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Adam of Beneficence wanted to be a magician, and even undertook a magical apprenticeship, but there isn’t a single spark of magic in his entire body.  In desperation, his master arranged for him to study at Heart’s Eye University, a former school of magic that has become a university, a place where magicians and mundanes can work to combine their talents and forge the future together.  

But all is not well at Heart’s Eye.  The magical and mundane apprentices resent and fear each other, the teaching staff is unsure how to shape the university and, outside, powerful forces are gathering to snuff out the future before it can take shape.  As Adam starts his new apprenticeship, and stumbles across a secret that could reshape the world, he finds himself drawn into a deadly plot that could destroy the university ...

... And leave Lady Emily’s legacy in flaming ruins.  
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Author’s Note
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This book runs roughly parallel to Little Witches (Schooled in Magic 21) and, although it is stand-alone, draws on elements mentioned in earlier books, specifically The Sergeant’s Apprentice and Mirror Image.

I have attached a short spoiler-heavy recap of the overall series, up to Book 20, at the back of this book.

CGN.
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Prologue I
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Background: The following is a transcript of a speech given by Lady Emily, Founder of Heart’s Eye University, when the university accepted its first influx of students.  It was warmly received by the newcomers, then transcribed and distributed shortly afterwards by the Heart’s Eye Press.  Copies of the speech were, naturally, banned in many kingdoms.  This did not, of course, stop bootleg copies being found everywhere.

***
[image: image]


I said: I want to build a university.

They said: What’s a university?

It was a hard question to answer.  The concept of universal education is very rare, even in the magical community.  Few masters have the experience and inclination to cover all the branches of magic; few apprentices, eager to make complete their apprenticeships and make a name for themselves, are willing to spend years, perhaps, studying all the different aspects of magic and learning how they work together.  I was fortunate that my master was willing to do so, allowing me to develop my magic in ways other masters would regard as frivolous at best and wasteful at worst.  Other apprentices, sad to say, were denied even the option of broadening their field of study.  This has produced a sizable number of alchemists, enchanters and charmsmiths, to list only the most popular apprenticeships, but very few magicians who are prepared to spend their time researching fields of magic that do not either provide immediate results or the possibility of sizable rewards.  Magical theory has advanced, as has the practical application of magic.  We know far more than Lord Whitehall and his peers.  But there is still much more to learn.

The problem is even worse in the non-magical communities.  The concept of scientific research and technological development, first devised  by me and improved by my sucessors, is still relatively new.  It is difficult to convince someone to spend their lives, again, working on concepts that may never produce something worth the effort.  They must be funded and those who provide the funding demand results, results that can only be measured in something practical.  Guns, for example, or steam engines.  It is no coincidence that kingdoms, cities and independent communities offer huge rewards for gunsmiths and engineers who design and produce newer and better guns and steam engines.  They have immediate practical value.  But again, there is still so much more to learn.

And the only way we can learn is by standing on the shoulders of those who have gone before.

This is a persistent issue in both communities.  The creators of newer and better ways to do things, from crafting a ward to forging a sword, want to benefit from their own research and experimentation.  They rarely share their work with anyone else, resulting in magicians and mundanes wasting much of their time either reverse-engineering someone else’s work or simply spying on them in hopes of ferreting out their secrets.  This, in turn, forces the creator to hide their secrets, wasting even more time.  And yet, the original innovator may not be the one who develops the innovation to its fullest potential.  His successor may be the one who takes the original idea and makes it better.

Eight years ago, I designed the very first abacus, the very first steam engine and the very first printing press.  They were produced to wild applause.  They changed the world.  Now, they’re in the museum.  People point and laugh at my designs and wonder what I was thinking, when I drew them out and hired craftsmen to turn them into reality.  Of course they do.

You see, craftsmen - other craftsmen - looked at my designs and said, ‘I can do better.’  And they did.  And now their work is in the museum too, because the next generation of craftsmen looked at their work said, ‘I can do better, too.’  And so on and so on, each successive generation improving upon the work of the previous generation, each generation inspiring the next to do better.  And that is how it has worked since time out of mind.  The man who first learnt to work metal was rapidly superseded by the men who took his original idea and improved upon it.  The man who first carved a wheel, who built a sailing ship, who came up with one of a million bright ideas, launched generations of better and better ideas that can be traced all the way back to the first spark, to the man who showed it could be done.

The university motto is in two parts.  First, we stand on the shoulders of giants.  Those men, the original innovators, are the giants.  Without them, we would not exist.  Second, and in doing so, we become giants ourselves.  Our improvements upon the original innovations lay the groundwork for the improvers and innovators who will follow in our footsteps and carry our work to levels we cannot even begin to imagine.  And the university exists to facilitate innovation, improvement and practical development.  You and your fellows will share your ideas and innovations and bounce off each other to blaze a path into the future, a future that is bright and full of promise ... a future that can be ours, if we reach out and take it.

It is easy to say - many will - that we are merely providing free food and drink to people who will produce nothing.  Or that we are giving away knowledge - magical and mundane alike - to people who will misuse it, or take it away, improve upon it, and try to claim credit for it.  They may have a point.  We will not be looking for solid, measurable progress.  But we will ensure that those who do make progress, in theory as well as practical application of said theories, will be rewarded.  It is our feeling - my feeling - that creating a melting pot of ideas and knowledge is worth the cost.

There will be missteps, of course.  There will be bad ideas.  There will be ideas that look good but aren’t.  There will be impractical ideas; there will be ideas that will be impractical now but may become practical later.  These ideas will all be tested, without fear of failure or condemnation, to see which are right and which are wrong.  We will never seek to destroy the spirit of free thought and innovation through stomping on ideas.  Instead, we will question and test every idea and prove it valid - or not.  We will have the right to speak freely - and we will also have the right to be wrong.  To err is human.  We will never make it impossible for someone to recover from their mistakes.  

It will not be easy.  There will always be the temptation to slide into an outdated mindset.  It is never easy to admit that one might be wrong.  Nor is it easy to see all of the little details, all of the tiny aspects of a problem that will defeat any attempt to solve it from a distance.  There will be those who will focus on the whole and miss the tiny details and those who will allow the tiny details to dominate their minds, so they lose track of the whole.  The only way to avoid disaster is to allow questioning, to allow people to put forward challenges, yet the urge to silence them will be very strong.  It must be quenched.  Those who choose to silence, no matter the provocation, are stepping onto a slippery slope that leads all the way to hell itself.

The university exists under the rule of law.  The rules will not change, no matter who you are.  The administrators don’t care if you’re the heir to a throne or if you were born in a pigsty, if you have magic or not.  You will have the right to have your say, to engage in debate and carry out experiments to tease out the truth.  You will not have the right to have your words accepted without question.  You can talk freely, but no one will be forced to listen and agree.  There will be no formal punishment for speaking your mind.  You will never be forbidden to speak or, in any way, express your ideas.  No one else, however, has to listen.  You will have to put your ideas together, and present them, and - if necessary - defend them.  

A good idea will stand the test of time.  A bad idea will not.

Technology promises to solve all our problems.  And it will.  But, in doing so, it will create new problems.  There will be those who will say that the new problems are worse than the old, that we should turn back before it is too late ... but it is already too late.  The new problems will be solved in their turn, as will the problems that will come in the wake of those solutions.  We can, and we must, embrace the future.  And, to do this, we must learn from our mistakes.  We cannot do that if admitting our mistakes, let alone learning from them, costs more than we can afford to pay.

You will not find it easy.  Many of you come from societies that do not embrace the concept of reasoned debate, let alone freedom of speech.  Others will allow the concept to overwhelm them, to engage in speech without thinking, to push the limits without any purpose beyond shocking and scandalising society.  But you would not be here, listening to me, if you were not at least prepared to try.

The future is within our grasp.  All we have to do is reach out and take it.
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Prologue II
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“You’re a hard man to find, Master Lance.”

Lance looked up, thoughtfully, as the older man slid into a chair facing him.  The message had surprised him, although - in hindsight - he supposed it shouldn’t have.  Sir Xavier, Lord of the Black Daggers, the man who’d served King Randor from the shadows until the king’s collapse into madness and necromancy ... if there was anyone in Alexis who’d know about his presence, it was Sir Xavier.  And yet, Lance was surprised Sir Xavier had dared show his face.  Queen Alassa had never formally granted him the kiss of peace.  The smart money suggested Sir Xavier would lose his head the moment he fell into the queen’s hands.  He knew too much.

“I like it that way,” Lance said, curtly.  He signalled the server for wine, then sat back in his chair.  “How did you find me?”

“I have sources within the community,” Sir Xavier told him.  “And one of them was kind enough to point you out.”

“Sources,” Lance repeated.  “Am I to assume they’re not working for Her Most Splendid Majesty?”

Sir Xavier’s lips tightened, but he said nothing until the server had been and gone.  Lance smiled as he lifted the wine to his lips and drank.  The older man had once been a man of wealth and power, one of the few people King Randor trusted to any degree.  It must sting to lose his position practically overnight.  The mere fact Sir Xavier hadn’t left the city suggested he hoped he could worm his way into the queen’s good graces, although Lance suspected Sir Xavier was wasting his time.  The queen was unlikely to trust anyone who hadn’t switched sides the moment her father’s necromancy became apparent.  Sir Xavier had stayed at his post, rather than desert his monarch, until it was too late.

“I have a job for you,” Sir Xavier said.  “I’m prepared to pay in gold.”

Lance raised an eyebrow.  “And who are your patrons?”

“They wish to remain unidentified,” Sir Xavier said.  “You will respect their feelings on the matter.”

“I see.”  Lance kept his expression bland, but behind his mask his mind was racing.  Sir Xavier wasn’t working for the queen or he would have offered land and royal appointments, rather than gold and gold alone.  That meant ... what?  Did Sir Xavier think he could use the mission, whatever it was, to convince the queen to return him to his old post?  Or was he working for someone else?  “And what do they want me to do?”

“Heart’s Eye,” Sir Xavier said.  “Lady Emily’s university” - he stumbled over the odd word - “is up and running.  It is currently accepting students from all over the known world.”

“Interesting,” Lance said, as if he’d never heard of the university.  He had.  He’d even considered going himself, when he’d first heard the news.  Only the fact that his style of magic demanded horrible things had kept him from packing up what few possessions he wanted to keep and heading to Heart’s Eye himself.  “I heard a rumour Lady Emily had lost her powers.”

Sir Xavier shook his head.  “The rumour was brutally quashed nearly a year ago,” he said.  “Right now, Lady Emily is in the Blighted Lands.  And will probably be there for quite some time.”

Lance nodded.  “So she’s out of the way,” he said.  “What do you want me to do?”

“The university must be discredited, or destroyed,” Sir Xavier said.  “My patrons hired me to do the job.  I have chosen you as my agent.”

“How ... wise ... of you,” Lance said.  “I do trust you’ve taken care to ensure your patrons won’t cut all ties and leave you holding the bag?”

He ignored the older man’s scowl.  Queen Alassa could not be Sir Xavier’s patron.  She was as close to Lady Emily as it was possible to be.  And that meant ... who?  A magical patriarch?  Or another king?  There was no shortage of possible suspects, men - and a handful of women - who’d be happy to accept Sir Xavier as their servant if they could bring themselves to trust him. Or to use him as a cat’s paw.  

“It won’t be easy,” he said, finally.  “How much support can your patrons give me?  Give us?”

“Gold, and little more,” Sir Xavier told him.  “They do not want to show their hand openly.”

“Of course not.”  Lance allowed himself a grin.  The magical patriarchs - and their mundane counterparts - were all too aware that Lady Emily, a young woman barely out of her teens, had killed necromancers.  They were afraid of her and hated it.  They’d probably be happier if Lady Emily’s father had terrified them instead.  At least he was old enough to be a respectable tyrant.  “They want to keep their hands clean, while we get ours dirty.”

“Your hands are already unclean,” Sir Xavier reminded him, sardonically.  “Or have you forgotten why you were kicked out of Mountaintop?”

“I forget nothing,” Lance said.  He swallowed his anger with an effort.  “I’ll need gold for supplies and bribes, as well as payment.  Putting together a cover story won’t be easy without outside support.”

“You’ll have it,” Sir Xavier said.  “You’ll have enough money to get whatever you want, as long as the mission is completed before the university is firmly established.”

Lance nodded.  It wouldn’t be easy.  He was a skilled and powerful magician, with a gift for magic even Mountaintop considered dark and dangerous, but the university had a nexus point.  It would be difficult to destroy even if Lady Emily was on the far side of the Craggy Mountains.  He’d have to go there, establish a cover story - perhaps as a magical apprentice - and figure out a way to turn the university upside down.  He could do it and then ... his lips curved into a grim smile.  The gold Sir Xavier promised would fund a lot of experiments.  He’d just have to make sure Sir Xavier didn’t have a chance to kill him, after the mission was completed, in hope of covering his tracks.  His patrons would certainly let Sir Xavier keep the gold if he eliminated the need to pay Lance.

He stood.  “It will be a long time before the war is over,” he said.  “Lady Emily will be occupied for quite some time.  I’ll build up a cover story, with your help, and then make my way to Heart’s Eye.  And then we’ll see what I can do.”

“And make sure you send regular reports,” Sir Xavier said.  He dropped a coin on the table, then stood as well.  “My patrons wish to be kept informed.”

“Of course.”  Lance bowed, with mocking politeness.  “It will be my pleasure.”
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Chapter One


[image: image]


The war was over.

Adam, Son of Alexis, tried to stay out of the way of the cheering crowds as he walked through the streets of Beneficence.  The news had leaked barely thirty minutes ago and the city was already in rapture , rich and poor dancing and laughing together as it sank in that the Necromantic War was finally over.  Adam saw the people - young and old, male and female - shouting and singing and felt joy in his heart, even though he knew it wouldn’t last.  The cityfolk hadn’t paid much attention to the war, believing the necromancers were too far away to bother the city and its population.  It hadn’t been until King Randor of Zangaria - the kingdom on the far side of the bridge - had embraced necromancy that the city had started taking the war seriously and even that hadn’t lasted.  The war had still been a very long way away.

He smiled tightly as he stepped aside to allow a bunch of heralds to march past, their voices - normally boosted by magic - somehow tinny and weak and almost drowned out by the crowd.  Their masters had finally decided - too late - what they were going to tell the population.  Adam hid his amusement as a broadsheet seller wandered past, waving copies of the latest edition as a crowd of buyers surrounded him.  The chances were good that the story, whatever it was, had come more from the writer’s imagination than the Blighted Lands - the full tale wouldn’t reach the city for days, if not weeks - but it didn’t matter.  The crowd just wanted to hear the good news.  He supposed he couldn’t blame them.  They might have chosen to pretend the necromancers didn’t exist, as they were thousands of miles away and therefore unlikely to pose any threat to the city, but they knew - deep inside - that was just an illusion.  Beneficence could stand off a mundane army, not a necromantic horde led by powerful and insane magicians.  The city would fall within minutes if the necromancers brought their power to bear on the sheer rocks, collapsing them into the rivers to provide a bridge for their armies.  

A trio of young women ran past, fleeing their mother as they hurried to join the party before they were dragged back inside.  Adam grinned as the older woman was caught in the throng, her daughters making their escape.  He couldn’t tell if it had been planned.  Young men and women were not supposed to meet, except when chaperoned by their elderly relatives, but climbing out of the window and meeting in secret was an old tradition.  Adam had done it himself when he’d grown into manhood.  His brothers and sisters had done it, too.  He felt his grin widen as he spotted one of the girls, fleeing - hand in hand - with a young man.  She’d be in trouble when she got home, naturally, but for now she was free.  He was almost tempted to wave at her retreating back.  He might be the youngest of his family, and therefore with more freedom than his older siblings, but he still knew what it was like to grow up in such an environment, to feel suffocated by the weight of social expectations.  It was why he’d worked so hard to become Master Pittwater’s apprentice.

The crowds grew wilder as he made his way along the street.  A middle-aged woman, her clothes marking her as a woman of the merchant class, was dancing with a man young enough to be her son.  A pair of elderly gentlemen were regaling the crowd with war stories; a handful of soldiers were surrounded by female admirers even though they could not possibly have fought in the war.  Here and there, the City Guard was trying to control the crowd, but failing utterly.  Shopkeepers were either shutting down, locking and warding their properties before the crowd could turn nasty, or throwing open their doors and inviting everyone to come and browse.  Adam’s lips twitched as he spotted a number of innkeepers, hastily putting up signs advertising FREE BEER.  The bars in the lower reaches of the city were known for poor quality beer, but today - of all days - no one was likely to complain.  The crowd was already halfway to being drunk on its own happiness and sheer relief that the war was over.  Surely, things could start getting back to normal now.  It hadn’t occurred to them - yet - that the war had been going on for so long that it was normal.  The post-war world would be unrecognisable.

“HEAR YE!  HEAR YE!”  A herald marched down the street, waving a bell to draw attention and carrying a stack of broadsheets under his arm.  “LADY EMILY VICTORIOUS!  TEN NECROMANCERS DEAD!  HEAR YE!”

Adam took one of the broadsheets - the herald, perhaps wisely, wasn’t trying to charge - and scanned it.  The news was good, too good.  Ten necromancers dead, seven more wounded, billions of orcs slaughtered like sheep ... he shook his head, suddenly despondent.  The figures were wrong.  They had to be.  The hastily written story insisted the army had marched up and down the Blighted Lands, killing necromancers as easily as he might step on a slug.  Adam knew that couldn’t possibly be true.  Lady Emily was the only person who’d slain a necromancer in single combat and there were hundreds of question marks, from what he’d heard, over precisely how she’d done it.  How could anyone, even her, kill ten necromancers and wound seven more?  And yet, there had to be some truth to the story.  The war was over.  What had happened?

A young man, barely entering his teens, reached for the broadsheet.  Adam passed it to him and carried on, making his way towards the magical quarter.  The streets were normally quieter here, but now ... he shook his head as he spotted older men hurrying towards the guildhalls, muttering to one another as they tried to decide what to do.  The guildmasters would have to get ahead of the news somehow ... Adam rolled his eyes.  There was no point in trying to catch up now.  The news was already all over the city.  The best they could do was wait for the crowd to exhaust itself while they decided how to react, then retake control once the streets were quiet again.  It might be quite some time.

He glanced up, alarmed, as he saw a scuffle ahead.  The craftsmen - their apprentices, rather - had gotten into a fight with a bunch of other apprentices.  Adam gritted his teeth as the fighting threatened to spread out of control, more and more young men - and a handful of young women - hurrying to join the punch-up before it was too late.  Apprentices fought at the drop of a hat and it wasn’t uncommon for fights to end in serious injury or even death, despite the best efforts of their masters and the city’s guardsmen.  He stepped aside and made his way up the alley, giving the growing riot a wide berth.  The apprentice robes he wore marked him as a target, yet he was alone.  No one would come to his aid.  If he was caught, he’d be lucky if they just gave him a good kicking.

His heart twisted.  He’d wanted to be an apprentice.  He’d wanted to be one of them.  He’d wanted to belong.  And yet, where did he fit in?  Nowhere.

The alleys were dark.  Adam kept one hand on his money pouch as he made his way down to the next street, careful not to look too closely at the shadows.  The dispossessed and homeless lived within the alleys, scrounging for what scraps they could as they waited to die.  They wouldn’t hesitate to rob him, if they thought he couldn’t defend himself.  He tried to ignore shapes within the darkness as he reached the end of the alley and stepped into the light.  It was like stepping into another world.  The party on the streets was ... different.

He looked up as a young woman, roughly the same age as himself, hurried up and kissed him as hard as she could.  Adam felt his body react to the feel of her body pressed against his, even as his mind spun in shock.  People did not kiss strangers on the streets.  They just didn’t.  The young woman was ruining her reputation ... he kissed her back, just for a second, then forced himself to keep going.  She didn’t seem put out as he left her behind.  His hand dropped to his pouch, just to check it was still there.  It was.  He wondered, suddenly, what would happen if he turned back and rejoined her, then put the thought aside.  Master Pittwater had summoned him.  It would destroy his apprenticeship, such as it was, if he chose to ignore the summons.

His heart was still racing when he reached the magical quarter and forced himself to enter the street.  It was infinitely fascinating, as always, and yet there was a constant hint of danger that both attracted and repelled him.  The magicians on the streets - apprentices too, although they would be horrified at any comparison between them and the rioters behind him - had never been quite sure what to make of him.  Some of them treated him as a joke, while others thought he needed to be driven out for his own good.  Adam wasn’t their only target, either.  It was truly said that anyone entering the quarter after dark would be lucky to see the next sunrise.  The magicians had marked their territory and guarded it very well.

He felt a pang of his old envy as he walked down the street to the apothecary.  The young men and women on the streets had more power in their little fingers than he had in his entire body.  The man eating fire might be performing a cheap trick, as far as his fellows were concerned, but Adam found it remarkable.  The street magicians danced and sang as they wove their spells into the air, showing off tricks that were more sleight of hand and illusion than anything magical.  They were the lowest of the low, as far as their peers were concerned, yet they were still far more powerful than Adam.  It burned, sometimes, to realise he knew more magical theory than almost every magical apprentice in the city, but he’d never be able to do anything with it.  And yet, he dared to dream ...

The apothecary looked surprisingly busy, from the outside.  A line of people - mainly youngsters - waited on the streets, the line inching forward as the apprentices and the hired shopkeepers handled them one by one.  Adam walked into the tiny alleyway and entered the shop through the rear door, the wards parting the moment he placed his hand on the doorknob.  The air smelled faintly of spice, tingling with the promise of magic.  It had never failed to thrill him, even as he slowly lost hope of being able to put his knowledge to good - or any - use.  He removed his cloak and hung it on the rails, then stepped into the brewing room.  Matt - his fellow apprentice - and a young girl he didn’t recognise were bent over a pair of cauldrons, brewing potions.  Adam looked at the remaining ingredients and put the pieces together.  It looked as if they were brewing enough contraceptive potion for the entire city.

Matt didn’t look up.  “Cut us some ragwort, then hammersmith weed.”

Adam resisted the urge to make a sarcastic comment.  Matt was his fellow apprentice, not his master.  He didn’t know the young girl at all, although - if she was brewing potion - she was clearly a magician.  But there was no point in arguing.  Master Pittwater would be furious if they missed out on sales because they didn’t have enough potion to sell and that would be bad.  Adam was all too aware - Matt had pointed it out, several times - that Master Pittwater had taken one hell of a chance on Adam by taking him as an apprentice, or as near to it as possible, and letting him work in the shop.  It was a privilege that could be withdrawn at any moment.

And Matt has it easy, he thought, with a trace of the old bitterness.  The master can’t dismiss him without a very good reason.

He scowled as he forced himself to get to work.  They were very different.  Matt was tall, dark and handsome, with a body that suggested physical strength as well as magic.  Adam was short, pale and blond, with a face that hadn’t quite grown into maturity and a body that had been permanently stunted by a shortage of food.  His father’s death had made food very scarce for several years and, while he knew his mother had done the best she could, he was all too aware it hadn’t been good enough.  And yet, he’d been lucky.  His mother had managed to keep the family together without remarrying, selling herself or - worst of all - sending her children into service.  He knew there were people on their streets, only a few doors down, who’d had far less capable mothers.  A handful had vanished so completely that everyone knew they’d sunk to the very lowest parts of the city.  Their former friends pretended they were dead.

“I need a jar of powdered earwig now,” Matt shouted.  “Hurry!”

Adam snorted as he put the knife aside and hurried to get the jar, as well as a dozen other ingredients the other apprentice was likely to need sooner or later.  Matt wasn’t normally careless - Master Pittwater had drilled them both in making sure they had everything they needed on hand before they started to brew - but he was clearly distracted.  Adam eyed the girl beside Matt, wondering who she was.  Matt might have been on a date, when he’d received the summons from their master.  He might have brought her back to the shop in hopes of ... Adam shook his head, silently.  Master Pittwater would be furious if Matt brought a stranger into the back without permission.  It was far more likely she’d just been hired for the day.  It was rare, almost unknown, for a male magician to take a young woman as an apprentice.

The woman looked up and met his eyes.  Adam saw a flicker of disgust cross her face before she lowered her eyes back to the cauldron.  He hid his irritation as he turned away.  He knew the type.  A snobbish witch, looking down on the mundane who thought he could become a magician.  The only thing that separated her from Adam’s sisters was her magic and that was an impassable barrier ... Adam sighed as he collected more ingredients for the couple without being asked, then returned to his table and continued his work.  Matt was brewing cauldron after cauldron, everything from hangover cures to basic healing salves.  They were simple potions, as long as one had magic.  Without it ...

Adam forced himself to keep working as the day slowly gave way to night.  The city normally went to bed with the sun - save for magicians, footpads and guardsmen - but the noise from outside, if anything, grew louder.  He felt a twinge of sadness mingled with regret as the party swept through the streets; half-wishing he was out there with the rest of the city and half-glad he wasn’t.  Not, he supposed, that he had much of a choice.  Master Pittwater had summoned him and Adam had to obey.  His lips quirked into a cold smile.  Matt and his girlfriend - they were clearly more than just friends, from the way they constantly brushed against each other - had been summoned, too.  They couldn’t be any happier about the situation than Adam. 

But at least I have an excuse for not attending the party, Adam told himself.  No one would fault me for obeying my master.

“Done.”  Matt’s voice rang through the air.  “Bottle up the potion, then give it to the shopgirls.”

They have names, you know, Adam thought.  You could at least pretend to treat them as people.

He put the thought aside as he collected the tiny glass bottles, all charmed to be unbreakable, and started to measure out the doses.  Master Pittwater had made it clear there was little margin for error, even with the most basic of potions.  Drinking too much could be as dangerous as too little.  Matt and his girlfriend watched - Adam didn’t need to look at them to know they were snickering behind their hands - as he filled the bottles, slotted the lids into place and piled them on a tray.  The noise outside seemed to grow louder.  Adam wondered, sourly, if they were waiting for him.

The door opened.  Master Pittwater stepped into the backroom.

“Matt, take the tray to the front and then you can go for the night,” he said.  He sounded harassed.  “I’ll see you back at the shop tomorrow morning.”

Matt bowed.  “Yes, Master.”

He took the tray from Adam and headed to the front, his girlfriend following in his wake.  Master Pittwater didn’t seem surprised to see her, which suggested ... Adam felt another twinge of envy as his master headed towards his private office.  There were times when he felt Matt could do anything, anything at all, without being kicked out of the apothecary and dismissed from the apprenticeship.  Adam could not have brought a girl into the shop and proposed, in all seriousness, that she helped for a day.  Master Pittwater would have laughed at him - if he was lucky - if he’d dared hint his girlfriend joined the staff.  It was ... it just wasn’t fair.

“Adam,” Master Pittwater said.  His voice was calm.  Too calm.  “We need to talk.”
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Chapter Two
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Adam’s heart sank as he followed Master Pittwater into his office.  It was rare, vanishingly rare, for him - or Matt - to be invited into their master’s private chamber and it had been made clear to both of them that entering without permission would mean dismissal and disgrace.  He couldn’t help looking around with interest, even though the last time he’d been called into the chamber had been for a strapping after he’d made a dreadful mistake and nearly gotten himself killed.  Master Pittwater seemed to have crammed a desk, a pair of comfortable chairs, a sofa and a large cushion into the room, then lined the walls with bookshelves.  They’d been packed when he’d last entered the room, but now they were practically bursting at the seams.  There were probably spells in place to make sure they didn’t explode, scattering their contents everywhere.  Adam hoped he’d get a chance to read the books.  Master Pittwater had let him read more than he should, according to Matt, but there were textbooks he’d been told - flatly - he wasn’t allowed to so much as look at without permission.  Adam suspected it was a waste of time.  What did it matter if he read about the dark arts?  It wasn’t as if he could perform them.

“Sit.”  Master Pittwater waved at the sofa.  “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

Adam frowned as he sat.  He’d always known Master Pittwater was old enough to be his grandfather, but ... it had never really sunk in until now.  He didn’t seem to have changed, yet ... he just looked older.  It was never easy to guess a magician’s age - most of them used magic to slow their aging or wrapped themselves in illusions to hide their true condition - but Master Pittwater looked to have aged overnight.  He moved like an old man.  The end of the war couldn’t have affected him that much, could it?  Perhaps it had.  It was rare for their master to leave his apprentices brewing alone for long, certainly not on the busiest day of the year.

Master Pittwater sat, facing him.  His expression was unreadable, but Adam felt a chill run down his spine.  The old man was not shy.  He’d never hesitated to express his feelings about Adam’s failings before, back when they’d started the makeshift apprenticeship.  And yet ... whatever he wanted to talk about had to be bad.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if the older man had gone to the guildhall.  Talking to the guildmasters always put him in a bad mood.

“You can’t stay here,” Master Pittwater said, quietly.

Adam stared.  “What?”

Master Pittwater said nothing for a long moment.  “The guild expects me to retire at the end of the year,” he said, looking down at his stained and scarred hands.  “They feel, and they’re not entirely wrong, that my career is coming to a close.  I have been making mistakes in my brewing and some of those mistakes came very close to getting me killed.  The guild thinks it would be safer for me to retire, passing the shop to Matt as my last apprentice.  And they want me to dismiss you shortly before I do so.”

“I ...”  Adam found it hard to speak.  “Master, I ...”

“You have progressed far, in your theoretical knowledge of magic,” Master Pittwater said.  “You know more magical theory than many magicians twice your age.  I let you read books and devise experiments, experiments you couldn’t even begin to carry out yourself.  If you were graded solely on theoretical knowledge, you would score higher than Matt or most of the other apprentices.  But you can’t perform a single spell.  The only potions you can brew are the ones that can be brewed without magic.  And so you simply cannot progress any further.  I had hoped, when I recognised your talent, that we could use wands and suchlike to overcome your disability.  I was wrong.”

He held up a hand before Adam could find words to say.  “There is no way I can leave the shop to you, even though I feel you would take better care of it than Matt.  The guild would never allow it.  The best I could do would be to insist that Matt kept you as a shopboy, if not an apprentice, but the guild wouldn’t be very happy with that and would certainly pressure Matt into kicking you out once I passed the shop to him.  They were not keen on me taking you as an apprentice in the first place and only my vast prestige as an alchemist kept the protests to a dull roar.  Matt doesn’t even begin to have the same clout.”

Adam stared, too stunned to feel much of anything.  Master Pittwater was retiring?  He hadn’t noticed any problems with his master’s work, although - in hindsight - it was clear Master Pittwater had let Matt do more and more of the work.  Neither Matt nor Adam had seen anything odd in it - masters worked their apprentices hard, before they gained their masteries - but ... normally, Master Pittwater brewed beside his apprentices.  He hadn’t done that regularly for several weeks.  And Adam hadn’t even noticed.

His mind raced.  He’d started here as a shopboy, until he’d shown a certain understanding and insight that had prompted the old man to take him as a sort-of apprentice.  He couldn’t go back.  Matt would lord it over him - or, worse, make a point of not pointing it out.  The idea of having to bow and scrape in front of a magician no older than himself was unpleasant, to say the least.  Matt would be his master in every way ... he helplessly shook his head.  Matt would want to take apprentices of his own, magical apprentices.  He would have no time for Adam ... no, he’d want Adam gone.  There was nothing Adam could offer Matt that he couldn’t get from a magical apprentice.

Shit, he thought, numbly.

He tried to think.  What could he do?  He’d spent his apprenticeship years in the apothecary.  There was no shortage of basic jobs, for those willing to work, but none of them would lead to a proper career.  He’d wanted to study steam engineering and craftsmanship ... he knew it was unlikely he’d get one of those apprenticeships.  Not now.  His first attempt to win a steam apprenticeship had failed and there’d be no second chance.  The craftsmen had so many applicants that they could pick and choose as they wished.  What could he do?  He could read and write and yet ... he hated the idea of becoming a secretary or an accountant.  The bankers might wear fancy clothes and look down on the people who used their services, but their lives were boring.  And yet, what else could he do?  He couldn’t go back to the family shop.  His mother would take him back, he knew she would, but there wasn’t enough work for everyone.  How could there be?

“I spoke to an old friend of mine,” Master Pittwater said.  “He had a proposal for you, if you’re interested.”

Adam looked up.  “Anything.”

“You may regret saying that,” Master Pittwater said.  “Have you ever heard of Heart’s Eye?”

“Yes.”  Adam forced himself to remember.  “Lady Emily killed a necromancer and took possession of the old school, from what I recall ...”

“My alma mater,” Master Pittwater said.  “Lady Emily has been turning the former school into a centre of learning.  Not just magic, from what my friend said; she’s investing in studying pretty much everything, from farming techniques to gunsmithing and steam engineering.  The university - or so she calls it - was formally opened last year and grew rapidly.  My friend, Master Landis, tells me that it has already made remarkable progress.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  He’d heard about Heart’s Eye.  He’d even considered going, when a number of craftsmen and their apprentices packed up and headed east to the university.  But he’d been too attached to Master Pittwater and his apprenticeship to go.  In hindsight ... he wondered, suddenly, if that had been a mistake.  He’d dared to hope the guild would at least grant him a provisional status if he proved himself an asset.  The guild hadn’t been anything like so obliging.  He supposed he was lucky they hadn’t told Master Pittwater to kick Adam out at once.

“Master Landis is in need of an assistant,” Master Pittwater said.  “I discussed your case with him.  He was quite interested and, at my request, he has agreed to take you on as both an assistant and an apprentice.  Heart’s Eye has made it clear it will not be bound by the guild rules, even the ones upheld by the White Council, and you will have a chance to reach for the skies.  Even if you don’t make it as a theoretical alchemist, you will have other options.  The town near the school - university - is booming.  You should have no trouble finding a place there.”

“I ...”  Adam said nothing for a long moment.  “Do you think he’ll give me a mastery?”

“Heart’s Eye has plans to grant degrees in theoretical magic,” Master Pittwater said.  “I believe they will simply cut the theoretical parts out of the standard exam and present them to candidates separately, rather than expecting them to demonstrate skills in magic.  I think you would qualify, on those grounds.  Precisely how far you could get without magic would be an open question, but it would certainly open more doors for you if you had a degree.  You might even be able to turn it into a career.”

Adam nodded.  There were a handful of theoretical magicians who managed to make a good living, although they were very rare.  They tended to be closely linked to magical families and aristocrats, people rich enough to sponsor their education in exchange for first call on their services.  Adam had hoped someone would notice him and make the offer, back when he’d been younger, but experience had taught him it was unlikely.  Master Pittwater might be a big fish in Beneficence, yet the city was a very small pond compared to the Allied Lands ...

A chill ran through him as it dawned on him he’d be going far - far - from home.  He’d never been more than a few miles outside the city in his entire life and that had been on a fishing boat when he’d been a child.  He hadn’t so much as walked across the bridge into Zangaria, let alone ridden Vesperian’s Folly into the Barony of Cockatrice.  He wasn’t even sure where Heart’s Eye was, relative to Beneficence.  How was he even supposed to get there?  He didn’t have the money to buy a horse, or hire a boat, or whatever.  It might as well be on the far side of the moon.

He swallowed, hard.  “How long do I have to decide?”

“Master Landis would probably like an answer by the end of the week,” Master Pittwater said.  “I don’t know if he has other candidates, but he probably does.”

Unless he has a terrible reputation, Adam added, silently.  There were masters who abused their apprentices, beating them until they bled or worse.  The magical community might not be able to punish him - masters had near-parental authority over their apprentices - but it was possible his past apprentices had talked.  Or broken the apprenticeships.  That was so rare that the community couldn’t help but take notice.  If he can’t get a magician as an apprentice, he might be satisfied with me.

“I’ll talk to my family about it,” Adam said, carefully.  He’d go to the guildhall first and look up Master Landis.  The Alchemists Guild kept very good records.  There wouldn’t be anything overtly bad written into the files, but Adam knew what to look for.  It would be a terrible sign if Master Landis had a high turnover of apprentices.  “How would I even get to Heart’s Eye?”

“You’d take the railway to Cockatrice, then step through a portal to Farrakhan,” Master Pittwater said.  “There’s another railway there that’ll take you all the way to Heart’s Eye.  I ... I think, from what I was told, the university insists on everyone making the railway journey the first time they make their way there.  It may be something to do with their protective spells.  The university has enemies.  Something happened there last year, although I don’t know what.  All the reports have been contradictory, if not downright insane.”

Adam shook his head.  “I can’t pay for it.”

“I’ll pay,” Master Pittwater said.  “Consider it a gift.”

Adam flushed.  “Master, I ...”

“You have been a good student,” Master Pittwater said.  “You studied hard.  You prepared ingredients more or less perfectly, to the point that your wastage was considerably less than many of my other students.  You have been obedient and sensible and, while you did make mistakes, you never repeated them.  If you had magic, I think there would have been a fair chance you could have taken your exams and earned your mastery by now.  If it was up to me, the guild would take you on as a theoretical magician and let you pay for your studies by assisting in brewing.  I even suggested as much.  But the guild said no.

“I hoped I could change their minds.  Back when I was younger, they listened when I spoke.  They knew I was a skilled and capable brewer, an alchemist who made a number of discoveries and laid the groundwork for several more.  Now” - he shook his head - “I’m an old man and they don’t listen any longer.”

Adam felt a sudden flash of alarm.  “Master, are you dying?”

Master Pittwater snorted.  “We must face facts.  I’m nearly a hundred years old.  The rejuvenation potions are no longer working quite so well, to the point I am starting to run the risk of poisoning myself if I try to retard my ageing any further.  Old as I am, my life may be coming to an end even if I avoid a mistake that kills me.  There is a very good chance I won’t live to see a full century.”

He glared at his hands.  “The guild insists I make preparations for my death and legacy now, before I die on them.  And they have a point.  If I give the shop to Matt now, there won’t be any dispute over who owns it - and the rest of my property - when I die.  The last thing the guild needs is a dozen claimants crawling out of the woodwork, demanding the guild gives them the shop instead.”

Master Pittwater met Adam’s eyes.  “I can’t do much for you, not now.  If I’d met you in my prime I might have been able to convince them, but ... I didn’t.  I can’t leave you the shop or anything, really.  The guild will claim anything I don’t pass down to Matt specifically.  Let me pay for your travel and give you some spending money.  It will be much less than you deserve.”

Adam felt hollow inside.  He’d grown up in a culture where gifts brought obligations in their wake.  To accept the money was to accept an obligation to the older man in return.  It didn’t sit well with him that there might be no way to repay the debt, no matter what Master Pittwater said.  The old man might die before Adam was in any position to repay him.  And yet ... he tried not to think about what might happen if he didn’t take the money and go.  At best, he’d be lucky if he stayed a shopboy the rest of his life.  At worst ... he might never find stable employment within the city.  His skills were of strictly limited value outside an apothecary’s shop.  

And the guild might even try to confiscate the books I bought with my own money, he thought, numbly.  A wave of anger shot through him.  It wasn’t as if he’d stolen the books.  He’d bought some in the bookshop just down the street and others through a mail order catalogue issued by a publisher in the White City.  They hadn’t cared enough to ask who was buying their wares.  The bastards might take everything I own on the grounds it came from Master Pittwater and his shop.

He let out a breath.  “I ... thank you for the offer,” he said.  “I think I’d like to accept.”

Master Pittwater raised his eyebrows.  “I thought you wanted to consult with your family first?”

“I do,” Adam said.  He had to give them the bad news.  No steady job, no wife; no wife, no children; no children, no hope of a legacy that lasted beyond his death.  Or anything, really.  “But ... where else can I go?”

“I’ll speak to Master Landis tomorrow afternoon and tell him you accept,” Master Pittwater said.  “Take the rest of the day and tomorrow off, but spend some time thinking about it.  If you change your mind, come find me before noon.  If not ... I’ll make the arrangements for you to leave as soon as possible.  I want to make sure you get settled there before I finally go to the next world.”

Adam shivered.  Master Pittwater was talking as if he expected to die within a day or two, not a few years.  Adam wanted to ask the master if he knew something he didn’t want to share with his apprentices, but Adam knew better than to pry.  The master’s private business was the master’s private business and trying to pry was a good way to lose the apprenticeship.  And yet ...

“Good luck.”  Master Pittwater passed him a handful of papers, then gestured to the door.  “The party is still going on outside.  Join the crowd.  Have some fun.  And just think about the offer.”

“I will,” Adam promised.  He wanted to tell the old man how much he appreciated it, but he couldn’t find the words.  “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Master Pittwater said.  “Work for Landis as well as you have worked for me, and he’ll have no complaints.”
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Chapter Three
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Adam half-expected to have his path blocked, when he walked into the guildhall, but neither the visible guards - a display of the guild’s wealth, power and importance to the city - nor the wards made any attempt to stop him as he strode into the library and started digging through the files.  The Alchemist’s Guild of Beneficence was both an independent entity in its own right and yet, somehow, part of a much larger organisation that spanned the entire Allied Lands.  Adam had a private suspicion the structure was designed to confuse outsider observers, although he didn’t know for sure.  Magicians tended to have a far more global outlook than mundanes, if only because they could travel from place to place in the blink of an eye.  It was a great deal easier for them to pick up sticks and migrate somewhere else if they wanted to go.  

The files were, as always, strikingly extensive.  Adam worked his way through them until he found a listing for Master Landis of Heart’s Eye.  The alchemist had apparently studied at Heart’s Eye a decade before the school fell to the necromancers, gaining his mastery after an unusually long apprenticeship.  Adam’s eyes narrowed.  That was odd - and a little worrying.  Why had he taken so long?  He marked the question for later consideration and read on, cursing the magical community’s reluctance to gather more data under his breath.  It would have been nice to have all the answers at his fingertips.  Master Landis had apparently taken three apprentices in the last twenty years, a surprisingly small number, but there was no suggestion the apprenticeships had been terminated or abandoned ahead of time.  His former students had gone on to have successful careers.  Adam felt a twinge of envy.  Matt and his peers didn’t know how lucky they were.

He frowned as he checked the rest of the file.  Master Landis didn’t seem to be particularly involved in politics.  There were no suggestions he’d served on any guild councils.  He might not even be a listed guildsman.  It wasn’t impossible, although it was rare.  He’d published a handful of papers in academic journals, from the listings, suggesting he spent most of his time researching magic.  Adam wondered why he hadn’t moved somewhere well away from anyone else.  His last listed address was in Celeste.  The file was clearly outdated, Adam noted, as he checked the date.  It had last been updated two years ago.  At the time, apparently, Master Landis hadn’t had an apprentice.

And he’s willing to take me, Adam thought.  Why?

The thought nagged at his mind as he tugged his notebook out of his pocket and started to copy out the details.  He had no illusions about his limits, even before Master Pittwater had spelled them out for him.  No magician would take him as an apprentice if they could get an apprentice with actual magic.  And that meant ... what?  It was possible Master Landis was doing Master Pittwater a favour, but ... why?  How did they even know each other?  They’d gone to the same school, true, but there’d been decades between them.  Perhaps it was just the Old Boy’s Network rearing its ugly head.  The refugees from Heart’s Eye had formed a large and influential pressure group, demanding the Allied Lands commit everything they had to liberating Heart’s Eye from Dua Kepala.  It must gall them, Adam reflected with a flicker of dark amusement, that Lady Emily had been the one to free the school.  They must consider her little better than the necromancer she’d killed.

Ungrateful bastards, he thought.  At least they have access to the school buildings once again.

He smiled, then stood and returned the files to the shelf before making his way back onto the streets.  The guildhall was nearly empty, but there was no point in pushing his luck.  The guildmasters might order him to leave - or worse - if they caught him inside the building, even if he did have a perfect right to enter the public sections of the hall.  He felt his heart twist as he caught sight of a pair of young women in apprentice robes, giggling together as they ascended the staircase.  Did they even know how lucky they were?  He shook his head as he hurried onwards.  The street party was still going on.  He was almost tempted to forget his woes, pick up a tankard of beer and join them.  But he knew he couldn’t.

The streets grew quieter as he made his way back to the merchant quarter.  There were more guardsmen on the street, fingering their clubs nervously as they watched the crowd.  It hadn’t been that long since rioting had nearly destroyed the city and the council was clearly taking no chances.  Adam did his best to avoid being noticed.  Beneficence’s City Guard was better than most, from what he’d been told, but they still took bribes and harassed everyone who refused to pay.  Being a magical apprentice might protect him or it might not.  It wasn’t as if he could really zap them into frogs if they looked at him funny.

He tried not to feel bitter as the shop loomed in front of him.  His mother had made him work as a shopboy as soon as he’d been old enough to do the sums in his head, pointing out that the family simply didn’t have the money - or inclination - to hire outsiders.  It was traditional for fisherwomen to run the shops  and yet ... he wondered, suddenly, if he was a double failure.  He’d never gone to sea as a fisherman and now he was no longer an apprentice.  His father, may he rest in peace, would be unamused.  His youngest son hadn’t lived up to his responsibilities.  And yet ...

Adam pushed the door open, schooling his face into a blank mask.  He’d never wanted to be a fisherman or a shopboy or any of the other traditional jobs.  His father had died at sea.  His mother had practically worked herself to death to make the shop work and he knew - they all knew - that the family was barely keeping itself above the waterline.  His siblings ... there were just too many of them.  Adam knew his mother had only let him go to the apprenticeship because otherwise she’d have to feed him herself.  And he’d effectively lost the apprenticeship overnight.

Finnie, his oldest sister, stood behind the solid wooden counter, cradling a heavy blunderbuss in her hands.  “Adam,” she said.  “You’re back early.”

“I have to speak to mum,” Adam said.  He wasn’t surprised Finnie hadn’t joined the party on the streets.  She had always been a responsible girl.  She’d even turned down a handful of suitors because they’d been reluctant to let her keep working.  “Is she upstairs?”

“Yep,” Finnie said.  “I hope it isn’t bad news.”

Adam shrugged and walked into the backroom before his sister could ask any more questions.  She’d been his babysitter when he’d been a toddler - his mother had been working in the shop - and she’d been incredibly bossy.  Adam understood, now, just how she’d felt, but he still resented her trying to tell him what to do.  Finnie still seemed to think he was a little boy.  He sometimes wondered if she hadn’t realised he hadn’t been a toddler for nearly two decades.

His mother was sitting in the backroom, using a needle and thread to repair a shapeless garment.  Adam winced inwardly, remembering the sheer number of times his clothes had been patched up before finally being declared beyond repair and turned into rags.  He’d never realised just how poor the family was until he’d started to work for Master Pittwater.  It was far from uncommon for clothes to be passed down from wearer to wearer in the poorer parts of the world, but magicians laughed at the thought.  They bought all their outfits new.

“Adam.”  His mother squinted at the garment.  Her eyesight had been getting worse recently and there was no way in hell they could afford treatment.  It was just a matter of time, he feared, until she went completely blind and then ... who knew what would happen then?  “You’re not dancing in the streets?”

“No, mum,” Adam said.  “I just got back from the shop.”

His mother shot him a sharp look.  She might have agreed to let him be an apprentice, but she’d had her doubts.  Adam understood.  He could have put on airs and graces and generally acted as if he’d been magically transformed into an aristocrat.  He’d seen a handful of women who’d married well suddenly start acting as though their former friends were beneath them ... he’d told himself it wasn’t the same, but it wasn’t that different either.  Matt certainly acted as if everything he touched turned to gold.  If Adam had had enough magic to do it ...

She put the garment to one side.  “What happened?”

Adam took a breath and started to explain, bracing himself for the torrent of questions he knew would follow when he’d finished the explanation.  He’d often thought his mother would have made a great interrogator.  She didn’t need torture to make someone talk.  She could pick up on the slightest discrepancy and use it to unravel the whole story, piece by piece.  Adam still scowled when he remembered how she’d forced him to confess how he’d made out with a girl from down the street.  The lecture she’d given him about the danger of getting someone pregnant out of wedlock had been worse than the beating.  She’d been so angry that he’d wondered, despite himself, if she’d had to get married in a hurry herself.  It was far from uncommon.

“I see,” his mother said.  “How do you intend to support yourself?”

“The apprenticeship offer comes with bed and board,” Adam said.  He didn’t want to mention Master Pittwater’s offer of spending money.  His mother would force him to refuse it.  “I have enough saved to live there for a few weeks, if the apprenticeship falls through.”

“If.”  His mother said nothing for a long moment.  “And what if you’re wrong?”

Adam hesitated, then met her eyes.  “Do I have a choice?”

“I should have marched you down to the boats and forced you to sign on as a fisherman,” his mother said, more to herself than to him.  “It would have given you a chance to climb the ladder until you had a boat of your own.”

“I’m too old, now,” Adam said.  It was true.  Fisherman normally started when they were children and climbed up from there.  If his father had lived, Adam and his brothers would have gone to sea with him almost as soon as they could walk.  “And there aren’t many places that’ll take me on as an apprentice.”

His lips twitched.  “Would you like me to go work in City Hall?”

“Bite your tongue,” his mother snapped.  “The day a son of mine works as a thief ...”

Adam hid his amusement with an effort.  His mother regarded taxmen as nothing more than bare-faced thieves, fools who knew nothing about the businesses and families they were trying to tax.  They thought shopkeepers were practically swimming in gold, to the point they’d think nothing of paying thousands of crowns in tax.  Adam knew better.  The shop brought in so little they could barely afford to pay their suppliers.  And his mother worked hard to hide what profits she could from the prying eyes and ears of the taxmen.  He didn’t blame her.  The bastards took everything they could and gave back nothing.

“I don’t have many options,” Adam said.  “I’m too educated for most jobs.  I might be able to get work as a labourer, but that won’t earn enough to keep me alive.  The only options outside the apothecary are accountancy, scribing and tax collecting and none of them are particularly good positions ...”

“There are some people down the street who’d probably thank you for doing their taxes for them,” his mother said.  “They made the mistake of keeping paper records.”

“And then someone will put a knife in me,” Adam reminded her.  “You remember the tax collector who waltzed into the Lower Depths.  They chopped his body to pieces and some of the bits were never found.”

His mother grimaced.  “I don’t want to see you go so far,” she said.  “But if you want to go you have my blessing.”

Adam hesitated.  He’d read the papers he’d been given.  Heart’s Eye sounded fascinating, the sort of place - he admitted, at least to himself - he wanted to live.  And yet, he was all too aware how easy it was for someone to paint a rosy picture that might bear little resemblance to reality.  He wanted to spend more time reading around the newborn university, but ... events were moving so quickly that the news might be outdated even before it reached Beneficence.  The city was thousands of miles from Heart’s Eye.  Even with portals and railways, it was a long way away.

“Thank you,” he said, finally.  “I’ll do my best to stay in touch.”

“Only if you can afford it,” his mother said, firmly.  “How much does it cost to send letters from there to here?”

“I don’t know.”  Adam frowned.  The international postal service was supposed to be cheap, but only by magical and aristocratic standards.  For him, it would be expensive to send so much as a single sheet of paper.  “I’ll have to look into it.”

“See that you do,” his mother said.  She tilted her head as she considered the question.  “There may be other ways to get messages from there to here.  People going back and forth, or suchlike.”

“I’ll look into that too,” Adam said.  He had his doubts, but it was worth checking.  “I wish ...”

He shook his head.  It wasn’t his mother’s fault that her husband had died at sea.  It wasn’t her fault that none of her children had any talent for magic.  It wasn’t her fault that she’d been forced to put them to work at a very early age.  It wasn’t her fault ... he told himself, firmly, that he’d been very lucky.  There were families that had sold their children into service - de facto slavery - or prostitution to pay the bills.  His mother had worked hard and honestly, save for a limited amount of tax evasion, but she’d never crossed the line.  Better they went hungry, she’d said, than sell themselves.  He understood, now, that she’d been right.

“We’ll cook something nice for your last day,” his mother assured him.  “And then ... we’ll wait for your letters.”

Adam nodded as he stood and headed to the bedroom he shared with his brother.  It was cramped, so cramped that Greg and he had bumped into each other constantly as they’d grown into manhood, but there’d been no choice.  The house was too small for them to have separate rooms and the idea of sharing with their sisters was appalling.  He wondered, idly, how his sisters coped sharing with their mother.  They had even less privacy than their brothers ... not, he supposed, that it mattered.  There was no hope of getting separate rooms ... he rolled his eyes in disgust.

And to think Matt had made a terrible fuss about the garret over the shop, he thought, crossly.  I wouldn’t have complained.  The room might be cramped, but it would be mine.

He put the thought out of his head as he stepped into the bedroom.  Greg was out, probably partying with the rest of them.  He sat on the stuffed mattress - they couldn’t afford proper beds - and silently assessed his collection of clothes and books.  It wasn’t much, he reflected, but he’d never been able to afford all the books he’d wanted to buy.  He sighed, feeling oddly unsure of himself, as he collected a handful of clothes and put the rest aside for his brother or cousins.  The family couldn’t afford to leave them lying around, gathering dust.  They’d serve the family better by going to someone who needed them.

We owe it to our family to do what we can for them, his mother had said years ago, when he’d protested losing a stuffed toy to a younger cousin.  It had hurt, even though he’d already outgrown the tatty teddy bear.  And they in turn do what they can for us.

He shook his head sourly as he packed his clothes into a bag, then added books.  The cheap novels his sisters loved had never really interested him - it hadn’t taken him long to realise the stories were little better than fantasies - but he wanted to catch up on his theoretical studies while riding the railway.  And then ... he felt a thrill of excitement, mingled with fear.  He was going to be travelling a long, long, way from Beneficence.  He was going to go where no member of his family had gone before.  He would be so far from everyone he knew that there would be no hope of help, if he ran into trouble.  His family might never hear from him again.  He was tempted, very tempted, to go back to the shop and decline the offer.  It would be safer to stay where he was.

And that would mean giving up all hope of a brighter future, he told himself.  There was nothing wrong with being a fisherman or a shopkeeper or even an accountant, but it wasn’t the life he wanted.  He wanted to do something important, something significant, something that might change the world.  And Heart’s Eye was the only hope of doing something that might be remembered after he was gone.  I have to take the chance.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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“I trust you’ll do a good job,” Master Pittwater said, as the locomotive began to puff steam into the air.  “And that you’ll remember everything I taught you.”

Adam nodded.  It had been an odd few days.  His duties at the shop had shrunk to almost nothing, Master Pittwater leaving the shop in Matt’s capable hands while he detailed everything he remembered about the old school and lectured Adam how to behave in the new university.  Matt’s own advice had been practically useless, although Adam had to admit it would have been a great deal more useful if he’d had magic of his own.  The idea of playing pranks on his fellow students might not have been so appalling if he’d actually been able to put them into practice. 

“I’ll do my best, sir,” he said.  He wasn’t an apprentice any longer, at least not until he reached Heart’s Eye.  “And thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

He sighed, inwardly, as he hefted his bag.  His mother and siblings had held a dinner for him - they’d treated it as if they expected never to see him again - but they’d declined to come to the station to see him off.  He wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Perhaps coming and watching him board the train would have been a little too final.  His mother didn’t like trains - she regarded the railway as new-fangled nonsense and had flatly refused to invest in Vesperian’s Folly - but his siblings were a little more adventurous.  He told himself it didn’t matter as the whistle blew loudly.  He’d said all his goodbyes when he’d left the house for the final time.

“Here.”  Master Pittwater passed him a small bag.  “Take this with you, open it when you’re there.  And don’t lose your tickets or all hell will break loose.”

Adam took the bag automatically as the whistle blew again.  The guards started slamming doors shut.  He hurried to the door and clambered into the carriage, a moment before it was slammed closed behind him.  The railway carriage stank of rotten cabbage, oil and something he couldn’t place, but he still felt excited as he sat on a bench and waved to the people on the platform.  The whistle blew one final time, a moment before the train lurched into life and glided out of the station.  The passengers started chattering excitedly, pointing out landmarks as they passed through the city.  Adam was torn between excitement and a strange sense he was doing something wrong, something unnatural.  The train wasn’t magic.  Anyone could build a steam locomotive.  And yet, there was something weird about it.

He put the thought out of his mind as he stared through the warded window and peered over the city.  The train was picking up speed, puffs of smoke flashing past the carriage as it headed towards the bridges.  Adam had walked along the cliffs before - it was a good place to bring girls, where they’d have some privacy but not too much - but he’d never seen them from a carriage.  The people standing beside the lines were a blur.  He wondered, idly, how many of them were train spotters and how many of them were using train spotting as an excuse to spend time with their girls.  It wouldn’t be the first time everyone had pretended to believe such a ridiculous excuse.  People would happily pretend to believe anything, as long as the formalities were observed.

The train slipped onto the bridge.  The transition was so sudden that Adam nearly felt his heart stop as he stared down at the churning waters.  He knew a handful of young men who’d taken small boats down the rapids in demented bids to prove their masculinity, but he’d never dared try it himself.  Half the teenagers he’d watched set out had vanished, their bodies presumably washed out to sea and lost forever.  And yet, teenagers still tried to do it every so often, even though it was officially banned.  Adam sucked in his breath as the train reached the far side of the river and kept going.  They were in Zangaria now.  He was almost disappointed.  It didn’t look like an alien land.

He smiled as the train picked up speed, gliding past fields and roads while dropping, from time to time, into tunnels cut into mountains.  The fields looked healthy, the farmers looked happy ... he reminded himself that Cockatrice had been spared the worst of the Zangarian Civil War.  Lady Emily had been well on her way to turning the barony into the kingdom’s breadbasket even before the civil war had ruined her competitors.  Adam took heart as he spotted the neat little houses, so much better than the shacks and hovels he’d seen in the Lower Depths.  If Lady Emily could turn a barony into a wonderland, who knew what she could do with a school?

The train kept going.  Adam leaned back on the bench, resting his head against the wooden bulkhead.  The motion was oddly hypnotic.  He hadn’t been awake for long and yet he already felt sleepy.  He bit his lip as he dug into his bag for a book, pushing aside the sandwiches his mother had made before they’d said their final goodbyes.  The trip wasn’t supposed to take that long, he’d been assured, but his mother had insisted on packing him a lunch anyway.  He told himself to be grateful.  The trains rarely ran on time.  It was quite possible he’d be delayed ...

He opened the book and started to read, losing himself in magical theory to the point he almost didn’t notice when the train started to slow again.  The whistle blew, once again, as the train swept into the city, passing row upon row of brick factories, apartment blocks and houses clearly intended for merchants and magicians.  Beneficence was cramped, the entire city perched on an island that could be crossed in less than an hour; Cockatrice City was huge and sprawling, spread out over miles and growing constantly as it sucked up more and more outlying villages.  It looked as if the city would just keep growing until it swallowed the entire kingdom, although he was sure someone would do something to stop the expansion before it could get that far.  The train slowed, then rattled to a halt as it swept into the station.  Adam felt cramped as he stood, picked up his bag and joined the other passengers as they hurried out of the carriage.  The station stank of smoke and oil, but he had to admit it was impressive.  It looked as if one could get anywhere on the railway.

But you can’t, Adam reminded himself, as he followed the signs to the portals outside.  I have to take a portal to get the rest of the way.

He kept a hand on his money pouch as the crowd flowed towards the portals.  The streets outside were chaotic, guards and station officials trying to direct the crowd and not really succeeding.  The people on the streets looked ... happy.  He frowned as he spotted dozens of men and women wearing fancy clothes, too many to be upper-class ... surely.  Back home, anyone who dared wear such clothes without being in the right social class would be lucky if they were only told to go home and change.  Here, it seemed almost common.  Adam was tempted to just walk into the city, to try and find work in Cockatrice.  There were billboards everywhere, advertising jobs from the basic to the complex.  But Master Pittwater had gone out on a limb for him, when he’d been pushed into taking his retirement.  Adam couldn’t betray the old man by walking away, not now.

The portals stood in a field, surrounded by wooden railings and black-clad magicians.  A shiver ran down his spine as he stared at the portals - sheets of white light, just hanging in the air - then held out his ticket for inspection.  The magician manning the gates glanced at it, looked Adam up and down, then pointed to one of the portals.  A long line of people were making their way through, stepping through the light and simply winking out of existence.  Adam had seen magic before, hundreds of times, but the portal was something new.  He couldn’t help wondering, as he joined the line and walked down to the light, why they didn’t set the portals up in Beneficence.  It wasn’t as if it would be difficult.

They could just set them up in the magical quarter, he thought.  And then charge anyone who wanted to use them.

The air tingled faintly as he stepped towards the portal.  The light seemed to ripple unnaturally, as if it were water rather than light.  He nearly stopped dead as it dawned on him that he was about to step into a maelstrom of raw magic.  He knew enough theory to be aware of just what would happen, if the spellwork was even the slightest bit out of sync.  And yet ... he forced himself to take the final step.  His skin crawled, but ... he wasn’t sure if it was real or just his imagination.  The world twisted around him and ...

... Adam recoiled as a gust of heat struck him in the face.  He thought, for a terrified moment, that he’d actually walked straight into a blast furnace.  The papers had made it clear that Heart’s Eye was in a desert, but ... he’d never really considered what that meant.  Beneficence was always cool, even on the brightest days.  The air blowing in from the sea made sure the temperature never grew stifling, at least on the streets.  Here ... he felt sweat starting to prickle on his back.  His clothes, so light by Beneficence’s standards, were suddenly hot and heavy.  It felt as if he’d made a mistake.

“Get a move on,” a guard shouted.  “You’re blocking the portal!”

Adam forced himself to walk forward, even as he looked around.  The portal was just outside a railway station, a station that seemed to be considerably smaller than the one in Beneficence.  On the far side, he saw a fence blocking access, funnelling the crowd through a series of checkpoints before they could get into the city itself.  He couldn’t help noticing that most of the travellers from Beneficence and Zangaria were heading straight for the station, rather than Farrakhan.  He suspected they were going to Heart’s Eye.  His clothes felt heavier and heavier as he passed the guards, showing them his ticket as he headed to the platform.  It was crowded beyond words.  He wondered, suddenly, how many people were pushed onto the railway track.

He tried not to think about it as he waited.  His throat felt dry.  He looked at the locals and frowned as he realised they wore long flowing garments that covered them from head to toe, the men wearing caps and the women hiding their hair behind scarves that reminded him of something he’d read in one of Master Pittwater’s older books.  They seemed much better dressed for the heat than most of the newcomers.  He wasn’t the only one who seemed to be drenched in his own sweat.  A pair of salesmen were making their way up and down the platform, offering water to anyone willing to pay.  Adam would have been tempted, if he hadn’t known the dangers all too well.  They weren’t bothering to clean the cups before passing them to the next drinker.

A thrill of anticipation ran through the crowd as the train slowly came into view, puffing towards them.  Adam braced himself, watching with awe as the locomotive slid through the station and came to a halt on the far side.  The station guards shouted orders, clearing a path through the crowd for the passengers to disembark before the carriages could be loaded again.  Adam frowned as he studied the locomotive, her crew unhooking her from the carriage and guiding her towards a loop in the track.  It was hard to be sure, but she looked more primitive than the locomotives in Beneficence.  It puzzled him.  Heart’s Eye was supposed to be a centre of innovation.  Why didn’t they have the very latest models?

The crowd surged forward.  Adam kept a tight hold of his bag as he was pushed towards and into the nearest carriage.  It filled so rapidly that he could barely move, bodies crammed in so tightly he was uneasily aware he was pushed up against another man.  The train whistled loudly moments later, the guards shouting more orders to force the unlucky passengers to wait for the next train.  Adam almost wished he’d stayed on the platform himself.  It wasn’t going to be a pleasant trip.  The train lurched again, then slid into motion.  This time, the banging and crashing was so loud he honestly wondered if their train had collided with another.  It wasn’t impossible.  There were no shortage of horror stories about accidents on railway lines.  Some were even true.

He managed to catch a glimpse through the window as the train picked up speed.  The city struck him as ugly, with more in common with Beneficence than Cockatrice.  The walls marked a clear line between the city and the surrounding countryside, rather like the island city.  He studied the landscape as the train kept moving, watching as fields slowly gave way to desert.  The train rocked back and forth, the motion threatening to make him sick.  It took all the determination he could muster to keep from throwing up.  The noise - and the smell from further down the carriage - told him someone else hadn’t been so lucky.  It sounded as if there would have been a fight, if there had been enough room to throw a punch or a kick ...

It felt like hours, hours upon hours, before the train finally started to slow once again.  The passengers had shifted, blocking his view, but he could hear someone talking about Heart’s Ease, the town closest to Heart’s Eye.  His body ached uncomfortably as the train came to a halt, the doors slamming open so loudly he thought someone was letting off fireworks outside the train.  The passengers didn’t so much flow as fall out, the pressure on him slowly easing as more and more passengers clambered out until he could make it out himself.  He yawned helplessly ... it hadn’t been that long, had it, since he’d left Beneficence?  He didn’t think so and yet ... his head pounded as he heard someone calling for passengers who wanted to go straight to the university.  It was all he could do to stumble towards the source of the sound.  A pair of men in simple white uniforms were ticking names off a list.  Adam gave his and joined the line.  The air was, thankfully, cooler inside the station.

“We’ll be walking straight up to the university,” the leader said.  “Follow me.”

Adam’s headache grew worse as he followed the men into the bright sunlight and up a stony road that had clearly seen better days.  The air was hot and dry, stinking of coal and too many humans in too close of a proximity; the heat grew rapidly, until he could feel sweat running down his back and pooling in his boots.  He made a mental note to buy more appropriate clothes as soon as possible, even if it meant going hungry.  There was just no way he could look around, even as the university came into view.  His head was just too sore.

“Heart’s Eye,” one of the men said.  “Your new home.”

Adam forced himself to look, despite the growing pain.  The university looked like a fancy castle right out of a children’s tale, the sort of building one might design if one didn’t have to worry about the towers collapsing under their own weight.  Adam felt another flicker of envy - he was too sore to feel more - as he thought about the magicians who’d had enough magic to turn their dreams into reality.  Vesperian had been the richest man in Beneficence, at least until his schemes had come crashing down, yet even he had never managed to build something so wonderful.  Adam didn’t know much about magical construction, but he was sure there had to be hundreds of spells woven through the sandstone.  Nothing less would suffice.

They stepped through the door and into the entrance hall. The temperature dropped rapidly.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief, thanking all the gods that the building was spelled against heat.  It would be impossible, otherwise.  He heard someone calling his name and looked up, his head spinning as he saw a girl with snakes for hair.  For a moment, he honestly thought he was hallucinating.  He’d heard tales of Gorgons, but he’d never seen one.  They generally kept to themselves.  What was one doing here?

It was hard to look at her face.  “I ... that’s me.”

“Travel sick?”  The Gorgon’s voice was reassuringly normal.  “Come with me.  I’ll take you to your room.”

Adam nodded and stumbled after her as she led him through a maze of stairways and corridors.  The stories insisted magical schools were bigger on the inside and he was starting to think they were right.  His head didn’t get any better as they reached an open door, revealing a bedroom and a tiny washroom.  A jug of water and a pair of glasses sat on a bedside table.  Adam was too dazed to realise he was being given more space, and privacy, than he’d had in his entire life.

“Get some rest,” the Gorgon advised.  “Let your body get used to being here.  Your partner will meet you in the morning.”

“My ...?”  Adam swallowed, hard.  “I thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” the Gorgon said.  “Like I said, get some rest.  You’ll feel better in the morning.”

Adam could not help but obey.
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Chapter Five
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Adam awoke, suddenly.

He wasn’t sure, at first, where he was.  His body ached.  He hadn’t felt so feverish since he’d caught something nasty as a child, so long ago he’d buried them.  Master Pittwater had warned him about Portal Lag, cautioned him that travelling so far in a single day had unfortunate side effects, but he hadn’t really believed the older man.  It had seemed like something the magicians might tell mundanes, to keep them from using the portals to their fullest potential.  He knew, now, the old man hadn’t been exaggerating.  His head was pounding ...

No.  Someone was knocking on the door.

Adam forced himself to stand.  The light crystals embedded in the ceiling grew brighter as he clambered out of bed, his body protesting with every step.  His stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten for hours.  The sandwiches his mother had packed were still in the bag, lying by the foot of the bed.  He hoped they were still good - and safe - to eat.  The cheese was supposed to last for weeks, as long as you kept it cool, but he’d spent most of the previous day in a suffocating hot environment.  It might be safer to throw out the sandwiches before he could give into the temptation to eat them.

He stumbled to the door and opened it, blinking with surprise at the sight that greeted him.  A young woman - she couldn’t be any older than he was - stood on the far side, hands resting on her hips.  Adam stared at her.  She was tall and redheaded, wearing a bright green dress that was cut open to reveal the tops of her breasts ... Adam forced himself to look away before she took offense.  A young woman who wore that was almost certainly a magician, capable of hexing or cursing anyone who stared at her too long.  He’d heard all the stories, stories magicians considered hilarious and mundanes thought horrible beyond words.  One moment, you were staring at a girl; the next, you were a frog or a slug or something even worse.  He forced himself to look the girl in the eyes.  It was the safest place.

“Well,” said the girl.  “It’s about time.”

Adam blinked at her, confused.  She sounded like a magical aristocrat, a type he’d rarely seen in Beneficence.  Her skin was unblemished by life, creamy and soft as if she’d stepped out of another world, yet her pretty lips were twisted in a sneer.  His heart sank as he looked at her.  She was beautiful and yet she was studying him as if he was something she’d scraped off her shoe.  Her eyes narrowed in contempt.

“I trust you are ready to attend upon us?”  Her voice suggested she doubted it.  “Or have you spent the morning lollygagging in bed?”

She looked past Adam, as if she expected he wasn’t alone.  Adam felt his temper flare.  He didn’t know who she was, but ... he didn’t like her, he didn’t like anyone, talking to him like that.  He was a free citizen of Beneficence, not a serf or a slave or a runaway peasant.  He might be an apprentice, but even apprentices had rights.  They didn’t include having to take such ... disdain ... from someone who was clearly as immature as someone half her age.

Adam found his voice.  “Who are you?”

The girl looked at him as if he’d said something stupid.  “Lilith,” she said.  “Don’t you know me?”

“No.”  Adam shook his head in bemusement.  “I’ve only just arrived.”

A shadow crossed Lilith’s face, gone so quickly Adam wondered if he’d imagined it.  “I am” - she paused, as if she was rethinking her next words - “I am Master Landis’s apprentice.  And I have to take you to the lab.”

Her eyes walked up and down his body.  “And you’re not even appropriately dressed!”

Adam felt his cheeks heat.  “I arrived last night,” he said.  His body was insisting - loudly - that it was the middle of the night.  “You woke me up.”

Lilith sneered.  “That won’t do at all,” she said.  “Get dressed in lab robes and meet me there in ten minutes ...”

“I don’t even know where it is,” Adam protested.  “I can’t ...”

“Of course not,” Lilith said, more to herself than to him.  “That would be clever.”

She stepped backwards and crossed her arms over her breasts.  “Get dressed,” she ordered.  “I’ll wait outside.  Hurry.”

Adam took a perverse delight in closing the door in her face, although he doubted the flimsy wood would slow her down for a moment if she decided she wanted to get inside.  Lilith had to be a magician.  Her attitude, snobbish even by magical standards, proved it.  Someone would have given her an attitude adjustment by now, if she wasn’t powerful enough to defend herself.  Adam wondered, as he turned back to the bed, if she showed that attitude to Master Landis.  It would be a rare master who’d put up with it.  Master Pittwater had thrashed Matt for talking back to him and Matt, compared to Lilith, was a paragon of politeness and simple human decency.

He dug through the bag and pulled out the apprenticeship robes, then the letters of introduction Master Pittwater had provided for the university staff.  His fingers lingered on the books, but he decided to leave them behind for the moment.  Master Landis was unlikely to want to see them.  He glanced at the washroom shower, feeling unpleasantly grimy, but there was no time to do more than splash water on his face and hands.  Lilith was probably already considering blowing down the door, then frogmarching him to her master.  His heart sank even further.  The files he’d seen hadn’t suggested Master Landis already had an apprentice, but  ...

And she’s a girl, Adam thought, suddenly.  It was rare for a male magician to take a female apprentice.  The only exception that came to mind was Lady Emily’s apprenticeship with the Sorcerer Void and he was her father.  Why did he take a female apprentice?

He put the thought aside - he didn’t dare ask - then pushed open the door.  Lilith looked him up and down, her eyes narrowing in disdain.  Adam fought the urge to step back and close the door once again.  He knew he wasn’t exactly the most handsome person in the world - and he was a far cry from the absurd statues of unrealistic men in even more unrealistic poses - but he wasn’t ugly either.  And yet ...

“You’re not an apprentice,” Lilith said.  “You shouldn’t be wearing those robes.”

“I came here for an apprenticeship,” Adam countered.  He could tell she was trying to get on his nerves, perhaps provoke him into doing something that would give her an excuse to slap him down.  It didn’t make her attitude any easier to take.  “Shouldn’t I be dressed for the part?”

“You’re not a real apprentice,” Lilith snapped.  She held up her palm.  A spark of light danced over her skin.  It was a trick magicians often used to identify themselves.  Adam tried not to wince as he looked at the reminder he would never be a magician.  “All you’re good for is preparing the ingredients.  Menial work.”

She turned and marched down the corridor, then stopped.  “Did you even think to have something to eat?”

Adam felt his stomach growl.  “No,” he said.  He was used to hunger - his family had often gone hungry, in the days since his father’s death - but he wanted to irritate her.  Just a little.  “Is there something to eat?”

Lilith snorted and turned to walk down a staircase.  “Follow me,” she snapped.  “And stay a step or two behind me.”

Adam ignored the insult as he followed her down two flights of stairs and a maze of corridors.  Heart’s Eye was big, easily larger than the largest building he’d seen back in Beneficence.  The corridors looked identical, although someone had helpfully hung signs and markers everywhere.  A handful were covered in strikingly realistic paintings, the first truly realistic portraits he’d seen.  Adam ran his eye over the names below the faces.  MISTRESS IRENE.  LADY EMILY ... the Emily, he assumed.  MASTER CALEB.  MASTER LANDIS ... he stopped to study his face, wondering just how closely the painting matched reality.  He looked very different than Master Pittwater.  A pale face, neatly trimmed goatee, green eyes ... Adam couldn’t help thinking he reminded him of someone, although he wasn’t sure who.

“That’s your new boss,” Lilith said.  She seemed in no hurry, all of a sudden.  “We don’t want people forgetting who runs this place.”

Adam gave her a sharp look.  “Do you even want to be here?”

Lilith looked thoroughly displeased.  “I have no choice,” she said, as she turned away and resumed the walk.  “You do.  Why don’t you leave?”

She kept walking, forcing Adam to scurry down a flight of stairs after her.  The corridor widened suddenly.  He heard people talking as they rounded the corner and stepped through a set of open doors, revealing a giant dining hall.  He’d seen something like it in the guildhall back in Beneficence, but this one was an order of magnitude larger.  The wooden tables were crammed with men and women, chatting happily as they dug into their food.  They looked a strange mixture of people, from young men and women who were clearly magicians and older people who looked to be mature craftsmen.  Adam felt a twinge of envy.  A craftsman could work anywhere, if he had the right skills.  In hindsight, perhaps he should have sought one of those apprenticeships instead.  

The crowd parted in front of Lilith, allowing her to lead the way to the food tables.  They were groaning under the weight of everything from porridge and fried bacon to bread and piles upon piles of fresh fruit.  A large sign hanging above the fruit insisted that an apple a day would keep the chirurgeon away, a cute rhyme that made Adam smile even though he doubted it was true.  Lilith picked up a bowl and passed it to him, then took a second for herself.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if she was hungry too.

“Take what you want,” she said.  There was an edge in her tone Adam didn’t like, although it didn’t seem directed at him.  “Don’t worry about paying for it.”

“Really?”  Adam had grown up in a shopkeeper’s family.  He knew very well there was no such thing as a free breakfast.  It sounded as though Lilith was trying to get him in hot water.  “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”  Lilith’s tone hardened.  “Right now, the food is free.”

Adam hesitated, then filled his bowl with porridge and dried fruit.  It was hard not to marvel at the sheer choice in front of him, from meats his family had only eaten on special occasions to foodstuffs so expensive they’d never been able to afford them.  He didn’t even know what half of them even were.  Where were they even coming from?  People couldn’t grow food in the desert, could they?  He vaguely recalled hearing someone saying the Desert of Death was receding, but he had no idea if that was actually true.  The farms he’d seen outside the desert city hadn’t seemed capable of feeding the farmers, let alone the entire university.

They have portals, he reminded himself.  They can bring in food from all over the Allied Lands.

He followed Lilith towards an empty table, frowning inwardly as he realised Lilith was getting wary looks from just about everyone.  That was ... odd.  She might be snobbish and unpleasant even by magical standards, but she was pretty and probably well-connected and he had no doubt someone would see fit to overlook her personality if courting her meant inheriting her connections when they married.  Adam had heard all sorts of stories about magical courtships, but - at base - they were little different from merchant courtships.  It didn’t matter, not really, if the happy couple liked each other or not.  All that mattered was what they could do with their combined wealth.

“Sit, eat,” Lilith said.  She waved her hand, summoning a pair of glasses and a water jug.  They floated over to the table and landed neatly on the surface.  “We don’t have much time.”

Adam nodded and tucked into his porridge.  It was very plain, without even a hint of sugar or salt, but it was filling.  Lilith ate slowly and daintily, as if she was eating more to humour him than to fill herself.  Adam poured himself a glass of water and drank it, then quietly studied the rest of the room.  It felt as if they were in a bubble, in the dining hall and yet not quite part of it.  Even the older magicians seemed wary of her.  She didn’t seem to care.

She can’t be much older than me, Adam thought.  Why are they so ...?

He saw a young man at a nearby table, who winked at him the moment their eyes met.  There was something oddly familiar about his clothes, a hint of Beneficence or Cockatrice that felt like a bit of home on the far side of the world.  He was probably an apprentice to a craftsman, if not a craftsman in his own right.  Adam winked back, wondering if he’d found someone who’d understand what it was like to jump from the city to the university.  Lilith didn’t seem to notice.

“Time to go,” she said.  She stood, brushing down her dress before sweeping out of the chamber.  “This way.”

Adam hesitated - she’d left the bowls and glasses on the table - then hurried after her.  “Who does the cooking?  And everything else?”

“Depends,” Lilith said.  “The cooks do the cooking” - she wasn’t looking at him, but he could hear the sneer - “assisted by students who are working their way through university courses.  They do the labour and, in exchange, are allowed to attend lectures and take the exams.  It is quite the arrangement.”

Adam stared at her back.  “What’s wrong with it?”

“They cannot use it,” Lilith said.  “What’s the point?”

“Maybe they can use it,” Adam said.  “Maybe you’re underestimating them.”

Lilith tossed her head and kept walking.  Adam couldn’t put his feelings into words.  Lilith didn’t seem to notice as she led the way down two flights of stairs and along a long corridor.  Adam felt a tingle passing through him, his hair threatening to stand on end, as they crossed the wards.  Silence fell, noticeably.  He hadn’t really been aware of the background noise until it was gone.  A pair of young girls walked past, going in the other direction.  They both gave Lilith a wide berth.  Adam frowned.  Lilith wasn’t that bad, was she?  He’d met people who were worse.

“This is the lab,” Lilith said, as she pushed open a door.  “Master Landis will key you into the wards, once you prove yourself.”

“I proved myself to Master Pittwater,” Adam protested.  “I know ...”

“An apothecary,” Lilith said, in a tone that suggested Master Pittwater was one step above a gutter rat.  “This is an alchemical lab.  The rules are different.”

