with her. She’d even take Cat. And yet ... she spoke briefly to Hoban, who was dismissive. She didn’t really blame him—Sir Wheaton might interfere at a crucial moment, making it impossible for the diggers to complete their mission—but it still worried her. She wouldn’t have reported the villagers for killing the bastard. She just wanted to know what had happened to him for her peace of mind.

      “You could stay, you know,” Hoban said, afterwards. “I’ll be on the far side of the tent.”

      Frieda shook her head, feeling a twinge of affection. He was trying to be kind ... she smiled, despite herself, as she slipped out of the tent. It was too small for his offer, as well meant as it was, to mean much. And yet ...

      She paused as she sensed the darkness pooling over the land. The artefact was a pit of darkness ... no, it was impossibly tall and yet tiny beyond words. She could see it, even though it was hidden in the shadows. She had the sense of mighty workings spinning around her, gone almost as soon as she sensed them. People moving in the shadows.

      That night, she dreamed. And woke up screaming.
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      “Where the hell is he?”

      Frieda started awake, half-convinced Hoban had torn down her wards, burst into her private tent and was shouting at her. The tent was empty ... in her dazed state, it took her several moments to realise that her boyfriend was outside and that he was shouting at someone else. Her dreams ... she gritted her teeth, trying to recall the shadows that had haunted her. There’d been something, casting a long shadow over her, and ... she clambered out of the bedroll, pulled her tunic over her underclothes and poked her head out of the tent.

      Hoban was addressing Ivanovo and his gang, who looked torn between nervousness and grim obstinacy. Frieda sighed, inwardly. She knew that look. The mountainfolk could only be pushed so far before they started pushing back, even if it cost them everything.

      “Where?” Hoban’s anger was almost palpable. “Where is he?”

      “Great Lord, we don’t know.” Ivanovo’s voice shook. “He should have been up here!”

      Frieda cleared her throat as a cold gust of air blew across the campsite. The artefact’s brooding presence hung in the air, a mocking reminder they were touching something very inhuman. The diggers were gathered by the edge of the site, save for Hoban and Frieda herself. They looked pissed. Frieda wondered, numbly, what had gone wrong. She hadn’t seen someone look so angry and frustrated since Cat had had a nasty fight with Emily and stormed off ...

      “Garry hasn’t shown up for work,” Hoban hissed. His anger made the local lads flinch. Again. They might not have seen his magic, but they knew he had it. “And a bunch of tools are missing.”

      “I see.” Frieda frowned. It wasn’t uncommon for the mountainfolk to harass unwelcome visitors, but stealing tools was odd. Stealing brides was one thing, stealing tools and everything else that kept people alive through the winter was quite another. “I’ll go down to his home, see if I can find him. You stay with the diggers.”

      She saw Ivanovo’s face twist. He might know what had happened to the tools—like most commoners, he was very good at hiding his feelings in front of his betters—but even if he didn’t, the village was likely to suffer. He’d assume the diggers would make them pay for the tools ... at the very least, given they probably didn’t have the money to pay for even one of the lost items, they wouldn’t be paid for their services over the last few weeks. Frieda tried not to roll her eyes as she walked past them to the campfire and took a ration bar, then made her way down to the road. Behind her, she could hear Hoban driving the locals back to work. He wasn’t going to let something as minor as missing tools stand between him and the artefact.

      The air felt clearer, the moment she stepped beyond the boundary line. Frieda took a long breath, tasting summer on the breeze, then kept walking down the rough road. It needed some improvement, she noted, but it was unlikely anyone would bother. The locals certainly wouldn’t. They’d see better roads as a threat to their way of life—it would make it easier for taxmen to reach their village—and the local lord would probably agree. The only thing that let Lord Harold style himself as King of Kings was the simple fact it was difficult for any of the neighbouring monarchs to teach him a lesson by marching an army to his door. A road would force him to tone down his pretensions before he got thrashed by a real king.

      And serve him right, Frieda thought, coldly. She’d never liked Alassa’s father—King Randor had been a predator in expensive outfits—but she couldn’t deny he’d always had the wellbeing of his kingdom, as he saw it, at heart. Lord Harold doesn’t give a shit about his subjects. He doesn’t even try to improve his kingdom.

      She put the thought aside as she reached the edge of the village. The menfolk were already setting off to the tiny patches of cropland, giving her a wide berth for fear of her power. Their younger counterparts—goatherds, boys too weak to be of any real use anywhere else—gave her weird looks, as if they couldn’t decide if they wanted to stare or do everything they could to avoid catching her eye. Frieda frowned as she noted one of the ‘boys’ was actually a girl, something that should have been impossible to hide. There was no point in trying to keep something like that a secret, not in a tiny village where everyone knew everyone else’s business. Perhaps she was a visiting relative ... rare, but not impossible. Or perhaps she was just overthinking it. There was no reason a young girl couldn’t work as a goatherd.

      Particularly if her father doesn’t have enough sons, Frieda reminded herself. He’d have to put his daughter to work.

      She paused, taking a breath as she stopped outside Garry’s shack. It was slightly larger than her family’s home, with a tiny patchwork of herbs outside the door, but otherwise it was little different. She stepped up to the door and knocked hard, even though she was fairly sure Garry wasn’t at home. The villagers couldn’t afford to coddle their youths. Garry wouldn’t have been allowed to stay in bed unless he was very ill ...

      ... And if he had stolen the tools, she reflected, it was unlikely he was hiding out in his own home.

      The door opened, revealing an old woman. Frieda winced, inwardly, as the woman saw her and took a step back, making a hex sign to ward off evil. Garry’s mother probably feared and envied her ... she put the thought out of her head and leaned forward, silently asking if she could enter the dwelling. The woman—she looked old enough to be a great-grandmother—stepped back silently, her face unreadable. Frieda tried not to notice the nasty bruise on the side of her face.

      “I’m looking for Garry,” she said, curtly. The shack was hot, the air thick and stinking of ... something. She didn’t want to know. She was almost grateful for the dim light. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked around the chamber. The bedding had already been put away, rags piled high in the corner to wait for nightfall. A cast iron pot hung over the fireplace, steam bubbling into the air. “Where is he?”

      Garry’s mother stammered. “I don’t know,” she managed. “He didn’t come home last night ...”

      “Shut your mouth, you dumb bitch,” a new voice snapped. The pile of rags seemed to shift and change ... for a moment, Frieda honestly thought someone had been transfigured into rags and torn clothing before realising she’d missed the old man lying there. He’d been buried under the pile. “He’s not welcome here.”