She muttered a word as she stepped inside.  The air glowed with light.  Adam felt a thrill, despite himself, as he looked around.  The chamber was massive, a dozen wooden tables - neatly spaced, in line with the rules Master Pittwater had drummed into him - dominating the room.  The walls were lined with shelves upon shelves of potion ingredients, alchemical textbooks and everything an alchemist needed, from cauldrons to glass vials, jars and bottles.  He stepped closer, admiring the collection of ingredients.  A number were so expensive that Master Pittwater had rarely, if ever, used them.  He couldn’t help shuddering as he saw a pickled frog in a jar.

“That was a boy who tried to kiss me,” Lilith said.  Adam couldn’t tell if she was joking.  “I turned him into a frog and pickled him.”

Adam felt sick.  “Do you think that’s funny?”

Lilith shrugged.  “There’s a washroom through there,” she said.  “I take it you know how to wash your hands and put on a proper apron?”

“I won’t bother to dignify that stupid question with a stupid answer,” Adam said.  “Really.”

He stuck out his tongue at her back.  He hadn’t worked a day in the shop before he’d learnt the dangers of cross-contamination and injury.  It was very easy to get seriously hurt, even if one couldn’t brew the more dangerous potions.  He’d helped Master Pittwater clean the wounds, after one of his previous apprentices had splashed himself with cockatrice blood.  It wasn’t as lethal as basilisk or manticore venom, but it had still done enough damage to terminate the poor man’s career.  Adam had no idea what had happened to the former apprentice after he’d left the city.  

Lilith rattled around in the lab as Adam washed and dried his hands, then donned an apron.  It wouldn’t provide much protection, if a cauldron exploded, but it might give him a few seconds to tear it off before the boiling liquid burned through to his skin.  He tested it lightly, making sure he could pull it free, then headed back into the lab.  Lilith had laid out a set of ingredients, and a small collection of tools.  Adam felt a thrill when he looked at them.  He knew how to use them all.

“To work,” Lilith ordered.  She jabbed a finger at the pile.  “Ready these for use.”

Adam frowned as he stared at the pile.  Some were common, so common a child could prepare them properly.  A couple required almost no preparation.  The remainder were tricky.  He couldn’t prepare them unless he knew what they were going to brew.  The Darkle Roots needed to be sliced one way for a sleeping potion and quite another way for a purgative.  The Candy Seeds needed to be left intact for a shape-change potion and crushed for a healing potion.  And the daisies ... Master Pittwater had joked about a vile old witch who found daisies soothing, but - as far as he knew - they had no real magical applications.  They were useless.

“Interesting,” Adam said, as neutrally as he could.  “What are we going to brew?”

Lilith sniffed.  “A simple painkilling potion,” she said. “Prepare the ingredients.”

Adam tried to hide his annoyance.  She hadn’t said which one.  There were over fifty different recipes, with varying levels of potency.  It was a test, he was sure.  If he started preparing the ingredients for the wrong recipe ... he kept his face under tight control as he considered the recipes he’d memorised.  There were only four that involved all but one of the ingredients.  The daisies were a mystery.  He shrugged, resisting the urge to ask about them as he started to work.  He chopped up the Darkle Roots, being very careful to avoid mixing them with the Hawthorne Thistles.  They didn’t go well together unless they were blended in a cauldron.  The Jigger Stems were of too poor quality for two of the four recipes, so he angled his work towards the remaining two.  Lilith watched, occasionally tossing in a question.  Adam was almost insulted.  He’d covered most of them within the first two months of his time in the shop.

“I’ve done everything, but the daisies,” he said, finally.  “What are we going to brew?”

Lilith snorted.  “We?  I’m going to brew ...”

Adam felt his temper snap.  “I just prepared the ingredients for you,” he said, sharply.  A thought struck him.  “Did I just help you with your work?”

“It’s your job,” Lilith snapped.  “You prepare the ingredients.  I turn them into potions!”

“I came here for an apprenticeship, not to be a servant,” Adam snapped back.  He didn’t mind preparing ingredients.  It was part of the job.  But he didn’t want to be just a preparer.  If he’d wanted that, he could have stayed and worked for Matt.  “I need to learn to brew and ...”

“With what?”  Lilith turned to face him.  “You have no magic.  You can toss this lot into a cauldron and get what?  Sludge!  You cannot do anything with this.  All you’re good for is preparing the ingredients!”

“I can learn,” Adam said.  “I can ...”

Lilith jabbed a finger at him.  His entire body froze.  He could neither move nor speak.

“I learnt that spell before I went to school,” Lilith said.  She tapped Adam on the head.  It sounded as if she’d rapped her knuckles against solid metal.  “You are powerless against it.  You cannot defend yourself against even the merest touch of magic.  You have no place here, save as a servant to your betters.  And the sooner you learn it, the better.”

Adam struggled to move, but he couldn’t.  His entire body was locked solid.  He couldn’t even move his eyes.  He watched, helplessly, as Lilith took the ingredients he’d lovingly prepared and started to turn them into a potion.  She was good, he admitted grudgingly; she was far better than the other apprentices he’d met.  Her fingers moved with easy skill, her magic sparking with life as she worked.  And yet she thought of him as a servant ...

His heart sank.  How the hell did I get into this mess?
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Adam stood, frozen solid, and waited.

There was nothing else he could do.  The magic held him still.  Matt had told him, more than once, that some magicians knew how to free themselves even if they couldn’t move their hands, but Adam didn’t even have the tiniest spark of magic.  He couldn’t defend himself against even the simplest spell.  Lilith didn’t pay any attention to him as she glided around the lab, moving with an elegance and grace he would have admired if she hadn’t cast a spell on him.  His sheer helplessness gnawed at him as he waited.  She couldn’t be much older than him - if at all - and yet she’d overpowered him effortlessly.  It was shameful.  If anyone found out, back home, he’d be a laughingstock.  

“Good,” Lilith said, more to herself than to Adam.  The potion was bubbling merrily as it settled down.  “Very good.”

Adam wanted to scream.  He wanted to ... he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do.  There was nothing he could do.  Master Pittwater had been right.  He could run the calculations and plot out how best to turn a collection of ingredients into a potion, but he could never do it for himself.  Lilith could ... and more, much more, beside.  He felt a surge of pure hatred, mingled with regret.  He’d been assured Heart’s Eye would be different.  So far, it was shaping up to be worse.

The door opened.  Master Landis stepped into the room.  His eyebrow raised as he saw Adam, then looked at Lilith.  She glanced at him.  Adam couldn’t see her face, but ... Master Landis gave her an indulgent smile and waved a hand at him.  The spell broke.  Adam dropped to the floor, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  It was all he could do not to scream.  He didn’t want to give Lilith the satisfaction.

“He was very cheeky to me,” Lilith said, in a tone one might use to talk about the weather.  “I had to put him in his place.”

“Good, good,” Master Landis said.  There was a hint of exasperation in his tone, rather than anger.  “I’m sure he won’t do it again.”

Adam tried not to glare as he picked himself up and brushed down his robe.  Matt had hexed him.  Once.  Master Pittwater had strapped him so hard he hadn’t been able to sit down for a week afterwards.  Adam had seen the welts.  After that ... they might not have been close friends, but at least they’d managed to work together.  Lilith ... Adam couldn’t believe she’d simply been allowed to get away with it.  He had to bite his tongue to keep from snitching.  The little ... witch ... deserved it and worse.

“Come over here,” Master Landis ordered.  “Pittwater spoke highly of you.”

“Thank you,” Adam managed.  He could feel Lilith’s gaze burning into his back.  “He spoke highly of you, too.”

Lilith made a spluttering noise.  Master Landis didn’t seem to care.

“What do you get,” he asked instead, “if you mingle Tostada Powder with Raymore Oats at room temperature?”

“A mess,” Adam said.  It was true, although it was hardly precise.  “The two simply don’t blend at room temperature.  Worse, they clog up the rest of the potion and expend the magic too early.  You have to put the powder in water and bring it to the boil before you add the oats.”

“Good, good,” Master Landis said.  “Why can’t you use preservation spells on regeneration potion?”

“Because the magic within the spells triggers a reaction within the potion,” Adam said.  It had been one of the very first things he’d learnt as a shop assistant.  “The potion goes sour very quickly and becomes useless.”

“Any fool knows that,” Lilith put in.

“Yes,” Master Landis agreed.  “How do you compensate for the effect?”

Adam hesitated, unsure what to say.  As far as he knew, there was no way to compensate for the effect.  Regeneration potions were incredibly difficult to produce, even for trained alchemists.  There’d been times when they simply couldn’t be brewed in time.  The best of them needed blood, skin and even bones from the patient ... he frowned.  Was there something he’d missed?  Or was it a trick question?

“I don’t think you can compensate for the effect,” he said, finally.  “Stasis spells, preservation spells, even basic freeze charms ... they’d all have an effect on the potion.  You could freeze it the mundane way, but it would take too long and ...”

“Impossible,” Lilith said.

Master Landis held up a hand.  “It might work, but keeping the potion stable would be impossible,” he said.  “You’re right.  As far as we know, it cannot be done.”

Adam had no time to enjoy the moment.  Master Landis bombarded him with questions, ranging from easy to extremely difficult, including a couple he had to work out before he dared open his mouth.  He had no idea how well he was doing, although Lilith snorted a couple of times at some of his more uncertain answers.  Master Landis seemed inclined to ignore her, something that annoyed Adam.  Lilith’s attitude was going to get her in real trouble if she mouthed off to someone really dangerous.

“Very good,” Master Landis said, after what felt like hours.  “You have a good grounding in basic magical theory.”

“But almost no practical skill,” Lilith put in.  “I told him that ...”

Adam promised himself he’d find a way to get a little revenge as Master Landis showed him around the lab.  It was even bigger than he’d thought, with a small kitchen next to the washroom and a preservation cabinet humming with magic in the next room.  Adam was impressed, particularly with the library.  Master Landis passed him a handful of papers and told him to check his work, forcing him to go through the calculations one by one.  They looked accurate, but not precise.  A skilled brewer could easily compensate for any weaknesses as he prepared the potion.  It was only people like Adam who needed to be perfectly precise.

Except I can’t even get started, Adam thought, sourly.  There’s no way I can trigger the reaction myself.

The day wore on.  Master Landis had Adam slicing, dicing and otherwise preparing ingredients as he and Lilith turned them into potions.  Lilith shot Adam snide looks every time he brought her a tray of ingredients, to the point he was tempted - very tempted - to make a mistake that would ensure the cauldron exploded in her face.  He put the thought aside before it could push him into action.  Master Landis would fire him on the spot, if the master didn’t kill Adam outright ... he ground his teeth, meditating on the value of patience.  He’d find out what was actually going on first, before he did anything.  He had never known a master to put up with such behaviour from an apprentice.  There had to be a reason Master Landis was letting her get away with it.

Adam studied him, thoughtfully, as he brewed.  Master Pittwater had been cool and calm and very precise.  Master Landis seemed much more of a performer, practically dancing as he placed the ingredients in the cauldron and triggered the reaction that turned them into potion.  It was impressive, although Adam couldn’t help thinking Lilith found him rather embarrassing. She cast sidelong looks as he worked, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she saw.  How long had she been his apprentice?  It had to have been quite some time if she was confident he wouldn’t punish her for bitchiness.

“Done,” Master Landis said.  He put out the flame, then nodded to Adam.  “Bottle it up and label everything, then put it in storage.  We’ll take it to the infirmary later.”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.

Lilith shot him a nasty look.  He ignored her as best as he could.  Master Pittwater had made sure he understood precisely how to label the vials, noting everything from the potion name to the precise time and date it was brewed.  The basic healing potion would last for weeks, as long as it wasn’t exposed to the air.  He wondered, suddenly, just how many people got hurt at Heart’s Eye.  He’d heard enough horror stories about magic schools to fear the answer might be terrifyingly high.

Master Landis didn’t seem to flag.  Instead, he tossed more and more questions at Adam as he worked his way through his books.  It was strange to realise just how much he didn’t know ... just how much he could never know.  Matt had tried to explain magic to Adam, and how it felt to use it, but Adam hadn’t been able to follow his explanation.  It was like trying to imagine himself a girl, only worse.  There were spells and potions to turn boys into girls - and girls into boys - but there was no way to become a magician.  If there had been ... he was sure Master Pittwater would have made it for him.  There were certainly plenty of rich mundanes who would have paid through the nose to become magical.

Lilith’s disdain seemed to grow with every successive answer.  Adam rapidly came to realise she was more annoyed by correct answers than mistakes.  Did she feel threatened?  He found it hard to believe.  She had magic and he did not and that was the end of it.  Adam could work out how to produce a potion, but he couldn’t brew it.  She’d get the credit if she took something Adam figured out and actually made it work.  Adam wouldn’t have faulted her, either.  It was a great deal easier to plot how to do something - anything - than doing it.  

He allowed himself a sigh of relief as Master Landis seemed to run out of questions.  He really did remind Adam of someone, although he wasn’t sure who.  Master Pittwater?  His imagination suggested that Master Pittwater could be Master Landis’s father, but it didn’t seem likely.  They were very different.  Adam wasn’t a carbon copy of his father, yet they were very clearly related.  Besides, he’d never seen any sign that Master Pittwater was interested in women.  Or men.  How had they even met?  Unless Master Landis was a lot older than he looked, they were from different generations.  Adam wasn’t sure he dared ask.  It would be better to wait long enough to figure out what would offend him before he tried.

“Work on this,” Master Landis said, finally.  He held out a sheet of parchment.  “Let me know if you can make it work.”

Adam took the parchment and stared at it as Master Landis and Lilith returned to their brewing.  The spell notation was odd, strangely imprecise ... Adam glanced at them, unsure who’d prepared the parchment.  The very first section was so badly aligned with the rest that he found it hard to believe they’d been written by the same person.  Matt had made some howlers, when he’d started his apprenticeship, but nothing as bad as the one on the parchment.  Adam allowed himself to hope that Lilith had prepared the parchment, as he started to straighten it out.  Fixing the first section ...

His heart sank.  Fixing the first section threw the rest of the spell out of alignment.  He was suddenly entirely sure that Lilith had sketched it out.  She had the power to hold it together long enough to make it work ... to make it do whatever it was supposed to do.  Anyone else ... he shook his head.  It felt more like a very crude piece of spellwork than anything else.  He honestly couldn’t tell what it was intended to do.  No matter how he looked at it, there just didn’t seem to be any reasonable endpoint.

Adam waited for Master Landis to finish his brewing, then cleared his throat.  “I can’t figure out what it’s meant to do,” he admitted.  “The first section draws on a great deal of power, but the second and third sections pull in different directions.  What is the spell trying to do?”

“It was devised to split the potion in two, then brew each section separately before allowing them to recombine,” Master Landis said.  “Does that make it any easier?”

“No.”  Adam was too puzzled to pay proper respect.  “Wouldn’t it be better to brew them in separate cauldrons?”

Lilith snickered.  “What an idea!”

Adam glared at her.  “And what’s wrong with the idea?”

“Tell him,” Master Landis ordered.

“Of course.”  Lilith smiled at him.  It would have been a sweet smile from anyone else.  “The first part of the brew needs to be perfectly balanced.  That means you cannot brew two separate batches, even if you make it as precise as possible.  You have to produce one batch and split it into two.  And then you have to let them merge as equals, once you have prepared the second stage.  You cannot simply pour one into the other.  You have to let them blur as equals.”

Adam scowled as Master Landis gave her an approving look.  It was the sort of explanation, he felt, that only made sense to magicians.  What did it matter if one batch was poured into the other?  Why did it matter if they were equals?  What happened if they weren’t?  And wouldn’t it be easier, the nastier part of his mind wondered, if the cauldron was designed with a physical partition?  One could separate the two batches without using magic, thus avoiding the risk of accidental contamination.  Or was there something he was missing?  He had no way to know.

Make a note of it, he told himself.  The spell was an order of magnitude more complex than anything he’d seen in the old shop.  Master Pittwater had never used anything like it.  And follow up on it later.

He looked back at the spell notation, his heart sinking once again.  There was no way to tighten it up, not really.  It needed to be cast by someone who was perfectly attuned to both the potion and the spell ... a magician, a very experienced magician.  There was no way he could even begin to make it work.  He could fix the problems so someone else could cast the spell ... no, he realised suddenly.  He could only make them worse.

“It can’t be fixed,” Adam said, pushing the notes aside.  “I mean ... it’s cumbersome and stupid, but there’s no way to improve upon it without making it impossible to brew the potion.  It simply cannot be done.”

“No,” Master Landis agreed.  “Well spotted.”

Adam didn’t need to look at Lilith to know she was sneering.  She knew he hadn’t really done anything.  Hell, all he’d really done was waste time.  He’d thought the problem could be fixed ... if not by him, then by someone else.  But ... he shook his head.  There was always a cost.  One couldn’t make money without spending money, as Master Pittwater had said.  It hadn’t taken him long to realise it applied to magic too.

“Thank you,” he said.

Master Landis nodded and turned away.  Lilith snapped her fingers at Adam.  He felt a burning pain on his hand, as if he’d splashed himself with hot water.  She smirked at him as he glared helplessly at her, daring him to do something.  He knew there was nothing he could do.  She could freeze him in his tracks, or worse, before he could lay a finger on her.  If her master - their master - noticed, he said nothing.

“Prepare me some Kava,” Master Landis ordered.  “And then you and Lilith can go get something to eat.”

Lilith smiled.  “Prepare me some too,” she said, in a tone that suggested she was addressing a lowly servant.  “Milk, two sugars.”

Adam felt his cheeks redden as he turned and headed into the kitchen.  It was surprisingly big, the walls lined with cupboards crammed with everything from powered grains to potion ingredients and supplies.  He lit the fire under the stove, filled the kettle with water and started to dig through the cupboards for supplies.  A handful of inactive potions rested above the sink, including one he knew from the shop.  Inactive dogbreath potion was useless, unless it was given to a magician ...

And if I slip it into her drink now, he thought grimly, it could cost me the apprenticeship.

The kettle started to boil.  He took it off the stove, poured water into the mugs and added the grains, then hesitated.  He’d had more than enough of Lilith’s attitude, but his apprenticeship was at stake ... he took the mugs back into the workroom and passed them out.  Lilith sneered as she took hers and drank.  Master Landis nodded his thanks.  Lilith didn’t say anything at all.

Master Landis cleared his throat.  “Lilith, you are obliged to give Adam the tour,” he said, curtly.  He dug into his pocket and produced a handful of coins.  Adam tried not to notice he’d just given Lilith more money than he’d ever earned in a week.  No wonder she was such a spoilt brat.  “Take him for dinner in Heart’s Ease, then show him around.”

Lilith moaned.  “Do I have to?”

“Yes.”  Master Landis looked surprisingly firm.  “It’s your duty.”

Lilith looked murderous.  Adam almost offered to go alone.  He’d been hoping to take a look at Heart’s Ease - and the foundry beyond - but he wasn’t sure he wanted to go with her.  He was getting really sick of her attitude.  It made no sense.  Whatever her relationship with her master, he really shouldn’t have tolerated it.  A bratty apprentice reflected badly on the master who tutored her.

“And behave,” Master Landis added.  His eyes moved to Adam, then back to Lilith.  “Both of you.”

“Yes, Master,” he said.

Lilith just glared.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven
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Adam stopped as he reached his room.  “Can I get a quick shower?”

“Probably a good idea,” Lilith said, rather sarcastically.  “You do realise you smell?”

“I’ve been preparing ingredients all day,” Adam said, trying not to rise to the bait.  Master Pittwater had insisted on his apprentices showering before and after they went to work.  “Of course my hands are grimy.”

Lilith wrinkled her nose.  “I’ll meet you back here in twenty minutes,” she said stiffly, as he opened the door.  “Don’t get too comfortable in here.”

Adam blinked.  “Why ...?”

“This is a temporary room,” Lilith explained.  There was something in her voice that suggested she was telling the literal truth.  “You’re only here because you’re on probation.  If you succeed in impressing my master, you will be moved into the apprentice dorms.  If you fail, which I am sure you will, you’ll eventually be kicked out of the university and you’ll have to go live somewhere else.”

She turned and walked away.  Adam glared at her back, wondering how the hell he’d missed that.  He hadn’t thought, not really.  He hadn’t been given so much as a tiny garret at Master Pittwater’s shop ... why had he thought he’d be given a place at Heart’s Eye?  The room was clearly nothing more than a courtesy, a chamber that could be given and withdrawn at will.  If he proved himself ... he stepped inside, his heart sinking once again.  If he didn’t prove himself, what could he do?  Stay as an assistant?  Try to find a job in the university or the nearby town?  Or ... or go home, with his tail between his legs, and admit defeat?  He shucked off the robe, making a mental note to find out how he could wash it, and hurried into the shower.  The warm water almost made him feel human again.  He scrubbed himself down, reminding himself not to waste water.  They were, after all, in the middle of a desert.

He stepped out of the shower, dried himself and changed into more mundane clothes.  It wouldn’t impress Lilith, he was sure, but he was starting to think that impressing her was pretty much impossible.  What could he do, he asked himself, that she couldn’t do?  Nothing came to mind, certainly nothing he could use to secure the apprenticeship.  Perhaps he could find a way to improve her work ...

There was a sharp knock on the door.  Adam opened it.  Lilith stood outside, scowling impatiently.  She’d changed her clothes, swapping out the green dress for a dark blue outfit that made her look as if she was in mourning.  Adam hid his amusement with an effort as she looked him up and down, then turned and stalked away.  Adam closed the door behind him and hurried after her.  She barely slowed until she reached the staircase that led down to the entrance hall.  Adam couldn’t help noticing the wary glances thrown at her from all directions.  The students - even some of the staff - were acting as if they expected her to explode at any moment.

Perhaps she actually did turn an old boyfriend into a frog and pickle him, Adam thought, as they made their way through the entrance hall.  Lilith was hardly old enough to have made a reputation for herself, although - when he thought about it - he had to admit Lady Emily couldn’t be much older and everyone knew her name.  Or maybe she’s just too well-connected for anyone to call her out for being a little brat.

The sun hung low in the sky, casting rays of weird-coloured light over the sandy road leading down to Heart’s Ease.  Adam felt his skin prickle and reminded himself to get something to protect his skin before it was too late.  He’d always been more liable to burn rather than tan, even on the beaches near the great harbour back home.  Here ... he spotted a long line of people making their way to and from the town, half of them wearing hats and scarves to protect their heads from the heat.  He opened his mouth to ask Lilith to cast a protective charm, then thought better of it.  She would probably refuse to do it for him.

He took a breath and regretted it instantly.  The air outside was uncomfortably hot, the tang of sand and tainted magic brushing against his tongue.  It smelt as if something wet was burning, a stench that lingered long after the fire was out.  If Lilith noticed, or cared, she gave no sign.  Adam did his best not to glance at her too openly as they started to walk down the road.  It looked like a well-beaten dirt track, with people and carts hurrying up and down.  He would have enjoyed it more if the air hadn’t smelt so bad.

And the company was better, his thoughts added.  He’d always enjoyed going for walks with pretty girls - and he had to admit Lilith was pretty - but her attitude made it hard to tolerate her, let alone like her.  Why do so many people seem to openly fear her?

He puzzled over it for a long moment, then sighed inwardly.  It was probably going to be a problem, if he stayed with the apprenticeship.  People talked, a lot.  Back home, he’d been cautioned to be careful not to seek too much privacy for fear of what it would do to the girl’s reputation.  And his, of course.  Here ... here, he wasn’t so sure.  Lilith wasn’t holding his hand, let alone letting him wrap his arm around her waist, yet ... people would talk.  Who knew what they’d say?  The rules were different for magicians.  They, unlike their mundane counterparts, could silence the rumourmongers with a snap of their fingers.  

Lilith seemed lost in her own thoughts as she walked down the road.  Adam decided he didn’t want to know what she was thinking, although he suspected she was trying to devise something truly awful to do to him.  King Randor had put his enemies through a series of tortures so unpleasant Adam found it hard to believe any of them had survived the first stage, even with magical healing.  Lilith probably thought that turning him into a slug and stepping on me was too good for him.  Or something.  He shivered, trying not to edge away.  Back home, girls were vulnerable.  Everyone knew it.  Here, he was the vulnerable one.  It didn’t sit well with him.

Heart’s Ease came slowly into view.  The smell grew stronger as the wind picked up, bringing the stench to their nostrils.  Adam sucked in his breath.  He hadn’t had the time to check out the town properly, back when he’d disembarked from the train and headed up to the university, but now ... he stared as his eyes wandered over the town, noting the train station and the railway line leading across the desert.  Heart’s Ease was bigger than he’d thought, yet ... he couldn’t help thinking it looked a little odd.  It struck him as oddly ramshackle, as if it had been thrown together without any forethought.  Old buildings, marked by time, stood next to rickety-looking apartment blocks and tents large enough to hold a whole circus.  He saw row upon row of smaller tents, with men sleeping on the streets or lining up outside the more solid-looking buildings.  A row of signs invited new arrivals to seek employment as everything from craftsmen to ironmongers or shop assistants.  Adam wondered, morbidly, if he could find a job here.  The air was so full of energy that it was easy to ignore the smell.

The people looked ... different.  Adam stared at them, feeling as if he’d stepped into another world.  Men and women, magicians and mundanes, aristocrats and commoners, merchants and serfs ... they rubbed shoulders with remarkably little friction, even though it was pretty much the last thing he would have expected back home.  Their outfits weren’t even remotely regulated by sumptuary laws.  He spotted a common-born woman wearing a fancy dress and a man who was clearly an aristocrat, from his bearing, wearing a labourer’s outfit.  There didn’t seem to be any guardsmen on the streets, as far as he could tell, but there was no sign of pickpockets or footpads.  The town felt ... free.  The inhabitants could do whatever they wanted without someone coming along to spoil their fun.  

Lilith guided him through the edge of town and past a string of stalls and shops.  People seemed to be buying and selling everything from paper books - lots of books - to food, drink and basic potions.  Magical stores stood next to their mundane counterparts, their owners chatting happily as if they didn’t come from different worlds.  That would never happen in Beneficence.  Adam blinked in astonishment as he saw a fishmonger, his prices so high that he couldn’t believe anyone would even look at the poor man’s shop.  And yet he had customers ... he stared, remembering - suddenly - that they were hundreds of miles from the sea.  The nearest kingdom was almost completely land-locked.  A sign in front of the shop informed customers that the fish was fresh.  Adam didn’t believe it.

His lips twisted, torn between amusement and disgust.  Unless the fish are preserved by magic, they’ll have gone bad before they got halfway here.

The sense of life and innovative energy only grew stronger as they reached the centre of town.  It was bustling with activity, from people running around to horses and carts pushing their way through the crowd.  Broadsheet sellers were screaming out the latest headlines from the war, never seeming to notice that they were contradicting each other; shopkeepers and recruiters, even political activists, were shouting at the passersby, trying to convince them to join ... join something.  Mobs of apprentices stood everywhere, making their way through the city.  A steam engine tooted in the distance, coming into view briefly as it made its way along the tracks.  Adam stared, remembering just how bumpy the ride had been.  It was hard to believe the railway line was remotely solid.

“There are too many people here,” Lilith said.  She sounded uncomfortable.  “How do they live like this?”

“You should probably stay away from Beneficence, then,” Adam said.  The streets here were crowded, but his hometown was worse.  Far worse.  “Where were you born?”

Lilith gave him a sharp look, as if he’d asked a silly question.  Adam did his best to hide his irritation.  He’d only known her for a day ... really, less than a day.  He didn’t know anything about her, beyond the fact she was an alchemical apprentice with a stick stuck somewhere the sun didn’t shine.  And ... he frowned, inwardly.  He’d known a few girls who considered themselves social queens, but they’d been surrounded by fair-weather friends and others who did their bidding in exchange for their de facto patronage.  Lilith seemed to be alone.  She certainly hadn’t invited anyone to join them.

She turned and led the way into a long low building.  The air was much cooler, somewhat to his relief, and smelled of food rather than sand and strange magic.  Lilith walked through inner doors as if she owned the place, nodding to a waiter as she led the way to a table by the windows.  Adam followed, trying not to gawk.  It felt as if he’d walked straight into a palace.  Even the guildhall back home hadn’t been so splendid.  He averted his eyes as a pair of waitresses walked by, wearing clothes that revealed far too much of their bodies.  It was ... it was a shock.  He’d never seen anything like it in Beneficence.

The waiter bowed, then held out a pair of menus.  Adam looked at the prices and blanched.  It would cost him nearly everything he had to order even the cheapest thing on the menu.  He wanted to suggest they went somewhere - anywhere - else, but Lilith was already ordering without looking at the menu.  The waiter’s face was blank, yet his pose suggested he wanted to run.  Adam had the feeling Lilith had visited before and made a name for herself - and not in a good way.

“Order whatever you like,” Lilith said.  “Master Landis is paying.”

Adam swallowed, hard.  Master Pittwater hadn’t been poor, but there was no way in hell he could have afforded to eat at this restaurant.  Adam didn’t know anyone who could afford to eat in such a place regularly ... no, that wasn’t true any longer.  Lilith hadn’t even looked at the prices before she’d started to order.  How rich was she, and her family, that they didn’t have to worry about the cost?  Adam could have fed himself, and his entire family, for a month for what she proposed to spend in a day.

“I don’t know what to order,” he said, finally.  The menu was useless.  He didn’t recognise any of the names.  “What should I eat?”

Lilith shrugged.  Adam scowled and picked something at random, then leaned back in his chair and surveyed the other diners as the waiter hurried off to the kitchens.  There weren’t many other customers and those he could see, within eyeshot, looked older and richer than anyone he’d encountered in Beneficence.  They didn’t seem remotely interested in either of them.  A man wearing colourful livery, suggesting he was the sworn servant of a king or powerful aristocrat, was having dinner with a man in magical robes.  Two rows down, there were three women in fancy dresses that showed off their breasts.  Adam found it hard not to stare.  Anyone dressed like that, back home, would almost certainly be a whore.  What were they here?  He didn’t know.

“This town gets bigger every year,” Lilith muttered, darkly.  “I swear.  They put up new buildings overnight and then act all surprised when they come crashing down.”

Adam frowned as it occurred to him, in a flash of insight, that Lilith might not like crowds.  It wasn’t impossible.  One of Master Pittwater’s old apprentices had come from the country and never been able to adapt to city life.  He’d found the crowds terrifying.  Did Lilith have the same problem?  If she’d grown up in a village, or a magical estate, she might not be used to being surrounded by so many people.  He felt an odd flash of sympathy, which he forced down before he could show it to her.  She was just like Matt in one respect.  She didn’t know how lucky she was.

He leaned forward as her words sunk in.  “Do the buildings really fall down?”

“Yes,” Lilith said.  “This place isn’t called the Desert of Death for nothing.  The storms are nasty.  Those tents out there?  If they’re not charmed just right, they’ll be picked up and thrown all the way to the Great Ocean when the wind blows.  Those buildings?  They’re too big to be safe.  And most of them aren’t anchored properly either.  The gods blow and they come tumbling down.”

Adam shuddered.  “All of a sudden, coming here doesn’t seem such a bright idea.”

Lilith smiled, rather humourlessly, then looked up as a waiter returned with two trays of food.  Adam shook his head in disbelief as he realised he’d ordered lobster with boiled potatoes and a side of vegetables.  His mother could have fed the entire family on one lobster ... hell, she could have cooked a dozen for the price of one in the restaurant.  He started to eat, tearing the shell apart to get at the meat below.  The lobster wasn’t cooked very well.  The cooks seemed more interested in arranging the animal so it looked scary, rather than cooking it properly.  He prayed to all the gods they made sure to wash their hands before they started to work.

“This place is scamming us,” he said.  “Why do you come here?”

“It’s fancy,” Lilith said.  “Of course it’s expensive.”

Adam didn’t hide his irritation.  It seemed to annoy her.  She honestly had no idea how much things were actually worth.  Adam was sure she wouldn’t last a week on the streets.  Traders would see her coming and mark up their prices, sure she wouldn’t lower herself to haggle.  The lobster in front of him had been marked up so badly ... maybe it had been transported hundreds of miles.  It was still massively overpriced.

“I think we’d better eat somewhere else, next time,” Adam said.  “There have to be cheaper places.”

“But none so important,” Lilith said, firmly.  “And what makes you think there’s going to be a next time?”

Adam swallowed the response that came to mind and turned his attention back to his dinner, picking the lobster apart to be sure he got all the meat.  His mother would scold him for wasting food ... he felt a sudden pang as he realised he might never see his mother again.  He wasn’t even sure if he could send a message, announcing his safe arrival.  Perhaps he could ask Master Landis to send a note to Master Pittwater.  Magicians had their own ways of staying in touch.  If Adam impressed him enough, perhaps he’d send the message without demanding something in return.

Lilith stood, leaving a handful of coins on the table.  “We’ll go straight back to the university,” she said, as she headed for the door.  “We can pick up the rest of the tour later in the week.”

Adam nodded, trying not to yawn.  “It’s been a long day.”

The crowds hadn’t abated outside, he noted, as they pushed their way out of the building and hurried up the streets.  Lilith seemed to inch a little closer to him, although no one but a deluded optimist could have mistaken it for intimacy.  Adam tried not to look at the newer buildings too closely as they walked past, dreading the thought of having to live there.  They looked as if they were held together with spit and baling wire.  Lilith might be a witch - and something that rhymed with witch, Adam considered - but she had a point.  The majority of the newer buildings looked as if they were going to collapse.  A handful were nothing more than a shell, being put together at terrifying speed.  The workers looked surprisingly slapdash, compared to the ones he’d seen back home.  But then, the guilds kept construction workers firmly under their thumbs.  Here ... Adam had a feeling there simply weren’t any guilds.  He certainly hadn’t seen any advertised.

A man ran up to him and shoved a leaflet into Adam’s hand.  He read it as the man hurried away again, frowning.  The very first line read LEVELLER MEETING, 2100HRS.  He glanced through the rest of the text, including promises that a number of prominent Levellers would be there and quotes from others, including Lady Emily herself.  He’d known Levellers back home, but he’d never paid too much attention.  It was harder for them to gain a following in a city where everyone, at least in theory, could influence the council.  They were far more prominent in Zangaria.  

“They think we’re all equal,” Lilith commented, sardonically.  “And that we are all one and the same.”

Adam glanced at her.  “And you don’t think so?”

Lilith gave him a cold smile as they made their way back onto the road leading up to the university.  “Do you know what I could do to you?”

“Yes,” Adam said.  A shiver ran down his spine.  Matt had told him that students played horrible pranks on each other.  If a freeze spell was a first-year spell, nothing more than a joke, he shuddered to think what might be considered genuine malice.  “It doesn’t make you better than me.”

“Keep dreaming.”  Lilith snorted.  “If it makes you feel any better.”

She didn’t bother to lower her voice as they walked on.  “If you had something I wanted, I could just take it.  Who could stop me?”

Adam considered it.  “My sister is weaker than me,” he said, finally.  “She still nearly broke my jaw.”

Lilith ignored him.  “The Levellers can protest all they like.  They can build all the fancy toys” - she turned and pointed towards a steam engine, making its way down the track - “they like.  It won’t make any difference.  If they cause too much trouble, we’ll crush them like bugs.  We’ll turn them into bugs and crush them.  So what if they’re smarter?  So what if you’re smarter?  I still have power beyond your comprehension.”

She grinned.  “You have no power over me and we both know it.  Your sister is on the same level as you.  I am so far above you that the gap simply cannot be put into words.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  No one, not even Matt, had put it so bluntly.  “The last time I heard someone say something like that,” he said finally, “he took a massive pratfall because of his overconfidence.”

“But my overconfidence is justified,” Lilith pointed out.  “Was his?”

Adam had no answer.  The idiot had bragged he could kick Adam’s ass at Strategy.  He’d been so overconfident that Adam had wiped him off the board, after he’d committed the sort of mistake no one would make when facing someone with half a brain.  Or even a working knowledge of the rules.  Lilith ... 

His heart twisted.  Sure, Adam could beat her on the gameboard.  She could still slap him down any moment she wished.  He wondered, suddenly, if she was connected to someone really powerful.  Or if she was more powerful in magic than he’d thought.  It was hard to believe that any magician would put up with her if there wasn’t a very good reason.  Master Pittwater had certainly not put up with arrogant or snooty apprentices.

He was tempted to ask.  But he doubted he’d get a straight answer.  Instead ...

“Lilith,” he said.  “Can I ask a question?”

“Of course.”  Lilith spoke like a haughty monarch bestowing a favour on a courtier.  “You may ask anything you like.”

“You didn’t like me from the start,” Adam said.  It was true, but he didn’t know why.  Oversleeping hardly deserved the death sentence.  “You disliked and resented - perhaps even hated - me.  You cursed me and ...”

“Hexed you,” Lilith corrected, coldly.

“Why?”  Adam stopped and stared at her.  “Why do you hate me?”

Lilith said nothing for a long moment.  “I don’t hate you,” she said.  “You simply don’t belong here.”

She started to walk, heading back up the road.  Adam followed, a dozen questions running through his head.  He didn’t belong ...?  Master Pittwater had asked Master Landis to take Adam and Master Landis had agreed.  Lilith ... Lilith didn’t have a say in it.  Was that what she resented?  Adam found it hard to believe.  Apprentices were, legally, children.  Lilith could no more boss Master Landis around than Adam could.

Adam paced her.  “What makes you say that?”

“You have no magic,” Lilith said, flatly.  “You cannot do even the simplest spells.  All you can do is prepare ingredients and write spells, both of which I could do.  Anyone could do, if they had magic.  You just” - she scowled - “you just exist on our sufferance.  You should not be here.”

“Heart’s Eye is for mundanes as well as magicians,” Adam said.  He’d read the university prospectus very - very - carefully.  “Lady Emily ...”

“Lady Emily is an idealist,” Lilith said, flatly.  “I met her once, just before she left to take up her own apprenticeship.  She doesn’t realise just how incompatible magicians and mundanes actually are.  She has no grasp at all of the realities of the world.”

“And I suppose you do?”  Adam couldn’t keep the mockery out of his voice, even though he knew just what she could do to him.  “You know better than the Necromancer’s Bane?”

Lilith glared.  Her hand raised - Adam braced himself to dodge - before she calmed herself.  “What can you do,” she asked, “that I cannot do better?”

Father children, Adam thought.  

He wasn’t dumb enough to say that out loud.  Lilith would not have taken it calmly.  Instead ... he tried to think of an answer.  He knew plenty of magic theory, but Lilith presumably knew plenty herself.  And she understood how magic worked on a level Adam would never be able to match.  What little he could do would be easy for her to match, if she put in the time and effort.  Adam was quite sure she knew precisely how to prepare potion ingredients.  Master Pittwater had drilled Matt as well as Adam himself.

“I can find out,” Adam said.  “Let me try.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Lilith said, darkly.  A shadow crossed her face.  “And Master Landis’s, too.”

“It’s his time to waste.”  Adam met her eyes.  “Let me try.”

“He isn’t sure himself,” Lilith mused.  “He doesn’t know if you’ll be staying.  He’s waiting to see if you’re truly useful or not.”

Adam winced.  He wanted to believe she was lying, but ... it sounded true.  Lilith didn’t strike him as a very good liar.  It didn’t feel as if she’d ever had the need to learn.  And ... 

“Tell me,” Lilith said.  “Why do you even want to be here?  Why did you even want to be an apothecary’s apprentice?”

“Because ...”  Adam knew the answer; he just found it hard to put into words.  “Because I want to do something with my life.”

Lilith raised her eyebrows, but said nothing.

“There aren’t that many opportunities for someone like me, back home,” Adam told her, shortly.  “The children follow in their parents’ footsteps.  I ... I wanted to be something different, something special.  And magic seemed a way out.  Even if I couldn’t do magic myself, I could do something.”

And I wanted to find a place I might fit in, his thoughts added silently.

“There are very sharp limits to what you can do,” Lilith said.  Her voice was carefully flat, as if something he’d said had touched her.  “Everything you can do, I can do better.”

“Let me prove myself,” Adam said.  “Give me time.”

Lilith smirked.  “You don’t stand a chance.”

Adam held her eyes.  “You want to bet on it?”

“Very well,” Lilith said.  She leaned closer, so close he could have kissed her.  He didn’t dare move.  “I’ll give you two months.  You impress me and I’ll withdraw all objection to your presence.  You don’t” - she lowered her voice - “I’ll turn you into something small and slimy and drop you somewhere you’ll never be found.”

She grinned, then turned and sauntered off.  

Adam watched her go, feeling sick.  What the hell had he gotten himself into now?
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Chapter Eight
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Adam slept poorly.

It wasn’t until he’d gotten back to his room - Lilith hadn’t bothered to do more than just point him up the stairs before hurrying off - that he’d realised what he’d done.  He’d made a bet he didn’t know how to win, yet dared not lose.  He had no doubt Lilith hadn’t been joking when she’d threatened to turn him into a frog, then abandon him hundreds of miles from home.  It was hard for a magician to make such a spell permanent and yet ... he had the feeling Lilith could do it.  He remembered the dead frog in the pickle jar as he stumbled out of bed and felt his gorge rise.  If she hadn’t been joking about that ...

His stomach twisted painfully as he looked at the clock and scowled.  It was 0700.  Lilith had told him to report to the lab - again - at 0900.  She would pour scorn on him for being late, all the while badmouthing him to their master.  He cursed under his breath as he stumbled into the shower and turned the water on, then stepped under the flow without bothering to wait for it to heat up.  Showers were rare in Beneficence, outside the magical community.  It was a sign of something, he was sure, that even a guest room at Heart’s Eye had a private shower for its occupant.  He washed himself clean, relying on the water to wake him completely, then dried and dressed himself in his apprentice robes.  Lilith might think he was no more an apprentice than he was a magician, but Adam knew better.  He might not be a normal apprentice - and there were limits to what he could do - yet he was still an apprentice.

The corridors outside were quieter, even though it wouldn’t be long before classes and lectures started on the upper levels.  Adam had glanced at a list of the latter, open to everyone who could be bothered going, and made a mental note of some he wanted to attend, although he suspected it would be better to concentrate on impressing his master - if not his fellow apprentice - before he asked permission to take time off to attend a lecture or two.  He walked down the stairs, following the signs pointing to the dining hall.  It would be impossible to get around without them, he realised.  He had no idea how magicians coped with their schools.

Magic, he thought, tightly.

The dining hall wasn’t particularly busy either, Adam noted.  There were only a few dozen people in the chamber, sitting at different tables.  He frowned as he realised they were apprentices, magical and mundane, each group making a very deliberate show of ignoring the other groups.  He wanted to join them, to meet someone who wasn’t Lilith, but he didn’t know which groups would accept him and which would tell him to get lost.  Or worse.  And being rejected, he knew from grim experience, would damage his reputation.  He sighed, inwardly, as he took some food and found a seat on the edge of the chamber.  He almost wished Lilith had joined him.  She might hate him, but at least she didn’t pretend he didn’t exist.

“Hi,” a voice said.  Adam turned to see the young man he’d spotted yesterday, wearing an outfit that marked him as a craftsman apprentice.  “You’re from Beneficence?”

Adam nodded, feeling a twinge of relief.  He’d never been really comfortable on his own, even though he’d chosen a career that practically guaranteed a degree of social exclusion.  It had never seemed a problem when he’d had friends and family outside Master Pittwater’s shop.  Here, though ... the only person he knew was Lilith and she would hex him as soon as look at him.  His stomach burned as he remembered their agreement, and her threat.  The odds were not in his favour.

“I’m from Cockatrice,” the young man said.  He slipped into a chair facing Adam, then held out a hand.  “Arnold, Son of Ben.  Craftsman.”

Adam shook Arnold’s hand.  “Adam, son of Alexis,” he said.  “I only just got here.”

“So I heard,” Arnold said.  He winked, mischievously.  “One day here - less than a day, really - and people are already talking about you.”

“They are?”  Adam wanted to be famous, but he wanted to be famous for doing something that changed the world.  He hadn’t done anything - yet - to get people talking.  “Why?”

Arnold leaned across the table.  “You went on a date with Lilith,” he said.  “People are talking about that.”

Adam blinked, then flushed.  “It wasn’t really a date,” he said, remembering how the other apprentices had reacted to Lilith.  They’d almost been scared of her.  “It was just a meal ...”

“A meal at the fanciest and most expensive place in town,” Arnold said.  “You can’t tell me there’s no feeling there.”

“We only just met,” Adam protested.  His mother had thrashed him, once, for boasting - untruthfully - about how far he’d gone with a girl.  “She just took me there.”

“She could have taken you somewhere a great deal cheaper, if she’d wished,” Arnold pointed out.  He winked, once again.  “You know what they say about sorceresses?  They’ll do anything with anyone.”

“I think Lilith wouldn’t willingly give me the time of day,” Adam said.  He’d heard all the stories, all the whispered rumours about girls with enough magic to ensure they didn’t get pregnant if they slept with their boyfriends, about witches with tastes so bizarre that hardly anyone could keep up with them.  He was fairly sure most of the stories weren’t true.  He’d heard enough boys bragging about impossible sexual feats to be certain most of the stories were made out of whole cloth.  “She hates my guts.”

“And that probably means she’s attracted to you,” Arnold teased.  “She’s just trying to hide it.”

Adam laughed, despite himself.  “By taking me to the most expensive place in town?”

Arnold winked.  “Women, eh?”

“Hah.”  Adam shifted uncomfortably, then leaned forward as a question occurred to him.  “Why do so many people treat her like ... like she’s a potion that’s about to explode?”

Arnold’s eyes widened in astonishment.  “You don’t know?”

“No,” Adam said.  “Why?”

“She’s like ... like royalty,” Arnold said.  “Her father is on the university council.  She’s pretty powerful in her own right, but ... her connections make her practically untouchable, no matter what she does.  I doubt her master so much as raises his voice to her, let alone punish her.  Her family probably paid for her apprenticeship as well as everything else.”

Adam cursed under his breath.  It made sense.  Master Landis would not put up with Lilith’s attitude unless he had a very good reason.  She was a skilled brewer, Adam had to admit, but she was hardly unique.  Her master should have told her off, then terminated the apprenticeship if she failed to improve.  And he hadn’t ...

“But enough about her,” Arnold said.  He settled back in his chair.  “It’s always nice to see a cousin here, but ... how did you get here?”

“I was offered an apprenticeship,” Adam said.  Beneficence had always had ties with Cockatrice, even before Lady Emily had turned the barony into a centre of innovation, but they weren’t that close.  “How did you get here?”

Arnold shrugged.  “My master came here, in the wake of the war, and set up shop in town.  I came with him, if only because I didn’t have my mastery yet.  It’s actually a pretty good place to live, if you don’t mind the heat and” - he lowered his voice - “the magical apprentices.  Most of them are bastards.  Or bitches.  Don’t turn your back on them.”

“Crap.”  Adam took a breath.  “Is it really that bad?”

“Of course.”  Arnold grinned, but there was no humour in it.  “You know how apprentices are very ... protective ... of their positions?  Magical apprentices are just the same, but with magic.  They’re pissed at their masters for daring to offer some degree of training without the oaths, while they’re pissed at us for daring to pollute these hallowed halls of learning with our filthy presence.  They can’t take it out on their masters, so they take it out on us.”

Adam swallowed, hard.  Apprentices fought like cats and dogs.  He’d seen street battles between gangs of apprentices, back in Beneficence, that had left dozens of young men dead or seriously injured.  It had never occurred to him that magical apprentices might have the same problem, but ... he remembered the prospectus and shuddered.  If Heart’s Eye was diluting the essence of magical education, as Matt had suggested, it was cheapening the apprenticeships and making it harder for apprentices to make a name for themselves.  He remembered how shocked the scribes and accountants had been, when Lady Emily had introduced a whole new system of letters and numbers.  They’d practically rioted.  The magical apprentices might do the same.

“So, it’s just like Beneficence,” he mused.  “Really?”

“More or less.”  Arnold shook his head.  “Not quite the same, to be fair.  You can make a lot of money here very quickly, if you’re willing to learn.  But there’s a great many tensions bubbling under the surface and, every so often, they pop to the surface.”

He looked towards the high table.  “And the staff don’t do as much as they should.”

Adam followed his gaze.  “Who are they?”

“The woman in craftsman robes is Senior Craftswoman Yvonne,” Arnold said, nodding to a grim-faced woman.  “She’s on the university council too, which makes her important, and is also in a relationship with an enchanter.  The magical apprentices are polite to her because they know her partner will beat the living shit out of them if they dare talk down to her.  The fancy-pants next to her is Captain Walter Blademaster, the tutor in martial arts and magics; the sober man at the end of the table is Jayson, the head librarian.  Also a magician, so don’t fail to get your books back before it’s too late.”

Adam frowned.  “Captain Blademaster?”

“The general theory is that he is, or was, a mercenary,” Arnold explained.  “Lots of mercenaries - and magicians - change their names, for all sorts of reasons.  We don’t know for sure.  His past is apparently multiple choice.”

Adam laughed, despite himself.  Captain Blademaster looked like a dandy, wearing fine silks, a jaunty hat and a sword at his belt.  He had a neatly-trimmed moustache and goatee that had to be held in place by magic.  The sort of man, Adam reflected, who spent more care on his appearance than anything else.  “What’s he like as a teacher?”

“I don’t study magic,” Arnold said.  “I don’t know.  And there ...”

He inclined his head towards the door as the Gorgon entered.  Adam stared.  He’d been so out of it, when he’d arrived at the university, that he’d wondered if he’d hallucinated the demihuman.  It was clear, now, that he hadn’t imagined a thing.  He couldn’t take his eyes off her.  The Gorgon was tall, with green-tinted skin - he thought he saw hints of something scaly - and snakes for hair.  Adam’s own hair tried to stand on end.  He’d seen magic - all sorts of magic - and yet there was something unnatural about her.  She moved with an eerie grace that suggested she wasn’t wholly human.

It was suddenly hard to speak.  “What’s she doing here?”

“She’s Mistress Irene’s apprentice and aide and general gofer,” Arnold explained, drawing Adam’s attention back to him.  “She’s also a close personal friend of Lady Emily, so none of the magicians know quite what to make of her.  Should they shun her, as a subhuman monster, or kiss up to her?  It’s been nearly a year and they still haven’t decided.”

Adam felt a twinge of sympathy.  “Poor her.”

“She’s actually the most decent of the magicians here,” Arnold said.  “But the bar isn’t set very high.”

He waved, suddenly.  Adam turned to see a young woman walking towards them, carrying a tray of food.  She was shorter than him, with long dark hair, a freckled face and eyes that flickered back and forth as if she expected to be attacked at any moment.  She wore a set of apprentice robes, but he didn’t recognise the sigils woven into the sash.  He guessed she wasn’t a magician - Arnold would hardly have invited her to join them, if she had magic - but he had no idea what she was.  She was pretty, but there was something about her that made him feel more protective than anything else.  She wouldn’t have lasted long in Beneficence.

“Adam, meet Taffy,” Arnold said.  “Taffy, this is Adam, a new friend of mine.”

Taffy looked Adam up and down, then bobbed a short curtsey.  “Pleased to meet you,” she said, shyly.  Her accent sounded Zangarian, but Adam couldn’t narrow it down any further.  “Do you like the university?”

“It’s been a bit of a mixed bag so far,” Adam said, after a moment.  “How about you?”

Taffy flushed, as if she hadn’t expected to be asked for her opinion.  “It’s safer than home.”

Adam blinked.  “Safer?”

Arnold leaned forward.  “Taffy is a runaway,” he explained.  “I took her under my wing.”

“A runaway?”  Adam repeated.  “You were a serf?”

Taffy shook her head, then placed the tray on the table and sat.  “My father was - still is, probably - a craftsman.  He didn’t really want to teach a girl” - her hand fluttered in the air - “but I learnt some things anyway.  He decided I was going to marry his choice and ... I didn’t get a choice.  The man was unpleasant and I thought ...”

She shook her head.  “One night, I slipped away and made my way here,” she added.  “They’re probably still looking for me.”

Adam nodded, trying to hide his pity.  His sisters would not have thanked him for pitying them.  Taffy looked so small and vulnerable that he wanted to beat up the man who threatened her ... he wondered, suddenly, how her father could just tell her to marry someone and expect her to be happy.  But it wasn’t uncommon, when money and property were involved.  His sisters might have been married off by now if their father had lived long enough to see them grow into womanhood.

“They won’t find you here,” Arnold assured her.  “We’re a very long way from Zangaria.”

“They’re probably wasting their time looking for you back there,” Adam agreed.

He smiled at the thought.  Traditionally, a serf who fled and remained uncaught for a year and a day was a free man.  Beneficence had quite a few citizens who were former serfs or their descendents.  The town had no interest in helping the aristocrats recapture their runaways and would happily make life difficult for anyone who tried, although - given that Cockatrice barred the way to Beneficence, it was rare for runaways to have to reach the city to find a safe haven.  Lady Emily didn’t seem to bother chasing down runaways either.  Adam wasn’t sure if the rules were the same for runaway brides - it wasn’t something he’d ever considered - but it probably didn’t matter.  Taffy’s father probably assumed she’d died somewhere on the road, if she hadn’t fallen into bad company and found herself sold into prostitution or worse.  The chances of her making it all the way to Heart’s Eye had been very low.

And yet she did, he thought, feeling a rush of warmth.  Her father will be astonished if he ever finds out.

“And you’ve become an apprentice,” he added.  “What are you studying?”

“I started as a craftsman, but I moved to scribing and accounting,” Taffy said.  She smiled in a way that made his heart melt.  “Lots of people need help keeping up with their paperwork and so ... the Scribe Guild is dead, long live the Scribe Guild.  I have plenty to do even though I don’t have a proper mastery yet.  They’re still trying to decide if they should give degrees only to people who can read and write Old Script as well as the newer alphabet.”

Adam raised his eyebrows.  “Can you?”

Taffy looked down.  “Yes,” she said.  “But I wasn’t meant to learn.”

“Her uncle was a scribe,” Arnold put in.  “Her father wasn’t impressed when he found out she’d been learning how to read from her uncle.”

“Your father was an idiot,” Adam said.  He’d known some neglectful fathers and he’d known some brutal fathers, but ... he sighed, shaking his head.  Taffy’s father might have been a bastard, yet he’d had a point.  Taffy couldn’t have become a practicing scribe without an apprenticeship and her father might not have been able to pay for it.  It hadn’t been until Lady Emily that the guilds had lost their stranglehold on reading and writing.  “You’re better off here.”

He heard the clock chime and scowled.  “I have to head down to the lab,” he said.  “I’ll see you both later?”

“Join us for a drink in town, afterwards?”  Arnold winked at him.  “You’ll probably need it.”

“Sure,” Adam said.  Arnold was as rough-edged as any other apprentice, but at least he was trying to be friendly.  And he rather liked Taffy.  “Where do we meet?”

Arnold considered it.  “In the main hall, after five?  That’ll give us time to get a quick shower after we finish for the day, then go for a night on the town.  How does that sound?”

“Great,” Adam said.  He stood, brushing down his robes.  “Do we just leave our trays here?”

“Hell, no,” Arnold said.  “Take them over there” - he pointed to a hatch just past the tables of food - “and give them to the staff.”

And Lilith just left hers on the table, Adam thought.  He felt a twinge of guilt.  Why ...?

He shook his head.  Right now, it didn’t matter.
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Chapter Nine
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There was no sign of Master Landis when Adam entered the lab, just Lilith sitting at a desk and reading an alchemy textbook.  She barely glanced up when he entered, making a show of ignoring him as much as possible.  Adam wondered, suddenly, if someone had given her a hard time over taking him to town, even though there had been nothing to it beyond a chance to eat outside the university for a change.  Lilith might well be lonely, lonelier than she was prepared to let on.  If her father really was one of the most powerful men in the university, if not in the world, she might have problems forming close friendships with anyone.  And yet, her personality made it harder for anyone to even try to get close to her.  

Odd, Adam reflected.  You’d expect she’d be surrounded by sycophants and fair-weather friends.

She looked up.  “Have you found a way to impress me yet?”

“No,” Adam said.  He tried not to show any hint of apprehension as he realised they were alone.  There were no witnesses if she decided to do something to him ... he did his best to stay calm as he washed his hands and prepared himself for the day.  He knew from experience that bullies could smell fear.  “It’s only been a day.”

“You have two months,” Lilith reminded him.  She closed the textbook and placed it on the table.  “If you don’t ...”

She let the words hang in the air for a long moment, then stood.  “You have a bunch of ingredients to prepare,” she said, holding out a list.  “I have work to do.”

Adam took the list and frowned.  “Where’s Master Landis?”

“He’ll be here shortly,” Lilith said.  “And he’ll be very unhappy if the ingredients aren’t ready for him.”

“You could have made a start,” Adam protested, as he scanned the list.  There wasn’t anything particularly demanding, thankfully, but it would take time he suspected he didn’t have.  “Why didn’t you ...?”

“I have real work to do,” Lilith said.  She turned and sauntered towards the workbench at the rear of the chamber.  “And if you speak to me once more, you will no longer have a tongue with which to speak.”

Adam bit down the sharp response that came to mind - he would have felt sorrier for Lilith if she wasn’t determined to be as bitchy as possible - and got to work.  The piles of unprepared ingredients weren’t going to prepare themselves.  He sighed under his breath as he sliced and diced his way through stalks, seeds and leaves, then started to chop up everything from slugs and worms to strange crab-like creatures that nipped at his fingers when he picked them out of the tank.  He’d eaten shellfish his entire life - he’d caught crabs when he’d been a little boy, bringing them home for his mother to cook - and yet there was something unnatural about the creatures that made it difficult to bring himself to touch them.  They were worse than spiders, worse than creatures that were magical and actively dangerous.  His skin crawled as he pinned them down and pulled them apart, putting the pieces in cauldrons to soak until the water absorbed some of their magic.  It was hard, so hard, to keep going until he was done.

He raised his eyes from time to time and looked at Lilith.  She was bent over a cauldron, her face intent on her work.  He couldn’t help thinking she looked like a different person, a much nicer person, as she prepared the potion with loving care.  She was almost beautiful ... he caught himself staring and looked back at his own work, leaving her to brew in peace.  It was strange.  Taffy was pretty, rather than beautiful, and yet there was a kind of beauty in her face that Lilith lacked.  But then, she was a far nicer person than the young sorceress.

You barely know either of them, Adam reminded himself, sternly.  Taffy might not be quite as nice as she looks.

He felt another surge of frustration as he returned to his work.  Lilith was working miracles in her cauldron, her magic enough to compensate for any errors in technique, while he couldn’t produce anything beyond sludge.  He smashed a fruit with a hammer, picking it apart to get at the seeds inside ... they were rare and expensive and charged with magic and, as far as he was concerned, completely useless.  There was nothing to be gained by sulking, he told himself, but it was hard not to let himself slip and fall.  It just wasn’t fair.  

The door opened.  Master Landis stepped into the room, looking tired.  Adam tried not to feel resentment.  It was barely 1100.  Why was he tired?  He tried to imagine the older man having a night on the town and found it impossible.  Masters didn’t have wild parties.  Magicians matured slower than mundanes - privately, Adam suspected that was just an excuse for bad behaviour - but Master Landis was old enough to be his father.  The thought of him getting roaring drunk was unthinkable.

Lilith cleared her throat.  “The potion is ready,” she said.  “Would you like to try?”

“Later,” Master Landis said.  He looked at Adam.  “Are you finished?”

“Just about,” Adam said. He checked the list, then nodded at the piles of prepared ingredients.  “I’ve just got a handful left to do.”

“Very good,” Master Landis said.  Behind him, Lilith made a rude gesture.  “You do appreciate the importance of cutting them perfectly?”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.  “If they’re not cut along the line, the magic isn’t channelled properly and the results are explosive.”

“Correct,” Master Landis said.  “Lilith, as you will be brewing with the prepared ingredients, inspect them.”

Lilith smiled, showing her teeth.  “Yes, Master.”

Adam winced, inwardly, as Lilith went to work.  If something was wrong ... he wondered, sourly, if Master Landis was counting on Lilith’s dislike of him to ensure she checked each and every ingredient.  She was certainly examining each one with a cynical eye, turning the chopped ingredients over and over in her hand before reluctantly deciding they were perfect and putting them back down again.  Adam silently thanked Master Pittwater for drilling the importance of perfection into his head, making it clear - time and time again - that poorly prepared ingredients were worse than useless.  Better to toss something out, the old man had said, rather than risk a life trying to use it.  

And yet, most of his ingredients were relatively cheap, Adam reminded himself.  He could afford to discard something that didn’t meet his requirements.

“Let her get on with it,” Master Landis said.  “You have something else to do.”

Adam hesitated - he wanted to keep an eye on Lilith, just to make sure she didn’t tamper with the ingredients - but there was no point in arguing.  Master Landis directed him to find and lay out the cauldrons, tools and ingredients, making sure they were all on hand when they were needed.  Adam was morbidly impressed.  Master Pittwater had taught him to make sure he had everything ready before he started to brew, for what it was worth, but Master Landis treated it as a religion.  It made a certain kind of sense.  Master Landis worked with far more dangerous ingredients.  If there was a delay in the middle of brewing, it might trigger an explosion that would send all three of them to the gods.  Adam couldn’t help wondering if the gods would be pleased to see him.  It had been a long time since he’d made an offering at the family shrine.

Lilith stepped back from the table.  “They’re perfect,” she said, sounding as if she’d sooner be flogged than admit Adam had done a good job.  “We can use them.”

“Very good,” Master Landis said.  “Lilith, check your workspace.”

Adam had no time for relief as Master Landis bombarded him with questions, testing him on everything from overall magical theory to the specific properties of the ingredients he’d prepared for the two magicians.  Lilith finished checking her work and leaned against the wall, arms crossed over her breasts, pretending she wasn’t paying attention.  It would have been more convincing, Adam thought, if her green eyes hadn’t been watching his every move.  If looks could kill - and there were spells that could do precisely that - he’d be dead a dozen times over.  He put the thought aside as he struggled to answer a handful of more complex questions.  He might have to brush up on some of his magical theory.  He sighed, inwardly.  He’d go find the library when he was dismissed for the day, before he went to town.

“Very good,” Master Landis said.  “You would have gone far, if you had the gift.”

Adam didn’t dare look at Lilith as his master turned away.  He didn’t have to look at her to know she was smirking.  Instead, he forced himself to watch as Master Landis went to work, preparing a complex memory potion.  He knew the recipe, but he’d never seen it brewed.  Master Pittwater had flatly refused to either brew it himself or allow one of his apprentices to try.  Adam had never understood the old man’s reluctance.  It wasn’t as if the potion had been beyond him.

Master Landis put the last ingredient into the potion and set it to simmer, then looked at him.  “You have a question?”

Adam blinked, then nodded.  “Yes, master,” he said. He wished Lilith wasn’t there.  She’d make fun of him for even asking.  “Why did Master Pittwater refuse to brew memory potion?”

“Perhaps your master wasn’t as good a master as he claimed,” Lilith said.  “Perhaps ...”

She broke off as Master Landis skewered her with a glare.  Adam stared.  It was the first time he’d shown her anything beyond mild annoyance.  Adam just didn’t understand it.  Why didn’t Master Landis react to Lilith being horrible to him, but shut her down the moment she insulted Master Pittwater?  Perhaps they really had been close friends, despite the age gap.  Or Master Pittwater had taught Master Landis.  Adam supposed it was possible.  Master Landis was the right age to be one of Master Pittwater’s first apprentices.

“Memory potions live up to their name,” Master Landis said.  He returned his gaze to the shimmering liquid, his fingers beating out a timing pattern on his hand.  “If you drink the potion, you will remember - in perfect detail - everything that happens while the potion is within your system.  You will never forget.  Go to a complex lecture and everything you hear will be recorded within your mind, allowing you to recall and think about it later.  On the face of it, the potion is very useful indeed.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  He could have used a memory potion, when he’d been studying.  It would have saved him trying to remember all the letters and sigils, all the runes and ingredients and everything else he’d been forced to commit to memory.  Matt and Lilith and their peers didn’t know how lucky they were.  They had an instinctive grasp of something he’d had to force himself to comprehend.  It would have been easy, so easy, to simply dismiss it as something completely beyond his ken and find something else to do with his life.  But he hadn’t.

“The downside is that you will remember everything,” Master Landis said.  The potion started to bubble.  He reached for a jar of powder and poured it into the liquid.  “Everything, and I mean everything.  Break up with your partner?  You won’t be able to forget every last cruel word.  Get a lecture from your master?  The words will linger in your mind until the end of your days.  And if you’re unwell?  You will never be able to truly get over it.”

“I see,” Adam said, although he wasn’t sure he did.  “Why do you brew it?”

“Because there are students who feel they need it,” Lilith said.  “And they’re old enough to understand the risks and accept them.”

Adam frowned as Master Landis kept working.  It didn’t make sense.  Master Pittwater had sold all sorts of potions, from simple contraceptives to healing balms.  There was no reason he couldn’t sell memory potions.  Adam could easily see scholars and engineers drinking the potion and using it to make sure they memorised something before the exam.  Why had it been considered too dangerous to sell?  It wasn’t as if it was a shape-changing or a love potion.  They were banned, with good reason.  Master Pittwater had called the City Guard on a lovesick young woman whose paramour had not returned her feelings.

“There must be another downside,” he said.  “Why ...?”

“Good question,” Master Landis agreed.  “Lilith?”

Lilith gave Adam a look that promised vengeance.  Painful, humiliating vengeance.  He made a mental note to duck out of the lab as soon as working hours had ended for the day and head straight to the library.  It would give her time to cool down and think better of whatever she intended to do.  It wasn’t the bravest thing he’d ever done, but ... he scowled.  It had been a lot easier dealing with Matt.  He hadn’t been quite so unpleasant in his early days.

“You cannot replace the memory,” Lilith said.  “Whatever you learn, you cannot replace it.”

Adam gave her a questioning look.  “Replace it?”

Lilith glared.  “Suppose I told you that I was twenty, which is true,” she said.  “You would believe me.  You know it’s true.  If you drank the potion, that fact would remain stuck in your head.  But next year, I’ll be twenty-one.  Right?”

“Yes,” Adam said, resisting the urge to point out that she was acting like a toddler.  There was only a year between them, physically, but mentally they were worlds apart.  “Unless something happens between now and then.”

“Yes.”  Lilith’s glare deepened.  “But you wouldn’t be able to ... to think of me as someone older than twenty.  The fact - that I am twenty - would be so stuck in your head that you’d still think of me as twenty, even when I was two hundred.  Logically, you’d know I couldn’t possibly be twenty.  Emotionally, you would still believe me to be twenty.”

“The problem is worse than that,” Master Landis put in.  “You might memorise a recipe for a potion, then find yourself unable to replace it with a superior recipe.”

Adam shook his head.  “If that’s true ...”

“Of course it’s true,” Lilith snapped.

“If that’s true,” Adam asked, “then why are we brewing it?”

“Because the students here are supposed to be old enough to understand the dangers,” Master Landis said.  “And there are certain fields of study that have enough ... near-certainties for the potion to be quite useful.  A healer, for example, needs to memorise a vast array of facts about the human body.  They can use the potion to remember the details.  They’re generally isolated during the lecture and afterwards to limit the amount of accidental memorising they do.”

The cauldron started to steam.  Master Landis motioned to Lilith.  She came forward, holding a silver knife in one hand.  Adam stared, unsure what they intended to do.  He’d already sliced and diced everything he needed to brew the potion.  Master Pittwater had taught him that there were some potions that required the brewer to perform all the steps himself, preparing the brewer as well as the ingredients, but memory potion wasn’t one of them.  Master Landis wouldn’t have asked anyone to help if it was.  He frowned as Lilith held her hand over the cauldron, then blinked in shock as she pressed the knife against her bare skin.  A droplet of blood fell into the liquid.  It started to hiss ominously.

Adam grabbed a cloth and held it out to Lilith.  She shot him a nasty look as she snatched the cloth and pressed it against the cut.  It had to have hurt, but ... she hadn’t made a sound.  Adam was almost impressed.  His mind raced.  The blade probably wasn’t charmed.  They didn’t want the blood tainted by outside magic ...

His heart skipped a beat.  Blood?

It was hard to speak.  “Master, why ...?”

“Wait,” Master Landis snapped.

Adam tried not to stare as the master stirred the cauldron, muttering a spell under his breath.  Blood magic was dangerous.  Master Pittwater had warned him that anything involving blood was risky, even if it didn’t cross the line into dark magic.  A sample of someone’s blood could be used against them, if they didn’t take the right precautions.  And yet ... he stared at Lilith, wondering what the hell she thought she was doing.  Blood magic?  She was mad.  She had to be mad.

The cauldron blazed with light.  Adam threw up a hand to cover his eyes.  Lilith looked, just for a moment, as if she was caught in a storm.  It struck Adam, as the light pulsed against the walls, that her senses weren’t such an advantage now.  If the light was bright enough to hurt him, what was it doing to her?  It snapped out of existence so quickly Adam was convinced, just for a second, she’d hit him with a blinding hex.  The lab was suddenly very dark.  Multicoloured spots drifted in front of his eyes.

“Lilith, bottle up the potion,” Master Landis ordered, curtly.  He turned and headed for the door.  “Adam, make sure to label every vial properly.”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.

Lilith looked pale, even in the dimmed light, as she carefully ladled the potion into the vials and pushed the stoppers into place.  Adam watched her, wondering just what she was doing.  There were rules covering apprenticeships, magical and mundane alike.  He found it hard to believe Master Landis had the right to demand her blood, certainly not when she wasn’t the one brewing the potion.  It was ... Adam shuddered.  He’d heard horror stories about bad masters, but none of them involved blood.

He cleared his throat.  “What ... what was that about?”

“My blood has powerful magic.”  Lilith sounded a little more like her old self.  Adam was almost relieved.  “It gives the potion a boost.”

“Your blood?”  Adam gave her a sidelong look.  “Why couldn’t he use his?”

“Because the potion would have interacted badly with his magic if he tried,” Lilith said, curtly.  “Using mine was a risk, but ...”

She broke off.  “Yours is useless, of course.”

Adam scowled.  “How so?”

“You have no magic in your veins,” Lilith said.  “It’s just ... blood.”

“And yet, I got told to take care of my blood, too,” Adam said.  “Why would anyone bother if my blood was useless?”

Lilith snorted.  “Your blood is linked to you.  Someone could use it to brew you a healing potion, if they felt it worth the effort, or they could use it to curse you.  They could put a spell on you from the other side of the world, if they had some of your blood.  Mine?  My blood can be used to power spells, because magic runs in my veins.  There are magicians out there who sell their blood for money.”

Adam raised his eyebrows.  “What else do they sell it for?”

“You don’t want to know,” Lilith said.  “You really don’t.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Adam said.  He’d look it up later, as well as a few other things.  “Is your blood that powerful?”

Lilith smirked.  “I can perform spells that would leave you gasping in awe,” she said, as she finished sealing the vials.  “What do you think?”

Master Landis returned before Adam could think of a snappy retort.  “Good work, both of you,” he said.  “You’re dismissed for the day.  Lilith, make sure you give Adam the rest of the tour.  He’ll be doing some work for me in the library next week and I want him to know where everything is.”

Lilith’s face was a blank mask.  “Yes, Master.”
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Chapter Ten
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“You can go anywhere that isn’t specifically closed to you,” Lilith said, after a whirlwind tour of the university.  “Do not try to enter the dorms, the private bedrooms, the staff offices and the workshops without prior permission or you will regret it.”

Adam nodded, feeling his head start to pound.  Again.  Heart’s Eye was huge.  He’d never seen anything so big in Beneficence, not even the guildhall.  The university was so big it was practically a small town in its own right, with floors and compartments that were effectively isolated from the rest of the complex.  His mental map of the building kept expanding and yet he was all too aware he knew only a tiny percentage of the whole.  It would be easy to get lost, he thought, or spend his days moving between a handful of rooms and ignoring the rest of the university.  And yet ...

It was hard not to be awed.  Lilith had shown him giant workshops, where craftsmen studied their trade and experimented with bigger and better steam engines, and lecture halls designed for thousands of students.  They advertised lectures on everything from farming to political theory, from explanations of how steam could be turned into power to detailed descriptions of precisely how to make gunpowder and guns.  He thought he understood, suddenly, why the guilds regarded the university as a threat.  Two of the guilds had already been destroyed and others were badly weakened, perhaps beyond hope of recovery.  They no longer had a monopoly on knowledge, let alone experience.  Given time, their rivals could bring them down.

He kept his face under tight control as he spotted people - students and staff - glancing at them.  They really didn’t seem to like Lilith.  It was hard to see how she felt about it - he knew better than to ask - but he knew from grim experience that the life of a social outcast was not worth living.  A man alone was desperately vulnerable and everyone knew it.  And yet ... he shook his head as he saw a young man carefully giving the pair of them a wide berth.  That was so odd that he couldn’t help wondering if he’d stepped into a warped and twisted mirror of the world he knew.  

“You probably know most of the rules already,” Lilith said, in a tone that suggested she didn’t believe herself.  “Give people what privacy you can.  Don’t intrude into their private spaces without permission.  Oh, and don’t have romantic relationships with the staff.”

Adam blinked.  “Does that happen?”

“It’s banned,” Lilith said, curtly.  “The staff are explicitly forbidden to have any sort of romantic or sexual relationships with the students.  Any students.  If they do, they get fired.  No second chances.”

Adam wasn’t sure what to make of it.  He found it hard to believe that any student would want to start a relationship with a tutor.  Master Landis was the youngest teacher Adam had had and he was still old enough to be Adam’s father.  And yet ... he shuddered, remembering some of the nastier rumours about what certain people had done to avoid being forced to pay fines or being sent to jail.  It might be tempting, he supposed, to offer sexual favours in exchange for a passing grade.  But he couldn’t see how it would work.  A magician who hadn’t done the work to earn the grade would rapidly prove themselves incompetent and then their superiors would start asking pointed questions ...

“I see,” he managed, finally.  “I’ll bear that in mind.”

Lilith shrugged as they stopped outside the library.  “The library is neutral ground,” she said, her tone lightening.  “It is open at all hours, so anyone can come and go whenever they please.  Books can be borrowed on a weekly basis, then renewed unless someone else wants the book.  Don’t try to take the books out of the university itself without special permission or you’ll land in hot water.  The librarians will do everything in their power to make the consequences as dire as possible.”

Adam believed her.  “I’ll try to avoid it,” he said.  “What if I want copies for myself?”

“Buy them at the shop,” Lilith advised.  She paused, as if she wanted to say something else, then shook her head.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She turned and walked away before Adam could say a word.  He watched her go, wondering if she’d wanted to suggest they went out to eat again.  The thought was absurd.  She could have taken longer with the tour if she’d wanted to spend time with him ... he shook his head in annoyance.  Besides, he didn’t want to owe her anything.  Magical folk took obligations seriously.  He really didn’t want to let her get him into her debt, then demand something in exchange for everything she’d done.  It would make life difficult if he stayed in the apprenticeship.

The wards tingled around him as he stepped through the doors and into the library.  It was a vast chamber, wider than the libraries he’d seen back home; he could see, through a handful of smaller doors, rows upon rows of books.  A librarian sat at a desk, preparing a book to go on the shelves; two more roamed the stacks, carefully adjusting the books to make sure they were in proper order.  Adam studied the instructions on the nearest wall, noting the library was far larger than it looked from the outside.  There were a dozen chambers crammed with books and an entire honeycomb of tiny studies, the latter marked either reserved or unreserved.  The entire system seemed to run on a ‘first come, first served’ basis.  Adam allowed himself a moment of relief.  The guild library had been, first and foremost, for the masters.  Everyone else was only allowed to use it on their sufferance.  Here ...

He walked to the desk.  “Where do I get a library card?”

“Here.”  The librarian reached into a drawer and produced three folded cards.  “As an apprentice, you are entitled to three books at a time.  Write your name, your dorm and your master’s name - if you have one - on these cards, then hold on to them while you browse the shelves.  Bring them back when you have the books and I’ll take them from you and pair them with the cards in the books.  They’ll be kept here until you return the books.  Do not keep the books out past their due date or you’ll be dragged back here to work off your debt to society.”

His voice sounded bored, as if he’d given the speech so often he could give it without thinking.  “Do not speak above a whisper in the stacks.  Do not hex or curse other browsers.  Do not attempt to damage books in any way.  Do not attempt to hide books within the library or otherwise keep them for yourself.  Do not attempt to copy more than twenty pages without prior permission.  Do not attempt to make use of a study room without reserving it first.  If you break these rules, the consequences will be unpleasant.  Do you understand?”

Adam nodded.  “Yes, sir.”

The librarian smiled, thinly, and handed over the cards.  Adam frowned as he studied them - they looked like tiny envelopes - and then wrote his name and the rest of his details in the right place.  The librarian returned to his work, making it very clear the discussion was over.  Adam shrugged, put the cards in his pocket and turned away, his eyes sweeping the collection rooms.  Some of them were busy, yet surprisingly quiet; some were almost completely empty.  He picked a room at random and walked forward, admiring how the librarians had managed to cram so many books and bookshelves into a relatively small space.  There were so many bookshelves that the room was almost claustrophobic.

He smiled as he scanned the shelves.  The prospective bragged that Heart’s Eye had a copy of every printed book in existence and he could believe it.  The bookshelves were packed with everything from farming manuals to magical textbooks, including a handful of older books that had been extremely rare - if not on the banned index - before they’d been duplicated by the new-fangled printing presses.  His lips twitched with amusement as he spotted a row of blue books, some with very lurid covers.  He had no idea why they were there.  He’d glanced at a handful himself, purely for research, and they’d all had the same basic plot.  Boy met girl.  Boy and girl had chapter after chapter of increasingly unrealistic sex.  Boy and girl broke up.  Boy and girl got back together.  The end.  He was sure one of them had been nothing more than the author changing the names of his characters, then marketing it as a whole new book.

That’s the problem with the printing presses, he thought.  No quality control.

He kept walking, moving into collections dominated by magical textbooks.  The tomes were an odd collection; some clearly printed and new, others so old they predated him and his masters by centuries.  A handful of magical apprentices were exploring the shelves, picking some of the books out of their places and reading them.  They scowled at Adam, but didn’t make any attempt to order him out.  Adam did his best to ignore them as he ran his eyes along the titles.  Some of them were so faded it was impossible to pick out what they were, but a number were books he’d seen on recommended reading lists.  He hadn’t been able to read them for himself.  Master Pittwater hadn’t owned copies and the guild had never let him so much as look at theirs.

Bracing himself, half expecting a hex to explode in his face, he pulled one of the books off the shelf and let it rest in his hands.  Magical books were often protected, from simple charms to hide their text from the unready to nastier charms that turned readers into rats or objects or cursed them to lives of misery and woe.  He’d heard all the horror stories - Master Pittwater had made it clear Adam had to check with him first, before touching any of the books - but he found it hard to believe the library books were cursed.  Who knew who might pick them up without thinking?  The leather cover felt unclean and unpleasant to the touch, but there was no magic.  He read the title - An Introduction to Basic Alchemy - and then opened the book.  The text was clear and precise.  Whoever had written the book, in the days before the printing press, had gone to some trouble to make sure their work survived.  Adam allowed himself a tight smile as he closed the book and stuck it under his arm, then selected two more.  He’d read the first sections after he returned from town.  