      “She,” Frieda corrected, tartly. The old man might not have gotten a good look at her in the half-light, but he’d heard her voice. Hadn’t he? She had no idea if he was trying to annoy her or he had trouble recognising a young woman in a position of power and she didn’t really care. “Where is your son?”

      The man glowered at her. Frieda could practically sense the alcohol fumes surrounding him. “None of your business,” he growled, something that dumbfounded her. If the entire village didn’t know who she was, and what she’d done to Ivanovo and his gang, she’d be astonished. The story had probably swept from one end of the region to the other so quickly it would outrace a teleporting magician. “My son is not for the likes of you.”

      “Great Lady,” Garry’s mother said. “My son ...”

      “I said, shut your mouth,” Garry’s father said. He stumbled forward, moving quicker than Frieda would have thought possible, and slapped his wife across the face. She staggered backwards and fell, landing on her rear. “I told you ...”

      Frieda blasted him. The man’s face went open in surprise, an instant before he melted into a frog. Frieda kicked him, her foot picking the tiny animal up and tossing him into the darkness. He’d be fine. Probably. The froggy mind would ensure he landed safely and he could hide until the spell wore off. Unless he tried to hide in an enclosed space ... she shook her head. It wasn’t her problem.

      “You ...” Garry’s mother bit off her anger. “How ...?”

      Of course, she’s angry, Frieda thought, bitterly. The old woman looked ready to fight. The only thing keeping her from lashing out was fear, fear of ending up a frog herself or dead. It was absurd. How could she defend an abusive husband? But ... Frieda already knew the answer. The wretched man was all that stood between the old woman and exposure. He’ll take it out on her, when the spell wears off.

      She rubbed her forehead, tightening her wards. No one could ever call a mountain-born woman weak and feeble. Their lives were consumed with backbreaking labour, leaving them with formidable muscles. Garry’s mother could lay her out with a punch, if she had a chance. Looking at her face was like looking at the mirrors of Heart’s Eye, a brief glimpse of the person she could have been if things had been different. If Frieda hadn’t been the runt of the litter, and if she hadn’t had magic, she might have grown up to be just like the poor woman. And ...

      “I need something belonging to your son,” she said, quietly. She took a pair of gold coins from her pouch and held them out. “Quickly.”

      The woman visibly hesitated, before taking the coins and turning to pick up a dirty shirt. Frieda made a quiet bet with herself that one of the coins would vanish before the old man—or his son—ever realised it existed. The old woman might just take it and run ... or simply use it to get a better life. Frieda’s heart twisted—the coins were little to her, but wealth beyond compare to the old woman if she took them out of the village—as she took the shirt and performed the location spell. It should have pointed her straight to its owner. Instead, it twisted, nearly ripping itself apart.

      Just like the knife, she thought, numbly. Where is he?

      She gritted her teeth, reaching out with her mind. There was a faint hint of background magic within the shack, a strange sense that faded almost as soon as she looked at it. And yet ... it wasn’t normal. It wasn’t the vague sense of power blowing in the wind she’d known from childhood, the first hint—in hindsight—that she had powerful magic. It felt ... wrong.

      Something moved, on the edge of her awareness. She jumped back reflexively, narrowly avoiding a fist aimed at her throat. The woman kept coming, drawing her fist back for another punch. Frieda stunned her and watched, dispassionately, as her body crashed to the earthen floor. Garry’s mother ... she wondered, numbly, what the old woman thought she was doing. Defending her husband? Or her son? Or herself? Frieda had heard all the tales of hedge witches, exacting gruesome revenge on everyone who crossed them. It was strange to realise she probably counted as a hedge witch too, at least in their eyes ...

      She stared down at the prone woman, her thoughts churning. Garry was missing, hidden from her spells. A side-effect of the artefact, whatever it was, or something else? Or ... she shook her head as she heard a faint croak from the darkness. The spells would wear off and then ... they’d probably pretend it had never happened. And ... her mind spun as she turned to the door. If she’d stayed in the village, she would probably have wound up just like the poor woman. And she would have been exposed the moment she outlived her usefulness.

      A wave of despondency washed over her. Do they even deserve to survive?

      Her magic bubbled at the back of her mind, ready to cut loose, as she slipped back into the open air.  The villagers were caught in a trap they’d never escape. They’d never have the chance to do anything but struggle for survival. The men would go out to the patchwork fields every morning, trying to scrabble out enough food for a few more days of life before coming home and drinking themselves into a stupor; the women would cook and clean and bear the brunt of their family’s anger before they grew too old and were sent out to die. And the children ... they were doomed to grow up and repeat the cycle, time and time and time again. Her magic boiled. It would be easy, so easy, to burn the entire village to the ground and leave nothing but ashes behind. And ...

      Emily would never approve, Frieda told herself. There weren’t many people she cared about, let alone listened to, but Emily was right on top of the list. She’d find a way to make things better.

      She sighed. The villagers didn’t deserve anything better. They’d treated her like shit, just for being the runt, before selling her to an uncertain fate. Frieda had no illusions. She’d been very lucky to be sent to Mountaintop, rather than a brothel or slave market. Not, she supposed, that anyone would have paid good money for her. She’d been a weakling, by local standards, and ugly beside. It had taken her several years of good food and healthy exercise—and magic—to grow into a young woman. If she’d stayed in the village, she’d be dead by now. No one would have taken her to wife.

      “She’s gone,” someone wailed. “My child has gone!”

      Frieda sighed inwardly and kept walking. It was probably a mercy. The poor girl was doomed to grow into a young women, get married off to some lout, bear his children and—if she was lucky—live just long enough to watch the cycle repeat itself before she died. Emily would have stopped to help, Frieda knew, but she ... she just kept walking. Besides, it probably wasn’t that serious. The child had probably found a hidey-hole somewhere and gone to sleep. She’d done that as a little girl. Her back still had the scars.

      The village fell away behind her as she kept walking aimlessly. She knew she should go straight back to the campsite, to report to Hoban, but she was lost in her own thoughts. The villagers were awful people and yet, she knew they were only doing what they needed to do if they wanted to survive. It was hard to think coldly and logically about the way they’d treated her. They’d had little choice—she really had been one more mouth to feed, one that might not even live long enough to grow into a young woman and get married off—but she couldn’t help taking it personally. It had been a mistake to return, she decided, as she shook off her funk and picked up speed. She’d stick around for another week and then ...

      A chill ran through the air as she crossed the boundary line. She couldn’t see the artefact, but she could feel it poisoning the land. How could Hoban not sense it? He’d told her stories of protected tombs, charmed to make diggers walk away ... and forget, as they left, what they’d found ... but this was different. Was something influencing his thinking? Or ... or was he just determined to uncover the artefact and figure out what it actually was?