A little bedtime reading, he thought, as he made his way back towards the desk.  The librarian was attending to another customer, so Adam joined the line and started to wait.  He thought he sensed eyes watching him, but it was hard to be sure.  Arnold had told him he’d been noticed.  He sighed, inwardly.  Don’t people have anything better to do with their time?

He half-expected the librarian to challenge him, to demand to know why he wanted the books, but instead the man simply took the cards from the tomes and paired them up with Adam’s cards before stamping the due date on the books.  Adam had to admit it was a neat, if cumbersome, system.  It would be easy for the librarians to spot when the books were overdue, then send out the troops to recover them.  He suspected there was probably a tracking spell woven into the books.  Trying to remove it would have severe consequences.  

“If you need them renewed, speak to us before day seven,” the librarian said, in the same bored tone.  “If someone else has reserved them, you are required to return them before the deadline or you will be fined.”

Adam nodded as he slipped the books back under his arm.  The librarian sounded as though he gave the same speech to everyone.  Adam understood.  Even in Beneficence, public libraries were relatively rare.  It wasn’t easy to get a library card, certainly not for the guild collections.  Here ... he wondered, suddenly, just how many people accidentally let their library books become overdue.  If they needed the books, they might just keep them back a few days longer and pay the fine ...

He shook his head - he doubted he could afford it - and headed through the door.  The corridors were quiet.  He glanced at the clock as he kept walking, wondering where everyone was.  It was mid-afternoon.  Classes and lectures were mostly over.  The students were probably in their dorms or heading to the dining hall or the town beyond the walls to get something to eat.  His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.  He should probably get something before he joined Arnold and Taffy for the walk down to town.

Someone spoke an incantation, behind him.  Adam had no time to duck - or anything - before an invisible force caught his hands and yanked them forward, sending him sprawling to the floor.  The books went flying.  He yelped in pain as his hands struck the floor and stuck.  No matter how hard he struggled, his palms were firmly glued to the stone.  It was such a shock that it took him several moments to realise his feet were stuck too.  He was trapped, his head so close to the floor he was practically prostrating himself.  He heard someone snicker and looked up into a pair of merciless blue eyes.  He’d feared it was Lilith, but ... it was a complete stranger.  A young blond man who would have been handsome, part of Adam’s mind noted numbly, if he hadn’t so clearly been rotten to the core.  Adam knew the type.  He was a young man who delighted in causing pain and humiliation.

The magician knelt.  “So, you’re the powerless fool who thinks he can become a magician?”

Adam’s cheeks burned with shame.  He hadn’t stood a chance.  The magician had zapped him in the back, but ... he could have come from the front instead and Adam still wouldn’t have stood much of a chance.  His only chance would have been to punch out the bastard before he cast the spell and, unless Adam was completely wrong, he’d probably covered himself in wards to protect himself from sneak attacks.  It was such a simple thing to do that Adam couldn’t bring himself to think the magician might not have done it.

“What?  Nothing to say?”  The magician laughed.  “Do you want to beg for mercy?”

No, Adam thought, as he tried to look away.  He really did know the type.  Begging you to let me go would only make it worse.

“Of course not,” the magician said.  He reached down and placed his finger under Adam’s chin, forcing him to look up.  “You don’t have anything to say, do you?”

He snickered.  “You really don’t have a place here, do you?  I think I’d better take those books.  You don’t have a use for them.”

Adam flinched.  If the books were stolen when they were on loan to him ... who knew what the librarians would do to him?  Could they find the books within the university?  Or ... what if the magician destroyed them?  If they couldn’t be recovered, who was liable?  Adam knew he couldn’t even begin to pay for one of the books, let alone all three.  He tried not to panic as he contemplated his complete and total failure.  There was no way he could replace them if the books were lost ...

He found his voice.  “If you take them, the librarians will hunt you down.”

“Oh, it can speak,” the magician said.  “Do you think that I, Jasper of House Karut, would be scared of the librarians?”

Adam gritted his teeth.  There was nothing to be gained by threatening the magician with the wrath of Master Landis.  Even if Jasper of House Karut - Adam had never heard of the family, but he didn’t pretend he knew all the magical families - cared one whit for the alchemist, Adam’s own reputation would collapse if he turned into a snitch.  He knew how it worked, in apprenticeships as well as schools.  The one who betrayed his peer - no matter what sort of asshole the peer happened to be - would be excluded.  Who knew who he’d betray next?

“Still, you have a point,” Jasper added.  “Perhaps it would be better to do something else ...”

He waved his hand at Adam.  The world went black.  Adam nearly screamed.  He was blind!  He was blind ... he’d known it was possible, but no one - not even the worst of the magicians in Beneficence - had cast such spells on him.  Jasper snickered - the nasty part of Adam’s mind insisted Jasper and Lilith would be well-matched - and walked away.  Adam blinked hard, hoping his tears would break the spell.  It didn’t work.  He was stuck; unable to see, unable to move.  Helpless anger surged within him as he tried, out of desperation, a technique he’d been taught to summon magic ... if he’d had any magic to summon.  Nothing happened.  He had to bite his lip to keep from crying ...

... And someone was coming up behind him.

“It’s alright,” a female voice said.  It sounded oddly familiar, but he couldn’t place it.  “Let me cast the counterspell and ...”

Adam recoiled as bright light stabbed into his eyes.  His hands and feet came free at the same moment, sending him slumping to the floor.  His muscles ached painfully.  He forced himself to roll over and look up, directly into the Gorgon’s eyes.  Up close, she seemed even more inhuman.  Her eyes were disturbingly snake-like.  And yet, he read sympathy within her gaze.

She held out a hand to help him up.  “Who did this to you?”

Adam shook his head, wordlessly, as he stumbled to his feet and grabbed the books.  There was no point in saying the name.  Magicians banded together, even demihumans who spooked their peers as much as mundanes.  She wouldn’t do anything if he told her and, if she did, it would make matters worse.  No one would take him seriously ever again.

Lilith and Jasper would definitely be well-matched, he thought.  The Gorgon made no move to stop him as he started to stagger down the corridor.  It didn’t make him feel any better.  She could have stopped him in an instant, if she’d wished.  She was letting him go and he knew it.  They’ll probably get on like a house on fire.
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Chapter Eleven
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Adam was still sore, an hour later, as he made his way down to the entrance hall.

It wasn’t physical, not really.  His body had cramped, but the aches and pains had faded as he’d walked back to his room.  It was the certain knowledge that Jasper could have done a hell of a lot worse with a snap of his fingers ... and that Adam, mundane powerless Adam, couldn’t do anything to defend himself.  He knew he wasn’t the strongest person in the world - he’d regularly been overpowered in fistfights as a young boy - but there was no way he could come close to levelling the playing field with a magician.  Jasper could do anything.  Adam had heard all the stories, from the horrible to the perverse, but the reality was worse.  He was completely at Jasper’s mercy.

He tried to calm himself, but it didn’t work.  Apprentices had been picking fights with each other since time out of mind, yet ... normally, they fought on fairly even terms.  Gangs of blacksmithing apprentices and carpenter apprentices could trade blows with neither side having a decisive advantage.  Here ... a magical apprentice could wipe the floor with an entire crowd of mundane apprentices.  He gritted his teeth, resisting the urge to turn and flee back to his room - and then back to Beneficence.  He could earn a place at Heart’s Eye, damn it.  He could!  And yet, Jasper and Lilith and their peers could make life very hard for him.

It was hard to force himself to step into the entrance hall.  He felt like a child who’d been beaten up and was on his way home to be beaten again, for losing.  Shame washed through him, shame and humiliation and a powerlessness that burned through his soul.  He didn’t mind losing a game when his opponent had won fairly, but ... he hated the thought of losing because his opponent had cheated.  Jasper might not be as high and mighty as he’d claimed ... it didn’t matter.  He’d still had an unbeatable edge.  It was like playing a game of kingmaker in which every last piece on the opponent’s side was a queen.

Arnold and Taffy stood at the doors, looking surprisingly normal.  Adam wanted to turn and run before they saw him.  They’d look down on him ... how could they not?  He knew how it worked.  A weakling had no friends, no allies, for fear it would rub off.  He’d grown up in a world where if, you couldn’t defend yourself, you got kicked by everyone who could ... even, perhaps especially, the ones who got kicked themselves.  He remembered a young boy who’d been the butt of everyone’s jokes for having a clubfoot - his parents hadn’t had the money to get it fixed - and cringed inwardly.  He hadn’t been very nice to the child either.  But showing even a hint of sympathy might have brought trouble down on his head instead.

He had to make himself walk over to them and smile, although he feared it looked more like a rictus than genuine humour. Too late, he recalled just how perceptive women could be.  His mother had always known when he was upset, or lying, and his sisters had been much the same ... he winced, cursing his own mistake.  Arnold might keep his thoughts to himself, recognising his peer didn’t want to talk about it, but would Taffy?  She might ask questions and ... Adam wasn’t sure what he’d do, if she did.  Part of him feared he would break down on the spot.

Arnold led the way outside, onto the road.  The air was as hot and dry as ever, the sun seeming to redden as it sank towards the distant horizon.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief as they walked down to the town, even though sweat was beading on his back.  The university felt oppressive, even though ... he swallowed hard, tasting sand and tainted magic at the back of his throat.  He didn’t feel safe any longer.  Hell, he wasn’t sure why he’d felt safe at all.

“Adam,” Arnold said, as soon as they were alone.  “What happened?”

Adam wanted to say nothing, to deny that anything had happened, but there was something about Arnold’s tone - calm, mature, understanding - that made the words bubble out of his mouth without quite passing through his mind.  He told them everything, from Lilith taking him to the library and Jasper hexing him to the Gorgon freeing him from the spell.  The shame churned inside him, like bile that refused to be expelled from his stomach.  He’d heard, once, of a man who’d fled Beneficence after an encounter with a witch.  He understood, now, how that man had felt.  He hadn’t just been beaten; he’d been crushed so badly it had broken him for the rest of his life.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Arnold said, when he’d finished.  “Magicians are just nasty bastards.”

Adam looked away.  He’d broken down in front of a peer, a young man who wasn’t old enough to be anything other than a peer, and a girl.  He knew, deep inside, that he would never live it down.  He’d been taught he couldn’t cry, certainly not in front of witnesses.  And yet, he wanted to cry.  He swallowed, hard.  The urge to just keep walking, to board the train back to Farrakhan, was almost overwhelming.  He wasn’t sure where he’d go, after that, but he was sure he’d go somewhere.

“They hate us being here,” Arnold added, clapping him on the shoulder.  “But we’ll show them, won’t we?”

“We will,” Taffy said.

Adam scowled.  “And how do you intend this miracle to be achieved?”

“They may have power, but they’re still human,” Arnold said.  “They can be beaten.”

“Right.”  Adam wasn’t sure if Arnold had an idea or if he was merely trying to cheer Adam up, but he was too gutted to care.  “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

“Here’s a different question,” Arnold said, more practically.  “Did Lilith set you up?”

Adam froze.  He hadn’t considered it.  Lilith hadn’t accompanied him into the library.  Jasper had already been inside the library when Adam had entered ... hadn't he?  Adam couldn’t swear to it.  Even if he had been, Lilith could easily have sent him a message or simply set the whole ambush up in advance.  His head spun.  Matt wouldn’t have done that, not when it would make him look a coward as well as a bully.  But Lilith was a girl.  The rules might be different for her.  No one expected girls to lead with their fists ...

She’s a magician, he reminded himself.  Magicians - male and female alike - were effectively nobility.  Sorcerers and sorceresses were considered social equals.  The rules really might be different for her.

He frowned.  It wasn’t impossible.  He’d seen girls - seemingly powerless - leverage what little they had to convince their partners to do stupid things.  Lilith was far from powerless, although she was alone ... perhaps she’d flirted with Jasper, offering to pay a little attention to him in exchange for his services ... Adam shook his head.  It was possible, but unlikely.  Lilith had never shown any reluctance to hex him herself.  And she was too proud to flirt with anyone.

“I ... I don’t think so,” he said, finally.  “She could have zapped me herself.”

“Or Jasper thought he was getting into her good graces by zapping you,” Arnold said.  He smiled, although Adam had no idea why.  “Or he’s just another incompetent magician who fears what you could do, even without magic.”

Adam blinked.  “So he’s an idiot?”

“Yes.”  Arnold sobered, slightly.  “Yes and no.  You can kill a magician with a gun.  And, by the gods, they hate it.”

So do the nobles, Adam reflected, as they reached the edge of town.  The thought of a man with a gun shooting a fully-trained knight ...

He put the thought aside and followed them through the streets.  They were even more alive, somehow, than the previous day, although they had to push their way through the crowds.  He kept one hand on his money pouch, just to be sure, as Arnold led them to a crowded pub and pushed the door open.  The noise nearly deafened him.  The chamber was packed with young men and women, drinking and laughing and chatting as they relaxed after a long day.

Arnold turned and raised his voice.  It was still hard to make out the words.  “What can I get you?”

“The local,” Adam said.  He’d never been much of a drinker - Master Pittwater would not have been impressed if he’d come to work with a hangover - but he knew better than to decline the offer.  Drinking contests were often part of life in Beneficence.  “I’m sure it will be good.”

“The best, or so I’m told,” Arnold said.  “You and Taffy go find a spot.  I’ll get the drinks.”

Adam nodded and allowed Taffy to lead him towards the tables at the rear.  The noise - somehow - seemed to grow louder.  He frowned as his eyes swept over the customers, noting the oddities.  It was rare, back home, for women to enter pubs unless they were waitresses, prostitutes or both.  Here, men and women drank together as equals.  Taffy pointed to an empty table and sat down.  Adam sat, facing her.  It wasn’t the sort of place a respectable young woman would enter, not in Beneficence, but Taffy seemed perfectly calm.  He reminded himself, sharply, that the rules were different here.

“Don’t worry about it,” Taffy said, patting his hand.  “You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.”

Adam said nothing.  He couldn’t put his feelings into words.  He was a free citizen of Beneficence, not ... not a farm girl from the back of beyond.  Taffy had grown up knowing she was someone’s property, first her father and then her husband’s, that her freedom was very limited and could be taken from her at any time ... it wasn’t the same.  No one would think any less of her if her father, or husband, forced her to submit to their will.  Adam was all too aware it wouldn’t work out so well for him.  If he got a reputation as a doormat, as someone who could be trodden on at any moment, it would be the end of his life.  He’d have to leave the university and never return, perhaps changing his name in a bid to outrun his infamy ...

Maybe it isn’t that different, he reflected.  She came here to escape, just like you.

A thought struck him.  “Have you been away for a year and a day?”

Taffy looked downcast.  “It doesn’t work that way, not for runaway brides,” she said.  “They can search for me until the end of their days.”

Adam felt a surge of protectiveness that surprised him.  “They won’t find you here,” he said, seriously.  “And if they do, we’ll help you.”

“The laws are different here,” Taffy said, quietly.  She waved a hand at the crowd.  “Legally, they can’t come and drag me back home.  Practically ... I don’t know.”

Adam nodded, feeling his insides twist.  It was never easy to escape one’s upbringing, even if one travelled halfway around the world.  Laws could change quickly; social change was a great deal slower and rougher as the new laws sorted themselves out.  He’d heard the stories from Cockatrice.  Lady Emily had upset a multitude of apple carts, in the name of ensuring fairness and justice for all.  Adam understood and even admired what she’d done, but he wasn’t blind to the downsides.  How could one plan for the future when laws and customs could be changed in the blink of an eye?

Arnold returned, carrying a tray of drinks.  Adam took his tankard as Arnold sat next to Taffy and lifted his own glass.  There was something odd about the way they sat together ... Adam puzzled it over for a moment, then kicked himself for missing the obvious.  They sat as friends, not as lovers or partners or, for that matter, Arnold trying to push his way into Taffy’s personal space.  Adam honestly wasn’t sure what to make of it.  He knew women could be just as capable as men - his mother had put bread on the table, his sister was preparing to take the shop when their mother retired - and yet it was rare to simply socialise with young woman.  There was always an awareness of their femininity ...

“Confusion to our enemies,” Arnold said.  “And power to the people.”

“Power to the people,” Adam echoed.  He took a sip of his beer.  It was good, unsurprisingly.  The publican probably had his own private recipe.  “And ...”

Arnold grinned.  “Success to your apprenticeship?  And ours?”

“You haven’t told me much about yours,” Adam said.  He couldn’t help noticing that Arnold was drinking something that looked more like juice than beer.  That would never have stood back home.  A man who didn’t drink beer was less than a man.  “What’s it like, being a craftsman’s apprentice?”

Arnold sipped, thoughtfully.  He didn’t seem remotely concerned about drinking something that, back in Beneficence, would be taken for a woman’s drink.  Adam admired his confidence, wishing he shared it.  He could never have done that, not in public.  One might as well drink water.  The mockery would last forever.

“It has good points and bad points,” Arnold said.  “I stay in the dorms” - he jerked a thumb at the nearest wall, indicating the distant castle - “and move back and forth between the workshops under the university and the factories here.  My master drills me mercilessly in everything from drafting plans to actually forging for myself.  And when I’m not busy, or attending lectures, I work with the Levellers.  We’re determined to carve out a space for ourselves here.”

Adam nodded.  Of course Arnold was a Leveller.  Most craftsmen were, particularly the ones who’d benefited from the New Learning.  The Levellers weren’t that strong in Beneficence - there was no need, when the city had already given them what they wanted - but they were dominant in Cockatrice and spreading rapidly through the rest of the Allied Lands.  Adam had heard rumours of Leveller-backed uprisings and revolts, even outright rebellions.  He wasn’t sure how many of them could be taken seriously.  He’d read stories claiming Beneficence had been destroyed, when he’d been living in the city at the time.

“You should come to one of the meetings,” Taffy put in.  “You’d be welcome.”

“Even as an alchemist’s apprentice?”  Adam wasn’t so sure.  “They’re more likely to tell me to get out.”

“Even so.”  Arnold took another sip of his drink.  “The magicians have the edge.  Sure, there are rules to protect us, but they’re barely enforced.  Half the magicians hate us and the other half don’t give a shit.  Lady Emily isn’t here and, even if she was, would she do anything?”

Adam had no answer.  There were so many stories about Lady Emily, the Child of Destiny, that it was impossible to tell which ones were actually true.  She’d changed the world, for better or worse.  She’d introduced new technologies and concepts that held out the promise of a better world to come, if they reached for it; she’d laid the groundwork for political and social reform that had made things better for millions of people.  The thought of her not being on their side was ... was practically blasphemy.  And yet ...

“She fought to put Princess Alassa on the throne, rather than let the people have their say,” Arnold said, quietly.  “She did that because the Princess - the Queen - was her friend.  The university council is composed of her friends too, including - if rumour is to be believed - her former lover.  Would she side against them if pushed?  Or would she take their side?”

“I ...”  Adam wasn’t sure.  It wasn’t easy to go against one’s friends.  He didn’t think he’d be able to say no, if his friends wanted to do something stupid.  It would cost him much even if everyone agreed he’d done the right thing.  Lady Emily was older and wiser and ... he wasn’t sure what she’d do.  “She isn’t even here.”

“No,” Arnold agreed.  “And we cannot rely on the people she left behind.”

Adam said nothing for a long, cold moment.  Lilith had hexed him.  Jasper had hexed him.  And nothing had happened to either of them ... he cursed under his breath.  What was the point in making a formal complaint, he asked himself, when it would just make matters worse?  Lilith and Jasper were both well-connected, as well as powerful.  Their respective masters wouldn’t punish them, not for merely hexing a mundane.  The only time Adam had seen Master Landis even slightly irked at Lilith had been when she’d insulted Master Pittwater.  Perhaps they were father and son.  It wasn’t impossible.  It would certainly explain the younger man’s reaction.

“I’ll do what I can, once I’ve secured my place,” Adam said, finally.  A shiver ran through him as he remembered Lilith’s words.  He didn’t have long to prove himself.  “But I don’t know what we can do.”

“We’ll think of something,” Arnold said.  He finished his drink, without calling for another.  Adam was quietly relieved.  “Right now, let’s go explore Heart’s Ease.”

Taffy smiled.  “There’s a lot to do here,” she said.  She put her drink to one side and stood, brushing down her dress.  “And if things go wrong, you could simply stay in town.  There’s plenty of jobs for young men willing to work hard.”

“Maybe,” Adam said.  He didn’t want to consider it, not yet.  “But it would feel like giving up.”
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Chapter Twelve
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“Acceptable,” Lilith said with a sneer.  She took the bowl of ground seeds and started to turn away, then stopped.  “Chop up some Julia Roots, then place them in hot water for twenty minutes.”

Adam ground his teeth as she headed back to her cauldron.  He doubted Lilith had had anything to do with Jasper hexing him - she would have rubbed his nose in it, he was sure, if she’d known about it - but it hardly mattered.  She was as unpleasant and snobbish as ever, snapping and snarling at him whenever Master Landis was out of the lab.  Adam didn’t know what their master was doing, but - whatever it was - it took him away from his apprentices for long periods of time.  And that meant he and Lilith were alone.

He forced himself to keep working.  What could he do to impress her?  What could he do that she couldn’t?  He knew, without false modesty, that he was a skilled preparer, yet she was no slouch herself.  And she could take the ingredients and brew them into a magical potion.  He could work out how the magic worked, and even diagram it out for someone with more magical power than theory, but ... she could do all that and more.  He was starting to wonder if he’d agreed to a sucker bet.  The week he’d spent trying to come up with something new had been completely wasted.

Not quite wasted, he told himself, sternly.  You’ve learnt quite a bit.

He glanced at Lilith.  She was staring down at a bubbling cauldron.  He was tempted to ask why she wasn’t bothering with protective clothes, then realised - before he could further diminish himself in her eyes - that she could sense a destabilising potion and dive under the table before it blew up in her face.  The paranoid part of his mind wondered if she’d even bother to shout a warning.  She might not even realise she needed to warn him before it was too late.  Her potions classes would have been conducted in classrooms full of young magicians.  

Lilith looked up, her eyes meeting his.  “See something you like?”

“You’re a very good brewer,” Adam said.  It was true.  She might not be a master alchemist, not yet, but she was well on the way.  “It’s ... impressive.”

“Yes,” Lilith agreed, coldly.  “And it is something you will never be able to do for yourself.”

She leaned over the cauldron, sprinkling in a brown powder Adam didn’t recognise.  The liquid bubbled - there was a flare of light, bright enough to make his eyes hurt - and changed colour.  Lilith clicked her fingers, turning off the heat, then stepped back to watch as the potion started to cool.  The steam slowly died away.

“Perfect,” Lilith said.  She shot Adam a sharp look.  “What do you think?”

“I’m sure it’s perfect,” Adam said.  “When are you getting your mastery?”

“I have to think of something new, something I can show to the guild, before they grant me anything,” Lilith said.  She shook her head in irritation.  “What can I do that hasn’t been done before?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said.  It might not count as impressing her, but ... if he could find something she could do, who knew where it might lead?  “But we can look together ...”

Lilith shot him a scornful look.  “That is, quite possibly, the stupidest idea since Master Buckley thought it would be a good idea to throw ten highly explosive ingredients into the same cauldron, just to see what would happen.  I have to come up with the idea myself.  I have to put it into practice myself.  I have to write out a long and detailed report of what I had in mind, what I thought would happen, what actually did happen and why I should be granted the rank of master.  And I have to do it all by myself.  They’ll make me swear an oath to prove I didn’t steal someone else’s idea.  Even yours!”

Adam flushed.  “It was only a suggestion.”

“It was a stupid suggestion,” Lilith snapped.  “Master Buckley blew himself up.  You could have cost me everything.”

She raised her hand, as if she intended to hex him, then lowered it as the door opened and Master Landis walked into the room, carrying a large bag of ... something.  Adam wrinkled his nose.  He had a strong stomach - he wouldn’t have been able to work in an apothecary if he hadn’t - but the stench was strong enough to make him glad he hadn’t eaten much for breakfast.  Lilith hadn’t given him the time.  He wondered if she’d known what was coming, then decided it was unlikely.  She’d never shown him much in the way of consideration.  It was hard to believe she’d start now.

Master Landis carried the bag over to the far corner and dumped the contents onto the iron-topped table.  Adam frowned as he saw the fruits.  They looked like greenish pineapples, but they smelled like ... he wasn’t sure what they were, but they smelled worse than the fish market after an afternoon of baking sunlight.  Lilith recoiled, stepping back as if she thought the fruits were going to leap off the table and attack her.  Adam hid his amusement with an effort.  He doubted she’d take it calmly if he laughed at her.

“Durians,” Master Landis said, by way of explanation.  “You do know how to prepare them?”

“Only in theory,” Adam said.  He’d heard of durians, but he’d never seen them.  “What do I do?”

“Lilith will show you,” Master Landis said.  He summoned a cauldron and placed it on the table.  “I want all of these prepared by the end of the day.”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.  He tried not to groan.  Lilith was not a good teacher at the best of times.  “We’ll get right on it.”

The stench grew stronger as he walked to the table, the odour almost physically repelling him.  He’d spent time on the docks as a young man, where the remnants of the day’s catch had been used to lure seagulls into nesting on the rocks, and it had stunk ... but this was worse.  He was convinced he’d have to shower before he left the room or he’d be in trouble the moment someone caught a sniff of him.  The smell seemed to permeate the room ...

“Cut away the skin,” Lilith said.  For once, she didn’t sound as if she were bossing him around.  “Remove the seeds.  Put the meat - the interior - in the cauldron.”

Adam nodded, trying not to grimace as he picked up a knife and went to work.  He’d grown used to the smell of the docks, he told himself; he’d grow used to this, too.  And yet, as he started sawing into the durian, the stench somehow managed to get worse.  Lilith made a choking sound as he cut through the fruit, dumping the meat into the cauldron.  He was astonished Master Landis had carried the bag through the university.  It was a task that could have been left to the porters ...

Or me, Adam thought, as he removed as much of the meat as he could.  Why didn’t he tell me to do it?

He put the remnants aside for disposal, then turned to the next.  Lilith watched him like a hawk, clearly just waiting for a chance to tell him off.  Adam forced himself to concentrate, carving out as much of the meat as he could before dumping the remainder.  It was wasteful, part of his mind noted, but it was difficult to pick the fruit clean before the stench overwhelmed him.  He swallowed hard, desperate not to throw up in front of her.  Lilith looked green too - for a moment, they were united in suffering - but he had no doubt she’d rub his nose in it if he vomited.  Potions and alchemy were not for the faint of heart.  

Master Landis inspected his work - he didn’t seem to be bothered by the stench - then nodded.  “Continue on your own,” he ordered, curtly.  “Lilith, assist me,”

Adam tried to ignore the flare of resentment as Lilith hurried over to her master - their master.  It wasn’t fair.  She got special treatment.  She got a chance to brew with him, while he sliced and diced and chopped and ... his grip tightened on the knife as he forced himself to go back to work.  He could do it.  He could find a way to make the apprenticeship work ... somehow.  It wasn’t bad that he was chopping up ingredients.  Matt had done plenty of chopping too, when he’d started his apprenticeship.  Master Pittwater had inspected his technique carefully, checking everything, before allowing Matt anywhere near a cauldron.  

Sure, his own thoughts mocked.  But Matt didn’t spend all his apprenticeship chopping ingredients.

He groaned, inwardly.  The hell of it was that he liked the university.  He’d spent some of the last week learning what else it could offer, from attending lectures on steam technology to visiting the printing shops on the lower levels.  He’d heard a speech from Senior Craftswoman Yvonne, a woman so formidable that even magicians respected her, as well as a debate on the precise role of monarchies in the post-war Allied Lands.  If he hadn’t been so worried about proving himself, he would have loved to bury himself in the university and never come out.

Lilith had been right about one thing, Adam realised dully.  He hadn’t been assigned to an apprentice dorm and he wouldn’t be until he was taken on permanently.  He wasn’t sure what to make of it.  He liked the idea of having his own room - he’d never had any privacy - but it was a sign he might not be there permanently.  Perhaps that was another reason why he knew so few people his own age, beyond Arnold and Taffy and Lilith herself.  No one wanted to befriend someone who wasn’t going to stick around.  He’d seen that before, when he’d first become an apprentice.  It stung more than he’d remembered.

Master Landis came over and collected some of the chopped fruit.  “Good work,” he said.  “It will suffice.”

“It isn’t easy to cut, Master,” Adam said.  “What do you use it for?”

“Durian Potion serves to dampen magical power,” Master Landis explained.  “It can be quite useful.”

“But very few people will drink it willingly,” Lilith said.  “It tastes worse than it smells.”

And it smells terrible, Adam thought.  It crossed his mind, just for a second, that it would be wonderful if he managed to slip some of the potion into Lilith’s glass.  The idea vanished almost as soon as he’d had it.  She’d taste it and lash out at me well before the potion could take effect.

“Keep chopping,” Master Landis ordered.  “We’ll need more in an hour or two.”

Adam nodded, feeling as though he’d never be clean again.  The smell had overwhelmed everything else.  His robes had been clean, when he’d entered the room, but now he feared they were only suitable for burning.  The cleaners would revolt if he asked them to rinse the robes, in hopes of reusing them.  He shuddered, wondering what would happen if he tried to go out of the lab in filthy robes.  He’d be lucky if the students just laughed at him. 

The hours dragged on as he ground his way through the pile.  His mother would be furious, part of his mind noted, at just how much he was wasting, but he was too tired to care.  His hands were covered in juice, his fingers so slippery that he feared losing his grip on the knife and accidentally cutting himself.  A cut could be lethal if the wrong stuff got into his bloodstream ... he had no idea if durian juice was poisonous, but going by the stench he wouldn’t have bet against it.  His knife slipped ...

“Shit!”  He jumped back, nearly clapping his other hand against the cut before catching himself.  It could make things a hell of a lot worse.  “I ... shit!”

Master Landis glanced at Lilith.  “Deal with it.”

Adam nearly told her to forget it, even though the cut was too deep to heal in a hurry.  Lilith marched over to him, muttering a spell to clean her hands, then pressed a cloth against the wound and motioned for him to follow her into the washroom.  Adam did as he was told, trying not to wince as the stinging grew worse.  The liquid might not be poisonous, but it stung like antiseptic salve.  He was sure that had been invented as a method to torture prisoners.  It was often more painful, in his experience, than whatever had caused the injury it was trying to disinfect.

“Clumsy oaf,” Lilith snapped.  “Why didn’t you clean your hands?”

“I ...”  Adam nearly forgot himself and hit her.  It would have destroyed the apprenticeship and perhaps his life and yet ... he nearly did it.  He gritted his teeth, trying to focus as the pain grew worse.  It didn’t help that he knew she was right.  It had been dumb not to clean and dry his hands before the inevitable happened.  Master Pittwater would have strapped him for the mistake.  He wondered, as Lilith cast a pair of healing spells, what Master Landis would do.  “I ... I didn’t think.”

“That’s why you have no place here,” Lilith hissed.  She pressed her fingers against the closed wound, inspecting her handiwork.  “You need the instincts to brew and you don’t have them.”

Adam scowled at her.  She was right about his mistake, but she didn’t have to rub it in as she turned away from him.  Lilith kept talking, explaining - in great and tedious detail - precisely how stupid he’d been.  Master Pittwater would have done the same, but he wouldn’t have added snide remarks about Adam’s blood being useless and how he was probably in no danger even though he’d left bloodstains on the table.  Adam’s temper kept threatening to boil over.  He had to bite his lip to keep from lashing out at her, verbally or physically.  She just would not shut up.

“Clean up the mess,” Master Landis ordered, quietly.  “Make sure you isolate all the blood and discard it properly.  And then make me something to drink.”

“And me.”  Lilith watched carefully as Adam started to wipe up the blood.  He knew she was just waiting for an excuse to berate him once again.  “Milk, two sugars.”

Adam growled something incoherent, even to him, as he finished cleaning the table.  The pain was gone, replaced by a dull ache that made it hard to use his hand, but it didn’t make it any easier to think.  It had been a careless mistake, one he should have known to avoid ... one he would have avoided, if he hadn’t been so lost in his thoughts.  He clenched his fists as he dropped the blood in the disposal bin, then headed for the kitchen.  Master Landis would be rethinking the apprenticeship.  He knew it.

“Milk, two sugars,” Lilith called after him.

“I haven’t forgotten,” Adam snapped.  He put the kettle on, then reached for the powdered grains and placed them in the mugs.  “It’ll be ready as soon as the water is boiling.”

He stared at the inactive potions he’d noted, thinking hard.  Did he dare ...?  Inactive dogbreath potion was useless, unless it was given to a magician ...

The kettle started to boil.  Adam took it off the stove, poured water into the mugs and added the sugar, then hesitated.  He’d had more than enough of Lilith’s attitude, to the point he wanted to push back at her, but the apprenticeship was at stake ... he took a little of the potion and added it to her mug.  He’d pay for it, but it would be worth it.  If nothing else, it might teach her a lesson.

He took the mugs back into the workroom and passed them out.  Lilith sneered as she took hers and drank.  Adam watched, wondering if she could taste the potion.  It wasn’t supposed to taste of anything, but everyone knew magicians had a sixth sense for magic.  He waited, sipping his own drink.  Master Landis said something to Lilith ...

... And she started to bark.

Adam couldn’t help himself.  He sniggered.  Lilith glared at him, a stream of barks and growls coming out of her mouth.  Master Landis seemed unconcerned.  She glanced at him, then raised a hand and pointed it at Adam.  He got ready to jump to one side.  Maybe he could make his escape before she managed to zap him into a frog or something equally humiliating.  Or ... traditionally, a master couldn’t punish an apprentice if the apprentice had already been punished.  It dawned on him, too late, that the rule might not hold fast here.

Master Landis kept his face carefully blank.  “We’ll discuss this later,” he said, warningly.  “Lilith, stay here.  Adam, I want you to go to the library, after you have a shower, and dig up some books for me.  I’ll give you the references.”

Adam allowed himself a moment of relief.  “Yes, Master.”  He’d planned to go to the library anyway.  “Potion recipes?”

“Among others,” Master Landis said.  He produced a sheet of paper and held it out.  Adam took it and glanced at the list.  The references included a list of names he knew by reputation, but never actually seen.  “Read them carefully.  I’ll be wanting your opinions afterwards.”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.

Lilith barked, loudly, as Master Landis turned and stepped into the washroom.  Adam glanced at her, just in time to see her cast a spell.  He ducked, hastily, as ... something flashed over his head and struck the wall.  He didn’t wait for her to cast a second spell, instead running through the door and slamming it closed behind him.  A dull thud - and a handful of barks - echoed after him.  Her second spell had struck the back of the door.

She’s going to make you pay for that, his thoughts mocked him.  Really, she is.

Adam giggled, despite himself.  It’ll be worth it, his own thoughts replied.  Did you see the look on her face?
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Chapter Thirteen
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Adam couldn’t help feeling nervous, despite everything, as he approached the library for the second time after he’d scrubbed himself clean and donned clean clothes.  He had a perfect right to be there, as much as everyone else in the university, but after what had happened the last time ... he swallowed hard, trying to make sure there was no sign of Jasper without making it obvious.  The magical apprentice was nowhere to be seen, but the library was vast.  He could be hidden within the stacks, waiting for him ...

And Lilith is probably plotting bloody revenge even now, Adam reminded himself, tartly.  It would be humiliating for her, an apprentice alchemist, to be slipped a potion without her noticing.  Master Landis could give her a scolding, or worse, for the mistake even though she hadn’t done it deliberately.  There’s no way to get away from it.

He stepped through the doors and looked around.  The library lobby was almost empty, save for a young man sitting at the desk.  Adam remembered Arnold pointing the librarian out to him, although it took Adam a moment to remember the man’s name.  Jayson.  It was hard to believe a man barely a year or two older than Adam was the Head Librarian, but ... he shook his head.  The majority of the university council - and staff - were relatively young.  They seemed more willing to gamble a few years of their lives that the university would be a success.

“Welcome to the library,” Jayson said.  His accent reminded Adam of Lilith, although it wasn’t quite the same.  “Have you read the rules?”

“I got a set of cards earlier,” Adam said.  “The librarian on the desk gave me the rules, too.”

“Good.”  Jayson smiled.  “What can I do for you?”

Adam stared at the stacks for a long moment.  Did one need to have magic to work in the library?  A handful of library staff seemed to be students ... library work was regarded as second class back in Beneficence, but ... he was no longer there.  He didn’t have to worry about people looking down on him, or sneering that he was a man doing woman’s work, or anything.  And yet ... he wished, bitterly, that there was some certainty in his life.  If he knew for sure he was staying, he could apply to work in the university while furthering his studies.  

He dug out the list of references.  “My master wants me to find these,” he said, instead.  There would be time to apply for a job later.  “Where do I look?”

Jayson glanced at the list.  “Potion books are stored in Room Two, which is accessed through Chamber One,” he said, pointing towards a door on the far side of the chamber.  “Or I can have them picked out for you, if you want.”

“No, thank you,” Adam said.  He wasn’t sure if he’d be expected to pay for the service or not and he didn’t want to ask.  Besides, he wanted to see the potions books for himself.  “I’ll give you a shout if I need help.”

“Come here and ask quietly,” Jayson told him.  “If you shout in here” - he smiled, rather coldly - “you’ll regret it.”

Adam nodded stiffly and turned away.  The air was oddly silent as he made his way through the stacks and into the rear section.  He guessed the wards were designed to keep the room as quiet as possible.  The handful of students at study desks were quiet, even though they were clearly talking.  He couldn’t hear a word, but he couldn’t help noticing the odd looks they gave him as he passed.  He did his best to ignore them as he ran his eye along the giant shelves.  There were so many books in view that he found it hard to understand how anyone could find anything, card catalogue or not.  He doubted that the librarians were experts in each and every magical field.

And technological field, he thought, as he passed a stack of books on steam engines.  It was hard to resist the temptation to stop and browse.  A couple had fanciful pictures of giant flying sausages and bat-winged flying ... things.  The librarians can’t hope to keep the system in order, can they?

Adam put the thought out of his head as he walked into Room Two.  The chamber was empty, save for a pair of younger girls who didn’t look up.  He felt oddly dismayed as he turned to study the giant stacks.  It would have been nice to talk - or at least make eye contact - with a girl who wasn’t Lilith or Taffy.  And they were quite attractive ... he dismissed the idea as he raised his eyes.  The really dangerous books had been placed well out of reach.  He guessed they’d been placed there to make it harder for someone to get to them without magic.

Cheek, he thought.  It isn’t as if I could do anything with a book on dark magic.

He picked a table for himself, then started to hunt for the books.  Master Landis had named a dozen ancient tomes, each one old enough to have been written by Adam’s great-grandfather.  The world had been a very different place back then, or so Adam had been told.  It was hard to believe that people had really been that different.  They lived and died, loved and hated ... he wondered, idly, what his great-grandfather would have made of Heart’s Eye.  Would he have seen it as a chance for Adam to rise high?  Or as a new-fangled idea that would never get off the ground?  Who knew?

It was surprisingly easy to find the books, once Adam figured out how the system worked.  The volumes were dusty and old, but whoever had bound them had charmed the leather to ensure the text remained legible and the pages remained intact.  He gathered them, one by one, and started to dig out the references.  They were nothing more than a set of recipes, all of which he’d thought had been superseded long ago.  He had no idea why Master Landis had wanted him to look at them.  They looked inefficient, compared to their modern counterparts.  And yet ... he frowned as he realised it would be easier to get the ingredients.  The modern recipes relied on supplies from all over the Allied Lands.

Odd, he mused.  If it’s cheaper to make the older recipes, why didn’t they stay in use?

He mulled it over as he worked his way through the books, carefully copying the recipes into his notebook.  They weren’t that hard ... if one had magic.  His heart clenched as he realised there was no way he could simplify them to the point he could brew them himself.  He’d be readying the ingredients for Master Landis or Lilith, not ... he groaned in dismay.  It was suddenly very easy to believe he was wasting his time.  There was no way he would be anything more than a glorified assistant.

And she said I had to impress her, Adam thought.  He recalled his earlier thought about sucker bets and grimaced.  I agreed to an unwinnable bet.

The thought mocked him as he pushed the books aside and stared down at his powerless hands.  He was deluding himself.  Perhaps it was time to surrender, to admit he couldn’t make it.  Master Landis had promised him two years of work as an assistant, if nothing else.  He could use the time to search for a new position, then move on.  Lilith would be pleased, he was sure.  She might even let him go without a final taunt.  Or hex.

He remembered the memory potion and frowned as he made his way back to the shelves.  There had to be a book on blood-based potions somewhere.  Master Pittwater had never let him study those potions, but ... he smiled as he spotted a book on blood magic and cracked it open.  It wasn’t as detailed as he’d hoped - the writer constantly danced around the issue, as if he expected his readers to read between the lines - yet it was clear Lilith was right.  Blood carried magic.  Blood could be used to power a spell.  Not for long, if he was reading the text correctly, but long enough.  And yet ... it carried dangers.  Lilith had to be very trusting or very stupid.  Giving her blood to Master Landis could end very badly.

She’s not stupid, Adam thought.  It hurt to make that admission, but he couldn’t deny it.  She has to have some reason to trust him.

The thought nagged at him as he kept looking through references.  Apprentices traded their services for their education, but ... their blood?  Adam didn’t think it was smart.  He wasn’t even sure it was legal.  He’d certainly never seen Master Pittwater claim blood from anyone.  There was no point in trying to claim blood from him.  Lilith had been right about that too.  Adam’s blood didn’t hold any magic.  It was pointless.  Anyone who wanted to curse him didn’t need to go to all the trouble of getting their hands on his blood.  They could just walk up to him and turn him into a toad.

He stopped, dead, as a thought struck him.  Could my blood store magic?

His eyes searched for more books as the concept danced through his mind.  Once he’d had it, it refused to go away.  Storing magic wasn’t easy.  Even the strongest wards didn’t last forever.  Master Pittwater had once commented that the simplest way to get into a sealed and warded tome was just to sit back and wait for the wards to fade away.  He’d heard a rumour that someone had found a way to store magic permanently, but nothing concrete.  Lilith’s blood had magic.  Did it have magic because Lilith was a magician?  Or because it had absorbed her magic?

Adam rubbed his forehead.  I have to be tired, he thought.  That almost makes sense.

The books didn’t provide any clear answer.  Everyone agreed that magical blood could be used in potions - mundane blood was far less useful - but none of the writers agreed on why.  It was almost as if they’d carefully not thought about the question.  Adam thought he understood why.  If you looked at something too closely, it stopped being wonderful.  And yet, understanding how a steam engine worked didn’t make the locomotives any less fantastic.  He still felt the urge to walk up to a railway manager and beg, on bended knee, for the chance to drive one of the trains.

He smiled.  Kings don’t want their people asking too many questions about how they and their ancestors became kings in the first place, he thought.  He’d read a hundred pamphlets about King Randor and his daughter, ranging from the practical to accusations of incest, rape and crimes he hadn’t known were even theoretically possible.  If someone realised the king became the king because his ancestor bumped off the previous king, they might start planning to bump off the current king.

The thought drove him on as he worked through the textbooks.  Perhaps people hadn’t looked too closely because they were afraid of what they might find.  Perhaps people hadn’t wanted to think about the implications, when they figured out the answers.  Perhaps ... it was certainly hard to believe in the divine right of kings when kings regularly assassinated each other.  Adam snorted.  Lilith and her fellows had magic.  It wouldn’t go away if they looked at it too closely, would it?  The thought was absurd.

Adam read his way through a section on storing blood, frowning.  The unknown writer insisted that blood lost its potency, if it wasn’t stored very carefully.  It reminded him of the lectures on storing potions, although blood seemed to be less sensitive to magical taint.  And it could be held in stasis for years, if necessary.  And that meant ...

Her blood stores magic, he thought.  Does mine?

He started to put the books on the trolley - there was a sign warning patrons not to reshelve the books, or else - as he considered it.  One of the books had insisted that, with the right sort of magic, a man could carry a child to term.  It struck Adam as absurd - female bodies were designed to carry children, while males were not - but the writer insisted it was possible.  And that meant ... his mind raced.  If he could find a way to get a magic charge, could he do magic?  

Be careful, he told himself.  You want to believe it.

Adam yawned as he finished putting the books on the trolley.  He really wanted to believe it.  The gods knew there’d been times when he’d thought - when he’d deluded himself into thinking - that he had magic.  And yet ... the theory was sound.  Or was it?  Lilith didn’t just generate magic.  She channelled it, too.  

Jayson stepped into the chamber.  “Did you have a good time?”

Adam glanced at the clock and blinked.  It was nearly midnight.  He should be in bed.  He was going to pay for it tomorrow.  Lilith was going to rub his nose in it if he overslept again.  Master Landis ... he yawned, again, as his stomach growled.  Perhaps he could grab a bite to eat and then go straight to bed.  It wasn’t as if there were strict dining hours in the university.  Lilith had assured him that he could get something to eat any time he wanted, as long as he didn’t mind basic grub.

“It was very interesting,” he said.  “Can you help me find something?”

“It is what we do here,” Jayson said, dryly.  “And if we don’t have any books on the subject, we might be able to order them from somewhere else.”

Adam lifted an eyebrow.  “What happens if they refuse?”

The librarian smiled.  “The magical community keeps an index of old, rare or restricted books,” he said.  “Their current locations are a matter of public record.  Only a handful of them are truly unique.  If one place refuses to either send their copy here, or let you read it there, we can look elsewhere.  There’s even a project underway to copy the rarest volumes so everyone can read them.”

“I see,” Adam said.  He wasn’t sure that was a good idea - Master Pittwater had told him stories of dangerous books - but it wasn’t his problem.  “I’m looking for books on channelling magic.  Ambient magic.”

“Interesting question,” Jayson said.  “Background magic?  Not a magical aura?”

“Background magic,” Adam said.  He didn’t have an aura to channel.  Lilith wouldn’t help him and he didn’t know any other magicians, not at Heart’s Eye.  “I thought it might come in handy for potions and alchemy.”

“It can,” Jayson said.  “You’d want to look up subtle magic.  I think.”

He led Adam through the darkened stacks and into a smaller room.  “There aren’t many printed books on subtle magic,” he said.  “It is not a commonly-discussed subject.  Alchemists generally learn a little at school, then sharpen their skills in their workrooms.  Be extremely careful if you experiment, as the results can be ... unpredictable.”

Adam frowned, suddenly aware he was sailing into treacherous currents.  “Dangerous?”
“That, too,” the librarian said.  He found a textbook and pulled it off the shelf.  “This is a good starter book.  There are references in the back if you wish to continue your studies later.”

Adam took the book, let Jayson sign it out to him and hurried back to his room.  The corridors felt as busy as always, even though it was midnight.  The students didn’t seem inclined to go to their beds.  He felt eyes following him as he walked: curious eyes, hostile eyes.  He felt singled out, even though he’d barely been at the university for a week.  Lilith seemed to have made him guilty by association.  But guilty of what?

I could ask her, Adam thought, but I doubt I’d get a straight answer.

He showered quickly - he was going to miss the washroom, if he moved to the apprentice dorms - climbed into bed and opened the book.  It was fascinating, revealing a whole new field of magic.  Master Pittwater had carved runes into his desk and chairs - and brewing tables - but he’d never revealed why.  Adam understood now.  He’d been trying to redirect the magic around the shop, steering it away from his work.  The runes were easy.  Too easy.  He could have used them himself, if he’d known it was possible.

It was hours before he managed to put the book down and get some sleep.  The internal logic haunted him.  It was easy enough to channel magic ... harder to direct it to a useful purpose, but he didn’t really need to direct it.  If he was right ... he wanted to take the idea straight to Master Landis and ask for his advice and support, yet ... he didn’t know what his master would say.  He knew what Lilith would say.  She’d say it was too dangerous for a mundane like him.  It certainly wouldn’t impress her.

And that means I have to try the idea myself, Adam thought.  If I can get hold of the right tools.

It felt as if he hadn’t slept at all, when he jerked himself awake in the morning.  The textbook - and his notebook - rested on the bedside table, waiting for him.  He was tempted to skip breakfast and go straight to work, but his growling stomach reminded him that he hadn’t bothered to eat anything last night.  He certainly didn’t want to faint midway through the day.  Lilith didn’t need more excuses to make fun of him.  Instead, he headed for the dining hall for breakfast.  He’d decide if he wanted to carry out the experiment later.

Lilith met him when he reached the lab.  “Master Landis has been delayed,” she said, holding out her hand.  Adam flinched and tried to hide it.  “You’ve got a bunch of preps to do.”

Adam frowned, surprised she hadn’t zapped him the moment he walked through the door.  She had to be hopping mad ... he was fairly sure, from a week of working with her, that Lilith bore grudges.  Maybe Master Landis had told her to behave.  He doubted it.

He took a breath, pasting a cheerful smile on his face.  “And how many of them are supposed to be done by you?”

She snapped her fingers at him.  “You’re not allowed to talk anymore,” she said.  Adam found his lips sealed together.  Compared to what he’d been expecting, she’d almost let him off lightly.  “Get to work.”

Adam shrugged.  She clearly wasn’t in a very good mood.  He watched her stamping about the lab, digging her way through books and notes as she waited for their master.  He wondered why she wasn’t doing something more useful with her time.  She’d be able to look at a recipe and know why it was useless, something Adam couldn’t do without a great deal of time and effort.  Instead, she was sulking.  Perhaps something bad had happened, last night.  Or perhaps she was just in a snit.  It seemed to be her default mood.  Adam honestly had no idea how he was going to impress her.  His idea might not work ...

Even if it doesn’t, it might impress Master Landis, Adam told himself.  That might be enough.

He sighed, inwardly, as he started to work.  Lilith would complain if she had to be partnered with him for much longer, he was sure.  And who knew who’d listen to her?  He might find himself kicked out just for existing ...

Put your idea into practice, he told himself.  And then see if it actually works.
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Chapter Fourteen
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It felt wrong, Adam decided, for an alchemical lab to be so ... noisy.

Lilith banged and crashed around the chamber, picking up books and glancing at them before putting them back down and turning her attention to tools and equipment instead.  Adam knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Master Pittwater would have kicked him out, at once, if he’d done anything of the sort himself.  He doubted Master Landis would be any kinder to a young woman throwing a tantrum.  If Lilith hadn’t been so well-connected, she would probably have been given an attitude adjustment or simply been told to go find an apprenticeship somewhere else.

He frowned, as his lips turned numb.  Something had definitely happened.  He wondered what Master Landis had said to Lilith, after he’d gone to the library.  She was throwing things around like a little girl who’d just been scolded, rather than acting as a grown woman ... technically, she was still an adolescent by magical standards, but she should be a hell of a lot more mature than ... than that.  It wasn’t as if she was a child.

“The master is busy,” Lilith said.  It was hard to tell if she was addressing him - or herself.  “I have no time for this.”

She scooped up a list of instructions and practically threw them at him.  “Cut up these ingredients, then prepare them for long-term storage,” she ordered.  “He wants them all ready by the end of the day.”

Adam took the list, unable to say the response that came to mind.  If Master Landis wanted the ingredients stored, it probably meant he wasn’t intending to brew today.  And that meant Adam was alone with Lilith ... he scowled inwardly as he scanned the list and started to gather the ingredients, trying to keep his feelings from showing on his face.  His sisters had been warned never to be alone with an unrelated man, for fear of being molested and having their reputations dragged through the mud.  It was odd to realise he was now in the same position.  Lilith could do whatever she liked to him without consequence.

She did nothing as Adam started to wash and chop the ingredients.  Adam had no idea what she’d been told to do, but she didn’t seem to be doing anything.  She wasn’t even keeping an eye on him.  He concentrated on his work, telling himself there was no point in trying to start a conversation even if he’d been able to talk.  Lilith didn’t seem to notice.  Her thoughts were definitely elsewhere.  Even when she started to dig through her books and make notes in earnest, she still showed no interest in talking to him.

The day wore on.  Adam cleaned and chopped, sliced and diced ... trying not to feel bored as he went through the same motions, time and time again.  It was hard not to start thinking about his ideas, to start thinking of ways to test his theory ... perhaps, if it worked, it would impress Lilith enough to convince her to get off his back.  His eyes wandered across the jars of potion ingredients, his heart sinking as he noted the pickled frog.  He was sure Lilith had been joking about turning someone into a frog and pickling him and yet ... he was afraid it might be true.  Perhaps it would be better to withdraw gracefully, while he had the chance.  He hadn’t come up with a way to turn his theories into reality.  

And Master Landis might not be happy if I test them without consulting with him first, he thought, numbly.  But if I tell him what I have in mind, he might veto the idea without a second thought.

Lilith cleared her throat, undoing the spell with a wave of her hand.  “We’re going to dinner tonight,” she said, curtly.  “Grab your cloak and meet me in the entrance hall.”

Adam blinked.  He’d never, in all his life, heard a girl so forward.  The rules were different for sorceresses and yet ... he told himself not to be stupid.  Lilith probably wanted an excuse to go somewhere fancy, somewhere she couldn’t go without a partner ... or something.  Perhaps she just wanted to spend her master’s money, on the grounds it was an apprentice dinner ... Adam almost smiled at the thought.  Master Pittwater would not have been amused if his apprentices went to dinner at his expense, at least without asking first.  He’d have made them repay every last coin they spent.

“I need a shower first,” Adam pointed out.  He was tempted to claim he had other plans, but ... he shook his head.  He’d planned to go back to the library to continue his research.  He hadn’t had any time to arrange anything with Arnold or Taffy.  “I’m covered in slime.”

Lilith wrinkled her nose, then glanced at the clock.  “Meet me at 1700,” she said.  “And do try not to be late.”

“I can try,” Adam said.  He made a show of considering it.  “But I do want to be fashionably late.”

“1700,” Lilith said.  “Or I go without you.”

Adam swallowed the response that that came to mind as he removed his apron, washed his hands and headed for the door.  Perhaps Lilith was warming up to him, just a little, or perhaps she simply didn’t want to eat alone.  There was no law against it, certainly not at Heart’s Eye, but people would point and laugh behind their hands if they saw her eating alone.  And Lilith was alone, shunned by magicians as well as mundanes.  Adam had no idea why.  Logically, if her father was a powerful and well-connected magician, people should be lining up to kiss her unmentionables.

He put the thought out of his mind as he returned to his room, a grim reminder he still hadn't secured his place in the university, and showered quickly before changing into a simple tunic.  Lilith hadn’t specified formal dress and, besides, it wasn’t as if he had anything more formal anyway.  He’d never seen the point in wasting money on something so fragile it wouldn’t last long enough to pass down to someone else and, if he had, his mother would not have been amused.  Lilith’s dresses were worth more than every last piece of clothing in the family home.  The thought cost him a pang, a grim reminder he hadn’t written to his family yet.  It was something he needed to do as soon as possible.

If it can be done cheaply, he thought, as he made his way down to the entrance hall.  Perhaps I can send it with a courier heading back to the city.

Lilith was waiting for him, tapping her foot impatiently.  Adam made a show of glancing at the clock - it was 1655 - before looking back at her.  She wore a long black cloak over a black dress, a grim reminder she was a magician.  The dress was cut surprisingly low - he had to force himself not to stare - but the colour was a clear warning to anyone who wanted to pay too much attention.  Lilith could defend herself.  She looked him up and down, nodded stiffly, then turned and led the way outside.  The air was as hot and dry as ever.  Adam kicked himself, mentally, for not bringing a gourd of water with him.  By now, he should be aware of the danger of dehydration.

“You have only six weeks left,” Lilith reminded him, as they walked.  “Have you come up with anything yet?”

“No,” Adam said.  He didn’t want to discuss his ideas with her, not when she might steal the concept for herself or tattle on him to their master.  “But it’s just a matter of time.”

Lilith snorted.  Adam did his best to ignore her as they made their way down the dusty track and entered the town.  Heart’s Ease was - somehow - even more alive, the streets bustling with an eerie tension that called and repelled him in equal measure.  Lilith slipped closer to him, her arm brushing against his.  Adam glanced at her and felt a flicker of sympathy.  She really didn’t like crowds.  He nearly took her arm, before he thought better of it.  She didn’t seem to be aware of her own actions.

The noise grew louder as they reached the centre of town.  Town criers were running everywhere, shouting so loudly their words blurred into a single incoherent note; preachers, addressing the crowd, seemed unaware that their words were being lost in the racket.  Adam spied a handful of young pickpockets working the crowd and put one hand firmly on his money pouch, hoping and praying the kids wouldn’t try to steal from Lilith.  She wouldn’t show mercy.  He was almost relieved when they slipped into a new fancy restaurant, the noise diminishing to a dull roar.  The waiter showed them to a table by the window.  Adam looked out onto a scene of chaos.  It reminded him, suddenly, of the day everyone had realised Vesperian’s Dream had become Vesperian’s Folly.  The same nervous energy was running through the streets.

“Order whatever you want,” Lilith told him.  “Master Landis is paying.”

Adam frowned.  “Did you think to ask him before spending his money?”

Lilith gave him a disdainful look and made no attempt to answer the question.  Adam sighed, inwardly.  Lilith was probably rich.  She didn’t have any idea how much things cost ... he told himself it didn’t matter.  If Master Landis pitched a fit, Lilith - or, more likely, her father - could repay the money and that would be that.  He wondered, sourly, why Master Landis had trusted her with the money in the first place.  Lilith hadn’t been his apprentice that long, had she?  

He scanned the menu, trying not to wince openly at the prices, then placed an order for a hamburger and fries.  The menu promised the meal would be cooked in the proper Cockatrice manner, as if there was something difficult about it.  Adam tried not to roll his eyes.  It might be considered unmanly for a man to cook, but his mother had made sure he knew the basics and he was certain there was nothing particularly difficult about cooking burgers.  The meat might be the finest cut ... he shook his head.  Finest or not, it would be ground down to mince and much of the flavour would be lost ...

Lilith said nothing, her eyes on the crowd outside.  Adam almost welcomed the silence as he allowed himself to look around the chamber.  There were only a handful of diners, leaving a surprising number of empty chairs and tables.  He wondered if the restaurant was on the verge of collapse.  The prices were so high it was unlikely they’d have a steady clientele.  He silently calculated how much it must cost to keep the place running and frowned, inwardly, as he reached a disconcertingly high number.  The prices were high, but profit might be surprisingly low.  

The food arrived.  Adam started to dig in.  Lilith looked faintly disapproving.  Adam hid his amusement.  Everyone knew that burgers and fries had been invented by Lady Emily and spread rapidly, to the point no one could decide which social class was meant to eat them.  They were too fancy for the plebs and too common for the toffs ... Adam snorted, despite himself.  The whole argument was silly.  Besides, the burger in front of him was definitely of higher quality than the meals he’d eaten back home.  The cook had done a very good job.

Lilith quirked an eyebrow.  “Is something funny?”

“My mind was wandering,” Adam said.  “People can be very silly sometimes.”

“Quite,” Lilith agreed.  “In particular, the mundanes who think they can be magicians.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  Lilith had a knack for getting under his skin ... he kept his mouth firmly shut, killing conversation as he finished his burger and swept up the last of the sauce and mustard with his fries.  Lilith had had pasta and sauce ... he wondered, idly, if her choice had been guided by a desire not to emulate Lady Emily.  He’d heard stories about aristocrats who preferred to starve, rather than eat commoner foods.  Lilith might be just the same.  If so, he noted wryly, she was very much in the minority.  Lady Emily was probably the most highly regarded magician of her generation.

Lilith paid - Adam resisted the temptation to ask who was actually paying - and led the way to the door.  The fawning waiter opened it, revealing the crowd had somehow gotten bigger.  Adam would have sworn it was impossible.  Night was falling rapidly, the scene illuminated by torches and floating lightglobes.  A speaker stood on a podium, addressing the crowd.  Adam stopped to listen.

“They tell us that they have a right to rule, that they have a right to tell us what to do,” the speaker said.  “But I ask you ... what is the proof of that right?  What is the proof that an accident of birth gives them the right to tell us what to do?  What contributions do they make that gives them their power?  Why should we take their words for granted?”

Levellers, Adam realised.  His eyes swept the crowd.  Young men and women, mainly craftsmen and their apprentices ... he asked himself, suddenly, if Arnold and Taffy were amongst the crowd.  This is a Leveller meeting.

Lilith caught his hand and tried to pull him away.  Adam resisted as the speaker continued, asking why anyone should tolerate the aristocracy.  He made a convincing case.  The ancestors might have done remarkable things, but that didn’t grant their descendents the right to rest on their ancestors’ laurels.  The speaker continued, pointing out the fact that aristocrats refused to debate their position.  It was clear proof, he argued, that they knew their position was weak, almost non-existent.

“They beat us and put us in jail and execute us for daring to question their power,” the speaker thundered.  “They refuse to let us speak, even amongst ourselves.  They are so afraid of what we might say that they tread on all decency, just to silence us.  And, in doing so, they prove they have no right to their power.”

His words hung in the air.  “If they had a good answer, why would they not offer it?”

There was a flash of light.  Adam glanced up, just in time to see a fireball streak through the air and crash into the podium.  It collapsed, the speaker jumping free just in time.  More spells followed, lashing at the crowd.  He saw a bunch of sorcerers, their faces hidden behind cowls, hurling magic through the air.  The crowd roared in pain, men and women trying to flee and yet unable to escape ... Adam saw a row of people become pigs and cows, lashing around in panic as they found themselves grappling with inhuman forms.  Horror washed through him.  He’d been hexed himself, and he knew anyone who walked through the magical quarter without permission might find themselves transfigured without warning, but this ...

Lilith dragged him away as the crowd panicked.  Adam saw a swarm of bees wash over the crowd, stinging exposed faces ... he realised, numbly, that it was yet another spell.  Lilith kept pulling him - he supposed he should be relieved she wasn’t firing hexes herself - even though he wanted to stay and ... and do what?  He wasn’t a coward, or so he told himself, but what could he do?  He’d just add another name to the list of victims.  And yet, he felt like he was running away.  Shame boiled through him.

“Well, well,” a voice said, as they reached the edge of town.  “What have we here?”

Adam looked up.  Jasper was standing there, magic crackling around his fingers.  Adam tensed, bracing himself to jump even though he knew it was futile.  Humiliation roared through him, again, as Jasper raised his fingers ...

Lilith pulled back her hood.  “Get lost.”

Jasper stared at her, then turned and vanished into the crowd.  Adam swallowed hard, torn between relief and the shame of being saved by a girl.  He tried to tell himself that the rules really were different for sorceresses, that Lilith was hardly a weakling, that ... it was hard, so hard, to convince himself he hadn’t let the side down badly.  If he’d stayed and fought ... 

“Thanks,” he managed, sourly.

“Master Landis would not have been pleased if I’d left you back there,” Lilith said, her lips wrinkling with distaste.  “Such problems are inevitable, when mundanes and magicians mix.”

Adam blinked.  “Inevitable?”

“Yes.”  Lilith shrugged, unrepentantly.  “The Levellers believe we are all born equal, right?  They certainly say as much.  Except they’re wrong.  We are not born equal.  Some of us have magic.”

“I ...”  Adam heard another scream from behind him and shuddered.  He didn’t dare look to see what might be coming towards them.  “I ...”

“They want a say in things, without the power to demand a say in things,” Lilith said.  “They want power, without the power to claim power.  They want ...” - she shrugged again - “sometimes, people just need to be reminded they don’t have power.  And that they exist at our sufferance.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  “Lady Emily would not agree.”

“And how do you think Lady Emily founded this university?”  Lilith turned to look at him.  “She couldn’t have done anything, anything at all, without the power to make herself heard.”

She looked away, just for a second.  “Or else they would just have patted her on the back and told her to take her dreams somewhere else.”

Adam said nothing as they reached the university.  He hated to admit it, but Lilith had a point.  What was the good of being intelligent if someone could just force you to step into line?  What was the point ... he scowled, his heart sinking.  He probably knew more magical theory than Lilith, but so what?  He couldn’t put it into practice ...

Unless my plan works, he thought.  He resolved to try, despite the risks.  And that means I need some help.
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Chapter Fifteen
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“It was not a good time,” Arnold said, the following morning.  He was sporting a nasty-looking black eye.  “But we held our own.”

Taffy didn’t look so impressed as she slowly ate her breakfast.  Adam felt his heart twist.  Taffy was harmless, completely harmless.  She didn’t deserve whatever humiliations had been inflicted on her by Jasper and his cronies ... Adam’s blood boiled as he remembered Jasper threatening to hex him, again, only to be blocked by Lilith.  Jasper had fled a girl ... it would have been amusing, he reflected sourly, if he’d been raised in a society that viewed women as lesser.  Jasper’s pride wouldn’t be dented because he thought sorceresses were his social equals ...

Adam forced himself to take a sip of his drink, then leaned forward.  “I have an idea,” he said, slowly.  “And I need the help of a craftsman.”

“I’m a craftsman.”  Arnold struck a dramatic pose.  “Can I help?  Can I?”

“I hope so.”  Adam wasn’t in the mood for clowning around.  “Can you come back to my room after breakfast?”

“Me and Taffy?”  Arnold grinned.  “By the gods, you think you can satisfy us both?”

Taffy elbowed him.  “Behave.”

Adam tried not to show his embarrassment.  People would probably talk if he invited them both into his room, even though Arnold was very obviously a young man.  Taffy certainly wasn’t.  Her reputation would be at risk, no matter that she’d had Adam and Arnold chaperoning each other.  Adam asked himself, silently, if they should look for a study room instead.  It wasn’t as if they were in heavy use.  The majority of the students spent the weekend sleeping in or heading down to the town, rather than attending lectures and suchlike.  His lips thinned.  After last night, it was unlikely many students would leave the university.

His heart clenched in frustration.  There had been no announcements from the staff.  Nothing at all.  The bulletin boards outside the dining hall had been as bland and boring as ever.  There’d been no suggestion that Jasper and his friends were being punished in any way, from a thrashing to simple expulsion.  Jasper had claimed to be from a well-connected family, Adam recalled.  The staff might be reluctant to risk punishing him.  Even sending him to the corner like a toddler would be a step too far, if his family complained.  It would be different, he was sure, if Jasper had tried to hex Lilith.  If nothing else, it would have created a problem the staff could not ignore.

He cleared his throat, looking at Taffy.  “My room or a study,” he said.  “You decide.”

Taffy lowered her eyes, demurely.  “Your room would probably be better, if you want to be sure of a private discussion,” she said.  “And there’d be less chance of someone coming along and kicking us out.”

Which is supposed to be forbidden, Adam reminded himself.  He wouldn’t be particularly surprised, any longer, if the rule was honoured more in the breach than the observance.  What about the rule that bans spying on the dorms and private bedrooms?

He kept that thought to himself as he finished his breakfast, then led them up the stairs and into his bedroom.  Taffy took the chair and sat, while Arnold sat on the bed.  Adam dug through his set of notes, looking for the designs he’d sketched out after he’d read the textbooks.  They were relatively simple, but ... his fingers tingled as he picked them out and placed them on the bed.  If he was right, they’d change everything.

“I want something forged for me,” he explained.  He wasn’t sure how much magical theory they knew.  “Tiles, with iron runes carved into the metal.”

Arnold took the diagram and studied it thoughtfully.  “It shouldn’t be hard to turn this into a reality,” he said.  His voice was artfully blank.  “But what does it actually do?”

Adam took a breath.  “I want to channel magic in a specific direction.”

“I thought you didn’t have magic.”  Taffy looked wary, as if she was on the verge of jumping to her feet and running.  “What’s the point?”

“I don’t.”  Adam cringed, inwardly, at her expression.  “But there’s ... magic in the air, for want of a better term, and it can be ... directed.  Magicians call it subtle magic.  There’s no reason we can’t use it, too.”

“I suppose ...”  Arnold sounded doubtful.  “I don’t know much about magic, but it strikes me the charge would be very low.”

Adam nodded.  Subtle magic, the books had insisted, was very subtle.  It blended so perfectly into the background magic that it could influence victims without them ever truly being aware they were being manipulated.  Adam had no trouble understanding why the magical community had done their best to keep knowledge of subtle magic from leaking into the outside world.  It was hard for anyone, even a fully trained magician, to detect its presence.  A mundane could use the runes to influence a target, craft a curse, or simply project an aversion field to ensure their privacy ... Arnold was right.  The charge would be very low indeed.  But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be used.

“Yes,” he said.  “It will take time for the charge to build up to a usable level.  But I think I may have a way to store the magic long enough for that to happen.”

“You do?”  Arnold stroked his chin.  “How?”

“Lady Emily came up with something, if the rumours are to be believed,” Taffy put in.  “Adam could have done the same.”

Adam hesitated.  “I have an idea,” he said.  He didn’t want to discuss using his blood with them.  Not yet.  If the experiment ended in disaster, they’d be blamed for not talking him out of it or tattling on him.  “It should work.  But I need to focus and channel the magic into the storage medium.”

Arnold gave him a long, considering look.  “Is this the sort of experiment that would incur their displeasure?”

“Yes.”  Adam wasn’t sure how Master Landis would react, if Adam proposed the experiment.  Or Lilith.  She’d tattle just for the pleasure of seeing him kicked out in disgrace.  “If it works ... it’ll excuse everything.  If it doesn’t ...”

“Then you need a political patron,” Arnold said.  “I could produce these for you - I have access to the Foundry - but you’d be better taking them to Senior Craftswoman Yvonne and asking her to help.  I’ll introduce you.  She might be willing to make them and, even if she isn’t, she can speak for you to the council.”

Adam wasn’t so sure.  “Master Landis will not thank me for going behind his back.”

Arnold snorted.  “And what, precisely, do you think you are doing by asking me to make them?”

It wasn’t quite the same, Adam was sure, although he had trouble putting his feelings into words.  Arnold and he were social equals, both apprentices ... both magicless mundanes.  Senior Craftswoman Yvonne was a council member, someone who was - technically - Master Landis’s superior.  Going to her would be going over Master Landis’s head.  Adam had no doubt he wouldn’t be pleased.  And yet, Arnold had a point.  It might be a good idea to enlist someone on their side before they carried out the experiment, just in case it worked.  

Taffy cleared her throat.  “Go now, before something else happens,” she urged.  “If we can use magic, even without having magic ourselves, it will show those bastards ...”

Her face reddened.  She lowered her eyes.  Adam winced, again.  Jasper and his friends could have - would have - done anything to her, from making her clothes vanish to casting lust spells on her and watching as she blighted her reputation beyond hope of repair.  He’d heard all the horror stories of what happened when young male magicians came to town ... he shuddered, suddenly very aware it could be a great deal worse.  He wasn’t sure what he could do with his new concept - he wasn’t sure if it would even work - but he owed it to himself and all the others like him to try.  

“Okay,” he said, collecting his papers.  “Let’s go.”

“I’ll see you two later,” Taffy said.  “We’ll have to go back to town before they start thinking we’re scared.”

Adam watched her go, impressed.  “She’s brave.”

“Of course,” Arnold said, dryly.  “She ran away from home, into the unknown.  She’s one of the bravest people I know.”

Adam said nothing as they left the room, then walked down a long series of corridors and stairs that led into the basement.  Taffy was ... sweet, although he was fairly certain there was a hard core of iron within her soul.  It couldn’t have been easy to run away, not when she could have been raped and murdered, or enslaved and sold to a brothel, or ... he shook his head.  It didn’t matter.  He was lucky to know her.

Arnold kept up a running commentary as they passed through a set of iron doors and into the engineering section.  The air smelt of molten iron and oil.  Adam looked around, feeling a thrill as they walked through a set of workshops, each larger than the last.  Craftsmen and their apprentices worked on all sorts of machines, from guns to steam engines and things Adam couldn’t even begin to understand.  The din was deafening.  Adam saw young women working with the men, wearing the same clothes ... he wondered, suddenly, just how well they worked together.  Female apprentices were rare, outside the magical community ... he shook his head in irritation.  It wasn’t his problem, not now.  

“Here,” Arnold said.  “She has a rule.  If the door isn’t locked, guests are welcome.”

He stopped outside a door, tapped it once and then pushed it open.  Adam found himself stepping into a room that looked like a cross between an office, complete with desks and filing cabinets, and a workshop.  Senior Craftswoman Yvonne sat behind the largest desk, studying a set of blueprints.  She looked up as they entered.

“Yes?”

Arnold bowed.  “Senior Craftswoman, this is my friend Adam,” he said.  “He has a proposal you might wish to consider.”

Senior Craftswoman Yvonne studied Adam for a long thoughtful moment.  Adam looked back at her, trying not to quail under her gaze.  It was hard not to stare.  She was about a decade older than he was, her hair cropped short, wearing a leather tunic that had clearly been designed for a man.  Her bare arms were covered in scars and burn marks.  Her face was not classically pretty - a nasty-looking scar ran down her left cheek, as if someone had taken a knife to her face - but she had a presence that was hard to ignore, a sheer determination to prove herself that could not be denied.  Adam forced himself to bow.  A woman who’d worked her way to the top of a male-dominated profession had to be very good at her job.  And Lady Emily had selected Yvonne as a councillor ...

“I see,” Yvonne said.  She had a Cockatrice accent, just like Arnold.  “What do you have in mind?”

Adam hesitated, unsure how to address her.  “Senior Craftswoman,” he said.  “I need something forged for me.”

“Craftswoman is fine,” Yvonne said.  She tapped her fingers against the desk, impatiently.  “Details?”

Adam dug the papers out of his pocket and passed them to her.  “I need these forged for my apprenticeship,” he said, all too aware he was babbling.  “I designed them as best as I could ...”

“Runic tiles, made of iron?”  Yvonne’s face betrayed nothing of her feelings as she studied the notes.  Adam cringed, inwardly.  He was no draftsman.  She probably found it hard to read his handwriting.  “What do you intend to do with them?”

“Channel magic into a potion,” Adam said, carefully.  He didn’t intend to talk about blood to her.  Not yet, perhaps not ever.  “I don’t have magic, you see ...”

“So I heard.”  Yvonne gave him a sharp look.  “What do you think you could achieve?”

Adam swallowed a pair of nasty answers.  She was a woman in a male-dominated field, damn it.  She should understand how hard it could be to make one’s way when everyone else was different.  And had power ... Adam put the thought aside.  Yvonne was a craftsman.  She wouldn’t appreciate an argument based on raw emotion, let alone emotional blackmail.  And she’d probably clobber him if he tried.  She was the most muscular woman he’d ever seen.  Her fists looked big enough to knock him into next week.

“I can’t muster the magic to turn a cauldron of ingredients into an actual potion,” Adam said, curtly.  She’d be familiar with the problem, he was sure.  “But this should let me charge the potion without magic.”

“I see.”  Yvonne’s expression didn’t change.  Adam couldn’t tell if she thought he was right, if she thought he was wasting his time - and hers too, probably a mortal sin - or if she thought he was hiding something.  “We could stamp out the tiles for you.”

Adam breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thank you.”

“You’ll have to pay for this, somehow,” Yvonne added.  “Am I correct in assuming you haven’t told your master about this?”

Arnold snickered.  Adam managed, somehow, not to glare at him.

“... Yes,” he said.  He didn’t dare lie.  “I want to prove it works first.”

“Understandable,” Yvonne said.  Adam had the feeling she wanted to say something else, but refrained.  “We can have these ready for you tomorrow.  Come back after noon.  If they work, we’ll discuss payment with your master.  If they don’t” - she smiled - “I’m sure we can find a way to make you pay for it.”

Adam bowed.  “Thank you, Craftswoman.”

“An interesting thought,” Yvonne said, meditatively.  “We have worked with runes before, but nothing quite like this.  We’ll discuss it further if you succeed.”

Her tone made it clear they were being dismissed.  Adam bowed, again, then followed Arnold out of the chamber.  His eyes swept from side to side as they made their way back through the chambers, passing row upon row of workbenches groaning under the weight of pieces of machinery.  It was fascinating - he stared at a young man carefully fiddling with a piece of clockwork - but, at the same time, it wasn’t him.  He wanted to be there, to be one of them, and yet he didn’t.

“I think you impressed her,” Arnold said, once they’d left the complex behind.  “You did well.”

Adam frowned.  “How so?”

“She would have demanded payment up front if she thought you were wasting her time,” Arnold explained.  “Or simply put it at the back of the list of things they need to do.  They’re charged with churning out steam engines and guns and everything else, all the while trying to train up the next generation of craftsmen and women.  It causes problems.  Do you know how many people come and go all the time?”

Adam shook his head.  “No ...?”

“Thousands,” Arnold said.  “And she has to deal with them all.  If you hadn’t impressed her, she wouldn’t have agreed to put your project at the top of the list.”

He clapped Adam on the back.  “Well done.”

“Thanks.”  Adam couldn’t help taking pleasure in Arnold’s approval.  It was rare for other apprentices to approve of him.  Matt had regarded Adam as a dabbler, at best, and Lilith would sooner tear out her own tongue than let a word of praise pass through her lips.  “What are we going to do now?”

“Now?”  Arnold shrugged.  “Now, the three of us are going to go down to the town and help with the clean-up.  And see what else we can do.”

He frowned, suddenly.  “Your bitchy peer took you to town, didn’t she?”

Adam nodded, then frowned as a thought occurred to him.  “Do you ... do you think she knew what was coming?”

“I’d bet on it,” Arnold said.  “Magicians brag.  She’s pretty isolated, but she still has access to the magical dorms ... I’d bet good money she knew what was coming and went down to town with you anyway.  She might have been hoping you’d get hurt or worse.”

“Maybe ...”  Adam wasn’t so sure.  Lilith hadn’t had to block Jasper before he could hex Adam.  She could just have sworn blind she’d failed to stop him in time.  It could have been a cunning plan to rub his nose in his insecurities - he’d been saved by a girl - but he didn’t think she knew enough about mundane society to realise that might be an issue.  “She could have hexed me herself.”

“She might not have wanted to get her hands dirty,” Arnold pointed out.  “She wouldn’t be the first toff to turn a blind eye to thugs doing dirty work on their behalf.”

“She saved me,” Adam said.  She could simply have looked the other way when Jasper came into view.  “Did they get the timing wrong?”

“They might have,” Arnold agreed.  “What would your master say if she failed to come to your aid?”

Adam had no answer.  In Beneficence, apprentices were expected to help their peers.  An apprentice who failed to come to his peer’s rescue would be shunned for letting the side down.  But here ... he didn’t know.  Lilith could have planned everything or she could have simply gotten unlucky.  Hell, she’d never been afraid of doing her own dirty work.  She could have hexed him at any moment and laughed if he dared to complain. 

“I don’t know,” he said.  “But ...”

He shook his head.  “I just don’t know.”

“At least you know she’s an enemy,” Arnold said.  “The real danger comes from the ones who pretend to like you, right up until they put a knife in your back.”
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The thought nagged at Adam as he spent the day in town, helping to clean up the mess, then returned to the university to sleep.  Had Lilith known?  He honestly couldn’t decide.  She didn’t like the town.  It was odd to think she would have willingly walked into crowds, and then into danger, if she’d known the latter was coming.  And yet ... she might have assumed she’d be in no danger.  Jasper and his cronies wouldn’t have hexed anyone in black.  It would have landed them in very hot water indeed.

Lady Emily would not approve of this, he thought, as he ate a hasty supper and then headed to his room.  Why isn’t she here?