      Which won’t be easy, if it dates back to the Faerie Wars, she mused. It might be completely beyond our comprehension.

      Hoban nodded to her as she walked up to the site. “No sign of Garry,” he said, stiffly. “And the others swear blind they have no idea what happened to the missing tools.”

      “I couldn’t find him,” Frieda said. “He wasn’t at his home, and the tracking spell simply refused to work. Again.”

      “Someone is screwing with us,” Hoban growled. “Another magician, perhaps.”

      Frieda frowned. It wasn’t impossible. Hoban had told her that it wasn’t the person who made the discovery who got the credit, but the person who reported back to the Archaeologist Guild. If someone was watching the dig from a safe distance—which wouldn’t have to be that far away, not in the Cairngorms—they might be planning to swoop down the moment the artefact was uncovered, kill the diggers and claim the credit for themselves. It would be risky—and the guild would probably smell a rat—but it could be done. Hell, the advance party had already vanished. The plotters might think they could get away with it. They might even be right.

      “Perhaps,” she said, finally. “Or it might be someone a little closer to home.”

      Hoban eyed her. “One of your old friends?”

      Frieda scowled. “Ivanovo is hardly my friend,” she managed. She was surprised the headman’s son hadn’t gone whining to Hoban about Frieda turning him and his mates into frogs, even though they’d deserved it and worse. The bastard came from a society where the menfolk were responsible for their women, damn them. “But they do have a motive.”

      “I see.” Hoban looked torn between the urge to demand answers, perhaps with magic, and a grim awareness it would be a severe breach of etiquette. “Why?”

      “The more outsiders who come up here, the more their way of life is threatened,” Frieda told him. Hell, just by conscripting Ivanovo and his gang, the diggers had made it harder for the villagers to survive the winter. “They’ll want to do everything in their power to ensure we don’t find something that will draw more visitors.”

      “We have money,” Hoban protested.

      “Which is pretty useless if you don’t have anywhere to spend it,” Frieda pointed out, sardonically. “A bag of gold coins is worthless up here, so far from civilisation.”

      She sighed. “I have an idea,” she said. “All we have to do is lie in wait.”
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      Frieda knew, without false modesty, that patience wasn’t one of her virtues.

      She’d spent most of her life chasing instant gratification, first in the Cairngorms and then at Mountaintop and Whitehall, because she believed, deep inside, that there would soon be no tomorrow. There was no point in waiting for something when she knew she might not last long enough for it to arrive. Even at Whitehall, when she’d known she finally had a future, it had been hard for her to learn to wait. The habit was simply too deeply ingrained in her very bones.

      And yet, she had to wait now.

      She sat in the hide, the hidden half-tent concealed near the dig, and waited. It felt wrong to be in the open air after nightfall, something that no one risked without a very good reason for fear of the Other Folk and other things that went bump in the night. She supposed their unknown enemies wouldn’t expect her to be doing anything of the sort, if indeed they bothered to think about it at all. It was very rare for the villagers to risk leaving their homes after dark.

      And they shouldn’t realise I’m here, she told herself. It shouldn’t even cross their minds.

      The air felt odd, the wind blowing hot and cold seemingly at random. She wasn’t looking at the artefact—she’d been careful to pick a position where the artefact was out of her sight—but she could feel it behind her, like a boy creeping up to breathe down her neck. She would almost have preferred the boy. The artefact was a brooding presence that dominated the landscape, seemingly looming larger with every passing day. Hoban had told her they were still digging, that they hadn’t reached the bottom yet, and still ... she swallowed hard. It was impossible to make sense of what she was seeing. Or sensing. Her mind simply refused to accept it.

      She waited, checking her pistol and counting the seconds as they ticked onwards. It was quite possible she was wasting her time. The missing worker was probably hidden a long way from her. The other workers knew his absence, and the missing tools, had been noticed. It would be foolish for him to return to steal more or even to return what he’d stolen. Her lips quirked in disgust as the clouds shifted, shafts of moonlight stabbing down to the ground. There were very few crimes held in universal abhorrence in the region, but stealing tools was very definitely one of them. The thief would be lucky if he wasn’t beaten to death when he was caught.

      And something odd clearly happened to him, she reflected. Or else the tracking spell would have either led us to him or failed completely.

      The darkness seemed, somehow, to grow darker as the moon faded behind the clouds again. Frieda leaned forward, biting her lip to keep from falling asleep. It was galling. She knew how to stay awake and yet, her eyelids were suddenly very heavy. A flicker of alarm ran through her, banishing the tiredness in the wink of an eye. Was someone trying to put her to sleep? Sergeant Miles had taught her spells to put sentries to sleep, then shown her how to resist them. She couldn’t sense any magic, but that was meaningless. The subtle spells were designed to be difficult to detect. They’d be rendered useless the moment their target realised they were there.

      She felt her heart start to race as her eyes peered into the darkness. She’d cast a pair of night vision spells as a matter of course and yet, it was hard to spot any movement within the pools of shadow. The ruined village was completely lifeless and yet ... she tensed as she spotted a moving shadow, inching towards the dig. She froze, trying not to breathe. The intruder’s senses might be as good as her own, if not better. If he’d grown up in the Cairngorms, he was probably as attuned to the local environment as everyone else ... she wished, suddenly, she’d spent more time outside since she’d left Mountaintop. The intruder might not need magic to sense her. The moment he sensed something out of place, he’d turn and run.

      And I need to follow him back to his lair, she thought, grimly. She briefly considered trying to enchant the intruder, then dismissed the thought before she could even begin to put the idea into practice. The locals might be backed by a sorcerer or a rogue team of diggers or ... who knew? We need to know who’s behind him.

      She gritted her teeth and waited as the shadowy form flitted around the dig. He—she thought the intruder was male, he certainly carried himself like a local man—didn’t seem scared of the artefact. Frieda had no idea what that meant. Was he too stupid to be scared? Was he unable to sense the aura surrounding the artefact? Or ... or what? If it made her skin crawl every time she looked at it, if it made hardened diggers take the long way around just to avoid getting to close to it, if ... she shook her head. She’d get answers out of the intruder shortly, after he’d returned to his lair. She reached out with her senses but found nothing. The artefact’s baleful presence overshadowed everything else.

      The intruder was good, she noted sourly, as he slipped back into the shadows. Her ears were sharp, and yet she’d heard nothing. He hadn’t even stepped on a twig! Frieda would have been impressed—she’d seen experienced scouts and soldiers betray their presence through slight mishaps—if it hadn’t made life harder for her. She inched forward, drawing on nearly fifteen years of life in the region—and five more years at Mountaintop and Whitehall—and slipped after the intruder. If he was aware of her presence, he did nothing. Instead, he moved with the confidence and grace of someone who knew the region like the back of his hand.