He sighed, inwardly, as he clambered into bed.  The Levellers had been surprisingly upbeat, despite everything, but it was hard to feel optimistic.  Muskets and cannons might have levelled the playing field - rumour insisted that riots and revolutions were on the verge of breaking out right across the Allied Lands - yet magic was a very different ballgame.  What did right matter, when the other side had might?  He was on sufferance, he knew it, and the knowledge burned.  If he was wrong about the runic tiles ...

The night was an uncomfortable one and he rose, the following morning, half-convinced he hadn’t slept at all.  There was almost no one in the dining hall, save for a pair of young men who eyed him thoughtfully and the Gorgon, sitting by herself at the staff table.  Adam was torn between the urge to talk to her and a feeling he didn’t want to look at too closely, a strange mixture of embarrassment at how she’d saved him and a reluctance to look at her inhuman features.  She wasn’t a bad person, he told himself, but ... she stood and left before he could decide what to do.  He was almost relieved, even though he knew he was being dumb.  The Gorgon was a demihuman.  So what?  She was still far superior to Lilith.

He half-expected to see Lilith as he finished his breakfast, but there was no sign of her.  He had no idea where she slept, although he doubted it was one of the dorms.  She probably had a whole suite to herself.  He put the thought out of his head as he stood, took the trays to the hatch and headed for the door.  There was no point in heading to the lab.  He wasn’t even sure if he was allowed to enter without Master Landis or Lilith.  Besides, he had been told to take the weekend off.

He’s up to something, rather than trying to teach me, Adam thought.  He understood his master’s point - there were limits to what he could teach Adam - but it still made him feel resentful.  He’s not even trying to teach Lilith.

The thought gnawed at him as he wandered the university, silently expanding his mental map of the building.  It truly was huge.  He passed entire sections devoted to academic concepts and departments he’d never even known existed, workshops and classrooms devoted to everything from magical theory to charms and supernatural creatures.  There was so much knowledge, just waiting for him to learn, that he wanted to spend the rest of his life in the university.  He would too, if it was allowed.  Perhaps he could come to an accommodation with Master Landis and Lilith.  He could serve as their assistant if they let him stay at the university ...

But that would be giving up, his thoughts mocked him.  You’ll never be anything more than a servant.

He kept walking, as time slowly ticked away.  He passed through the outer dorms, avoided a pair of magicians who looked ready to hex first and ask questions later, spent a couple of hours in the library and finally returned to the dining hall for lunch.  It was a little busier, but there was still no sign of anyone he knew.  He would almost have welcomed Lilith, although she would have asked pointed questions if she’d seen him going to the basement after eating.  Instead, he ate alone and took a rather circular route back down to the basement.  He wasn’t sure why he was being paranoid, but ...

No, he corrected himself.  You do know why.

The thought made him pause, just outside the doors.  Master Landis would not approve of his experiment.  If he decided to terminate the apprenticeship, right there and then ... Adam wasn’t afraid of being thrashed, or being forced to do endless punishment duties, but he was worried about being kicked out.  Lilith would gleefully point out just how many safety rules he’d violated, even though the risk was minimal.  She’d said so herself.  And yet ... he was torn, unsure if he should carry on or back out now, while he still could.  He could tell Arnold he’d gotten cold feet ...

And then Arnold would call you a coward, Adam told himself.  And he’d be right.

He pushed the door open and walked inside.  It was Sunday, but the workshop was as busy as ever.  The craftsmen were intent on their work.  No one so much as glanced at him as he made his way across the room and stopped outside Yvonne’s office.  Arnold had insisted it was safe to open, whenever the door wasn’t locked, but Adam wasn’t sure that was true.  A magician would be furious if someone entered their space without permission.  He braced himself, knocked and waited.  There was a long pause, then the door opened of its own accord.

“Come in,” Yvonne said.  She indicated a seat.  “I’ll be right with you.”

Adam nodded and sat, watching as she picked up a box on her desk and passed it over to him.  He opened it slowly and stared.  The runic tiles looked ... real.  He couldn’t think of a better way to put the sensation into words.  One of them, designed to detect magic, quivered slightly as he ran his fingertips over the metal.  The remainder were dead and cold.  He scowled, remembering how he’d checked and rechecked his calculations.  He’d done all that and yet he had no way to know if they were doing their job, let alone how well.  It was quite possible he’d missed something so fundamental no one had bothered to write it down.

One of the runes is clearly responding to magic, he told himself.  Even if the others are useless, it wasn’t a complete failure.

“I discussed the matter with Praxis,” Yvonne said.  It took Adam a moment to connect the name with her lover, the enchanter.  “It was his considered opinion that the magic charge wouldn’t last long enough to do more than warm the tiles, if that.  It won’t trigger off a potions cascade.”

“I know,” Adam said.  He still didn’t want to talk about the blood.  “I have an idea.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Yvonne said.  “Good luck.”

Adam stood and carried the box back to his room.  He hoped he knew what he was doing, too.  The risk of causing an explosion was very low, unless his calculations were so far wrong they were on the other side of the globe, but the chances of making a complete and total fool out of himself were a great deal higher.  If he was wrong, nothing would happen.  He would almost prefer an explosion.  It would be proof he’d stumbled onto something, even if it claimed his life.  Adam wondered, as he closed and locked the door, if he should leave a note for Master Landis.  If he died ...

Don’t be an idiot, he told himself.  There was no point in allowing his imagination to scare him before he’d even gotten started.  The worst thing that can reasonably happen is nothing.

His heart started to race as he wiped down the table, then carefully unpacked the tiles and placed them on the bed.  He examined them one by one.  Yvonne and her apprentices had done a very good job.  The runes were perfect.  Or so he hoped.  It was hard to be entirely sure without magic.  And who could he ask to test them?  Lilith?  He laughed as he dug through his small collection of tools.  Master Pittwater had given him the traditional set, back when Adam had hoped he’d be able to turn his time at the shop into a career.  In hindsight, Adam wondered why Master Pittwater had bothered.  Perhaps he’d had hopes, too.

Or perhaps it cost him very little, Adam thought.  The silver knife was worth its weight in gold, literally, and the tiny glass dish wasn’t that much cheaper, but he knew how much money the shop had taken in every week.  Master Pittwater had never been poor.  For all I know, it cost him only a tiny sliver of his fortune.

He took a breath as he put the glass dish in the centre of the table, then carefully pressed the knife against his bare palm.  The pain stabbed through him.  It was all he could do not to scream.  He reminded himself, sharply, that Lilith had done the same and shown no sign of pain.  Perhaps she’d used magic.  Her blood was magic, as she’d told him.  It was hard to believe a little more magic would hurt, despite the risks of contamination.  He let the blood drip into the dish, then kicked himself mentally as he looked around for a cloth.  He’d forgotten to have a bandage within reach.  Master Pittwater would have beaten him for such an oversight.  Adam knew he couldn’t have blamed him.

Gritting his teeth, he wrapped a cloth around his hand and clenched his fist as he started to put the tiles in place.  They would not only gather the magic in the room and channel it towards the blood, but also - if his calculations were correct - keep it in place long enough for the blood to absorb the magic.  If his calculations were correct ... he sat back on his bed, clenching his fist tightly until the blood stopped flowing.  He didn’t dare go to a healer with a cut that was clearly from an alchemical blade.  There would be questions he didn’t want to have to answer.

And if I leave the blood here, he asked himself, will anyone notice?

Adam didn’t know.  Lilith had told him that magical students regarded breaking and entering as a harmless prank.  She’d even insisted she’d broken into the headmistress’s office, although Adam wasn’t sure he believed her.  Matt had said much the same.  Here ... Adam sat up and stared at the blood, unsure what would happen if someone sneaked into the room.  Lilith never had, as far as he knew.  Why would she?  He supposed the fact he hadn’t found himself zapped into a frog the moment he sat on the bed was proof she hadn’t.  It was just the sort of puerile joke that magicians considered the height of humour and everyone else thought utterly horrifying.

If someone asks, Adam decided, I’ll tell them the truth.

He checked the time.  It would take hours, at least, before the blood was charged to a usable level.  It was impossible to be sure ... he cursed under his breath, wishing he’d had the sense to wait until the next weekend.  There was no way to store the blood long-term ... not without magic, at least.  He had no idea how long it would take for the magic to flow back out of the blood, leaving it powerless.  His calculations had been pretty much useless.  No one had done any research into the concept, as far as he could tell, and most of his estimates were - in truth - little more than guesswork.  

I’ll just have to get up early tomorrow morning and see if I can get into the lab before Lilith climbs out of bed, he thought, as he tightened the bandage around his hand.  And if I can’t, I can use one of the smaller labs.

He stood and headed for the door.  He’d have to wait for the cut to heal naturally.  There were chirurgeons and healers in Beneficence who could be relied upon to keep their mouths shut, for a price, but he had no idea if there were any here.  Heart’s Eye was a magical university, as Lilith kept reminding him, and the healers might play by different rules.  Adam could see the logic, even though he saw the downsides.  On one hand, they should report signs of trouble to the staff; on the other, if the students thought the healers were going to tattle, they wouldn’t go to the healers if they needed help.  There was probably someone discreet in the town, he thought as he headed to the dining hall.  But he had no idea where to look.

Ask Arnold later, he told himself.  Arnold had told him he’d been at Heart’s Eye for months, going back and forth between the university and the town.  He knew everyone who mattered.  He might know a healer who won’t ask too many questions.

Adam ate quickly, then headed straight back to his room.  The blood appeared unchanged - he’d half-expected to see bubbles - and he had no idea if anything was really happening.  He stepped around the table, showered quickly and clambered into bed.  He should awake well before Lilith, if he slept quickly.  It still felt like hours before he fell asleep and wakened the following morning.  The clock insisted it was 0630.  He was very tempted, despite everything, to stay in bed until 0800.  Instead, he stood and dressed, then picked up the magic-sensing rune and held it over the blood.  It vibrated.  Adam felt his heart leap as he picked up the dish and headed for the door.  He’d accomplished something.  He just didn’t know what.  Not yet.

The corridors were empty as he made his way down to the lab.  The doors were closed.  He braced himself, then twisted the doorknob.  The doors opened without hesitation, the lights crystals embedded in the ceiling coming on automatically.  He breathed a sigh of relief - Master Landis had added him to the wards - and put the dish on the nearest workbench, before washing his hands and donning a protective apron.  The experiment could still go badly wrong.  

Make a note of everything, he told himself.  He’d already written out what he’d done - and what he planned to do - but it was good practice to do it again.  He was already breaking quite enough rules and guidelines.  There was nothing to be gained by breaking a rule he didn’t have to break.  And don’t make any mistakes.

He started from scratch, gathering the ingredients for a healing potion and weighing them out with a precision born of his non-existent magic.  Lilith would have laughed at someone taking such care over a relatively minor potion, but her opinion didn’t matter.  Adam had to be precise, just to be sure there were no unexpected variables.  He added notes as he went along, confirming and reconfirming precisely how much of each ingredient he’d used and exactly when it went into the cauldron.  It was tedious, even for him, but ...

This is it, he told himself, as he put the final ingredient - bar one - into the cauldron.  If this works ... she’ll be impressed.  She has to be impressed.

Time itself seemed to stand still as he dipped a spoon into the charged blood and let a dribble - a tiny dribble - drip into the cauldron.  The liquid glowed with light.  Adam jumped back, torn between delight and fear.  The light was clear proof that something was happening.  He’d made magic.  It might not be his magic, but ... it was his.  He’d done something no one, not even Lilith, could take away from him.  The light grew brighter, then faded.  He inched towards the cauldron and peered inside.  The potion was ready.

“I did it!”  Adam jumped in the air, nearly knocking over the cauldron.  Master Pittwater had told him not to be demonstrative, not in a lab filled with dangerous ingredients that could explode - or worse - if they were mixed together, but he couldn’t help himself.  “I did it!”

He couldn’t keep from grinning as he stared down into the liquid.  Lilith would have to admit he’d impressed her now.  Wouldn’t she?  He’d made magic!  Well, technically, he’d tapped into the background magic, but ... he’d made it work!  Master Pittwater had spent hours complaining about how hard it was to convince brewers to focus on the simple potions.  Adam had just solved that problem for him.  Anyone, anyone at all, could use charged blood to make a potion.  He couldn’t wait to tell Arnold and Taffy and Yvonne that the experiment had actually worked!  His gamble had paid off.  And yet ...

His heart sank.  What if she isn’t impressed?

It seemed impossible and yet ... he knew Lilith too well to expect her to be impressed by something so minor, at least by her standards.  It was a potion ... just a potion.  For Adam, it was a work of wonder.  For her, it was just another potion.  She’d find a way to dismiss it.  He was sure she’d think of something, and then remind Master Landis that Adam had been brewing without permission and who knew what would happen then?  

Adam looked at the cauldron, and then at the vast collection of ingredients on the shelves, and then back at the cauldron.  Steam was pouring out of the mixture, slowly reducing as it cooled down.  Steam ... something nagged at his mind.  He knew how to make steam and ...

... And, all of a sudden, he had a very good idea.
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It was all Adam could do to force himself to remain calm as he collected the ingredients, weighed them out and checked - and rechecked - his calculations.  He was no coward and yet ... if he hadn’t already crossed the line into performing unsanctioned experiments, he might well have backed off and down rather than push things as far as they would go.  This was no drunken brawl between apprentices, this was no jostling to determine one’s status within the group; this was ... this was a point perfectly balanced between total victory or defeat.  He’d grown up in a place where turning the other cheek meant getting slapped twice and yet ...

He ran his eye down the list of instructions one final time, then prepared the ingredients, lit the flame and got to work.  The stench was almost unbearable.  His lips twitched.  He understood perfectly why so many alchemists wanted apprentices, and why so few stayed the course long enough to gain their mastery.  He’d spent years in Master Pittwater’s shop and he still found it hard, sometimes, to work with ingredients that made him want to throw up or threatened to leave him stinking for the rest of his life.  Someone had to do the dirty work.  Why not someone who couldn’t reasonably object?

No wonder Master Pittwater was willing to take me on, Adam thought, as the potion started to bubble.  I could do the tasks he didn’t want to do for himself without ever threatening his position in the guild.

He glanced at the clock as he put the final ingredients into the cauldron and braced himself.  It was 0830.  Lilith normally met him in the lab at 0900.  He had no way to know when Lilith would arrive, let alone Master Landis, but she should be here soon.  She might even be looking for him at breakfast.  His lips twitched sardonically.  Who knew what went through that girl’s mind?

She might be hoping I simply walked away, after the riot, Adam thought.  And then she’d have Master Landis all to herself.

The mixture heated slowly.  Adam kept a wary eye on it.  The brew shouldn’t turn magical until he inserted the rest of the charged blood, but it was hard to be sure.  Master Pittwater had always cautioned him to watch for tainted ingredients, pointing out that the slightest hint of excess magic could cause an explosion, but Adam had no way to sense it.  The rune hadn’t vibrated, when he’d held it close to the ingredients.  Adam had a nasty feeling that proved nothing.  The background magic wasn’t as strong in the lab.  In hindsight, he understood - now- that it had been steered away from the chamber.

He smiled as the liquid started to smell, then stirred four times and added the blood.  The stench grew worse, immeasurably worse.  Adam swallowed hard, trying not to gag as the magic worked its way through the brew.  The fruit was supposed to be good to eat, he’d been assured, but it would be a brave or foolish man - or one without a nose - who actually put it in his mouth.  He’d been in washrooms and toilets that smelled better.  The liquid shimmered, boiled and started to glow.  Adam breathed a sigh of relief as he put out the flame.  It had worked.

Bracing himself - there was no time for caution now - he put the runes into place to turn the potion into a gas.  It was chancy - steam didn’t always carry the magic, as it rose from the simmering cauldron - but it should work.  The stench grew worse.  He hoped that was a sign the ingredients weren’t separating.  Lilith - or even an untrained magician - would probably be able to tell effortlessly.  He had no way to be sure.  His heart started to pound as the air filled with steam, with gas.  If it worked ...

She wanted me to impress her, he thought.  He’d clearly accomplished something, although there was no way to be sure he’d found something practical as well as workable.  Let me see if this impresses her.

He headed to the door, opened it and peered outside.  Lilith was nowhere to be seen.  He waved to the messenger station at the top of the corridor, manned by a pair of students who paid for their education by fetching and carrying for magicians.  They eyed Adam worriedly as he beckoned to them.  He had the feeling they didn’t know what to make of him.  Adam was no magician, they knew, and yet he worked for one.  Their eyes looked past him as they approached.  Adam guessed they were afraid Lilith was right behind him.

“Here,” Adam said.  He held out a coin.  There was no need to tip, but Adam had been a shopboy long enough to know tipping ensured better service.  “I want you to take a message for me.”

The messengers exchanged glances, then one stepped forward.  “Yes, sir?”

“Go to Lilith,” Adam said.  They’d know where to find her or they’d ask someone who could check the wards.  “Tell her to come to the potions lab.”

The messenger looked reluctant - Adam guessed he wasn’t too keen to go to Lilith’s bedroom, wherever it was - but took the coin and hurried off anyway.  Adam smiled as he went back into the lab and closed the door.  The wards should keep the smell from getting into the corridors, but there was no point in taking chances.  There would be so many complaints, if it did get out of the lab, that Master Landis would probably dismiss him on the spot.  Who could blame him for throwing Adam to the wolves?  He’d be the one facing the wrath of his peers.

Adam waited, hoping Lilith would come without an argument.  The messenger might not tell her who’d sent the message.  Perhaps she’d assume Master Landis had summoned her.  Adam hoped so.  She’d probably make a point of being late, or not coming at all, if she knew he’d sent the message.  He felt the seconds tick by, the air growing warmer as the magic continued to boil.  It was impossible to even guess at the concentrations of potion hanging in the air.  It was quite possible he’d overdone it.

Or that the concentrations aren’t high enough to have any real effect, he thought.  If this goes wrong ...

Something cold settled in his heart.  If it worked ... Adam looked at the empty dish and winced.  He’d proven blood - mundane blood - could be used to store magic, at least for a few hours.  Perhaps that would be enough to secure his apprenticeship.  If not, he could take the concept back to Master Pittwater or sell it to the Alchemical Guild.  The secret wouldn’t stay secret for long - it wouldn’t be hard to work out what he’d done - but he might be able to parlay it into a secure place in one of the guilds.  Or something.

The door opened.  Lilith stepped in, wearing a dress.  Adam blinked.  It was the wrong day and time for formal dress.  Her face twisted in disgust as she took a breath.  Adam had grown used to the stench, but she’d walked into it blind.  The look she gave him suggested that hanging, drawing and quartering was too good for him.  Adam knew how she felt.  The sudden stench was enough to put anyone off their lunch.

“Adam.”  Lilith coughed, covering her mouth as her lungs rebelled.  “What ... what have you done?”

Adam couldn’t help smirking at her shocked tone, even though it would only make things worse.  She sounded like a mother who’d come home to discover her children had taken it into their heads to cook for themselves, making a terrible mess in the process.  It wasn’t fair - Matt had been allowed to brew almost as soon as he’d entered Master Pittwater’ service - but Lilith didn’t care about fairness.  She was firmly convinced Adam had no place in the lab.

“An experiment,” Adam said.  He waved a hand at the steaming cauldron.  “What do you think?”

Lilith spluttered, her face going red as she marched across the room and glared down at the mixture.  “Did you call me here just to show off a mess?  I should ...”

Adam allowed his smirk to grow wider, even as he inched into position to make a run for the door.  “Turn me into a frog?”

“You ...”  Lilith raised her hand.  “You ...”

She jabbed a finger at him.  Adam braced himself.  Nothing happened.

Lilith’s mouth dropped open in shock.  The look on her face ... Adam couldn’t help breaking into giggles.  Lilith muttered something under her breath - the words too low for him to catch - and jabbed her finger at him again.  Adam tensed, but nothing happened.  Lilith looked at her fingers in shock.  They were powerless, as powerless as Adam’s.  She stumbled back as she raised her eyes, looking at him in horror.  He could see the question she didn’t want to ask, written all over her face.  What the hell had he done?

Adam felt a surge of ... something he didn’t want to look at too closely as it dawned on him that, for the first time, he had the edge.  He was bigger than her, faster and stronger and he was between her and the door.  Her eyes ... a flash of hot anger ran through him as he realised he could finally pay her back for everything.  He could beat her.  He could put her over his knee.  He could teach her a lesson she’d never forget.  He could ...

He swallowed hard, feeling a rush of shame.  He wasn’t going to do that.  He couldn’t even begin to do that.  He ... it was wrong.  Two wrongs didn’t make a right.  

Lilith kept going backwards until she hit the wall.  Adam saw many things in her eyes: panic and fear and a grim awareness she was powerless.  He could do anything to her, and she knew it.  Guilt warred, in his mind, with a sense she needed the lesson before she picked on someone much more powerful than she was.  He’d knocked her down, but only for a few seconds.  The next person she picked on might blast her into little pieces and scatter them over the world.

“What ...?”  Lilith forced herself to stand up despite the fear in her eyes.  “What have you done to me?”

“I made Durian Potion,” Adam said, waving a hand at the table.  The stench should have tipped her off, if nothing else.  There was nothing that smelt quite like Durian.  “And then I turned it into gas.”

Lilith blinked.  “You made Durian Potion?”

“Yes,” Adam said.  For an instant, he thought he saw a keen alchemist peek out from behind her eyes.  Lilith didn’t have to be an alchemical apprentice.  She could easily have done something else with her life.  There were plenty of careers open to magicians - and, he supposed, she could always get married.  If she could find someone willing to marry her ...  “I made it myself.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “Liar.”

Adam scowled.  “I’m not lying.  Listen.”

He took a breath, then outlined everything he’d done, from the moment he’d realised blood could be used to store magic to actually using his blood in a potion.  Lilith’s face kept twisting, as if she was unsure if she should be impressed or horrified.  Adam wondered, not for the first time, if he’d made a terrible mistake.  He could have taken his insight away from the university and worked on it in private, without the risk of making an unrelenting enemy.  And ... He went through the calculations, showing her how he’d woven his blood into the potion.  It had worked.  That was the important thing.  Everything else was gravy.

Lilith muttered a word Adam didn’t catch as she forced herself to go through the calculations.  Her dress was stained with sweat and potion ... Adam wondered, grimly, if he’d interrupted something.  Why had she put on a nice dress?  It wasn’t the weekend, but she could have begged Master Landis for an extra day off.  And yet ... she didn’t have anywhere to go.  Or did she?  Magicians could teleport.  Adam had no idea if she could, but he knew it was possible.  

“And you made me breathe the potion,” Lilith finished.  “You ...”

Panic filled her eyes, again.  “How long does it last?”

“Not long,” Adam assured her.  “An hour, a day, a week, a month, a year, a decade, a ...”

“You don’t know,” Lilith said, flatly.  “Do you?”

Adam shrugged.  He’d tried to calculate how long it would take for the gaseous potion to wear off, but it had proven impossible.  There’d been no way to calculate the dosage, let alone how quickly the gas would lose its potency.  Lilith might regain her powers the moment she went back to her bedroom, had a shower and changed into something less comfortable.  Or it might be a few hours before she could use magic again.  She was still breathing in the gas.

“I don’t think it will be permanent,” he said.  He regretted it, the moment he saw more panic in her eyes.  Magic was part of her life.  He might as well have struck her blind or cut off her legs.  “It should pass through your system and make its way out.  Eventually.”

Lilith sat down at the table.  Adam felt another twinge of guilt as he wondered what was going through her mind.  He tried to tell himself he shouldn’t feel guilty.  He remembered, all too well, how he’d felt when she - and Matt - had used magic on him.  She felt helpless and vulnerable ... she’d made him feel helpless and vulnerable.  He told himself that time and time again, but it didn’t work.  He’d stolen her confidence in herself ... no, in her magic.  He didn’t have to do anything else to her for her to know he could.

Adam sat on the other side, keeping his distance.  Girls didn’t like to be crowded - his mother had drummed that into his head when he’d been a child - even when they weren’t feeling weak and helpless.  He’d give Lilith that consideration, even if she didn’t give him any in return.  It was the right thing to do.

“You challenged me to impress you,” he said.  “Have I impressed you?”

Lilith said nothing for a moment, lost in her thoughts.  Adam waited, wondering why she hadn’t simply left the room.  She was very far from stupid.  The longer she breathed in the gas, the longer it would take to regain her powers.  Probably.  She could take a purgative, he supposed, but it would be a thoroughly unpleasant experience with no guarantee it would speed things up.  He tried not to think about it.  He’d taken one once, when he’d swallowed something he really shouldn’t have, and it had been enough to convince him he didn’t want to do it again.  She should go ... did she think he’d stop her?  Or was she reluctant to leave the room without her powers?  She was hardly the most popular person in the university.

“Yeah,” Lilith conceded, finally.  “I guess you have.”

Adam grinned.  “And you think I can do more?”

Lilith grinned back.  Adam thought it was the first time he’d seen a genuine smile from her.  It made her ... beautiful.  “I suppose you can.”

Adam stood and started to clear up the mess, pouring the remains of the potion into the vat for disposal and putting the caldrons, tubes and kettles in the sink.  They’d have to be cleaned carefully, just to make sure there was nothing left to contaminate the next batch of potion.  He’d never met an alchemist who wasn’t a real stickler for cleaning, even the ones who liked pushing the limits as far as they’d go.  Lilith watched, unmoving, as the air started to clear.  Adam wondered just how long it would be until they could breathe freely again.  The spells Master Landis used to clear the air wouldn’t be any use if they didn’t have magic ...

Lilith picked up his calculations and frowned.  “You’re good at this.”

“Thanks.”  Adam hoped it was a peace offering, of a sort.  Lilith would regain her powers and then ... she might set out to take revenge.  “So are you.”

“I don’t have a talent for theoretical magic,” Lilith said.  “I can cast spells.  I can brew potions.  But I can’t improve on them.”

“We can, if we work together,” Adam pointed out.  If she had an incentive to work with him ...  “I’ll devise the spells, you cast them.”

Lilith shot him an unreadable look.  He had no idea what was going through her head.  The idea of working with him wasn’t that bad, was it?  It wasn’t as if she had anyone else who might work with her.  She was isolated, alone in a crowd.  Adam opened his mouth to ask why, then thought better of it.  Lilith would tell him if she wanted.

“Father won’t be too pleased,” Lilith said.  “He wants me to follow in his footsteps.”

Something clicked in his mind.  “Master Landis is your father?”

“No.”  Lilith snorted.  “Whatever gave you that idea?”

Adam kicked himself, mentally.  It was rare for a male magician to have a female apprentice.  People would talk.  Rumours would start to spread.  The only reason someone hadn’t asked questioned about Lady Emily’s apprenticeship with Void was because they were closely related.  Father and daughter ... no one could question them being alone together.  And yet, if Master Landis wasn’t Lilith’s father, who was?  And why did she have an apprenticeship with him?

The door opened.  Master Landis stepped into the room.  His eyes widened, then he waved a hand in the air, casting a spell to remove the remnants of the potion.  Good thinking on his part, Adam noted as he stood.  And quick, too.  A few more seconds and he might have breathed in enough of the gas to lose his own powers.

“Adam.”  Master Landis’s gaze swept the room.  “Lilith.  What are you doing?”

Adam swallowed, glanced at Lilith, and started to explain.
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Adam hadn’t been sure what he’d expected from Master Landis, when he’d finished explaining the concept he’d turned into something practical.  Master Pittwater would have either rewarded him for his innovations or kicked him out of the shop, with orders never to darken his door again.  Master Landis had listened quietly, then informed Adam - and Lilith - that the university council would have to consider the matter.  He’d told them both to shower, then marched them both to the council chamber and ordered them to wait in the antechamber while he spoke to the councillors.  Adam was in no mood to protest.  It was slowly starting to sink in just how many risks he’d taken over the last few hours.  

Lilith said nothing as she sat and waited, looking oddly small in her chair.  Adam felt another twinge of guilt.  He’d shocked her to the core and, even though he knew she deserved some punishment, he couldn’t help feeling he’d gone too far.  It would have been easier to deal with the guilt, he supposed, if he’d done it to Matt instead.  He could have taken the powerless magician behind the shop and thumped him - or been thumped himself - and it would all have been fair and completely above board.  Lilith was a girl.  He felt like an asshole for what he’d done, despite everything.  And yet ...

The door opened.  “Adam, Lilith,” Master Landis said.  “Come in.”

Adam braced himself, unsure what to expect as he stepped through the door.  The council chamber looked surprisingly makeshift, five people sitting behind a simple wooden desk, staring at him.  An older woman who was clearly a magician, a young man who couldn’t be more than a year or two older than Adam himself, a middle-aged man who shot a sharp look at them and Senior Craftswoman Yvonne, who seemed oddly amused by the whole affair.  The Gorgon stood by the far wall, a notebook resting in her hands.  She winked at Adam when he caught her eye.  

Master Landis cleared his throat.  “Adam, son of Alexis, please allow me to introduce Mistress Irene of Heart’s Eye, Caleb of House Waterfall, Master Dagon of House Ashfall and Senior Craftswoman Yvonne, four of the five inner councillors.”

Adam bowed, thinking fast.  Mistress Irene - the older woman - was cold and hard, but he thought he saw a twinkle of amusement in her eye.  Caleb - the young man - seemed excited; Master Dagon, the older man, looked grim and forbidding and ... in a way Adam couldn’t quite place, a little desperate.  He felt another flicker of guilt as he met Yvonne’s eyes, just for a second.  It was quite possible he’d landed her in hot water, councillor or not.  Perhaps it would have been wiser to forge the runes outside the university.

Mistress Irene tapped the table.  “Adam,” she said.  “Explain to us precisely what you did, from start to finish.”

“Yes, My Lady,” Adam said.  

He took a breath and ran through the whole tale once again, all too aware that both Master Landis and Lilith were listening carefully for any discrepancies.  The councillors listened in silence, although it was clear they were listing questions to ask when he finished the story.  He ended with a brief explanation of how the gas actually worked, and how the technique could be adapted for other potions.  He hoped they’d listen.  If they told him to leave ... he told himself it wouldn’t be so bad, not now.  He could go back to the shop and impress Master Pittwater instead.

Master Dagon speared him with his gaze.  “Are you aware, young man, of just how many rules you broke?”

“I was under the impression that such matters were better handled by his master,” Caleb said, before Adam could answer.  “The council has no authority in such matters.”

“He experimented with blood,” Master Dagon snapped.  “He should not have done anything with blood without consulting with his master first!”

“It was his blood,” Caleb pointed out.  “If there were risks, he took them on himself.”

“That is beside the point,” Master Dagon said.  He kept his gaze on Adam.  “Do you understand how many rules you broke?”

Adam hesitated.  “I was aware of the risks,” he said.  “I was also aware that the only person who might be hurt, during the first experiments, was me.”

“You could have destroyed the entire lab, setting off a chain reaction that would have done immense damage to the entire building,” Master Dagon said.  “It could have been disastrous.”

Master Landis cleared his throat.  “With all due respect, sir, the wards would have contained the explosion.”

“You could not be sure,” Master Dagon said.  “The experiment should never have taken place.”

“This place exists to carry out experiments,” Caleb said.  “Adam’s experiment was dangerous, and he should be reprimanded for it, but he cannot be faulted for his results.  He thought outside the box and created a whole new magical technique.  I believe Emily would approve of him.”

“Lady Emily is not present,” Master Dagon snarled.  “She left running the university in our hands.”

He looked at Yvonne.  “And you should not have forged the tiles.”

Yvonne looked back at him, evenly.  “The designs, and then the tiles themselves, were inspected by a master enchanter,” she said.  There was an odd note in her voice, one Adam couldn’t quite place.  “His conclusion was that they were largely harmless.  They were not designed to influence unwary minds or anchor subtle curses.  As such, there was no need to seek permission from the council before we forged them.”

“It should have been discussed,” Dagon said.  He switched his glare back to Adam.  “Why did you test the gaseous potion on Lilith?”

Adam hesitated.  Dagon’s voice ... he stared at the older man, remembering what Arnold had said about Lilith’s father being on the council.  It was hard to see any relationship between the two, but ... it struck him, suddenly, that they had the same eyes.  Besides, who else could it be?  Caleb was the only other man on the council and he was too young to have a daughter like Lilith.  She couldn’t be more than a couple of years younger than him.  Master Dagon, on the other hand, was definitely old enough to be her father ...

“I needed to prove the concept worked beyond all doubt,” he said.  He had the feeling that calling Lilith out on her earlier behaviour would be counterproductive.  “And the gas was the simplest way to do it.”

“You could have poisoned her,” Master Dagon snapped.  Adam heard Lilith take a sharp breath behind him.  “You could have poisoned yourself, boy.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  “The potion was exactly the same as the standard potion.  I followed the same recipe.  The only difference was that it existed in a gaseous form, instead of a liquid.  It could no more poison someone than the regular liquid.”

“And you had no way of testing it,” Master Dagon added.  “You could not be sure.”

“I was breathing it myself,” Adam pointed out.  “I didn’t drop dead.”

Mistress Irene tapped the table.  “It is clear that you took risks, and bent the rules as far as they would go,” she said.  “At the same time, it is also clear that you came up with an innovative concept and proved it could be made practical.  Your concept is precisely the sort of multidisciplinary approach to research and development that we seek to foster.  The idea of permitting you to attempt an apprenticeship, here in the university, has clearly paid off.”

“Emily would approve,” Caleb said.  Adam remembered, suddenly, a rumour that Caleb and Emily had been lovers.  “I think she’d agree it was worth the risk.”

“Putting himself at risk is one thing,” Master Dagon snapped.  “Putting a fellow apprentice at risk is quite another.”

“I will handle such matters,” Master Landis said, coolly.  “Do you intend to dismiss my apprentice from the university?”

Adam swallowed, hard, as his blood ran cold.

“No,” Mistress Irene said.  Adam had the feeling the councillors had discussed the matter beforehand.  “However, we do expect you to make it clear that such experiments on unwitting subjects are not to be repeated.”

“Quite,” Master Dagon agreed.  “That said, we do not have a quorum.”

“We have enough,” Caleb said.  “And I see no reason to bother Emily - or the outer council - with the matter.”

Master Dagon said nothing, but his glower promised trouble.  Adam felt a twinge of sympathy for Lilith, if indeed Master Dagon was her father.  He’d grown up without a father and he regretted it, but he’d seen fathers urging their sons to follow in their footsteps or marrying their daughters off for best advantage.  Who knew what Master Dagon wanted from his daughter?  The rules might be different for her ... what were the rules?  Adam didn’t know.

“Very well,” Mistress Irene said.  “Adam, by order of the council, you are confirmed in your role as an apprentice and a student of the university.  You will have all the rights and responsibilities of your position, including both the right to sleep in the dorms and the responsibility to share your innovations with the rest of the university.  I suggest you take the time to write up what you’ve done, so it can be presented in a formal lecture.  You will be granted the standard bonus for discovering something new, which will be paid to you as soon as I can do the paperwork.”

Adam breathed a sigh of relief.  “Thank you, My Lady.”

“That said” - Mistress Irene’s tone could have frozen water - “we expect you to understand that what you did was dangerous, it could easily have gotten you or someone else killed, and that carrying out further experiments without your master’s permission, at least within the university, will result in your immediate expulsion.  We understand the urge to push the limits as far as they will go.  We cannot, however, condone such behaviour.  It is not to be repeated.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, My Lady,” Adam said.

“Good.”  Mistress Irene glanced at the Gorgon.  “My assistant will arrange for your transfer to the dorms later this afternoon.  If you have any rooming preferences, inform her before the end of classes and she’ll do her best to accommodate you.  We cannot guarantee you’ll get the bed you want, but we’ll certainly try.”

Adam nodded, wordlessly.  He wanted to share a dorm with Arnold ... he’d have to check to see if there was a bed free in Arnold’s dorms.  Arnold himself would be down in the workshop ... Adam hoped.  Arnold had said he moved back and forth between the workshop below the university and the factories in the town fairly regularly.  Adam wasn’t entirely clear on what he did, but it clearly kept him busy.  

“We look forward to seeing what else you come up with, in the fullness of time,” Mistress Irene concluded.  “You may go.”

Adam bowed, then allowed Master Landis to lead him and Lilith out of the room and back to the lab.  The air was clear now, he noted with some relief.  The vents had done their job.  He wondered, suddenly, what would happen if the gas had spread through the entire building.  It might not have been as effective - the potion needed a minimum dose to take effect, if his calculations were accurate - but it would have given everyone a nasty shock.  The council might have been much less forgiving if his gas had affected every magician in the university.

“Adam, sit,” Master Landis ordered.  “Lilith, go get some lunch and don’t come back until 1300.”

Lilith nodded, brushing down her dress as she left the room.  Adam braced himself.  Master Landis had every reason to be furious.  Adam was probably due a thrashing ... he deserved it, too.  He told himself he’d take whatever came like a man.  

Master Landis stared down at him.  “Why didn’t you ask me?”

Adam tried not to squirm under his gaze.  “I wanted to prove the concept actually worked before I took it to you,” he said, slowly.  “It was just an idea until I made it work.”

“Quite,” Master Landis agreed, with suspicious mildness.  “And using the process to create durian gas?  To depower Lilith?”

“I wanted to show her what I could do,” Adam said.  He was surprised Lilith had been ordered to leave the room.  Whatever was coming, it was clearly not for her eyes.  “She insisted I didn’t have a right to be here.  I thought I could show her different ...”

“I dare say you succeeded,” Master Landis said, dryly.  “You are aware, of course, of the dangers of blood magic?”

“I believed there was minimal risk,” Adam said, carefully.  “And if there had been risks, they would have fallen on me.  It was my blood.”

“Blood magic is often unpredictable,” Master Landis said.  “Magical blood resonates amongst those who share it.  Mundane blood has different properties, as you have discovered, but the risk is still there.  You could have accidentally killed yourself - or, worse, killed someone related to you.  If Lilith had done the experiment with her blood, she would be in deep trouble.  There would be no way to guarantee the safety of her relatives without a great deal of work.”

Adam swallowed.  “My family ...”

“I don’t believe the magic spread through the blood-link,” Master Landis said.  “But you should be aware of the risks.”

“I ...”  Adam shook his head.  “I thought it would work.”

“It did work,” Master Landis said.  “And you are now a permanent apprentice.  Congratulations.  Except ... you took a serious risk and it could have gotten someone hurt or killed.  The magic might have spread to your relatives and done something to them and they wouldn’t have the slightest idea what had happened.  Whatever it was, it might even prove impossible to reverse.  Blood curses can be very nasty indeed.”

He tapped his belt.  “I should give you a strapping, right here, for what you did.  Perhaps I should.  But I’m not going to.  Do you know why?”

Adam shook his head.  It wasn’t as if Master Landis was incapable.  He had every right to discipline his apprentices however he saw fit.  If Adam refused to cooperate, he could use magic to make him cooperate or simply terminate the apprenticeship on the spot.  And ... Adam swallowed, hard.  He hadn’t considered the possibility of the magic spreading to everyone who shared his blood.  His mother, his siblings, his relatives ...

“We tell ourselves that punishment is a way of paying for what we’ve done, that our punishment wipes the slate clean,” Master Landis told him.  “You, I’m afraid, will have to live with what you’ve done.”

He stepped back.  “That said, I want you to go to the library, study a handful of textbooks on blood magic and write a full essay for me on precisely why what you did was so dangerous, then a list of proposals for mitigating the risk as much as possible.  There’s no way to keep you, or others, from experimenting with the technique, so we’ll do our level best to make it safe.  Or as safe as alchemy ever gets.”

Adam nodded.  It could be worse.  It could be a great deal worse.

“Your brewing was masterful,” Master Landis added.  “The technique might not be easy to adapt to more complex brews, but ... it certainly opens the door to more research.  It will change the world.”

“Thank you, sir,” Adam managed.

“Master Pittwater said you had potential.”  Master Landis looked thoughtful.  “I see he was right.”

He said nothing for a long moment, then leaned forward.  “You’re a formal alchemy apprentice now.  You will have the same access to the lab, and its stocks, as Lilith.  I expect you’ll want to see how many other potions can be adapted to your technique and I won’t discourage you from trying.  However, if you come up with any new ideas, I do not want you carrying out any further experiments without my permission.  Blood is a dangerously volatile substance.  You could not be sure your blood was untainted.  You work in a potions lab.  You work next to two magicians.  The risks were quite high, higher than you seem to realise.  I do not want you to repeat the same mistake.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” Adam said.  

“Clean up the lab,” Master Landis ordered.  “You can leave early today.  The Gorgon will want to chat with you before she assigns you to a specific dorm.”

Adam nodded, then stood and got to work as Master Landis left him alone with his thoughts.  He’d thought he’d known the risks ... it had never crossed his mind that the magic might slip through the blood-link and touch his relatives.  It shouldn’t have ... it hadn't, if Master Landis was correct.  He promised himself he’d write a letter and use the reward money to have it delivered by a courier.  He owed it to himself to spend the money making sure his family was unhurt.

Lilith entered, looking grim.  Adam frowned, unsure what - if anything - she wanted.  She’d come back early ... he braced himself, expecting a hex or something worse.  The gas would definitely have worn off by now.  Lilith wouldn’t have returned without her powers.  He wondered if he should apologise, then decided it would probably be taken as a sign of weakness.  

“You did well,” she said, tonelessly.  “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Adam said.  “Can I stay?”

Lilith snorted.  “Do you think I can get rid of you now?”

Adam swallowed a dozen questions before they came out of his mouth.  Instead, he sat, doing his best to appear as non-threatening as possible.  “Do you want me to stay?”

“Yes.  No.  I don’t know.”  Lilith stared at her hands.  “You won’t find it easy.”

“You didn’t make it easy,” Adam pointed out.  “Why not?”

Lilith looked as if she wanted to say something cutting, but changed her mind.  

“Here’s something that should cross your mind,” she said.  She pointed a long finger at the potion he’d brewed, then bottled.  “What you’ve accomplished, here and now, is a game-changer.  A world-changer.  You’ve unlocked something no one knew how to do, until now.  And word is going to spread.  Master Landis is going to tell everyone about his brilliant new apprentice and what’s he’s done.”

She sat, resting her hands in her lap.  “And what’s going to happen,” she asked, “when the world realises what you’ve done?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said.

“Nor do I,” Lilith agreed.  “And that scares me.”
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“You are my hero,” Arnold said, as he leaned against the wall and watched Adam pack his bag.  “You are the greatest hero since ... since Lady Emily herself!”

Adam felt himself flush, even as he basked in the praise.  His mother had always been very sparing with her praise and Master Pittwater, although more understanding of a young man’s needs, hadn’t been much better.  Matt could brew wonders in his cauldron; Adam ... he smiled, brilliantly, as he realised that had changed.  It wouldn’t take long to charge more blood and then start trying to adapt potions recipes so he could brew them himself.

“You flatter me,” he managed, finally.  “All I’ve done is come up with something new.”

“And knocked a magical bitch off her high horse,” Arnold said.  “The rumours have already spread from one end of the world to the other.”

Adam winced, despite his elation.  The rumours were, at best, gross exaggerations.  At worst ... they were warped beyond all recognition.  One of them even insisted he’d raped Lilith ... he promised himself, silently, that if he ever caught the person who’d spread that rumour he was going to beat the asshole to within an inch of his life and then hand whatever was left of him over to Lilith and her father.  Lilith had been thoroughly unpleasant, but she didn’t deserve to have such rumours being spread.  It would ruin her reputation beyond repair.  And his, too.  

“I didn’t do anything to her,” Adam muttered.  “Who started those stories?”

“Someone who hates her,” Taffy said.  She sat on the bed, her face grim.  “It would be easier to come up with a list of people who don’t hate her.”

Adam winced, again.  Taffy would understand, better than Arnold or himself, just how dangerous and damaging such rumours could be.  Lilith’s reputation wouldn’t be harmed if she took a lover of her own free will, but if she lost control of her own body ... Adam shook his head, promising himself he’d counter the rumour if anyone dared say it to his face.  Hell, the simple fact he was still alive was clear proof the story was bullshit.  No one would have blamed Master Dagon for blasting his daughter’s rapist into ashes ...

“And now you’re staying with us,” Arnold said.  “I can’t wait to introduce you to the gang.”

“Thanks.” Adam had never been in a gang, even after he’d started his apprenticeship.  No one had ever wanted him.  He was delighted at finally being included, even if it was just a bunch of students at the university.  “I hope you didn’t tell them too many lies about me.”

Arnold grinned.  “I told them you were brilliant.  And that you showed us how we could make magic.”

Adam nodded as he packed up the tiles, then stood and looked around the room.  He was going to miss it, even though moving to a dorm was a clear sign his time at the university was not going to be cut short.  He’d miss the private washroom, the shower ... he shook his head, telling himself to be grateful.  The Gorgon had made it clear there were no private bedrooms for new students.  It made him wonder where Lilith slept.

“I’m done,” he announced, as he pulled the bag over his shoulder.  “Let’s go.”

“I’ll show you,” Arnold said.  “Taffy?  Coming?”

Adam took one last look around, just to be sure he hadn’t left anything, then followed Arnold down the corridor and up a flight of stairs.  Students stared, pointing and muttering ... he felt torn between pleasure at finally making a name for himself and an urge to go hide under the bed, to escape their eyes.  The magicians looked hostile - he half-expected to feel a hex slam into his back - while the mundanes were admiring.  He told himself, firmly, that the mundanes were no longer mundane.  He had given them the gift of magic.

In a manner of speaking, he thought.  They might not be able to use it effectively.

“This is the common room,” Arnold explained, as he led the way into a giant chamber crammed with chairs, desks, sofas and cushions.  “Girls sleep over there - don’t try to enter or you’ll be in hot water.  Girls are allowed to enter the male dorms, which I think is hugely unfair, but not to stay the night.  If you get a girl, you can book a room in town if you don’t want everyone to see.”

Adam blinked.  “Girls are allowed to enter the dorms?”

“There’s no privacy,” Taffy said, as they walked into the dorm.  “Anything you do, anyone can see.”

Adam nodded as he looked around the dorm, shaking his head in awe.  There were only ten four-poster beds within the room, each one big enough for two or three warm bodies and surrounded by curtains.  Adam guessed, as Arnold led him towards a bed that looked untouched, that the curtains were meant to offer at least the sense of privacy.  He doubted it was that private, but the beds were far superior to the cramped room he’d shared with his brother.

“This is your space,” Arnold said, indicating the bed.  “You have the right to close it off to everyone else by shutting the curtains ... no one, not even your closest friends, are allowed to enter your space without permission.  If you catch someone in your space while you’re gone, you have the right to assume they have bad intentions.  That’s what happened to Ben.”

Adam frowned.  “What happened to Ben?”

“He came back to discover a magician rooting through his trunk,” Arnold said, grimly.  “We found him at the end of the day, reciting doggerel as if he was on a stage.  We still don’t know who put the spell on him, although we think it was Jasper.  He’s one of the worst of the magicians.”

“I know.”  Adam cursed under his breath.  “I believe you.”

“A lot of magicians don’t like us being here,” Taffy added.  “A bunch of nasty hexes were sneaked into the female dorms.  Others ... there was a rumour that one magician had charmed the mirrors in the dressing rooms to allow them to peek.  Give Mistress Irene credit - she took the rumours seriously, for once, and inspected the mirrors herself.  Whatever she found ... I don’t know.  There was another story about a trio of magicians getting the boot, but ... I don’t think it was ever proven.”

Adam felt his blood boil.  “And the staff can’t do anything?”

“No, but we can,” Arnold said.  “We can use your potion to give them a taste of their own medicine.”

“Yeah ...”  Adam put his bag on the bed as he forced himself to think.  “I could produce more ...”

“Then it’s settled,” Arnold said.  “We’ll fight fire with fire.”

He rubbed his hands together, then sobered.  “I have someone I’d like you to meet, with your permission,” he said.  “Valerie Hunt, an old friend of mine.  You might have heard of her.”

Adam frowned as Arnold hurried away.  The name rang a bell, but he couldn’t remember precisely where.  And that meant ... she was probably not someone from Beneficence, not with that name.  Cockatrice?  It was possible.  Arnold couldn’t have been at Heart’s Eye for more than a year, which suggested he and Valerie Hunt had met well before they’d both moved to the university when it finally opened.  And that meant ...?

He looked up as Arnold led a girl into the dorms.  She was striking, with short and curly blonde hair framing an impish face; she wore a loose tunic, rather than a dress or apprentice robes.  She had a bubbly smile that turned her face from pretty to beautiful ... Adam couldn’t help feeling charmed.  It was rare for a girl to cut her hair short in Beneficence - unmarried women wore it down, married women tied it in a bun - but here, at Heart’s Eye, there were fewer rules.  He had to admit the effect caught his attention.  It was suddenly very hard to look away.

“Valerie, this is Adam, an alchemical genius,” Arnold said.  “Adam, this is Valerie Hunt of the Unexpected Enlightenment.”

Adam blinked, suddenly remembering where he’d heard the name.  The Unexpected Enlightenment was - or had been, from what he recalled - one of the first broadsheets to become profitable enough to keep going for more than a few months.  It was based in Cockatrice, but it had sent reporters - and sold their work - all over the world.  Valerie Hunt had had her own by-line, once upon a time.  He’d read her piece on Vesperian’s Folly.

“I remember your work,” Adam said, as she held out a hand for him to shake.  Adam was surprised - it was rare for a woman to offer to shake hands - but shook it anyway.  Her skin was smooth, seemingly untouched by life.  “You wrote one of the better explanations of why Vesperian’s plans went so badly wrong.”

“Thank you,” Valerie said.  Her voice was soft and warm, lacking a noticeable accent.  “I’ve been here ever since the university opened.”

“The Unexpected Enlightenment opened a secondary office here,” Arnold put in.  “They don’t entirely trust Cockatrice to remain stable.”

Adam frowned.  “Why not?”

“Lady Emily has done a wonderful job and there’s no denying it,” Valerie said.  “But she’s unleashed forces she may not be able to control.  Too many people want more than she can reasonably give and ... you do know she’s a close, personal friend of Queen Alassa as well as her liegewoman?  If the queen tells her to crack down on freethinkers within Cockatrice, or the Levellers, what do you think she’s going to do?”

“I ...”  Adam hesitated.  “What do you think she’s going to do?”

“I think it would be difficult for her,” Valerie said.  “It is never easy to look one’s friend in the eye and tell her no.  Our belief is that it will be better, for us, if we are not solely dependent on her goodwill.  That’s why we’re here.”

“Which is also run by Lady Emily,” Adam pointed out.

“Not quite,” Arnold said.  “She may have founded the university, when she kicked the necromancer in the balls, but she gave up a lot of her power when she established the inner and outer councils.  She does not have total power, which gives her a ready-made excuse when her best friend starts breathing down her neck.”

Adam nodded.  “I take your point.”

Valerie smiled.  “I’ll get right to my point,” she said.  “You’ve done something great.  I want to tell the world about it.”

“The secret is already out,” Arnold added.  “We want to put our own spin on it before someone else claims it for himself.”

Adam frowned.  “Is that even possible?”

Arnold shrugged.  “It isn’t the discoverer who gets the credit,” he said.  “It’s the one who tells the world what’s been found.”

“I want to do an interview with you,” Valerie explained.  “Partly because it is a very good and important story.  Partly because I want to show the world that Heart’s Eye is capable of taking the lead in magical research.  And partly ... the truth is, as I think you know, that many magicians doubt the ability of mundanes to develop new concepts for themselves.  I want to use your name to show they’re wrong.”

“I ...”  Adam took a breath, unsure of what to say.  He liked Valerie, but ... that was meaningless.  Some broadsheet reporters were decent people, who considered their topics carefully and tried to present all sides of an issue; some were just sensationalists, who’d paint a picture that bore as little resemblance to reality as the rumours he’d heard going around the university.  “If I agree, do I get to read the article first?”

“You can trust her,” Arnold said.  “She’s not going to publish any lies.”

Valerie shot him an amused glance.  “I’ll let you read the article first,” she said, as she took a notebook from her belt.  “I’ll ask you the questions, then write the article and show it to you at breakfast tomorrow if I don’t see you earlier.  How does that sound?”

“Good enough,” Adam said, although he was a little reluctant.  Stories grew in the telling until they became unrecognisable.  He’d known that well before he’d travelled to the university.  “You’d better mention Arnold and Taffy, too.”

“Oh, she will,” Arnold said.  He struck a ridiculous pose.  “Arnold the Awesome and Taffy the Terrific, a man and woman of wonder and glory, living proof that people can be born in the town and the countryside and still reach for the stars at Heart’s Eye.  Don’t forget to mention my enormous ...”

“Ego,” Taffy teased.

“I’d write about something else he has, but I am sworn not to exaggerate,” Valerie said, with a deadpan look on her face.  She stuck out her tongue as Arnold pretended to be deflated.  “But I can mention the pair of you.”

“You should,” Arnold said.  “We are from different places and yet ... we all come together at Heart’s Eye.”

Adam nodded.  “You did help,” he said.  “If you hadn’t shown me where to get the tiles, it would never have worked.”

“Good, good,” Valerie said.  She held her pencil over her notebook.  “First things first, tell me about your early life.  When were you born, how were you raised, why did you get interested in potions and alchemy instead of more ... mundane ... fields?”

“Because it fascinates me,” Adam said.  “I wanted to know how magic works.”

“Good,” Valerie echoed.  “Now ...”

Adam cursed himself under his breath as the questions went on and on, ranging from the practical - she wanted to know why he’d studied a field he couldn’t practice - to the insanely absurd.  She wanted to know if he had a girlfriend or a boyfriend ... he shook his head in disgust, silently relieved the questioning was coming to an end.  Next time, he promised himself quietly, he’d demand a list of questions ahead of time so he could think about them.  Arnold and Taffy helped, a little, but Valerie didn’t seem to be particularly interested in their contribution.  Adam was honestly starting to wonder, as Valerie asked a final question, if he’d made a mistake.

“You’ve changed the world,” she said.  “How do you think the changes will manifest?”

“It’s hard to say,” Adam said.  “Potions are expensive because there’s only a limited number of people who can brew even the very basic potions.  If more and more people learn how to brew them, without magic, it’ll make those potions cheaper and ensure that everyone can have access to them.  It might make the general population a great deal healthier and take some of the strain off the healers.”

“As well as helping the chirurgeons do something useful,” Valerie said.  “Wouldn’t that make a change?”

Adam shrugged.  Chirurgeons had a bad reputation.  Even the best of them couldn’t do much more than the basics for their patients, when they didn’t have potions and other supplies on hand.  People only went to them when they couldn’t afford magical healing.  If they had more potions ...

“Definitely,” he said.  “It would change the world.”

Valerie sat back and smiled.  “I’ll let you see the article tomorrow morning,” she promised, as she closed her notebook.  “Right now, I have to go condense everything you’ve told me into something readable.  And then ... well, you’ll be even more famous by the end of tomorrow.  Copies of the broadsheet will be on their way to Cockatrice and Beneficence shortly afterwards.  Your family will be very proud of you.”

“I hope so,” Adam agreed.  A thought struck him.  “Can you do one thing for me?”

“Maybe.”  Valerie looked at her fingers.  “What do you want?”

“Don’t mention Lilith, I mean ... not by name,” Adam said.  “I still have to work with her.”

“I know what you mean,” Valerie said.  She stood.  Adam tried not to notice how her tunic drew attention to her curves without ever revealing any skin.  “I’ll be vague about just who breathed your gas.”

Arnold snickered.  “Perhaps a different choice of words.”

“Her name is already out,” Taffy cautioned.  “And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Please,” Adam said.  Maybe it was too late.  It didn’t mean he had to wash his hands of the whole affair.  “Do what you can.”

“I’ll do my best,” Valerie said.  She leaned close, until her lips were brushing his ear, and lowered her voice.  “And Adam ... well done.”

She walked out of the dorm, closing the door behind her.  “Bit late to set conditions,” Arnold commented.  “I hope she thinks you’ll be doing more awesome stuff soon.”

Adam rubbed his forehead.  “Lilith’s going to kill me.”

“Of course not,” Arnold said.  His voice became a parody of reassurance.  “If she kills you, how can she lord it over you afterwards?”

“Hah,” Adam said.

“She’s a magician,” Arnold said.  “I know how they think.  It’s never enough to have godlike power.  They want everyone to acknowledge it, too.  All their social games” - he laughed - “they’re not actually any different from ours.  They understand that some people are stronger than others, but ... they want the stronger ones to at least concede the weak are not entirely powerless.  She’d sooner put you on your knees than in your grave.”

He stood.  “It’s nearly dinnertime,” he said.  “Shall we go down to the town and have a slap-up dinner to celebrate?  All you can stuff in your gob for a coronet?  We can pick up the rest of the gang and go for a feast.”

“Yeah, sure,” Adam said.  

“And then we can decide how best to give them a bloody nose,” Arnold added.  “We want to make it clear to them the rules have changed.”
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Adam hadn’t been quite sure what to expect, when the story hit the broadsheets.  He’d wondered, despite everything, if it was already too late for anyone to care; he’d feared, despite Valerie Hunt’s assurances, that the story would sink any hope of coming to an understanding with Lilith.  Too many people knew the truth - and the lies that had swiftly followed in his wake - for him to have any illusions.  But the story, when it came out, was surprisingly calm and reasonable.  It ensured that the broadsheet had a greater impact.

He found it hard to cope, to be honest.  He just wasn’t used to being famous, the object of everyone’s admiration and/or scorn.  Students - even staff - stopped him in the corridors to shake his hand, or glare in a manner that promised bloody retribution.  His new dormmates had elevated him to the post of dorm supervisor, even though he’d done absolutely nothing to deserve it.  He’d expected Arnold to be annoyed at being summarily demoted - normally, he’d been told, the former supervisor would be kicked out - but Arnold seemed oddly pleased.  Adam didn’t pretend to understand it.

“They want to show their appreciation,” Arnold explained.  “And this is the only way to do it.”

It grew harder as the week went on.  He’d never been in the middle of the social whirl.  Now, everyone wanted to be his friend.  He found himself trying to politely get out of invitations to parties and social gatherings and political meetings, he found himself ducking attention from girls and even a few boys, attention - he privately admitted - he would have sold his soul to receive, only a few short weeks ago.  He’d never been remotely popular in Beneficence.  The best he’d ever been able to hope for was being ignored, as someone who had never quite fit in.  Now ...

Master Landis, thankfully, had barred visitors from the lab to ensure peace as he continued instructing his apprentices.  Adam was relieved, even though it meant spending hours chopping ingredients and preparing them for use even as his master lectured him on how the more rare and expensive components went together to produce magic.  He listened carefully, working on ways to adapt the potions recipes so he could use charged blood to trigger the spell cascade that would turn the sludge into an actual potion.  Lilith was quiet, surprisingly so.  Adam almost regretted it.

“I have a meeting to attend,” Master Landis said, after a lecture that had consumed the morning and early afternoon.  “I want you two to continue your experiments, but only with level one and two potions.  Do not go above level two.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Adam said.  He’d yet to find a way to adapt a level three potion so a mundane could brew it.  The charged blood simply wasn’t enough to trigger the cascade.  “We’ll behave.”

Lilith nodded, curtly.  Adam eyed her out of the corner of his eye.  She hadn’t said much of anything to him, even though her powers had returned quickly.  Adam wasn’t precisely sure how long she’d remained powerless, after she’d left the steamy chamber, but he doubted it was any longer than an hour.  He wanted to ask her, yet he didn’t quite dare.  Lilith had never been popular - and he still didn’t understand why - but now she was the subject of vicious rumours.  He’d done his best to debunk them, yet ...

He winced, inwardly, as Master Landis left.  Lilith had every right to be mad, despite her own behaviour.  Her reputation was in tatters.  Her father had probably scolded her for breathing the gas, even though no one had even considered turning potions to gas before Adam had proved it was possible.  And everyone was laughing at her.  Adam promised himself, once again, that he’d kill the person spreading the rumours.  It wouldn’t keep them from spreading, but it would be very satisfying.

“We’d better get to work,” Lilith said.  She sounded as though her mind was elsewhere.  “Did you bring the blood?”

“Yeah.”  Adam had been preparing more charged blood over the last few days.  It hadn’t taken long to confirm, as if he’d had any doubts, that anyone’s blood could be used ... although it hadn’t been easy to find volunteers prepared to donate even a few drops to the research.  Even Arnold had hesitated, pointing out how many enemies he had among the magicians.  Taffy had been the only person willing to take the risk.  “Not as much as I’d hoped, though.”

“I’m surprised you got any,” Lilith said, archly.  She watched as he put the beaker of blood on the table.  “Do you know how dangerous it is to lose even a drop of blood?”

“Master Landis forced me to study it,” Adam reminded her.  He was relieved he hadn’t had to write that essay before he’d started his experiments.  He’d have thought better of even starting if he’d truly known the dangers.  “But the risk isn’t so great for us.”

Lilith snorted, rudely, as she helped him lay out the ingredients.  “You’re nowhere near as flexible though.”

Adam conceded the point without rancour.  His research suggested it should be possible, eventually, to adapt every known potion, but it would be years - at best - before they found practical ways to do it.  There were some recipes that couldn’t be adapted - so far - without making them incredibly expensive, to the point he doubted anyone would try to brew them.  If they did, they’d never recoup their expenses, let alone make a profit.  Matt could and would produce them at a far cheaper rate.

He looked at her.  “Did your father give you a hard time?”

“Leave my father out of this,” Lilith ordered.  She put the cauldron on the heat and turned on the flame with a snap of her fingers.  “He can go ...”

Adam wanted to reach out to her, to say he was sorry, but he couldn’t find the words.  It wasn’t as if she’d have listened ... he forced himself to concentrate, putting the ingredients in one by one as Lilith watched and offered commentary.  The potion didn’t so much as bubble, even though some of the components were extremely magical, until he added a drop of blood right at the end.  The liquid flared with light, then turned to sludge.  Adam forgot there was a woman present and swore out loud.  The experiment had failed.

Lilith didn’t seem downhearted.  “Something happened,” she pointed out, as she turned off the heat.  “There was a magic surge.  It just didn’t work the way you wanted.”

“No,” Adam agreed.  He stared at the list of ingredients.  “What do you think went wrong?”

Lilith looked surprised, but tried to answer.  “The regular form of this potion requires constant nudges to get the magic to flow in the right direction,” she said, thoughtfully.  “You are trying to do everything at once.  I think you’re confusing the magic and you have no way to sense the problem, let alone fix it, before you ... before the process gets out of hand.  Once the surge is underway, it is impossible to correct.”

Adam had to smile, despite everything.  “How would you suggest fixing the problem?”

“I wonder ...”  Lilith considered the matter thoughtfully.  “Perhaps if we were to adjust the recipe ...”

She leaned forward, adding notes to the list.  Adam felt a rush of ... something ... as he added his own ideas, the discussion ranging back and forth as they came up with new concepts and argued them out before trying to work out how best to apply them.  He knew that, in some ways, they were merely retreading old ground, yet ... it felt good to brainstorm with someone who knew the subject as well as he did.  Lilith seemed determined to come up with something new.  It made him wonder if her father had told her off for not being involved in the first experiment, ensuring she wouldn’t share the credit.  It was possible.  The discovery would have been easier for the magicians to stomach if one of their own had helped make the first breakthrough.

They tried again, putting the ingredients into the cauldron and turning on the heat.  This time, the liquid flared with light and then started to bubble.  Lilith frowned as she studied the results.  Adam wondered what was wrong.  It looked as close to perfect as possible.

“There’s no room for error at all.” Lilith mused.  “That’s going to make life interesting.”

Adam looked at her.  “How so?”

Lilith gave him a faintly superior smile.  “Magic is part of me, as much a part of my essence as my arms and legs,” she said.  “I may not cast a spell perfectly, but I have enough power to paper over the cracks and make the spell work.  When I brew a potion, I can sense the magic surge and redirect it - sometimes - to correct any mistakes in the magic.  You don’t have that edge.  You have to set everything up and hope for the best.  The slightest mistake can and will ruin the potion.”

“Master Pittwater said it was important to be precise,” Adam said.

“Yes,” Lilith agreed.  “There are spells and potions that simply will not work, if you make a mistake, but this isn’t one of them.  Not for me.  You need to get everything right the first time or else you have to start again.”

“I never said it was perfect,” Adam pointed out.  “It works.  Sometimes.”

He bottled and labelled the potion, then put it aside for the healers.  They’d test the sample bottle before accepting the remainder, just to be sure, but he wasn’t afraid they’d reject it.  The preparations had been so precise there was no middle ground between success and failure.  It had worked.

“I was wondering,” Lilith said.  “Can you use my blood to trigger a potion surge?”

“You already do,” Adam said, surprised.  It was an odd question.  “Or do you mean here?”

“Yes,” Lilith said.  “It would go a long way towards convincing us to accept the technique if we can use it too.”

Adam allowed himself a smile.  “And what makes you think you have any say in it?”

Lilith didn’t try to answer.  Instead, she moved to a new workbench and started to prepare her ingredients.  Adam watched, silently admiring her technique.  She was as precise as he was, more precise than Matt or any of the other apprentices who’d passed through Master Pittwater’s shop.  Adam had to admit he was curious too.  Logically, a magician’s blood should work without charging because it was already charged.  And yet, the rules of magic seemed to change, seemingly at random.  It probably meant magicians had yet to truly understand the magic they used.  

The rules themselves won’t change, he told himself.  We just don’t understand them as well as we think.

“There,” Lilith said.  She took a knife and cut her palm, allowing a droplet of blood to splash into a dish.  “Shall we begin?”

“Yes,” Adam said.

He watched, thoughtfully, as Lilith put the potion together, piece by piece.  She seemed unsure of herself, her hands twitching as if she wanted to pick up a ladle and stir ... as if she was trying to brew a regular potion.  Adam felt a twinge of envy.  There were potions that demanded utter precision, to the point they could only be stirred in a specific direction a specific number of times or the magic would splutter and die.  Lilith understood such things instinctively, while he had to pick his way down a road he couldn’t see.  He was a blind man in the kingdom of the sighted.  It was easy to understand, at times, why he’d been told to go back to the kingdom of the blind.

“The potion is prepared,” Lilith said.  She picked up the dish.  “Ready?”

“Just use a drop,” Adam cautioned.  “Your blood might be too powerful.”

“There’s no such thing,” Lilith said.  “Just ask any magician.”

She used a teaspoon to isolate a droplet of blood, then carefully dripped it into the cauldron.  For a long moment, nothing happened ... then she hurled herself at Adam, catching him completely by surprise.  They tumbled to the floor, Adam barely having a second to realise she was on top of him before the cauldron exploded.  Droplets of steaming liquid flew everywhere.  Lilith yelped in pain.  Adam realised, in shame, that she’d shielded him from the worst.

“I sensed the surge,” Lilith said.  She clambered off him, moving like a woman three times her age.  “It was too late to stop the explosion.”

Adam nodded as he stumbled to his feet and looked around.  The cauldron was a smoking ruin, the remnants of the metal scorched and broken.  He didn’t have to be an expert to know it was beyond repair.  Pieces of metal had fallen everywhere, some smashing into jars on the shelves and breaking them.  He kicked himself, mentally, as he looked at Lilith.  The back of her dress was stained and steaming.

He hesitated, unsure what to do.  He’d been taught to get stained garments off as quickly as possible, tearing them if necessary, but he was sure Lilith wouldn’t approve.  “Are you alright?  Do you want me to fetch a healer?”

“I’m fine,” Lilith said, waspishly.  She pulled at her dress, muttering a spell under her breath.  “The only thing hurt is my pride.”

“Ah,” Adam said.  “A mortal wound.”

Lilith gave him a rude gesture, then surveyed the mess.  “We’d better get the room tided up before Master Landis comes back,” she said.  “He will not be pleased.”

It was your idea, Adam thought.  He wasn’t fool enough to point it out.  You could at least clean up the mess.

He dismissed the thought - Lilith was clearly more hurt than she wanted to let on - as he found a broom and started to sweep up the broken glass and metal.  The explosion had to have been powerful, very powerful.  The jars were supposed to be charmed to be very close to impossible to break.  There were some magicless jars, he knew, but they weren’t stored anywhere near something that might explode.  He cursed under his breath as he spied puddles of liquid and piles of ingredients, mixing together under the shelves.  They were going to be a major pain if they started to interact.  Lilith joined him, muttering spells under her breath to keep the liquids inert long enough to get them into a disposal bin.  Adam had to admit she knew what she was doing.

“It could have been worse,” he said, as they finished cleaning up the mess.  “Your blood was just a little too powerful.”

“An unexpected variable,” Lilith agreed.  Her voice was tart, suggesting she thought she was being teased.  “Something we didn’t expect, throwing off the calculations.”

She plucked a small jar off the shelf, unscrewed the lid and held it out to him.  “Take a sniff of this.”

Adam sniffed.  The smell was sweet ... he flushed, turning away in embarrassment as his manhood stiffened.  He hadn’t had a reaction like that since ... since ever.  It was suddenly very hard to breathe, let alone ignore the fact Lilith was so close to him ... he gritted his teeth, his emotions spinning out of control.  Lilith put the lid back on the jar and smiled sweetly at him.  It was ... if it was revenge for her humiliation, Adam thought, it was a pretty good piece of revenge.

He swallowed, hard.  “What ... what is that?”

“There’s a fancy name for it, but most people just call it Stallion,” Lilith told him.  “It’s the base of a potion, one designed to cure impotence.  The moderate version is called The Stallion’s Glory.  It is very popular amongst young men.”

Adam stared at her, as if she’d started speaking in tongues.  “And you let me sniff it because ...?”

Lilith smirked.  “You spent most of your career working with standard ingredients,” she said, after a moment.  “I don’t think you ever worked with anything rare or expensive, let alone anything that was effectively sex-specific.  And that could catch you by surprise, now you’re staying here.  It’s rare for a man to work with these seeds.  Normally, such potions are only brewed by women.”

“Oh.”  Adam forced himself to think clearly.  “Are there potions only men can brew?”

“Of course,” Lilith said.  She looked slightly contrite as she returned the jar to the shelf.  “If it’s any consolation, I was forced to sample something that had ... unpleasant ... effects on me.”

Adam grimaced as his manhood started to shrink again.  “I’m sorry to hear it,” he grated.  He could understand the lesson, but there were limits.  “It must have been disconcerting.”

Lilith looked haunted.  “It was.”

She said nothing else as they finished clearing up the mess, then wrote a detailed report of the experiment and their assessment of why it failed.  Master Landis would have to read the report, then decide if he wanted them to keep pushing the limits.  Adam wasn’t sure anyone would bother.  Lilith and her peers didn’t need to waste their time crafting perfect potions, let alone using their blood to trigger the spell.  He shook his head as the bell rang.  Master Landis hadn’t returned.

“Do you want to go to the town?”  Lilith caught his eye as he returned the last of the equipment to the shelf.  “It might be quieter now.”

Adam hesitated.  “I was planning to meet some friends in town,” he said.  Arnold and Taffy had invited him to join a handful of others for a round table discussion.  He saw her face fall, just for an instant.  “Do you want to join us?”

Lilith blinked.  “Do you think I’d be welcome?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said.  He had no idea what she was thinking.  He wasn’t even sure he was doing the right thing.  “But it would be better than staying here.”

“Yes,” Lilith agreed.  “I’ll come.”
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“Out of deference to our magical friend,” Arnold said, “I will refrain from drinking alcohol all night.”

“Good idea,” Senior Craftswoman Yvonne agreed.  “If you report for work tomorrow with a hangover, I shall be very unsympathetic indeed.”

Adam frowned.  He hadn’t been sure what would happen, when he told Arnold and Taffy that Lilith would be joining them ... hell, he’d regretted issuing the invitation almost as soon as he’d offered it.  Part of him had wished Lilith would say no, turning it down so he didn’t have to decide between his friends and someone ... someone he knew was lonely, even though she’d never admit it.  It didn’t help that the rumours had just grown wilder and wilder ever since she’d been rendered powerless for an hour or so.  And yet, Arnold and Taffy had seemed to take Lilith’s presence in stride.  Adam hadn’t realised why until they’d made their way to the salon and met the rest of the party.

His eyes swept the room.  The chamber was bigger than he’d realised, when he’d entered, and somehow managed to be comfortable and shabby at the same time.  The tables, chairs and sofas were a mismatched set - the bookshelves on the far wall looked as if someone had hammered them into place without quite knowing what they were doing - and yet the overall impression was of a comfortable nest, a place where visitors could relax and speak freely rather than guard their every word.  The staff were dressed plainly, wearing simple tunics and dresses rather than fancy or revealing outfits.  Adam had to admit he could get to like the place.

He sat next to Lilith and studied the other guests.  Arnold and Taffy, of course; Valerie Hunt, a pair of craftsmen apprentices he didn't know and, surprisingly, Yvonne.  Adam had been astonished to see her, when they’d entered the salon.  It was rare, back home, for masters to mingle with their apprentices socially and, when they did, it was never as equals.  Here ... he wondered, suddenly, why Praxis hadn't joined them.  The enchanter was certainly a hell of a lot more popular than Lilith.  And he was Yvonne’s lover ... Adam kicked himself mentally.  The rules weren’t the same here.  It wasn’t a sign of trouble if someone’s partner went out alone.

And it isn’t as if she’s closeted privately with someone, he told himself.  We’re pretty much in public here.

The waiter returned, carrying a tray of drinks and foodstuffs.  Adam took his glass - he’d ordered juice  - and eyed the food thoughtfully.  He couldn’t tell if they were a meal in their own right or just snacks, something to tide them over before the real food arrived.  He took a chicken wing and munched on it thoughtfully, tasting spices that would be staggeringly expensive back home. They were relatively cheap at the university.  Beside him, Lilith sipped her drink.  Adam had never been the most empathic of people, but he could tell she felt out of her depth.

“It’s been an interesting week,” Valerie said.  “My story has spread all over the Allied Lands.”

Adam nodded, unsure what to make of it.  He’d sent a letter back home as soon as he’d finished writing a full report for Master Landis, but he hadn’t had a reply.  His mother and siblings might not have had the time to write, let alone send a letter.  They’d grown up in a portside city.  They knew it could take weeks, if not months, for a letter to make its way to its destination.  It was unlikely they’d pay for a magician to send the message.  Master Pittwater might have done it for free, but ... Adam shook his head.  He’d just have to wait and see.

“I’ve been studying the equations,” Yvonne said.  “I think we can do more than simply channel magic into blood and store it.”

“Lady Emily is supposed to have come up with a way to store magic,” Arnold said.  “How does she do it?”

“I don’t know.”  Yvonne didn’t seem bothered by his tone, even though he was treating her as an equal.  And yet ... Adam wondered if Arnold would pay for it tomorrow.  “I suspect it can’t be done without magic, although I have no proof.  If it was something simple, the secret would be out by now.”

Arnold glanced at Lilith.  “How would you go about storing magic?”

“I wouldn’t.”  Lilith’s tone was harsh.  “If you try to store magic in something, save perhaps for anchored wards, the magic simply leeches into nothingness.  You can’t keep something charged with magic indefinitely.  It simply can’t be done.”

“Lady Emily did it,” Arnold said.  “How?”

“If she did, and stories have a habit of growing in the telling” - Lilith’s voice hardened - “I don’t presume to know how it was done.  She might have used wards to store magic, long enough to power a spell normally considered impossible, but even that would have its limits.  I think the story is exaggerated.”

“We shall see,” Arnold said.  

Yvonne cleared her throat.  “Like I said, I think there is a great deal of potential in the technique,” she said.  “The trick might be gathering enough magic to do more than just trigger a spell cascade.  If we could, for example, channel magic into wands, we could shape and cast spells without needing a magician to do the work.”

“But you’d still need a magician to embed the original spell, right?”  Valerie leaned forward, taking a sip of her drink.  “You couldn’t summon the spell from nothingness?”

“It’s possible, in theory, to use subtle magic to craft spellwork,” Yvonne said.  “Practically, it is - it was impossible.  The magic was just too strong and kept breaking its banks.  If, however, we could limit the amount of magic that flowed through the runes ... it might be possible to induce it to take a preset form rather than break out and evaporate.”

Adam frowned, remembering the books he’d studied.  Using runes to guide magic was a little like trying to alter the course of a fast-flowing river.  Done properly, it worked perfectly; done crudely, with insufficient allowance for the sheer force of the river, the results were disastrous.  The river broke its banks and washed down to the sea, smashing anything in its path.  He’d read horror stories about what happened when subtle magic got out of control.  The best anyone could hope for, if the magic became too strong, was the runes burning out and releasing the power before it was too late.  

“It would be very crude,” Lilith pointed out.  “It would be difficult to craft a very precise spell.”

“It doesn’t have to be super-precise,” Yvonne said.  “Something as simple as a fireball wand would be relatively easy to produce, if we had magic on tap.”

“We need to do more experiments,” Arnold said.  “Could we find a way to charge and project a cancellation spell?”

“That’s one of the possibilities,” Yvonne said.  “I do have other ideas.”

She grinned.  “Lady Emily thinks it’s possible to build flying machines - she calls them airships and aircraft,” she added.  “We’ve had some success with hot air balloons.  We might be able to expand upon the concept, using magic as a source of power.”

Lilith shook her head.  “You’d never be able to gather enough power to make it work.”

Adam agreed.  “My calculations suggest there are upper limits to how much power we could channel and store,” he said.  “The airship would simply fall out of the sky.”

“Magicians can fly,” Valerie said.  “The Witches of Laughter fly on pitchforks so they can stab their enemies in the ass.”

Arnold glanced at Lilith.  “Answer that?”

Lilith reddened.  “I went to Laughter,” she said.  “I know how to fly.  First, and most importantly, flying requires the witch to understand her magic so completely she can maintain a set of interacting spells without them consuming her attention.  Second, the flying spells are very delicate.  A single mistake - or someone casting a cancellation spell from the ground - would send the witch crashing down.  I was cautioned never to risk flying anywhere I might be targeted, for fear of what could happen.  Some of the most powerful witches in the world died because they took a tumble and hit the ground.”

“Splat,” Taffy said.

“Yes.”  Lilith agreed.  “I was in third year during the Great Pitchfork Disaster at Laughter.  An intruder sabotaged the spells and the results were utter chaos.  We were incredibly lucky no one died.  Take it from me - there is no way you can imbue a wand, or a pitchfork, with the spells you’d need to fly.”

Arnold leaned forward.  “Why can’t you fly in tandem?  One witch casts the flying spells; the other protects her from incoming curses.”

“Because the spells would become an order of magnitude harder if you were trying to lift two people at once,” Lilith said.  “That’s basic common sense.”

“Not everyone has the background you do,” Taffy pointed out.

“I know nothing about your background,” Lilith countered.  “And if I tried to tell you how to live your life, I’m sure I’d say something ignorant - or stupid - too.”

Adam had to admit she had a point.  He knew enough about alchemy to understand the difference between a practical and an impractical experiment.  An outsider, someone who lacked even his theoretical knowledge, wouldn’t be able to determine what was practical and what was just a waste of time.  He’d heard cautionary tales about aristocrats who, knowing little about farming, insisted on growing the same crop, year after year, without even trying to rotate the crops to give the fields a rest.  Lilith had her flaws, but she knew more about magic than the rest of them put together.  Her expertise couldn’t be dismissed.

“We may not be able to cast a really big spell,” Yvonne said.  She took a notebook from her pocket and started to sketch.  “If we can gather and store magic, if that proves possible, we might be able to power a multitude of tiny spells rather than relying on magicians to cast one big spell.  It might be possible to duplicate the flying spell on an airship, rather than a lone witch.”