      Which is interesting, she thought, because the headman told us no one has crossed the boundary line since the village was destroyed.

      She put the thought aside for later consideration as she kept moving, slipping from tree to tree as she struggled to keep the intruder in sight. The undergrowth seemed to snatch at her, roots and branches threatening to snap across her face and make noises that would be all too revealing. Frieda knew she was fit and healthy, after five years of proper food and medical care, but she feared the intruder could simply outrun her. She readied a spell to take him down, all too aware he might be quick enough to put a tree trunk between them while she was casting the spell. If he acted quickly, and refused to panic, he might well get away.

      The shadows seemed to ebb and flow like living things as the intruder continued ghosting through the trees. Frieda sensed flickers of wild magic—tainted magic—riding the winds, brushing almost painfully against her wards. She was suddenly very sure she was being watched by unseen eyes, eyes that were very far from human. A shiver ran down her spine, her legs jerking as they felt a sudden urge to stop. Frieda bit her lip and forced herself to keep going. The intruder seemed to be moving without fear, even though he was travelling well off the beaten path. She’d thought he’d head down to the village and plead innocence the following morning, but instead he was slipping further up the mountains. She cursed under her breath. If she lost sight of him now, she’d lose him for good.

      Next time, we’ll have to set up a proper booby trap for him, she thought. And hope we can make him talk before his backers get spooked and vanish.

      Frieda kept moving, eyes peering into the darkness as the wild magic grew stronger. The ground shifted below her feet, the earth giving way to stones that looked to have been thrown against the mountainside by an angry god. She crossed a stream that would become a raging torrent later in the year, when the autumn rains began in earnest. It was hard to tell if the intruder had a real destination in mind, or if he knew she was there and was trying to get her thoroughly lost before vanishing into the shadows and leaving her stranded in the middle of nowhere. She smiled, rather grimly, at the thought. She could still sense the artefact, a poisoned needle stabbing into the land. It would be child’s play to let the artefact guide her back to the camp.

      The world seemed to shift around her, so sharply she thought—for a second—she’d been attacked. Her senses were dulled, as if someone had thrown a blanket over her ... panic yammered through her, forced down by schooling and experience. She hadn’t walked into a bunch of boys with bad intentions ... she hadn’t! The panic nearly made her lash out, or cower under an imaginary blow, before she calmed herself. The air felt dead, weirdly hot and cold. She’d stepped under a magical shroud.

      Well, she told herself. I guess we know why the tracking spells didn’t work.

      She kept moving as moonlight glinted through the trees and reflected off the giant rocks. The intruder was barely visible in the distance, a tiny figure set against immense boulders that seemed larger than houses. Frieda forced herself to slow down as the intruder paused, before resuming his walk. She felt very small as magic pulsed around her, a weird dullness that made her feel she’d drunk a very weak sleeping potion. The rocks were just too big ... she knew, intellectually, that she wasn’t entering a land of giants, but it was hard to be sure. The old tales suddenly seemed very real to her. Emily had even seen the remains of a giant, bones left to rot hundreds of years ago ...

      The thought mocked her as she slipped through the cracks, wondering if she should try to change herself into an owl or raven or something—anything—else that might pass unnoticed in the night. She put the thought out of her head a moment later. Self-transformation was just too dangerous, particularly when she might need to use her magic in a hurry. And yet ... she sensed life all around her, hidden rodents and insects scurrying away from the two humans. She hoped the intruder didn’t realise he’d been followed as he reached an overhang and stepped into the shadows. If she was lucky, he’d assume he’d been the sole cause of the disturbance.

      Frieda shivered as the moonlight grew stronger, throwing the overhang into sharp relief. It didn’t look completely natural ... she frowned as she realised someone had literally carved a doorway into the rock, converting an inner cave into a ... into a what? The tainted magic grew stronger as she approached, making it harder for her to pick up on anything from within. The intruder had completely vanished. Frieda hesitated, unsure if she should keep inching into the darkness or go back to the camp. She could round up reinforcements, then return to catch the intruder in the act ...

      And then she heard a child cry.

      She hesitated, just for a second. There were things in the darker parts of the forests that sounded just like lost children. No one knew what they really looked like, because no one had come back to tell the tale. Prudence suggested beating a hasty retreat and yet ... there was a missing child, a little girl taken from the village below the mountains. Frieda asked herself, quickly, what Emily would do, yet she already knew the answer. Emily would throw herself into the cave to find the child, risk be damned. It was crazy, by local standards, and yet ... Frieda had good reason to be grateful. If Emily had turned her back on her ...

      The shadows loomed around her as she slipped into the cave. The interior was weird, as if parts of the tunnel had been carved and other parts had been left completely alone. She couldn’t tell if it was intentional or if the structure had been abandoned long enough for wind, rain and earthquakes to start wearing it down. The wind blew into her face as the tunnel started to climb upwards, suggesting the upper levels were open to the elements. She stumbled over a broken step, nearly fell to the ground. If she’d made a sound ... she gritted her lips and forced herself to keep going, despite the growing magic. The tunnel grew wider as it leveled out. A faint glimmer of light shone at the far end.

      Frieda kept moving, clinging to the shadows as best as she could. The walls were lined with strange carvings, eerie diagrams and drawings that seemed to change every time she looked away. Her eyes narrowed as she studied an image that looked weirdly familiar, even though she’d never seen anything like it in her entire life. And yet ... she remembered, suddenly, exploring the caves and tunnels under Mountaintop and Heart’s Eye. There’d been similar carvings under there too.

      Hoban would love this place, she thought. And so would Emily.

      The tunnel widened again, revealing a giant chamber. Frieda looked up, spotting a faint pulsing light darting overhead. The magic felt wrong. She had the uneasy sense she’d walked into a trap and braced herself, but nothing happened. And yet ... she froze as she spotted the bodies, piling against the far wall. They were unmoving ... she forced herself to inch towards them, even though it was clear they were already dead. She shuddered, feeling a sudden urge to throw up, as she saw the expressions on the dead faces. They’d died in screaming terror.

      She frowned as she eyed the topmost body. Sir Wheaton?