“Or something that rhymes with witch,” one of the other craftsmen said.

Yvonne shot him a sharp look, than continued making notes.  “We didn’t have any trouble getting the balloon in the air,” she mused.  “We could simply use the magic to steer.”

“And what would happen,” Lilith asked, “when a passing magician, or a mundane with a wand, blasts the airship with a fireball?”

Arnold grinned.  “Fireballs are held together by magic, are they not?  The airship might not be able to shield itself with a solid ward, but it could - it could - project a disruption ward around its hull.  A fireball would evaporate a long time before it reached its target.”

“Really?”  Adam wasn’t so sure.  “That would work?”

“I think so,” Yvonne said.  “Magicians defend themselves with wards woven into their personal magic, right?  Except those wards are keyed to disrupt and deflect magic rather than physical force.  Magicians are so concerned about guns because bullets are harder to stop.  The wards they need to protect themselves from incoming fire are incredibly draining.”

“That’s why you can sneak up behind a magician and bash his skull in with a rock,” Arnold added.  “His defences aren’t configured to stop it.”

“A smart magician would cast a ward to let him know someone was sneaking up behind him,” Lilith said.  “And then he’d repel the attacker before it was too late.”

Arnold smirked.  “The vast majority of magicians are too powerful to be smart.”

“The trick would be ensuring our disruption spells didn’t interfere with our flying spells,” Yvonne said, ignoring the byplay.  “We’d have to project them out quite some distance.”

“It would be embarrassing if the airship accidentally knocked itself out of the sky,” Arnold agreed.  He looked at Lilith.  “How do you do it?  How do you keep your defences from cancelling your offences?”

Lilith frowned.  “You just ... you just don’t.”

“That’s not very helpful,” Arnold said, mocking her.  “You’re in a duel.  You’re hurling fireballs at your opponent while ducking and dodging the fireballs he’s hurling at you.  How do you protect yourself from him while making sure he can’t protect himself from you?”

“It’s my magic.”  Lilith sounded irked.  “It just ... it just doesn’t interfere with itself.”

Adam shot her a reassuring glance.  He understood the problem, although he doubted any of the others did.  Lilith couldn’t explain her magic, any more than she could explain what it was like to be a girl.  No matter what she said, no matter what they understood intellectually, they would never have the emotional understanding they needed.  Lilith didn’t know how her magic truly worked.  She didn’t need to understand how her lungs worked for her to breathe.

“Bodies are resistant to things they know will harm them,” Yvonne said.  “Magic might work the same way.”

“Perhaps if we channel the magic through the same blood, it would appear to be the same magic,” Arnold said.

Taffy frowned.  “What if ... what if we used runes to channel magic into someone’s blood?”

“I thought that was what we were doing,” Valerie said.  “I wrote a story about it.”

“That’s not what I meant.”  Taffy pulled back her sleeve, revealing her veins.  “What if we channelled magic into someone’s blood before it was drawn from their body?”

Arnold made a choking noise.  Beside him, Yvonne seemed just as shocked.

“Are you insane?”  Lilith cut through whatever Arnold wanted to say.  “Do you have any idea how dangerous it could be to charge blood while it runs in your veins?”

Taffy stared at her.  “What if it made someone a magician?”

“You’d be concentrating a nexus of raw magic inside your body, without any way to use it,” Lilith snapped.  “If you were lucky, the magic would simply dispel itself without actually doing anything.  If you weren’t ...”

“I might get zapped into a frog?”  Taffy looked worried.  “Or a toad?”

“You’d be lucky,” Lilith said.  “Wild magic - war magic - is incredibly dangerous.  You would be lucky if you just turned yourself into a frog.  I’ve seen people who have been warped and mutilated, their bodies twisted into nightmarish things, just for getting too close to a site drenched in wild magic.  And they were magicians who should have known what they were getting into before it was too late.  You would channel magic into your body, without any way to control or release it.  Do you know what happens to magicians who don’t regularly use their magic?”

“You don’t know that would happen,” Arnold said.  “Right?”

“If you want to test the concept, do it a long way from here,” Lilith said.  “And make sure whoever you convince to volunteer for this dumb idea knows exactly what they’re risking.”

“It would probably be better to shelve the concept, for the moment,” Yvonne said.  She shot Taffy an approving glance.  “Still, it was a good idea.  It might not be practical.”

“Perhaps we could try with different types of blood,” Arnold said.  “What if we used pig blood instead?  Or cows?”

“I have no idea,” Lilith said.  “It’s certainly worth trying.”

“What about bloodwood?”  A craftsman leaned forward.  “We could store magic in that.”

“It’s only a name,” Lilith snapped.  “It’s just ...”

She reddened as the craftsmen tittered.  Adam felt a moment of sympathy.  It had been a joke - and a trap, one she’d fallen into without a second thought.  Bloodwood might look as though blood ran through the wood, but it wasn’t real blood.  Hell, the wood was too light to be used for anything solid.  He was no craftsman, but he couldn’t recall seeing the wood used for anything more than decoration.

Yvonne cleared her throat.  “There are other ideas,” she said.  “What about ...”

Adam forced himself to listen, relaxing slightly as the discussion washed around the table.  Everyone offered ideas; some practical, some completely impractical.  Yvonne noted them all, promising to consider them properly in the cold light of day.  Adam felt ... he felt almost as if he belonged.  He’d always wanted to be part of something bigger, to live and work somewhere that encouraged him to broaden his mind ... the university, he told himself, was practically heaven.  But not everyone agreed.

“You’re assuming you can gather and store magic, yet you can’t even sense magic,” Lilith pointed out when someone asked her opinion.  “This whole plan is madness.”

“You could come and help us,” Yvonne said.  “Or we could use runes to detect magic.”

“Or perhaps you just think you’re special,” Arnold added.  “What will you do when I can manipulate magic as easily as you?”

Lilith looked, for a second, as if he’d slapped her.  Adam felt his heart sink.  He liked Arnold and he had to work with Lilith and ... he cursed under his breath.  Perhaps Lilith was a little worried about the future, although she had no reason to be.  It would be a long time - and she knew it as well as he did - before alchemists found themselves short of work.  And yet ...

She stood, brushing down her dress.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said to Adam.  “Thank you for ... a thought-provoking evening.”

Adam stared after her, unsure what to say.  Should he go with her?  It wasn’t as if she needed someone to escort her back to the university.  And yet ... he didn’t feel right about letting her go on her own.  She was going to be in a foul mood tomorrow.

Yvonne caught his eye.  “Go after her, now.”

“But ...”  Adam started.  “I thought ...”

Yvonne ignored him.  “Go.  Now.”

Adam bowed.  “Yes, Senior Craftswoman.”
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The sky was darkening rapidly, the moon rising as Adam stepped out of the salon and looked towards the university.  Lilith was ahead of him, heading up the road as if the demons of the night were after her. Adam shivered - Arnold had told him stories of strange creatures sighted deeper within the desert - then started after her.  She wasn’t quite running, but she was moving quickly enough to make him work to catch her.  It dawned on him, too late, that she might not thank him for coming after her.  He’d thought it was a fun evening, a chance to share ideas and hopefully build something workable; she might not have shared his opinion.

His heart clenched as he picked up speed.  It wasn’t fair.  He’d been shunned by magical apprentices for not being magical and mundane apprentices for trying to be magical.  He had never really had any friends, not until now ... and yet, he’d been forced to leave them behind to attend to a girl who didn’t like him, who’d made it clear she wished she’d never met him.  It struck him, suddenly, that Lilith might not be pleased to find him coming up behind her, that she might tell him to leave or hex him or ... he hesitated, feeling like a coward.  Why was it so hard to do the right thing?  Why was it so hard to determine what was the right thing?

Lilith turned, her face illuminated by the moonlight.  “What do you want?”

Adam hesitated, again.  He wasn’t sure what to say.  He could talk about potions and alchemy for hours, until he was told to shut up, but talking to a girl ...?  He wasn’t sure how to talk to a city-girl from Beneficence, let alone a sorceress who’d been raised in a very different society and had very different ways of looking at the world.  What could he say?  He remembered all the stories, all the jokes and jibes, about Laughter and cursed under his breath.  It might have been easier if he hadn’t heard the stories.  They were probably untrue, but so what?  They were still in his mind.

“To talk.”  Adam held up his hands, showing they were empty.  “How are you feeling?”

“I shouldn’t have gone with you,” Lilith said.  “I should have stayed in the university.”

Adam said nothing for a long moment.  “It wasn’t that bad ...”

Lilith’s face darkened.  “You have no idea what bad is.”

Adam felt a hot flash of temper.  “Someone speculating about magic is bad?”

“No.”  Lilith clutched her dress, as if she was trying to control herself.  “It’s people speculating about magic, or anything, when they don’t have the slightest idea what they’re talking about!  That’s not just bad.  It’s dangerous!”

“It was just an idea,” Adam protested.  “And you pointed out what was wrong with it.”

“They’ll try it anyway,” Lilith said.  “And someone will die - or worse - when they try to store magic within their blood.”

She shook her head.  “That’s not the point,” she added.  “I don’t belong here.”

Adam hesitated.  He’d endured his brother taking him places he hadn’t felt he belonged ... sometimes, he’d grown accustomed to them, sometimes, he’d left as soon as possible without looking back.  And yet ... where did Lilith truly belong?  She had no friends, no cronies ... the closest thing she had to a friend was Adam himself and they spent half their time sniping at each other.  If that was how Lilith treated her friends, he dreaded to think how she might treat her enemies.  

“You do,” he said, finally.  It felt weak, but he couldn’t think of anything else.  “Didn’t you enjoy researching with me?”

Lilith laughed, humourlessly.  “Do you know how I even got here?  Why I had to start my apprenticeship here?”

“No,” Adam said.  “Why?”

“My father has a dream,” Lilith said.  “He’s never going to accomplish it, but ...”

She turned.  The moonlight made her face look pale.  “It’s political.”

“Your father is Master Dagon?”  Adam was sure of it, but he’d never actually checked the records for himself.  “Right?”

“Yeah.”  Lilith said nothing for a long moment, then started to pace up the road.  Adam walked beside her.  “My father ... it’s a long story.”

She took a breath, then stopped.  “You know the story of Heart’s Eye?”

“Lady Emily killed the necromancer and claimed the university for herself?”  Adam nodded.  “I may have heard it a few ... hundred ... times.”

Lilith didn’t laugh.  “Heart’s Eye was a school, one of the oldest - perhaps the oldest - in the Allied Lands.  My father was a student when he was a young man, along with a bunch of others.  He graduated, completed his charms apprenticeship and joined the Old Boys League.  It’s ... it’s a bunch of former students who have, had, a certain amount of influence over the school.  When the necromancer arrived and kicked everyone in the ass, the Old Boys concentrated on trying to convince the Allied Lands to put together a force to boot the necromancer back out of the school.  It didn’t work.  The first two attempts failed and no one was interested in a third.”

Adam frowned.  “And then Lady Emily killed the necromancer.”

“Yeah.”  Lilith shook her head.  “The Old Boys were astonished.  Their first thought was that they could reclaim the school.  That rapidly proved impossible.  She’d reignited the nexus point and used it to anchor wards, securing her claim on the school.  The Old Boys - at that point, Master Highland was their acknowledged leader - worked hard to either undermine her claim or convince her to grant them a share in the school.  I don’t know precisely what happened then, but some kind of deal must have been struck.  Master Highland accompanied Lady Emily and her team to Heart’s Eye, a year ago, to assist her in turning the building into a university.  The Old Boys believed the concept would fail and then they’d get to resurrect their school.”

“But it didn’t work out that way, did it?”  Adam looked towards the university in the distance.  “Lady Emily came out ahead.”

“Perhaps.”  Lilith shrugged, bitterly.  “Something happened ... I don’t know what.  If my father knows, he never told me.  Master Highland died.  The Old Boys were asked to submit a replacement and my father volunteered.  He insisted on taking me with him and making sure I did my apprenticeship in Heart’s Eye.  Master Landis was the only person willing to accept me as an apprentice, under those terms.”

Adam frowned.  “It wasn’t what you wanted?”

“I never wanted to come here,” Lilith said.  “And I’m not welcome here.”

“I don’t get it,” Adam said.  “You’re beautiful and well-connected and powerful and ...”

Lilith laughed, darkly.  “There are five seats on the inner council.  My father holds one.  Lady Emily and her supporters hold the others.  My father can simply be outvoted, whenever something comes to a vote.  What can he do?”

She went on before Adam could think of an answer.  “And most of the magicians here are her supporters,” she added.  “They like the concept of a magical university, even if they think people like you shouldn’t be here.  What do you think they think of me?”

Adam stared at her as the pieces fell into place.  “They’re shunning you because they think your father is going to turn back the clock?”

“Worse than that,” Lilith said.  “They think he can’t turn back the clock.”

“Oh.”  Adam sucked in his breath.  A once-powerful or titled man wouldn’t be shunned as long as there was the slightest chance he’d regain his former position.  Adam knew people back home who had no formal power, yet - because they’d held their positions once - were still treated as people of consequence.  Master Dagon might be a powerful magician, but he was far from unique and his influence was minimal.  There was no way he could punish them for their disrespect.  “They think he’s just ...”

“Powerless,” Lilith snapped.  “Why do you think they want nothing to do with me?”

Adam felt his heart go out to her.  If Lilith had nothing to offer ... no one would want to even try to approach her.  She was no better than Vesperian’s children, as far as the students were concerned, only worse because there were no tales of them having access to hidden vaults of gold and silver that had been - somehow - buried under the city.  Adam understood, now, why she’d wanted to go to dinner with him.  She literally had no one else.

He met her eyes.  “Where do you want to be?”

“Somewhere else.”  Lilith snorted.  “I could have studied in Celeste or Dragon’s Den ... I could have had an apprenticeship anywhere, if my father had been willing to let me go.  But instead ... I’m stuck here, while he spends his time battling the incoming tide.”

Adam’s eyes narrowed.  “I don’t understand.”

“The university isn’t solid yet, but it’s getting there,” Lilith told him.  “The Old Boys are deluding themselves if they think it’s going to collapse into a pile of sand and stone.  Even if it fails, the wards and nexus point still belong to Lady Emily.  She could build herself a castle out here and live in glorious splendour while the Old Boys gnash their teeth in helpless rage and humiliation.  The school they knew and loved is gone.  They are fighting a rear-guard action long after the war itself has come to an end.”

Her voice rose.  “And they’re just wasting my time!”

“You don’t have to stay,” Adam said.  “You’re old enough to leave ...”

Lilith rolled her eyes.  “How many masters do you know who’d take me without my father’s permission, and - more importantly - his money?”

Adam had no answer.  Lilith didn’t seem to expect one.  She was breathing heavily, her breasts rising and falling as she struggled to compose herself.  Adam forced himself to look away, giving her what privacy he could.  Girls were allowed to cry, but ... it couldn’t be easy for her to lose control so openly.  He thought he understood her point now.  She could have been doing her apprenticeship in a magical community, rather than a university crammed with people who hated her because of her father.  It was hard to understand.  Lilith was hardly responsible for the sins of her father.  Hell, he hadn’t committed any sins!

But they think he wants to take away their brave new world, he thought.  And they also think he can’t even begin to do it.

He looked at her, realising - not for the first time - how beautiful she was.  It was easy, suddenly, to see the person behind the mask.  Lilith was more than ... than just another magician looking down on a powerless mundane.  She was a person, with hopes and dreams and fears.  She was ...

“You don’t have to live in your father’s shadow,” Adam said, resisting the urge to point out that some people didn’t have fathers.  “You can work to make the university a success instead.”

Lilith gave him a sharp look.  “You think so?”

“You did help me develop a whole new technique for making potions,” Adam said.  “And we were experimenting earlier ... do you know what we could develop, if we work together?  What we could do?”

“Hah.”  Lilith shook her head.  “What does it matter, when no one even knows if our degrees would be worth anything?”

Adam considered it.  “We could try,” he said.  “Lady Emily doesn’t have a degree and she’s turned the world upside down.”

“You are not Lady Emily,” Lilith said.  He thought he saw a flash of hope in her eyes.  “And you do not even begin to have her influence.”

“She had to start somewhere,” Adam said.  He met her eyes.  “We’ve already made a start.”

“You’ve already made a start,” Lilith corrected.  “I was just the test subject.  And the butt of all the jokes.”

She sagged.  “Do you know what they were saying about me?”

“It didn’t happen,” Adam said, sharply.  He stepped forward and gave her a gentle hug.  Her arms wrapped around him as if he were a life preserver.  He was suddenly very aware of her breasts pressing against his chest.  “We went out to dinner together.  No one’s going to believe the rumours after they saw us eating peacefully ...”

Lilith looked up.  Her lips were suddenly very close to his.  He leaned forward without conscious thought, pressing his lips against hers.  She was soft and warm ... he felt his heart beating rapidly, pounding in his chest.  It wasn’t his first kiss, but ... it felt perfect.

He saw a flash of panic in her eyes as she pulled back, a fear he didn’t understand.  She shoved him hard, pushing him back.  He let go of her, opening his mouth to ask ... he wasn’t sure what.  Her eyes were wide and staring ... she lifted her hand, her body swaying as if she were drunk, and cast a spell.  Adam had no time to react before he felt his body start to change, his muscles hardening to something immobile even as the world started to expand around him.  He felt a surge of panic himself as he fell - he wasn’t sure where he was falling from - and hit the ground.  His last sight of Lilith was her turning and running as if she was fleeing a necromancer,

His thoughts grew sluggish.  It was hard, so hard, to think.  She hadn’t killed him, had she?  She hadn’t condemned him to perpetual living death?  She hadn’t ... he wanted to swallow, even though he wasn’t sure he had a mouth any longer.  What had she done?  What had she turned him into?  He tried to focus his mind, forcing himself to remember magical theory he’d studied when he’d hoped he could become a theoretical magician.  His thoughts refused to cooperate.  They just kept drifting back to the kiss ... had she been offended that he’d dared to kiss her?  Or ... had she feared the worst?  Or ... she’d kissed him back ... had she been horrified at herself?  His thoughts just drifted away ...

... He came back to himself in a flash, his body suddenly human again.  He was lying on the stony ground, curled up in a ball ... his muscles ached when he uncurled and forced himself to stand, staring up at the moon.  It hadn’t risen that far, as far as he could tell.  He thought it couldn’t be later than midnight, although it was hard to be sure.  He’d been trapped for two hours?  Perhaps three?  He didn’t know.

For a moment, he just stood there.  It would be easy to walk down to the town, to find a place to sleep until morning and then simply leave the university for good.  He wasn’t sure how he was going to face Lilith, after this ... a flash of raw anger shot through him, mingled with confusion and the bitter taint of betrayal.  He’d thought Lilith was better than Matt and Jasper and all the other magicians who thought that being able to cast spells made them superior to everyone else.  He’d thought ... he remembered the feel of her lips against his and gritted his teeth.  What had she been thinking?  She’d kissed him back ...

He turned and forced himself to start walking back to the university.  He didn’t know what was going through her mind and he didn’t much care.  He’d earned his place, damn it; he’d done more in a couple of weeks to earn his apprenticeship than Lilith had done in her entire life.  He would stay and research magic and learn how to use it and to hell with her.  She could go jump off a cliff.  If she didn’t have the sense to make use of the apprenticeship, to earn her mastery and use it to go anywhere she liked, it was her problem.  He didn’t have to help her.  He didn’t have to share the credit with her.  There were no shortage of students who would happily take her place if she decided to leave.

His temper cooled, becoming icy, as he walked back to the dorm.  Arnold was sitting on his bed, studying the potion orbs.  He’d come up with the concept himself, then convinced some of his fellows to help make it work.  Adam had been impressed by the synergy.  They’d all had one part of the puzzle, but by putting them together they’d created something new.

“What happened?”  Arnold gave him a wink.  “Did you have a good time with her?”

“No,” Adam snarled.  He was in no mood for the sort of questions he expected from his dormmates.  “She ...”

Arnold put a hand on his shoulder.  “It’s alright,” he said.  “Tell us what you want to tell us.”

Adam felt numb as he spilled the whole story.  Arnold listened quietly, not interrupting, as Adam went through it all.  He expected to be laughed at, to be humiliated, but Arnold took it seriously.  And, when Adam was done, Arnold patted him on the back.

“It’s a common trick, I’m afraid,” he said.  “The witches get a man nice and hot, then zap him before he can do anything about it.  And then the poor bastard is completely shocked out of his mind.  He can’t complain or everyone will laugh at him.”

“I can’t,” Adam said.  Master Landis wouldn’t take him seriously if he complained.  It would be laughable.  “I just can’t ...”

Arnold cleared his throat, summoning the rest of the dorm.  “I know what’ll cheer you up,” he said, holding up one of the orbs.  “It’s time to teach Jasper a lesson.”
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“Is everyone clear on what they have to do?”

Adam hesitated as Arnold’s voice echoed through the dorm.  He couldn’t decide if he was excited, terrified, or both.  Apprentices - and magical students - fought endless prank battles and wars, but it was the first time anyone had asked him to take part.  The wars between the brewing and fishing apprentices were legendary, the conflicts between the craftsmen and tailor apprentices rooted in rivalries that dated so far back no one knew the truth, yet ... he’d always been, at best, a passive observer.  Master Pittwater had never encouraged him to go out and fight with other apprentices.  He’d felt as though he was missing something, although the injuries he’d seen had often been severe.  The City Guard rarely managed to tamp down the violence, when the conflict got out of control, before someone got more than a black eye.

He felt his heart starting to pound as he looked from face to face.  Arnold had gathered five other apprentices, all from the same dorm.  He’d cautioned them not to talk to anyone as they prepared the gas, even though having more people along would make it easier to give the magical apprentices a fright.  Adam wasn’t sure why Taffy hadn’t been invited, although he could make a very good guess.  She might face worse than simple transfiguration if the raid went spectacularly wrong.

“Good,” Arnold said.  “Let’s go.”

Adam pulled his cloth mask into place, then followed the group as they slipped out of the dorm and into the common room.  The chamber was empty.  Everyone should be in their beds.  Matt had told him there were old traditions of students sneaking around the school after dark - he’d bragged of his adventures in a way that had convinced Adam he was bullshitting - but it was rather pointless in a university that remained open even in the depths of night.  It occurred to Adam, too late, that the magical apprentices might still be awake.  It was midnight and yet no one would tell them to cancel the lightglobes and go to sleep.  He opened his mouth to ask Arnold what they’d do, if they ran into magicians awake and fully capable of defending themselves, but closed it again without speaking.  Arnold had been right so far, about everything.  Adam was sure Arnold would have planned for utter disaster.

Sweat beaded on his back, the tension rising as they made their way into the corridor beyond.  The air was cool, yet ... he couldn’t help feeling nervous.  A band of young men strolling around would not be ignored back home, particularly after curfew.  It was hard to escape the sense they were being watched, that the university authorities were just waiting for them to cross the line before they swept down and expelled the entire dorm.  His mouth was dry.  He wanted to go back to the dorm, to abandon the whole plan as a bad - terrible - idea, but he knew he couldn’t.  He’d given his word.  No one would ever trust or respect him again if he went back on it.  

You had your chance to say no, he thought, coldly.  And you said yes instead.

His thoughts ran in circles.  He remembered the feel of Lilith’s lips, the moment it seemed she would melt into him before she jumped back and hexed him ... he wondered, not for the first time, what had been going through her mind.  Was she appalled that he’d dared to kiss her?  Was she shocked at herself for kissing him back?  Or ... Adam gritted his teeth.  Lilith’s father was a traditionalist, a reactionary who made the other reactionaries look positively revolutionary by comparison.  She might be disowned - or worse - if her father learned that she’d kissed him.  She might have lashed out in self-defence.

He sighed, inwardly.  They’d have to talk.  And he wasn’t good at talking to girls.

Arnold stopped outside a large wooden door.  Adam wasn’t surprised to note that the entrance to the magical dorms was grand enough to fit into a guildhall, far grander than the entrance to the mundane dorms.  He tensed as Arnold stepped forward and pressed his fingers against the wood, all the cautionary tales about what happened to people who trespassed in magical domains running through his head.  They were about to cross the line.  He almost wished the door was locked, to the point they had to give up and go back to the dorms before it was too late.  No one could blame him, surely, if they couldn’t carry out the raid.  It might be the best of all possible worlds if ...

The door opened, silently.  Arnold stepped into the common room, the dim lights growing brighter as he moved.  Adam followed, looking around with interest despite the butterflies in his stomach.  The chamber was surprisingly formal; the walls linked with bookshelves, wooden desks and chairs positioned as if the magicians intended to hold a guild meeting.  He felt an odd flicker of sympathy, buried under envy as he surveyed the books on the shelves.  There was no time to inspect the tomes, but it was clear, just from a glance, that they were magical textbooks rather than blue books or other trash.  His stomach burned.  Jasper and his peers lived in riches and they didn’t even know it.  

Arnold pointed a finger at the next door.  “That one.”

Adam nodded, clutching the orb in his hand.  The witches apparently slept elsewhere.  He wasn’t sure why Jasper and his peers didn’t share a common room with their female counterparts, but he knew he should be relieved.  Authorities that would turn a blind eye to apprentices fighting each other would take it far more seriously if women and girls were caught in the middle, as would everyone else.  He wondered, suddenly, how long it would be until Taffy and her peers led a raid on Lilith’s dorm.  If she slept in a dorm.  She was the daughter of a councillor.  There was a very good chance she had a bedroom right next to her father’s.

Poor Lilith, Adam thought.

He watched, bracing himself, as Arnold inched open the door.  The room inside was as dark and silent ... no, it wasn’t quite silent.  He heard snoring.  He peered into the semi-darkness as his eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, picking out the beds beyond.  Some were closed, curtains drawn around to hide the occupant from prying eyes.  Others were gaping open, daring him to peek.  The sleeping magicians looked deep in sleep.  They’d clearly not bothered to post a guard.  He was surprised they hadn’t set up wards to keep intruders out.

There are too many of them, he told himself.  He knew the theory, even if he didn’t have a hope of casting the spells.  If they tried to defend the whole dorm, they’d either fail or find themselves trapped by their own defences.  The beds themselves are much more likely to be protected.

Arnold held up his orb, silently counting down from three.  Adam tensed as Arnold threw the orb into the chamber, then launched his own after.  The others followed suit, even as the first orb hit the ground and exploded into a rapidly expanding cloud of gas.  Adam’s eyes shot open as the gas spread rapidly, far quicker than he’d assumed.  Arnold had said something about compressed gas being stored with the orb, but Adam hadn’t understood what he’d meant until now.  The magicians would be breathing in the gas before they even realised they were under attack.

A magician who looked uncannily like a pig sat up, coughing and choking.  The unkind part of Adam’s mind wondered if he’d been cursed in some way, even as he braced himself for magical retaliation.  It was unusual, almost unknown, for a magician to be significantly overweight.  The porcine magician stared around in shock, his eyes going wide as he laid eyes on the mundanes.  He jabbed a finger at them, roaring out the words of a spell ...

... Nothing happened.

Arnold whooped.  “Get them!”

The gang surged forward, hooting and hollering.  Adam was pushed along, his legs brushing against an empty bed as he looked for Jasper.  The stench of durian hung in the air, taunting the magicians as they struggled to cast a spell.  The magician was in the bed right at the end, next to the washroom; Adam vaguely recalled something about it being the most prestigious position in the dorm.  Jasper jumped out of bed, waving his hand in the air.  There was a spark of magic, but it faded before Adam could start to panic.  Jasper stumbled back, staring at Adam in horror.  Adam thought, just for a moment, that Jasper didn’t even recognise him.  Jasper had a bad reputation.  Arnold had told Adam that Adam had gotten off lightly.  Jasper had a habit of casting skirt-lifting spells on mundane girls ...

Adam ground his teeth.  A surge of anger and hatred roared through him as he clenched his fist, then drove it into Jasper’s nose.  It broke with a satisfying crunch.  Adam knew he wasn’t the strongest of apprentices - the average docksman could break him in half, effortlessly - but, without his magic, Jasper was a wimp.  He screamed like a little girl as he stumbled back, too stunned to raise his fists to defend himself.  Adam was almost disappointed.  Matt would have made a far better showing.  Hell, he’d met a couple of combat sorcerers in training who could have kicked his ass even without magic.  Jasper ... like all bullies, he was a coward at heart.  He’d run if he faced someone tough enough to beat him.  The trick was finding a way to do it.

Jasper whimpered, hands pressed against his bleeding nose.  Adam cursed him openly and slammed his fist into Jasper’s chest.  He felt a flicker of guilt as Jasper doubled over, fading almost as quickly as it came as he remembered all the horrible things Jasper had done.  He deserved to be beaten to within an inch of his life, if not worse.  He deserved ...

He tried not to spit in disgust as Jasper collapsed, body hitting the floor like a sack of potatoes.  He’d never be scared of Jasper again.  He turned away, displaying the utmost contempt, and surveyed the room.  The magicians outnumbered the mundanes, but they were too stunned to fight back.  One young magician sat on his bed, protected by wards emplaced well before the raid began; the remainder were in agony, howling in pain as they tried to flee.  Adam met the sitting magician’s eyes and felt an odd flicker of fellow-feeling, although he could not have said why.  The magician was the only one who’d thought to remain inside his personal protections, rather than running straight towards their attackers.  It was lucky, Adam decided, that the magician hadn’t thought to modify his wards to filter the air.

Which is a fairly obvious countermeasure, he told himself.  This trick won’t work twice.

Arnold wolf-whistled, the signal for retreat.  Adam took one last look at Jasper, still moaning, then turned and hurried towards the door.  They’d made an awful racket.  The dorms were meant to be soundproof, but he’d be surprised if someone hadn’t heard and reported them.  He wasn’t sure what would happen, if they were caught.  Matt had told him of harsh punishments for anyone caught outside the dorms after midnight - apparently, the risk was part of the thrill - but Adam wasn’t sure he believed them.  The punishments didn’t sound survivable.  He found it hard to believe the schools made a habit of killing their students.  They were quite dangerous enough without the staff making it worse.

He hurried through the door, Arnold bringing up the rear.  The door banged closed, a pair of tables hastily pushed into position to bar the exit.  The magicians seemed too stunned to give chase, but there was no point in taking chances.  Besides, it would add to their humiliation if they were trapped inside their stinking dorms.  Normally, they could simply blast down the door.  Now ... they’d have to push the door open, somehow.  It wouldn’t be easy.  They might be better off if they tried to take the door off its hinges.  Did they have the tools to do it?

Arnold clapped him on the shoulder.  “Good work,” he said.  “You want to take some of their books?”

Adam was tempted, but he shook his head.  The unwritten rules were clear.  Apprentices could fight like cats and dogs, if they wished, but there were limits.  Stealing or destroying the tools of the trade would bring harsh punishment, from their peers if not from their masters or the guardsmen.  He was surprised Arnold had made the suggestion.  A craftsman would normally honour the rule, if only to ensure others honoured it too.

Someone started to bang on the sealed door.  Adam smirked as the gang hurried through the other door and into the corridor.  He would have felt sorry for the magicians - their dorm stank of durian, the stench guaranteed to linger until they vented the chamber and cleansed the air - if they hadn’t been such assholes.  They had one hell of a mess to sort out.  It wouldn’t be easy, without magic.  They’d have to stand at the edge of the common room and sweep the air, trying not to breathe the gas as they cast their spells.  It would teach them precisely what it was like to have to make do without magic.

He thought he heard someone running in the distance as they hurried back to the dorm.  The staff?  Other students?  Or someone trying to make it back to the dorms and get some sleep before they had to get up and go back to work?  He didn’t know.  He wasn’t sure what, if anything, the staff would do.  Not that it mattered.  The magical apprentices wouldn’t take the attack lying down, whatever the staff said.  No apprentices worthy of the name would let the attack pass without some attempt to strike back.  There would be retaliation ...

And we’ll have to think of something new, he told himself.  He had a handful of vague ideas, but none were solid.  Not yet.  Perhaps if we were to infuse magic into the common room’s atmosphere ...

Arnold whooped as soon as they were back in the dorms.  “Did you see the look on their faces?”

Adam smiled, although he wasn’t sure what he felt.  It had felt good to break Jasper’s nose - the bully had done worse, much worse - and yet there was a bit of him that wondered if they’d gone too far.  He sat on his bed, lost in his thoughts as the boasting grew louder and louder.  Arnold seemed to be encouraging his gang to brag, to tell tall tales of how they’d kicked magical ass.  Adam understood - the mundanes hadn’t been able to fight back until now - and yet ... had they gone too far?

“Golden wet himself,” someone said.  Adam couldn’t see who.  “Did you see?  The bastard pissed his pants!”

“Serve him right for boasting he looked a necromancer in the eye and got away with it,” Arnold said.  He clapped his hands with glee.  “I’ll lay good odds he’s never been anywhere near a necromancer.  Any suckers ... I mean, takers?”

No bet, Adam thought, as the dorm rang with laughter.  He’d been cautioned never to gamble, particularly when the house set the rules.  It would definitely be a sucker bet.

He snorted as he started to undress.  There weren’t many magicians who’d faced a necromancer and lived to tell the tale.  He’d attended the last ceremonies for Casper of House Waterfall, the city’s hero, a young apprentice who might have been remembered longer if he hadn’t had the misfortune to die shortly before Vesperian’s Dream became Vesperian’s Folly.  Adam had met Casper, when he’d started his apprenticeship.  He’d been a snooty bastard, and Adam had loathed him with a passion, but no one could doubt that Casper had died well.  Come to think of it, he’d died at Heart’s Eye.  Dua Kepala had killed him.

The noise grew louder, even as he pulled the curtains around his bed in hopes of getting some rest.  Tomorrow was not going to be fun.  He’d be lucky if he got even a few hours of sleep before he had to report to the lab to continue the experiments ... he groaned, wondering what the staff were going to say.  Or Master Landis.  Or Lilith.  He’d almost sooner deal with a bad-tempered master than his fellow apprentice.  He had no idea what she would say.

It felt like hours before the noise dimmed, apprentices heading to their beds.  Adam sighed in relief.  Arnold and the others might be able to get by on three or four hours of sleep, but he knew he couldn’t.  He had to be awake and aware when he went to work or he was likely to hurt himself.  Or someone else.  Master Landis would not be understanding.  He’d say Adam’s condition was a self-inflicted wound, and he’d be right.

We gave them a fright, Adam told himself.  He still wasn’t sure how he felt about the whole affair - somehow, it had been easier to consider when it had been purely theoretical - but it didn’t matter.  Jasper deserved everything Adam had done to him and worse.  He won’t be so hasty to bully us again.

On that note, he finally managed to drift off to sleep.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Adam was awakened, after what felt like bare seconds, by someone ringing a bell.

He stumbled out of bed and peered through the curtains.  The Gorgon stood in the middle of the dorm, a heavy metal bell in one hand.  Adam stared at her blearily as she rang it again, the sound crashing into his head and leaving him feeling as if he’d been slapped.  She turned to stare at him, her eyes boring into his ... it struck him, suddenly, that she was pretty in an unconventional way.  And yet ...

“Get dressed,” the Gorgon ordered.  Her voice boomed through the room.  “Now.”

Adam realised he was naked, save for his underpants, and darted back behind the curtains in embarrassment.  The Gorgon was very definitely female.  He tried to tell himself that it didn’t matter, or at least it wasn’t his fault because she’d walked into the dorm without even bothering to shout a warning, but ... he shook his head, glancing at the clock as he pulled a clean shirt over his head.  It was 0700.  His skin felt grimy and stank faintly of durian - he kicked himself, mentally, for not showering after the raid - but he suspected they didn’t have a choice.  The Gorgon would not have walked into the dorm and woken them if she hadn’t been ordered to do so.

He pulled on his trousers, took a breath to steady himself and then stepped through the curtain.  Arnold was already there, looking disgustingly fresh as he waited for the others.  He was studying the Gorgon with frank curiosity, rather than the horror or disgust or unease so many others showed.  Adam was surprised.  There weren’t many, if any, demihumans in Cockatrice.  But then ... he remembered Arnold saying something about the Gorgon being the most reasonable magician in the university.  He’d been here for months.  He’d probably had enough time to get over the first reaction and see her as more than just a demihuman.  

Arnold nudged him.  “Time to face the music.”

“Be quiet,” the Gorgon ordered.  It was hard to read her face, but Adam had the feeling she was more than a little annoyed.  “Wait.”

Adam clasped his hands behind his back as the rest of the dorm joined him; some clearly surprised, others bracing themselves for the worst.  Adam’s heart was thumping so loudly he was sure the entire dorm could hear it.  Last night ... his thoughts ran in circles.  He’d kissed Lilith, then broken Jasper’s ... had it only been one night?  He groaned as the Gorgon’s eyes ran over the gathered dormmates.  He knew from bitter experience that something could easily seem like a good, even brilliant, idea, yet turn out to be disastrous in the cold light of day.  Jasper had connections.  Adam was suddenly sure the bully had been screaming at them from the moment he’d finally broken out of the dorm.

“Good,” the Gorgon said.  She turned and strode off.  “Walk this way.”

Arnold smirked, mouthing I can’t walk that way as they started to walk.  Adam tried not to snicker as Arnold swung his hips, moving in a bad parody of feminine motion.  He must be more asleep than he thought, he told himself, if that was actually funny.  He shook his head, surprised Arnold was making fun of the Gorgon.  Perhaps he was just trying to cheer the others up.  They had to be surprised at being dragged from their beds after a few short hours of sleep.  Adam knew he was.

The Gorgon led them up a flight of stairs and down an alarmingly familiar corridor.  Adam winced inwardly as he realised they were walking towards the council chamber, the same chamber Master Landis had taken him after he’d created the Durian Gas.  He gritted his teeth, his hands suddenly sweaty as they passed through a pair of doors.  They were in trouble and yet ... a wave of despondency threatened to overcome him.  It wasn’t fair.  Jasper and his peers could do whatever they liked, while Adam couldn’t so much as raise a hand to them without having it cut off.  It just wasn’t fair.

“Let me do the talking,” Arnold said.

The Gorgon didn’t look back.  “Be quiet.”

They stepped through the final door and into the council chamber itself.  Mistress Irene and the rest of the council - Adam was mildly surprised to see Yvonne, although he wasn’t sure why he’d had that reaction - sat at the table, facing them.  Adam felt his heart sink.  Matt had led him to believe that there wouldn’t be permanent consequences, certainly nothing that would linger.  Arnold had certainly pooh-poohed the idea that they’d be expelled.  And yet ...

Master Landis isn’t here, he thought.  He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign.  Master Pittwater had been the only person who could terminate his apprenticeship.  The precedents were clear that nothing was allowed to come between the master-apprentice relationship.  And yet ... it was a little vaguer at Heart’s Eye.  Adam wondered, in hindsight, if that had been deliberate.  How can I be his apprentice when I’m not even allowed to enter the building?

Mistress Irene glowered at them, her eyes moving from face to face.  Adam did his best not to quail.  Mistress Irene had all the presence of a matriarch, someone charged with running the shop and raising the children while her husband was at sea.  He knew better than to risk treating such a person lightly, magic or no.  His mother had always been formidable.  Mistress Irene seemed worse.

“We have had some distressing remarks about your actions last night,” Mistress Irene said, coldly.  Adam couldn’t tell if she was trying to lull them into a false sense of security or if she didn’t know precisely what had happened.  He doubted the latter.  Jasper would have tattled and, even if he hadn’t, there was no shortage of evidence.  The stench alone would be enough to tell anyone with half a brain what had happened.  “What, exactly, were you thinking?”

Arnold stepped forward.  “We were pushing back, My Lady,” he said.  His tone was surprisingly respectful.  “They used their magic to push us.  We pushed them back.”

Mistress Irene lifted an eyebrow.  “By using Durian Gas to undermine their powers and beating them up?”

“Five of your victims are still in the infirmary,” Master Dagon snapped.  His eyes lingered on Adam.  “What were you thinking?”

Arnold’s tone didn’t change.  “What were they thinking when they hexed and cursed us?”

Master Dagon scowled.  “And you think that gives you the right to break bones?”

“And what gives them the right to turn us into animals or make us do things or any of the other little pranks they played?”  Arnold’s voice hardened, just slightly.  “They will heal quickly.  Their victims will not.”

“Hexes can be removed,” Master Dagon snapped.  “You broke bones ...”

“Confidence is not so easily restored,” Arnold said.  “Their victims came here in hopes of becoming something great.  Instead, they found themselves the victims of cruel hexes and, when they complained, nothing was done.  We merely gave them a taste of their own medicine.”

Mistress Irene held up a hand before Master Dagon could respond.  “Elucidate.”

“I can name at least five girls who had their underwear or genitals exposed by magicians, or worse,” Arnold said, coolly.  He looked directly at Master Dagon.  “You have a daughter.  How would you feel if she’d been exposed in such a way?”

“They would not have dared cast such spells on my daughter,” Master Dagon said.  “She has nothing to do with this ...”

“And if they did?”  Arnold seemed unbending.  “What sort of punishment would you demand?”

He went on before Master Dagon could answer.  “The university rules state that everyone has to be treated equally.  If you wanted to live up to that, you would take the punishment you’d give to anyone who molested your daughter and assign it to anyone who molested any girl.”

“My daughter can look after herself,” Master Dagon said.  “I think ...”

“That doesn’t make it right,” Arnold interrupted.  “Just because a powerless girl cannot defend herself doesn’t make it right for someone to molest her.”

Mistress Irene tapped the table.  “You should have brought your complaints to us,” she said, crossly.  “We cannot respond to complaints that are never made.”

“It was tried,” Arnold said.  “Most of them were brushed off.  Boys will be boys.  Magicians will be magicians.  You did nothing until now and the only reason you are doing anything is because you have been forced to take notice.”

“Young magicians are always jostling to sort out the pecking order,” Master Dagon said.  “It is a capital mistake to prevent them from doing so, as ...”

“But this is not a school,” Caleb said.  His voice was very calm, but Adam had a feeling he was sympathetic.  “There is no point in trying to sort out the pecking order, as you put it, when half the student body cannot compete.”

“And you think they won’t?”  Master Dagon’s eyes burned into Adam.  “I have told you, time and time again, that magical students and mundanes don’t mix.  This is clear proof of what I have been saying, that ...”

Yvonne cut him off.  “We have made great strides in developing newer and better techniques through combining magical and mundane concepts,” she said, firmly.  “There is nothing to be gained by segregating the two groups.”

“No,” Caleb agreed.

Master Dagon sneered at him.  “I don’t think Lady Emily would approve of these apprentices beating up other apprentices.”

“No,” Caleb agreed.  “But she wouldn’t approve of magical students picking on mundanes, either.”

“No,” Mistress Irene agreed.  “We are getting sidetracked.  What gave you the right” - her eyes bored into Arnold - “to break into the dorm, use gas to prevent them from fighting back and beating them into bloody pulps?”

“The same thing that gave them the right to do it to us,” Arnold said.  “Whatever that was.”

“They are magicians,” Master Dagon snapped.

“And that gives them the right to be monsters?”  Arnold kept his eyes on Mistress Irene.  “The code is clear.  You have to treat us as equals.  And if you are unwilling to punish them, you cannot logically punish us.”

There was a long, chilling pause.  Mistress Irene’s face was unreadable.  Adam wished he knew what she was thinking.  Arnold had a point - Mistress Irene was supposed to be fair-minded - and yet, she might side with her fellow magicians.  Master Dagon wouldn’t be the only one complaining about the incident.  It was always funny until someone - someone you liked - lost an eye.  He’d seen townsmen complain about the treatment of their daughters and yet treat their own wives far worse ...

“This weekend, you will assist in clearing more ground in Heart’s Ease for future construction,” Mistress Irene said, curtly.  “Those of you who are formal apprentices will also have the task of explaining to your masters precisely what you did, and what you were thinking, and taking whatever punishment they assign.”

“That is hardly fair,” Arnold pointed out.  “They get away with murder at magic schools.”

“There are limits,” Mistress Irene said.  “A student may not play a prank on another student that makes it impossible for that student to get to class.  It is considered a serious offense to interfere with someone’s schooling.  You have made it impossible for your victims to attend lectures this morning, so you will be punished for it in the best traditions of magic schools.”

Arnold raised an eyebrow.  “And the tradition about not allowing older students to pick on younger ones?”

“You and your victims are the same age,” Mistress Irene countered.  “Report to your masters, all of you.  Go.”

Adam caught Arnold’s eye as they filed out of the room.  “How do you know so much about magic school traditions?”

“Have you heard them?”  Arnold winked.  “They won’t shut up about them.”

Adam had to laugh, then sobered as he made his way down to the lab.  It was still early morning.  He wasn’t sure what Master Landis did in the mornings, but it was rare to see him in the lab before 1100.  It was too early for Lilith ... he hesitated, unsure if he wanted to carry on.  Perhaps he could go look for Master Landis’s bedroom instead.  It would postpone his meeting with Lilith ...

He peered through the door and frowned.  Master Landis was sitting at a workbench, reading a collection of notes.  He looked up as Adam entered, his expression grim.  A strap rested on the bench in front of him, waiting.  Adam felt his heart sink, although he knew he should be relieved.  Master Landis wouldn’t have bothered with the strap if he’d wanted to terminate the apprenticeship on the spot.  He forced himself to step into the room and close the door, then glance around for Lilith.  There was no sign of her.  He breathed a sigh of relief.

“Stand,” Master Landis ordered.  “Wait.”

Adam clasped his hands behind his back and forced himself to wait.  Master Landis was normally easy-going ... he wondered, suddenly, if Master Dagon had pressured his friend into being harsh.  It was quite possible.  They had to be close, if Master Dagon trusted Master Landis with his daughter.  He remembered Lilith’s words and shivered.  Master Dagon just wanted to put the clock back.  

And yet, he clearly didn’t manage to talk Master Landis into refusing my apprenticeship, Adam thought.  Did he even try?

His mind raced, trying to pull the pieces together.  Master Pittwater was a graduate of Heart’s Eye.  He might be an Old Boy.  They might all be Old Boys.  And yet ... they were working at cross-purposes.  It made no sense.  Or ... he shook his head.  He’d heard lots of absurd tales, stories put together by people intent on crafting a narrative that pulled a number of individual incidents into a coherent whole.  They’d never made much sense to him.  The idea of King Randor and Queen Alassa secretly working together to beat the Noblest struck him as absurd.  There were easier and safer ways to beat the rebel aristocrats without risking either the king or the princess’s life.

“Tell me,” Master Landis said.  He didn’t look up.  “What were you thinking?”

Adam took a moment to put his thoughts together.  In truth, he wasn’t sure.  He’d wanted to get back at Jasper, but ... he’d also been hurting over Lilith and reluctant to let Arnold and the others down.  He could have just supplied the gas and let Arnold and the others get on with it, keeping his own hands clean.  And yet ... he’d been committed from the moment he’d said yes.  There had been no way out.

“Well?”  Master Landis glowered.  “Do you have an answer?”

“Jasper was ... unpleasant to me,” Adam said, finally.  “I wanted to return the favour.”

Master Landis looked up.  “By throwing gas into the room, rendering everyone powerless and thumping them?”

“It was the only way to ensure a fair fight,” Adam said.  He wasn’t sure Master Landis would be impressed by that argument.  “We had no choice.”

“It may surprise you to know,” Master Landis said in a tone that made it clear it should not be a surprise, “that I have had masters beating down my door and demanding I do something about you.  They were shocked at what you and your friends did to their apprentices and they blamed me for letting you stay as my apprentice.  The only thing that kept them from insisting on your immediate expulsion was the simple fact that you made a magical breakthrough that promises to shake the world.”

Adam said nothing, torn between relief and fear.  Master Landis met his eyes, evenly.

“You know nothing about the long-term effects of exposure to Durian Gas,” Master Landis said.  “There’s no way to be sure, at least for now, there will be none.  You could have caused serious problems for them, if the gas had lingered; you might even have suffocated them if the gas pushed the atmosphere aside.  As it is, it took several hours for the effects to wear off ... despite, I might add, the heavy use of purgatives.”

“Oh,” Adam said.  If it hadn’t been Jasper, he would have felt sorry for the magical apprentices.  Purgatives were not fun.  “Sir ... I ... can I speak freely?”

“Yes,” Master Landis said.  “Always.”

Adam doubted that, but he kept the thought to himself.  “They are bullies, sir,” he said.  “They were picking on people who couldn’t fight back.  They are either too used to living in a world where everyone is equal, where their pranks are nothing more than pranks, or simply nasty bastards.  They needed to be knocked down a peg or two before they did something really dangerous.”

“I don’t disagree,” Master Landis said.  “But this incident will make things harder for all of us.”

Adam knew Master Landis was right.  And yet ...

“The rules say everyone has to be treated as equals,” he said.  “Why won’t they?”

Master Landis stood and picked up the strap.  “Probably because everyone is not equal,” he said, after a moment.  “No one wants to admit it, but no one is truly equal.  Even amongst magicians ...”

He shrugged and walked around the table.  “I do not appreciate having to do this,” he said, coldly.  “This is not to be repeated.  Is that clear?”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.

“Good,” Master Landis said.  “Drop your trousers, then bend over.”

Adam gritted his teeth as he did as he was told.  It was going to hurt.

Take it like a man, he told himself.  And then you can put the whole thing behind you.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Adam groaned in pain.

It wasn’t the first time he’d been thrashed.  Neither his mother nor his schoolteachers nor Master Pittwater had ever had any hesitation in beating him if they felt he deserved it.  It could be a great deal worse.  He’d watched people being beaten in public for everything from adultery to criticising the city fathers, crimes too minor to deserve banishment or enslavement and yet too major to be allowed to pass without some punishment.  And yet, he had to admit that Master Landis was tough.  The pain made it hard to concentrate as he paced the lab.  He didn’t dare sit down.

His thoughts churned with helpless rage.  He knew his master had every right to beat him and yet ... he couldn’t help feeling it was unfair.  Master Landis had never ordered him not to use the gas offensively ... the thought had never crossed his mind.  Adam suspected Master Landis hadn’t realised the gas could be spread rapidly, so quickly the victims breathed it in before they knew what they were doing.  Arnold deserved credit for coming up with that ... Adam wondered, idly, how he’d done it.  Not that it mattered.  They’d given the magical bullies a fright, taught them a lesson, and ...

Adam tried to look at the parchments, but it was impossible to concentrate.  He should have worn a robe or something loose ... he was tempted to sneak back to the dorm to change, but Master Landis had told him to stay in the lab until he returned.  Adam wasn’t sure if that was part of the punishment or an attempt to keep Adam out of sight, at least until the university calmed down.  The news was already out and spreading ... Adam hadn’t had time to hear any rumours, but he was sure they were growing and growing.  People were probably already whispering the magicians had been murdered, beaten to death by mundanes they’d looked down on only a few hours ago.  Or worse.  Adam snorted in disgust.  It was hard to think of something worse.

They’ll push back themselves, as soon as they work up the nerve, his thoughts mocked.  How long would it be before Jasper and his peers convinced themselves the mundanes had gotten lucky?  Or they just decided to snipe from a distance?  Adam wouldn’t have cared to bet against it before more than a few days at most.  Their status was in free-fall.  They had to do something before they hit the bottom and fell into the unthinking depths below.  And who knows what they’ll do to us?

His imagination provided too many possibilities.  Mistress Irene had said it was forbidden to keep students from their classes, or apprentices from their masters, but there were plenty of things Jasper and his ilk could do to make Adam rue the day he was born without ever crossing the line.  His stomach clenched at the thought, then growled a reminder he hadn’t eaten anything since last night.  The finger foods had been good, but they hadn’t been very satisfying.  He wanted to go eat, but ...

The door opened.  Adam flushed as Lilith stepped into the room and closed the door behind her.  Did she know ... what did she know?  She would have gone to the dining hall for breakfast.  He couldn’t believe she hadn’t heard at least a dozen rumours, each one more absurd than the last.  She wouldn’t believe most of them, but ... she’d wonder if there wasn’t some truth under the obvious nonsense.  He tensed, suddenly remembering what she’d done last night.  It was hard to resist the urge to back into the next room.  She could have the workroom.

“Here.”  Lilith dug into her pocket and removed a small vial.  “Rub this into your bottom.”

Adam blinked, torn between astonishment and an embarrassment that made him wish the floor would come to life and swallow him.  Lilith knew he’d been thrashed ... he felt a sudden surge of envy, entirely convinced she’d never been thrashed in her life.  Her master might have the legal authority to punish her as he saw fit, but with her father on the council ... he stared at the floor, unable to meet her gaze.  It was just ...

“Go do it,” Lilith said.  She sounded as though she was trying to be kind, but not quite sure how to do it.  “It’ll make you feel better.  Really.”

Adam’s bottom throbbed.  He turned and walked into the next room, closed the door and then did as he was told.  The cream felt cold and unpleasant, but it made the pain go away.  He breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled his trousers back into place, unsure if it was a peace offering or something else.  How had she even known to bring it?  Had Master Landis told her?  Or ... had she guessed the truth?  Why had she even had the vial?

“That feels better,” he said, as he stepped back into the room.  “How did ...?”

Lilith seemed to understand.  “It wasn’t hard to guess you’d need it,” she said.  “And ... I happened to have some on hand.”

“Thanks,” Adam said.  He tried not to look at her lips.  He wanted to kiss them and yet ... he didn’t dare.  He wanted to ask her why she’d lashed out at him and he didn’t dare do that either.  “I owe you a favour.”

“Yeah.”  Lilith sounded as if she didn’t know quite what to say either.  “I’ll collect it, sooner or later.”

She walked past him.  “I have brewing to do,” she said.  “You do ... you do whatever you’ve been told to do.”

“I haven’t been given any instructions, beyond devising new experiments,” Adam said.  It was easier to look at the notes now.  “Do you want to help?”

Lilith hesitated.  “Let me do this first, then I’ll join you,” she said.  “The master is not in a good mood.”

Adam frowned as a thought struck him.  Jasper had backed down, the moment Lilith had stood up to him.  “Lilith ... is Jasper your father’s apprentice?”

“Gods, no.”  Lilith looked up from her work.  “What gave you that impression?”

“He backed down in front of you,” Adam said.  He knew boys who’d sooner be beaten to death than let themselves be intimidated by a girl.  Lilith wasn’t any older than Jasper, if he was any judge.  There couldn’t be more than a couple of years between them.  “He has family connections and yet he backed down ...”

Lilith barked a harsh laugh.  “Connections?  He doesn’t have any connections!”

Adam stared at her.  “But he said ...”

“What?  People haven’t lied to you before?”  Lilith smirked as she started peeling the leaves from a root.  “Jasper is a newborn magician.  He has no magical family.  His relatives, if he has any he chooses to acknowledge, are mundanes.  They’re just like you.  You could be one of his relatives.  He puts on airs and graces” - her smile grew wider - “and when he told you that, were you alone?”

“Yes,” Adam said.  “I ...”

“I guess he thought you wouldn’t know,” Lilith said.  “And he was right.”

Adam shook his head in disbelief.  “And yet he’s such a pain ...”

He gritted his teeth.  He’d known men who were awful to the disabled, to men who’d been fit and healthy until they’d had accidents that had crippled them, perhaps out of a desperate attempt to convince themselves that they would never wind up like that.  It wasn’t fair - and, no matter the motives, it wasn’t remotely pleasant.  Jasper ... he wondered, suddenly, if they were related.  It wasn’t impossible ... just very unlikely.  There were no magicians in his family, not as far as he knew.  He could account for each and every one of his near relatives.

Lilith looked at her root.  “So tell me,” she said.  “What really happened?”

Adam ran through the whole story as he sat and started to study the notes.  Lilith listened, her eyes narrowing at a couple of points.  She seemed astonished they’d gotten into the dorm so easily.  Adam suspected the magicians hadn’t taken their security very seriously.  No one would dare, in their eyes, to try to break into the dorm, therefore there was no need to seal up all the entrances with unbreakable wards.  And if anyone did ... they could be hexed before they could do anything drastic.  Hell, he had never dared try to break into Matt’s garret.  It would have been suicide before he’d devised the gas.

“I’m going to have to tighten my defences,” Lilith said.  She smiled, rather wanly.  “And I’d better get on with this.”

And so we’re just going to ignore the elephant in the room, Adam thought, as he studied the runes.  Is that what you want to do?

He sighed, inwardly.  He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do.  They’d kissed ... was she going to pretend it had never happened?  That she’d never lashed out at him?  That ... his emotions churned.  He didn't understand Lilith at all.  She was a strange mix of haughty and friendly, sarcastic and funny, unwelcoming and welcoming ... he wished he knew what was going through her mind.  Had she liked the kiss?  Hated it?  He liked her and yet he didn’t like her and yet ... he shook his head and forced himself to concentrate.  She would talk to him in her own good time or not at all.

Courting Taffy would be easier, he thought.  But she feels more like a little sister.

The thought surprised him.  Did he want to court Lilith?  How could he?  They were from different worlds.  She was so far above him that ... he might as well have been a docksman’s son from the depths, trying to court a city father’s child.  Or ... a princess.  The idea was preposterous.  And yet, there was a bit of him that liked the concept.  Lilith was pretty and smart and not, ever, the sort of person who would be happy sitting in his shadow.  He’d seen a couple of wives like that, back in the docks.  They looked miserable as their husbands spoke for them.

He did his best to forget the thought - he’d be safer trying to court Valerie Hunt - as he drew out the runes, considering what he could do with them.  Runes didn’t last long, according to the books; a rune drawn in the sand might take effect very quickly, but it wouldn’t survive for more than a few seconds.  He’d gotten around that problem by having the tiles made of iron and yet ... it had its disadvantages, too.  A tiny error during forging might disrupt the magic and render the whole experiment worse than useless.  And yet ...

“You can’t draw out a rune and expect it to work,” he said, more to himself than Lilith.  “Why not?”

“Because a drawn rune isn’t solid,” Lilith said.  “It has no presence.  Or so I was told.  You have to really push the pen into the parchment to make a runic pattern that actually does something.”

“Paper is safer, then,” Adam mused.  “What will happen when that gets out?”

He took a clay tablet and drew out a runic pattern.  “How does this look?”

“It’s a rune,” Lilith said, dryly.  She sat, facing him.  “What’s it meant to do?”

Adam hoped he’d gotten the design right.  “I want you to try something,” he said, as he placed the tablet between them.  “Can you cast a lightglobe in your palm, then steer it towards the rune?”

Lilith nodded, as if he’d asked her to do something mundane.  Adam watched, trying not to feel envious, as she moved her hand towards the rune.  It did nothing until her hand was almost touching the rune, whereupon it spun into a miniature whirlwind and disintegrated, scattering pieces of dry clay across the room.  Lilith raised her eyebrows, somehow managing to look both impressed and completely unimpressed at the same time.  Adam had to smile.  It wasn’t quite the reaction he wanted, but it was close enough.

“All right,” she said.  “What is it?”

“We devised a rune that should alert us in the presence of magic,” Adam said, as he reached for another clay tablet.  “This is an improved version.”

“And how does it work?”

“Runes can’t handle too much power,” Adam reminded her.  “This one will die very quickly, as the power flows through and overloads the rune, but the fact something happened will alert us to the presence of magic.  It should keep us from touching the spell.”

He grinned.  “Can you put another spell on the table?  Say ... something that turns anyone unlucky enough to step on it into a frog?”

“If you wish.”  Lilith pressed her hand against the table.  “Done.”

Adam frowned, inwardly.  His eyes insisted there was nothing there.  He’d seen countless bright and flashy spells, but the really dangerous ones - to a mundane - were the spells that were silent, completely invisible, until someone touched them.  A chill ran down his spine.  Jasper and his friends could work on their spellcasting, until they could turn mundanes into frogs - or worse - without making it obvious what they were doing.  It was just a little harder for them.

Lilith misread his gaze.  “You can put your hand there if you think I didn’t emplace the spell.”

“No, thank you,” Adam said.  He drew out the rune again, then nudged the tablet towards the invisible spell.  The rune disintegrated, again, as soon as it was bare centimetres from the spell.  “How does that look?”

“I think you’re going to upset everyone, again,” Lilith said.  She tapped the table, removing the spell.  “I hope it’s worth it to you.”

Adam nodded, studying the books.  The runemasters of old had woven their runes into runic networks, but ... they’d been hesitant to draw them close together.  There had to be a point, he reasoned, when there were so many runes that they were interfering with each other, diverting or disrupting the flow of magic in dangerously unpredictable ways.  No wonder most magicians preferred to avoid subtle magic.  And yet, if the goal wasn’t to hold something in place, but remove it ...

I may need something more solid than clay, he thought, as he sketched out a third concept on the tablet.  It would probably get him scolded if he wanted to be a runemaster - the design looked too clever by half - but ... it wasn’t meant to last.  If this works ...

“Can you do one more hex?”  Adam pointed at the table.  “Right there.”

“Of course,” Lilith said.  She cast the spell.  “What are you doing?”

Adam put the tablet on the table and nudged it towards the spell.  For a second, as it crossed the line he’d seen earlier, nothing happened.  And then ... he found himself falling back and hitting the floor, unsure of what had happened.  His ears were ringing ... he swallowed, hard, as he rolled over and pushed himself to his feet.  He’d gone deaf ... he rubbed his ears, gritting his teeth as they started to hurt.  Lilith was on the far side of the table, lying on the floor ... for a horrible moment, he thought she was seriously hurt.  If she was ...

He stared at the table.  It was shattered beyond repair.  Adam couldn’t believe his eyes.  He’d seen alchemy workbenches shrug off explosions that had destroyed cauldrons and ruined tools, the blasts leaving behind scorch marks and dents, but ... he’d never seen a table smashed so badly.  It looked as if a madman had hacked it to pieces with an axe.  What happened?  

Lilith staggered to her feet.  “If you get in trouble for that,” she said shakily, “I won’t bring you any more salve.  What happened?”

“Good question,” Adam said.  “It was designed to rip the spellware apart.”

“It worked,” Lilith said.  “And if we’d been a little closer, we’d have been hurt or killed.”

Adam couldn’t disagree.  He’d have to research the concept a little more before trying it again.  It was a little like trying to stop a charging man, he reasoned; the man might be deflected, slightly, but he’d still have weight and speed on his side.  And if there was no way to predict which way he’d go, it could easily make things a great deal worse.

“Yeah.”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  “Sorry.”

“I’ll make you pay for it later,” Lilith warned.  “And Master Landis is going to take the table out of your pay.”

Adam winced.  He’d seen Master Pittwater’s accounts.  Workbenches - proper alchemical workbenches - were not cheap.  But ... this was Heart’s Eye.  There’d be people down in the basement or in the distant foundry who could carve a new table, perhaps before Master Landis even knew one needed to be replaced ... he shook his head, dismissing the thought before he could talk himself into it.  He was already in quite enough trouble.

“At least we know it did something,” he said.  “We just don’t know how to control the effect.”

He frowned as something clicked in his mind.  “We need a storage medium,” he said.  “We have blood for that, but we need more and ... if we can speed up the charging process if ...”

Lilith gave him a sharp look.  “What do you have in mind?”

Adam grinned.  The equations were fiendishly complex.  He’d have to work his way through them, checking and rechecking everything one by one, then ask for someone to check his work before he risked taking the concept to the council.  A charms master would be ideal.  It was a pity the only one he knew couldn’t be trusted.  Lilith’s father had every reason to take one look and declare the idea unworkable.

“It might not work,” he said.  “But ... have you ever seen a windmill?”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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“It’s been an interesting few days,” Arnold said, cheerfully.  He made a show of rubbing his bottom.  “But it did work out for us.”

Adam wasn’t so sure.  The rumours had been even more insane than he’d imagined, ranging from stories of the magicians being killed and eaten to the mundanes being given punishments so dire they’d revolt a king’s torturer, and there had been a handful of minor retaliations against mundanes on their own.  Jasper and his cronies might not want to step into the open - it was clear the staff were paying closer attention to their students - but they’d sniped from a distance, every time they got the chance.  Adam was uncomfortably aware it was just a matter of time before they got their act together and did something worse.

“I’m glad you feel that way,” he said, finally.  The strapping had been a grim reminder that he didn’t have anything like as much autonomy as his magical peers.  He was entirely sure Jasper had gotten away with everything.  “If this works ...”

He glanced at the papers in his hand as they waited in the antechamber.  He’d drawn up the first concepts himself, then taken them to Arnold to get his input.  Arnold, in turn, had suggested bringing in Yvonne and Praxis, both for their experience and to make it harder for the council to say no when the proposal was finally put to them.  It had taken a week to work through the concept, looking to remove as many bugs as possible before they started to turn the design into reality.  Adam was uneasily aware that some problems wouldn’t manifest until work had started.  He’d grown up hearing the story of a galleon that had sunk, immediately after launching, because the ship’s designer hadn’t had the experience to know his vessel was too top-heavy for her own good.  And he had lived in a city where he could have easily found someone to double-check his work.  Adam and his friends were breaking new ground.

The door opened.  The Gorgon looked at them.  “Come on in.”

Adam felt his stomach clench as he led the way into the chamber, Arnold trailing in his wake.  It was the third time he’d faced the council ... he wondered, suddenly, if there was a limit to how many times they’d let him stand before them before they kicked him out.  There had been kids back home who’d been expelled, simply for causing more trouble than their teachers were willing to bear.  He wasn’t sure if that held true for magic schools, or the university, but he didn’t want to find out the hard way. 

“I am glad that we are seeing you under more pleasant circumstances,” Mistress Irene said, as the Gorgon took her place behind her mistress.  “Yvonne informs us that you have a proposal.”

“Yes, My Lady,” Adam said.  He unfurled the papers, one by one.  “If it proves workable, it will change the world.”

“Again,” Master Dagon muttered.  If looks could kill - and there was a spell that could do just that - Adam would be a smoking pile of ashes.  “I hope this one will be less disruptive.”

Adam braced himself.  Yvonne had already given the proposal her support.  Master Dagon could be relied upon to vote against it.  Caleb and Mistress Irene were the wild cards.  He thought Caleb would approve - the young man had a decent track record for magical innovation - but there was no way to be sure.  And he had no idea which way Mistress Irene would jump.  If the vote tied, what then?  Would they wait for Lady Emily to cast the deciding vote?

Mistress Irene studied him for a long moment.  “You may begin.”

“Yes, My Lady,” Adam said.  He found himself unsure how to proceed.  They’d understand the most advanced magical concepts, or at least know where to begin untangling them, but a windmill?  He’d seen magicians who steadfastly denied steam engines could exist, even as they powered locomotives and paddleboats.  “The basic concept of a windmill involves harnessing the power of wind to grind corn, turn wheels and other things along the same lines.  It works by allowing the wind to push the sails, each gust of wind pushing the uppermost sail down and, in turn, raising up the lowermost sails so the windmill spins in a constant circle.  It is a little more complex than that, but that is the basic idea.”

He paused to see if there were any questions, then continued.  “Windmills are generally built in windy areas, as they are useless without regular wind.”

“Perhaps one should build a windmill outside Speaker’s Corner,” Caleb muttered.  “There’s a lot of wind there.”

Adam had to smile at the reminder that Caleb was from Beneficence, too.  “Yes, sir.  The windmill does not so much generate power as it harvests what is already there.  I propose to build something similar to harness the power of magic itself, in much the same way as subtle magic runes direct background magic into a spell.  The magic will only be a trickle, at least at first, but it will build up over time.  I believe we will be able to steer the flow of magic into a pre-prepared wand, recharging it without needing to draw on a magician’s power.  Given time, and enough runes, we may even be able to prepare the wand from scratch.”

Master Dagon snorted.  “And how do you intend to store the magic?”

“At first, magic will be stored in blood,” Adam said.  “We intend to experiment with animal blood to see if we can store magic without resorting to draining humans.  Later, as the magic grows stronger, it will power its own storage and ...”

“Impossible,” Master Dagon said.  “The power would break the bonds ...”

“It would, if it were normal magic drawn from a magician,” Adam agreed.  “Here, the levels of magic would be too low to break the bonds.  It would be, if you’ll pardon the simile, like hastily adding more and more layers to a dam as the water levels continued to rise, but without the effort.  As the magic grows stronger, it will both draw in more magic and tighten the bonds holding it in place.  We can then use it to power tiny spells.”

“You would have to discharge the magic, somehow,” Caleb mused.  “Necromancers go mad because they can’t handle the sudden power surge.  How do you intend to channel the magic into the wand without causing disaster?”

Adam hid his irritation as Master Dagon smirked.  Lilith’s father probably thought the proposal had been defeated.  Caleb might enjoy researching magic as much as anyone else, but there were limits.  Very few magicians would experiment with necromancy and those who did - if they survived - went mad.  The Necromantic War might be over.  It didn’t mean necromancy was suddenly no longer taboo.

“The power streams will be very low,” he said.  “I called it a trickle earlier and, if anything, that is an overstatement.  The magic will, effectively, constrain itself.  If it breaks loose, it will be redirected up and out into the ether.  It will not pose a risk to anyone who doesn’t do something like jumping right into the heart of the storm.”

“An interesting concept.”  Mistress Irene’s face betrayed no trace of her thoughts.  “Yvonne, do you believe it can be made possible?”

“The basic design is workable,” Yvonne said.  “I don’t see any reason why we couldn’t build a working model in two to three weeks.  There would be hiccups along the way, of course, and we’d learn a great deal even if the first attempt failed.  Once it was up and running, we’d discover if the magic flow calculations are accurate or not.  It might be put together perfectly, only for us to discover that it doesn’t work as well as we hoped.  Or, perhaps, it works too well and the magic surge is much greater than we anticipated.”

“So, there are risks,” Master Dagon said.

“There are always risks,” Caleb said.  He held up his hand.  Adam winced as he saw the old, faded scars.  It was surprising that such a powerful magician hadn’t tried to heal or conceal them.  “But we will learn a great deal from the experiment even if it fails.”

“You might also find out what awaits you in the next world,” Master Dagon pointed out, curtly.  “The risks could be quite considerable.”

“The levels of magic involved are very low, if the calculations are correct,” Caleb countered.  “The risks might be quite small.”

“Even a small magic surge can be dangerous,” Master Dagon said, aiming a sharp look at Adam.  “And he really ought to know it by now.”

Mistress Irene cleared her throat.  “You want us to agree to the experiment and to pay for the raw materials, correct?”

“The university stands to gain a great deal from the experiment,” Yvonne said, mildly.  “And even a complete failure would teach us a great deal.”

“The expense is relatively low,” Caleb agreed.  “And if the experiment fails, the windmill can be converted into a regular windmill.  We have been working on growing our own food here as the desert recedes.  The future farmers will need a windmill, will they not?”

“I do not believe this experiment is remotely a good idea,” Master Dagon said.  “What will happen if it fails?  What will happen if it succeeds?”

Caleb scowled.  “With all due respect, it is just a matter of time until someone else tries it,” he said.  “We can do it here, allowing the experimenters to draw on our expertise to make the concept work while avoiding disaster, or wait to see what happens when someone else, someone with unfriendly motives, tries it for himself.”

Mistress Irene nodded.  “It is worth the risk,” she said.  She looked at Yvonne.  “You’ll be in charge of the project.  Resources will be made available.  Pick a spot somewhere well clear of the town and the foundry, just to be safe.  See to it now.”

Yvonne bowed.  Somehow, it didn’t seem odd coming from her.  “Yes, My Lady.”

She stood and strode out of the room, beckoning for Adam and Arnold to collect the papers and follow her.  Adam did as he was told, his thoughts churning.  He hadn’t been sure what to expect ... hell, he still wasn’t sure precisely what had happened.  Yvonne would have told them what they intended to do first, surely?  She wouldn’t have left her peers in the dark ... he shook his head.  She certainly wasn’t the sort of person who’d try to steal the credit for the idea.  Heart’s Eye worked hard to make sure the original inventors were rewarded for their work.

Enchanter Praxis and Taffy met them in the entrance hall.  Adam studied the older man with interest.  He was powerfully built, wearing a shirt and trousers rather than a magical robe.  If they hadn’t been black, Adam wouldn’t have known Praxis was a magician at all.  Taffy looked small beside him.  Adam tried not to feel intimidated.  He’d met people who were more muscular, but few whose bearing suggested they could shift from being genial to violent at a moment’s notice.

He’s in a relationship with Yvonne, Adam reminded himself.  He doesn’t think he’s automatically superior to mundanes.

Arnold grinned.  “They said we could build it!”

Taffy grinned back.  “I knew they’d say yes.”

Yvonne cleared her throat.  “We have to find a spot,” she said, glancing at her partner.  “The old Appleby Farm was never touched, was it?”

“It’s still untouched, I think,” Praxis said.  “The town’s expansion hasn’t washed over the ruins yet.”

“Then we’ll start there,” Yvonne said, as she led the way outside.  “If it is unsuitable, we’ll just have to look somewhere else.”

Adam winced as they stepped into the bright sunlight.  He’d never been outside in the middle of the day and ... and it was terrible.  The sunlight beat down, his skin prickling uncomfortably even as sweat beaded on his back and dripped down his legs.  He raised a hand to cover his eyes, wondering suddenly if he was going to burn.  He’d always tanned in summer, back home, but here ...the sunlight felt dangerous, almost deadly.  Arnold had told him stories of people wandering into the desert, getting lost and walking in circles until they died.  Adam had found it hard to believe, but now ... he swallowed, tasting ashes, as he forced himself to look at the sand dunes.  They were an endless rolling sea, utterly unnatural to his eye ... it was suddenly very easy to believe that someone could get lost on the dunes.  They looked identical.  There were no landmarks, save for the university and the town and once they were out of sight ...

His legs ached.  He somehow managed to walk anyway, following Yvonne and Praxis as they made their way down the road until they reached a crossroad.  The first road was a stony track, barely meriting the title; the second was little more than a line in the sand, barely visible even in the bright sunlight.  He felt almost as if he were on a beach, his feet scraping against the sand, but ... it felt eerie, almost alien.  It made him wish, for the first time, that he’d had a chance to see more of the world.  He could have been a sailor on a clipper if he’d wished.

You wouldn’t have found it easy, he reminded himself.  And you would have had to be part of the crew.

The heat, somehow, rose even higher as they made their way down the nearly invisible road.  It seemed to fade into nothingness ... he looked back and realised, to his horror, that the university was lost in the haze.  They hadn’t gone that far, had they?  Panic yammered at the back of his mind, even though the rest of the group was clearly in view.  The environment just felt wrong.  He wondered, idly, how Arnold and Taffy coped.  Perhaps it was different for them.  They hadn’t grown up on an island city.

He put the thought out of his mind as the farm came into view.  He’d expected somewhere green, bustling with life, but instead the farm was a ruin.  A handful of buildings, most of them little more than crumbled walls and scattered stones.  The farmhouse was the only one that was anywhere close to intact and even it had holes in the roof.  He glanced around as they walked closer, unsure where the fields were ... it took him longer than it should have done to realise they were buried under the sand.  The farm had died a long time ago.  Even if the original owners returned, there’d be no hope of recovering anything, let alone resurrecting the farm.  He couldn’t see even a hint of water in the vicinity.

Taffy let out an odd little sob.  Arnold put his arm around her.  Adam felt a twinge of ... something.  Taffy had grown up on a farm.  She hadn’t hated being a farmgirl, she’d said; she hadn’t fled the life so much as she’d fled an abusive father and an unwanted husband.  It had to hurt to see a farm in such a state ... Adam knew how he’d feel, if he saw a ruined apothecary or a destroyed town.  He wouldn’t like it at all. 

“We might be able to rejuvenate the farm,” Adam said.  “If we added water ...”

“The damage is too great,” Taffy told him.  He pretended not to see the tears in her eyes as she looked around.  “The sand has killed the soil.  It’ll need to be cleared before we can grow anything and, this close to the desert, it would be pretty much impossible to keep the farm alive without constant support.  They say they want to grow crops here, but it will be a long time before they can do it properly.”

Arnold frowned.  “They have been trying to grow crops in greenhouses,” he said.  “It works.”

“On a small scale,” Taffy said.  “The cost is just too high for a regular farmer.”

Adam stood beside them and watched as Yvonne and Praxis swept through the ruined farm, chattering in hushed voices as they took measurements, tested the ground and wrote extensive notes.  He found it hard to believe the buildings could be fixed in a hurry, or swept aside to make room for the new windmill.  And yet ... he felt his scalp itch as the sun grew even hotter.  They’d have to erect some kind of shelter if craftsmen were going to be working in the open.  Or do the work at night.

“It should suffice,” Yvonne said.  “We’ll go to the foundry and collect our tools, then come back and start digging samples to be sure.  The ground is sandy, but solid below the sand.”

“Great,” Arnold said.  “After that, do you want to go to town?  There’s a speech from a ...”

“I have to go back to the university, before it gets too dark,” Yvonne said.  “I have to organise a team of proper surveyors before we get too invested in this site.  I’ve done the basics” - she held up her notebook - “but we need to be sure.  But you three can go if you wish.  You can tell us all about it later.”

Arnold nodded, then winked at Adam as they started to walk to the foundry.  “After the speech, we’ll go eat dinner somewhere nice,” he said.  “My treat.  And we can plan our next move.”

“Thanks,” Adam said.  He considered asking if Lilith could come, then changed his mind.  She hadn’t been comfortable last time, even before she’d kissed him and then turned him into something ... he still didn’t know what.  “It will be my pleasure.”
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“If we wish to see true justice, we must address the thorny issue of land reform,” the speaker said.  “Those of us who work the land are bound to it, chained by the laws of nature and the aristocracy alike, yet we have no share in the fruits of our labour.  We do not own the land, even though we are the ones who work it; we have no say in how the land is farmed, even though we are unable to leave.  Those of us who do are branded runaways and chased until we are either run to earth and killed or make our escape at the cost of never being able to return to our families.  I ask you ... is that just?”

Adam shook his head.  He’d never considered land reform before, but ... he’d grown up in a city.  Their home had been small, yet ... their mother had an unquestionable right to her property.  It wasn’t so easy, if you had to rent accommodation, but at least you could look for a better bargain elsewhere.  The aristocrats who owned the farms outside the city had their population in a trap, legally bound to the land.  There was no way they could withdraw their labour, let alone move to farms that treated them better.  And the only way to solve the problem was to split up the big estates and share them out amongst the workers.

“The toffs tell us that they own the land, that they have the right to do what they like with their property,” the speaker said.  “And they see us as property!  Is that right?”

“NO,” the crowd screamed.  “NO!”

“There are moderates who believe we can compromise,” the speaker continued.  He said compromise as though it was a dirty word, the kind of word Adam’s mother would wash his mouth out with soap for daring to use.  “They believe we can come to terms with the aristocratic landlords.  But how can we come to terms with people who see us as lower than their pet horses?  They are unwilling even to give us a reasonable share in what we produce!  Why should we even try to compromise?  They certainly will not compromise with us!”

Adam listened as the speaker’s voice rose, telling the audience that peasants were already taking the matter into their own hands.  Entire swathes of the countryside were becoming ungovernable.  Manors were being burnt to the ground, their occupants brutally murdered if they were stupid enough to hang around once the mobs came calling.  Adam wasn’t sure how he felt about that.  Mobs were dangerous.  He’d seen mobs tearing people apart for the mere suspicion they were somehow linked to Vesperian, or King Randor, or whoever the mob took it into its head to hate.  Mobs had no sense of restraint.  And yet, how would he feel if he grew up a serf, in a world where he was nothing more than property?  He was an apprentice, a servant to his master, but he wasn’t property.  What if he was?

“They say there’s going to be a revolution in Alluvia,” Arnold said, quietly.  “And we will be there.”

“We?”  Adam frowned.  “The Levellers?”

“Oh, yes,” Arnold said.  “And we’ll take the rights they refuse to grant us.”

He led the way out of the park as the speaker stepped down.  Adam and Taffy followed, pushing their way through the crowd.  The Levellers had organised an entire series of speeches, making sure everyone had a chance to hear their words.  Adam wondered, as the crowd parted to let them go, just where it would end.  Everyone had their own ideas about how to reform society and no one seemed to want to listen to anyone else’s idea.

“I never realised land reform was a problem,” Adam said, quietly.  “It isn’t an issue back home.”

“No one ever does,” Taffy said.  There was a hint of bitterness in her tone.  “People will ignore problems as long as they’re problems that happen to other people, right up until the problems bite them on the rear.  And then they scream.”

“Like magical brats,” Arnold said.  “Their parents don’t realise their behaviour is a problem until their brats get a taste of their own medicine.”

Adam winced.  “Is it really that bad, out there?”

“Yes.”  Taffy scowled.  “My father was a freeholder.  He had a patch of land that was supposed to be his.  So what?  He was still forced to work for the local toff, giving his labour for free while his own land went unfarmed.  And he was one of the lucky ones.  The farmers, the ones who grow the food, are constantly on the verge of starving ... and do you know why?  The toffs take everything, so we grow as little as possible ...”

“You should turn that into a speech,” Arnold said.  “You sound more convincing than men who’ve never picked up a spade in their entire lives.”

Taffy flushed.  “I’ll be fighting for women’s rights first.”

Adam nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself.  It wasn’t easy, even in Beneficence, for a woman to make her own way in the world.  He dreaded to think what it must be like in the countryside.  Taffy had been lucky to escape and make it to the university.  Her peers had no choice but to submit to male authority.  They moved from their fathers to their husbands and ... he felt sick.  If he’d been in that situation, what would he do?  What could he do?  It wasn’t as if anyone would come to his defence and, if they did, he still wouldn’t be in control of his own life.  He’d be dependent on others until he died.

“Good idea,” Arnold said, as he pushed the door open.  “It might attract more women to join the cause.”

Taffy snickered.  “Did you hear of Brenna the Birch?”

“No.”  Adam scanned the pub, spotting an empty table.  It was surprisingly quiet, even though it was early evening.  A handful of apprentices sat around a table, drinking heavily, but otherwise the pub was nearly deserted.  He hoped that didn’t mean the beer was bad and the food inedible.  “What about her?”

Arnold had another question.  “Don’t you mean bitch?”

“No.”  Taffy smirked as they took their seats and waved to the waitress.  “Brenna had an abusive husband, in Alluvia.  Every time he had a bad day, he came home and took it out on his wife.  She tried to run away once, which ended with her being marched back to her husband.  Again.  There was no way she could leave him permanently, not until she died.  It was hopeless.  Right?”

“Right ...”  Adam had no idea where the story was going.  “So, what happened?”

“In Alluvia, women are property,” Taffy explained.  “They can’t do anything without their husband’s permission and there’s a lot of things they can’t do at all.  Legally, Brenna’s husband was responsible for everything she did.  Everything.  So Brenna joined the Levellers and started distributing their broadsheets in the richest parts of town.  She got caught - of course - but it was her husband who was charged with sedition.  It was her husband who got his head chopped off.  Brenna herself was whipped, but ... what was a whipping to her?  She was free of him for life!”

Adam had to laugh.  “There was something like it in Beneficence,” he said.  “A husband has to pay his wife’s bills, so naturally she drove them as high as they could go.  It was quite an interesting court case.”

Taffy smiled back.  “What happened?”

“I think they changed the law,” Adam said.  He couldn’t recall the details.  There’d been several different versions of the story, each with a different ending.  “But my mother never had any trouble handling her own money.”

The waitress arrived, holding the menu.  Adam glanced at the prices and frowned.  They were relatively low, something that puzzled him.  The pub should have been heaving with customers ... he shrugged and ordered something simple, so simple even the most inexperienced cook couldn’t mess it up.  Arnold and Taffy didn’t seem to have any doubts.  Adam guessed they’d eaten at the pub before.  They did seem to spend a lot of time together.

“We need to think of something for our next trick,” Arnold said, as the waitress retreated.  “Can you brew a potion gas that turns magicians into frogs?”

Adam considered it.  “I don’t think so,” he said.  “It’s very difficult to brew a potion that would transfigure someone, then the magic would have to remain intact even as the potion became a gas.  It simply wouldn’t be concentrated enough to work ... I think.  I’m not sure I could even reach the first step, not without help.”

“I’m sure Lilith would agree to help.”  Arnold leered cheerfully at him.  “Just tell her you’re going to be the one who drinks it.”

“She wouldn’t need a potion,” Adam said.  It was impossible to sort out his own feelings for her.  “It would be a lot of effort for something she could do a great deal easier just by snapping her fingers.”

“And she would, too,” Arnold said.  “She’s just crazy.”

“She doesn’t know her own feelings,” Taffy corrected.  “Give her time.  She’ll sort them out sooner or later.”

Arnold didn’t seem to mind being contradicted in public.  “What makes you say that?”

“Girls get attracted to boys, just as boys get attracted to girls,” Taffy said.  She paused as the waitress returned, carrying a large tray of food and drink, and waited until the waitress was gone again.  “Our bodies can mislead us as much as yours.  It is easy to look at a handsome man, even one with a bad reputation, and let our feelings lead us into trouble.  Or to deny those feelings and pretend they don’t exist.  We are no more logical about our feelings than you.  We just rationalise it differently.”

Arnold took a sip of his juice.  “So, what do you suggest Adam should do?”

“Give her time,” Taffy said.  “And see what happens.”

Adam flushed and looked down at his plate.  The stew looked fine.  He took a bite and decided it tasted fine too.  It made no sense ... he shook his head, deciding it didn’t matter as he tucked into the meal.  Perhaps everyone was at the Leveller meeting.  Arnold had said the rest of the speeches were just going over old ground, but maybe others felt differently.  Adam hadn’t really been exposed to Leveller thought until he’d come to Heart’s Eye.

The pub filled slowly, men - and a handful of women - making their way to the tables or up to the counter.  Adam almost wished the pub had remained empty as they finished their food and tried to relax, sipping their drinks.  Arnold had ordered juice - again - Adam’s lips twitched in amusement, although it wasn’t funny.  Arnold didn’t live and work on the docks.  He didn’t have to prove his masculinity by drinking himself senseless.  It wasn’t as if Adam or Taffy would judge him for not touching the stuff.

“We’ll have to go soon,” Arnold predicted.  “They’ll want the table.”

Adam nodded, then frowned as he saw a cluster of rough-looking men wearing homespun clothes enter the pub.  They looked like farmers.  Levellers often wore commoner clothes, but ... Adam had the feeling the men were real farmers.  He wasn’t sure why he felt that way, yet ... the men’s eyes swept the room, alighting on their table.  They marched towards the table before Adam could say a word.  Their leader, a big beefy man who looked stronger than Praxis, grabbed Taffy by the arm and yanked her out of the chair.  She screamed.

“This is my wife,” the leader said, as silence fell.  He wasn’t quite shouting, but somehow his words echoed around the pub.  “I am taking her back home.”

“Let go of me, you bastard,” Taffy shouted.  She tried to pull free and nearly made it, only to have her captor catch her by the hair instead.  “I’m not your wife!”

Adam wished, as a rustle of unease ran around the room, that he’d invited Lilith.  Or Yvonne and Praxis.  A magician could have ended the affair before it got violently out of hand.  Instead, no one seemed to know quite what to do.  Taffy’s husband - her unwanted fiancé, Adam corrected himself - was no longer in his homeland, and the rules were different here, but most of the settlers had grown up in lands where a wife was firmly in her husband’s power and he had every right to drag her back home.  And he had an escort, four other toughs ... Adam wasn’t even sure how the bastard had found Taffy.  They were practically on the other side of the world.

“Let go,” Taffy shouted.  “Let me go!”

Arnold dove forward and drove his fist into the husband’s stomach.  He doubled over, letting go of Taffy as he clutched his chest.  Arnold’s action broke the paralysis as the toughs lunged forward, the rest of the patrons surging towards the farmers to kick them out.  Adam picked up his glass and threw the contents into the nearest thug’s eyes, then followed up with a wicked punch aimed at his groin.  The man staggered, but didn’t fall.  He’d worn leathers ... Adam was impressed Arnold had managed to hurt his target so badly.  Leathers weren’t exactly armour, but ...

The fight rapidly dissolved into chaos.  Adam saw the bartender slamming down his shutters, an instant before someone nearly took his head off with a punch.  He lashed out as hard as he could, the farmer barely staggering under the blow and drawing back his fist for a punch of his own a second before someone landed on his back and sent him, sprawling, to the floor.  Adam hoped Taffy had the sense to run as he ducked another blow, then jabbed his finger into the tough’s eye.  It wasn’t exactly honourable, but there were no rules in bar fights.  The fighting grew worse as more and more people plunged into the chaos, hammering away seemingly at random. He caught sight of Arnold slamming a fist into a man’s head, nearly breaking it.  His target crashed to the floor so hard the entire building seemed to shake.  Arnold was stronger than he looked.

Arnold caught his eye.  “This way!”

Adam followed him as he ran towards the back of the chamber.  Taffy was waiting, looking terrified.  Arnold took her hand and yanked her through the door, ignoring the squawk of protest from the staff as they ran through the kitchen and out into the back alley.  Behind them, Adam heard someone bellowing for calm.  The Guard had arrived, late as usual.  The local guardsmen were supposed to be honest, trustworthy and completely incorruptible - Adam believed that about as much as he believed random strangers were actually the exiled Crown Prince of Tempat, who would ennoble him if only he gave them his life savings - but they weren’t keen to get into the fight.  They might just let it burn out rather than risk their lives trying to break it up.

They kept running, slipping through the streets, around the edge of town and up to the university.  Adam couldn’t help feeling as though they were being followed, but - when he glanced behind him - he saw nothing.  Taffy was breathing heavily, on the verge of breaking down.  She stumbled to a halt.  Arnold muttered something - it sounded like an oath - and picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder as they resumed the run.  Adam was impressed.  Arnold didn’t look that strong.

“Keep your eyes open,” Arnold ordered.  “If there’s more than five of them, they could have someone lying in wait.”

Adam did as he was told, but saw nothing.  The desert was shrouded in darkness.  He remembered his earlier thoughts and shuddered, hoping Taffy’s unwanted fiancé and his men walked into the desert and got lost.  It would be impossible for them to find their way out.  He didn’t know how the travelling people did it.  He put the thought out of his head as they kept running, never slowing until they reached the outer edge of the old grounds.  The wards weren’t strong enough to keep out intruders, he’d been told, but - at the very least - they should alert the staff if unwelcome guests arrived.

Arnold slowed, then lowered Taffy to her feet.  She leaned against his body, her eyes shining as she stared up at him.  Adam was almost envious.  He’d never had a girl - or anyone - look at him like that.  Taffy would do anything for Arnold, after he’d saved her from a fate worse than death.  He could take her to bed and she’d go willingly and ...

He saved her, Adam told himself, sharply.  It had been Arnold, not him, who’d struck the first blow.  He deserves to be admired for defending her.

Taffy didn’t let go of Arnold.  Her voice was shaky.  “How ...?”

“Jasper, perhaps,” Arnold said.  “If he ratted you out ...”

Adam wasn’t so sure.  Jasper was a magician.  He might be newborn, but still ... why would he care about Taffy?  How would he know about her early life?  Hell, why would he bother to send a message to her hometown?  Taffy wasn’t the one who’d broken his nose.  Why would he lash out at her?  And why would he arrange for her husband to do it?

“I don’t know,” he said, reluctantly.  He wanted to believe it was Jasper’s work.  But it just made no sense.  “I just don’t know.”

“We’ll figure it out.”  Arnold held Taffy tightly.  “And then we’ll teach whoever did it a lesson.”

Adam nodded, recognising the unspoken hint.  “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.  Arnold and Taffy wanted to be alone.  “Good night.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“I figured it out,” Arnold said, two days later.  They sat in the common room, Arnold and Taffy sitting on a sofa while Adam drew out more spell diagrams.  “I know how he found her.”

Adam looked up, surprised.  Taffy’s unwanted husband and his toughs had been arrested, spent an unpleasant day in the stocks and then had been unceremoniously deported back to Zangaria.  Adam doubted they’d have a very pleasant reception.  Queen Alassa was a close, personal friend of Lady Emily and Heart’s Eye was Lady Emily’s pet project.  Even if the queen herself didn’t get involved, the farmers would probably get in trouble for abandoning their farms.  Adam was surprised - and relieved - they’d faced any kind of punishment at all.  He’d half-expected to discover they’d been released and were currently lurking in Heart’s Ease, waiting for Taffy to show her face so they could snatch her off the streets ...

“How?”  He still didn’t believe it was Jasper.  It simply didn’t make sense.  “We are thousands of miles from him ...”

“It was our fault,” Arnold said.  “The story, the one that ran in Unexpected Enlightenment?  Copies were sent everywhere, including Zangaria.  The bastard found a copy and, when he read it, he found Taffy’s name.”

“And then he came here to get her,” Adam said.  “How did he even afford it?”

“He didn’t have a choice,” Taffy said, flatly.  “As long as he didn’t know where I was, he could claim - credibly - that I was dead, leaving him free to look for another bride.  He might even have been right.  Instead ... the moment he saw my name, he had to drag me back home or become a laughingstock.  I dare say plenty of girls back home are quietly relieved they can’t be forced to marry him now.”

Adam snorted.  “He can read?”

“He was one of the first to adopt the New Learning, when it swept through the countryside,” Taffy said.  Her lips twisted, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was saying. “Give him credit for that, if nothing else.”

“Hah.”  Adam had known too many fishermen with the same attitude.  Their wives were an extension of themselves and the gods help the poor women - they never did - if they weren’t at home, with a meal on the stove, when the husband returned.  “What happens now?”

Taffy smirked and shifted against Arnold.  “I’m not dead,” she said.  “The engagement cannot be broken.  He can’t get married to anyone.”

Arnold looked torn between amusement and bafflement.  “How does that work?  You’re not dead, but you’re not going to marry him ...”

“It isn’t just me,” Taffy said.  “If it was just him and me getting married, it would be one thing.  But it’s really a union of our properties ... rather, my father’s properties ... with the marriage as the linchpin that holds them together.  He isn’t free to abandon the match, not without severe consequences.  It would really complicate his life if my father died before the marriage was formalised or broken.  A bunch of other claimants would come out of the woodwork.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Arnold said.  “As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters.”

Adam looked away as they kissed, again.  They’d been discreet - they hadn’t been making love in the dorms - but there was no hiding that their relationship had turned sexual.  He hoped it didn’t mean they’d be wrapped up in each other for the next few weeks ... he shook his head, mentally kicking himself.  That wasn’t what he was truly thinking.  He wanted a relationship for himself.  He wanted ...

I could ask Lilith if she wants to go out this evening, he thought.  But would she want to go?

He cursed, inwardly, as the sound of kissing grew louder.  It wasn’t easy to ask a girl if she wanted to walk out together.  Some girls said yes, some girls let him down gently ... some girls laughed in his face, telling him they’d sooner start a relationship with the Old Man of the Sea than a boy like him.  It was hard not to take it personally ... the girl had every right to say no, as his mother had told him, yet they didn’t have to be bitches about it.  His fists clenched as he stared at the papers without seeing them.  He could abandon all his self-respect and go to the brothel ...

And catch something nasty, his thoughts mocked.  That would be unpleasant.

He forced himself to study the diagrams, silently working out newer and better runes for the proposed spell disruptor.  Master Landis hadn’t said much of anything about the ruined table - Adam wasn’t sure if he accepted destroyed equipment as the price of having an apprentice or if he’d merely felt Adam had been punished enough for one day - but it was still a dangerous branch of magic.  No matter how he looked at it, he couldn’t figure out how to avoid the magic surging uncontrollably - and unpredictably.  The trick should work, but the risks were just too high.

“The windmill should be ready in a week or so,” Arnold said.  His voice was so bland no one would have guessed he’d been kissing only a few moments ago.  “And then we get to test your theory.  If we can charge wands ...”

Adam glanced at him.  Arnold looked ... normal.  Beside him, Taffy’s lips were noticeably puffy.  Adam tried not to roll his eyes.  He couldn’t understand how a man could move from kissing and making out to discussing engineering in the blink of an eye.  Taffy smiled at him, looking like the cat who’d eaten the canary.  Adam shook his head.  He’d seen his sisters with crushes.  They’d made complete fools of themselves.

They’d say the same about you, his thoughts reminded him.  Didn’t you used to write love poetry to Suzie?

He winced.  He’d tried to forget the poetry.  It had only been poetry by courtesy.  He’d been young enough to think the girl would fall in love with him if he recited it, old enough to realise she’d probably die laughing if he tried.  People talked of serenading one’s love under the balcony, but the real world mocked such concepts.  He’d be very lucky if the lady didn’t come out and empty her chamberpot over his head.

Lilith wouldn’t do that, he thought.  She’d just turn me into a frog instead.

“You’re thinking about her again,” Arnold said.  “I can tell.”

Adam blushed.  “How?”

“You have a dreamy expression on your face whenever you think of her,” Arnold teased, a deadpan look on his face.  “You really do have it bad, don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” Adam admitted.  There were times when Lilith was pleasant.  He enjoyed working with her, particularly when her knowledge and experience complemented his.  He even enjoyed her sardonic view of the world.  And yet, there were times when she was just thoroughly unpleasant.  “She can be good and she can be bad.”

“Her time of the month,” Arnold said.  “Give her time ...”

Taffy elbowed him.  Adam couldn’t keep himself from rolling his eyes this time.  Taffy had it bad, too.  His sisters would have smacked him senseless for even daring to mention such feminine mysteries, or marched him to their mother and demanded justice.  Taffy’s response was surprisingly mild.  And yet ... Arnold was probably wrong.  Lilith was a girl who’d studied both potions and alchemy, a girl who’d attended a school used to catering to teenage girls.  She’d been able to obtain - or brew - potions to help with her monthlies almost as soon as they’d begun.

“Take her out,” Taffy said.  “Somewhere you’ll both enjoy.”

Adam frowned.  “Where?”

“There’s a new steam engine coming onto the tracks next Saturday,” Arnold offered.  “It’s supposed to be the latest and greatest design, at least until something even greater comes along.  Take her to see it, then go to town for dinner.  You’ll have her eating out of the palm of your hand.”

Taffy elbowed him, again.  “Don’t rush things,” she said.  “Let them proceed at their own pace.”

Arnold pulled her over down for a kiss.  Adam sighed and turned away, granting them what privacy he could as they made out.  It was the common room.  They had every right to be there.  And yet ... he wished they were doing it somewhere else.  It was a grim reminder that he didn’t have a girl, that he didn’t know what - if anything - Lilith was thinking, let alone feeling ... he sighed.  Lilith’s father would not approve of the match.  He might not know about the kiss - somehow, he couldn’t see Lilith telling him - but if the relationship became a little more open ...

He sketched out the next design, finishing the last lines as the door opened and Morris stepped into the room.  “Look what I found!”

Adam looked up, a sudden flicker of alarm running through him as he saw the crystalline structure in Morris’s hand.  His face was blank, his eyes wrong ... Adam stared in horror, realising someone had cast a compulsion spell on Morris.  And they’d made him carry the crystalline thing into the common room ... it was pulsing with a baleful light, the embedded spell flaring ...

There was a brilliant flash of light.  Adam felt a tingle ... he closed his eyes, too late, then opened them again.  He expected to find himself turned into something, or frozen in place, or made to dance a jig, or something - anything - other than nothing.  Morris stood there, holding the enchanted device.  His eyes were still blank, but his body was unmoving.  He’d carried out his orders and ... and what?  Nothing had happened.

“What?”  Arnold sounded as stunned as Adam himself.  “Did someone just mess up the spell?”

Adam was tempted to agree.  The device had flashed ... and then, nothing.  Enchanting items wasn’t easy.  Perhaps whoever had cast the spell on Morris hadn't checked their work before giving him the device and telling him to take it into the common room.  And yet ... he didn’t know much about enchantment, although he’d learnt a great deal as they’d designed the windmill, but he knew the crystals weren’t cheap.  Anyone with access to them would have already mastered the basics ...

Taffy screamed.  Adam turned and nearly screamed himself.  Taffy’s face was ... he felt sick, nearly throwing up as he saw feathers sprouting from her face, her nose and mouth merging and warping into a beak.  He stared, then felt a stab of pain running through him.  His hand was shifting, changing ... he felt his bones twisting out of shape, the magic warping his body as if someone was trying to twist his hand in an impossible direction.  He stumbled, his mouth opening to scream, before it suddenly became impossible.  He’d been transfigured before, but this ... this was agony.  It felt as if he was being twisted and warped and mercilessly crammed into an impossible form.  His shirt twisted and fell loose, his belt dropping to his knees ... he saw feathers bursting out of his bare skin, the sight making his stomach heave ... his mouth was suddenly heavy, utterly unmoving.  Taffy fell forward, landing on her hands ... she didn’t have hands any longer, just feathered shapes that were slowly becoming wings.  Arnold seemed to be calmer, but he was being changed too.  Adam didn’t have to look at Morris to know he’d been affected as well.  The spell was pure torture ...

Panic shot through him as Morris dropped the device.  It shattered into a thousand pieces.  For a moment, Adam dared to hope it would end the spell, but it kept twisting their bodies into living nightmares.  His panic grew worse.  Normal transfiguration spells included safeguards.  They couldn’t be made permanent.  Lilith could change him into whatever she liked and the spell would wear off, sooner or later.  This spell ... he didn’t know.  Whoever had cast it was clearly more capable than the average first-year student.  They might be chickens for the rest of their lives ... hell, they might be captured and eaten by people who didn’t know they’d once been human.  They might have been sentenced to death.

Taffy was a chicken now, her beak tapping the floor.  Her eyes, what he could see of them, were mindless.  Arnold ... Adam’s vision warped as his eyes changed, the slow and agonising transformation reaching its zenith.  He tried to think, all too aware he had bare moments before his thoughts became ... a chicken’s thoughts.  His body felt wrong as he hopped forward, each piece of crystal on the ground distracting him for seconds that felt like an eternity.  The chicken’s simple thoughts threatened to overwhelm him, dragging him down into madness, as he jumped onto the chair, then the table, then the runic diagram.  It might kill him - the thought felt as if it would be the last coherent thought he’d ever had - but it was better than life as an unthinking beast.  He fell into the rune ...

... The world twisted.  He screamed and screamed again, only slowly realising that he was human again.  His body felt bruised and broken, although ... he rolled over and fell off the table, landing roughly on the floor.  The ceiling above his head was scorched and pitted ... it hadn’t been like that before, had it?  He wasn’t sure.  He was so dazed he couldn’t swear to his own name.  Something was touching him ... he jumped back, with no clear memory of stumbling to his feet.  A chicken ... a chicken?

“I ...”  He was looking at one of his friends.  He knew it.  “I’m coming ...”

He drew out a second diagram, then motioned for the chicken to step on it.  The chicken looked at him blankly.  They were remarkably stupid birds, if he recalled correctly.  He pushed the diagram against the chicken, doing his best to ignore the surge of heat that tore the parchment to ash as the spell broke.  Taffy appeared in front of him, as naked as the day she was born.  Adam stared at her in confusion, only slowly realising he was naked too.  His clothes were lying on the floor, in rags.

It was all he could do to look away and release the other two from the spells.  Morris looked practically catatonic.  Arnold didn’t seem concerned.  He hugged Taffy tightly, then walked into the dorm as if he didn't have a care in the world.  Adam blinked in surprise, before Arnold returned with a small bottle.  He uncorked it, then pressed it against Morris’s mouth.  The stench of brandy filled the room.  Adam almost wanted a drink himself.  He didn’t normally drink, but ...

Taffy started to cry.  Arnold passed the brandy to Adam, then held Taffy gently.  She was naked, but there was nothing sexual in it.  She was ... Adam vowed brutal and bloody revenge as he took a sip himself.  Whoever was behind the curse - and it was a curse, not a hex - was going to pay.  He’d see to it personally.  

“Jasper,” Morris said, coughing and spluttering.  “It was Jasper!”

Arnold looked at him.  “What happened?”

Morris stole the brandy and took another swig.  “He ... he stepped out of the wall as I walked past and ... and did something to me.  He gave me the crystal and told me to take it to the common room and ... and I did it.  I couldn’t help myself.  I just did it and I ...”

He stared at his hands.  Adam understood.  He’d been terrified, the first time he’d been transfigured, and that had been a simple spell.  One moment, he’d been human; the next, he’d been a frog.  This transformation had been slow and painful ... he suspected it had been designed to make the process as unpleasant as possible, even though it had also given him a chance to figure out how to escape.  Jasper hadn’t wanted to just punch back ... he’d wanted to hurt and humiliate them.  And he’d succeeded.

“It couldn’t have been just Jasper,” Arnold said.  He helped Taffy to her feet, then pushed her towards the female dorms.  “He couldn’t have gotten the crystals and sneaked them into the room without help.  The wards would have noticed something so ... blatantly dangerous.”

Adam cursed under his breath.  He knew a great deal about wards, although most - pretty much all - of his experience was purely theoretical.  In theory, something like the enchanted and charged crystal should have set off alarms.  In practice ... the university was nowhere near as heavily protected as the average magic school.  It might be possible for Jasper to sneak the crystals around the building without being detected.  Or ...

“He had help,” Arnold said.  He dressed slowly, his face grim.  “It would take a skilled magician to shield the crystals from detection.  And your girlfriend’s father is the prime suspect.”

“Master Dagon?”  Adam stared at him in shock.  “You think he did it?”

“Who else?”  Arnold finished dressing and turned away.  “He has the power.  He has the skill.  He has the access.  And he has the motive.”

“I ...”  Adam didn’t want to believe it. Master Dagon was an ass - and, if Lilith was to be believed, he’d dragged his daughter along with him rather than let her set out on her own - but would he risk unleashing such dangerous magics?  He might not care about Adam and his friends, yet ... he was risking a confrontation with the rest of the council as well as Lady Emily herself.  “It would be madness.”

“Perhaps that’s the plan,” Arnold said.  “No one thinks he’s mad enough to do it, so he gets away with it.”

He shrugged.  “Next time you see Lilith, see what she says,” he added.  “In the meantime, we’ll plot revenge.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The next few days were rough.

Arnold had vetoed making a formal complaint, on the grounds they hadn’t been kept from their studies, but Adam had half-hoped the staff would step in anyway, particularly after someone spread the story far and wide.  It was tempting to believe, as Adam suggested, that someone on the council - and he named a name - had insisted the council should do nothing, that there had been no real harm done.  Adam found it incomprehensible.  The transfiguration spell had been no mere joke, but pure torture.

“We’ll find a way to strike back,” Arnold said.  “You find something new to shock the magicians.”

His words hung in Adam’s mind as he worked in the lab, alongside Lilith.  She spoke to him as little as possible, even when they were digging through potions recipes and working on ways to adapt them.  Adam couldn’t tell what she was thinking.  It was common, back home, to think of girls as mysterious creatures, their thoughts flighty and incomprehensible to a young man.  He knew, intellectually, that was silly.  And yet, Lilith’s thinking made no sense.  Did she like him?  Did she hate him?  Was she ashamed of herself for kissing him, or hexing him, or ... or what?  Was she afraid of what her father might say, if he knew?  Adam watched her, wondering what was going through her mind.  It could be anything.

Lilith shook her head and stepped back from the table.  “That’s it for the day,” she said.  “My head hurts.”

Adam nodded.  It had been a long and completely unsuccessful day.  Master Landis had spent the last few days instructing Lilith in advanced brewing, and directing Adam to take notes for later adaptation, but today he’d left them alone.  Adam wondered if he trusted them to be mature or if he simply wanted them to get their issues out of their systems as quickly as possible.  He’d certainly told them both off for snapping at each other when he’d started to delve into advanced potions.  It would be a great deal worse, he’d cautioned them, if they moved into alchemy in the wrong frame of mind.

He glanced at the clock, then took a breath.  It wasn’t fair, he reflected, that the boys were expected to ask the girls out.  The mere act took more bravery than standing up to a street tough, particularly when the girl could crush the boy’s hopes with a single word.  And if she told the entire world ... Adam would almost sooner be turned into a slug than have the entire city laughing at him, for daring to take the risk of making his feelings known.  The only upside, he told himself, was that Lilith didn’t seem to have any friends her own age, beyond him.  Who would she tell?

“Lilith?”  Adam’s mouth was dry.  “Lilith ... what are you doing tomorrow at lunchtime?”

Lilith shot him an unreadable look.  Adam cringed, inwardly.  The older boys back home had talked about words that could make a girl melt, but ... Adam was suddenly certain they’d been talking nonsense.  It wasn’t that easy to convince anyone to spend time with you ... he swallowed, hard, forcing himself to keep talking even though he wanted to run.  Lilith might have plans...

“I was wondering ...”  He stopped and started again.  “I was wondering if you would like to go to the foundry, to see the latest steam engine take to the tracks, and then go get something for lunch?”

Lilith’s eyes bored into his for a long, cold moment.  Adam forced himself to stand his ground.  Her face gave him no clues.  She might be trying not to laugh ... no, that wasn’t likely.  Lilith had never had any qualms about laughing at him before ... he braced himself, expecting a hex or a curse or something nastier.  If she thought he was playing games...

“I have no plans,” Lilith said, with excessive formality.  “I would be delighted.”

Adam smiled, even though he wasn’t sure of his own feelings.  “Meet you in the entrance hall at 1100?”

“Please.”  Lilith looked as if she wanted to say something else, but refrained.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Adam sketched a bow, then hurried out the chamber before his nerve failed him.  She’d said yes!  She’d said ... he felt his heart pound as he remembered the last time they’d gone to dinner.  He was suddenly torn between the urge to go back and invite her to dinner now and the urge to run, to have nothing to do with her ... he shook his head.  She’d said yes.  And that was all that mattered.

His heart was still pounding as he returned to the dorm.  There was no sign of anyone.  Arnold and Taffy had probably headed straight for the private bedrooms immediately after they’d finished for the day ... he felt a surge of conflicting emotions he didn’t want to look at too closely.  Taffy was like a sister.  He didn’t want to date her.  And yet, it was never easy to know that his friends were engaging in intimate relationships while his bed was cold.  He’d never liked the bragging back home because he’d never done anything he could brag about ...

And most of the braggarts were liars, he reminded himself, sternly.  They probably never even had a girl look twice at them, let alone decide to share her bed.

He wondered, as he went to dinner alone, what Lilith did when she wasn’t in the lab or with him.  There was no sign of her in the dining hall.  Did she take her meals with her father?  Or was she just coming later?  Or ... maybe she was in the library.  She seemed to enjoy reading about everything, from basic magical theory to concepts that had either been left in the past long ago or proved - after extensive research - to be completely impractical.  It was nice to know, Adam reflected, that they had something in common.

A low clucking noise echoed through the air.  He looked up to see Jasper smirking at him.  The magician’s nose looked ... unbroken, without even a hint it had ever been broken.  Adam’s fists clenched of their own accord.  It just wasn’t fair.  There were lads back home who’d bear the scars of street fighting the rest of their days, some of whom hadn’t been anything like as badly hurt.  The urge to get up and smash his fist into Jasper’s nose again was almost overwhelming, but ... he knew he’d never get close enough to strike.  Jasper would zap him before he even got around the table.  Instead, he finished his dinner and left the room.  The sound of clucking echoed after him.

Bastard, Adam thought.  He’d never met anyone he hated quite as much as Jasper and that was saying something.  He was a newborn magician ... he should know what it was like to live without magic.  He probably left home and never looked back.

He walked back to the dorm and headed to the shower.  There was no sign of Arnold.  Adam guessed he and Taffy were still busy ... he told himself, firmly, that he shouldn’t be so envious.  

Be patient, he told himself after he’d showered, as he pulled the curtains around his bed and slipped under the sheets.  There’s no need to hurry.

The thought mocked him as he closed his eyes and tried to sleep.  His body wanted a relationship ... no, his body wanted sex.  He knew people who’d gotten into trouble because they’d let their emotions overwhelm their common sense - Jack had been thrashed by Marcy’s father for kissing her, Oswald and Cathy had had to get married in a hurry when it became clear she was pregnant - and yet, he still wanted to do it.  And yet ... he shook his head as he drifted off to sleep.  He was young.  He could wait.  

He awoke, feeling as though he hadn’t slept at all.  It was easy to think the clock was lying when it insisted it was 0900.  He staggered into the shower and turned on the tap, allowing the water to wash away the tiredness.  Lilith wouldn’t be impressed if he turned up yawning ... his heart twisted, his nerves threatening to drag him down.  It would be the first time they’d been alone together, outside the university, since their kiss.  He felt anticipation and fear in equal measure.  Who knew what she thought?

There was no sign of her, or Arnold and Taffy, as he went for breakfast, then returned to the dorm to change into his best clothes.  It struck him, not for the first time, that they simply weren’t fancy at all, not compared to anything she might wear.  He wondered if he should have spent some of his allowance on better clothes, before remembering who he was and where he came from.  Spending money on clothes was a luxury when there were thousands of garments being passed down from generation to generation, each one patched and patched again until it fell apart.  Even then, it wasn’t done.  Seamstresses would take the remnants and turn them into patches for newer and better garments.

His heart beat faster as he made his way down the stairs and into the hall.  What if she wasn’t there?  What if she didn’t come?  There were girls, back home, who’d done that ... some deliberately, some not.  It wasn’t uncommon for a girl to be caught sneaking out by her parents, to be marched back to her room for a thrashing before she went to bed.  And yet ... he’d heard stories about girls who claimed they’d been caught, after standing a boy up.  Who knew if they were telling the truth?

The hall was nearly empty.  He felt his heart sink, an instant before she stepped out of a side door and smiled at him.  She was ... Adam tried not to stare.  She wore a dress cut to reveal the tops of her breasts, a dress that shimmered around her thighs and legs ... he found himself speechless, unable to keep from staring and, at the same time, all too aware he shouldn’t even think of staring.  And then it struck him that she must think him a clown.  Even Jasper wore better clothes in town.

“You look stunning,” Adam managed.  “I ...”

“Thank you.”  Lilith dropped a perfect curtsey, then held out an arm.  “Shall we go?”

Adam took her arm and allowed her to lead him through the door and down the road to the town.  Heart’s Ease seemed to have grown in leaps and bounds overnight, as if the residents had thrown up more apartment blocks and shacks in the wink of an eye.  He’d heard there were more people flowing into the town, coming from all over the known world, but he’d found it hard to believe.  Heart’s Ease was nowhere near as confined as Beneficence - the city sat on a giant island - and yet it was starting to give the impression of being even more crowded.  The stench of too many people in too close of a proximity hung in the air.

He found himself unsure of what to say as she leaned against him.  Her touch was distracting.  What could they talk about?  He understood, now, why so many people back home talked about the weather.  It was a nice, safe topic, one that allowed them to build a rapport without ever quite touching on dangerous issues.  He opened his mouth and took a breath.  The air was hot and dry and tasted of tainted magic ... no different at all from the first breath he’d taken, back when he’d clambered off the train and into a whole new world.  He smiled.  She’d think he was an idiot if he tried to discuss the unchanging weather with her.

Lilith glanced at him.  “What’s so funny?”

“I was trying to decide if I should talk about the weather,” Adam admitted.  “Why does the air taste of tainted magic?”

“Good question.”  Lilith seemed relieved to have something to talk about, too.  “You know there is a nexus point under the university?  When it was a school ... the necromancer snuffed out the nexus point, killing the school.  We think that had an effect on the lands surrounding the school, as the Desert of Death started to expand shortly afterwards.  It wasn’t until Lady Emily reignited the nexus point, somehow, that the land started to heal.”

She paused.  “The general theory is that the necromancer’s magic somehow tainted the air and sand around us,” she added after a moment. “But in truth we don’t know for sure.”

“Lady Emily reignited all the nexus points,” Adam mused.  “What does that mean for the Blighted Lands?”

Lilith said nothing for a long moment.  “Some of us believe the Blighted Lands will recover, that it is just a matter of time before they become habitable again,” she said.  “There are people who are already moving into the south, snatching the nexus points in a bid to establish kingdoms of their own.  Others ... others think it will be decades, perhaps centuries, before the lands become self-sustaining.  We just don’t know for sure.”

Adam stared over the sandy wastelands.  “How far did the desert spread in two decades?”

“Good question,” Lilith said.  “The school was always near the desert.  The farmers who lived nearby either fled or were butchered by the necromancer.  It’s quite possible their absence gave the desert a chance to claim the lands, then keep heading north.  But ... really, the desert was spreading into settled lands even before the war resumed.”

Adam let out a breath as they walked around the edge of town and up towards the foundry.  It seemed to have grown too, since his last visit.  He spied a whole new collection of workshops, factories and warehouses he was sure hadn’t been there last time.  A new set of rails linked the foundry to the town and the greater rail network beyond.  He wondered, suddenly, just how long it would take to link all the tiny railways into one great network, one that reached all the way from Beneficence to Heart’s Ease.

“Years, perhaps,” Lilith said, when he asked out loud.  “And it will take days to travel from one end of the world to the other.”

Adam nodded, feeling her pressing closer to him as they joined the crowd heading towards the engine sheds.  There were hundreds of people making their way into the foundry, a distinctly carnival atmosphere hanging in the air ... he heard someone advertising his wares at the top of his voice, promising food so great it sneered at kings and princes.  Adam’s lips quirked in amusement.  Roadside stalls were always a mixed bag.  Some were great, some were a guaranteed stomach-ache.  His mother had always taught him to check how clean they were before he bought anything, even a simple pastry.  Better to go hungry than get sick.

Lilith caught his eye as they found a vantage point, close enough to the shed to see what was happening without getting in the way.  “Why are there so many people?”

“Because the first sight of a new engine is always ... fun,” Adam said.  Back home, people had lined the rocks to watch a ship slip out of the yard and into the water.  Here ... he tried to find the words to explain it, but nothing came to mind.  “Didn’t you come via train?”

“I was here before the railway,” Lilith said.  There was a hint of bitterness in her voice.  “My father teleported us here.”

Adam winked at her.  “When we have a couple of days, do you want to ride the train into Farrakhan?  We can go exploring.”

Lilith shuddered.  “Better to take the portal, I think.”

A low whistle echoed through the air.  The doors clanked open.  Adam peered into the darkness as smoke billowed out of the shed.  A chuffing noise drew his attention; Lilith’s hand tightened on his as a light flared within the darkness.  Something was moving ... he felt a thrill of pure excitement as the engine slowly came into view, clanking loudly as bright sunlight reflected off the metal.  There was something undeniably crude about it - he could see pistons pumping, steam escaping from pipes as well as the funnel - but it was the product of man’s ingenuity.  Adam felt a wave of admiration for Lady Emily, the genius who’d devised the first steam engines.  Other craftsmen might have taken her work and improved upon it, but she had started it.  The machine before him would not have come into existence if it wasn’t for her.

The crowd roared as the engine slowly picked up speed.  It was bigger than the last one he’d seen, its sheer size giving the impression of limitless power.  Adam felt the ground shudder as the engine moved down the tracks, the crew waving as they tended to their jobs.  It was hard not to envy the driver and fireman, even though their work came with immense risks as well as rewards.  Nearly everyone in the city, male and female alike, wanted to be them.  He spotted Jasper on the far side of the engine and blinked in surprise.  Even Jasper looked impressed.

Lilith took a breath.  “Gods ...”

Adam leaned against her.  “And there isn’t a scrap of magic in her.”

The noise grew louder.  Workers in bright yellow shirts shouted warnings, telling the crowd to get away from the tracks as the engine came to full power.  Adam put his arm around Lilith without thinking, realising too late she might take offense ... she didn’t seem to mind.  The engine glided forward, roaring its triumph to the skies ...

... And then all hell broke loose.  
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Chapter Thirty


[image: image]


The world seemed to dissolve into steam.

Adam ducked, yanking Lilith down with him, an instant before the shockwave passed over their heads.  A wave of heat washed over them, hot enough to threaten to scald him before it was gone as quickly as it had come; he heard, moments later, people screaming.  His eyes hurt ... he stumbled upright, still clutching Lilith’s hand.  His face felt as if he’d been sunburnt, his free hand stinging as though he’d grasped nettles.  He turned to stare at the engine and saw a pile of molten rubble piled on top of the track, steaming heavily.  It looked as if the boiler had burst in several places at the same moment.

He took a breath and recoiled in disgust.  The air stank of roasted human flesh.  He stared at the crowd, trying not to be sick.  The people who’d been closer to the engine than Adam and Lilith were, if they were lucky, badly burnt.  Some who’d been very close were dead ... he hoped they were dead.  One corpse looked as if it had melted like wax, the face and body so badly mutilated Adam couldn’t tell if the dead person had been male or female, young or old ... he’d seen horrors in his life, he’d seen young men brought home from the boats so badly wounded that death would be a mercy, and yet the sight before him was truly horrific.  Lilith seemed to stagger against him as she took in the scene.  The wounded were screaming and yet ... an odd silence hung in the air.  Adam remembered the days after Vesperian’s death and knew, with a sickening certainty, that things were about to get worse.

“You!”  A young craftsman - Adam vaguely recognised him as one of Arnold’s friends - jabbed a finger at Jasper.  “You did this!”

He hurled an orb before Jasper could say a word.  It crashed into Jasper’s chest, the stench of durian filling the air.  Jasper stumbled back, covering his mouth as he started to cast a spell.  Magic cracked on the air ... Jasper blundered into Arnold, who caught Jasper’s arm and yanked it back, forcing Jasper to breathe in the gas.  Jasper staggered, as if he was going to be sick, then hit the ground.  And then, suddenly, everyone was fighting, magicians and apprentices and everyone else hitting and kicking and lashing out at each other, with no rhyme or reason.  Adam stared in horror.  He wanted to join Arnold, to support him, and yet ...

“This way,” Adam shouted.  He’d brought Lilith to the event.  He owed it to her to get her out.  The stench of durian was making his eyes water.  The analytical part of his mind noted that whoever had brewed the gas - it wasn’t his work - had used too much spider blood.  Lilith was powerless and he had to get her out before ... he didn’t want to think about what could happen.  “Hurry!”

A man loomed in front of him.  Adam couldn’t tell if he was an apprentice or an older craftsman or even a magician.  There was no time to ask questions.  He drove his fist into the man’s chest, doubling him over. Adam hoped it was enough to keep him out of the fight long enough for him to get Lilith back to the university.  He’d been in enough brawls to know they were all against all, particularly if the gangs were drunk or hurting or ... or whatever.  His grip tightened as he saw more people coming towards them, shouting something incoherent at the top of their voices.  A flash of light blasted up in the distance, someone waving a wand ... he swallowed, hard, as he saw Taffy jump up, carrying a wand of her own.  Adam had no idea where she’d found it - charged wands were expensive, even in the university town - but it didn’t matter.  She’d give the magicians a taste of their own medicine.

Adam felt Lilith pulling on his arm and looked around.  A man had caught hold of her free arm, his hand reaching towards her breasts.  Adam reacted without thought, jabbing his finger into the man’s eye.  He let go of Lilith and staggered towards him, waving his fists as if they were clubs.  Adam didn’t have any time to let himself think about how big the man was as he drew back his fist and punched him again, aiming for his throat.  The man twisted and ducked and threw a punch of his own.  Adam saw stars as he stumbled back and tripped over his own feet, falling and landing on his ass.  Panic ran through him.  Lilith was powerless.  She was going to be molested, if not raped, and she was going to blame him ...

The man shrank.  Adam blinked, half-convinced he was seeing things.  The man became a blob of brown ... stuff, which sprouted legs and eyes even as Adam watched, then hopped away in utter confusion.  A frog ... Adam blinked in complete confusion, then looked up.  Lilith was staring down at him, her face grim as she lowered her hand.  She’d turned their attacker into a frog?  But she was powerless ... Adam stared at her.  How’d she done that?

He stumbled upright and caught her hand as the crowd closed in.  Lilith raised a hand again and cast a spell ... a wave of ... something... ran through the air, picking up the crowd and throwing them across the square.  Adam pulled Lilith forward, trying to see a way out of the riot and back to the university.  The scene was complete chaos.  Magicians and apprentices were trading blows, the fighting spreading rapidly out of control.  He couldn’t see Arnold or Taffy or even Jasper.  It was an utter nightmare.

“We have to get out of here,” he snapped.  “Can you teleport?”

Lilith shook her head as the wind shifted, blowing the stench towards them.  Adam swallowed as he realised the wounded had been trampled under the riot, people who could have been saved, perhaps, killed before either the chirurgeons or the healers could get to them.  He saw a young girl - barely in her teens - blood dripping from a cut to the forehead as she stumbled away; he saw an older man lying on the ground, leg twisted so badly out of shape it was clearly broken.  The crowd swept over him before he could escape, heading towards Adam and Lilith.  They were surrounded ...

“STOP!”  A wave of magic washed through the air, carrying with it an irresistible command.  Adam felt his willpower drain to nothing.  He let go of Lilith’s hand, his arms falling to his sides; he was dimly aware of Lilith struggling against the spell, only to lose the battle and fall into line beside him.  “STOP RIGHT NOW!”

Silence fell, so abruptly it felt as if someone had cast a cancellation spell.  Adam would have smiled if he’d been able to do anything, beyond standing and waiting for orders.  Someone had cast a spell to stop the riot.  He felt torn, relieved that someone had ended the conflict before more people got hurt and humiliated, once again, at the grim reminder that magicians called the shots.  The person who’d cast the spell could make him say or do or believe anything they wanted and he’d be powerless to resist.  It should have bothered him a great deal more.  The fact it didn’t, part of his mind reflected, was certain proof the spell was working.

Mistress Irene hovered in the air, staring down at the stunned rioters.  Adam was barely aware of her as anything more than a force of nature, her power beating on the air so strongly that even he felt it.  Fear ran through him ... he’d known Mistress Irene was puissant - Lady Emily would hardly have selected her to run the university if she wasn’t - but he hadn’t really believed.  Not until now.  She could do anything to him and ... he couldn’t stop her.

“And what,” Mistress Irene said, “do you think you’re doing?”

A dozen people spoke at once, their words becoming a meaningless babble as they blurred together.  Mistress Irene glared down at them, her eyes hardening.  Adam wondered, numbly, what was about to happen.  Rioters were harshly punished back home - at least, the ones stupid enough to continue the fight when the guards arrived in force - and he had no doubt it would be the same here.  A week in the stocks?  Hard labour?  A flogging?  Or all of the possible options ...?  He didn’t know.  The only person who could override Mistress Irene was Lady Emily and she was miles away.  Adam wanted to close his eyes in pain.  It felt as if the university experiment was about to come to an abrupt end.

“I don’t care who’s to blame,” Mistress Irene said.  “We’ll sort that out later.  For the moment, I want everyone - and I mean everyone - to tend to the wounded and help clean up the mess.”

The spell vanished.  Adam sagged, feeling his willpower return.  Lilith nearly collapsed to the ground.  She would have, if he hadn’t caught her arm.  She’d been fighting the spell far more effectively than he had, he guessed, although it was clear she’d had no greater luck.  He groaned inwardly as he looked at the crowd.  Half of them looked as if they’d been hit on the head with a brick.  A handful were even on the ground, groaning.  It was clear they wouldn’t be much use ...

“Get the wounded over here,” Mistress Irene ordered, her tone daring someone to defy her.  “Magicians, if you know healing spells, come help heal the wounded.”

“I’d better go,” Lilith managed.  She sounded shaken.  “You go help get the wounded to her.”

Adam nodded, forcing his legs to move.  His legs felt ... weird, as if he were wading through knee-deep water.  He caught sight of Jasper rubbing his head as he stumbled to his feet and felt a surge of naked hatred.  Jasper had probably been the one who’d destroyed the steam engine.  He’d been too close to the explosion.  He should have been caught in the steam and burnt to a crisp ... he’d known the blast was coming, Adam decided, and taken precautions to keep himself from being burnt.  Adam ground his teeth.  It would be easy, so easy, to sneak up behind the disoriented magician and put a dagger in his back.  And yet, he knew it would lead rapidly and inevitably to his execution.

And besides, you don’t have a dagger, he reminded himself.  You didn’t think to bring any kind of weapon.

He put the thought out of his head as he started to help the wounded to the magicians.  Some were so badly injured that nothing short of intensive healing spells would save their lives, some were merely battered and bleeding, alive and likely to remain so.  A couple of magicians started to protest the idea of healing mundanes, only to shut up and return to work when Mistress Irene levelled a glare at them.  Adam was impressed.  If he’d been on the receiving end of that look, he would have either fled or thrown himself to the ground and begged for mercy.  He was relieved to see that Lilith wasn’t one of the dissenters.  Her dress might be stained with blood, but she was still working to heal the wounded with the rest of them.

The day wore on, taking on nightmarish hues as he carried the wounded to the healers, the dead to the makeshift morgue and picked up pieces of metal for recycling.  He caught sight of Yvonne and Praxis examining the remains of the steam engine, hopefully trying to determine how the locomotive had been sabotaged.  Jasper ... he gritted his teeth, promising himself that Jasper would pay.  This was too much.  Surely, he’d be expelled for a prank that had killed over thirty people and left dozens injured, even before the riot.  Surely ...

It felt like hours before the nightmare finally started to come to an end.  He was tired and worn, his body aching as he rejoined Lilith by the edge of the foundry.  No one had given any orders, as far as he could tell, but the students were starting to slip back to the university and the townspeople to the town.  Mistress Irene stood next to Yvonne, Caleb and Master Dagon, talking behind a privacy ward.  Adam wondered if they were planning how to expel Jasper and his cronies.  It wouldn’t be that hard.  Jasper didn’t have any powerful friends or family who’d come to his defence.

Lilith muttered a curse, so quietly he was the only one who heard.  “I ...”

Adam understood.  He’d planned a nice day out.  They might even have kissed!  Instead ... he winced.  The day had turned into a nightmare.  There was no way she could blame him for the disaster, but ... girls were not logical.  Everyone said so.  She might refuse to go out with him again ... he sighed, remembering it wasn’t just girls.  He’d known fishermen who’d refused to sail on boats that had been raised from the ocean bed.  There was no logical reason to think they were unsafe, but ...

“We’d better go back for a shower,” he said, numbly.  “Perhaps next time we should go to the library instead.”

Lilith giggled.  “Sounds like a plan.”

Adam smiled.  She was clearly as tired as he was if she thought that was even remotely funny.  It was just ... he shook his head, then frowned as a thought struck him.  “Why didn’t the gas affect you?”

“Magic,” Lilith said, with a deadpan look on her face.  “I’m a genius.”

“I’m pretty sure that bragging about being a genius is proof you’re not one,” Adam said, equally deadpan.  He’d learnt the hard way that anyone who said they were the greatest of the great was inevitably lying, that anyone who boasted they were in charge was almost certainly not.  “How did you do it?”

“It isn’t bragging if you’re telling the truth,” Lilith countered.  She stuck out her tongue in a distinctly childish manner, then shrugged.  “The moment I saw the orb, I cast a spell to filter my breath.  The gas didn’t affect me because I didn’t breathe it.  Does that answer your question?”

Adam nodded, silently complimenting Lilith for thinking quickly.  They could have been killed - or worse - if she’d lost her powers.  The man who’d grabbed her ... Adam’s stomach churned.  He’d heard his sisters complain about random men who got grabby, and his friends boast about beating up assholes who groped their sisters, but ... he’d never seen it before.  And ... the man had to have been mad, for trying it on a magician.  Lilith could have killed him and no one would have said a word about it.

He looked towards the senior magicians.  “What do you think they’re talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Lilith said.

She turned and led him back towards the road.  Adam followed, his thoughts churning.  Arnold had suggested Master Dagon was involved ... that he’d helped Jasper get his spell through the defences without setting off the alarms.  Was Lilith’s father, even now, defending Jasper against an attempt to expel him?  Or ... or was he muddying the waters, making it harder for anyone to work out who’d ruined the steam engine?  It was hard to be sure.  Hell, it was hard to believe anyone would just let this pass.  Jasper had killed over thirty people.  It was no prank.

“I ...”  Lilith squeezed his hand.  “I’m sorry the day was ruined.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Adam said.  Lilith wouldn’t have set out to kill anyone.  It occurred to him to wonder, just for a second, if Jasper had known what would happen when the boiler exploded.  Would he have known?  Adam wasn’t sure.  It was hard to imagine someone living in such ignorance, yet he knew apprentices who’d gotten themselves hurt through ignorance.  “I just wish ...”

“Don’t worry about it,” Lilith told him.  “Next time, we’ll go somewhere else.”

Adam’s heart leapt, just as the university came into view.  The stream of students was slowing as they passed a lone figure standing at the doors ... he frowned, inwardly, as he saw the Gorgon.  That was odd.  It was rare to see the Gorgon so far from her mistress.  She was normally so close rumour insisted they shared a room.

Which is probably untrue, Adam thought.  The Gorgon either has a room of her own or sleeps with the other female magicians.

He put the thought out of his mind as they reached the door.  “You are to go straight to the dorms,” the Gorgon said, in a tone that suggested she’d repeated the same thing time and time again.  “Do not leave until breakfast, tomorrow morning.  Anyone caught outside will regret it.”

Adam nodded, trying to hide his shock.  There was no curfew at Heart’s Eye.  They could come and go as they liked ... not any longer, apparently.  Lilith pulled him indoors before he could say a word, leading him towards the stairs. The air felt surprisingly quiet.  It felt ... eerie.  He was tempted to wonder if they’d walked into the wrong building.  If they had ...

“It’s just like school,” Lilith said.  She squeezed his hand, then let go.  “And you don’t want to be caught out after dark.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Adam said, taking the hint.  “And I’m sorry about ... about everything.”

Lilith said nothing for a moment, then frowned.  “Wash your clothes carefully,” she said, as she turned away.  “Blood can be very dangerous.  You should know that by now.”
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Adam wasn’t sure what he’d expected, as he returned to the dorm, showered to wash the blood away and headed to bed, but the sense of simmering anger surprised even him.  No one doubted it had been sabotage, no one doubted that Jasper - or one of his cronies - had cast a spell to burst the boiler at the worst possible time; no one doubted, worst of all, that he’d get away with it.  Adam hoped that wasn’t true, but he feared the worst.  He’d heard horror stories about steam accidents, about engineers and craftsmen who’d been killed or mutilated, yet ... they’d known the job was dangerous when they’d taken it.  But the people who’d gathered to watch the locomotive make its way down the track hadn’t gathered to die.

He shuddered as the talk grew darker, promising bloody revenge if the university staff failed to bring a hammer down on Jasper’s head.  The bastard deserved to die.  Arnold ran off a hundred ideas for rune-powered magical mayhem, each one more impractical than the last.  Adam forced himself to think, to come up with something new.  Lilith might not have shared the secret of the filtering spell, but someone else might have had the same idea.  It wasn’t as if magicians were stupid.  Once they realised what they were facing, they’d start looking for countermeasures.

We need to teach them a lesson, he thought, as he drifted off to sleep.  And this time the lesson has to stick.

He felt no better, the following morning, as they made their way into the common room, where they met the girls to walk down to breakfast.  The university felt ... wrong, the corridors no longer bustling with life.  Half the student and staff body hadn’t been anywhere near the town and yet ... he shivered as he heard the rumours being whispered from person to person, the death toll growing with every repetition.  He hoped, despite everything, that the story would eventually become impossible to believe.  The entire town had not been slaughtered in the blink of an eye.

“He’s there,” Arnold growled, as they entered the dining room.  “Do nothing.  Wait.”

Adam gritted his teeth as he saw Jasper on the far side of the room, tucking into a large plate of sausages and eggs as if he didn’t have a care in the world.  The magician had killed thirty people - it dawned on him the death toll might be higher now - and yet he was chomping his food as if ... it struck Adam, suddenly, that Jasper’s table manners definitely suggested a lower-class upbringing.  Lilith ate slowly and daintily and kept her mouth shut between bites.  Adam had to smile, despite remembered horror.  If he’d eaten with his mouth open, his mother would rapidly have taught him the error of his ways.  Jasper was probably from a farm in a distant country.  He should have been a Leveller, not one of their enemies.

The hall filled rapidly.  Adam hastily collected a tray of food, then sat with the others to eat.  Staff patrolled up and down the tables, their eyes promising harsh punishment to anyone who dared so much as cast a single offensive spell.  Or throw an orb.  Arnold had told him that the Levellers were already brewing their own durian gas, mating it with orbs so they could take down any magicians who threatened them.  He’d urged Adam to come up with something new, something to use to take their enemies by surprise.  So far, Adam hadn't found anything ...

The smell is a dead giveaway, he thought.  There’s no mistaking the stench.  The moment they smell the gas, they’ll cast filtering spells ...

His mind raced.  Gas took effect quicker than a potion, although the gap seemed to be measured in minutes rather than hours.  It also seemed to wear off quicker.  And that meant ... what?  Lilith might have caught a sniff of the gas and barely had enough time to cast the spell before the gas took effect, giving her a chance to recover from what little she’d smelled.  His blood ran cold.  The gas could have easily kept her powerless long enough to ... a thought struck him.  It might just work.

A chime rang through the air.  Silence fell.  Adam looked up.  Mistress Irene stood at the front of the hall, flanked by Yvonne and Praxis.  Nearly everyone in the university was crammed into the dining hall.  He spotted Lilith, looking uncomfortable as she sat alone, isolated from both magicians and mundanes.  He wanted to go to her, to show her she wasn’t alone, but he knew both sides would see it as treason.  His heart twisted in pain.  What could he do?

Mistress Irene cleared her throat, loudly.  “Yesterday, a serious incident occurred in Heart’s Ease,” she said, as if the audience didn’t already know what had happened.  “The incident was followed rapidly by a riot, the combination of which led to the deaths of forty-seven people and over two hundred serious injuries.  It is no exaggeration to claim that many of the people wounded in the incident would have survived, if the riot hadn’t made it impossible to treat them.  I am not amused.”

She let the words hang in the air, then looked at Praxis.  “Your report?”

Praxis clasped his hands behind his back as he spoke.  “We have examined the remains of the steam engine.  We found no traces of sabotage.  There were no hints that any kind of magic was involved.  Precisely what caused the explosion is yet to be determined, but it is possible - perhaps even probable - that there was a mistake in casting and the boiler couldn’t stand up to the strain.  There is no evidence, in short, to suggest the whole affair was anything more than an unfortunate accident, although investigations are still ongoing.  And I am prepared to swear an oath to that effect.”

Mistress Irene nodded to him, then cleared her throat again.  “I do not want to see such chaos again, full stop.  We have chosen to tolerate a limited degree of friction amongst the different groups here.  That tolerance does not extend to a bloody riot that cause injuries and deaths.  If something like that happens again, in Heart’s Ease, the people responsible will be summarily expelled, after which they will be formally charged with whatever crimes they committed and punished accordingly.  There will be no further warnings.  Is that clear?”

Her eyes swept the room.  “Do not try me on this,” she warned.  “This is the one and only warning you’re going to get.”

She turned and left the room, followed by the staff.  Arnold stood and motioned for the others to follow him, before anything could happen.  Adam rose, aware - somehow - of Lilith staring at his back as they walked through the door.  He wanted ... he wasn’t sure what he wanted.  She didn’t fit in with either group ... neither did he.  And ... he didn’t want to leave the others.  It felt good to be accepted, even if ...

“She was wrong,” Arnold said, flatly.  “Did you see who she picked to assure us it was an accident?”

“Praxis isn’t a bad guy,” Taffy said.  “Yvonne wouldn’t be in a relationship with him if he was a bad guy.”

“He didn’t have time to do a proper check,” Arnold pointed out.  “I saw them putting the steam engine together.  They checked and rechecked everything.  There were no mistakes.”

“Accidents happen,” Greg said.  He was a short dark man, wearing a simple robe.  “It could have been simple bad luck.”

Arnold shook his head.  “They don’t ever bring the boiler up to full power in front of a crowd,” he said.  “Too great a chance of something going wrong.  They lit the fire in the box and heated the boiler days ago, just to make sure everything worked.  If there was a mistake, it would have exploded then ... not in the open, in front of a gawking rabble.  Jasper cast a spell, exploded the boiler and got away with it.  It cannot stand.”

Taffy nodded in agreement.  “So ... what do we do?”

Adam felt his thoughts churning.  He didn’t have any real feelings about Praxis, but he liked and respected Yvonne.  It was hard to believe a mature woman, with wealth and power in her own right, would put up with an asshole.  Hell, Praxis was an enchanter.  He’d have no trouble finding a partner, someone willing to bear his children.  It was astonishing how great wealth and power could make up for a complete lack of looks and charm and Praxis, to be honest, wasn’t exactly ugly.  He wouldn’t have been with Yvonne if he hadn’t had real feelings for her.

He stared down at his hands.  Arnold had a point.  Very few people would put a steam engine through its paces in public, not before they’d tested everything in private.  And yet ... his thoughts ran in circles.  If Praxis had lied ... would he lie?  Mistress Irene might have ordered him to lie ... she certainly hadn’t forced him to swear an oath.  Would she lie, to keep the university from turning into a battleground?  Adam wasn’t sure what he would have done, if he’d been in that place.  Tell a lie or ...

Jasper isn’t stupid, Adam thought.  He might have found a way to do it that didn’t involve magic ... enough magic to be noticed.  Subtle magic?

It was impossible to be sure.  The idea sounded insane.  Jasper’s blood was as magical as Lilith’s ... he couldn’t use his blood for power.  But that wouldn’t stop him.  He could buy or simply take blood from someone in town, if he wished.  And yet ...

Did he intend to injure or kill people?  Adam didn’t know.  Some magicians went out of their way to avoid learning anything about mundane technology.  Didn’t he realise what would happen?

Arnold tapped his shoulder.  “Are you listening to me?”

“I was wondering how he did it,” Adam said.  “If Praxis wasn’t lying ...”

“He was either wrong or was under orders to lie,” Arnold said, flatly.

Gwen, a girl Adam barely knew, leaned forward.  “Maybe the staff thinks they can deal with Jasper without causing more problems.”

“Too late,” Arnold said.  “We need to teach them a lesson.  How do we do it?”

“More gas,” Greg suggested.  “Render them powerless, then beat the shit out of them.”

Adam shook his head.  “That trick won’t work twice,” he said.  “The ones who breathe the gas first will scream a warning, directing the rest to protect themselves ...”

The thought he’d had earlier crystallised into a workable concept.  “I’ve had an idea,” he said, slowly.  “It won’t kill them, or even do more than inconvenience them, but it will give them a sharp lesson in humility.”

Arnold nodded.  “It would probably be better not to kill them.  Or even injure them badly enough to keep them from their lectures.  What do you have in mind?”

“Something clever,” Adam said.  He stood.  “Let me go see if I can find the supplies I’ll need.”

“Wait,” Arnold said.  “What do you want to do?”

“I have an idea,” Adam said.  He explained, quickly.  “It should work.”

“It isn’t that good an idea,” Arnold said.  “It won’t impress them.”

“It should.”  Adam took a breath.  “First, it will knock them down a peg or two without actually hurting them, which will make it harder for them to retaliate.  Second, we won’t be introducing anything new, which will keep them from arguing we’re cheating in some way.  And third, it will follow the grand tradition of pranks in magic schools.”

Arnold smiled.  “I knew it was a good idea befriending you.”

Adam smiled back, feeling welcome for the first time in far too long.

He had second thoughts almost as soon as he stepped out of the dorm.  Master Landis would not be pleased if he figured out the truth ... the thought of crossing Mistress Irene was terrifying.  It was hard to believe, after everything that had happened only a day ago, that anything would be dismissed as a harmless prank.  And yet ... Adam was sure Jasper had played a role in the explosion.  Hell, he’d certainly been responsible for the painful transfiguration.  Teaching him a lesson was important, whatever the risk.  Who knew?  Mistress Irene might be impressed with his ingenuity.

The building still felt different, almost unfriendly, as he made his way to the lab.  There was no sign of Master Landis or Lilith or even the students who carried messages from place to place.  He spotted Master Dagon in conversation with an older man Adam didn’t recognise, speaking in hushed voices as they walked down the corridor.  They looked as if they were planning something ... Adam shivered, wondering if they were about to suggest moving the mundanes out of the building.  It would be one step closer to keeping them out completely.

Lady Emily would never agree, he told himself.  She’d tell the Old Boys to go into the desert and get hopelessly lost.

He opened the door into the lab and stepped inside.  The air was cold and still.  He’d wondered if Lilith would be inside, but the chamber was empty.  He hurried to the storage cupboards and snatched up a handful of vials, making a mental note to replace them as soon as possible.  Master Landis might not notice they were gone - he’d charged Adam and Lilith with keeping the stocks as high as possible - but there was no point in taking chances.  Lilith probably wouldn’t rat him out ...

Or would she, if she knew what we were doing?

Adam tried not to think about it as he picked his way back to the dorms.  Arnold and Taffy were waiting for him in the common room, the others remaining in the dorms themselves even though it was a Sunday.  The two apprentices frowned in confusion as Adam put the vials on the table and started to mix them together, ending with a hint of durian essence.  Taffy recoiled, looking sick.  Adam didn’t blame her.  It was such a stomach-churning stench he was surprised that Arnold didn’t show any reaction.  Maybe he was used to terrible smells.

“All right,” Arnold said.  “What is that?”

“I did it perfectly,” Adam said, as he added water to the powders.  The stench grew worse.  “There’s just one slight problem.  I don’t have a spark of magic to trigger the spell.”

“So, use charged blood,” Arnold said.  “You have some, don’t you?”

“It wouldn’t work,” Adam said.  “The potion hasn’t been modified to allow me to make it myself, but ... all it needs is a spark of magic.  The smell shouldn’t change the potion in any way, yet ...”

Arnold smirked.  “It’ll make them panic.”

“Yep!”  Adam allowed himself a smile as he poured the liquid into two containers and put the lids firmly in place.  “They’ll panic and cast a spell to shield themselves from the durian and trigger the potion.”

He passed one of the containers to Arnold, then frowned.  “We’ll need three people,” he said.  “Call Greg and ...”

Taffy snorted.  “What am I?  A frog?”

“You might be if they get their hands on you,” Adam said.  “You might be lucky if that was all they did to you.”

“I know the risks,” Taffy snapped, resting her hands on her hips.  “I didn’t come here because I wanted to be safe!”

Arnold put a hand on her shoulder.  “Adam and I will carry the potion,” he said.  “You can carry the runes to open their common room.”

Adam sighed inwardly, pushing a handful of runic tiles into his pocket.  The issue had been decided ... he just hoped Taffy would have the sense to run, if the plan failed spectacularly.  Jasper could make her clothes fall off or ... no, he wouldn’t do anything so merciful.  He’d do something a great deal worse.  Adam tried to think of an argument that would convince Taffy to stay behind, but nothing came to mind.  She wouldn’t back out any more than he would ...

You could just have kept your mouth shut, he told himself.  No one would have known.

He frowned as they headed for the door.  “What do we say if we’re caught?”

“We’re going for a threesome in a privacy room,” Arnold said.  “It’s so dumb everyone will believe it.”

Adam wasn’t so sure - he couldn’t imagine anything involving both a privacy room and a jar of foul-smelling liquid, but he kept his thoughts to himself.  The magicians’ dorm was firmly closed, the door covered with nasty-looking warning signs.  Arnold passed the jar to Taffy, then leaned against the door.  Adam half-expected him to be zapped the moment his ear touched the wood.  The magicians had to be inside ...

“There’s at least five in there, judging by the voices,” Arnold said.  “Get in, throw the liquid, get out.”

He took back his jar, then nodded to Taffy.  She threw the modified rune at the door.  There was a flash of light, the door falling inwards and crashing to the floor.  Adam ran forward, spotting seven magicians gathered around the table.  Jasper stared at them in shock.  Adam threw the contents of the jar at them - Arnold threw his a second later - then darted backwards as they started to cast spells.  There was another flash of light, followed by a series of fart sounds.  Adam laughed as they turned and ran.  It wouldn’t take long for the magicians to realise they hadn’t lost their powers at all ...

“And what,” a cold voice said, “do you think you are doing?”

Adam looked up into Master Dagon’s eyes.  Lilith’s father scowled at him, his gaze moving from Arnold to Taffy and back to Adam as the shouting - and farting noises - from behind got louder.  Adam swallowed, hard.  He had no idea how Master Dagon would react, but he was sure it wouldn’t be good.

“A prank, sir,” Arnold said.  He sounded bright and cheerful, as if the idea they might be severely punished - or worse - had never crossed his mind.  “A prank carried out in the finest traditions of magical schools, a prank launched in retaliation for their prank from last week.  I might add that the prank is very similar to many played during the glory days of ...”

“Shut up,” Master Dagon snapped.  His expression was so very much like his daughter’s that it was suddenly easy to believe they were father and child.  “This is not the time.”

His eyes lingered on Adam for a long moment, then back to Arnold.  “Tomorrow, you can make a full confession to your masters and take whatever they give you,” he growled.  “Right now, get back to your dorms and stay there.”

“Yes, sir,” Arnold said.

Adam winced as they started to walk.  “Master Landis is going to kill me.”

“I doubt it,” Arnold said.  “What was he doing there?”

“Good question,” Taffy said.  “Why was he there?”

“He’s staff,” Adam pointed out.  “Why should be not be there?”

Arnold grinned.  “Odd, don’t you think?  He’s senior staff.  He could have caned us on the spot and no one would have batted an eyelid.  It might even have been better if he had, if he wanted to cool things down.  Jasper would find it harder to convince his peers to launch another prank on us if they knew we’d already been punished ...”

His smile vanished.  “What makes you wonder, doesn’t it?  What was he really doing down there?”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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“Serves you right,” Lilith said.

Adam shifted uncomfortably.  Master Landis’s second strapping hadn’t been any better than the first and this time Lilith hadn’t offered him anything to ease the pain.  He guessed her father had scolded her for daring to have anything to do with him.  They’d spent the first hour working through more recipes and she hadn’t said much of anything to him, even once they’d been left alone.  Adam had been starting to wonder, despite everything, if he should come out and ask her what she actually wanted.  The only thing that kept him from taking the plunge was the awareness she might not know herself.

He looked up.  “Why ...?”

“Two days ago, there’s a major accident which leads directly to a riot and a bunch of people die and more get injured,” Lilith said.  “What do you and your friends do, the very next day?  You carry out a juvenile prank that could - and does - make things worse!”

Adam winced at her tone.  “If the engine was deliberately sabotaged ...”

“The investigation suggested it was a terrible accident,” Lilith said.  She waved a hand at the potions on the shelves.  “Just because a potion explodes and melts someone’s face doesn’t mean they did it to themselves on purpose!  And you and your bunch of idiots went and made things worse!”

Her eyes narrowed.  “What were you thinking?”

Adam felt his temper flare.  Magician or not, she was his peer ... not, in any sense of the word, his superior.  The fact she’d probably disagree with that assessment only made him cling to it all the more.  Their relationship was complicated - Arnold had suggested, if things didn’t get any better, that he might be safer going to a brothel - but he couldn’t let her lord it over him.  It would never stop.  And yet ... his stomach twisted.  The idea of going to a brothel was revolting.

He calmed himself with an effort.  He was already on thin ice.  Master Landis hadn’t been impressed with his argument that the prank had been in line with the finest traditions of magic schools - it wasn’t as if Jasper and his cronies had missed so much as a moment of their lessons because of the prank - and told him, bluntly, that it was an unwise thing to do at any time.  The logical part of his mind insisted Lilith had a point; his emotions insisted she was as wrong as a man who added two plus two and got five.  It wasn’t easy to think straight when her words sent his emotions into a tailspin.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” he muttered, finally.  Jasper had deserved a little humiliation.  He still did.  “I was thinking ...”

“Really?”  Lilith quirked an eyebrow.  “I was thinking you weren’t thinking.  Did you let your friends talk you into doing something stupid?”

Adam bit his lip to keep from saying something nasty, perhaps a remark that he - at least - had friends.  He probably wouldn’t have come up with the prank, let alone taken part in it, if Arnold hadn’t pushed him ... he shook his head.  Arnold had been right.  They had to keep reminding the magicians they couldn’t be pushed around, even if it meant getting into trouble afterwards.  It wasn’t as if the magicians would leave them alone.  Jasper and his cronies - and even Lilith - had hexed them without provocation.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, finally.  “Let’s get on with the tests, shall we?”

Lilith snorted, then walked to the storeroom to collect the animal blood.  Adam watched her go, his thoughts a churning mess.  She was beautiful and yet ... he shifted uncomfortably, the throbbing in his rear a grim reminder that he had to focus on his work.  It was no consolation that Arnold and Taffy would probably have had the same treatment, after they’d been reported to their masters.  He felt a twinge of guilt.  They’d known the risks, but ...

“They sent collected samples from dogs, cats, cows and monkeys,” Lilith said, carrying a tray of vials into the room.  “Also voles, for some reason.  Vole blood has some odd properties that no one quite understands.”

“Perhaps we could research it,” Adam said, as she put the tray on the table.  “What do the books say?”

“Little of value,” Lilith said.  She seemed relieved to have something else to talk about, rather than berating him.  “What they do say is largely focused on improving the taste of potions, particularly blood-based potions.  It doesn’t seem logical, but what is in alchemy?”

Adam nodded in understanding.  Potions were fairly straightforward.  The separate ingredients had different properties, which were unlocked and mingled together by the brewer’s own magic.  Alchemy ... there had to be a set of underlying rules, he’d been told, but no one understood what they were.  Alchemists had gone mad, in the past, trying to understand why the different components interacted so oddly.  Master Pittwater had once told him the really interesting alchemists, the ones with ideas that seemed crazy until they actually worked, were told to go set up their labs a long way from civilisation and work there.  It had taken Adam quite some time, he recalled, to realise his master wasn’t joking.

He considered it as he placed the tiles into position, then emptied the blood vials into the dishes.  If the blood could take and hold a charge ... he felt a flicker of hope, mingled with fear.  They’d used human blood from volunteers for the windmill, but there hadn’t been anything like as many willing donations as he’d hoped.  Arnold had flatly refused to add his blood to the mix and plenty of others had been reluctant, even when they’d been assured the blood would be kept safe.  Praxis had made it clear the crew were not to pressure anyone into donating their blood.  It might have made the experiment very dangerous.

“It should be working now,” he said.  “Can you sense anything?”

Lilith shook her head, curtly.  Subtle magic wasn’t easy for magicians to sense.  The books had cautioned that even the most advanced magicians could fall prey to subtle magic, to have their perceptions warped and twisted without ever being aware something was wrong.  It was practically part of the background, no more noticeable than the air he breathed.  His lips twisted in cold amusement.  The gas he’d devised would make the air very noticeable indeed.

“There should be a detectable charge within an hour,” he said, as he started to set up the second experiment.  “The trick is to see how long the blood keeps the charge.”

He frowned as a thought struck him.  “What happens if you don’t use your magic regularly?  Does it just build up and up ...?”

Lilith shook her head.  “A magician who tried would have headaches, then - if they didn’t release the magic - probably burst.  There are limits to how much magic one can store in one’s body.  Your body will tell you when you’re approaching your limits.”

Adam stroked his chin.  “Do you get more powerful blood if you keep your magic to yourself for longer?  Or is there no appreciable change?”

“Not as far as I know,” Lilith said.  She smiled, wanly.  “We can experiment, if you don’t mind putting up with my bad temper.  It gets harder to think clearly, when magic is thrumming in your blood, demanding release.  We ... we are cautioned not to try it, but most of us do when we come into our magic.  The results are rarely pleasant.”

“I can imagine,” Adam said.  He’d known an older fisherman who’d been prone to fits.  One moment, he’d be normal; the next, he’d be frothing at the mouth, rolling on the ground and lashing out at things only he could see.  No one had been able to do anything for him and, eventually, he’d walked to the cliffs and jumped to the rocks far below.  “Maybe it would be better not to try.”

“Magic is a muscle,” Lilith said.  “The more you exercise it, the more you get.  Or so I was told.”

“Master Pittwater used to say that everyone had the same amount of magic, if they had magic at all,” Adam recalled.  “It was just that you got better at using what you had.”

“That makes no sense,” Lilith said.  “I’ve seen magicians who clearly had more power than me and others who didn’t, as far as I could tell.  Age brings power, as well as experience.”

She shook her head.  “No, it makes no sense,” she said.  “There are spells that are relatively simple, but require a vast amount of power.  I couldn’t cast them alone, even though I know the theory.  And there are spells that are fantastically complex, yet ... they’re actually quite low power.  It isn’t easy to cast them without experience, even if you have the power.”

Adam felt a twinge of envy.  Again.  “What would you do without magic?”

Lilith said nothing.  Instead, she shifted a pair of dishes so they’d be closer to the runic network.  Adam wondered, idly, if Lilith’s presence was disrupting the magic in some way.  It was hard to believe anything was happening ... he looked at the clock, wondering if it would not be wiser to go away and leave the dishes to charge alone.  He could take Lilith to the library or ...

The door opened.  He looked up, expecting to see Master Landis, and blinked in surprise when he saw Master Dagon instead.  Lilith’s father should have knocked!  The lab wasn’t a private workroom, not like the chambers at the rear of the alchemical section, but it was still polite to knock.  This was Master Landis’s territory, not Master Dagon’s.  Adam wasn’t fool enough to point it out.  Lilith’s father wouldn’t take it very calmly.  

“Father?”  Lilith’s face flickered.  A wealth of expressions washed across her face before facing into blankness.  “Master Landis is away ...”

“I know.”  Master Dagon scowled at Adam.  “I need to talk to you.”

Adam gritted his teeth, expecting to be ordered to leave - or simply find himself deafened - while Master Dagon talked to his daughter.  He’d shown a complete lack of consideration for mundanes even before the crisis had begun ... it was easy, suddenly, to believe Master Dagon didn’t have the best interests of the university at heart.  Hell, he’d dragged his daughter to the university and apprenticed her to a master she didn’t want ... Master Dagon had no reason to care about Adam, but surely he should have cared about Lilith.

I suppose he wouldn’t be the first father who put the family’s interests ahead of everything else, Adam thought.  Many of his old friends had been raised in the expectation they’d step into their parent’s shoes and to hell with what they wanted for themselves.  But magicians are supposed to be different.

“We can talk in the workroom down the corridor,” Lilith said.  Her voice was as emotionless as her face.  Adam couldn’t tell what she was feeling, let alone thinking.  “Adam needs to keep an eye on the blood.”

Master Dagon snorted, then turned away.  Adam felt unaccountably relieved.  Master Dagon had plenty of reason to dislike him, starting with the fact Adam had asked his daughter to walk out with him.  Adam had known fathers back home who’d been openly threatening to their daughter’s beaus and they’d come from the same social class ... he shook his head as Lilith followed her father out the room.  There was no one so snobbish as the people who lived next to a poorer area, even if the inhabitants were little different from them.  The social gulf between Fishing Plaice and Lower Depths might as well put them on opposite sides of the world, even though they were right next door.  Why should Master Dagon be any different?