      Her mind started to race. It was Sir Wheaton. He was dressed—the other bodies were naked—but she thought she would have recognised him regardless. There was no sign of what had killed him, nothing beyond the terrified expression on his face. Frieda inspected the bodies quickly—they weren’t the first corpses she’d seen, growing up in the mountains—but found no hint of how they’d died. Her eyes narrowed as she realised the corpses should have decayed by now. Sir Wheaton had only vanished a few days ago, but everyone else ... she shook her head. There were at least ten bodies in the pile, and if they’d all vanished at the same time ... no, they’d been taken and killed over the last few months. The headman had said as much.

      She stood upright, frowning. Who were they?

      Taxmen, perhaps, she thought. Her lips quirked. Taxmen were about as welcome as mercenaries, as far as the villagers were concerned. It isn’t as if anyone would bother to waste time looking for missing taxmen. They might find them.

      The child cried, again. Frieda spun around and headed into the next chamber, throwing caution to the winds as she followed the sound through a network of caves and caravans. The stone walls pulsed with strange shimmering light, magic—wild magic—spinning through the air. Her senses started to hurt, her head pounding as if she was on the verge of a headache. A low thumping sound echoed through the air, like the beating of a giant heart ... she wondered, fancifully, if she was running through the remains of a giant’s body. There were stories of people who lived in dragons ...

      She slowed as the sound grew louder, taking a breath ... the air was dusty, too dusty. She sneezed. She heard something clatter ahead of her and cursed savagely, forcing herself to run faster. The intruder knew she was there now ... she kicked herself, mentally, for not using more powerful concealment spells. They might have been enough to snuff out the sound before it reached his ears. Magic—weird magic—blossomed as she crashed into the final cave and stopped, dead. The child—a young girl, barely old enough to help her mother—was sitting on a rock. It looked a little too carved ... Frieda’s blood ran cold as she realised it was an altar. Ivanovo was standing behind the rock, holding a knife in one hand and something weird, something alien, in the other. It felt deeply—deeply—wrong, as if her mind refused to look at it properly. It was ... it was wrong.

      Like the artefact, she thought. Did he find it in the dig?

      “You?” Ivanovo stared at her. “You ..,.”

      He jabbed the thing at her, as if it were a wand. Frieda felt something crash into her, a power so strange and alien she couldn’t even begin to define it. She sensed tendrils of power spinning around her, vanishing into the distance ... straight back towards the dig. It was a flash of lightning, parting the shadows long enough for her to get a glimpse of what was waiting for her before the shadows fell again. The power was overwhelming and yet, seemingly unfocused. It should have killed her and yet ... she had the weirdest sense she’d only caught a tiny flicker of the power Ivanovo had unleashed, that most of it had gone elsewhere. There was something underground, something sleeping ... her blood ran cold. It was waking.

      The ground shook. Ivanovo screamed, grabbed the child and ran. Frieda tried to hit him with a spell, but the hex missed him and splattered uselessly against a wall. She cursed as the entire cave network started to collapse, dust and rocks falling from high overhead and slamming to the ground. It was suddenly very hard to breathe. She forced herself forward, to run as fast as she could. Ivanovo had to be stopped.

      And she knew, somehow, that she was running out of time.
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      He’s going back to the artefact, Frieda thought, as she ran out of the collapsing tunnels into the open air. He has to go back there.

      Her mind raced, putting the pieces together. She’d sensed something under the artefact, something sleeping ... something on the verge of waking up. She had no idea what it was, not really, but she was certain that it had to be stopped. Granny’s warnings rang in her ears. The village had been built on top of the artefact, and its destruction had kept everyone away, until the ground shifted and revealed something fascinating below the ground. And it had drawn the diggers like moths to the flame. And Ivanovo ...

      He’s been killing people for months, she thought. Behind her, she felt the ground shake as the last of the caves collapsed into rubble. And he’s been doing something with their life and magic.

      She frowned. What had Ivanovo been doing? He was no magician. It was rare for a male magician to remain in the Cairngorms, even if they didn’t have the potential to become full-fledged sorcerers. Granny and her ilk were about the only magicians who stayed in the mountains for their entire lives, and they were permanently on the fringes of society, respected and feared in equal measure. Frieda couldn’t believe Ivanovo had magic. He’d never have shut up about it, if he’d had enough power to light a spark. She’d heard horror stories of magicians who’d turned entire towns and villages into their private kingdoms, with their populations enslaved or enchanted. Ivanovo would have done just that, she was sure, if he’d had the power. And yet, without magic, what could he do with a stone knife? Even necromancers needed a spark of power before they could fan it into a blaze.

      He was feeding something, she told herself. The thing she’d sense threatened to fade from her mind, her memories already blurry ... she bit her lip as she worked out what was happening. Ivanovo was gathering magic and life energy and channelling it to the artefact ... she had no idea why, but it didn’t matter. He has to be stopped.

      She forced herself to keep running. The artefact’s brooding presence was growing stronger, poison spilling over the land. She had no idea how Hoban and the others had missed it. She knew they’d decided to make a show of going to bed, in hopes of obscuring the fact Frieda hadn’t gone to her private tent, but surely they could sense something. She couldn’t imagine Ivanovo somehow killing or capturing the diggers. They were experienced sorcerers, and sorcerers weren’t easy to kill, not for a mundane.

      Her hand dropped to the pistol at her belt. If Ivanovo had a firearm ...

      You saw no trace of firearms in the village, she reminded herself. They were rare so far from civilised lands, with the local lords and their followers doing everything in their power to prevent firearms from entering their world. And even if he did have a pistol, it wouldn’t be easy to kill the entire team without being caught and stopped.

      She kept running, relying on skills she hadn’t used for years to pick her way down the rocky slope and into the forest. The trees loomed around her, the branches seeming to snap at her face as if they were animated by a remorseless will. She told herself she was imagining it—the artefact seemed to be driving away the wild magic pervading the forest—and kept moving, jumping over streams and hopping over fallen trunks as she picked her way onwards. The artefact was almost drawing her towards it ... she hoped, as she darted through the remains of a long-gone village, that it wasn’t literally pulling her to the site. She might run up to the artefact and ...

      ... And what?

      Frieda tried to force herself to think. Emily would have come up with a plan by now, a plan certain to work because it was her. She was brilliant as well as knowledgeable, skilled at spotting weak points, insightful enough to see how an enemy might become a friend ... Frieda knew, all too well, she couldn’t hope to live up to her saviour’s example. Her mind raced, trying to work out how Ivanovo could be stopped. But she didn’t even know what he was doing. She wasn’t even sure why her instincts insisted he was going back to the artefact.

      Don’t be silly, she told herself. Where else can he go?

      She clambered up and over a mound, then paused as she sensed a column of darkness—she couldn’t help thinking of it as dark light—streaming from the artefact and reaching up to infinity. It had to be visible for miles around, a darkness so dark it made the night seem like day. She shuddered helplessly, her stomach churning at the sheer wrongness of the sight, then stumbled back into motion. The dig was closer, much closer. She briefly considered trying to find the others—she needed help—but the camp was right on the far side of the burned-out town. If they couldn’t sense the gathering darkness, they had to be enchanted—or dead. She told herself they couldn’t be dead.

      The darkness touched her the moment she crossed the boundary line, an oppressive sensation that left her feeling as though she was being violated at a very primal level. Her legs shook as she felt breath on her neck, even though she knew she was imagining it. There was no one behind her and yet ... all of a sudden, the old tales of succubi and incubi sneaking into huts, when the doors were left unbarred, and assaulting the helpless inhabitants suddenly seemed very real. She shuddered again, then forced herself to keep going. The artefact looked unchanged and yet ... it was huge, as if it was growing into a tower far larger than Whitehall or Alassa’s castle. Her eyes hurt. Her brain found it impossible to process what she was seeing. Again.

      She reached out gingerly with her senses as she rounded the artefact, trying to find Ivanovo despite the pain. It was impossible. The artefact was both silent and incredibly loud, its mere presence shaking the world. She thought she sensed mighty engines thrumming, preparing themselves for ... for something ... but it was hard to be sure. The world was shaking as she stumbled around the artefact. Ivanovo was kneeling beside it, his back pressed against the alien object. He no longer looked human. It was so hard to see it took her a moment to see that he’d removed his shirt, revealing dark things driven into his skin. She remembered all the stories about people who’d been stolen away by the Awful Folk and how they’d been different when they’d finally returned to their village. Ivanovo looked ... she couldn’t see him clearly. It was as if he was standing in front of a light so bright he was lost in the shadows.

      “Too late,” Ivanovo managed. His voice no longer sounded human either. It sounded as if a hundred voices were blurring together into a single harmonic that tore at her ears. Blood trickled down his jaw and onto the ground as he spoke. “He will rise.”

      Frieda reached for her magic, but her power splinted and drained even as she tried to cast a spell. She felt a flash of pure terror—she was helpless in front of a monster, a young man she knew to have far more than just wandering hands—before she remembered herself. She was no longer the scrawny runt of the litter, but a young woman with strength and skills that didn’t depend on magic. Ivanovo was strong, yet far from unbeatable. His confidence in his muscles would blind him. If he came at her, confident she’d yield before him, she’d kick him in the groin and stomp on his throat before he knew what had hit him.

      She gritted her teeth. She could sense power—her power, but not just her power—flowing into the artefact. Ivanovo had given it everything it needed to start draining power and life from the surrounding world and channel it ... where? She tried to follow the power as it twisted into realms beyond her ken, but it was impossible. There was just an overwhelming sense of wrongness ... she cleared her throat, bracing herself. What would Emily do? She’d keep him talking until she could come up with a plan.

      “This is madness,” she managed. If nothing else, openly challenging Ivanovo might provoke him into stepping away from the artefact and coming at her. The village menfolk had never stood for women questioning them, certainly not in public. She hoped irritation would override the fear of being transfigured again. “What are you doing?”

      “He will rise,” Ivanovo said. “It is his time.”

      “Whose time?” Frieda leaned forward, trying to sense the threads of raw magic pervading the air. It almost felt like spellwork, except it was so complex she couldn’t even begin to figure out how to pick it apart. She’d seen the wards of Whitehall and the evolving spellwork beneath Heart’s Eye, and yet they were child’s play, compared to the unfolding nightmare in front of her. “What is happening?”

      “They come to our lands and take what little we have,” Ivanovo said. He sounded drunk, his words slurring together as he clutched the child in his arms. “We hate it. We hate it! And we can do nothing. I found ...”

      His mouth twisted into an expression that chilled her to the bone. “Radovan found it. I took it. It promised us everything, if only we brought it what it wanted. We did. We killed and killed and killed again, keeping our side of the bargain. He will rise, and he will make us kings of the land ...”

      The ground shook. Frieda was nearly knocked off her feet. She steadied herself as she tried to think. Who would rise? There were old tales of gods and kings slumbering below the land, ready to wake when the kingdom was in mortal danger, but she’d never believed in any of them. She doubted Ivanovo wanted to wake a king or even a god. The mountain folk lived far too close to a wild inhuman world to have faith in its benevolence. What was he trying to wake? And who was Radovan? The name was unfamiliar.

      She frowned as the pieces fell into place. “This ... thing you’re trying to wake, do you trust it?”

      She’d hoped to appeal to his paranoia, and to the justified suspicion every commoner felt for their local aristocracy, but it went nowhere. Ivanovo was too far gone. His body was twisting and bulging in odd places, as if things were crawling under his skin. He had to be in terrible pain and yet, he didn’t cry out. Frieda would have been more impressed if he hadn’t been up to something disastrous. She wracked her brains, trying to think of a solution. Emily would have worked one out by now. Frieda was completely lost. Her legs felt as if they’d been turned to stone.

      Her mind churned. He killed at least a dozen men for power, but he didn’t kill the child even though her cries might have drawn attention to his lair, she thought, numbly. It made no sense. Why not?

      She forced herself to inch forward. Stepping closer to the artefact felt like forcing her way into a furnace, an act so close to suicide as to be completely indistinguishable, and yet ... if she killed him, or dragged him away from the artefact, or even took the child ... she couldn’t think of anything better. Nothing about the artefact made sense ... surely, if Ivanovo was up to something, he could have waited until the diggers completed their work and left again ... unless he’d thought they’d take the artefact with them. Or if he feared they’d try to destroy it before he could complete his work. It was clearly dangerous, and while Hoban might be reluctant to smash it, his superiors might have different ideas. Frieda wished, suddenly, she’d thought to write to Emily. Hoban would never have forgiven her if she’d called in reinforcements from the one person everyone took seriously, but it might have saved a few lives. It was too late now.

      The artefact pulsed with darkness, a deadly heartbeat hammering on the air. Her legs seemed unsure if they wanted to stop or hurl her into the artefact. She thought she could hear distant screams as she inched closer, her hands twisting as if the world itself was slowing down. Perhaps it was ...

      “Bitch.” Ivanovo raised his eyes to meet hers. His eyes were nothing more than pools of dark shadow, his face unrecognisable in the twisted light. He held a knife in one hand and the girl in the other. “It’s too late.”