He might not even know we went walking together, Adam thought, numbly.  Did Lilith even tell him?

The thought churned in his mind as he paced the room, forcing himself to wait for the blood to charge.  Girls didn’t discuss their romantic inclinations with their parents, did they?  He didn’t think his sisters ever had ... he shook his head.  Parents could hardly be expected to approve, if they found out.  The risk of getting caught was half the fun.  And yet ... the rules were different for sorceresses.  Lilith might have told her father everything or she might have kept it to herself.  Adam suspected it was the latter.  She didn’t seem to have a very close relationship with her father.

He glanced at the clock as he reached for a book, then opened it and stared at the text without reading.  Time was moving so slowly ... what did Master Dagon want that couldn’t wait?  It was rare, vanishingly rare, for a parent to interrupt an apprenticeship and their mere presence almost always heralded bad news.  Very bad news.  Master Dagon could have waited until Lilith finished for the day and returned to her rooms, or simply sent a message ... what was so urgent, Adam asked himself, that he’d chosen to interrupt their work?  A death in the family?  Her mother?  Adam had had the impression Lilith’s mother was dead - she’d certainly never mentioned her mother - but there was no way to be sure.  He certainly couldn’t ask her.  If there was one lesson he’d learnt as an apprentice, it was that magicians didn’t like people digging into their private lives.

Which is true of everyone, I suppose, he thought.  And their privacy can hide some very bad things.

The door opened.  He looked up.  Lilith stepped into the room, looking badly shaken.  Adam felt his heart go out to her as she closed the door behind her, then muttered a spell to keep it closed.  Master Landis was not going to be happy, if he found out.  It was his lab.  Adam frowned as she glanced at him, her eyes grim.  What had her father said?

He stood, ignoring the twinge of pain.  “Are you alright?”

Lilith shook her head, wordlessly.  Adam hurried towards her and, greatly daring, gave her a hug.  Lilith leaned against him, her body shifting as if she wasn’t sure if she should draw away or hug him back.  Adam swallowed, hard.  What had her father said?  What had he done?  She didn’t seem to be in pain, but ... a surge of sudden anger went through Adam.  What had he done?

“I ...”  Lilith stepped back, breaking the hug.  “I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright,” Adam said, although he doubted that was true.  “What did he say to you?”

Lilith coloured.  “I’m not allowed to go down to town any longer,” she said, quietly.  She sounded more embarrassed than upset.  “He told me I was to stay in the school” - she made a coughing sound - “university until the current crisis is resolved.”

Adam blinked in surprise.  “That?  Just that?”

“Yeah.”  Lilith shook her head.  “He thinks there’s going to be another riot.  Or worse.  He doesn’t want me anywhere near it.”

“Oh.”  Adam frowned.  That sounded almost reasonable.  The gods knew the crisis hadn’t gone away ... hell, it was just a matter of time before Jasper retaliated for the prank.  He couldn’t blame a father for wanting to keep his daughter out of a dangerous situation.  “Is that all he ...”

His voice trailed off as he got it.  Back home, a father could lay down the law to his daughter and she’d have no choice, but to comply.  And no one would blame a father for forbidding his daughter to go somewhere dangerous.  He might be wrong - Adam recalled being told that riding the railway would lead to certain death - but no one would hold it against him.  Fathers were meant to keep their daughters out of danger.  But ... the rules really were different for sorceresses.  Lilith was old and powerful enough to protect herself.  For her to be told she couldn’t go down to town ...

“I’m sorry,” he said.  Lilith had to be embarrassed.  She might as well have been told she was going all the way back to diapers.  “I ... where can you go?”

“Right now?  Nowhere.”  Lilith shook her head.  “I don’t think Master Landis will go out on a limb for me.”

“No,” Adam agreed.  “Can’t you ask one of the older magicians to teleport you somewhere?”

“Father would throw a fit,” Lilith said.  “And I doubt anyone would stand up to him.  Not for me.”

“I suppose,” Adam said.  He’d planned to ask her to accompany him, the day the windmill was finally ready to start spinning.  Now ...  “I could take you to the library, if you like ...”

Lilith shot him a look that told him, very clearly, his joke had fallen flat.  Adam didn’t really blame her.  He’d wanted to attend the university. She was an unwilling student, practically a prisoner.  He wondered if he could find another way to get her out of the building.  They could walk around the ruined sports fields, perhaps even enter the desert itself ... no, that wouldn’t be fun for either of them.  She wanted to go somewhere much further afield.

“We could always disguise you,” he said, slowly.  “What if you borrowed some of Taffy’s clothes?  You hide your hair under a scarf and ...”

“We’re built differently,” Lilith pointed out.  “Her clothes would look odd on me.”

“There are other female apprentices,” Adam countered.  “Just borrow something from one of them.”

“Knowing my father, he’s had the wards changed to make sure I can’t leave,” Lilith said, sourly.  “Do you want to get into more trouble?”

“No,” Adam said.  “But ...”

“Exactly,” Lilith said.  She brushed down her dress, then stepped towards the table.  “Now, let’s get back to work.”
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“You couldn’t convince her to come?”

Adam shook his head as he met Arnold and Taffy in the entrance hall.  He’d done his best to convince Lilith to put on a disguise and come with them, but she’d been unwilling or unable to take the risk.  He’d even offered to stay with her, to keep her company and rely on Arnold and Taffy to tell him what happened when the windmill was spun up for the very first time, but she’d told him to go.  She just wanted to be alone, he figured.  He understood.  Her father had come very close to making her a laughingstock.

“No,” he said.  “She didn’t want to come.”

Arnold shrugged.  “Her father is definitely up to something,” he said.  “Maybe he just doesn’t want her in the firing line.”

“Maybe.”  Adam wasn’t so sure.  “He does have reason to be concerned.”

He sighed, inwardly, as they started to walk down the dusty track.  The broadsheets were full of tremendous rumblings from Alluvia, Kerajaan and a handful of other kingdoms that were, as far as he was concerned, nothing more than names.  It was impossible to tell which, if any, of the stories were true.  They veered between reports of Levellers overthrowing a dozen monarchs and tales of thousands of Levellers being mercilessly slaughtered by aristocrats or turned into toads by magicians.  Adam had read a report that suggested Lady Emily herself was in Kerajaan, leading the rebels as they stormed castle after castle and hung the occupants from the nearest tree.  That didn’t seem to be true - the last he’d heard suggested Lady Emily was at Laughter Academy - but something was clearly happening in Kerajaan.  He just didn’t know what.

“Yeah, because he’s doing something,” Arnold growled.  “How many other suspects are there?”

Adam frowned.  He didn’t like Master Dagon.  He was sure the feeling was mutual.  And yet ... he shook his head.  There weren’t any other suspects, as far as he knew, who could have helped Jasper slip something really nasty into the dorm.  Or cover up his sabotage ... if there had been sabotage.  Arnold’s theories were no better than the broadsheet reports.  They moved from thoughtful assessment to absurdities and back again before anyone had any time to consider what he was saying.  Adam didn’t like Master Dagon and yet ... that wasn’t proof of anything.  Just because someone was an asshole didn’t mean they were a bastard.

And yet, he treats his daughter like a child and orders her to stay home, Adam thought.  Why?

His mind raced.  Lilith ... was a very strange person.  She was, to be fair, the first sorceress he’d met who’d actually spent more than a few moments of her time with him.  And yet ... their first meeting hadn’t been positive.  Even after he’d impressed her, and she’d dropped all suggestion he should leave the university before someone brought the hammer down, she was strange.  It made him wonder, despite himself, what sort of man her father was.  Kids raised by unpleasant parents tended to be unpleasant themselves.

He shook his head, putting the thought out of his mind.  The air was hot and tainted as ever, but ... he thought he sensed something new as they made their way towards the old farm.  The town had expanded again, the rough boundary surrounded by dozens of tents ... some looking as if one good gust of wind would yank them from the ground and scatter their occupants over the desert.  It looked as if Heart’s Ease’s population had doubled, perhaps tripled, even after the steam engine disaster.  The wind shifted, blowing the stench of human waste towards him.  The town seemed to have gone downhill overnight.

Taffy grimaced.  “How are they going to feed them all?”

Adam glanced at Arnold.  “What’s happening?”

“The king of Tarsier, whose name I do not care to remember, has been doing his level best to purge Levellers from all ranks of society,” Arnold said.  “The majority have gone underground, concealing their true loyalties as they wait to take the freedoms they were promised; a minority, unable to hide, have fled here.  They hope they will be safe while they too prepare for the day of return.”

“Ouch.”  Taffy shook her head.  “The king let them go.”

“Really?”  Arnold sounded as if he believed her but didn’t understand.  “Why?”

Taffy waved a hand at the sand.  “We don’t grow much of anything here,” she said, bluntly.  “The greenhouses are designed for potion ingredients, not food crops.  There are limits to how much we can bring through the portals, let alone how quickly we can bring the dead fields back to life.  Everyone who comes here is an extra mouth to feed, which means we’ll either run out of food or we’ll have to start making some hard choices about who lives and who we leave to starve.  Either way, the king is taking a swipe at us without making his play obvious.”

Arnold eyed her with respect.  “It was obvious to you.”

“I’m a farmer,” Taffy reminded him.  “Yeah, sure; my father assumed I’d marry into another farm rather than inherit his, but he made sure I knew the basics of running a farm.  Farming isn’t as easy as everyone else thinks.  If you don’t have enough food to feed everyone, you have to start deciding who you’re going to send away before it’s too late.”

“Or kill,” Arnold said, quietly.

Taffy nodded.

Adam winced as they turned off the main track and headed down to the old farm.  It had grown in leaps and bounds, the ruined buildings patched up and a new warehouse erected on the edge of the dead fields.  The windmill itself was larger than he’d realised, a strange combination of stone, wood and metal that glinted under the bright sunlight.  It turned ... he felt a moment of panic, just for a second, before realising the sails were being moved to ensure they’d catch the wind.  If nothing else, he told himself, there would be a windmill ready for when the fields came back to life.  They could even expand the greenhouses to grow food crops if the fields proved beyond resurrection. 

“They put it up very quickly,” he said, as he noticed the growing crowd standing around the windmill.  “I thought it would take longer.”

Arnold slapped his back.  “The designs were good.  The craftsmen were skilled and encouraged to use their brains, in hopes they’d come up with improvements to the design as they learnt how well the plans translated to real life.  And they knew they wouldn’t be deprived of any share of the credit.  Half of them expect to be graduating this summer.  The chance to say they worked on this is worth plenty to them.”

He chuckled.  “And it helped that they see this as a chance to score points on the magicians,” he added.  “They really want it to work.”

Adam nodded as they walked closer.  The windmill towered over the humans gathered around it.  Yvonne, Praxis and a handful of assistants were standing by the door, having a heated discussion about improvements to the design.  Adam guessed they’d already found a dozen ways to make it better, when they build the second windmill.  He couldn’t deny there was an air of fragility about the windmill, as if one gust of wind would be enough to blow it down, but it wasn’t a surprise.  They’d wanted to make very sure it worked before they built an improved model that would be harder to fix.  He’d seen the same principle used on steam engines.  A model that couldn’t be repaired in a hurry was just asking for trouble.

“Adam,” Yvonne said.  Beside her, Praxis nodded.  “Do you want to take a look inside?”

“Yes, please,” Adam said.  “Arnold?”

“I think I’ll stay outside,” Arnold said.  “I’ve already seen the interior.”

Adam nodded and followed Yvonne through the door.  The interior was dark, the only source of light slits in the wooden walls.  The air seemed to spark with power, as if a thunderstorm was on the way.  Adam remembered what Arnold had said about engines being tested in private before they were shown to the public and wondered, suddenly, if Yvonne had already spun the sails before summoning them to witness the grand opening.  She might well have tested the cogs and gears, even if she hadn’t tried to charge the blood.  If that went wrong, it would be incredibly embarrassing.  

His eyes slowly grew accustomed to the darkness.  He leaned forward, studying the machinery as it came into view.  It looked like an orrery, but instead of showing how planets revolved around the sun it held up a series of runic tiles, channelling - in theory - a stream of magic towards the dish at the bottom of the device.  The storage medium - blood, he reminded himself - seemed to pulse with potential.  He told himself, firmly, that he was imagining it.  They might have spun the sails, and tested the cogs, but not tried to put the runes in place.  It would have been a step too far.  

“We put the wand at the bottom,” Yvonne said.  She pointed to a stick of wood lying on a glass dish, below the blood.  “Praxis enchanted it personally.”

Adam nodded.  It was easy to envisage magic dripping down like water, pooling in the lower dishes before being channelled into the lowest dish of all.  He’d seen water displays back home that worked on the same principle, but ... even they had had problems, sometimes, when the pipes sprang a leak or something else went wrong.  They were in unexplored territory.  The magic might work as they’d assumed, once the sails started to spin, or it might be a complete failure.  He wondered, idly, what would happen to him then?  Master Pittwater had told him, once, that failures tended to be remembered longer than successes.  A failure now might mean being unable to convince the council to let him try again ...

You have to come up with a new idea first, he reminded himself.  And you haven’t even finished the experiments with animal blood.

“Well?”  Yvonne’s voice echoed oddly in the windmill.  “What do you think?”

“I think it looks awesome,” Adam said.  The windmill might lack the polish of enchanted artefacts, or the elegance of boats designed for the aristocracy, but there was something sturdy about it despite the odd sense of fragility.  He wasn’t sure how to put it into words.  The windmill was greater than the sum of its parts.  “When do we start?”

“In a few minutes,” Yvonne said. She turned back to the door.  “Coming?”

Adam followed her outside, blinking as they stepped into the bright sunlight.  The crowd had grown larger, even though they were meant to be isolated from the town.  He cursed inwardly as he spotted Master Dagon, standing next to Caleb and Master Landis.  Master Dagon could have brought his daughter, damn it.  Lilith would probably have appreciated the chance to set foot outside the university without getting into trouble.  Adam’s eyes swept the crowd, hoping to see Mistress Irene or someone else who might be capable of keeping things under control.  Caleb was a good man, from what Adam had heard, but he wasn’t Mistress Irene.  Or Lady Emily.

Taffy grinned at him from her vantage point.  Arnold was nowhere to be seen.  Adam looked around as he joined Taffy and finally spotted him on the far side of the old farm, having an animated discussion with a pair of middle-aged men.  Adam guessed they were Levellers.  Their clothes were made from middle-class materials and cut in a middle-class style, but there was something oddly formal about them, as if they were wearing a uniform.  He was tempted to go join them - he was surprised Taffy hadn’t been invited to join the discussion - but Arnold stepped away from them before Adam could make up his mind.  He looked pensive as he made his way back to them.  Adam wondered what was going through his mind.

“There’s a lot of chatter about the windmill in their circles,” Arnold said, as he rejoined them.  “And what it might do for evening the odds.”

He smirked.  “Have you heard the latest rumours from Alluvia?”

“No.”  Adam frowned.  “What happened?”

“Well ... apparently, and I don’t know if this is true, the queen welshed on her debts,” Arnold said.  “Her husband refused to pay.  So a bunch of people are out a shitload of money and they’re not happy.  Their clients are not happy either, so they’re bitching to the queen about her bad spending habits.  And then ... well, apparently it affected them in some way, making them look foolish.  It’s almost as good as the story about the king who bought invisible clothes and a lot more believable.”

Adam didn’t understand, but he didn’t think it mattered.  “I guess that’s bad news for the monarchy.”

“I certainly hope so,” Arnold said.  He made a show of rubbing his hands together in glee.  “Anything that weakens the aristos is fine in my book.”

Yvonne stood on a stool.  “We are about to start the sails,” she said.  Her voice was surprisingly loud.  “Everyone stand well clear or the results will be unpleasant.”

“Very unpleasant,” Arnold muttered.  “Perhaps we could convince Master Dagon to step a little closer.”

Adam nudged him as the crowd moved back.  The windmill was designed to ensure there was plenty of space between the sails and the ground - the plans had called for at least a two-metre gap - but there was no point in taking chances.  Who knew what might happen when - if - magic started crackling around the sails?  Or ... for all he knew, the struts might snap and a sail fly free, crashing to the ground with terrifying force.  He was tempted to suggest they cleared the farm completely, perhaps taking cover in the old farmhouse or the new warehouse, but he knew no one would listen.  They wanted to tell their children and grandchildren there were there, at the dawn of a new era.  Adam just hoped they’d live long enough to sire children.

“Stay well back,” Yvonne repeated.  She was surprisingly close to the windmill.  Adam had heard about cannoneers being tied to their cannons, the first time they were fired, but it struck him as absurd.  Yvonne was an experienced craftswoman and a councillor besides.  She didn’t have anything to prove.  But she seemed determined to take the risk.  “On my mark, we will unlock the sails.”

There was a chilling pause.  Yvonne turned and stepped into the windmill.  Adam relaxed slightly .... just slightly.  Being inside the windmill might not be any safer than being outside, not when they were dealing with uncertain levels of magic.  A low rumble split the air, the windmill vibrating slightly ... for a horrified moment, Adam thought the entire structure was about to collapse into a heap.  He heard Taffy gasp beside him, sensed her grabbing hold of Arnold’s hand, as the sails rattled to life.  They fluttered as they started to spin, an uneasy - almost uncanny - sound echoing through the air.  Adam felt as if someone was scraping nails across his soul.  The sails seemed to billow, as if they were made of cloth rather than wood and metal ...

Arnold tensed.  “It’s working!”

“Something is definitely happening,” Adam agreed.  He thought he could see flashes of light along the sails.  Magic?  Or ...?  It had to be magic.  And yet ... he saw Praxis stumble back, one hand covering his eyes.  Adam stared, unsure what he was seeing.  Praxis looked as if he’d been cutting up onions.  “What’s wrong with him ...?”

The windmill rattled loudly.  Adam heard gears clashing inside the machine.  A normal mill was designed to speed up and down at will, if he recalled correctly; the farmers who built and used them didn’t always want to reduce their corn to powder.  This one ... he wondered, suddenly, if he’d screwed up the calculations.  If they were drawing more and more magic into the machine, who knew what would happen?  He’d read enough horror stories about wild magic to fear the worst.  

“I think it’s steadying,” Arnold said.  “What do you think?”

Adam studied the sails, chopping through the air like blades.  They seemed to have found a consistent speed, although it was hard to be sure.  They looked reassuringly solid one moment, then appeared to be on the verge of collapse the next.  The air seemed to be growing warmer ... he felt sweat prickling down his back as Praxis came up to them, his face grim and worried.  Adam remembered, suddenly, that Yvonne was still inside the windmill ...

“Arnold, I need you to go inside and check on her,” Praxis said.  He didn’t seem happy at the thought of asking for help.  It couldn’t be easy for a sorcerer to admit there was something he couldn’t do.  “Please ...”

“I’ll go,” Adam said, before Arnold could say a word.  “It was my idea.”

He hurried forward, ducking his head as he walked under the sails.  The air felt weirdly choppy, as if he was pushing his way through water.  The urge to drop to the ground and crawl was almost overwhelming.  He kept going, somehow, and peered through the door.  The interior was bright as day, blue streaks of lightning darting down the struts, through the orrery and into the blood.  Yvonne was staring at the bubbling liquid, her eyes wide.  She glanced at Adam as he entered the windmill - the air felt hot and heavy, as if a storm was about to break out - then looked back at the blood.  The wand at the bottom was glowing with a faint blue light.

“It’s working,” she breathed.  “It’s working!”
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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Adam stared as the blue light grew stronger.  It was almost hypnotic.  He had to fight to keep his eyes from being drawn to it until he was lost in the light.  And yet ... the vibration was growing stronger.  It felt as if the windmill wasn’t strong enough to bear the sheer weight of magic passing through the struts.  The noise of clanking struts was growing louder and louder.  A shudder ran through the air ... he thought he heard something cracking, high overhead.

Yvonne swore and tore her eyes away from the light, then pressed a key into a complicated locking mechanism.  The rattling grew louder, the light flaring brighter for a few short seconds before dimming again.  Adam heard another crack from overhead and looked up ... there was a chink in the roof that hadn’t been there a few moments ago, one that seemed to be growing wider by the second.  The light flared one last time, then the interior plunged into darkness.  Adam blinked in alarm, wondering if someone had hit him with a blindness curse again.  It felt like an eternity before the darkness started to lift again ...

“Interesting,” Yvonne said.  Her eyes were streaming, tears running down her face.  “We’re going to have to get some eye protection, when we try this again.  Tinted lenses, perhaps.”

Adam nodded.  Spectacles and their lenses were rare, back home.  The people who could afford them could also afford to have their eyes fixed by healers, although ... given how much expertise had already gathered at Heart’s Eye and Heart’s Ease, it was probable they could find someone to make the lenses without either sending away for them or paying far more than they were worth.  He rubbed his eyes - they were sore, as if someone had kicked sand into his face - then watched as Yvonne carefully removed the wand from below the bubbling blood.  Adam reached into his pocket, found a magic-detecting tile and held it close to the dish.  It vibrated so violently he almost dropped it.

“It worked,” he said.  “The blood is charged.”

“And it took roughly twenty minutes,” Yvonne said.  She looked around, as if she’d only just noticed they were alone.  “Take the blood and carry it outside.”

Adam nodded, removed the blood and carried it through the door.  The air felt ... weird.  He saw Master Dagon and the other sorcerers, keeping a safe distance from the windmill.  It made him wonder, reluctantly, if Master Dagon had actually done Lilith a favour.  If Praxis had been affected because he’d stood so close to the windmill, how would Lilith have coped?

“I think you should have the honours,” Yvonne said, holding out the wand.  “Just jab it at the air.”

“What does it do?”  Adam took the wand and eyed it nervously.  Wands were often dangerous to both their wielder as well as his target.  Even magicians didn't take them lightly, for reasons he didn’t understand.  The wood felt warm in his bare hand.  “If it hurts someone ...”

“I went with the simplest piece of spellware I could,” Praxis said.  “It’s harmless.”

Adam braced himself and jabbed the wand forward.  The tip of the wood lit up brightly, so brightly it made his eyes water again.  He stared at it, feeling a twinge of awe.  The wand was a crude tool, compared to a magician’s raw power, but ... it was so much better than anything he’d had before that he knew everyone would be delighted.  His eyes slipped towards Master Dagon, who was watching them with a calculating expression.  He wouldn’t be delighted.  Nor would Jasper ... a thought struck Adam and he looked around, searching for Jasper.  If he was around ...

No sign of him, Adam thought.  It’s probably a good thing.

“We just need to check the windmill before we start it up again,” Yvonne said.  She raised his voice.  “Apprentices, to me!”

Arnold winked at Adam, then hurried off to join the rest of the craftsmen apprentices as they made their way into the windmill.  Adam felt a twinge of envy as they moved in unison, chatting with an easy camaraderie as they set up ladders and started to inspect the sails, then replace damaged and broken tiles.  A pair of scribes stood at the bottom and scribbled down everything they said, making notes of which components had stood up to stress and which had failed on the spot.  It looked as if a surprising number of tiles had burned out completely.  Adam was mildly surprised they’d been able to channel any magic into the blood, let alone into the wand itself.

The racket from behind him grew louder as the crowd argued over the meaning of the new development.  Adam spotted a pair of people he knew vaguely - Levellers who’d given speeches, if he recalled correctly - chatting with several complete strangers, including three in local flowing robes.  Refugees from Farrakhan?  It wasn’t impossible to get from the city to the university without taking the train, just thoroughly unpleasant.  Adam wondered if they were thinking about building their own windmill, then charging wands for the coming struggle for power.  If the king was already trying to damage the university ...

He frowned as he spotted Master Dagon, talking to Master Landis.  Neither of them looked pleased, even though Master Landis could take some credit for teaching Adam.  The world had turned upside down ... Adam shook his head as he turned away, smiling as he saw Valerie Hunt making her way towards them.  Her answering smile was almost as bright as the sun.

“You seem to like changing things,” she said, as she joined them.  “Will this make it possible for anyone to perform magic?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Adam said.  “But we still need a sorcerer to actually program the wands.”

He sighed, inwardly.  He’d spent some time trying to devise a way to program the wands without a sorcerer’s assistance.  So far, none of his theories had gotten off the drawing board.  They either had too little power to manifest a piece of spellwork, the sort of thing Lilith could do without thinking about it, or too much.  It should be possible, he was sure, yet ... he shook his head.  Beneficence wasn’t built in a day.  They might not make another breakthrough for months, perhaps years.  He wondered, idly, if he’d have time.  He had yet to complete his apprenticeship.  Perhaps he could take his share of the reward, buy himself a place in town and just stay there.  Who knew?  Lilith might even join him.

Which is about as likely as you getting into bed with Queen Alassa herself, his thoughts mocked him.  Don’t be an idiot.

Arnold emerged from the windmill, waved cheerfully at them and hurried over to the old farmhouse.  Adam did his best to answer Valerie’s questions as Arnold reappeared, carrying another dish of blood.  He looked uncomfortable with it, despite everything ... Adam understood all too well.  They just didn’t have enough volunteers to supply blood ... he shook his head.  Animal blood didn’t work.  The magic faded almost as soon as the runes were removed.

Which is odd, Adam reflected.  What makes human blood so different?

He kept that question to himself as Arnold rejoined them.  His face was sweaty, his clothes splattered with oil ... Adam guessed it was still hot inside the windmill.  He made a mental note to ensure the next design was built out of stone.  It probably wasn’t possible to replace the wood in the sails, but everything else ... it would be ironic, he reflected, if the windmill worked so perfectly it set itself on fire.  He’d heard enough horror stories about magic-fuelled fires to fear the worst.

“We’ve got a bigger audience,” Arnold commented.  “And to think I didn’t dress up for it.”

“You look very authentic,” Valerie said.  “All I need to do is sketch a picture of you.”

Arnold promptly struck a ridiculous pose, flexing his muscles and puffing out his chest. Taffy giggled.  Adam turned away and frowned as he realised Arnold was right.  He’d been so lost in his own thoughts he’d missed the growing crowd of spectators.  It looked as if half the town - and student body - had heard that something was happening and come to watch the show.  Adam wondered why Yvonne hadn’t told them to go away, then kicked himself.  Yvonne probably wanted to show off the windmill, making it impossible for the concept to be buried and quietly forgotten.  Adam knew how quickly stories could grow in the telling, to the point the nugget of truth was buried under a mountain of utter nonsense.  Was it possible the concept of rune-directed magic could be lost?  There were people who’d do everything in their power to keep it from spreading ...

His eyes narrowed as he looked at Master Dagon.  Master Landis had vanished.  Caleb was standing beside him, looking thoughtful.  Master Dagon himself looked as if he was thinking hard.  Adam wondered what was going through his head as Yvonne barked orders, directing the crowd to move back to a safe distance before she restarted the windmill.  Adam was tempted to ask if he could start it himself.  It had been his idea.

Probably not, he thought, wryly.  She’s having too much fun.

The windmill creaked loudly as the sails started to move again.  This time, the noise seemed to be quieter.  It was hard to be sure.  Blue lightning flickered around the sails - Adam thought he saw streams of light flowing into the windmill - as the ground started to shake violently.  The windmill seemed to wobble alarmingly, an instant before the door burst open and Yvonne burst out, running for her life.  An instant later, the windmill twisted violently, crumbling in on itself as if it were caught in a tornado.  Adam stared in horror as the sails shattered, pieces of smouldering wood flying in all directions.  The magic sputtered one last time and died.  The remnants of the windmill crashed to the ground and lay still.

Adam felt his mouth hanging open.  It had worked.  It had worked and ... he tried to understand what had happened.  The sails had worked, the struts had worked, the orrery had worked ... had they channelled too much power into the blood?  Or ... the collapse had looked thoroughly odd, as if the magic had flowed in ways the human eye couldn’t follow before the windmill had died.  Or ...

“Sabotage!”  A voice ran through the crowd.  “Treachery!”

The shout was repeated by others, building and building as the crowd surged with anger.  Adam spun around to stare at Master Dagon and Caleb.  The latter was staring in horror at the ruins, horror and frustration; the former seemed cold and calculating, clearly meditating on what the collapse of the windmill meant for his cause.  Adam sensed Arnold seething with anger beside him as the crowd rumbled in rage, then started to lash out.  A pair of orbs flew through the air.  Caleb started to say something, but his voice was lost in the roar of the crowd.  Adam wanted to run, to find somewhere safe.  He’d thought one riot was quite bad enough ...

Good thing I didn’t bring Lilith, he thought.  The crowd was demanding bloody revenge on magicians - all magicians.  She would never have forgiven me.

Caleb was still trying to speak.  Master Dagon shoved him to one side, levitated himself into the air and boosted his voice.  “ENOUGH,” he bellowed.  The words were so loud they made Adam’s ears hurt.  “STOP THIS RIGHT NOW OR I WILL STOP YOU!”

Adam shivered, feeling a very primal fear.  The crowd recoiled, as if they’d been lashed with whips.  The anger, already ugly, was growing worse.  It wouldn’t be long before they drove forward anyway ... the scent of durian was already hanging in the air, threatening to render the magicians powerless.  He wondered, suddenly, if the crowd would be able to tell the difference between a magician and a powerless apprentice who didn’t have any magic of his own ... he shivered, all too aware it probably didn’t matter.  A rioting crowd wouldn’t give a damn who it caught, once its blood was up.  He’d seen innocent men, women and children murdered on the streets of Beneficence, when the crowd had rioted against Vesperian’s Folly.  He would die as easily as those poor bastards ...

“POWER TO THE PEOPLE,” someone shouted.  The voice was surprisingly loud.  “DEATH TO THE ARISTOS!”  

Shit, Adam thought.  It was a war cry - a Leveller war cry.  He’d read the stories.  They’d chanted that, right before they’d marched on manors or tax offices or anyone else who’d oppressed them past the point of no return.  Stones were already flying through the air, aimed at the magicians and those unfortunate enough to be near them.  Praxis and Yvonne were on the ground ... Praxis didn’t seem to be doing much of anything.  Did he take a sniff of the gas?

Adam glanced towards the farmhouse, then grabbed Taffy and Valerie and pulled them after him as he hurried away from the crowd.  The shouting was growing louder.  The cold expression on Master Dagon’s face suggested he was just waiting for an excuse to give the crowd a lesson it wouldn’t live long enough to remember, let alone forget.  Taffy squawked in outrage - Arnold has been left behind, adding his voice to the crowd’s - but Adam ignored her.  She could be mad at him later, if they lived long enough.  He glanced back, just in time to see Yvonne stumble to her feet and run.  She was strong, easily one of the strongest people he’d met, but she wasn’t fool enough to tangle with a bunch of rioters.  They could tear her apart as if she were made of parchment.  Praxis ran beside her, his face grim.

“Let go of me,” Taffy snapped.  She pulled her arm away, trying to break his grip.  “Let go ...”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Yvonne snapped at her.  “Move your ass!”

The riot exploded behind them.  Adam lowered his head and kept running, the others following him back to the university.  He thought he felt waves of magic pressing against him, but it was hard to be sure.  A handful of gunshots rang out ... Adam felt cold, wondering if they’d just shot Lilith’s father.  Or Caleb.  He felt a sudden surge of anger that surprised him.  Caleb was a son of Beneficence, too.  He should know there was no point in reasoning with a mob.  One either outran it or outfought it.  There were no other options.  

“People there, making it worse,” Yvonne gasped, between breaths.  “They knew it was going to happen.”

Sabotage, Adam thought, numbly.  He forced himself to look at her.  “What happened?”

“The blood started to fizzle, then the magic went wild,” Yvonne said.  She sounded tired and bitter, her breaths coming in fits and starts as she struggled to keep running.  Adam shivered.  Yvonne might have been hurt worse than he’d realised.  Walking into a place dripping in wild magic was a painful way to commit suicide.  Most people, even magicians, gave them a wide berth.  “And then I ran.”

Adam nodded, his breath catching in his throat as they ran over the sand.  It was like a beach, except the sand felt dirty and the air stank of burning.  His throat felt dry as he looked up, silently thanking the household gods he could see the university.  The farm was behind them - he knew it for a fact - and yet, when he looked, all he saw was endless sand dunes.  If a plume of smoke hadn’t been drifting into the sky, he would have wondered if they’d lost their way as they fled.  The sound was almost completely gone.

“Arnold’s back there,” Taffy said, numbly.  “I hope he’s alright.”

“He’s a sly one,” Yvonne said, as she slowed to catch her breath.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

Adam looked at her.  “They’ll let us rebuild the windmill, won’t they?”

“I don’t know.”  Yvonne looked as if she was on the verge of collapse.  “After that ... I think some of them might have other ideas.  At the very least, they’d want to rebuild the windmill a long way from here.”

“Lady Emily will want to rebuild,” Taffy said.  “Won’t she?”

“Lady Emily isn’t here,” Yvonne said.  “Right now, her opinions don’t matter.”

Adam forced himself to think as they reached the university.  A stream of students were hurrying up from Heart’s Ease, clearly fearful the riot was going to spread into the town once again.  The blood had fizzed and that meant ... what?  Too much power?  Or ... had someone taken blood from a magician?  If a drop of Lilith’s blood had caused an explosion, what would an entire dish of blood do?  Could Master Dagon - or someone - have added their own blood to the mix?  It might be cleverer than it seemed.  Few magicians would willingly give up their own blood.  The council might refuse to consider it possible.

It isn’t as if we could have done anything with it, even if we’d known what we had, Adam told himself.  We weren’t going to try casting curses with the blood and they knew it too.

Taffy coughed.  “What do we do now?”

“Go back to your dorm and stay there,” Praxis said, in a tone that promised trouble to anyone who defied him.  “I have to take Yvonne to the infirmary.  After that ... I don’t know.  The council will want to speak to you.”

Adam nodded.  There was no point in arguing with a man who was clearly on the verge of exploding.  Praxis had a big problem and a little problem and they were the little problem, certainly when compared to his injured lover.  Better to do as Praxis said than risk an explosion.  

“What about me?”  Valerie Hunt caught his eye.  “I live in the town ...”

“Go stay in the dorm,” Praxis snapped.  He hefted Yvonne over his shoulder and turned away.  “The council will want to speak to you too.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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“The question before us is simple,” Mistress Irene said.  “What - precisely - went wrong?”

Adam took a breath.  They’d been ordered to stay in their dorms and remain there until they were summoned, with their meals brought to them by students who’d clearly taken a vow of silence.  Arnold had been insistent that Master Dagon was the mastermind, that he’d sabotaged the windmill ... Adam no longer knew what to believe.  Master Dagon wasn’t stupid enough to risk revealing his hand so openly, was he?  He’d anger Lady Emily as well as everyone else in the university.  She’d killed necromancers.  She wouldn’t be threatened by a magician with no more power than common sense.

“There was a magic surge,” he said.  “I don’t know why.”

He sensed Arnold shifting beside him and braced himself, half-expecting an explosion.  They’d been summoned to the council chambers, after a long night of bad dreams, only to hear that Yvonne was still in the infirmary and that no one, absolutely no one, knew what had happened to the windmill.  Master Dagon was in his chair, his face expressionless.  Adam felt a sudden surge of hatred.  Master Dagon had told Lilith to stay in the university.  Why would he have done that, unless he’d known something was going to go wrong?

“We have picked through the rubble,” Praxis said.  The enchanter looked as if he hadn’t managed to get a wink of sleep.  “There is too much raw and tainted magic in the air for us to determine what actually happened.  It is possible the struts were simply unable to take the magic, at least at a high level, and disintegrated.  It is also possible ...”

“Sabotage,” Arnold growled.  “If something was going to go wrong, why would it go wrong on the second try?”

Adam winced.  Arnold had a point.  If the structure was unsuited to the load they were placing on it, the structure should have collapsed the first time around.  Yvonne had said the blood had fizzed ... his thoughts ran in circles as he rubbed his skull, trying to sort out his feelings.  Had they taken blood from a magician by accident?  Someone with undetected magical potential? Or ... or what?  Was Arnold right?  Had someone sabotaged the windmill?  There was certainly no shortage of suspects.

“We have a considerable amount of experience channelling magic through wood and metal, but the windmill represents a very different concept to a wand or tool,” Praxis pointed out, grimly.  “For all we know, the magic reacted badly to impurities in the metal or the metal itself redirected the magic and caused an explosion.  Or the blood might not have been as mundane as we thought.”

“Yvonne thought as much,” Adam said.  “Did she speak to you?”

“She is not in a good state,” Praxis said, grimly.  “She may have been permanently harmed.”

“She will recover,” Mistress Irene said.  “She’s tough.”

So was my father, Adam thought.  And his boat was caught up in a storm and never came home.

The thought tormented him.  Yvonne had been remarkable ... was remarkable.  He told himself firmly she was going to live.  And yet ... he felt a surge of guilt for his role in designing the windmill.  They’d done everything they could, taken every precaution, yet ... they’d been entering unexplored territory.  How could they have known what would happen when they spun the sails for the first - or the second - time?  Yvonne might die and ... he swallowed hard.  If that happened, there was no way he’d be able to convince himself it hadn’t been his fault.

He looked at the councillors, feeling a twinge of unease.  Yvonne wasn’t there, of course.  That left three ... he wished he knew what they’d been saying, in the hours between the disaster and the summons.  Master Dagon had had all the time in the world to whisper poison into their ear, to suggest the windmill project be dismantled and further experimentation declared firmly off limits, perhaps even to ensure everyone involved took a vow never to speak of it.  He wished Lady Emily was there.  He’d never met her, but if the stories were true ...

Mistress Irene cleared her throat.  “We will, of course, continue to investigate,” she said, curtly.  “However, there is a second question to be asked.  Should we try to rebuild or replace the windmill?”

Adam opened his mouth, but Caleb spoke first.  “There are always risks when we experiment,” he said, holding up his scarred hands.  “I know that from bitter experience.  But without experiments, there will be no progress.  Our society rests on the work of those who were prepared to experiment, to endure the risk of blowing themselves up and the mockery of their unenlightened peers, to advance the limits of knowledge.  The windmill concept is sound.  The fact it was able to channel magic into a wand is proof the concept not only works, but can be made practical.  One explosion should not be enough to deter us.”

“An explosion that might have done permanent harm to one of us,” Master Dagon pointed out, stiffly.  “And hurt several more people who were struck with flying debris.”

“She knew the risks,” Arnold said.  Praxis glared at him, but Arnold seemed unbowed.  “We all did.  We knew we could end up dead, or injured, or warped and twisted by magic in a way that could never be undone.  It worked, too.  We charged a wand.  We should not stop because someone got hurt.”

Adam was torn between understanding and horror.  Yvonne had known the risks.  She’d been an apprentice, and then a craftswoman, in a career that could easily be cut short by a slip of the hand.  He’d seen beggars on the streets who’d been craftsmen themselves, before their careers had been destroyed by ... he’d been told it had often been their own carelessness, but he didn’t think that was true.  Sometimes, as his mother had pointed out, you could do everything right - or think you had - and still wind up injured or dead.  And yet ... it would have been easier, somehow, if he hadn’t known Yvonne as a person.  He’d spent more time with her, outside the lab, than he’d spent with Master Landis.  

“Yvonne was hurt in a manner we do not understand,” Master Dagon said.  “She may recover on her own.  She may never recover.  Regardless, there are clearly risks we don’t fully understand in trying to tap wild magic.”

“The risks are very limited,” Caleb said.  “The windmill is not a nexus point.”

“Neither is a brat who’s just come into her magic,” Master Dagon said.  “And that doesn’t stop her being very dangerous to those who cannot defend themselves.”

Her?  Adam frowned.  Are you talking about your daughter here?

Master Dagon continued, unaware of Adam’s thoughts.  “The risks are considerable and, worse, they are impossible to quantify.  I propose we place a halt on all further experiments until Yvonne recovers and we find out, somehow, just what happened inside the windmill.”

“Without further experiments, that may prove impossible,” Caleb said.  “Yvonne is in no state to tell us what she saw, before she collapsed.  We should continue the experiments carefully.  Very carefully.”

Master Dagon tapped the table.  “The magic surge made it hard for magicians to tell what was happening, both times the windmill was spun.  Mundanes cannot, of course, see magic at all.  There is no way to carry out the experiments safely, not without risking ...”

“It should be possible to construct a second windmill relatively quickly,” Praxis said.  “We were stockpiling the components.  It is possible we can reinforce the channelling runes without accidentally disabling the windmill, or simply channelling some of the magic into the sails to slow them down ... perhaps even dispersing the magic before it can be channelled into the blood.  It should be possible ...”

“Should,” Master Dagon repeated.  “And how many noted alchemists have blown themselves up trying something that should work?”

Too many, Adam recalled.  But the ones who survived often returned with new ideas and concepts as well as practical magics.

“You are free to assist us,” Praxis said, in a tone Adam would have taken for bootlicking if he hadn’t heard the hard edge underlying it.  “The assistance of a noted charms master would be of great value, I am sure.”

“I would be happy to take a look at your spell diagrams,” Master Dagon said.  “However, I believe we need to slow the pace of experimentation until we work out what happened to the first windmill.”

“If the blood was magical,” Adam said, “we might be able to make it work by taking greater care in obtaining and storing the blood.”

“And keeping it in view at all times,” Arnold added.  “If someone added a drop of magical blood ...”

Master Dagon snorted.  “And how would a mundane have obtained magical blood?”

He shrugged, dismissively.  “This is unexplored territory.  For all we know, the windmill exploded because it sucked in tainted magic.  Or because, as Praxis said, it simply wasn’t strong enough to take the load.  I propose the inner council places a moratorium on future experimentation until we have a better handle on what’s actually happening.”

“We do not have a quorum,” Mistress Irene pointed out.  “Two of our number are not present.”

“There’s three of us,” Master Dagon countered.  “I understand the value of experimentation.  Really, I do.  But would you let students carry out experiments in a school?”

Caleb stiffened, as if Master Dagon’s words had struck a nerve.  “This isn’t a school.”

“It might as well be,” Master Dagon said.  “The university has all the disadvantages of a school with none of the advantages.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  Beside him, Arnold stiffened.  Caleb didn’t look remotely pleased; Mistress Irene looked, just for a second, as if she’d been slapped.  Adam wished he understood the politics a little better, understood just what had been said and done before they’d been summoned.  The inner council was starting to break down ... he looked past Mistress Irene and met, briefly, the Gorgon’s eyes.  They were dark and unreadable ... what was she thinking?  He wished he’d taken the time to get to know her a little better.  She was smart and experienced and understood just what it was like to be an outsider in a place that didn’t want you ...

“This isn’t a school,” Caleb repeated, coldly.  “And you knew what it was when you accepted Emily’s offer of a place here and a seat on the council.”

“Yes,” Master Dagon said.  “And I will do my duty.”

The Gorgon tilted her head, then walked to the rear of the room and stepped through a hidden door.  Adam watched in surprise.  It was rare, vanishingly rare, for a subordinate to leave like that without permission and it was almost always a sign of trouble.  Or massive disrespect ... he shook his head.  The Gorgon wouldn’t be openly disrespectful to Mistress Irene.  No master could afford to overlook such behaviour from their apprentice, not in public.  And that meant ...

He lowered his eyes as the Gorgon returned, holding a slip of paper in one hand.  Mistress Irene took it, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the words.  Adam was glad she wasn’t looking at him like ... like someone she was about to change into a frog or blast into dust or merely get told to clean the sewers from top to bottom.  She looked as if she’d just had very bad news.

Caleb took the paper and scowled.  “The king is demanding the return of ... Mistress Olla?  Who is she?”

Arnold’s voice was very calm, so calm Adam knew Arnold was burying his true feelings.  “She is - she was - a printer from Farrakhan.  And a Leveller.  She moved out of the city last week because of the crackdown, then set up shop here.  The king wants her dead for daring to question his rule.”

“How charming,” Master Dagon said.  “If he has good cause ...”

“He doesn’t,” Caleb said, sharply.  “And even if he did, this is neutral ground.  We should not be even considering sending her back to death or worse.”

“On one hand, yes; we cannot allow the king to even think he can push us around.”  Master Dagon looked stubborn.  “But, on the other hand, the last thing we need right now is him trying to pressure us.  He doesn’t have to launch an invasion to make life difficult.  He just has to cut our supply lines.”

Arnold coughed.  “And what would Lady Emily have to say about that?”

Mistress Irene held up a hand.  “We’ll table the issue of the windmill for now,” she said, firmly.  “You are to return to your dorms and stay there until further notice.  Is that clear?”

“But ...” Arnold started.  “Lady Emily ...”

“I’ll escort you back to your dorms,” Caleb said.  “I don’t want you getting lost along the way.”

Adam resisted the urge to say something cutting as Caleb led them out of the council chamber.  Caleb was too young, only a handful of years older than Adam, without the aristocratic bearing that would command open respect and carefully concealed hatred.  He didn’t have the age and experience of Mistress Irene or Master Landis or ... Master Dagon.  It struck Adam, suddenly, that Caleb must find it hard to view them as equals.  They were far older than he was.

“Lord Caleb,” Arnold said.  “What would Lady Emily think of this?”

Caleb said nothing for a long moment.  “She would probably want to proceed with the experiments,” he said.  “But she’d also take every precaution in hopes of avoiding a second disaster.”

Adam hesitated, suddenly unsure what to say.  He admired - practically worshipped - Lady Emily and yet they’d never met.  Caleb, on the other hand, was a close, personal friend ... if rumour was to be believed, he’d even been Lady Emily’s lover.  And that meant ... Adam wanted to ask what Lady Emily was like in person, if she’d approve of him or think he had ideas above his station, but he didn’t dare.  Caleb might not want to talk about his friend and former lover.  Who knew what she’d say if she ever found out?

“I think Master Dagon sabotaged the windmill,” Arnold said, bluntly.  “Who else had means, motive and opportunity?”

Caleb’s face darkened.  He wasn’t that practiced in hiding his emotions.  “How do you figure that?”

Arnold didn’t hesitate.  “The windmill is a threat to the status quo.  It is also proof the university concept can work.  Anyone who wants to keep things unchanged, like Master Dagon, has a motive to ensure the windmill not only fails, but fails spectacularly.  He was also present, when the disaster happened, and had access to the magical blood he’d need to make it happen.  His own blood would be quite sufficient.”

“Perhaps,” Caleb agreed.  “And yet, there would be traces of his magic everywhere if his blood was involved in the explosion.”

“He was the one who was trying to stop a riot, using his magic,” Arnold pointed out.  “It would have covered up any traces of his sabotage, because the area would be drenched in his magic.  Who has means, motive and opportunity?  He does.”

“He also told his daughter to stay away from town,” Adam added.  “Why would he do that unless he thought there’d be trouble?”

Caleb grimaced.  “Master Dagon is quite a controlling father,” he said.  “And I ...”

He stopped himself, abruptly.  Adam wondered what he’d been about to say.  Was Caleb interested in Lilith?  Had he tried to ask her out, only to be shot down by her father?  Or ... the university rules banned relationships between teachers and students.  They were very clear on that point.  Had something happened?  Or was Adam overthinking the whole affair?  Caleb had grown up in a magical family, too.  He didn’t have to like Lilith to feel a little sorry for her.

“He controls his daughter,” Arnold said.  “If he’ll do that to her, why not the rest of us?”

He pushed on before Caleb could muster a reply.  “And the disaster also injured Yvonne,” he added.  “Master Dagon couldn’t have thought that a bad thing.  One less voice to oppose him on the council.”

Caleb stiffened.  “Two things,” he said.  “First, just because someone has means, motive and opportunity doesn’t mean they actually did it.  Your accusations may have some merit, and I will discuss them with Mistress Irene, but you have no proof.  There isn’t anything like enough evidence to demand a formal investigation and, even if there was, it isn’t clear who’d carry it out.”

“Lady Emily,” Adam said.

“She might have to,” Caleb agreed.  “But she’s very busy right now.”

He shook his head.  “Second, as a condition of his office, Master Dagon swore an oath that he would only act in the best interests of the university,” he continued.  “He could not have acted so openly without risking death, or the loss of his magic followed by madness and death.  He is a stiff-necked old bastard, I’ll grant.  But he cannot evade the oath he swore.”

Adam frowned, reminding himself - again - that Caleb was young.  That the university was young.  That ... he wondered, suddenly, if someone else had taken the oath.  Could Master Dagon have been replaced at some point?  It was the plot of a hundred cheap novels ... he knew, from Master Pittwater’s wilder tales, that it rarely worked in practice.  Whoever had donned Master Dagon’s face would have to fool his daughter, someone who knew him very well indeed.  And presumably fool the Old Boys, too ...

They stopped outside the dorms.  “Stay here until you are told to leave,” Caleb said.  “Wait.”

Arnold said nothing until they were back in the common room, then swore.  “He did it.”

Adam blinked.  “What?  Caleb?”

“No, Dagon,” Arnold said.  “He did it all!”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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“That makes no sense,” Adam said.  “If he swore an oath ...”

His voice trailed off as the rest of the dorm, male and female alike, joined them.  He forced himself to think as Arnold explained what had happened, from the decision to pause work on the windmill - which might well be a tacit decision to abandon the project completely - to the king’s demand for the printer being returned to him.  Adam knew a little about magical oaths and how dangerous they could be, for those who didn’t understand what they were doing before they gave their word.  Magicians took their oaths seriously.  Breaking one’s word wasn’t a harmless little prank like changing someone into a pig and dining on their hams.

“It makes plenty of sense,” Arnold said, flatly.  “Think about it.  Master Dagon swore always to act in the best interests of Heart’s Eye, right?  So, what are the best interests of Heart’s Eye?”

Taffy made a face.  “You mean he may have different ideas about what they are?”

“We know he has different ideas,” Arnold said.  “He thinks the school needs to be restored, right?  It’s in the best interests of Heart’s Eye, as he sees them, for the school to be restored, like it was before the necromancer kicked them in the ass and took over.  From his point of view, the oath is unbroken.  He’s still acting in the best interests of Heart’s Eye.”

“That’s weasel logic,” Adam pointed out.  Master Pittwater would have been horrified at the thought of someone trying to circumvent their oath.  “If he doesn’t believe it himself ...”

“He does believe it,” Arnold corrected.  “Think about it.  He wants the old school back.  So ... upstarts like Caleb and Mistress Irene and powerless mundanes like Yvonne who have no place here, as far as he’s concerned, have to go.  Praxis and his peers probably have to get it in the neck too.  Praxis has lowered himself into a relationship with a mundane” - he looked at Adam - “which gives him another reason to dislike you.  You kissed his daughter.”

Adam flushed.  “She turned me into something ...”

“So?”  Arnold shrugged.  “She clearly wasn’t that mad at you or she would have done something worse.  Much worse.”

“He won’t like that,” Taffy said.  “Bad enough you kissed her, but if you kissed her and she liked it ...”

Adam shook his head, unsure what to think.  “He’s risking his life and his magic ...”

“Oaths are tricky things,” Arnold said.  “It’s very hard to circumvent an oath, if it is written properly.  It can be hard to rationalise your way around breaking the spirit of the oath regardless of what the letter actually says.  But if he truly thinks he is acting in the best interests of Heart’s Eye, why would his oath bite him?  As far as he is concerned, he’s doing nothing wrong.”

“He may have means, motive and opportunity, but Caleb was right,” Adam said.  “It isn’t proof ...”

“Who else?”  Arnold started to pace the room.  “Someone helped Jasper to hex us.  Come to think of it, that same person might have quietly encouraged Jasper and his bratty cronies to start a terror campaign before you devised your gas.  Or even just turned a blind eye.  And then he was there, and his daughter was not, when the windmill exploded.  He covered up his involvement and did it so well it simply couldn’t be questioned.  If any traces of his magic are discovered, they can be easily explained away ...”

His voice rose.  “And look at him.  A magical supremacist with a bratty daughter who needs a firm hand, not a master who is so deeply in hock to her father he can’t discipline her.  What does it say about a father who raises such a daughter?”

Adam scowled.  “She’s not that bad.”

“Stop thinking with your little head and start thinking with your big head,” Arnold snapped.  “She’s pretty.  Yes, I’ll grant she’s pretty.  But she was also horrid to you until you proved you were useful.  And even then, she wasn’t always kind to you ... was she?”

“I don’t ...”  Adam stared at his hands.  Everything Arnold said made sense.  Hell, there were issues he hadn’t raised that added to his theory.  And yes, Adam had met kids who had terrible parents who set terrible examples ... Lilith might easily have picked up a few bad habits from her father.  And yet ... he didn’t want to believe it.  “She’s not that bad, really.”

Taffy leaned forward, eyes sympathetic.  “I understand how you feel,” she said.  “But how much of her behaviour are you going to tolerate?

Adam scowled.  “Weren’t you the one advising me to give her time?”

“I knew a lad who courted a girl roughly, very roughly,” Taffy said.  “Her father told her to give him time to sand down the rough edges, because it was the first time he’d courted anyone and he didn’t know how to do it.  And then he went too far and they had to get married in a hurry.”

She clasped Arnold’s hand.  “There’s a limit to how much we can make allowances for someone.  He had a bad day - do we let him get away with beating his wife bloody?  She failed an exam - do we let her get away with tormenting her younger brother?  He was abused by his father - do we let him get away with abusing his son?  I know, everyone has a reason for being an asshole every so often.  But that doesn’t mean we should let them get away with it!”

“No,” Arnold agreed.  “Just because you like Lilith doesn’t mean her father isn’t a traitor as well as an asshole.”

Adam shook his head.  He didn’t know what to believe.

“So,” Arnold said.  “We need to do something.”

“Like what?”  Adam looked around the room.  “Write to Lady Emily and ask her to intercede?”

“No,” Arnold said.  “Not yet, anyway.  We need clear proof Master Dagon is guilty.  That won’t be easy.  Magicians place a lot of faith in their oaths and, normally, their confidence would be entirely justified.  It isn’t easy to devise a situation where one can manoeuvre around the terms without breaking them outright.  Most magicians don’t even want to consider the possibility.  It’s just too threatening.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “And how do we get that proof?”

“We search his chambers,” Arnold said.  “If there is any proof to find, it will be there.”

“I ...”  Adam found himself giggling like a little girl.  “I ... how do you plan to get into a heavily warded chamber?”

He tried to calm himself.  If Matt was to be believed, most students at magic school tried to break into a teacher’s office or private chambers at least once.  It was apparently a test.  If you got in and out without being caught and punished, you got extra credit; Adam had suspected, at the time, it wasn’t completely true.  The teacher wouldn’t know you’d broken into his office and therefore wouldn’t know he had to give any credit.  And if you told him ... he frowned, shaking his head.  Matt had admitted, ruefully, that very few students actually got away with it.  They found themselves caught and trapped by spells so advanced the students didn’t even realise they were there until it was too late.

“You devised a rune to break down wards,” Arnold said.  “We can do it again.  And again.”

Adam hesitated.  In theory, Arnold was right.  In practice, Adam suspected Arnold was going to get himself expelled - or worse.  Master Dagon was a charms master.  His chambers would be heavily protected ... if Lilith was sleeping in the same place, her bedroom would be even more heavily protected.  The thought of sneaking into her room was ... he shook his head.  He knew precisely what his mother would say, if she heard he’d even thought of violating a girl’s privacy.  He wouldn’t sit comfortably for a week.  

“We did it once before,” Taffy said.  “We can do it again.”

“No,” Adam said.  “All we did was take down a single charm.  We didn’t even try to tackle a layered network of wards.”

“It’s just a matter of scaling up the runes,” Arnold said.  “We already have the tiles.  We have spare parts in the workshop below, waiting for us.  All we have to do is put them together and ...”

“Get ourselves killed,” Adam said.  “The magic surge will be stronger - and unpredictable.  And it will set off alarms.”

“Not if we channel it into blood,” Arnold said.  “The experiments in the workshop didn’t set off alarms.”

Adam shook his head, again.  The whole concept struck him as wishful thinking.  They knew nothing about how Master Dagon had crafted his wards ... hell, taking down the outer wardline might alert the others and get them all frozen or transfigured until Master Dagon or Lilith arrived to investigate.  And then ... somehow, Adam was sure it wouldn’t be a simple strapping this time.  They’d be kicked out of the university and told never to darken its door again.  

And Lilith would never forgive me, he thought, numbly.  He knew Taffy was right.  There was a limit to how many allowances he could make for her.  Their relationship ... wasn’t really a relationship, not in the sense Arnold and Taffy were a couple, but ... his heart twisted.  He did like her.  She’d hate me forever if I raided her bedroom.

“It won’t work,” he said.  “I think we need to come up with something else.”

Arnold met his eyes.  “Time is not on our side,” he said.  “Right now, Master Dagon is talking to the outer council, trying to convince them to put the windmill project on permanent hold.  If he can get them to agree, the entire concept is doomed.  And then he’ll start suggesting that mundanes get moved to Heart’s Ease, purely for our own good.  And then it will be just a matter of time before he gets us barred from the university completely.”

“He won’t get away with it,” Adam said.  “Lady Emily ...”

“Lady Emily set up a power-sharing system.”  Arnold’s eyes never left his.  “She ensured she wouldn’t be seen as a dictator, which was understandable, but it had the unfortunate side effect of giving the council enough power to override her.  I know how people like Master Dagon think!  They ooze their way into guildhalls and school boards and start manipulating the rules until they hold all the power.  By the time Lady Emily realises something has gone wrong, Master Dagon will have convinced the outer council to support him and the inner council will have been sidelined.  And then she’ll either have to tear down the edifice she built or concede defeat.”

Adam swallowed.  He’d never thought of Master Dagon as a guild bureaucrat, but ... he had to admit it was a pretty good analogy.  Master Dagon was a charms master, yet ... Adam frowned as he realised Master Dagon didn’t have an apprentice, not even his daughter, nor did he give lectures.  He’d known guildsmen who were just the same.  They didn’t take apprentices or run apothecaries or make discoveries, but somehow they wound up in charge.  A flare of hatred ran through him.  It had been one of those bastards, he was sure, who’d been urging Master Pittwater to retire.

“And ...”  He swallowed, again.  “What if you’re wrong?”

“What if I’m right?”  Arnold scowled.  “We are running out of time.  If we don’t find proof ...”

“It might not be there to be found,” Adam said.  He felt trapped between Arnold and Lilith, between the urge to fight for what he had and fear of what might happen if he tried.  “Why would he leave anything in his chambers, the first place anyone would search?”

Arnold smiled, as if he’d won.  “A magician’s chambers are supposed to be untouchable,” he said.  “They cannot be searched without proof there’s something to find and there will be no proof without searching the room.  Here ... his privacy will be respected by the rest of the staff and no one would think it odd if he refused to allow his rooms to be searched.  There’s no safer place for him to hide the evidence.”

Taffy reached out and touched Adam’s hand, lightly.  “Adam, we have to know.”

Adam scowled.  Taffy adored Arnold.  She’d do anything for him.  And yet ... his thoughts ran in circles.  If he was caught, there’d be no mercy and he’d be expelled; if they didn’t find proof before it was too late, the university might be turned back into a school and he’d be expelled anyway.  He disliked Master Dagon and wouldn’t shed a tear if he was kicked out, but his feelings for Lilith were far more complicated ...

It would have been so much easier if she stayed a bitch, he thought.  Or if ...

Arnold spoke, gently but firmly.  “There are hundreds of mundane apprentices already here and thousands more who want to come,” he said.  “If we don’t make a stand now, what’ll happen to them?

Adam’s insides clenched.  He didn’t want to let his friends down.  Arnold had reached out to Adam well before he’d done anything of interest, befriending him when there was nothing to be gained from being Adam’s friend.  And Taffy ... what would have happened to her, Adam asked himself, if the university had never existed?  And ... what if the refugees were ordered to leave Heart’s Ease?  They’d be killed, if they were lucky, when they returned home.

“Yeah,” he muttered.  “And every time we make a stand, I wind up with a sore bum.”

“You’re not the only one,” Taffy said, sharply.

Arnold put a hand on his shoulder.  “They’re counting on you,” he said.  “We’re counting on you.  Will you let us down?”

He squeezed, gently.  “Look, you help us design the runic patterns, then stay behind.  If we get caught, we’ll take all the blame.”

“I’m sure there’ll be enough blame to go around,” Adam said, his emotions spinning out of control.  “They may blame me anyway ...”

“They shouldn’t,” Taffy said.  “You may have had the first idea, but there’s no reason others can’t improve upon it.  There’s a bunch of people who have been studying runic patterns since your first great success.”

Adam nodded, slowly.  “I’ll help,” he said, reluctantly.  “On one condition.  You leave Lilith’s room strictly alone.”

“Fine by me,” Taffy said.  “Arnold?”

Arnold looked thoroughly displeased.  “I fail to see the logic in agreeing to help,” he said with heavy sarcasm, “while at the same time declaring a safe hiding place.”

Adam hesitated, choosing his words carefully.  He didn’t want to let either Arnold or Lilith down.  And yet ... he knew he couldn’t appeal to emotion.  He had to appeal to logic, to the part of them that thought two or three moves ahead.  They had to understand his thinking and agree with it.  That wasn’t going to be easy.

“If you find something, you will have to present it to Lady Emily and the rest of the council,” he said.  “When that happens, Master Dagon will do everything in his power to discredit it - and you.  You will already have broken into a magician’s chambers, and they’ll know it.  You won’t be able to convince them that the door was open when you just happened to walk by.  He will argue that you broke in and therefore you should be expelled, not taken seriously.  If he can argue that you also spent time pawing through his daughter’s underthings ... what will happen then?”

“Yvonne will understand,” Arnold said.

“Will she?  Really?”  Adam had his doubts.  His sisters had guarded their underthings with their lives.  His oldest sister had punched a man who’d leered at her in the street and asked her what she was wearing under her dress.  Lilith would certainly file a complaint if she didn’t seek satisfaction though other means.  “Mistress Irene may not.  Nor may Lady Emily.  And if they think you’re an asshole, they won’t listen to you.  Why should they?”

Well, his thoughts mocked, they do listen to Master Dagon.

“Very well.”  Arnold cleared his throat.  “You get to work.  I’ll start planning how to get there without being spotted.”

Adam frowned as a thought struck him.  “Do you even know where to go?”

Arnold smirked.  “There’s an office, and a set of bedchambers, that used to belong to one of Master Dagon’s ancestors,” he said.  “I’d bet five crowns he’s sleeping there.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Adam said.  “And I hope you’re right.”

He watched Arnold heading off to share the latest rumours, then produced his notebook and started to sketch out a plan.  It wasn’t likely to work.  No matter how he looked at it, a magician as capable as Master Dagon should be able to keep intruders out ... even powerful and skilled magicians.  And Lilith might have added her own touch to the wards.  The runes might take down the first layer, and perhaps the second, but then ... he sighed as he put the pieces together.  Arnold knew the risks, yet ...

Adam gritted his teeth.  It wasn’t fair.  He wanted to be loyal to both Arnold and Lilith and yet ... he was being pulled in two directions.  And that meant ... he wondered what would have happened if he’d never tried to befriend Lilith, or if he’d declined Arnold’s overtures when they were made.  Or if he’d never come to the university at all ... he scowled as he stared down at his work.  If he’d never come, he would never have worked magic.  Jasper might scorn, but it was magic.  Real magic.  He’d never have been allowed to so much as try back home.

“Be very careful,” he said, as he finished the diagram.  “If this goes wrong, you’ll be in deep shit.”

“I have every faith in you,” Arnold said.  “You’ve done the impossible before, have you not?”

The door opened.  A messenger girl poked her head into the common room.  “I have a message for Adam,” she announced, bluntly.  Her eyes sought him out.  “Your master wants to see you in the lab.  Immediately.”

Arnold patted Adam’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry about it,” he said.  “We’ll take it from here.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Adam’s stomach churned as he made his way down to the lab.  Master Landis wanted him ... why?  Was he in trouble?  Again?  Had Master Landis been spying on him?  Did he know what Arnold had asked Adam to do?  Or ... or what?  It was quite possible he was overthinking it.  He was an apprentice, not a freelancer.  His master had the right to call on his services at any time.  Master Landis simply hadn’t done it before.

The door was open, waiting for him.  Adam took a breath and stepped into the lab.  It was empty.  There was no sign of Master Landis or Lilith.  Adam hesitated, wondering if he’d been tricked, then relaxed - slightly - as he heard Master Landis in the next room.  He walked to the door and peered through.  Master Landis was drawing up a long list of potions ingredients and supplies.  He clearly had something in mind.

“I have something I want to try,” he said, finishing the list with a flourish.  “I need you to prepare the supplies.”

Adam frowned as he ran his eye down the list.  It was going to take most of the day, particularly if he was expected to do it alone.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to be around Lilith right now, but ... it would be better for Arnold and Taffy if Lilith was in the lab, well away from her bedchambers.  Adam thought Arnold would keep his word - a man’s word was supposed to be his bond - yet he knew how easily things could go wrong.  If she caught them ... she could do anything to them.

“Yes, Master,” he managed.  “Is Lilith on her way?”

“Lilith is doing something else for me,” Master Landis said.  He met Adam’s eyes and held them.  “Adam, there’s a lot of ... rumbling ... in the town right now.  Trouble in the streets because of the windmill, because of the king and his idiot demands.  I want you to stay in the university.  You are not to go back to the town until things quiet down again.  Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Master,” Adam said.  He wasn’t sure how he felt about it, but he knew better than to argue.  It wasn’t the time.  “Can I go to the dining hall for lunch, or should I have food brought to me?”

Master Landis eyed him for a long moment, then nodded.  “You may go eat, when you feel the need,” he said.  “But I want these ingredients prepared by nightfall.”

He turned and walked back into the main lab, then out into the corridor.  Adam shook his head, feeling a twinge of resentment.  He was an apprentice, not a slave; he was an apprentice who’d proved he could be useful.  And yet ... he shook his head, reminding himself that even Matt had had to scrub the cauldrons, wash the tools, mop the floors and everything else a regular apprentice had to do.  Lilith was about the only apprentice he’d met who didn’t have a never-ending list of chores as well as everything else.  Adam wondered why she didn’t have to do so much for her master.  Perhaps Master Dagon was paying through the nose for her apprenticeship.

And Master Landis can’t be very happy about that, Adam mused.  It wasn’t uncommon for parents to pay for magical education, but it was rare for the parent to linger so close to the apprenticeship.  He’d known the son of the local schoolmaster and the poor boy had had a terrible time.  No wonder he was so quick to take me, too.

He put the thought out of his mind as he mentally assessed and prioritised the list, then got to work.  Some ingredients needed to be stewed in water, to bring out the magic; some needed to be cleaned, chopped, and then cleaned again.  It was tedious mind-numbing work, but Adam almost enjoyed it.  No one could fault him for not being anywhere near the raiding party, or the town, if his master had demanded his services.  No one would snidely suggest he was a coward for not accompanying Arnold ... he shook his head.  No matter how he thought about it, he couldn’t see any way Arnold could get into the bedchambers.  The runic tiles just weren’t up to the task.

And yet he was sure he could get inside, Adam thought.  Why ...?

The door burst open.  Adam looked up.  Master Dagon had crashed into the room, shoving the door open so hard it bounced back and crashed shut behind him.  Adam blanched, bracing himself to duck.  He hadn’t seen anyone so angry since ... since ever.  Master Dagon looked so angry Adam fought the urge to duck.  Had he caught Arnold and Taffy?  Had they blamed him?  Or ... or what?

“You!”  Master Dagon’s face purpled.  “What did you think you were doing?”

Adam kept his face impassive, somehow.  Master Dagon was pissed.  Adam tried to remember where he’d put the vial of durian gas ... he could grab the vial and throw it before he was hexed or cursed or ...

“What did you think you were doing?”  Master Dagon’s eyes bored into his.  “What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Adam managed.  It wasn’t wise to pretend complete ignorance, but ... he didn’t know what was going on.  “I think ...”

“You gave gas to” - Master Dagon’s mouth worked incoherently for a long moment - “people in town!  And they’re using it!  There’s a riot underway right now!”

Adam blinked.  “Gas?”

“Gas!”  Master Dagon glared.  “Did it occur to you, ever, that releasing the details of how to make gas, any sort of gas, could have caused trouble?  People are dying down there!”

Adam stared at him in confusion.  Master Dagon wasn’t talking about Arnold’s plans?  A riot, in town?  Why?  The king’s troops hadn’t arrived yet, had they?  Surely, he’d have heard something.  Maybe it was his messengers.  Or maybe it was ...

“You made the gas for them,” Master Dagon said.  “And now people are being hurt.”

“I didn’t,” Adam protested.  “I haven’t ...”

Master Dagon waved a hand.  Adam froze, helplessly.  He struggled against the spell, to no avail.  He knew how it worked and yet ... he didn’t have the power to overcome it.  His body was utterly unmoving.  He wasn’t even sure if he was still breathing.  He guessed he knew, now, who’d taught Lilith that spell.

“You came here and suddenly the world is turned upside down again, because you are too irresponsible to think before you tell everyone what you’ve done and how you did it,” Master Dagon snarled.  “You will stay here while we put a stop to the riot, in a way that makes sure there won’t be a second riot, and then you will be expelled, like any other student who put his fellows in deadly danger.”

He turned and stomped out of the room, slamming the door closed behind him.  Adam stood there, utterly unable to move, utterly confused.  He hadn’t made any more gas, not since he’d started work on the windmill; he certainly hadn’t supplied it to the townspeople.  And yet ... someone had.  There’d been durian gas orbs thrown during the windmill riot and they hadn’t had anything to do with him.  But why was that a surprise?  The technique was out and spreading.  By now, people on the far side of the world probably knew how to make it.

And there are so many craftsmen and their apprentices in Heart’s Ease that it would be more of a surprise if they weren’t making it, he thought.  All hell could be breaking loose right now.

His body remained unmoving.  He was all too aware he was frozen, yet achingly aware of the passage of time.  Master Landis was going to kill him, perhaps literally, for not preparing the ingredients.  And then ... Adam tried to understand why Master Dagon had blamed him for the gas.  Had he assumed Adam was the only one who could make it?  It was absurd.  No charms master could believe there was a unique spell.  Or ... or what?  Perhaps he simply hoped to blame Adam for the riot and the deaths that came in its wake.  It would make a certain amount of sense.  He had, after all, been the one who’d devised the gas.

If I get expelled, I can go elsewhere, he told himself.  He hated the thought of leaving the university, but he might have no choice.  He had a little money saved and he knew enough to earn more.  Find somewhere that needs a basic alchemist and herbalist, then set up shop well away from the rest of the world.

The door opened.  Lilith stepped inside.  Her eyes widened with shock as she saw him.  Adam knew, without being quite sure how he knew, Lilith hadn’t known what to expect.  She hadn’t known what her father had done.  She hadn’t ... she moved her hand in a familiar pattern and the spell broke, sending Adam tumbling to the floor.  His muscles ached as he hit the cold stone below him.  She’d freed him and ...

“Adam,” Lilith said.  She reached for him, trying to help him to his feet.  “Who did this to you?”

Adam hesitated, unsure what to say.  If he told her the truth ... what would she say?  He was all too aware of his own vulnerability.  If she sided with her father, as everyone would expect her to do, she might freeze him again or worse.  And yet ... he swallowed, hard, as he looked into her green eyes.  He thought he saw compassion and understanding and ... his heart churned, caught between a multitude of contradictory emotions.  If he gambled ...

“Your father,” he said, finally.  He staggered to his feet, gritting his teeth against the pain.  “He froze me.”

Lilith’s eyes widened.  “Why?  What did you say to him?”

“I barely got out a word,” Adam said.  A thought struck him.  “We think he’s trying to destroy the university.”

Lilith looked as conflicted as Adam himself.  “Why?”

Adam explained, quickly.  Lilith stared at him when he’d finished.  “My father can be an ass at times,” she managed, “but ... but he wouldn’t try to destroy the university.”

“Even to restore the school?”  Adam braced himself, unsure what was about to happen.  “If he tried ...”

Lilith shook her head, but it wasn’t very convincing.  “He swore an oath.”

“We think he might have found a way to get around the oath,” Adam said.  It didn’t sound very convincing.  Lilith had her rough edges, it was true, but she wasn’t a complete monster.  “And ...”

“And what?”  Lilith’s voice hardened.  “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Arnold was planning to search your father’s rooms,” Adam said.  “He’s probably trapped there now.”

A sudden rush of unease shot through him.  The timing was weird.  A riot had started at just the right time to get Master Dagon and most of the senior staff out of the university and that meant ... what?  Adam frowned.  If that was a coincidence ...

“Right.”  Lilith straightened.  “We’re going to go there.  We’re going to get him out of the trap and then we are going straight to Mistress Irene, who can be relied upon to take our concerns seriously.  She can contact Lady Emily and arrange for my father to be ... tested.  And then you will have to spend the rest of your life making up for it.”

Adam swallowed.  “And if the investigation reveals he really is to blame?”

“My father can be an ass, like I said,” Lilith snapped.  “But you know what?  He is a scion of a powerful family and the last thing they would tolerate is a man who either breaks his word, or makes a show of cunningly evading the intent of the word even as he keeps the letter.  He accepted obligations when he accepted the post and even if he doesn’t break the oath, he will certainly refuse to honour his obligations.  Now” - she caught his arm - “come with me.”

Adam tried not to wince as she half-dragged him through the door, along the corridors and up the stairs.  Lilith looked just like his elder sister, when she’d discovered an atrocity committed by her younger siblings ... he wondered, numbly, if he’d just destroyed their quasi-friendship beyond all hope of repair.  He’d practically accused her father of planning a real atrocity ... no, there was no practically about it.  Magicians took their oaths seriously.  No one would trust an oathbreaker ever again ...

He frowned.  “Where is everyone?”

“Town, probably.”  Lilith didn’t slack her pace, even as they passed through a door and headed further up the stairs.  “There were a bunch of people chatting outside the library about the king and everything else and ...”

Adam swallowed, hard.  If the entire student body had decamped to town ... why?

Lilith slowed, slightly, as she reached the top of the stairs, then stopped.  “My father’s wards are gone.”

“Impossible,” Adam said.  He’d designed the tiles himself.  He knew they couldn’t have taken down the entire network.  Master Dagon was no fool.  And besides, he knew what had happened to the ward outside Jasper’s dorm.  “That’s just not possible.”

“I can’t sense the wards at all,” Lilith said.  She didn’t let go of his hand.  “Stay behind me.”

She inched down the corridor and peered through the door.  Adam followed, interested despite a churning sensation in his stomach.  Master Dagon’s antechamber was surprisingly tasteful; one wall was lined with ornaments, two more with books, a fourth covered with portraits of a redheaded woman who might well have been Lilith’s mother.  His chair and sofa, fairly common in magical households, were neither elaborate nor on the verge of falling apart.  Master Pittwater had always sworn old cushions were the best.  Adam wondered, now, if that had been a lie to save face.  He was wealthy enough to buy the very best, but he wouldn’t have wanted to keep it in a shop he didn’t truly own.

“All the wards are gone.”  Lilith sounded spooked.  “All of them.”

Adam followed her as she moved into a small office.  Master Dagon had covered his desk with papers.  Adam stared at them, sucking in his breath.  They outlined a plan to take over the university, to take control in the name of something called the Hierarchy ... Adam stared, confused.  Arnold had been insistent Master Dagon would never expect his rooms to be searched, and yet ...

“Impossible,” Lilith breathed.  “Father wouldn’t ...”

Adam knew a thing or two about things fathers did, things no one wanted to believe possible, but this ... he shook his head.  It was a little too pat.  What sort of idiot, and Master Dagon was no idiot, would write the entire plan down and leave it on the desk?  Master Dagon had had people coming and going at all hours of the day, people who would feel no obligation to keep their mouths closed if they saw the papers.  One look around the office was enough to tell him it was for meetings, not private work.  It was absurd.

He found his voice.  “What is the Hierarchy?”

“A legend,” Lilith said.  “They’re supposed to be a quarrel of really evil magicians.  The worst of the worst.  And yet, they don’t really exist.  They were the big bogeyman until the Levellers came along and displaced them.  You could blame anything on them.”

Adam frowned, putting the matter aside for later consideration.  “I don’t think your father would have written his evil plan down and left it lying around,” he said.  “It makes no sense ...”

“No,” Lilith agreed.  “Do you think someone was trying to frame him?”

Adam wasn’t sure.  The papers were in an odd place, if the goal was to make them public.  There was no point in trying to blackmail someone when he could simply take an oath the papers were false.  Sure, they might be found by a guest ... but it was unlikely.  It made no sense.  Had they been left for Arnold and Taffy?  Or ... or what?

He stepped back out of the office and looked around.  Where were Arnold and Taffy?  If they’d taken down the wards ... how could they take down the wards?  It was impossible and yet ... somehow, it had happened.  They’d been and gone and ... if so, why had they left the papers?  They were proof they’d been right, weren’t they?  Or ... his eyes narrowed as he eyed the shelves of ornaments.  He’d heard stories of magicians who’d turned children into ornaments and put them on the mantelpiece, laughing at parents as they searched fruitlessly for their kids.  Would Master Dagon do that?  It would be well within his rights to treat intruders as he pleased.  He wondered if he should ask Lilith to check.

Something nagged at his mind.  He was missing something.  But what?

Lilith followed him back into the antechamber.  “Lady Emily did something once, at Cockatrice, that squashed every protective ward and spell in the room,” she said.  “I don’t know how, but she did it.”

Adam glanced at her.  “Did that really happen?  Or was it ...?”

“I was there.”  Lilith’s voice discouraged further questions.  “If something like that happened here ...”

Her voice trailed off.  “Hang on,” she said, heading towards a door.  “I need to check something.”

Adam’s mind was elsewhere.  Lady Emily had done something that wiped out all the wards in the room.  Arnold was from Cockatrice.  If he’d been there too ... if he’d somehow found a way to use runes to duplicate the spell ...

Lilith swore.  “Your friends stole his key,” she snapped, as she hurried back into the room and slammed the door behind her.  “The key to the nexus point!”

“I ...”  Adam swallowed.  If Arnold had planned the riot, and everything else, just to get the staff out of the way ... it meant ... he didn’t want to think about it.  “We have to get down there right away!”
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He’d been tricked.

Adam’s heart twisted as he followed Lilith down empty stairs, his thoughts unwilling to come to terms with what had happened.  Arnold had been a friend ... hadn’t he?  He’d reached out to Adam when he’d arrived, offered a sympathetic ear ... and it had all been a lie.  Hadn’t it?  He didn’t know ... he cursed under his breath as he remembered a boy he’d known who’d gotten himself into a poisonous friendship with an older boy, one that had been little more than the younger boy serving the older.  Adam had told himself, at the time, that he would never fall into such a trap.  

And yet, he had.

His mind churned as he recalled everything Arnold had done, from befriending him to setting off a prank war and nearly starting a real war.  In hindsight ... Adam kicked himself.  Arnold had been too insistent, too pushy ... he should have suspected Arnold was trying to rush him into doing things without thinking.  He should have suspected ... and yet, it had been hard to think of Arnold as an enemy.  It was still hard.  The idea of someone actually treating him as an equal ... he shook his head in dismay.  Arnold had been right at the top of the social hierarchy.  Adam should have suspected something when Arnold had spent so much time with him.  Everything he’d done took on a new and sinister hue.  Had he been the one who’d told Taffy’s family where to find her?

And if he did, Arnold asked himself, why?  What was the point?