      She wanted to reach for him, but her body refused to cooperate. Ivanovo stabbed ... Frieda blinked in shock as the stone knife was plunged into his heart. For a moment, her mind refused to comprehend what had happened. He’d stabbed himself? He’d killed himself? It was absurd and yet ... her head spin as the artefact twisted, an invisible force picking her up and throwing her away from the alien object. The girl screamed once, then fell silent. Frieda landed badly but forced herself to roll over and stagger to her feet. She’d had worse, thanks to her father and the village louts. She really had.

      The artefact had changed. No ... the girl had changed. Frieda’s eyes hurt—she thought she was crying tears of blood—as she looked at the child. She could see tendrils of power burning through the girl, threads leading back to something so different she couldn’t even begin to understand what she was seeing. It was vast and alien and hungry and ... she swallowed hard as she worked out what Ivanovo had done. He’d given his own life to forge an unbreakable link between the alien entity and the child, turning the poor girl into a host ... no, something worse than a host. A bridgehead. Frieda could feel the entity pressing forward, forcing its way into the human world. She could hear it promising everything she’d ever wanted, if only she opened her mind. The promises were everything ...

      It’s not real, she told herself. The entity was either reading her memories—possible, if terrifying—or her own mind was filling in the blanks. There were spells that made people see what they wanted to see or needed to see to ensure they didn’t get suspicious. She doubted the promises were real, or that the entity would bother to keep its side of the bargain. It was offering her what she wanted to hear, and she knew enough to be suspicious of anyone—or anything—who did that. It offered Ivanovo everything and then pushed him into self-sacrifice.

      Her knees buckled. The entity was growing stronger. She could feel its power sweeping over the land. They’d be feeling it in the campsite now, she was sure; the villagers further down the valley would be feeling the first questing touches of a very alien mind. A yawning hunger swept through her, her mind trying to make sense of what the entity wanted. It wanted everyone. And Ivanovo had unleashed it. He hadn’t known what he was really doing, she was sure, although she didn’t want to give him any credit. His mind had been so twisted he’d never stood a chance.

      Frieda forced her eyes to open. The girl was standing in front of the artefact, her form twisting as the entity forced its way into the human realm. Reality itself was threatening to break down. Frieda saw images of herself flickering around the child. She was a beaten wife and mother, she was a hedge witch, she was a powerful sorceress, she was a necromancer, she was a slave, she was a ... corpse. She shook her head and focused, trying to understand what was happening. Her earlier thoughts came back to haunt her. The girl was a bridgehead. The entity was using her to reach the human world. And ...

      Shit, Frieda thought.

      The conclusion seemed inescapable and so did the consequences. Her fingers dropped to the pistol at her belt. She drew it slowly, her arms feeling as if they were made of lead. It was hard, so hard, to lift the weapon and point it at the girl. The pistol felt heavier than an entire school ... she gritted her teeth, telling herself she was imagining it. Her hand shook as she took aim, her heart twisting. If it had been Ivanovo, she would have fired without hesitation and passed water over his grave. An innocent girl ...

      Her heart twisted painfully. Emily would have found a way to save the girl. She would have banished the entity without leaving chaos and death in its wake. Emily would have ... but Frieda was not Emily. She didn’t have Emily’s gift for finding perfect solutions. And she was running out of time.

      She pulled the trigger. The gun jerked in her hand. For a horrible moment, she thought she’d missed. She’d spent days practicing, when Emily had gifted her the pistol, but she’d never felt so drained ... the girl seemed unharmed, just for a second, before collapsing into a pile of rags and bones. The entity screamed—Frieda heard it, a howl that crossed worlds and realms—before snapping out of existence. She couldn’t tell if it was dead or merely banished. It didn’t matter. It was gone, and it had taken an innocent girl with it ...

      Her legs buckled and collapsed. Frieda was unconscious before she hit the ground.
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      “Frieda! Frieda!”

      Frieda jerked awake, suddenly convinced she was about to be hurt. Or worse. Her eyes hurt so badly, when she opened them, that she jammed them closed again. She came up swinging, her fist narrowly missing someone’s jaw; she reached for her magic, ready to cast a spell, only to discover it was too drained. She needed time to recover ...she felt a hand on her shoulder and flinched, panic shooting through her. She was young and female and defenseless and ...

      “Frieda, it’s me,” Hoban said. “I’ve got you.”

      Frieda relaxed, slightly. Hoban was a good guy. He’d understood, at least, why she needed to sleep alone. And yet, in her experience, there were very few true good guys. They could turn on their girlfriends without a second thought ... she remembered Cat, walking away from Emily, and felt a sudden surge of hatred. He deserved to die and worse for what he’d done to Emily in her worst moments ...

      She put the thought out of her head and concentrated on opening her eyes. The bright sunlight lanced down, hurting so badly she thought someone had literally stabbed her in the eye. Hoban muttered a pair of pain relief charms, the effects so profound Frieda was too grateful to yell at him for casting spells on her without her permission. She leaned against him for a long moment, then turned to look at the artefact. It was still there, but ... it looked dead. She hoped it was a permanent thing.

      Her mouth was dry, but she managed to talk. “What ... what happened to you?”

      Hoban looked disturbed. “It was ... it was weird,” he said, finally. “We were caught in our nightmares, aware we were dreaming and yet unable to wake up.”

      Frieda nodded, wondering why the effect—whatever it was—hadn’t touched her. She’d tasted enough of the entity’s power to know it could have crushed her effortlessly, if it had realised she was a threat. She’d been a tiny little insect, compared to a giant ... perhaps the entity had only been able to affect sleeping minds. Perhaps ... she shook her head as she stumbled to her feet. It didn’t matter. The entity was gone.

      “What happened to you?” Hoban held her gently. “And to her?”

      “I killed her,” Frieda said. The words tasted like ashes in her mouth. She’d grown up in a world where some people had to be sacrificed to save the rest, but she still felt as if she’d done something wrong. “I ...”

      She forced herself to talk, spilling out the whole story. Hoban listened, without interruption, as she outlined everything that had happened in one terrible night. He believed her ... Frieda was almost relieved, even though she knew she should have expected it. But then, he’d had a taste of the entity’s power, too. He knew it had been dangerous. She stopped, breaking off as she heard birdsong overhead. The animals were returning to the ruined village. She was sure that was a good sign.

      “The artefact is falling apart,” Hoban said, when she’d finished. A dull crack echoed behind her, followed by a crash. “Whatever happened, I think you killed it.”

      Frieda couldn’t bring herself to care. Her head hurt. Visions of something vast and powerful and unknowable danced behind her eyes, fading like memories of a brief meeting that ended almost as soon as it began. The entity, whatever it had been, was gone. The artefact was dying. She turned to peer towards the dig and frowned, remembering her earlier thoughts about icebergs. The artefact was cracking and breaking, fragments of semi-translucent material falling to the ground. It was slowly becoming a pile of broken glass. The aura of darkness was gone.

      She looked at her boyfriend, wondering how he’d react. The artefact had been dangerous, true, but it had also been unique. The find would have made his name, if he’d been able to dig the artefact out and present it to the world. And yet ... he was smart and experienced enough to know that some things were probably best left buried beneath the land for the rest of time. Frieda took a breath and waited, knowing she’d done the right thing. If he was ungrateful ...

      They’re often ungrateful to Emily, too, Frieda recalled, suddenly. And how many times has she saved the world?

      “Probably for the best,” Hoban said, finally. “We’ll write the entire encounter up, of course, and make sure everyone knows what happened in case we encounter a second artefact. It wouldn’t be the first time ...”

      He shook his head. “And we’ll have to pay our respects to the headman, before we leave for good,” he added. “Are you coming?”

      “I killed his son,” Frieda said, tightly. Ivanovo had been a monumental asshole—a thug, a groper, a rapist—and she’d hated him with a passion, but his father probably didn’t see it that way. Probably. Ivanovo’s father had been an asshole when he’d been younger, too.  Frieda supposed most of his people would say he hadn’t changed at all. “I suppose I should tell him how his son died.”

      The thought haunted her as she helped the diggers pack up the camp, then followed Hoban down to the village. The locals looked disturbed, as though nightmares had swept over the land, although their memories would be gone soon enough. They didn’t have time to dwell on them. She looked at the distant mountains and shuddered. It might be summer now, but winter was coming. If the villagers weren’t ready for the cold, they wouldn’t live to see another summer.

      She glanced at her father’s shack as they made their way to the headman’s hut. She wanted to go and speak to them one final time and, at the same time, she wanted to turn her back and never see them again. She understood why they’d sold her—and part of her would always be grateful, even though they couldn’t have been sure where she was going or what would happen to her—but she also hated them. They’d sacrificed her to ensure the remainder of the family would live to see another year ...

      And there’s no point dwelling on it now, she told herself. You won’t be coming back.

      The headman eyed them both nervously. “My Lord,” he said. “What happened?”

      “The artefact proved to be very dangerous,” Hoban said, shortly. He didn’t go into details. The last thing they needed was someone looking for another one. “And I’m afraid your son was consumed when it tried to come to life.”

      Frieda watched Ivanov closely as Hoban’s words sank in. Did he know what Ivanovo had been doing? Had he been quietly encouraging his son to do ... to do what? Frieda suspected the artefact had been playing everyone for fools, offering them whatever they wanted in exchange for sacrifices ... and twisting their minds, so when the time came they offered themselves without hesitation. Had Ivanovo been alone? Or had there been more than a handful of locals involved? Or ... she shook her head. It wasn’t her problem. The remnants of the gang would either run for their lives or be hunted down and killed by the local aristocracy.

      “My son ...” Ivanov let out a deep shuddering breath. “I ... why?”

      “You raised him to be a little monster,” Frieda said, curtly. Old hatreds bubbled through her, fueling her magic. It would be easy, so easy, to give the headman a taste of what she’d endured at the hands of his son. A single spell, little more than a joke at Whitehall, would break him so completely he would never recover. “You let him run wild and ...”

      She shuddered. “Do better with your younger son. And don’t even think about letting him run wild again.”

      The headman’s face was blank, but Frieda knew what he was thinking. He couldn’t strike at her, but he could strike at her family. The moment the diggers turned their backs and left, her parent and siblings would be kicked out of the village or simply beaten to death. It wouldn’t be hard, either, for Ivanov to convince the rest of the villagers to get rid of her family. She’d cursed a bunch of young lads ...

      She felt conflicted. Her parents were her ... parents. They’d birthed her, raised her ... and then sold her, to save the rest of the family. She loved them and hated them and she wanted to go to them and she wanted never to see them again. And ... she told herself she owed her parents one thing. Just one.

      “My parents are under my protection,” she told Ivanov, meeting his eyes in a manner few village girls would dare. She smiled inwardly as she saw the headman recoil. Young women were meant to be neither seen nor heard, let alone challenge the headman openly. They were lucky there were no villagers to witness the scene. “If you hurt them, because of me, you’ll spend the rest of your life in a pigsty.”

      The headman flinched. “Yes.”

      Frieda pushed her advantage. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, My Lady,” Ivanov managed. “I won’t harm them.”

      “Good.” Frieda knew she was bluffing. There was no way she could cast a lingering spell of protection over her parents, not without spending the rest of her life in the village. But it was unlikely the headman would try to call her bluff. He had too many enemies. If they knew he’d been turned into a pig, they’d chop him up and turn him into dinner. “And I hope we never see each other again.”

      She stepped outside, leaving Hoban to say their goodbyes and ensure the ruined village and cave network would be left untouched for a few years, at least until a new team of diggers could come to study the carvings. The air was fresh and cold, clearer than she recalled from their first visit ... the looming shadow of the artefact was gone. She frowned as she looked towards her father’s shack, wondering if she should go see her parents before dismissing the idea once and for all. They’d kicked her out, disowned her, sold her. She owed them nothing, nothing beyond ensuring the headman wouldn’t lash out at them for daring to be related to her. She couldn’t walk back into their lives and stay there, not any longer. They were just too far apart.

      Hoban joined her, a moment later. “Ready to go?”

      “Yeah.” Frieda mentally planned the week. They’d go down to the nearest city, report to Hoban’s superiors, and then ... they could go somewhere else. She had time before she had to go back to school for her final year. Who knew? Maybe she’d have a chance to meet up with Emily, again, before she returned to her apprenticeship. “Let’s go.”

      She took one final look at the village, knowing deep inside she’d never return, then turned and walked away. It was time to go back where she belonged.
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      Fantastic Schools, Volume 3— Follow the daughter of a witch who wants to learn white—not black—magic, a trio of students sent on a mysterious task, a kidnapped student trying to escape, a troll who wants to study among the humans, and a magic-less boy with a chance to learn magic, if he survives his first month at a magical university.

      Includes stories by: Christopher Nuttall, Roger D. Strahan, Denton Salle, Karina Fabian, Frank B. Luke, George Phillies, Aaron Van Treeck, Becky R. Jones, Jay Barnson, Emily Sorensen, Peter Rhodan, Rhys Hughs, J.F. Posthumus, and Barb Caffrey.
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      And for younger readers:

      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.
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      For more books about Fantastic Schools, check out the Fantastic Schools and Where to Find Them website and the Fantastic Schools Book List:

      https://www.superversivesf.com/fantasticschools/fantastic-schools-book-list/
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