Lilith kept running, down a flight of stairs that grew narrower the further they went.  “There are five keys in all,” she said, between gasps.  “Lady Emily created them.  Father told me you need at least two keys to get into the nexus chamber and three to make any changes to the spellware.  If he’s got a key ...”

Adam frowned, eyeing her back.  “Did he take the other keys as well?”

“I don’t know.”  Lilith shook her head, red hair rippling down her back.  “But he committed himself the moment he raided my father’s room.”

Adam nodded, although he had a nasty feeling they were missing something.  If Arnold had set off the riot to create a diversion, to draw the senior staff out of the university ... had he and Taffy had enough time to steal three keys?  Or was it all a complicated plan to obtain a key, while framing Master Dagon and then ... and then what?  What did a key actually do?  What did it look like?  It didn’t have to be shaped like a real key.  If one was missing ... he shook his head.  They really were missing something.  And he had no idea what.

They reached the bottom of the stairs.  The corridor was unnaturally cold, the air weirdly clammy in a way that chilled him to the bone.  The only light came from crystals embedded in the ceiling, flickering and fading as if they were torches caught in a draft.  Adam tensed, suddenly very aware they might be plunged into darkness at any second.  Lilith could cast a spell to lighten the air, but ... somehow, the thought wasn’t reassuring.  He’d been told, as a child, never to enter the catacombs below the city.  He had the uneasy feeling, as the corridor started to widen, that he was on the verge of doing something just as dumb.

Lilith sucked in her breath.  “Oh ...”

Adam followed her gaze as the corridor widened into a room.  A statue stood in front of them, looking towards a giant stone door.  Lilith held up a hand, motioning for him to stay back, then glided towards the statue.  Adam wondered if it would move, the moment they looked away, as she touched it lightly.  Nothing happened.  Her eyes narrowed in the dim light as she saw the statue’s face.  It was hard to tell - her face was already pale - but she seemed to pale still further.

She beckoned him forward.  Adam obeyed.  From the back, the statue looked like any statue.  From the front ... Taffy’s face stared out, her mouth a rictus of horror.  Adam swallowed, hard, as he stared.  It wasn’t a statue.  It was Taffy.  She’d been turned to stone and ... he reached out to touch her nose, then stopped himself.  She might be alive in there, alive and unmoving and trapped in stone, utterly unable to speak.  If she was ... he wanted to think it wasn’t true, but ... the statue was just too perfect.  It was far too good to be anything but a real person turned to stone.

He looked at Lilith, pleadingly.  “Can you do something?”

Lilith ran her fingers over the statue’s cheeks.  “There’s a place called the Garden of the Stoned Philosophers,” she said, more to herself than anyone else.  “The statues are dark wizards and sorcerers, forever trapped in stone, their souls eroded until the statues become ... just statues.  The spells are unbreakable.”

Adam felt a flash of panic.  “Can you not free her?”

“No,” Lilith said.  “This isn’t a conventional petrification spell.”

A clattering sound echoed through the air, as if a craftsman had dropped a metal tool on a stone floor.  Adam looked at the door, realising - a moment too late - that it might be a dreadful mistake.  An unconventional petrification spell ... the Gorgon?  Had she turned Taffy into stone?  If so, why?  It was difficult to believe she had turned on the university, although she was the only magician Arnold had ever spoken well of.  In hindsight, everything Arnold had said about Lilith had been designed to make the relationship worse.  If he’d praised the Gorgon ...

She can’t have turned against the university, Adam told himself.  If she had, she would never have needed to petrify Taffy.

He nodded towards the door, bracing himself.  Lilith nodded back.  Adam inched forward, wondering if every step would be his last.  He’d been turned into things before, but ... he’d heard all sorts of horror stories about Gorgons.  Their gifts - or curses - were supposed to be extremely difficult to undo, even for experienced sorcerers.  If they didn’t want to let their victims go ... he hoped Lilith would have the sense to stay back, as he peered through the door.  She might - might - be able to undo the spell.  He had his tiles, but he had no idea how they’d react with Gorgon magic.  He might not be able to free her ...

The heat struck him like a physical blow.  He blinked, staring into a giant chamber.  A tiny flicker of unmoving flame hung in front of him.  It wasn’t much and yet ... it was suddenly big and small, above him and below him and right in front of him ... he had the sense of power running through the darkened chamber, the air prickling against his skin as if he were caught in a thunderstorm.  His head spun as he tried to pull back, his awareness twisting as if his mind refused to accept what he was seeing.  He felt something tugging at his eyeballs, trying to pull them out of his head.  It was all he could do to force himself to look down.

His awareness twisted, as if everything was snapping back into place.  The immense chamber was a bottomless pit, lined with stone bridges that reached across the void and around the nexus point.  The flame ... he felt it tugging at him, again, and looked away.  It wasn’t easy.  He had the feeling he could stare into the light and all his questions would be answered.  He told himself it was a lie.  What he was seeing wasn’t real.  It was just his mind’s way of trying to cope with what his eyes were seeing.

But the power is real enough, he told himself. And ...

He looked along the bridge and swore inwardly.  The Gorgon was kneeling on the stone, her head lowered.  Her body looked limp, as if she no longer had any will of her own; her snakes hung down, utterly unmoving.  Arnold was standing near the nexus point, holding a wand in one hand as he tended to a tiny windmill.  Adam’s heart almost stopped.  Arnold had told him there were enough spare parts to build another windmill, but ... what was he doing?  Trying to tap the nexus point?  It was impossible.  The power surge would turn the windmill to molten iron and kill anyone within ... Adam wasn’t sure.  Arnold’s windmill was tiny, barely coming up to his knees, but ... it might as well be a toy boat, caught in a storm that would smash a galleon to flinders.  It wouldn’t last a second.

Arnold looked up.  “Well, hello.”

His gaze slipped past Adam, to Lilith.  “So ... what are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?”  Adam studied the windmill, trying to understand what it was designed to do.  Did Arnold think the nexus chamber would absorb the excess magic?  He couldn’t think of any other explanation.  “What are you doing?”

Lilith had a different question.  “How did you even get inside the chamber?”

“Lady Emily had to go off on her own apprenticeship,” Arnold said, conversationally.  He kept his wand pointed at the floor.  “If something happened while she was gone, something that required adjustments to the nexus point spellware  ... well, there was no way she was going to get back in time.  She knew it, too.  So she devised the five keys, keeping one for herself.  Right?”

“That’s true,” Lilith agreed, her voice hardening.

“That’s the problem with magicians,” Arnold said, addressing Adam.  “They believe everything you tell them.  Very few magicians think to question their superiors and the ones who do aren’t fool enough to do it.  It never occurred to them to think about what she’d said.  Five keys, one for each of the inner councillors.  Except ... one of them isn’t going to be back for a long time, perhaps a very long time.  Perhaps ever.  So what happened to the fifth key?”

Keep him talking, Adam thought.  Let him chat while you think of a plan.

“I don’t know,” Adam said.  “I take it Lady Emily didn’t keep it.”

Arnold nodded to the kneeling Gorgon.  She didn’t move.  “The Gorgon.  Mistress Irene’s de facto apprentice, as well as aide.  Always present at the council meetings, yet not a councillor ... right?  Right, except she’s also Lady Emily’s close, personal friend and she never leaves the university.  Which made me wonder if she had the fifth key?  And she did.  I caught her by surprise and ... well, I got the key.”

“She turned Taffy into stone,” Adam said, flatly.  “Why ...?”

“I needed a diversion,” Arnold said.  “Taffy provided it.”

Lilith leaned forward.  “Two keys will get you into the nexus point chamber, but they won’t unlock the spellware,” she said.  “And even if you had three keys, you couldn’t undo everything Lady Emily did.  The university is still hers.”

“Lady Emily has other problems right now,” Adam said.  “And by the time she realises she needs to be here, it will be too late.”

“You’re mad,” Lilith said.  “Do you really think that thing” - she waved a hand at the tiny windmill - “is going to take control of the university?”

“No,” Arnold agreed.  “But it will disrupt the spellware controlling the nexus point.”

Lilith raised a hand.  “You’re just a mundane,” she said.  “And that wand does not make you my match.”

“No?”  Arnold leered at her.  “Are you sure?”

Lilith gestured.  The wand flew out of Arnold’s hand and fell into the void.  Adam thought he saw it falling from above, a second later, but he suspected he was seeing things.  Lilith took a step forward, her finger pointed directly at Arnold.  Adam hesitated, unsure what to do.  Arnold was no fool.  He had to know Lilith could stop him in his tracks with a wave of her hand.  And yet, he was standing his ground.  He wasn’t even trying to duck behind the nexus point.

Arnold narrowed his eyes.  Blue light flared around Lilith.  She froze.  Adam swore, his mouth dropping open in shock.  Magic?  Arnold didn’t have a wand now ... did he?  Had he stuck a second wand up his sleeve?  Adam had heard cautionary tales about people who’d done that, with pistols as well as wands.  And yet ...

He stared at Arnold, the pieces suddenly falling into place.  It was unthinkable, the one thing he would never have expected.  And yet, in hindsight, it was all too clear.

“You’re a magician,” he said.

Arnold smiled, but there was something sharp and cold about it.  “How many magicians do you know who’d expect to see a magician playing at being a mundane?”

Adam shook his head.  It was hard to wrap his head around the sheer scale of the betrayal, around the sheer nerve ... it was unthinkable.  Jasper would never have dreamed of posing as a mundane.  Lilith would never have ... magicians wanted people to know they were magic.  They boasted all the time.  He stared, wondering if he’d ever known the real Arnold.  How long had he been at Heart’s Eye?  How had he stayed without anyone suspecting what he really was?

“None,” he said, numbly.  “They’d never play at being powerless.”

“Yes.”  Arnold’s voice was cold, but there was a hint of dark amusement in his tone.  “You know the mistake they made, when they founded the university?  They went out looking for magicians to study magic, in a bid to merge magic and mundane concepts together.  Problem was, most of the magicians they found were ...”

Adam scowled.  “Unpleasant?”

“No,” Arnold said.  “Well, yes” - he shrugged, elaborately - “but that wasn’t the real problem.  The really good students, the ones they needed, were the ones who already had apprenticeships, proper apprenticeships, lined up.  They weren’t going to give up their apprenticeship for a chance to study at a university that isn’t even a year old.  Of course not.  The majority of the magicians were ones who didn’t want to be there - such as your pretty little bitch of a girlfriend - or magicians who didn’t have the power or grades to advance in their studies, let alone get an apprenticeship.  Jasper may be powerful, by your standards, but ... his grades were poor.  He didn’t even get a chance to retake his fourth year at school.  He’s such a ... brat ... because he knows he isn’t anything like as powerful as he wants to be.”

“So you were able to manipulate him, too,” Adam said.  “And you framed Master Dagon ...”

“He was a pretty obvious suspect,” Arnold said.  “Really, a little too obvious.”

“Those papers you left in his office are fakes,” Adam said.  “They’re not going to fool anyone.”

Arnold shrugged.  “People will believe anything, particularly when they want to believe,” he said.  “The rumours will spread anyway, growing more and more outrageous with each retelling.  No matter what he says or does, people will think he found a way to circumvent his oaths.  They’ll believe it because it’ll suit them to believe it.  No matter the outcome, I win.”

Adam stared at him.  “Who are you?”

Arnold changed.  His face darkened, as if he’d taken off a mask.  Adam shuddered, resisting the urge to take a step back.  Arnold looked ... older, older and tougher and ... and very much like a magician.  Adam felt a flicker of pure terror.  He’d met his share of nasty magicians, from Matt to Jasper, but Arnold was easily the worst.  Jasper was unpleasant, yet understandable.  Arnold had posed as his friend for months and Adam had never been any the wiser.

“My mission is to destroy the university,” Arnold said.  “If I manage to take control of the nexus point, I can lock Lady Emily out.  If I snuff out the nexus point, I win.  If I trigger a power surge that blows up the university, I win.  If the damage isn’t as bad as I hope, the papers I left behind will be found; Master Dagon will get the blame, the university will be thoroughly discredited and I’ll win.  Again.  And I’ll be taking you and your girlfriend with me.  I think you might be very useful to me.”

“Why?”  Adam reached into his pocket, grasping the tiles.  “What’s the point?”

“It’s nothing personal,” Arnold said.  “My employers merely want the university destroyed.”

“Merely,” Adam repeated.  He forced himself to keep talking, in the hope of buying a few more seconds.  “How did you know about me?”

“I didn’t.”  Arnold smiled.  “Not the way you think, anyway.  I spotted you, a mundane apprenticed to a magician, and I knew you’d be someone worth cultivating.  It worked out better than I could have dared hope, you and Taffy ... she was willing to do anything for me, after I saved her.”

“From someone you summoned,” Adam said.  “You told her husband where to find her, didn’t you?”

“He was never her husband, but yes.”  Arnold grimaced.  “It was a calculated risk.  A magician wouldn’t have thought how odd it was, how contrived, but a mundane might start thinking about it.  Taffy herself was too grateful to think too much ... I wasn’t so sure about you.  I had to come up with a cover story before you started thinking.  Now ...”

He raised a hand, silently daring Adam to jump him.  Adam grasped the tiles in his pocket and held them firmly.  “It’s time ...”

“Wait,” Adam said.  “Those papers aren’t going to fool anyone.”

“They’ll be charred, if they survive at all,” Arnold said.  “Any ... inconsistencies ... will go unnoticed.  By the time anyone works out what really happened, the three of us will be gone.  You will work for me and Lilith ... I’m sure she’ll have some use.  Perhaps as a slave.  Do you think she’d like that?”

He snapped his fingers.  Adam darted to one side and pressed the tiles against Lilith’s frozen form.  Magic surged.  He found himself flying through the air, barely missing the Gorgon before he hit the stone.  The bridge shook ...

“No,” Lilith said.  “I wouldn’t.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Adam rolled to a stop and looked up, keeping as low as possible.  Lilith and Arnold were fighting, flashes of light darting between them as they cast spells and counterspells ... he felt torn between fear and awe, between a grim awareness he needed to grab the Gorgon and run and a desire to stay and watch even if it killed him.  Lilith was glowing with magic, her hair spinning around her as if it was caught in a storm; Adam couldn’t help thinking, as magic flared around her, that she’d never looked so beautiful.  It was hard not to lose himself as he stared.

He’d seen a handful of magicians in duels, back in Beneficence, but most of them had been little more than performative.  Master Pittwater had sneered at the duels, pointing out they were fought by the rules; a true sorcerer, someone who wanted to win at any cost, would consider the rules little more than guidelines.  Matt had fought a couple, but ... it struck Adam, as Lilith and Arnold kept exchanging curses, that Matt had never been as powerful or skilled as he’d claimed.  There couldn’t be more than a year or two between Matt and Lilith, if that, and she was far - far - better than him.

Adam crawled forward until he was behind the Gorgon, then shook her hard.  Her skin felt ... odd, a strange mixture of dry and scaly that creeped him out, but she didn’t react.  He braced himself, half-expecting to be turned into a statue himself, and slapped her cheek as hard as he could.  There was no reaction.  It looked as if he’d hurt himself more than her.  He might as well have struck a mattress, one stuffed with potatoes.  The Gorgon was so deeply entranced she was effectively trapped in her own mind.  And he didn’t have a second rune to break her free.

“You’re wasting your time,” Arnold said, conversationally.  “She isn’t going to wake up for a very long time.”

Adam looked up.  It was hard to be sure, but he had the feeling Arnold was an order of magnitude more competent and powerful than Matt, too.  He wasn’t overdramatic, he wasn’t screaming out the names of spells as he cast them ... every motion spoke of someone who knew what he could do and saw no reason to show off, not more than strictly necessary.  It would have been impressive, if he hadn’t been so scared.  There was no time to get help from someone else.  If Lilith couldn’t best Arnold, the plan would go ahead.  The windmill was already glowing with magic.

Think, he told himself.  There has to be something.

His eyes roamed the chamber.  Perhaps he could get around Arnold, sneak up behind him and snap his neck.  Arnold was a magician.  He wouldn’t expect a physical attack.  But ... Adam shook his head.  Arnold had punched magicians, back when they’d first tested the gas.  He was clearly more than capable of using his fists, rather than just his magic.  There was no guarantee Adam could do more than get himself turned into a frog and thrown to his death.

Lilith stumbled back, her magic sparking violently.  “You’re good,” Arnold said.  His tone didn’t change.  “Given a proper teacher, you could have been great indeed.  But instead ...”

He lowered his voice.  “Come with me.  I can teach you.  You could be great.”

“You framed my father,” Lilith snarled.  Sweat dripped down her face as she gathered herself.  “Why should I trust anything you say?”

“I can give you an oath,” Arnold said.  “You come with me.  With us.  Your father refused to let you unlock your potential.  I can do it for you.  You can even keep Adam.  He’ll have a lab and everything he needs to create newer and better tricks ....”

Lilith sneered.  “Just how stupid do you think I am?”

Adam felt a rush of affection.  Lilith hadn’t wanted to be at the university.  Arnold’s offer had to be tempting.  And if she wanted him, too ... he’d heard all sorts of stories about relationships between sorceresses and mundanes ... stories, he recalled, that had mostly been spread by Arnold himself.  She could have had everything she wanted, or claimed to want, if she took his hand.  Instead, she was defending her father and the university.

“Very stupid,” Arnold said.  Magic flared around his hand and lashed out at Lilith, sparking against her wards.  “You are good.  Given time, you might have been great.  But without proper training, you will never achieve your potential ... and now, you won’t live long enough to even try.”

Adam saw Lilith stagger and forced himself to stand.  “If you hurt her, I won’t do anything for you.”

“Really?”  Arnold gave him the kind of look normally reserved for someone who added two plus two and got five.  “And you think we can’t make you?  A single spell and you’ll do anything I want.”

“No,” Adam said.  “I won’t ...”

He forced himself to inch forward.  “Tell me something,” he said.  It might buy Lilith some time.  He couldn’t think of anything else.  “Was everything you said and did a lie?”

“I really was born in Cockatrice,” Arnold said.  “It wasn’t Cockatrice back then, of course, but it was the same place.  Everything else ... pretty much, yes.  I crafted a story that would let me befriend everyone, to get access to people who’d help me ... Arnold isn’t even my name!”

He smirked.  “And you are running out of time to stall.”

Lilith held up one hand, holding her wards in place as she cast a spell with the other.  “I’ll take you down with me.”

“You don’t have the power to kill me,” Arnold said.  The certainty in his voice made Adam shudder.  “And if you hit the nexus point and trigger an explosion, you’ll complete my mission for me.”

“No,” Lilith said.  “I won’t ...”

She cast her spell.  Adam recoiled, choking as the stench rolled through the chamber.  Durians.  Lots of durians ... Lilith’s magic flickered and failed, she fell to her knees, gasping for breath, as the stench grew worse.  Arnold raised a hand and jabbed it at her ... nothing happened.  Adam stared, trying to understand what she’d done.  She’d turned the air around them to durian gas!

“There,” Lilith managed, between coughs.  She started to retch, then stopped herself by sheer force of will.  “Now we’re both powerless.”

Arnold reached into his pocket and started to draw a knife.  Adam ran forward and slammed into him, resisting the urge to tend to Lilith.  She’d spent the last of her magic evening the odds, rendering both Arnold and herself powerless.  Adam ... Adam had to best Arnold before he regained his powers or it would be too late.  A low clicking ran through the air as he passed the windmill.  It wasn’t affected by the gas.  Magic was flaring around it, blue sparks wafting through the air.

The knife fell from Arnold’s hand and clattered to the bridge.  Adam kicked it into the void as he threw a punch at Arnold.  The magician was smart enough to know he was disoriented, so he stumbled back instead of trying to block the blow or throw one of his own.  Adam forced himself to keep going, trying to shove Arnold into the nexus point or off the bridge.  Arnold steadied himself, then punched back.  Adam had more experience than he wanted to think about, trading punches with drunken apprentices when he couldn’t run from them, but the blow nearly took out his throat.

Arnold laughed.  “Clever of her, isn’t it?  She’s really much more capable than her father knows.  Doing that ... I know sorceresses who couldn’t have done that, certainly not when they were under attack themselves.  Clever and pretty, isn’t she?”

Adam threw another punch.  This time, Arnold blocked it.  “Clever, but not smart,” he added, coolly.  “Rendering me powerless keeps me from taking control of the nexus point, true, yet it won’t stop the surge.  There’s no way to keep the university from going up like a volcano now.”

“No,” Adam said.  “It won’t happen.”

“Be realistic,” Arnold told him.  “I’m a trained combat sorcerer.  I am telling you, right now, that there’s nothing you can do.  Even if you fight and win, you won’t get out of the blast before it is too late.  You and Lilith and everyone else still in the building will die.”

Adam gritted his teeth.  Arnold knew what he was doing.  There was no way to deny it.  Adam had met more than his fair share of rough apprentices, the ones who gloried in starting fights even if they lost, but Arnold was different.  He moved with a cold and calculating grace that suggested he was simply toying with them.  Adam forced himself to think.  Arnold couldn’t teleport ... could he?  Perhaps he could.  A combat sorcerer should be able to teleport.  But his powers were gone ... Adam wondered, grimly, if Arnold was hoping his powers would return before the surge.  It might be the only reason he was still here.  The man - the magician - was fitter than him, perfectly capable of simply outrunning him.  And while a normal apprentice would sooner be beaten up than run, the real Arnold wouldn’t be anything like as dumb.  He’d played his cards perfectly.  Why waste them now?

“Come with me,” Arnold said.  “You’ll have everything you ever wanted.”

Adam threw a punch.  Arnold ducked it.  “I don’t believe you,” he said.  The awareness he’d been conned hurt.  Arnold had played him like a puppet.  “You lied to me!”

“What?”  Arnold snorted.  “People have never lied to you before?”

“Yes, and I hated it,” Adam said.  “And I thought you were my friend!”

“A good thing, too,” Arnold agreed.  His tone remained flat.  “I would have found it much harder to convince you to help me if you’d disliked me.”

He shrugged.  “The university is doomed.  My backers will be pleased.  They’ll give me whatever I want.  I can ask for a castle somewhere nicely isolated, somewhere you and Lilith can live ... you can have Lilith as a slave, if you like, or I can even teach her how to use her magic properly.  Her father really hasn’t done her any favours.  She should have a proper apprenticeship.”

Adam hesitated, unsure.

“Think about it,” Arnold said.  He smiled.  “You work for me.  She works for you.”

“No.”  Adam admitted, at least to himself, he was tempted.  If the offer had been made a few weeks ago, when Lilith hadn’t even started warming up to him, he might even have said yes.  But he’d come to know her as a person, a prickly girl who was ... a person in her own right.  The idea of taking her as a slave was abhorrent.  It was disgusting.  He had his weaknesses, and he was all too aware he’d been manipulated, but he wouldn’t become that.  “You’ll have to kill me.”

“My backers will be pleased if I do,” Arnold cautioned.  He feinted, stabbing his fists out and then yanking them back, before hurling a blow at Adam’s face.  “They’ll see it as an unexpected bonus.”

“How lucky for them,” Adam managed, barely dodging the blow.  Arnold seemed to be able to fight and talk at the same time.  Adam had no idea how.  It was all he could do to keep up with Arnold and yet he feared Arnold was simply toying with him.  “And after what you did to Taffy, why would I trust anything you said?”

A shudder ran through the university.  Adam looked up.  Arnold punched Adam in the upper chest, the force of the blow sending him staggering back.  Adam looked up, half-expecting to see a second and final blow heading towards him.  Instead, Arnold merely nodded and took one last look at the windmill.  It was glowing brightly now.

“I’ll make sure everyone knows it was your concepts that caused the explosion,” he said, as he turned away.  He didn't sound mocking.  Somehow, the dispassionate tone hurt worse than outright scorn.  “It should keep others from following in your footsteps.”

He walked away and vanished into one of the dark corridors.  Adam stared after him, barely able to breathe.  His chest hurt ... he’d been hit before, time and time again, but this time he was starting to wonder if his bones had cracked.  His arms felt weak and floppy ... it was all he could do to push himself up and look at Lilith.  She was lying on the stone, her eyes wide and staring.  Her last spell had taken nearly everything out of her.  Beyond, the Gorgon was still kneeling, still unmoving.  Her enchantment remained firmly in place.

Get up, he told himself.  He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do.  Take Lilith’s hand before they died?  Try to run?  He didn’t think Arnold could get out of the blast range in time, unless he got his powers back.  Perhaps he could.  A purgative might work ... he’d be one hell of a mess afterwards, but at least he’d be alive.  Get up and do something ...

His body ached as he stumbled.  Lilith stared at him numbly.  He took her hand - she felt alarmingly floppy, as if she’d lost the ability to hold herself together - and helped her up, then stared at the windmill.  It was tiny and yet it was going to trigger an explosion that was going to cripple the university ... he wondered, suddenly, just who was backing Arnold.  The magical community?  The monarchs?  A rebel faction?  Or ... what about the Hierarchy?  It might not be as mythical as Lilith supposed.

She leaned against him as they stared at the windmill.  Adam tried to figure out how it worked, how it could - perhaps - be dismantled without triggering the surge.  But every time he looked at it, the harder it seemed.  The spellwork was taking shape now, as if a powerful magician was powering through the cracks in his spellware and forcing it to work through sheer willpower.  It wouldn’t last more than a few seconds, but even a second would be enough to kill them all.  He tried to tell himself most of the staff and students were in Heart’s Ease, but ... he didn’t know if they’d be safe.  Arnold had said the university would go up like a volcano.  Adam had heard stories of volcanoes that had destroyed entire cities.  Heart’s Ease wasn’t that far from Heart’s Eye.  

“I don’t know what to do,” he admitted.  The windmill was fragile.  He could smash it and then ... and then what?  The magic would still surge.  “Lilith, I don’t know what to do.”

Lilith squeezed his hand.  “I ... I don’t know either.”

She looked up at him as the university shook again.  “I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” Adam said.  He wanted to kiss her, to spend his last few minutes kissing her.  And yet, he couldn’t take his eyes off the tiny windmill.  “If things had been different ...”

He shook his head.  Arnold was going to win.  It didn’t matter if he got out of the university or not before it was too late.  He was going to win.  The university was going to die.  And all his hopes and dreams, everything he’d achieved, would die with it.  Lady Emily would return to discover a ruined building, with forged evidence blaming everything on Lilith’s father, or nothing more than a smoking hole in the ground.  Either way, Arnold would win.

The windmill grew brighter.  Lilith whimpered.  She could actually sense the magic ... Adam forced himself to think.  What would happen if they shoved the windmill into the nexus point?  Or dropped it off the bridge?  He tried to shove it forward, in hopes of getting it away from the nexus point, but it refused to move.  Arnold had melted the stone beneath it, melding the windmill to the bridge.  Adam cursed under his breath.  Lilith could have destroyed the bridge, if she’d had enough magic.  They were powerless ...

Light blazed.  Lilith stumbled back, covering her eyes.  Adam couldn’t take his eyes off the windmill.  It felt ... bigger somehow, the light flickering and flaring as if something truly awful was clawing its way into the mundane world.  His head hurt; he thought he felt things scratching at the back of his mind, as if they were steadily gnawing their way into his very thoughts.  It crossed his mind that he might be dying, that he might be having his last few thoughts before death ... or that Arnold, quite by accident, had done something far worse than he’d thought.  Who knew what would happen when the surge finally exploded?  Adam didn’t.  The university might be lucky if it was just destroyed.

The light grew brighter.  He could see it.  Something was coming, something terrible ... guided by a sense he didn’t fully understand, he threw himself forward.  Light - terrible light - burnt through him, as if every atom of his body and soul was on fire.  He screamed - he thought he screamed - as the heat became unbearable.  He’d jumped into a superheated cauldron.  He’d been too close to an explosion.  He’d been ... he wondered, in the last second, if everything had been a dream.  Perhaps he’d been killed in an accident and this was the end of everything.  Perhaps ...

Darkness fell.  Adam hurt.  His body was on fire.  And then someone kissed him.  The heat fell, just a little.  Something brushed against him ... he wasn’t sure what.  His lips tingled and ... the darkness surged, reaching for him.  He was too dazed to panic.  He almost welcomed the darkness, after the light.  It felt ... comfortable.  He allowed himself to let go ...

Someone was talking, someone very close, but the darkness swallowed him before he could make out the words.
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Chapter Forty
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Adam felt ... wrong.

He was drunk and he was sober.  He was hot and he was cool.  His body felt as if it was submerged in warm water and yet he was lying on a bed.  The world was dark ... it took him longer than it should have done, thinking through a haze of numbness that was worse than pain, to realise that his eyes were closed.  Someone was clutching his hand ...

His eyes flew open.  He was on a bed in the infirmary, staring at nothing.  Lilith sat beside him, clasping his hand.  A dark-skinned woman he didn’t recognise stood at the foot of the bed, waving a wand towards him.  His body ... rippled, as if he’d drunk so much water he’d turned into a balloon, as if he was suddenly very aware of the blood pulsing through his veins.  His heartbeat was loud, almost terrifyingly so.  He looked at Lilith and saw concern in her eyes.  What had happened?  The last thing he remembered was the terrible burning light.

“Young man,” the woman said.  “How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Adam lied.  He wasn’t sure how he felt.  He was feverish and yet not.  “What happened to me?”

The woman hesitated, glancing at Lilith before she spoke.  “As near as we can tell, the surge of magic went straight into your blood,” she said.  “Right now, your blood is infused with magic.”

Adam blinked.  “Are you” - a surge of desperate hope flashed through him - “are you saying I have magic?”

“Not in the sense you mean,” the woman said.  “Your blood is charged, rather like the charged blood you pioneered.  You don’t have magic like a regular magician because you cannot shape and release it.  If Lilith hadn’t managed to drain some of your magic, you would probably be dead now.”

Lilith blushed.  “I had to save you.”

Adam remembered a kiss and blushed too.  “What did you do?”

“Later, please,” the woman said.  “We don’t know what this will do to you.  There’s no hint the magic levels in your blood are falling.  We considered bleeding you, but your girlfriend” - she nodded at Lilith - “and your master were adamantly opposed.  Realistically, your condition is unprecedented.  We don’t know what it will do to you in the long run, like I said.  There’s no way to even do more than guess at the possible outcomes.”

Adam forced himself to sit up.  “I ... what now?”

“I’d like to keep you here for a few days, for observation,” the woman said.  “It’s possible the magic will simply fade away.  It’s also possible it will spark into something dangerous and threaten your life.  Or ... you might just have to get used to carrying it.”

––––––––
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“Like I’ve drunk so much my stomach is sloshing,” Adam said.  “It feels weird.”

“Crude, but essentially accurate,” the woman said.  She glanced up.  “If you feel up to it, the council would like a few words with you.  If you think it’s too much, right now, let me know and I’ll tell them to wait.”

Adam hesitated, then shrugged.  “We may as well get it over with.”

The woman nodded, then walked off.  Adam glanced at Lilith.  “How long was I out?”

“Two weeks,” Lilith said.  “The riot was nasty, but apparently didn’t last as long as they’d feared.  The council got back, just in time to pick up the pieces.  The Gorgon is fine, if rather upset; Taffy was returned to living flesh, then interrogated.”

Adam looked down.  “What’ll happen to her?”

“I ... convinced ... my father that if the council couldn’t spot a fully-trained combat sorcerer right under their nose, they couldn’t blame Taffy for failing either,” Lilith said.  “They decided that a week as a statue, and then an unpleasant interrogation, was enough of a punishment.  They weren’t happy about it, and she’s pretty much on permanent probation, but ...”

“Thanks,” Adam said.  He’d liked Taffy.  He still did.  “And Arnold?”

“Gone,” Lilith said.  “They searched the university for him while they were getting us out of the chamber and re-securing the wards, but ... nothing.  There was no sign of him.  My father thinks he simply donned a new disguise, then walked out and vanished.  Or he simply teleported.  There’s no hint he stole a purgative, but they’re not exactly hard to find.”

Adam hesitated.  “And your father?  What about ...?”

Lilith leaned closer.  “The papers have been confirmed to be fakes,” she said.  “He’s in no danger.  If you hadn’t taken me there ...”

She kissed him, gently.  Adam kissed her back, feeling a wash of emotion that threatened to brush away all common sense.  Lilith was definitely not the sort of girl everyone had expected him to find, not back home, but ... she was clever and prickly and exciting and ... he kissed her again, one hand reaching for her.  They couldn’t do more than hug, not now, yet ...

Someone cleared her throat.  Adam looked up to see Mistress Irene, Caleb and Master Dagon standing by the foot of the bed.  There was no sign of Yvonne.  He cringed inwardly, feeling Lilith’s sudden tension.  Her father had caught them kissing.  Back home ... no one would have blamed him for thrashing the pair of them.  They weren’t married.  They weren’t even engaged.  Here ... Adam cursed under his breath as Lilith gathered herself, somehow managing to sit primly without ever letting go of his hand.  Arnold had convinced Adam that Master Dagon was the bad guy.  That would be bad enough, even if he hadn’t been caught kissing the man’s daughter.  He wondered, suddenly, if everything he’d done would be enough to save him.

“We won’t keep you long,” Mistress Irene said.  She seemed to have decided to deal with the embarrassment by ignoring it.  “We understand you saved the university.”

“After helping Arnold nearly destroy it,” Adam said.  In hindsight, he wondered just how much magic Arnold had used on him.  Or ... was he just trying to come up with excuses to avoid his own role in the near-disaster?  It would be so much easier to forgive himself if he believed he’d been enchanted.  “I didn’t realise what he was ...”

“No one did,” Caleb said.  The self-reproach in his voice was unmistakable.  “We checked, afterwards.  He had a bunch of people who would do anything for him.  Some of them were under the influence, others were ... acting in what they thought was a righteous cause.  Quite how he managed to do it all without being noticed is beyond us.  It’s possible he may be far more capable than we want to think.”

“He may have learnt to bilocate himself,” Master Dagon growled.  “Or he had an ally in the town who, so far, has remained unidentified.”

Adam leaned forward.  “What about the king?  I mean ...”

“The issue has not been resolved,” Mistress Irene said, forbiddingly.  “It’s clear Arnold, or whatever he was really called, took advantage of the king’s demand to trigger a riot.  We will negotiate with the king, if we can come to an agreement, or - if not - deal with the problem in other ways.  Right now, though, that is not your concern.  Do you feel up to telling us what happened, from your point of view?”

“Yes, My Lady,” Adam lied.  “Arnold approached me shortly after I started the apprenticeship ...”

He ran through the whole story, sparing nothing.  Lilith’s hand tightened from time to time, but she said nothing, even when he explained what Arnold had said about her.  Mistress Irene listened in silence, nodding from time to time.  He couldn’t tell if she was quietly encouraging him to continue or mentally collating his words with what she’d learnt from other sources.  He felt a sudden stab of sympathy for Taffy.  Her interrogation couldn’t have been pleasant if it was considered part of her punishment.

“I see,” Mistress Irene said, when he’d finished.  “It would be hypocritical to blame you for anything that happened.  You had no way to know your friend was a magician and no way to realise what he’d do with your invention.  Given how far he’d gone even before you showed up, I dare say he would have found a way to get his hands on the keys anyway ... perhaps even taken a third key from one of us.  Clearly, our security needs to be tightened.”

“You also need to take a good hard look at how you chose your magical students,” Adam said, tightly.  “Arnold pointed out your students are the ones who couldn’t get apprenticeships elsewhere, the ones who push mundanes down because it was the only way to make themselves feel better.  That’s going to bite you again and again until something goes spectacularly wrong.”

“We recognise the problem,” Mistress Irene said.  “And yes, we will deal with it.”

She cleared her throat.  “We owe you a great debt,” she added.  “That said, we do expect you to keep us informed of your ... condition ... and how it changes over the next few weeks.”

“I will,” Adam said.  He took a breath as he realised who was missing.  “What happened to Yvonne?”

“Recovering,” Mistress Irene said.  “We think she’ll make a full recovery.  She’s looking forward to rebuilding the windmill, by the by.”

Adam smiled, then sobered.  “Arnold used his own blood to blow up the first windmill.”

“Yes.”  Master Dagon looked irked.  “Right under our noses, too.  The idea of him being a magician was so unthinkable ...”

“He was good,” Adam agreed.  “He said he actually was from Cockatrice.  He might have been born to a mundane family, only to develop magic ...”

“It’s possible,” Master Dagon said.  “We will, of course, investigate.  If he was a fully trained combat sorcerer, there should be a record of him somewhere.  But he might well have managed to cover his tracks.”

“And we still don’t know who he was working for,” Caleb added.  “Did he give you any hint?”

“Not really,” Adam said.  “Nothing specific, although” - he frowned as a thought struck him - “I had the impression he was a mercenary, rather than a fanatic.  He didn’t seem to hate us all that much.  He spoke of backers, not a cause.”

“We’ll see what the investigation turns up,” Mistress Irene said.  “Master Landis has, for the record, stated you should spend as long as you need to recuperate, before you go back to work.  It is possible we will find you a slightly different place here, as you are clearly the first of a new type of apprentice.  There’s also a certain risk inherent in your charged blood.  It may no longer be possible for you to study potions and alchemy.  We just don’t know.”

“I’ll help,” Lilith said.

“Good.”  Mistress Irene turned away.  “I believe that both Master Dagon and Miss Taffy want to speak with you.  After that, I suggest you cooperate with the healers and get some rest.  You can return to the dorms when they clear you and not a moment before.”

Adam swallowed.  “Yes, My Lady.”

He braced himself - Lilith’s hand tightened - as Mistress Irene and Caleb walked away, leaving them alone with her father.  Adam found himself speechless.  What did you say to the father of the girl you loved?  Or thought you loved?  It would be a great deal easier if he hadn’t spent too long thinking Master Dagon was the villain.  Arnold had done his work well.  Too well.

“I’m sorry,” he said, before Master Dagon could say a word.  “I jumped to the wrong conclusion about you and ...”

Master Dagon held up a hand.  “I did the same about you,” he said curtly, “and - being older and considerably more powerful than you - my mistakes could have had far darker consequences.  I assumed you had a role in the riot - in hindsight, I, too, was manipulated.  It would be churlish of me to blame you.”

His eyes narrowed.  “My daughter tells me that I was wrong to dismiss the idea of mundanes and magicians combining their talents for the good of all.  Apparently, she was right.”

“She’s brilliant, sir,” Adam said.

“Quite.”  Master Dagon’s look was unreadable.  “However, it is also wise not to jump headlong into darkness without having at least some idea of what awaits you.  The windmill represented both an opportunity and a deadly threat, the latter amply confirmed by Arnold using a smaller device to nearly destroy us.  I did not get to this age, young man, by being foolish.  Prudence is often a virtue.”

“Yes, sir,” Adam said.  He took a breath.  “Your daughter needs a proper apprenticeship.”

“Does she now?”  Master Dagon met his eyes, daring him to continue.  “Elucidate.”

“Arnold said as much,” Adam said.  Beside him, Lilith was silent.  He dared not look at her.  “She needs someone who can train her properly, not ...”

“Master Landis will not be pleased, young man,” Master Dagon said.  “But we will see what we can do.”

His gaze hardened suddenly.  “You’re a fine young man,” he added.  “And I expect you to treat my daughter well.”

Or else, Adam added, silently.

Master Dagon nodded, as if he’d read the thought in Adam’s mind, then bowed and retreated.  Lilith said nothing until he was gone, then looked at Adam.  “You ... you did that for me?”

“Yes,” Adam said.  He owed it to her to take a risk.  Or two.  It struck him, suddenly, that she might have to leave, if she found a better teacher.  It was a dismaying thought ... he told himself not to be selfish.  She really did need a better teacher.  “It had to be said.”

Lilith leaned forward and kissed him, again.  “He’s right about one thing,” he said.  “You are a fine young man.  And brave too.”

Adam blushed.  “I wish I was better.”

“We’ll see.”  Lilith shot him a predatory smile.  “We’ll make you better.”

She looked up again as Taffy entered the room.  Adam felt a frisson of alarm.  Taffy looked terrible.  He’d seen drunks lying in gutters who looked better than she did.  Taffy’s eyes were haunted; she looked from side to side as if she expected to be jumped at any moment.  And her movements were weirdly stiff ...

“I ...”  Taffy shook her head.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think ...”

“None of us saw him coming,” Adam said.  “Who would have guessed he was a magician?”

Taffy made a sound that was almost a laugh.  Or a cry.  “I gave him everything and he ... he just used me.”

“He used us all,” Adam said.  The words were inadequate.  Taffy had given Arnold her maidenhead and yet ... it had all been a lie.  She’d been tricked, manipulated into serving as his pawn ... he’d used her, then discarded her.  Adam knew he couldn’t understand what she’d gone through, in the last few days.  “All we can do is move on.”

“He’s still out there,” Taffy managed.  Tears spilled down her cheeks.  “He got away.”

“He won’t be back,” Lilith said.

Taffy blinked owlishly at her, as if she’d forgotten Lilith was even there, then shook her head.  “I can still feel him on me.  In me.”

“It really was not your fault,” Adam said.  “I ...”

He took a breath.  “If you don’t want to stay, I’ll understand.  But if you do, you’ll have a place with us.”

Taffy shook her head.  “After I made a complete fool of myself?”

“You weren’t the only one,” Adam said.  Back home, Taffy would be considered damaged goods.  She was neither virgin nor an honourable widow.  Here ... who cared?  “Taffy, I meant it.  Don’t let him win.  Stay with us.”

“If you’ll have me,” Taffy said.  “I ... I’m such a fool.”

She turned and hurried away, her movements still achingly stiff.  Adam shook his head, cursing Arnold under his breath.  Whoever he’d really been, he’d left scars.  They all had scars.  

“You’re a good man,” Lilith said.  “And I don’t mind hanging out with her.  And you ...”

She smiled, mischievously.  “If she makes a play for you, I’ll turn her into a toad.”

Adam leaned up and kissed her.  “She wouldn’t dare,” he said.  “And I wouldn’t either.”

He took a breath.  “What did your father say?  About us, I mean?”

“He wasn’t happy, not at first,” Lilith said.  “But he changed his mind.”

And she kissed him again.
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Epilogue
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“We made a fundamental error,” Caleb said.

He looked around the chamber.  Master Dagon looked displeased, but then he always did.  Mistress Irene seemed more thoughtful.  He wished Yvonne was well enough to attend ... he considered the Gorgon a member of the council, but he knew none of the others agreed.  They hadn’t even known what had happened to the fifth key until it was too late ... in hindsight, he reflected sourly, it should have been obvious.  Emily could not have kept the key with her.  Simple logic suggested it was somewhere within the university ...

“He was right,” Master Dagon said, curtly.  “We recruited from magical students of ... lesser skill.”

Caleb shook his head.  “No, we made a more fundamental error,” he said.  “We built this university and we treated it, for better or worse, as a magic school.”

He sighed, inwardly.  In hindsight, that too should have been obvious.  Mistress Irene had been Deputy Grandmaster of Whitehall longer than Caleb had been alive.  Master Dagon wanted the university to become a magic school once again.  And Caleb himself was too young to think of the world outside the academic realm.  They’d fallen into old patterns because they hadn’t known any better - because Emily hadn’t been there to guide them - and, somehow, they’d managed to make it worse.

It wasn’t pleasant, but it had to be said.  “We also imported a number of apprenticeship traditions from the mundane side of the world,” he added.  “The magic world has nasty pranks that don’t do any real harm.  The mundane world has miniature wars fought between gangs of apprentices.  Both groups reacted badly to each other, which we made worse by assuming it could either be tolerated or that it would simply blow over.  We were wrong.”

“Magicians test themselves against their fellows all the time,” Master Dagon said.

Caleb nodded, feeling a twinge of empathy for the older man.  It wasn’t easy to look beyond tradition.  Master Dagon was one of the most stiff-necked people Caleb had ever met and he’d grown up with parents who organised their household with military precision.  And now Master Dagon’s daughter was dating a mundane ... Caleb almost laughed.  He’d thought he’d seen something of Emily in the younger girl, enough to draw his attention, but he’d been quick to discover Lilith was almost nothing like Emily.  Her personality had been a nightmare.  Caleb had decided there was no point in trying to court her even before Adam had arrived.  He would have laughed at the thought of her dating someone she’d see as being far beneath her, except it had happened ...

He put the thought out of his head and leaned forward.  “This place isn’t just for magicians,” he said.  “And there is no point in testing oneself when one simply cannot win.”

“Adam would probably disagree with you about that,” Mistress Irene said, wryly.  “He evened the odds.”

“Not enough,” Caleb said.  “We have to take a firmer stand, before something worse happens.”

And before Emily returns, his thoughts added, silently.  She won’t be pleased by the riots.

Mistress Irene nodded.  “We will address the issue,” she said.  “They can always fight it out on the kingmaker board.”

“Quite,” Caleb agreed.

Master Dagon said nothing.  Caleb suspected that was as close to approval as the other man would offer.  He might have had to admit the windmill was worthwhile, a proof of concept for the entire university, but ... it would be a long time before he went any further.  Still ... Caleb made a mental note to discuss it later, somewhere a bit more friendly.  The council chamber wasn’t designed for quiet chats.

“Once the issue with the king is resolved, we can deal with our wayward students,” Mistress Irene added.  “And we also need to tamp things down in Heart’s Ease.”

“Yes,” Master Dagon said.  “First, though, we should concentrate on hunting down Arnold before he returns ...”

The door opened.  The Gorgon practically ran into the chamber.  “We just got a message,” she said, waving a piece of chat parchment at them.  “Emily has been arrested in Pendle.  The White Council is moving against her.  And perhaps us, too ...”

Caleb stared at her in shock.  “What the hell do we do now?”
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End of Book One


Adam and Lilith Will Return In:


The Infused Man


Coming Soon.
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Farming looks mighty easy when your plough is a pencil and you’re a thousand miles from the corn field.

-Dwight D. Eisenhower

This book represented a new and different challenge for me.

First, it started life as an expansion of a novella, The Cunning Man’s Tale, which I wrote for the third Fantastic Schools anthology.  I cut the original plot down sharply for the novella, which required me to effectively start again for the novel as I couldn’t just add an extra thirty chapters.  Certain details - the identity of Lilith’s father, for example - are different in the novella.

Second, I needed to craft a character who was neither Emily nor Elliot of Stuck in Magic, another castaway from our world.  Adam wouldn’t have Emily’s knowledge, let alone her ability to step back and analyse her new world from an outside perspective; he’d have all the issues of a native, including their concepts of everything from gender roles to a tightly defined social hierarchy, and they would shape his attitude and actions in a way both Emily and Elliot would find incomprehensible.  It is not easy to step outside one’s view of how the world works and, even if one tries, it can be hard to remain detached.  I wanted Adam to be both understandably human and, just slightly, a person from a very different society.

Third, I wanted to show that the path to a new and better future is rarely free of bumps, bruises and, as each problem is overcome, they tend to lead to new problems.  

Adam grew up in a society that is (was) a great deal more rigid than ours.  Part of this was biological.  Men went out to be the providers - sometimes, like Adam’s father, they didn’t come back - while the women stayed at home, raised the kids and ran the shops.  Children had fewer opportunities, so most of them followed in their parent’s footsteps; magicians, with the potential to truly rise above their station, left and rarely returned.  The wider society was inherently tribal, with powerful men being expected to look out for their relatives.  This is corruption, by our lights, but for them it is just the way things are.  Even in places like Beneficence, social mobility was extremely limited.  The countryside farms have none, unless a serf wants to run away to the city and hide for a year and a day.  

People in this position are inherently conservative.  Not in the sense they’re Republicans or members of the UK’s Conservative Party, but in the sense they are all too aware they can lose everything.  If a farmer has a bad harvest, in a society barely scraping a living, he’s doomed; if a shopkeeper fails to make enough money to pay for his produce, he’s doomed.  Trying something new could lead to profits beyond the dreams of avarice, or complete and total disaster.  If you try, for example, to plant a new crop in a land unsuited to it, you will fail and probably take the farm down with you.  Adopting new technology could ruin you as easily as make you.

It is easy to make fun of this attitude.  We look back at our ancestors and wonder why they didn’t adopt technologies and social attitudes that, to us, are not only on the right side of history, but guaranteed profits.  It is easy to think, for example, that the peasants who rose against the Poll Tax in 1381 and brought the kingdom to the brink of defeat were foolish not for completing the job, purging the aristocracy and declaring a new age of democracy and equality.  The peasants, however, didn’t have a concept of a world that wasn’t ordered and were fearful, not without reason, of what might happen if they attacked the roots of the social order itself.  This seems absurd to us, but to them it was plain common sense.  They didn’t want to remove the king (Richard II was still a child at the time, which was part of the problem); they wanted him to remove his wicked advisors and rule wisely and justly from that moment on.  This, unfortunately, gave the aristocrats time to rebalance themselves and crush the uprising.  

There is, therefore, a clash between the young and the old, the inexperienced idealists and the experienced practicalists.  The former embraces the promise of the new and refuses to consider the latter may have a point, the latter is too set in its ways (not without reason) to accept the demands of the former without a fight.  Both are inherently flawed, because society needs both idealists and practicalists; both are fearful of what might happen if the other side gets unchallenged dominance.  This is not an unreasonable fear.  If society is frozen, decay is inevitable; if society is too fluid, there will never be any certainty nor any reason to believe it will ever stop.  And both of these are disastrous.  Humans need both stability and freedom and finding a balance point between them isn’t easy.

The society I depicted, eight years after Emily arrived, is reeling in the aftermath of wave after wave of social change.  The big war is over (they don’t know, yet, that another one is just around the corner).  New ideas are spreading rapidly, thanks to the printing press and ‘new’ letters and numbers.  The first technological ideas are not only taking root, they’re giving birth to newer and better ideas.  And society is reeling.  As one of Naomi Alderman’s characters put it, in The Power:

“But in the privacy of his own mind he admitted to himself that, yes, it had changed. If he’d allowed the odd voice in the centre of his skull operational control over his mouth, which he’d never do, he knew better than that, but if he’d said it, it would have said: They’re waiting for something to happen. We’re only pretending everything is normal because we don’t know what else to do.”

This would be bad enough, but there’s a second problem.  Emily isn’t there to run the university and lay down guidelines to see it through its first decade (she’s currently at Laughter Academy re: Little Witches).  The people she left behind don’t know even as much as she does about running a university - and she never set foot in one of our universities - and defaulted to old patterns because they didn’t know what else to do.  They ensured, quite by accident, a toxic stew of magical struggling for social dominance and mundane apprentices fighting each other in the streets, which “Arnold” was able to exploit to ensure events moved on without anyone thinking too much about what was actually happening.  Emily wouldn’t have let it get so far out of hand, but Emily isn’t there.  And that means there is no one with the outside viewpoint to question attitudes and prejudices that are no longer valid.

And yet, as they start to overcome these problems, the future starts to look bright again.

The concept of subtle magic, as introduced in A Study in Slaughter, has always been intended to expand, as understanding of magic - and mundane concepts – expanded, too.  This was not something Emily, I felt, could realistically do.  She doesn’t need to research ways to tap magic without actually being magic.  (I did think about going that way in Cursed, but it would have blown the rest of the plot out of the water.)  Elliot might, of course, draw a comparison between subtle magic runes and electric circuit boards, but he’s in no position to do it either.  It was something that required both an understanding of magic and an inability to do magic the normal way.  It required someone like Adam.  

Obviously, I do plan on a trilogy, provisionally entitled The Infused Man and The Conjuring Man.  I’m seriously considering writing the second book from Lilith’s POV, rather than Adam’s, but I haven’t decided yet.  What do you want me to do?

And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make.

It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little bit helps (particularly reviews).

Thank you.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2021
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How To Follow


Basic Mailing List - http://orion.crucis.net/mailman/listinfo/chrishanger-list
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Nothing but announcements of new books.
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Newsletter - https://gmail.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=c8f9f7391e5bfa369a9b1e76c&id=55fc83a213
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New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest.
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Blog - https://chrishanger.wordpress.com/
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Everything from new books to reviews, commentary on things that interest me, etc.
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Facebook Fan Page - https://www.facebook.com/ChristopherGNuttall
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New books releases, new audio releases, maybe a handful of other things of interest.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Website - http://chrishanger.net/
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New books releases, new audio releases, free samples (plus some older books free to anyone who wants a quick read)
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Forums - https://authornuttall.com
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Book discussions - new, but I hope to expand.
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Books2Read - https://books2read.com/author/christopher-g-nuttall/subscribe/19723/
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Notifications of new books (normally on the Big River too, but not included in B2R notifications).
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Twitter - @chrisgnuttall
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New books releases, new audio releases - definitely nothing beyond (no politics or culture war stuff).
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Appendix: The Schooled in Magic Story So Far (Up to Little Witches)
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Emily grew up in our world.  Her mother was a drunkard.  Her father a mystery.  Her stepfather a leering man whose eyes followed her everywhere.  By the time she turned sixteen, she knew her life would never get any better.  She lost herself in studies of history, dreaming of a better world somewhere in the past.  And then everything changed.

Shadye, a powerful necromancer on the Nameless World, wanted to kidnap a Child of Destiny to tip the war in his favour.  He entrusted the task to sprites, transdimensional creatures with inhuman senses of humour, who yanked Emily out of her world and dumped her into Shadye’s prison cell.  Unaware he’d made a dreadful mistake, Shadye proceeded to try to sacrifice Emily to dark gods in a bid to gain their favour.  Emily would have died if she hadn’t been saved by Void, a sorcerer on the other side.  Void took her to his tower, realised she had a talent for magic and arranged for her to study at Whitehall School.

Emily found herself torn between the joy of magic - she had something she was good at, for the first time in her life - and the trials and tribulations of living in a very difficult world.  Befriending a handful of people, including Imaiqah and Princess Alassa of Zangaria (and the older students Jade and Cat), Emily started introducing innovations from Earth to the Nameless World.  Shadye, catching wind of how changes were starting to spread, assumed he’d been right all along about the Child of Destiny.  Mounting an attack on Whitehall, Shadye nearly killed Emily before she managed to weaponise concepts from Earth to beat him.

That summer, she accompanied Princess Alassa to Zangaria and discovered her changes were not only spreading, but unleashing a whole new industrial revolution.  This didn’t sit well with many of the local aristocrats, including King Randor - Alassa’s father - and a number of his courtiers.  The latter mounted a coup, determined to take control for themselves before the commoners got any more ideas.  Emily helped Alassa to retake control, at the price of seriously worrying King Randor.  He had to reward her, by giving her the Barony of Cockatrice, but he feared her impact on the kingdom.  The seeds were sown for later conflict as the king’s concerns started to grow into outright paranoia.

Emily’s second year at Whitehall was just as eventful as the first.  Emily’s research into magic, including discovering a way to create a magical battery, nearly got her expelled.  She might have been tossed out, if events hadn’t overtaken her.  The school was plagued by a murderer, later revealed to be a shape-shifting mimic.  Emily figured out the truth - the mimic wasn’t a creature, but a spell - and discovered how to defeat it.  She also learnt enough from the spell’s final moments to, eventually, duplicate it as a necromancer-killing weapon.

Worse, however, she was starting to attract interest from outside the school.  One of her roommates - Lin - was revealed to be a spy, hailing from Mountaintop School.  Another nearly killed her, quite by accident.  It was a relief to find herself spending her summer on work experience, in the Cairngorm Mountains.  She saw, for the first time, the grinding poverty of people living on the fringes - and just how far they’d go to save themselves.  It was sheer luck - and a piece of spellwork that triggered a small nuclear-scale explosion - that saved her life from a newborn necromancer.

Planning her return for third year, Emily agreed - at the request of the Grandmaster of Whitehall and her mentor Lady Barb - to allow herself to be kidnapped by Mountaintop School.  There, she met the Head Girl - Nanette, who’d posed as Lin - and Administrator Aurelius, a magician with plans to reshape the balance of power once and for all.  She also met Frieda, a girl two years younger than Emily who was supposed to be her servant.  Unimpressed with the classism running through the school, and determined to find out its secret, Emily sparked off a rebellion amongst the low-born students and discovered the grim truth.  Mountaintop had been sacrificing the low-born students for power.  Breaking their spell, she left.  She took Frieda with her.  

That summer, Emily made a deadly enemy of Fulvia Ashworth, Matriarch of House Ashworth.  Calling in a favour, Fulvia arranged for Master Grey - a powerful combat sorcerer who’d been appointed to serve as a teacher at Whitehall - to manipulate Emily into challenging him to a duel.  Unaware of this, Emily’s discovery that Alassa and Jade had become lovers (and her first real relationship, with Caleb, a fellow student) took second place to a series of weird events taking place in the school, eventually traced back to a demon that had escaped Shadye’s fortress and slipped into the school’s wards.  Backed into a corner, Emily risked everything to free the school from the demon, offering the creature her soul in exchange for letting everyone else go.  The Grandmaster stepped in before the deal could be concluded, sacrificing himself so that Emily might live.  Pushed to the limit, unwilling to run, Emily faced Grey in the duelling circle and won.  The victory nearly killed her.  

Her magic sparking, nearly flickering out of control, Emily returned to Zangaria and discovered that the kingdom was plagued by unrest.  King Randor hadn’t kept his word about granting more rights to the commoners, prompting trouble on the streets.  Worse, the rebels - including Imaiqah’s father - were being aided by a mystery magician, later revealed to be Nanette.  Alassa nearly died on her wedding day, shot down by a gunpowder weapon that had grown from the seeds Emily had planted.  Furious, King Randor demanded that Emily punish the rebels.  Horrified at his demands, unaware the king didn’t know what he was asking, Emily fled.  She was not to know that the king’s paranoia had become madness.  

She was not best pleased, when she returned to Whitehall, to discover that Grandmaster Hasdrubal had been replaced by Grandmaster Gordian.  Gordian was progressive in many ways, including a willingness to open the tunnels under Whitehall and determine what secrets could be found there, but he neither liked nor trusted Emily.  She had to balance his concern with her growing relationship with Caleb as she worked with one of the tutors - and a new friend, Cabiria of House Fellini, to explore the tunnels.  The tutor pushed too far and nearly caused the school to collapse in on itself.  Luckily, Emily saved the school using techniques she’d devised with Caleb, only to find herself steered to the nexus point and hurled back in time ...

Emily rapidly discovered that the stories about Lord Whitehall had missed several crucial details.  The Whitehall Commune was on the run, fleeing enigmatic monsters - the Manavores - that seemed immune to magic.  Their bid to take control of the nexus point nearly failed - would have failed, if Emily hadn’t helped them.  She ensured they laid the groundwork for the school, before figuring out a way to return home.  In the aftermath, Emily and Caleb consummated their relationship for the first time. 

She was not to know that Dua Kepala, a powerful necromancer, was about to start his invasion of the Allied Lands.  Having crushed Heart’s Eye, a school very much like Whitehall, the necromancer intended to invade the next kingdom and take its lands and people for himself.  At the request of Sergeant Miles, who’d taught her Martial Magic at Whitehall, Emily joined the war effort, fighting alongside General Pollack and his son Casper, Caleb’s father and brother respectively.  Separated from the rest of the army, Emily and Casper attacked Heart’s Eye, reignited the nexus point under the school and found themselves locked in battle with the necromancer.  Dua Kepala killed Casper and would have killed Emily, if Void hadn’t stepped in and fought Dua Kepala long enough to let Emily gain control of the nexus point and swat the necromancer like a bug.  She found herself in sole possession of the nexus point and thus owner of the abandoned school.  She and Caleb would later start developing plans to turn Heart’s Eye into the first true university, a place where magic and science would merge for the benefit of all.

Reluctantly, she accompanied General Pollack and the remains of his son to Beneficence, a city-state on the borders of Cockatrice.  There, she met Vesperian, an industrialist who wanted her to invest in his rail-building program.  Emily barely had any time to realise the problem before the financial bubble Vesperian had created burst, unleashing chaos on the streets as the population realised their savings and investments had simply evaporated.  Worse, a religious cult, bent on power, took advantage of the chaos to secure their position, aided by what looked like a very real god.  Emily, plunged into battle, discovered it was a variant on the mimic spell, one dependent on sacrificing humans to maintain its power.  She stopped it, at the cost of sacrificing her relationship with Caleb.  They would remain friends, but nothing more.

Emily returned to Whitehall, at the start of her final year, to discover that the staff had elected her Head Girl despite Gordian’s objections.  She didn’t want the role, but found herself unable to refuse it.  She found herself clashing with Jacqui, a student who wanted the post for herself, as her relationship with Frieda started to go downhill.  The younger girl’s behaviour grew worse and worse until she nearly killed another student and fled the school, forcing Emily to go after her.  She was just in time to discover that Frieda had been manipulated by another sorcerer, too late to save Frieda from a murder charge brought by Fulvia.

Stripped of her post as Head Girl (and replaced by Jacqui), Emily threw herself into defending Frieda from Fulvia.  She rapidly worked out that Jacqui had been subverted by Fulvia long ago, to the point where Jacqui was prepared to risk everything to do her will.  Scaring the hell out of the other girl, Emily triggered off a series of events that led to Fulvia’s defeat and eventual death.  However, her position at Whitehall was untenable.  Realising the school no longer had anything to offer her, with an apprenticeship promised by Void, Emily chose to leave.

Unknown to her, events in Zangaria had moved on.  King Randor had discovered that Imaiqah’s father had plotted against him, that Emily had chosen to keep this a secret and that Alassa and Jade were expecting their first child.  In his madness, Randor imprisoned Alassa and Imaiqah in the Tower of Alexis, intending to take his grandchild and raise him himself while leaving his daughter to rot.  Jade sought help from Emily and Cat, launching a bid to free the prisoners from the tower.  During the plotting, Emily and Cat became lovers.  The bid to free Alassa worked, at the cost of Emily herself falling into enemy hands.  Randor sentenced her to public execution, but she was rescued by her friends.  As they fled to Cockatrice, Randor - desperate - embraced necromancy and prepared himself for war to the knife.

A three-sided civil war broke out, between the king, the princess and the remaining nobility.  The king crushed the nobility, only to be outgunned by the princess’s faction (as it had embraced modern weapons and ideology).  Ever more desperate, Randor mounted a bid to kill his daughter - nearly killing Imaiqah, who was stabbed with a charmed dagger - and use magic to crush her armies.  Horrified, Emily and Cat planned to kill the necromancer king before he killed the entire kingdom.  Their plan went horrifically wrong, forcing Emily into a point-blank fight with a necromancer.  She won, barely, but Randor’s dying curse stripped her of her magic.  

Seemingly powerless, plunging into depression, Emily threw herself on the mercy of House Fellini, the one magical family with experience in dealing with magicless children.  She rapidly found herself dealing with a mystery, from Cabiria’s seeming lack of power to just what happened when the family performed the ritual that unlocked her magic.  However, it seemed futile.  A clash with Jacqui revealed just how powerless she’d become, leading to a fight that ended her relationship with Cat.  Emily wasn’t in the best state to discover that the family had a deadly secret, or that Cabiria’s uncle wanted to claim Heart’s Eye for himself.  It took her everything she had to gain access to the nexus point long enough to undo the curse blocking her powers and kill him.

Still reeling from the near-disaster, Emily joined Caleb and a handful of her other friends in preparing Heart’s Eye for its new role.  As they explored the school, they discovered the mirrors had been part of an experiment that had gone horrifically wrong.  The school was linked to alternate timelines, including one with a surviving Dua Kepala and another dominated by an evil version of Emily herself.  They eventually figured out that the school’s original staff had been fishing in interdimensional waters, catching hold of a multidimensional creature that was trying to break free.  As reality itself started to break down, Emily managed to release it, saving the university and the world beyond.

After briefly returning to Zangaria to meet her namesake - now-Queen Alassa’s daughter, Princess Emily - Emily started her apprenticeship with Void.  Pushed to the limits, forced to comprehend levels of magic she’d never realised existed, she found herself preparing for a greater role.  Testing her constantly, Void eventually sent her to Dragora with an unspecified objective (seemingly to find out who murdered the king before the regent was appointed).  She eventually discovered that the king had been killed by his daughter, who’d been pushed into developing her magic before she could handle it.  Unwilling to kill the daughter or let her wreak havoc, Emily took a third option and used the magic-blocking curse to save the daughter’s life and give her time to grow up.  Her instincts warned her not to tell Void what she’d done.

(This is roughly the point where Emily gave the speech detailed in the prologue.)

Several months later, Emily found herself going to war again.  Three necromancers had banded together to invade the Allied Lands, using vast armies of slave labour to cut through the mountains and flood into the lowlands.  Working out a plan, Emily used the bilocation spell to ensure that she’d be with the army raiding enemy territory and trying to sneak into the necromancer’s castle to reignite the nexus point (as she’d done earlier at Heart’s Eye).  After a shaky start, and the decision to share the battery secret with a bunch of other magicians, she used a mimic to take out the final necromancer and then reignited the nexus point.  Unknown to her, the nexus point was the linchpin of the entire network.  Reigniting this nexus point would reignite the remainder, frying a handful of necromancers who’d been too close to the drained points when they came back to life.  Between the nexus points and the batteries, the threat of the necromancers was gone ...

... And, with their defeat, the glue that held the Allied Lands together was also gone. 
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Appendix: The Heart’s Eye University
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Motto: “We Stand on The Shoulders of Giants and Become Giants Ourselves.”

Like most of the schools of magic, the exact origins of Heart’s Eye are lost in the mists of time.  Some stories claim the school was founded by a group of exiles from Whitehall, others that Heart’s Eye is far older and only became part of the network of magical schools after the empire united the continent.  There are hints that both stories may have some truth in them, despite the vast distance between Whitehall and Heart’s Eye.  However, such matters are of academic interest only.  Heart’s Eye is no longer the school it once was.

The modern era began roughly twenty years ago, when Heart’s Eye was attacked by a necromancer.  For reasons that remain unknown, the nexus point was snuffed out, the defences were badly weakened and therefore unable to keep the necromancer from storming the walls.  A handful of students managed to escape before it was too late.  The remainder died, we assume, when the castle fell.  Heart’s Eye became the lair of a necromancer until two years ago, when the Necromancer’s Bane - Lady Emily - reignited the nexus point, killed the necromancer and laid claim to the school.  It has since been reopened as the Heart’s Eye University.  There is so little continuity between the two incarnations that there is no point in dwelling on the school as it once was.  

Heart’s Eye is effectively divided into three sections.  Heart’s Eye itself is the castle, raised from the ground by the unknown founders and - eventually - claimed by Lady Emily.  Heart’s Ease is the town near the former school, also technically under the school’s jurisdiction (although, in practice, run by the city council).  The Foundry, sitting between the town and the school, is a vast collection of workshops, factories and vocational training schools.  It is, in many ways, the beating heart of the growing industrial revolution.  The ideas born within the Foundry will change the world.

The castle houses most of the university’s educational and research departments.  Older magicians shake their heads at how magical and mundane education is blended together, sometimes to great effect.  There are, at least in theory, classes covering everything from alchemical mixtures to animal husbandry and everything in between.  Students are largely free to attend whatever classes they like, as long as they are not disruptive.  There are no overall exams.  Instead, students who wish to obtain a degree in anything from magic to economics are required to apply for and take the exam themselves when they feel ready to take it.  There is some dispute over how much a degree from Heart’s Eye is actually worth - the other schools are united in their disapproval of the university’s educational model - but they cannot deny the magical exams are set and proctored by the Allied Lands.  Mundane subjects are given certifications, signed by masters.

The admissions process itself is somewhat complicated.  Students are free to apply for a place at the university itself, whereupon they will work towards a certification and/or an apprenticeship.  (One of the university’s biggest draws is the prospect of completing an apprenticeship without a master.)  Fees are minimal, but older students are expected to help younger students without complaint (on the grounds that the best way to understand a subject is to try to teach it) and a handful of other duties.  Apprentice craftsmen from Heart’s Ease or the Foundry are free to attend whatever classes they like, when they’re not working; their masters are encouraged to give them time off to study.  Finally, outside students are free to attend classes too, but there’s a small fee for regular attendance.

Junior students are assigned to single-sex dorms shared between ten to twenty other students.  Older students are allowed shared rooms (they can choose their own roommates, male or female) or remain in the dorms if they wish.  There’s no attempt to supervise or bar relationships between students, although there is a strict ban on sexual relationships between teachers and students.  

The blend of magicians and mundanes has both good and bad results.  It has led to discovering ways to combine magic with technology to produce newer and better results, but it has also led to friction and - at times - outright violence.  Unlike Stronghold (which also combines magical and mundane students, but keeps them too tired to worry about it) Heart’s Eye offers time for reflection, which can sometimes lead to resentment.  The school authorities do their best to keep everything relatively peaceful, but there have been a handful of nasty incidents.  

The administration itself is somewhat divided.  Lady Irene, the Administrator, is known for being firmly neutral and even-handed.  The other administrators are somewhat less neutral, with three different factions slowly taking form.  The Old Guard wants a return to the days when Heart’s Eye was just a magic school, the Progressives want the university to be a centre for political reform, and the Emilyists want the school to remain nothing more than a research and development centre as well as an educational institute.  It is generally believed there will be trouble when Lady Irene dies or retires, as both the Old Guard and the Progressives are certain to entangle the school in outside affairs (and thus encourage the other two factions to unite against them.)  It doesn’t help that there is no clear structure for electing and/or replacing councillors who overstep their bounds.  Indeed, there is no clear idea of where the bounds actually are.

Heart’s Eye - unlike other magic schools - makes an attempt to treat its students like mature adults.  It expects them to attend lectures and behave themselves, without being reminded.  The rules are relatively simple and enforced firmly.  Disruptive students are often assigned to menial tasks, when they’re not expelled.  The school is also firmly meritocratic.  Heart’s Eye attaches no importance to royal rank or family status.  Students are expected to respect each other for their talents and their talents alone.  It works, sometimes.

Heart’s Ease has grown remarkably in the year since the university opened for business.  The remains of the town was claimed by the school - there were very few survivors and few of them wanted to return - and sold to businessmen and merchants who were willing to invest in the growing complex.  The network of factories and workshops - separate from the Foundry, although closely linked - has grown rapidly, as has the number of transient barracks, apartment blocks, shops and schools.  There is no registry of residents, leading to estimates that range from understatements to gross overstatements.  People flood into the town to try their luck and either stay or go.  The administration doesn’t care.

The town operates on a form of constitutional democracy.  Everyone over twenty-one has the right to vote, as long as they pay - very limited - taxes.  The city councillors are elected in line with the constitution, then sit in office for a period of six months.  There are provisions for recalling them, if the voters are unhappy, but - so far - they have never been tested.  The council is responsible for maintaining the local infrastructure, such as it is, and operating the police force.  Again, the laws are very basic ... but they are enforced. It is generally believed the system will have to be modified as the town continues to expand.

The rights of the citizens, voters and non-voters alike, are laid down in the city constitution and apply equally to all.  They have the right to speak freely, to own and bear arms, to attend schools, to enter into contracts (and marriages) and/or to leave employment and apprenticeships if the relationship isn’t working out.  Craftsmen and magicians alike have the right to profit from their innovations, as long as they register them at the patent office and allow others to build on their work.  The system is a little confusing at times, and credit is sometimes lost, but it boosts progress in matters both magician and mundane.  A dozen average minds working on a problem, and building on each other’s work, can sometimes progress faster than one great mind.  (Or so Lady Emily insists.)

Heart’s Ease is linked to Farrakhan and Lokane City, the capital of Tarsier, through the Heart’s Eye Railway.  The railway itself is crude - the desert is not particularly suitable for permanent railways - but serves as both a promise and a threat of what the future might hold for the Allied Lands.  It isn’t uncommon for runaways from Farrakhan to ride the railway to Heart’s Ease in the hopes of finding work and shelter.

The exact legal status of the university has never been determined.  Heart’s Eye was technically independent before the necromancer crushed the school; the university insists it isn’t part of the Kingdom of Tarsier, but the monarch may have other ideas.  The university’s relationship to the rest of the magic schools is vague too, not least because it presents a challenge to their way of doing things.  The older generation of magicians sees it as a threat, or a fad that will never last; the newer generation sees it as a chance to escape the shackles of the formal educational system and reach for glory.  

Matters are complicated by the simple fact that Heart’s Eye is a refuge for all sorts of political activists, who have their leaflets printed in Heart’s Ease, out of the reach of the local monarchs, and distributed back home.  Wild political ideas, from constitutional democracies to outright socialist and anarchist states, are discussed openly: the famed Leveller Manifesto, a transcript of a speech given by ‘Common Man,’ was printed and bound in Heart’s Ease before being distributed right across the Allied Lands.  The influx of political ideas alone has caused unrest in a dozen kingdoms and cities; the brain-drain as young and intelligent people head to Heart’s Ease has made matters worse.  

And now that the Necromantic War is effectively over, it remains to be seen how long Heart’s Eye will be allowed to exist ...
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Appendix: The Levellers


[image: image]


By the time the Void Wars broke out, the Levellers were assumed - at least by kings, princes, aristocrats and even a few magical communities - to exist at every level of society, to the point there was nothing, from crop failure to riots and revolutions, that could not be blamed on them.  Kings saw Levellers behind every tree and, jumping at shadows, often ordered purges that, unsurprisingly, made it harder for the population to stay on the sidelines.  The uprising in Alluvia appeared to prove all their suspicions - particularly the worst - and the Levellers appeared a convenient scapegoat, a menace that had to be destroyed.  Their attempts, however, only ensured that Levelism spread further, in truth, than it could probably have carried itself.

The kings blamed Lady Emily for introducing Levelism and empowering the early Levellers to the point they believed they could make their dreams a reality.  This was untrue.  The genesis of Levelism lay in the city-states, which allowed a certain degree of political discourse, and the more intellectually minded courts that tolerated academics, as long as said academics remained steady supporters of the monarch and didn’t cross the line into open criticism of the monarchy and/or the aristocracy.  Discussing the duties as well as the rights of the nobility was acceptable, if only to provide convenient excuses for challenging dissident noblemen; any questioning of the monarchy’s right to exist, regardless of who was on the throne, was not.  It was difficult for any early movement to make much headway.  The aristocracy had no interest in paying more than lip service to it, while the lower classes rarely had the education that would have allowed them to mount legal challenges to their social superiors.  Nor did they have the time.  The early thinkers were allowed to exist because they appeared harmless.

This changed as a result of Lady Emily’s early innovations.  It was suddenly possible for far more people than ever before to learn to read and write, allowing even those with very basic knowledge to sound out words and spread messages far and wide.  Early Leveller writings, including many written by palace academics that had never been intended for the public eye, followed in their wake.  The result was a series of social upheavals.  The cities saw the effective collapse of the scribe and accounting guilds, while the serfs and peasants in the countryside discovered, as many of them had suspected, that the nobility was denying them their legal rights.  It rapidly became impossible to convince the peasants to accept bland platitudes from their superiors, nor to force them to continue to honour documents they could not read.  There was no way to put the demon back in the bottle without force and trying would result in the destruction of lands and farms the nobility wanted to keep.  Discontent spread rapidly, moving far in advance of any attempt to stop it.  Entire regions rapidly became ungovernable.

Lady Emily made it worse, quite by accident, by abolishing serfdom within Cockatrice and insisting on very limited taxes and tithes from her people.  (This would normally have been heavily opposed by the local nobility, but most of them were either implicated in the attempted coup against King Randor or ... convinced ... to flee by the suddenly empowered peasants (a number would fight beside the Noblest during the Zangarian Civil War and die during the conflict.)  Cockatrice had never been known for being a land overflowing with milk and honey, but the simple fact the peasants were suddenly allowed to keep most of their produce - and sell it as they saw fit - doubled or tripled farm yields within two years.  The outside world suddenly had something to aspire to, forcing the nobility to either make concessions of their own or risk mass unrest (or simple desertion).

Matters were slightly more restrained in the city-states, as there was already a certain level of education and political participation.  Leveller movements took part in local government, to the best of their abilities, as Levellers themselves started to spread into local institutions.  It was no longer possible for a guild to enforce a monopoly on anything and, as the Levellers flexed their muscles, the majority of the guilds agreed to limited reforms.  This drove forward a major economic boom, which boosted everything from broadsheets - it was truly said that a new broadsheet was founded every day - to steam industries and railways.  Not every new business was a success - it was also said that few broadsheets lasted long enough to make a mark - and Vesperian’s Folly nearly destroyed Beneficence, but overall the changes took root and spread rapidly.  It helped that newly-minted apprentices set out to start their own businesses, in doing so, spread Levelism.

There is no such thing as a typical Leveller.  Levellers come from all walks of society, although the majority tend to be middle-class cityfolk or peasant leaders/activists, both of whom are very aware of how society is weighted against them and ambitious enough to try to make their mark.  Women are surprisingly well represented within Leveller councils, a reflection of what the Levellers owe Lady Emily and, more practically, an awareness that - at least in the more misogynistic communities - it is easier for women to both move around without being noticed and, if they are, to evade both harsh interrogation and the death sentence.  Most Leveller cells give at least lip service to the rights of women, as well as men, although it is unclear how this will shake out in practice.  Too many communities still regard women as little more than property, with their fathers - and later husbands - having ultimate responsibility for their conduct. 

Kings, being used to top-down structures, came to believe that the Levellers were a unified force.  Lady Emily, some argued, was the Chief Leveller; others pointed to other names, often their political enemies, and insisted that they had to be in charge.  This was an understandable mistake (spurred by rumour and the fact that underground societies were quite common in aristocratic communities).  The Levellers are not, and never have been, an organised group.  They are, at best, a very loosely organised collection of cells, each one having a different idea of how best to do things and often in disagreement with each other.  City Levellers are often moderate, attached to ideas such as constitutions and laws; Country Levellers, often former serfs and peasants, are often much more radical in their approach.  

There is, therefore, very little codification of Leveller thinking, let alone dogma.  However, nearly all Levellers adhere to three tenets:

First, all men (the term is generally taken to mean ‘mankind’) are equal before the law.

Second, all men have the right to bear arms.

Third, all men have the right to grant and withdraw their labour, and move around the world, at will.

These tenets were utterly unacceptable to the aristocracy and monarchs (and even to some magical communities).  The first tenet would undermine all the rights and privileges the aristocrats had claimed for themselves.  The second would threaten their ability to keep the commoners in line with naked force.  The third would make it impossible for them to keep peasants and serfs in the field (serfdom itself would be abolished by the third) unless they paid much better wages.  Their protests, however, did not stop the tenets from spreading and becoming, at least in part, something for the Levellers to work towards.  

It should be clear that there is little consensus beyond those three points.  The Levellers are deeply divided on a multitude of issues, from reform - moderates want an end to serfdom; radicals want the land divided amongst those who work it - to how mankind should be governed and the precise legal status of men, women and children.  Worst of all, perhaps, there is no clear blueprint for how the servants of the old order, still less the masters themselves, should be handled by the new world order.  The minor issues that may damage, perhaps even destroy, Leveller cells have often been allowed to fester.  The major issues have often made it impossible for the new world order to get off the ground and muster its power to defeat the reactionaries before they counterattack.

The future of the Leveller movement, in the wake of the end of the Necromantic Wars, is unclear.  The collapse of the Allied Lands has brought opportunities, but also threats.  The kings, no longer needing to pay lip service to unity (and afraid of the Alluvian Revolution spreading to their lands), have cracked down hard.  The international messenger system, created and maintained by the White Council, has been effectively ruined.  Old certainties are collapsing everywhere.  At the same time, the kings and princes - and the rules they created - have been discredited and there is a glimmer, at least, of hope for the future.
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